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            THE CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d just got home from school when I heard the phone ringing. Somehow, I knew, even before I answered it.

      “Joe Knight?” said the voice on the other end of the line.

      “Miss Applemore?”

      Her voice sounded so tense I could practically hear her nerves bending. It was the sound of someone struggling to keep the panic at bay that scared me the most.

      “I need to book you in for a lesson, Joe,” she said. “Is this evening convenient? 6.30?”

      Two hours. “I’ll be there,” I said.

      “I know you will. You have to be.”

      The line went dead.

      

      It had been scarcely a month since Greenfields High had crumbled under the weight of evil that had seeped into its brickwork. A month since our demonic headmaster had fled these shores for Iceland.

      Despite reports he’d been shipwrecked and rumoured drowned, I knew the story was far from over.

      I arrived promptly at the house of Miss Applemore—Ma Apples—at my old time slot. As I rang the bell I thought back to my very first lesson. How Ma Apples had reminded me of the Hansel and Gretel witch.

      She answered the door on the first ring and ushered me into the familiar music room, where I took my place next to her at the piano, a fire blazing behind us. She looked even older and more like a witch than ever.

      “If you have any questions, Joe, then I suggest we get them out of the way now,” she said. “We have to begin again and quickly.”

      I asked all the obvious stuff. About what she’d said only a few weeks ago, telling me I would have to leave the piano alone for a while. That it was the price to be paid for messing around in the dark world of alchemy. About me needing time to repair the damage done.

      She listened to my questions and then answered them all in a single sentence.

      “The headmaster isn’t dead.”

      I started to say something. “There’s nothing more to say, Joe,” she interrupted. “We haven’t the time to do things properly. The headmaster is alive and he’s heading back to England as we speak.”

      “But you said⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter what I said or what I didn’t say. Not now. If we take the time to do things as I would have liked, then the world goes to hell. It’s as simple as that.”

      She lifted the lid up on the piano. “You’ll want to know how I know these things. Watch and listen.”

      Ma Apples played a short melody. It was nothing special. So completely forgettable, in fact, that no sooner had she finished playing it than I’d already forgotten it. She handed me a page of manuscript.

      “When you get home, play it on your piano at the tempo I’ve just demonstrated. And take careful note. I need to know exactly what happens. Playing that melody on your piano will explain more to you in a minute than I could explain in a year of Sundays.”

      She was looking at me, reading the question frothing up on my lips.

      “The melody was given to me in a dream, Joe. Only your piano can decode that dream entirely.”

      With that she stood up. The lesson, it seemed, was already over.
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        * * *

      

      I got back to our house on Hope Street to find Dad sitting on the settee in the living room, reading from a new book he was working on. Doozy was asleep next to him, though I wasn’t fooled for a moment. Dad was trying out his latest story on the only member of the family who’d listen, and Doozy had given him the only honest appraisal a cat could give, by settling down for forty winks.

      Dad was writing about a school infested with an evil spirit. In the end, the school is destroyed, and the hero lives to fight on. It didn’t take a genius to work out where he was getting his ideas from. The hero was Dad, as a boy, setting his own schooldays straight. It never occurred to him that he also happened to be writing my life story.

      Knight of the Sorry Face, that’s what they’d called him at school, on account of his apparent similarities to Don Quixote. Being stark, staring mad, in other words!

      And yet he wanted to pass that mantle on to me. Thanks, Dad! He wanted a son who was as crazy as he was. An “incorrigible dreamer” who would carry on the work he had done in his “own youth, righting wrongs and tirelessly battling evil.”

      He spoke a lot of rubbish, did Dad. Even on a good day.

      I let him finish reading out a section he was clearly very excited about. The evil headmaster was interviewing a new games teacher and asking the candidate what he thought he would bring to the school.

      “‘Pain and suffering,” said the candidate.

      “‘You can start Monday,” said the head.’”

      Dad looked up at me, beaming. “So, what do you think, Joe?”

      “Very nice,” I said. “Where’s Mum?”

      “She popped out. The corner shop, I believe.”

      I didn’t blame her. I went through to the front room, feeling sorry for Doozy, who I suspected was only pretending to be asleep, as Dad was showing no sign of letting up anytime soon. Closing the door behind me, I looked at the piano, a sudden wash of excitement mixing with fear inside me.

      For a few long minutes, I looked at the keys, wondering where they would take me this time. What dark adventure I was on the threshold of beginning. At last I began playing the simple melody Ma Apples had demonstrated earlier that evening.

      Nothing happened. Perhaps I’d remembered it wrong. I took the manuscript page she had given me out from my pocket and unfolded it. Simple as the melody appeared to be, it seemed I hadn’t got it exactly right after all. It sounded straightforward, but in reality, it was a lot trickier than I’d realised, far subtler.

      After a little practice I managed to play it exactly as it was written. But still nothing happened.

      I recalled Ma Apples urging me to play at the correct tempo. A metronome would have been useful, but I wasn’t going there again! I’d destroyed the metronome from Mr. Riddle’s shop, the one constructed by Jeremiah Slade, and sworn never to use one of the damned things ever again, considering all the trouble it had caused.

      Trying to recall the tempo Ma Apples had played at, I set off a third time into the deceptive melody. And almost instantly, it happened.

      The first sign was a wobbly feeling, as though the room and everything in it had become unfastened from the rest of the world. Like the room itself was vibrating with the sound of the notes I was playing, and unpicking reality—or at least my perception of what I thought of as reality. As I played over the melody, the effect became steadily more intense.

      I stopped playing and immediately the room became solid again. After a few moments, I summoned the courage to continue, my fingers finding the notes once more, and the gap in the solid world starting to open up. It was like curtains folding back in a theatre, revealing a huge screen.

      On the screen, I could make out a vast expanse of water. It looked to me like the open ocean. And on it—a boat, or perhaps a small ship. It was hard to work out the scale. Something in the scene though was unmistakable.

      The headmaster.

      He was at the wheel, steering the vessel through rough waters, gigantic waves threatening to overturn the boat at any second. Behind the head stood Jeremiah Slade.

      The head was saying something, though I couldn’t hear the words for the roar of the ocean. Then he began to turn the wheel, and it was as though he was turning down the volume of the natural world. Controlling the elements until his voice rang through, more powerful than the storm.

      “Joe Knight,” he said. “So, we meet again.”

      His voice sounded like a thunderstorm, full of power and menace.

      “Not expecting this, were you, boy? Yes, I can see you. And I know all about the damage your dabbling has done to that piano. Tragic, isn’t it, that you can no longer snoop into other people’s business without being seen?”

      His demented laughter rose above the now hushed din of the ocean.

      “And talking of business, we have some to sort out, I believe. So, I’m travelling across these rough seas to settle things once and for all.”

      His eyes were wild with malice. He was evil personified. Behind him Jeremiah Slade stared out into an invisible distance, and I dared not imagine what he was seeing.

      The head turned the wheel, lowering the sound of the ocean until I could practically hear his heartbeat. “You like music, Mr. Knight. Well, you’re in for a treat.”

      Behind me I could hear a voice shouting my name. I almost fell off the piano stool as I swung around from the nightmare scene in front of me. Mum was standing there.

      It must have been the look of terror on my face because she looked about ready to scream. “Joe, what is it? You look like you’ve seen the devil himself!”

      I looked back to where a moment ago the headmaster and Jeremiah Slade had been sailing the wild ocean. But all I could see was our small front room and a battered old piano. It would be a hard sell trying to explain to Mum what had been happening in that room only moments earlier.

      Then Dad came in and even Doozy popped by to see what all the fuss was about.

      “I can’t even go to the shop for five minutes,” said Mum.

      “You’ve been gone nearer half an hour,” said Dad.

      Doozy meowed.

      “Exactly,” said Dad. “I couldn’t have put it better myself.”

      Mum muttered something I didn’t quite catch, and then she added, “I put my head around the door, Joe’s playing some tune over and over, oblivious to the world as usual. And then when he does hear me, he turns around with a face suggesting the legions of hell are after him.”

      “I think you are being a tad melodramatic there,” said Dad. “But it’s a nice thought. I’ll write it down and use it in my new book.”

      Mum ignored him and kissed me. “I only wanted to know how your lesson had gone, sweetheart.”

      “Let the lad get back to his practice,” said Dad. “And I want to know some more about these legions of hell chasing Joe. I think my readers will love it!”

      “Cheers, Dad! As long as we can keep your readers happy, that’s the main thing!”

      He smiled, my sarcasm clearly wasted.

      “My lesson was fine,” I said. “And Dad’s right. I need to work on this new tune.”

      Mum said she could take a hint, and so the three of them trooped out and left me alone.

      The room suddenly felt empty. I looked at the piano and wondered if I had the nerve for it.

      It took a few minutes to build up the courage again, and if it hadn’t been for the curiosity of wanting to know what the head had to say, I might have left it until the light of morning.

      I began playing the tune again and straight away the portal opened. The head was looking straight at me.

      “Welcome back, Mr. Knight,” he said. “Now, before I was so rudely interrupted, I was telling you about the treat I have in store—you being such a lover of music and all that. You see, I want to teach you my song, Joe Knight. It’s a rather special tune, and a favourite of mine. I call it my Graveyard Song. But first you must learn the Melody of the Damned.”
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            MELODY OF THE DAMNED

          

        

      

    

    
      That night I hardly slept, and when I did, I woke up hoping the whole thing had been nothing more than a bad dream. There was nobody at school I could talk to—even Lily Fielding, the one person who might understand, was off that week with flu.

      It was after tea when something came on the news that finally convinced me the nightmare was real.

      Mum and Dad always insisted on watching the news. Mum said it was important to know what was happening in the world, while Dad was always on the lookout to steal some decent stories from the real world.

      A report came on, suggesting a large number of people had complained about interference on the radio around midday. Both national and local radio stations had been affected. All of the complaints suggested the interference had consisted of something like the sound you get when your radio is badly out of tune. And all had reckoned that somewhere in amongst that random noise there had been a barely audible melody.

      On its own this would have been little more than a weird news item quickly forgotten about. Except that it came with some far more chilling information.

      It seemed that at around the time of the interference there had been a large number of accidents. Reports about these accidents were coming in thick and fast. There had been accidents on the roads, accidents involving people falling from ladders and from buildings, accidents involving machinery, and so on. As the reports had been compiled and analysed through the afternoon a pattern had emerged.

      Every one of the accidents involved a radio playing.

      Drivers found dead or injured at the wheel of smashed and overturned vehicles, all had the radio on. People falling from ladders or roofs had all been listening to the radio. And those who had not suffered an accident—who had been sitting at a desk or lying on a bed—in every case those people reported experiencing the sense of falling asleep or drifting into a trance.

      “What do you make of that?” asked Mum.

      “Sounds like a great idea for a story,” said Dad.

      “Is that all you ever think about, Jeff!” said Mum.

      “It’s what’s called being a writer, my dear,” said Dad.

      I put on my coat. They both looked at me.

      “I need to get some fresh air,” I said.

      

      Ma Apples didn’t seem the least bit surprised to see me. I stepped inside, and she led me through to the music room. As always there was a blazing fire, summer or winter, and she invited me to sit with her at the piano. Then her eyes narrowed, and she asked me what the tune had revealed.

      I told her about the headmaster and Slade travelling back to England on a boat, and what the head had said about a ‘Graveyard Song’ and a ‘Melody of the Damned.’

      After I had finished telling her, she said, “I suppose you have heard the news.”

      “You mean about the interference on the radio?”

      “And about the terrible things that have been happening all over the country.”

      “The Melody of the Damned? Was that the music coming through the radios?” I asked.

      Ma Apples looked at the piano keyboard in front of her.

      “Music is an amazing thing, Joe. A wonderful mystery that never fails to astound me. That out of these relatively few notes, all the music in the world has been created—and continues to be. Twelve notes, repeated up and down the octaves, producing infinite combinations. It’s miraculous, don’t you think?”

      She turned to face me. “The headmaster and Jeremiah Slade—yes, they are responsible. And they were able to see you through the portal?”

      “The head could see me. Slade was looking in another direction, at something I couldn’t see.”

      “Interesting.” She looked again at the keyboard. “Of course, you don’t need me to tell you that the headmaster’s ability to see you indicates his power has grown whilst your defences have been weakened.”

      I waited for her to say more. When she didn’t, I asked her what I had to do. It seemed to take forever for her to look up, to look at me. I could see tiredness in her eyes I had never seen before. She looked at me for a long time before she spoke.

      “You can’t do this alone, Joe,” she said.

      “But who else is there?” I asked. I knew the answer.

      “You need Lily,” she said. “And not just Lily. You need Mr. Handel, too.”

      “Our old music teacher—from Greenfields High? But I don’t know where to find him.”

      She ignored me. “And you will also need the ghost of Kilgore Brown.”

      I swallowed. Hard. I could feel my expression betraying me. Despite the tiredness etched deep into her ancient features, a wicked grin was breaking through on Ma Apples’ face. “Oh, Joe Knight,” she said. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of ghosts. After everything you’ve been through already⁠—”

      She took a book of music from a folder and placed it, face down, on top of the piano. “Lily is recovering from a bad chest at the moment. Give her a couple more days and she will be fine. You must go and visit her, and I will make sure she’s expecting you.”

      Then Ma Apples asked how my practice had been going and suggested I play a few exercises for her. I played them through, and she didn’t seem impressed. “You’re going to have to do some hard work on your scales and arpeggios, young man,” she said, reaching for the book of music she had placed on top of the piano. “Are you familiar with Franz Liszt?”

      I’d heard the name, but that was about it. She opened the dusty old book of music and placed it in front of me. Maybe she saw my eyes widen and my jaw drop, because the next moment something extremely unusual was happening.

      She was laughing. “Yes, he can look rather daunting at first,” she said. “And you will never play him properly without paying proper attention to your exercises. But I have every confidence in you, Joe. You can master this.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said. “But shouldn’t I be getting in touch with … Mr. Handel?”

      That’s when the penny dropped. “You mean—this music is how I get in touch with him?”

      She pointed to a passage marked in pencil, on the third page. “The portal for Mr. Handel is a note-perfect rendition of this passage, but you will need to be over-accenting the bass in these two bars. Do you see?”

      She played it through, making a pretty good job of it as far as I could tell.

      “That’s how it was written to be played,” she said. “Now listen to the difference.” She played it again, this time bringing out the bass in the marked section. The difference was subtle, but I could hear it. “It will require a lot of practice, Joe. Work on your exercises, and then practice the marked passage slowly, separate hands at first. Precision is essential if you are to make contact with Mr. Handel.”

      “Haven’t you got a telephone number for him?” I asked. “It might be a lot quicker.”

      Ma Apples smiled, despite her tiredness. “Nothing in life is easy, Joe. Nothing of any value anyway. Mr. Handel is in hiding. He has not been seen since he left your old school.”

      “Hiding from who? You mean the headmaster?”

      “Mr. Handel led you to your piano, and the headmaster knows that. And he also knows it’s only a matter of time before you try to contact Mr. Handel. He will be waiting for you. Time is of the essence, but there are no shortcuts. So, practice. And practice hard.”

      She closed the lid on the piano. It was my signal to leave.

      I still had a hundred unanswered questions queuing up inside my head. I asked the one at the front of the queue.

      “What about Kilgore Brown?”

      “Not yet, Joe. Begin with Lily and Mr. Handel. That’s plenty to be going on with, believe me. The ghost of Kilgore Brown will have to wait a little while—but his time is coming, make no mistake about that.”

      She showed me to the door.

      “If you need me, you know where I am, day or night. Good luck.”

      

      As I made my way home, I thought back to those early warnings from Mr. Handel the last time I had seen him. He had warned me about the headmaster, and he had uttered those mysterious words: “The evil one knows its nemesis will come as a dreamer.”

      A sudden surge of anger rose up inside me.

      I was a thirteen-year-old schoolboy. I was supposed to be daydreaming about being a top footballer or maybe a pop star or else a hundred other dreams suitable for a boy of my age. So why instead of all of that harmless dreaming was I having to fight against the evil that had possessed my old school and brought it crashing down? And how could I defeat such powerful, ancient, enduring evil? Why had I been chosen?
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        * * *

      

      The next morning was the first at our new school. Since Greenfields High had collapsed under the weight of the headmaster’s evil reign, we had been using the annexes of the recently completed Business and Commerce College on Gregory Road. It had been a great improvement on our old premises. Comfort and convenience instead of cold rooms and endless grim corridors.

      So, it came as a blow that morning finding our ‘new school’ to be a derelict version of Greenfields. They’d given us the old college buildings that had been vacated when the new college on Gregory Road had been completed.

      Cold rooms and endless corridors.

      As I approached the rusting iron gates for the first time on that dark, rainy morning I had one consoling thought. That a building so fragile would collapse at the first whiff of evil.

      As it turned out, I couldn’t have been more wrong.
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            THEOPHRASTUS BOMBASTUS JONES

          

        

      

    

    
      We took our places in the large assembly hall. It was a vile place, all high ceiling and rotting window frames, cold and damp and reeking of stale cabbage and sprouts. Water was dripping down the walls and the chairs were hard and full of splinters.

      Most of the teachers were there, though I noticed a few were missing. There had been rumours of early retirements, and it was looking like some of those rumours were true. Maybe some of our teachers just couldn’t bear the thought of finishing their days in a dump like that, and who could blame them?

      An out-of-tune piano started bashing out Jerusalem and we all stood up. A slim figure with shoulder-length blonde hair took centre stage and I realised our new headmaster wasn’t a ‘master’ after all—but a mistress. She looked young, for a head teacher, and not as bad looking as the ones you generally came across in books and films. There was an easiness about her, almost laid back, as she stood there looking out from the stage. And she even gave off a certain warmth I wouldn’t otherwise have associated with the species.

      I didn’t doubt that warmth would evaporate as soon as the hymn ended and she began shouting at us about how she was the boss and that we would do well to remember that.

      Yet when Jerusalem finally did end and she addressed us, one and all, it was with the same warmth that was mirrored in her expression. She even made a few jokes about the rubbish building not being fit for the poor cockroaches who had to live there, and how some of the teaching staff hadn’t the stomach for such squalor and so had fled for their pensions.

      When she had just about finished her welcome, which had everyone in the hall at least smiling, she gave us the biggest surprise of all.

      “So then, what song shall we sing now?”

      The hall fell silent. Everyone was looking around, trying to work out whether she was joking or not. Then someone towards the back of the hall shouted, “The Beatles.” Someone else shouted, “Oasis.” Then, “Dizzy Rascal.” The suggestions were coming thick and fast. The new head put up a hand. “We’ll be here for a week,” she said. “Let’s have a vote.”

      It was close but the Beatles scraped it. Maybe it was the recent charity recording of Hey Jude that had swung it. Christmas number ones with proceeds going to sick children always seemed to go down well where teachers were involved—even teachers you couldn’t really trust. Maybe it went with the job.

      “Well, you chose the band,” said the head, “so I get to choose the song—that’s only fair.” Following a quick conversation between herself and the new music teacher perched at the piano, the slightly out-of-tune chords of Hey Jude kicked in. I wasn’t surprised.

      “We must get that thing tuned,” she shouted, leading the assembly through a medley of Hey Jude, I want to Hold your Hand and With a Little Help from my Friends.

      When we’d finished singing, she thanked everybody and promised there would be good times ahead. Then she said there was a chance of persuading the authorities to move us “back to civilisation” and everybody cheered at that. But they cheered louder when she said, “We’ve done enough for today. See you all on Monday. Have a fab weekend everybody.”

      

      Back at home I got down to some serious practice while the house was empty. I did two hours before Dad came in. He’d been “taking a story idea for a walk” and was surprised to see me. He was even more surprised when I told him we’d been given the rest of the day off.

      “Sounds like you’ve fallen on your feet there,” he said. “Now a headmistress like that is worth keeping hold of. Could have done with someone like that around when I was at school. My old headmaster preferred breaking a stick across your hide—and that’s if he was in a good mood! Beans on toast for lunch?”

      While Dad was fixing lunch I asked if there’d been anything on the news about radio interference and people crashing cars or falling from buildings.

      “Nothing on earlier,” he said. “Time yet, though.”

      That was Dad. Ever the optimist!

      “So, what are you going to do with your free afternoon, then?” he asked.

      I had an urge to check on my old headmaster. I had an image of him smashed up on some distant rocks, him and Slade dead, and all our worries behind us. The image didn’t hold, and another one quickly replaced it: the headmaster and Slade walking across a beach, whistling a tune, people dropping dead around them.

      I looked up from my plate to see Dad grinning. “My, my—where did you get to?” he asked. “I’ve been talking to myself for the last five minutes.”

      “Sorry, Dad.”

      “You don’t have to apologise to me, son. Good to see you enjoying yourself. I’d give anything to know what goes on inside of that head of yours.” He was puffing up with pride and I could see what was coming. “Maybe you’re taking after your old man. Two writers in the family, eh—what will your mum think of that?”

      She’d probably think about leaving home.

      I thought it but I didn’t say it. Dad was still beaming, and I wasn’t about to ruin his fantasy. I kept my eyes on my plate and took my time with my meal. When I’d finished eating, he said, “You never answered my question. What are you up to this afternoon?”

      I looked up, looked him straight in the eye. What the heck, I thought.

      “Well, Dad,” I said, “I don’t think you’re going to believe this⁠—”

      “Try me, son.”

      “I reckon my old headmaster wants to destroy me and my piano. He fled to Iceland after Greenfields was destroyed, and there were rumours he was shipwrecked. But he’s sailing back to England and he’s bringing the world’s most powerful alchemist, Jeremiah Slade, with him.”

      “I see,” said Dad, not batting an eyelid.

      “And I reckon he’s responsible for all the accidents and deaths lately.”

      “How’s that?” asked Dad.

      “The tune in the radio interference—he got Slade to compose it. It’s called the ‘Melody of the Damned’ and if you hear it you are put in a trance—like you’re hypnotised or something. It’s the music that made people crash and fall.”

      “Wow,” said Dad. “And when are you going to start writing it?” He pointed a finger right at me. “I know what you’re up to, young man. You’re trying it out on me, aren’t you?”

      It would certainly give Doozy a break! I thought.

      “You’re a dark horse, Joe, and no mistake. But where does your piano come into it? Why would he want to destroy that?”

      In for a penny, in for a pound. I went for it.

      “Well, Dad, you see—the piano has some fantastic qualities. Through certain musical combinations you can open up portals into other lives and all sorts of things. But you have to practice, and that’s what I need to do now.”

      “Don’t let me keep you,” he said, giving me a knowing wink. “I’ll do the dishes while you sort out the evil headmaster and his alchemist accomplice.”

      “Are you sure, Dad?”

      “I’ve never been more certain of anything, son.”

      

      While Dad got stuck into the housework, I opened up the portal. But all I could find was an empty ocean. There was no sign of the headmaster anywhere. I came out and went back in at least a dozen times, yet he wasn’t to be found anywhere. I was closing the lid on the piano when Dad came in.

      “Have you sorted him, Joe?”

      “Not quite,” I said, beginning to wish I’d kept my mouth shut. “Think I’ll go and see if Lily’s any better.”

      “That’s a good idea. After all, against a malignant head and a powerful alchemist you need at least one person fighting on your side. It’s more or less a tradition, I would say.”

      As I went past him, he saluted. “To the forces of good,” he said. “May Joe Knight—The Knight of the Sorry Face—go forth into battle and vanquish the Beast of a Thousand Barnacles.”

      It felt good to be outside, breathing the fresh air. I pitied Doozy. Now I’d stirred Dad up like that, the poor cat was in for one difficult afternoon.

      

      Lily’s house was only a few minutes’ walk from our house on Hope Street. My guess was that if she was off sick from school then she wouldn’t be out anywhere. I was right. She was in bed with about a dozen blankets covering her.

      “Great to see you,” she said, sneezing heartily. “I’m feeling much better. My chest is, anyway, though my face is still full up with gunk.” Lily’s mum made us both milkshakes and left us to it. I told Lily all about the new school and what a dump it was and how the new head had let us vote for songs in assembly and then given us the rest of the day off.

      “Sounds like all that bad stuff’s behind us, Joe.” She caught my expression. “What is it?”

      I told her about the call from Ma Apples, urgently resuming my lessons. And about the headmaster and Jeremiah Slade travelling back to England.

      “So, it isn’t over?”

      “Far from it.”

      “I thought you’d have to leave your lessons alone for a bit longer, because of all that stuff, you know⁠—”

      “So did I. But Ma Apples said we have to take the risk. I think she’d hoped we would have had more time. Then we could have prepared more thoroughly. Maybe put right more of the damage. But all the music you’ve been passing on to me, it’s helped, I’m sure it has.”

      “But…”

      “The enemy’s coming back with a vengeance, Lily. We have no choice, and little time.”

      “We? You keep mentioning we.”

      I remembered the milkshake in my hand that Lily’s mum had given me, and I took a gulp.

      “Joe, you have to tell me. What’s going on?”
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