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The music wasn’t going to be enough to save him.

Singing to a crowd who didn’t know his songs and didn’t want to know him was fucking embarrassing. Rafe Howard was humiliated. A state of being that was becoming all too familiar in the past two weeks since he joined Jamie Nix’s world tour. He hadn’t opened for another act in nearly thirty years, and back then it was fun to be the opener—back then he didn’t care if he was the first to play or the last, didn’t care if he saw his name on the marquee, didn’t care about anything except being on the stage with his mates. The audience didn’t matter then, as long as his band was making music, and it was loud and fast. But now Rafe was out there alone, except for a couple of studio guys his manager hired quickly, and it didn’t matter how loud he played if the audience didn’t want to hear him.

Being on Jamie Nix’s tour meant playing some of the biggest venues and stadiums in America, and they were sold out every night. But Rafe wasn’t playing for a sold-out audience; he was playing for a couple hundred people while thousands milled about outside, buying their overpriced drinks and stupid, overpriced T-shirts. Rafe’s departure from the stage was the signal to find their seats and start shouting for the show they paid for. The handful of people listening to him now might not even know who he was—their parents might know him but there would only be one or two songs they were interested in.

A lifetime ago, Rafe promised himself he would never let it come to this. He’d seen it when he was the big star on the bill. Has-beens chasing a dollar, trotted out for twenty minutes to sing and dance like trained monkeys, never doing anything new. Stagnated. Practically fucking dead. That wasn’t the life for Rafe Howard. Once he fucking had it, that would be it. He didn’t just want to play the same old shit over and over until he strummed his way into the grave, and if he wasn’t doing anything but playing the same old shit, he might as well stay home and enjoy himself.

But the money was gone now—he’d enjoyed himself so much he forgot to pay attention to the motherfuckers who were supposed to keep track of the money. Rafe knew only one way to make more. He was ever good only at this one thing. Problem was, he was no longer Rafe Howard. He was just some guy named Rafe. That’s what they called him now. He heard them. “Who’s the opener?”

“Some guy named Rafe.”

They had no idea who he was. They had no memory of him.

Looking out over the nearly empty venue, Rafe didn’t know what the fuck he was doing there.

He played the old songs by rote. He didn’t need to think about the chords or remember the words. The notes, the lyrics, were embedded in his flesh, his fingers and mouth trained to follow the rhythm and flow even when his mind was a world away. He missed his mates. The new backing musicians were perfectly competent, more than capable of accompanying Rafe on some basic rock and roll riffs. There was no chemistry between them. No energy. They weren’t mates. They were coworkers; this was just a job now, and there was nothing fucking fun about it. Rafe didn’t play his guitar anymore. There was nothing playful about this life. He worked the guitar. It was a tool, like a hammer in the hands of a carpenter.

Rafe always played the same thirty-three excruciating minutes, pausing between the songs on the setlist to tune his guitar, have a drink, but there was no banter, no talking to the crowd. The set list was the same every single night—the five songs that reached number one in the UK, the song for which he’d won Record of the Year, the song that was number one in America for fourteen weeks and earned him the status of one hit the wonder, and the four songs that got to the Top Ten on the UK charts but didn’t quite reach number one. The order never varied. Why should it? Any change would just be rearranging the furniture on the deck of a sinking ship. In America, they knew only the one song from him anyway.

Finally, the last note faded, and there was a smattering of applause as he walked off the side of the stage. There was a kettle of hot water, tea, and honey in his dressing room—that and his meals was all Rafe added to his rider. The backing band technically shared his dressing room, but they never hung around after a set. They preferred to get a drink, grab dinner, maybe flirt with the girls that were there to scream for Jamie Nix. They’d watch the show, too. Rafe watched it once. It was a hell of a show. Rafe had never seen anything like it. It seemed more like a fucking circus than a concert, all bombast and spectacle. Rafe was pretty sure Jamie Nix wasn’t even a musician; he had so much auto-correct and overlay on his voice, and the only thing he did on stage was dance. Like he was Mick fucking Jagger or something, except Mick sometimes played the tambourine. Rafe wasn’t impressed or entertained, so he didn’t bother with watching a second time.

Mere minutes after Rafe left the stage, the chanting began, the cheering and screaming. They fucking loved Jamie Nix. They were restless and hungry, not the least bit satisfied by the first course, and they screamed until they finally summoned him from the bowels of the stage. He rose from beneath the floor into a world of sound and light, a world that belonged to him alone. Rafe turned off the monitors in the dressing room, so he was alone with his tea and slightly-muted roar, the rhythmic throbbing of the percussion section. Jamie Nix may not have been a real musician, but his band was the real deal. Rafe would always give credit where it was due, and that band was fucking tight. They had the sort of sound that came from a group that played together for years—a group of mates that trusted each other. Maybe even loved each other. He didn’t know much about them. Didn’t know why they were there, where Jamie found them. Rafe didn’t really talk to anybody.

Rafe checked his phone, smiling at the nightly message from Zoe. It was a lot easier to remember why he was humiliating himself like this when he saw Zoe’s smiling face. Tonight’s picture included Zoe’s soulmate, Dauphine the Cat. A giant gray tomcat with slate blue eyes and an infinite patience for being hauled around by a little girl. Zoe was careful with him, but more often than not, she was lugging him like he was a stuffed animal, and he was draped bonelessly over her arm, eyes half-closed, completely content with his lot in life. Rafe’s heart twisted, he missed her so fucking much. Last time he was on a proper tour like this, there was nobody to miss, nobody to leave behind. Now he was missing out on a life that was changing and growing by the day. His one consolation was that she thought he was the coolest guy on the planet—he got to play music with Jamie Nix! What could be better?

He held up the phone, forced a smile for a selfie, then sent it back with an order to go to bed, it was late, and don’t forget to take her pills. She was allergic to her soulmate, and wasn’t that always the way?

With that nightly routine complete, he took the steno pad out of his jacket pocket for the other routine. This was far from pleasant, but necessary, in its own way. Once long ago, he had filled a pad and didn’t get a new one, and he resolved he never would. That part of his life was over. Nobody gave a shit about the lyrics he scribbled. His last album debuted in the grave, his sales were so low, and the label dropped him after that. Like he was nobody. Like he wasn’t the top performer on that fucking piece of shit label for six years in a row. Like he hadn’t single-handedly kept the lights on when they were hemorrhaging money like a slasher movie co-ed hemorrhaged blood.

But the problem was, he couldn’t stop. It didn’t matter if he wrote down the songs or not, they were still there, pressing into his skull, so he might as well put them on paper. Tonight, the pad was just about full, only a few more empty pages in the back. He’d fill the remaining lines and start a new pad after tomorrow night’s show. There were already three other full notebooks in his bag. He was averaging two songs per night, conceived, then orphaned in the same hour. Why they still came to him, Rafe couldn’t say. He used to think he needed to be in love to write, then he thought he needed to be high, and then he thought he needed to be paid, and when the love was gone, and the drugs were gone, and the money was gone, there were still these fucking worthless lyrics.

The first song of the night was for Zoe. Some silly little nonsense about Dauphine. There were probably three dozen silly songs about Dauphine now, but she loved it when he sang them to her, and since her smile was just about the only thing that mattered to him anymore, he kept writing about that fucking cat—who was, to be fair, a very good cat. The second song was about nothing. Most songs were about nothing, if you really thought about it. Which was fine. Songs didn’t need to be about anything. Poetry didn’t need to have meaning. In the very back of his mind was a vague memory of an argument he had once, something about how poetry helped people understand the world. He was infuriated by the assertion—poetry didn’t bring order to the world. Now he couldn’t remember why he’d been so impassioned, but he pulled and pushed at the memory, stretching it into long sticky-taffy tendrils and twisting it this way and that while he scribbled the lyrics in writing so small nobody would ever be able to decipher it.

It was still satisfying to fill a notebook, and Rafe felt a small thrill as he closed the bent and wrinkled cover. After that, it was another cup of tea that was mostly honey for the sake of his throat. He didn’t know if it even worked. Couldn’t really tell a difference, but they said it did, and like the songs that were already scribed in his bones, the habit was formed too long ago to break now. He also stopped smoking for the sake of his throat, and he still regretted dropping that habit. A cigarette would be good now—was always very good after he finished a set or finished filling a notebook. Nearly everybody on Jamie’s crew vaped, all of them young enough to enjoy the shitty flavoring and lie to themselves about it being safe. Rafe missed a good, honest cloud of cigarette smoke hanging over the backstage—smelled like shit but at least it didn’t lie about killing you in the end.

The roar of the crowd suddenly intensified, like there were no walls between Rafe and the masses, and that was his cue to abandon his chair in the dressing room and head for the bus. This was only the first of two encores, but if he wanted to get any fucking sleep, he needed to be the first on the coach. He would have liked to sleep in a hotel, but there was no time. They were playing a different city nearly every night on the American leg of the tour, so they had to sleep on the bus to get to the next gig on time. Some of the distances involved still warped Rafe’s mind, especially once they’d finished the east coast stage. At least they were always fucking on time. Rafe may not want to be there, and may feel like a completely worthless addition to the show, but he did appreciate the fact that the manager, Kelly Jones, ran a tight fucking ship.

There were four coaches in Jamie Nix’s convoy, plus a fucking trailer. One of the big eighteen-wheel lorries. The organization and teamwork on this tour was second to none. There was absolutely no question that this was a professional fucking unit—maybe even the best one currently in operation—and what they did every night was stage a major fucking production. Rafe had never been part of anything like it, except for the occasional music festival that rivaled Jamie Nix’s tour in size if not production value. When Rafe was living on the road, it was never particularly glamorous. At their biggest, they had one bus for the band, and another smaller coach for the crew, and they ate fast food on the side of the road when they were hungry, and they were probably late to every fucking show they ever fucking played. Jamie Nix had a professional chef—who came with a team of six—traveling with them.

Rafe’s bag and his gear were on the second bus, so that was where Rafe slept, too, even though nobody had ever told him he was assigned to it. He was happy to stay there, though, away from all the fuss and people that stayed with Jamie Nix on his bus. In fact, by the time the show ended, Rafe was in a deep sleep, facemask on and earplugs stuffed in his ears, and when he woke up, they’d be rolling on the highway, sometimes driving north or south, but always headed west, into the setting sun.

He pulled the bag down from the overhead compartment, tossing the notepad inside and retrieving the last empty one from the bottom. He checked his phone for any more messages from Zoe and Ruth, but they were probably already asleep, like he was about to be. It wasn’t very rock and roll to be asleep by ten, but his dreams tended to be nicer than his waking thoughts, and he didn’t have anything better to do anyway. He set his phone on do not disturb, plugged it in, and turned off all the lights in the private sleeping compartment except one. They had a three-night stint coming up in Chicago—he’d be put up in a hotel for those nights and Rafe couldn’t fucking wait. A door with a proper lock, a room with a proper bed, fucking room service for all of his fucking meals. That was the fucking dream.

Rafe closed his eyes and he didn’t even have a chance to dream before he was being jostled awake by the bus shaking. He pulled off his mask to see the yellow glow of lights and shadows through his privacy curtain, and then there were voices. A lot of voices. So many that he briefly wondered if he got on the wrong fucking bus; but no, this was his bunk, that was his duffle bag next to him full of his shit. He tugged open the curtain, blinking against the light and the clouds of vaped nicotine already making things foggy, and saw about twenty more people than he ever expected.

“What the fuck is going on?” Rafe asked nobody in particular. Nobody in particular turned their head to say, “The other bus is broken.”

“What bus?”

“Nix’s. They’re going to get it fixed and meet up in Chicago.”

“Oh. Alright.”

Rafe pulled the curtain closed, put his earplug back in, and settled the
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