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Chapter 1 — Cleveland
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The arena smells the way arenas always smell: industrial cold, spilled beer, twenty thousand people's anticipation compressed into a single vibrating atmosphere. Jake Sullivan has walked into this smell ten thousand times. He has stopped noticing it the way a fisherman stops noticing the sea.

He notices it tonight.

He's not sure why. He's standing in the wings, sixty seconds from walking out, and the smell hits him with the force of something new — as though he's walked into it for the first time, as though his body has decided, without consulting him, to pay attention. He breathes it in. Cold concrete and old beer and the specific electrical smell of a large PA system running at capacity, and underneath all of it, the human smell: twenty thousand people who drove here, who found parking, who bought merchandise in the lobby, who are now standing in the dark with their hands ready to come together.

Cleveland. Of all the cities on the reunion tour, Cleveland is the one Rick put last.

Jake had asked him about it, early in the planning — shouldn't they open here, given the history, given that this is where Firelake began in any meaningful sense? Rick had looked at him with the patient expression he uses for questions that have already been answered inside his head. "You build to the ending," he said. "Cleveland is the ending."

Jake had accepted this. He accepts most of what Rick says about the architecture of things. Rick has been building and managing and structuring for thirty years and the structures have worked, which is the argument Rick makes implicitly every time Jake might otherwise push back. The structures work. The numbers work. The tours work. Whatever else Rick is — and Jake has spent thirty years not completing that particular thought — he is competent.

"Two minutes," the stage manager says. She's young, twenty-six maybe, with the focused energy of someone who has been doing this job for a few years and still finds it extraordinary. Jake likes her. He likes the people who still find it extraordinary.

He rolls his neck. He shakes out his hands. These are the rituals — not superstition, just the body's way of remembering what it knows. The voice is warmed up, has been warmed up since five in the afternoon. The set is the set he's done forty-seven times on this tour. He knows every beat of it the way he knows his own face in the mirror.

"One minute."

From where he stands in the wings Jake can see a slice of the crowd — the first twenty or thirty rows, the people close enough that the stage lights catch their faces. They're all ages. This has always moved him, and he has always been slightly embarrassed by being moved by it, as though it's too easy a thing to be moved by. But the ages get him every time: the sixty-year-olds who were in their twenties when the first album came out, who grew up with these songs in the specific way you grow up with the music of your twenties, which is the way it gets into the bone. And beside them, their adult children, who grew up with these songs differently — inherited them, absorbed them through proximity, learned to love them at second hand. And below that, younger still, the ones who found the catalog the way people find things now, algorithmically, a recommendation at the end of something else, and fell in.

Three generations. All of them knowing every word.

The crowd always knows every word.

From the wings on the opposite side of the stage, Rick Marlow watches.

He is sixty-one years old, and he has the stillness of a man who has spent four decades learning to read rooms. He reads them the way a sailor reads weather — the aggregate of small signals, the pressure and temperature of a crowd, the quality of their waiting. Tonight's crowd is good. He knew it would be. Cleveland always brings out the people who are not merely fans but something more invested — the ones for whom Firelake is not just music but a chapter of autobiography. This is the last night of the tour. The word has gotten out, the way words get out. People drove from Pittsburgh, from Cincinnati, from places further.

Rick has managed Firelake since before there was a Firelake — since the rehearsal space in Pittsburgh in 1990, when it was just five young people arguing about what they were building. He found them. He is careful, when he tells this story, to say he found them rather than that he made them, because the distinction matters to him. You don't make artists. You locate them and then you build the structure that lets what they are reach the people who need it.

This is what he tells himself. This is what he has told himself for thirty years.

The structure has worked. He is not wrong about that. The structure has taken Evan Ryder's songs — which were extraordinary, which were the kind of songs that only come from certain kinds of minds in certain kinds of configurations of ability and obsession and luck — and put them in front of everyone. Hundreds of millions of streams. Twenty-seven countries. Five albums and a box set and a catalog that generates more money now than it did fifteen years ago, which is a thing that almost never happens and has happened here because the songs are that good.

He watches Jake walk out. Watches the crowd receive him.

It works. It has always worked. The songs work because the songs are real, and Jake works because Jake understands the songs in the particular way of someone who has inhabited them for thirty years, and the crowd works because the crowd brings its own life to the songs and the songs can hold all of it.

Rick's hands, at his sides, are very still.

Jake Sullivan, fifty-eight years old, performing with the ease of a man who has done this ten thousand times because he has done this ten thousand times.

He walks out and the roar is physical — you forget, between tours, that it's physical, that sound at this volume and this collective intentionality pushes against you like wind. He walks into it. He takes the microphone from the stand. He looks out at the twenty thousand faces he cannot individually see, at the mass of them, the lit phones held aloft making a low constellation.

"Cleveland," he says.

The roar intensifies. Cleveland always intensifies at its own name, which is a thing about Cleveland — it has a particular relationship to being acknowledged, to being treated as a place that matters. Jake has played hundreds of cities and Cleveland is the one that responds to its own name that way.

He counts in the band. The first chord.

The four surviving members of Firelake, assembled for the last night of the reunion tour:

Tommy Greer behind the drums. Tommy is fifty-nine and looks older in the way of people who have been carrying something heavy for a long time, but behind the kit he is transformed — not younger, exactly, but present in a way he isn't always present offstage. The drums require all of him. He has said this, in interviews, for thirty years: the drums are the one place he can't be anywhere else. He plays tonight with the precision that alcohol has paradoxically sharpened over the years, as though the tremor in his hands when he's still demands a more deliberate grip on the sticks, as though the body has compensated for the damage by making the intention more exact.

Dennis Farrow on lead guitar. Dennis is sixty-one and has been careful since he was nineteen. He is careful the way certain people are careful — not anxious, not timid, but precise, measured, a man who watches exits. He watches his fingers tonight the way he always watches them, with the focus of someone who cannot afford to let his mind go somewhere else because he knows where it will go.

Carla Voss at the keyboards. Carla left the band in 2005 — creative differences, she told the press, and this is not entirely false. She came back for the reunion because Rick asked her and because she has learned, in the years since Portland, that some debts can only be paid by showing up. She plays tonight with her face composed into the professional neutrality of someone who has decided, long ago, what she will allow to be visible.

And Jake. The last addition, the one who came after. The voice that has been carrying Evan Ryder's words for thirty years without fully understanding whose words they were.

The crowd knows every word.

The crowd always knows every word.

Sam Collins is in the press section, twelve rows back, on the aisle. He is thirty-four years old and has been a staff writer at Rolling Stone for three years, and this is the biggest assignment of his career so far, which he knows and is trying not to think about too directly because direct thinking about the size of an assignment tends to make the thinking smaller.

He is here for the reunion story. Thirty years since Evan Ryder's death, the band's improbable persistence, Jake Sullivan's particular position as a man who has spent his career performing someone else's genius — this is, on its surface, a story about endurance and legacy and what it means to carry a thing forward when the original carrier is gone.

This is the story Sam was assigned.

Sam has been doing additional research.

He has his notebook open in his lap, in the dark, though he can't really write in it — he's using it as an object to hold, the journalist's equivalent of a prop. He watches Jake Sullivan perform with the attention he gives everything, which is the attention of someone who is always looking for the gap between what a thing appears to be and what it is.

He was not born when Evan Ryder died. He is aware that this fact lands differently on different people. Rick Marlow, when Sam mentioned it in their pre-tour phone call, went briefly and noticeably quiet before resuming his practiced warmth. Jake Sullivan laughed — a short, genuine laugh — and then stopped laughing, and then said something about time that Sam wrote down and has been thinking about since. Dennis Farrow, when Sam mentioned it backstage in Pittsburgh, looked at him for a long moment with an expression Sam couldn't fully read, and then said: "You'll see things we can't see anymore. Fresh eyes."

Sam is not sure if that was an invitation or a warning.

He watches the show. He watches Jake Sullivan perform Evan Ryder's songs to twenty thousand people in the city where Evan Ryder drowned. He takes notes in the dark.

The last song of the set. The crowd on its feet for the third time — they've been standing since the fourth song and the sitting and standing has become moot, everyone just standing now, phones aloft, the old ones who remember and the young ones who inherited and all of them knowing every word.

Jake's voice at full extension, the voice that thirty years has deepened from something clean into something weathered, and the weathering has made it better — this is the thing about Jake Sullivan's voice, the unfair thing, that age has improved it. It was a good voice at twenty-eight when Rick found him. At fifty-eight it is a great one: the kind of voice that sounds like it has earned whatever it's saying, that carries the weight of its years in a way the listener can feel as their own weight, their own years.

He hits the final note and holds it. The band drops away and it's just the voice for the last four bars, and the crowd goes quiet under it — not silent, but the quality of sound changes, becomes something closer to breath than roar, twenty thousand people doing the thing crowds do when a performance crosses from entertainment into something they cannot immediately categorize.

The final chord. The band comes back in. The lights. The roar.

Jake holds up a hand. He takes his guitar off. He sets it in the stand. He looks out at the twenty thousand faces he cannot see and says, quietly, into the microphone, the thing he says at the end of every show:

"Thank you for keeping these songs alive."

He means it. He has meant it every time he's said it. He means it especially here, tonight, in this city, for reasons he has not yet had occasion to fully examine.

He walks offstage into the corridor behind the stage, and the noise drops by half with the geography of the walls, and he passes the crew and the security and the catering table and the smell of coffee and the radio chatter, and he stops.

He has stopped without knowing why he stopped.

He is standing in a corridor. The corridor is ordinary — poured concrete, fluorescent overhead lights, the cables taped to the floor that exist in every backstage in every arena on earth. There is nothing distinctive about this corridor except that he cannot seem to move through it.

He stands there. The tour manager will find him in a moment. There are things to do — the meet and greet with the premium ticket holders, the brief press availability, the bus call at midnight. He knows all of this. He will do all of this.

He stands in the corridor and feels something he cannot name. Not nostalgia — he is suspicious of nostalgia, has spent thirty years watching nostalgia used as a commercial mechanism and has become allergic to the feeling. Not grief, exactly. Something more physical than grief, or differently physical — the sense of standing in a place that has already been stood in by someone else, the ghost of an earlier occupancy.

He doesn't know that a photograph exists. Somewhere in an archive — in Rick's archive, specifically, in one of the boxes in Rick's Nashville storage facility — there is a photograph of Evan Ryder standing in this exact corridor after the last show he ever played. The same angle. The same fluorescent light. Evan with his guitar still over one shoulder, looking at something the photographer couldn't see, his expression doing something that the photograph has preserved but cannot explain.

Jake doesn't know this.

He stands in the corridor for three seconds, feeling what he cannot name, and then the tour manager appears at his elbow and says "Great show, the premium holders are in the green room" and the night resumes, and the feeling doesn't go away but gets folded into the other things that are happening, the way feelings do when life continues to require your attention.
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Chapter 2 — Cleveland, October 14, 1994

[image: ]


The same corridor. Thirty years earlier.

It is the end of a show — the same kind of end, the same fluorescent light and concrete and the sound of twenty thousand people finishing — and Evan Ryder is walking through it with his guitar over one shoulder and his bag on the other and three notebooks tucked under his arm, which is how he always moves through the world, loaded down with the materials of his own thinking.

He is twenty-six years old.

He will be dead in fourteen hours.

He doesn't know this. He is thinking about the bridge section he mentioned onstage — not onstage, he hasn't mentioned it onstage, he mentioned it in the dressing room before the show to Dennis, who nodded in the careful way Dennis nods when he's filing something rather than responding to it. He is thinking about whether the bridge is solved or whether the bridge only seems solved because he's been inside it too long and needs distance. He is thinking about whether the key change in the third verse of a different song is working or is merely habitual. He is thinking, in the specific overlapping way he thinks about music, which is not linear — it's more like standing in a room where all the songs are playing simultaneously, each at a different volume depending on where he puts his attention.

He is twenty-six years old and there are hundreds of songs in the room and he is walking through a fluorescent corridor after the last show of the third tour and he is thinking about a bridge.

The dressing room is full when he arrives. This is standard: the show ends and the dressing room fills the way a tide comes in, with the crew and the label people and the hangers-on and the local radio people who got their credentials through some favor Rick called in. Evan has learned to move through these rooms without getting stopped — not rudeness, just efficiency, the particular navigation of someone who learned early that if you pause you become available and if you become available you stop moving and if you stop moving the night goes somewhere you didn't intend.

He puts his guitar down. He puts his bag on the chair. He opens the nearest notebook — the third one, the one with the bridge in it — and he reads what he wrote this afternoon and he knows immediately: the bridge is not solved. The bridge is a problem that looked like a solution in the afternoon light of a hotel room and is clearly a problem now. He makes a note. He closes the notebook.

Tommy is already half-drunk. This is Tommy at twenty-nine, which is a different thing than Tommy at twenty-five — at twenty-five the drinking had a festive quality, a celebration of being alive and young and in a band that was going somewhere. At twenty-nine it has a function. Tommy drinks to stay ahead of something, and the something is never fully named but everyone in the band knows the shape of it, the specific anxiety he carries about what comes next, about whether any of this is real or whether it exists only while they're in motion and will disappear the moment they stop.

"Great show," Tommy says, raising his drink toward Evan.

"You were fast in the second verse," Evan says, not unkindly. "Half a beat. It pulled me sharp."

"Was it? I didn't feel it."

"You never feel it when you're fast. Only when you're slow." Evan takes a water bottle from the catering table. "It was fine. I adjusted."

Tommy drinks. He watches Evan over the rim of his glass. "You've been in your head all day."

"I'm always in my head."

"More than usual."

Evan looks at him. Tommy has known him since they were teenagers — since before either of them could play properly, since the basement in Pittsburgh where they worked things out with the specific seriousness of young people who have decided music is the thing. There is a shorthand between them that doesn't require finishing sentences.

"I'm fine," Evan says.

Tommy nods. He knows this is not entirely true. He files it.

Dennis Farrow is careful about everything, including the way he holds a beer bottle — two fingers around the neck, the bottle hanging loose, the posture of a man who is always ready to put the drink down. He is talking to someone from the label, a woman in her thirties with the contained energy of a person on a timeline, and he is listening to her with the full attention he brings to everything, which is not warmth exactly — Dennis is not a warm person, he is a precise one — but a quality of complete engagement that people often mistake for warmth.

He is watching the room while he listens. This is his skill, the thing that makes him valuable in ways beyond the guitar: he sees the architecture of a situation. He sees the vectors. He watched Rick and Evan in the corridor before the show — the conversation he wasn't meant to see, the two of them in the far end of the backstage area, Rick's posture tight, Evan's posture still — and he has been building a model of tonight ever since.

The model is not complete. There are variables he can't resolve. But the general shape of it is visible to him: the tour ends in four days. The solo album rumors are real — he knows they're real because Dennis always knows, because information flows toward people who watch without appearing to watch. Evan is going to leave. Not the band, perhaps — or perhaps the band — but something is going to change, and Rick knows it, and tonight has the quality of a night when a thing that has been coming finally arrives.

Dennis sips his beer. He nods at something the label woman says. He watches Evan cross the room toward the notebooks.

Carla Voss has been drinking water for six months. She doesn't explain this to people who ask — she says she's doing a health thing, which is true in the broadest sense, true in the way that stopping drinking after the night in Denver is a health thing. Denver was six months ago and she has not talked about it with anyone in the band and she will not talk about it with anyone in the band, which is its own kind of decision, the decision not to be the person whose crisis becomes the band's crisis.

She is talking to a journalist from a local magazine who got a credential through someone at the label. The journalist is young and nervous and has prepared questions she is now delivering in the wrong order because she's nervous and Carla is answering them in the right order anyway, resequencing, because she has been doing interviews since she was twenty-three and she knows the shape of what the journalist actually wants to ask underneath what she is asking.

She is also watching Rick.

Rick has been watching Evan all evening. This is not unusual — Rick watches Evan the way you watch something valuable, the watchfulness of ownership or investment, the eyes of a man who has tied his entire professional identity to another person's talent and lives in the low-level anxiety of that tie. But tonight the watching has a different quality. Tonight it has the quality of intention, and Carla has been sensitive to the quality of other people's intentions for as long as she can remember, which is what makes her good at watching rooms and what makes watching rooms exhausting.

She answers the journalist's question. She smiles. She keeps watching Rick.

Evan opens one of his notebooks.

He has spread the notebooks on the end of the catering table — the part that's been cleared, where the empty platters were — and he's writing something in the third one, the cramped fast handwriting that is entirely illegible to anyone but him. People have tried. Tommy tried once, years ago, just curious, picked up a notebook Evan had left on the tour bus and stared at it for five minutes and concluded it was either a private language or a very specific form of chaos. Evan saw him looking and said it's just how my hand moves when my brain is going faster than my hand, which is always.

He writes something. He crosses something out. He writes it differently.

Then he turns the notebook around and pushes it toward the middle of the table.

"This is the one I want to open the next record," he says. Not loudly — he doesn't project, doesn't perform the announcement. He says it the way you say something you've been thinking for a while and have finally decided to say out loud. "I've been working on the bridge for three weeks. I think it's almost there."

The room — the part of the room that is the band — looks at the notebook. Tommy leans in. Dennis, from across the room, doesn't move but his attention shifts. Carla watches without appearing to watch.

What they see: chord progressions in that handwriting, with production notes in the margins — specific notations about layering, about what the drums should do at bar sixteen, about a keyboard part that should come in and then drop away and then come back differently. A full arrangement. The kind of thing that comes from someone who hears the finished product before they've started building it.

The room understands what the notebook means.

Evan has more material than any of them. Evan has always had more material than any of them. This is not a complaint he makes — he doesn't make it as a complaint, he states it the way a man states a fact about the weather, something observable and true and not anyone's fault. He has enough songs for Firelake's entire future output and then decades more. He has said this before, in different ways, and everyone has nodded and the nodding has always contained a complicated mixture of gratitude and something more uncomfortable, something that is not quite resentment but occupies the same neighborhood.

"The bridge feels like three verses of something else collapsed into eight bars," Tommy says, studying the notebook. "In a good way."

"That's exactly what it is," Evan says. He sounds pleased — not flattered, just accurately seen. "I had three separate ideas and I couldn't figure out which one was right so I figured out how to make them the same idea."

He reaches across the table and closes the notebook. He does this without ceremony — it's not a withdrawal, not a protective gesture. It's just done, he's shown them, the conversation can move.

"I have enough for years," he says. "Decades, maybe."

He picks up his water and looks at something across the room and the words hang in the air with the weight of something that has been said that cannot be unsaid, that has changed the temperature of the room in a way nobody is quite prepared to address directly.

Rick is looking at Evan with an expression that is not readable from the outside. From the outside it is simply attentive. From the inside — from Rick's inside, which none of them have access to — it is the expression of a man who has just heard something that has reorganized everything. Decades of material. He knew this, in the abstract. Knowing it and hearing it said aloud in a room are two different things.

The room has changed temperature.

An hour later. The label people have gone — they have hotels, early flights, the infrastructure of industry that moves on a schedule independent of what the band needs. The crew has thinned. It is just the five of them, plus two or three people who are tangentially present and sensibly invisible.

Tommy is telling a story about a promoter in Cincinnati — a story that involves a green room full of the wrong catering and a misunderstanding about a rider item that escalated in a way that was genuinely funny in retrospect. He tells it well. This is one of Tommy's gifts: he tells stories the way some people sing, with rhythm and timing and the instinct for where the beat lands. Evan is listening. Evan is always a good audience.

Rick sits down next to Evan.

Not dramatically — Rick doesn't do dramatic, it isn't in his repertoire. He moves to the seat that has become available next to Evan with the natural ease of a man who has been waiting for a natural ease moment.

"The solo project," Rick says.

Not a question. Not an accusation. A statement, offered quietly, in the register of two people who know each other well enough to skip the preamble.

Evan looks at him. Whatever he was feeling a moment ago — whatever easy attention he was giving Tommy's story — has been set down and replaced with something else, something more guarded. Not hostile. Just a door closing to a particular room.

"Where did you hear about that?" he says.

Rick's expression doesn't change. "Does it matter?"

"It might."

"It doesn't." Rick keeps his voice level, the voice of a man conducting a negotiation he has prepared for. "What matters is what it means for the band."

Evan is quiet. He holds his water bottle with both hands and looks at the middle distance and does the thing he does when he's deciding how much truth to offer — the slight still pause, the breath that isn't quite a sigh.

"I've been talking to some people," he says. "That's all. Nothing's decided."

"The contract is clear about songs written during—"

"I know what the contract says."

"Then—"

"The songs belong to me." He says it without heat. He says it the way you say something that has been true for a long time and will continue to be true regardless of what is said next. "They always have. The contract can say what it wants. That's a legal question, not a true question."

Rick is quiet for a moment. Tommy's story is still going — he's reached the part about the rider item — and the sound of it fills the space.

"You'd be walking away from everything we built," Rick says.

"I'd be building something else." Evan looks at him directly. "The band doesn't disappear because I make a solo record. Other bands do it."

"Other bands don't run on one person's songs."

The sentence lands. Rick doesn't take it back — it's true, they both know it's true, the room has known it for four years.

Evan is quiet again. Then: "I know."

He says it gently. This is the thing about Evan — he can say a hard thing gently, can deliver a truth without weaponizing it. He's not angry with Rick. He understands what Rick has built and what Rick's investment is and why this feels like betrayal to someone with Rick's way of seeing. He just doesn't share Rick's way of seeing.

"I'm not trying to hurt anything," he says. "I just — there are songs that aren't Firelake songs. They never were. And I need to let them be what they are."

Rick looks at him. The look is long and still and not quite readable.

"We'll talk about it after the tour," he says.

"Sure," Evan says.

Both of them know the tour ends in four days.

Evan picks up his bag and his notebooks and he goes to find Tommy, because Tommy has reached the punchline and Evan has always liked Tommy's punchlines.

Rick sits in the near-empty room.

He does not move for a while. He holds his drink without drinking it. He looks at the table where Evan's notebooks were — they're gone now, back in the bag, back in Evan's possession, where they have always been — and he thinks.

He is not, at this moment, thinking anything that could be called a plan. He is not thinking anything he would be able to articulate if someone asked him. He is in the territory before thinking, the territory of feeling, which Rick is not comfortable in and doesn't stay in for long.

What he feels: the specific dread of a man who has organized his entire professional life around a center of gravity that is about to relocate.

The songs are Evan's. He has always known this. He has built the legal architecture to say otherwise — the contract, the clause, the careful language — but he has always known. The architecture is paper. Evan has lawyers now. The architecture may not hold.

And if it doesn't hold: what is Rick Marlow?

He sits with this question for longer than he intends to. Then he puts down his drink and smooths his jacket and stands up and follows the others to the bar, because there is nothing else to do tonight and tonight is not yet over.
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Chapter 3 — The Interview
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The hotel conference room has been set up by someone who has done this before: a table cleared of everything except a water pitcher and two glasses, the chairs angled slightly toward each other rather than facing head-on, the blinds adjusted so the afternoon light falls evenly without glare. Small considerations. The kind that come from experience with the particular choreography of a famous person being asked to remember things they may or may not want to remember.

Sam Collins arrives seven minutes early. He arranges his recorder, his notebook, his backup recorder. He uncaps his pen and caps it again. He looks at his questions — not to review them, he knows them, but to have something to look at while he settles.

He has been preparing for this interview for three months. Not just the research, though the research has been extensive — the discography, the archive interviews, the critical reception, the legal records he has spent time with in ways he hasn't yet disclosed to anyone. The preparation is also internal, the kind you can't write down: deciding what kind of journalist to be in this room. How much to show. How much to withhold. When to push and when to let a silence sit and do its work.

Jake Sullivan comes in at the agreed time, which Sam notes. Punctuality from the famous is never guaranteed and always tells you something. Jake is in a plain dark shirt, no jewelry except a watch, the particular understated dress of someone who has learned that ornamentation invites a certain kind of attention he has stopped wanting. He shakes Sam's hand with the warmth of someone who has shaken a great many hands and hasn't automated it entirely — there is still something present in it.

"You're young," Jake says, sitting down. He says it without apology, a simple observation.

"Thirty-four."

Jake nods. He looks at Sam with the assessing quality of someone who has been interviewed hundreds of times and has developed a taxonomy for interviewers. Sam doesn't know which category he's being placed in. He suspects Jake doesn't either yet.

"Go ahead," Jake says.

The early questions are the agreed questions, the ones Sam submitted in advance as a condition of access — the reunion tour, the catalog, the anniversary. Jake answers them with the fluency of a man who has answered versions of these questions for thirty years. His sentences are complete. His thoughts arrive in quotable form. He pauses in the right places.

Sam writes it all down, which is not because he needs to — the recorder is running — but because writing while someone talks sometimes produces a different kind of answer, the speaker watching the pen move and adjusting what they say toward something they think is worth writing down.

"He was a genius," Jake says, about Evan. "There's no other word for it. His death was a tragedy. We carried on in his honor, because that was the only thing that made sense — to carry the songs forward, to keep them in the world."

Sam writes this down. He has read or heard this exact formulation, in slightly different wordings, in interviews from 1997, 2001, 2004, 2009, 2014, and the pre-tour press cycle for this reunion. The words have not changed in any meaningful way in nearly thirty years. This is either loyalty or script. Sam has not yet decided which, though he has a theory.

His theory is that it might be both, and that the loyalty and the script have become indistinguishable to the person saying it, which is not the same thing as lying.

"What was it like," Sam says, "learning his songs? Initially. When you first came in."

Something shifts very slightly in Jake's posture. Not much — a fraction of a degree, a barely perceptible change in how he's sitting. Sam catches it.

"Humbling," Jake says. "The material was extraordinary. I knew that immediately. You'd have to be — you'd have to not be paying attention to not know it."

"Did you feel pressure? Stepping into that role?"

"Of course. Every night for about the first two years." He pauses. "Then it becomes something else. It becomes — the songs become yours, in a way. Not in the sense of ownership. In the sense that you've lived inside them long enough that they're part of you. You can't separate them from yourself anymore."

He says this with the ease of someone who has said it before. But underneath the ease Sam can hear something that isn't ease — a note that has been in the chord all along, that you only hear if you're listening for it.

Sam writes: can't separate them from yourself.

"Can I ask you something slightly different?" Sam says.

"Go ahead."

"How many songs did Evan leave behind?"

A pause. Short — three seconds, maybe four — but real. Jake's hand, which had been resting loosely on the table, becomes very still.

"Enough for several albums," he says. "Rick has always — Rick manages the catalog. He's always said there's enough material."

"But do you know the number?" Sam keeps his voice neutral, genuinely curious in tone. "Have you personally ever seen a full inventory? A list?"

Jake looks at him. He is measuring something — not Sam's intent, Sam thinks, but his own answer, the distance between what he knows and what he knows he knows.

"I trust Rick's management of it," he says. "He handles the catalog. He always has."

"That's a different answer than the number," Sam says.

A beat.

"Yes," Jake says. "It is."

He picks up his water glass. He drinks. He sets it back down with the deliberateness of a man using a simple action to buy a moment of time.

"The catalog has always been Rick's area," he says. "From the beginning. I sing. I perform. The business side — the publishing, the licensing, the vault — that's always been his domain. That's the arrangement."

"For thirty years."

"For thirty years."

Sam writes something. Jake watches him write. Sam does not look up.

"Is there something you're getting at?" Jake says. Not hostile. Genuinely asking.

Sam looks up. He holds Jake's gaze for a moment. Then: "I'm trying to understand the shape of things. How the arrangement works. Who knows what."

Jake nods slowly. "And now you know how the arrangement works."

"I know how you've described it." Sam offers this without edge. "That's useful."

There is a silence that is not uncomfortable, exactly, but has weight. Both of them sitting with it. The recorder running.

"He would have wanted the songs in the world," Jake says. He says it as though he's testing the sentence, listening to how it sounds. "That's — whatever else, that's true. He cared about the work getting out. He talked about it. He said there were enough songs for decades and that someone would eventually have to figure out what to do with all of them."

"He said that to you?"

"In an interview. I watched it recently." He pauses. "He said it easily. Like he found it funny. The abundance of the thing."

Sam writes: abundance.

Jake is looking at the table. He has moved somewhere interior, slightly away from the room. Sam leaves him there for a moment.

"What do you think he meant?" Sam says. "By someone having to figure out what to do with all of them."

Jake comes back. He looks at Sam with the expression of a man who has just been asked a question he realizes he has never asked himself.

"I don't know," he says. "I assumed he meant the band. The label. Rick." He stops. "I assumed he meant the people around him."

"You assumed he trusted the people around him."

"Yes."

Sam writes something.

"Didn't he?" Jake says.

Sam caps his pen. "I think that's probably enough for today," he says. "Thank you for the time."

Jake walks back to his hotel room along the corridor that connects the conference wing to the guest rooms. It is a long corridor, the kind hotels build to make a modest property feel expansive, with carpet the color of nothing in particular and framed prints of generic landscapes at regular intervals.

He is not thinking about Sam Collins.

He is thinking about the question.

How many songs.

He tries to reconstruct when he last had direct access to information about the catalog. Not Rick's summaries — not "there's enough for the box set" and "we're planning a posthumous release for next cycle" — but actual information. An inventory. A list of titles. Anything that would let him verify independently that the shape of things is the shape Rick describes.

He can't reconstruct it. Because it hasn't happened. In thirty years of performing Evan Ryder's songs, of building a career on them, of winning awards for them and filling arenas with them, he has never once been handed a document that said: here is what exists, here is what has been released, here is what remains.

He has taken Rick's word. He has always taken Rick's word. This has seemed like appropriate professional trust — Rick handles this area, Jake handles his area, the arrangement works, don't complicate the arrangement.

He stops walking.

He is in the middle of the corridor. A housekeeper with a cart is coming toward him from the far end and he steps aside automatically without registering it.

He has been singing these songs for thirty years. He knows every syllable of every song across five albums. He knows the places where the melody does something unexpected, the places where Evan's phrasing moves against the beat rather than with it, the places where a word lands somewhere you didn't expect and the landing is exactly right. He has inhabited these songs so thoroughly that he cannot locate where they end and he begins.

And he has never asked where they came from.

Not the biographical answer — he knows the biographical answer, the Pittsburgh rehearsal space, the early shows, the critical moment when the first album connected and the songs went from something a small number of people loved to something that belonged to everyone. He knows that story. He has told that story.

He means something more literal. He has never asked: which notebook did this come from? When was it written? What was Evan thinking about when he wrote it? Is the version I perform the version Evan wrote, or has it been modified, and if it's been modified, by whom, and when, and why?

These are questions he has never asked.

He stands in the corridor. The housekeeper has passed. The corridor is empty.

He thinks about Sam Collins asking: did he trust the people around him?

He thinks about Sam Collins not answering when Jake said: didn't he?

He goes to his room. He sits on the edge of the bed. He picks up his phone and puts it down and picks it up again. He searches: Evan Ryder interview 1993. He watches Evan talk — the cadence, the hands, the ease, the laugh when he says someone will have to figure out what to do with all of them.

He watches the laugh. Easy. Unguarded. The laugh of a young man who trusted the future.

He puts the phone face-down on the bed and looks at the ceiling.

He does not sleep for a long time. When he does sleep he dreams about a corridor, and a notebook, and a handwriting he cannot read.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 — Last Call
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The hotel bar is called something — The Landmark Lounge, or The Bedford Room, or whatever the hospitality chain has decided to name it — but nobody uses the name. It is simply the bar, the way bars on tour are always simply the bar, the organizing principle of the late hours, the place the night collects itself.

It is October 14, 1994. After the show. The whole band, plus crew, plus label people, plus the particular atmosphere of a tour in its final week when everyone is both exhausted and afraid of the ending. Four more days. Then the bus goes home and the thing that has been their entire lives for eighteen months becomes, abruptly, the past.

Nobody talks about this directly. They talk around it — they tell stories about the tour, the good shows and the disasters, the promoter in Cincinnati, the night in Atlanta when the power went out for forty minutes and Evan played acoustic in the dark and the crowd sang everything back at him by themselves, the whole arena just voices and Evan's guitar. They tell these stories because the stories are true and also because telling them is a way of making the thing real before it ends, of pressing it into the record while there's still time.

The drinking escalates. This is not dramatic — it is simply what happens when a group of people who have been living at high intensity for eighteen months are given an evening with nowhere particular to be. The alcohol does its work. The volume rises. The laughter becomes louder and quicker and slightly less connected to whatever has been said.

Tommy is already loud by ten o'clock.

He has been drinking since before the show — not heavily, not the kind of drinking that affects the playing, which Tommy is careful about in the specific way of someone who has learned where the line is by crossing it once and not wanting to cross it again. He knows his instrument too well to compromise it. But after the show, in the bar, the care evaporates and what's left is Tommy in full: expansive, generous, telling stories with his whole body, the kind of presence that makes a room feel larger.

He makes a joke about the solo album rumors. It lands wrong — not cruelly, Tommy doesn't have cruel jokes in him — but it lands in the particular way of jokes that are born from anxiety and dressed as humor, so that the laughter they produce contains something else underneath, something that isn't laughter at all.

Evan hears it. He doesn't laugh, but he doesn't look hurt either. He looks at Tommy with the patience of someone who understands what the joke is actually saying — I'm scared, I don't know what this means, I'm making it into something light because the real version is too heavy — and he lets it pass.

"You should do one," Evan says. "A solo record. The drum record nobody asked for."

Tommy laughs. Real this time. "Seven hundred tracks of me playing fills. It'd be the worst thing anyone ever recorded."

"I'd buy it."

"You'd be the only one."

"I'd buy two." Evan drinks. "Put it in a box set."

The tension doesn't disappear exactly, but it lightens enough to breathe. This is one of Evan's skills — not charm, something more precise than charm, the ability to find the specific thing that turns a room's temperature down a degree.

Dennis Farrow is talking to a label representative from New York. The rep is in his forties, a man with the groomed confidence of someone who has been in the industry long enough to have survived several reinventions of it. He is talking about the third album cycle — about what the numbers look like, about the territories where the band is underperforming relative to their potential, about the gap between critical reception and commercial penetration that the label has a theory about and a plan for.

Dennis listens. He is good at listening. He asks questions at the right intervals, the questions of someone who wants to understand the full shape of a thing rather than just its surface. The rep responds well to this — he likes being understood, as all people do, and he goes deeper than he perhaps intends to.

Dennis files what he hears. He has been filing things all evening. The conversation between Rick and Evan before the show — the one he wasn't meant to see. The temperature of the dressing room after the notebooks. The joke Tommy made that wasn't a joke. The way Rick has been positioned in the room all evening, always at an angle to Evan, never directly, the geometry of a man managing something he hasn't named.

The model is taking shape. Dennis doesn't know what it means yet. He knows only that the vectors are converging on something, and that convergence tends to produce events, and that events on the last week of a tour that has been running at high tension for eighteen months tend to be significant.

He sips his beer. He nods at something the rep says. He watches the room.

Carla Voss is in the corner with her water.

She chose this corner deliberately. It gives her a sightline to the whole bar — the door, the main tables, the alcove where Rick has been stationed for the last hour — without requiring her to be in the center of anything. She can watch without being watched, or without being watched much. This is the corner you choose when watching is more important than being seen.

She has been sober for six months. This is not something she has announced. The band knows, the way the band knows everything about each other after four years of close proximity — you cannot hide much from people who have shared buses and dressing rooms and hotel corridors and the particular intimacy of making something together — but nobody has asked her about it directly, which is its own kind
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