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Through the smoke and shadows, a thin voice whispered to Johnny Steele. He paused for a moment, unsure that he had heard anything at all. The strange noise sounded like it came from the corner of the room. Johnny stepped over thick cables that snaked all over the floor, making his way cautiously towards the corner. The fog was thick, and without any source of light, the gloom was nearly impossible to see through. He stopped at the edge of the audio tech’s soundboard, leaning in to listen closer. From the shadow, a voice spoke again. Johnny strained his neck forward, struggling to hear. The voice beckoned to him, whispering strange susurrations. He thought he could just make out what they were saying. If he could just get a little closer...

“Hey Johnny, what the hell are you doing?” 

Johnny startled out of his trance at the sound of his name. He turned around and saw his bandmate Heath standing there, staring at him as though he was crazy. 

“Hey man, I was just...I don’t...” Johnny stammered. He wasn’t quite sure what he had been doing. 

“Right.” Heath drew the word out, his tone, as well as the expression on his face, betraying his confusion. “Well, are you coming? We’ve got an after party to get to, and I know for a fact that James brought some killer dope.” 

“Of course I’m coming,” Johnny replied. “I’m right behind you.” 

Heath watched him a moment longer, then turned on his heel and walked down the backstage hall, mumbling something to himself about the stagehands putting too much dry ice in the fog machines. Johnny waited until he had gotten a few feet down the hall, before stealing one last look into the corner. He briefly wondered what had come over him, but quickly decided that it was nothing a little booze couldn’t fix. 

Johnny and his band, Iron Coffin, had just finished a show at a local stadium. Although it was a small venue, it seated a couple thousand occupants easily. Not that they needed that many seats. They had never sold out a venue before. Still, a gig was a gig, and after every show they always celebrated. Booze and blow, whenever they could afford it. They would party backstage, with any girls they could find, before inevitably migrating to whichever bar sold the cheapest beer. 

That particular night, the bar in question was a place called Dick’s Dive. Johnny’s bandmates were all well into their fifth beers, and their drummer, Devin, was on top of one of the pool tables, trying to dance an Irish jig and giving a speech about taxation without representation. He always spoke much more eloquently when he was drinking, which was usually how you could tell that he was plastered. Johnny, however, was still nursing his second drink. He wasn’t much in a party mood. 

“Johnny boy!” 

Kevin, the band’s bass player, slapped Johnny on the back as he slid into the chair next to him at the bar counter. Kevin was Devin’s twin brother, although as far as Johnny was concerned, he was the more intelligent of the pair. Or at least, the one less likely to throw a hotel television out of the window. 

“What’s going on, Johnny? What are you doing over here all by yourself?” 

“I don’t know, Kevin,” Johnny said. “I’m just not feeling like partying right now.” 

“Well, why not? We just finished a show, man! We always party after a great show!” 

“I know,” Johnny responded. He took a long swig of his beer, then met Kevin’s eyes. “But was it really such a great show?” 

Kevin looked puzzled. “What do you mean?” 

“How long have we been doing this Kevin? Nine years? Ten?”

“Yeah, something like that.” 

“Right. And in that time, what have we really accomplished? We’ve never sold out a venue, our CD’s don’t sell, even at our shows, and we’re still hauling around the same trashy gear.” 

“Hey man, the music business is rough. We all knew this when we started,” Kevin answered. 

“But is it really worth it?” Johnny snapped. Kevin lurched back, surprised at his bandmate’s outburst. Johnny’s countenance softened when he saw the look on Kevin’s face, but he continued nevertheless. “We’ve wanted to play in the big leagues for so long. Maybe it’s time we accept that it’s never going to happen.” 

Kevin shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “What are you saying?” 

Johnny finished his beer in one long swill, then slammed the empty bottle down on the counter. “I’m saying it may be time to throw in the towel.” 

Kevin’s face expressed a mixture of surprise and confusion. Instead of replying to his friend’s admission of defeat, he only stared at him in disbelief. Johnny gave him a sad half-smile, and then walked away before the flabbergasted bassist could recover enough to respond. 

“See you at rehearsal,” Johnny called over his shoulder as he pushed his way through the crowd. Truthfully, he wasn’t sure he was going to attend rehearsal the next day, but he didn’t want to leave his friend in the dark after raining all over their post-show party. 

Johnny decided to walk home from the bar. His apartment was only a few blocks away, and he needed the fresh air. Although it was the middle of August, the night air was chilly. He pulled up the collar of his denim jacket as he made his way to their van. After fishing his guitar out of the trunk, he slung it across his back and began making his way towards home. 

Along the way, Johnny contemplated his choice of careers. When he was younger, becoming a professional musician was an easy choice. He was young, and full of hopes and dreams. His eyes were set on achieving fame and fortune, like all his favorite musicians before him, and there was no obstacle that was too big for him to eventually overcome. Now, things were quite a bit different. The road to fame had been singularly fraught with obstacles, and they had only gotten larger and more daunting as he grew. He would later learn that keeping yourself alive costs a surprising amount of money, and as debt continues to accrue, that cost of living only rises. Now here he was, almost ten years since he and his other college dropout buddies had formed Iron Coffin, and he was in trouble. His debt had grown into an insurmountable mountain, one that would never be conquered unless he got his act together and started making some money, and he wasn’t going to do that by continuing to play empty gigs for virtually no cash. The guitar he now carried on his back, although he had been carrying it for years, had grown entirely too heavy. It was about time he unshouldered that burden. 

Once at the front stoop of his apartment building, Johnny stopped on the sidewalk and took in the sight before him. His apartment building was shoddy at best, little more than a run-down townhouse that somebody had converted into a few apartment suites. It certainly wasn’t an impressive sight. Far from it, actually, with its dingy white paint, dirty front steps and an outdated callbox switchboard just right of the electronically sealed double doors that only worked half the time. Still, it was home, and for the time being, it was what he could afford. 

Johnny unlocked the main doors and went into the lobby. It was the middle of the night, so nobody was on duty at the front desk, but one of his downstairs neighbors was leaning outside her door, smoking a joint. She looked over at him and smiled, making no attempt to hide the cigarette in her fingers. 

“Hey, Johnny,” she said. 

“Hey, Clara,” Johnny replied. “Having a quick hit before bed?” 

“Whatever keeps the nightmares away. You want to share some of it with me?” 

“Maybe some other night,” he answered with an apologetic look on his face. “Just finished a show, so I’m pretty wrecked. Planning to go straight to bed.” 

“Oh, sick! How was the show?” 

Johnny groaned audibly before he could stop himself. The last thing he wanted to do was talk about the latest reminder of his broken dreams. 

“Just another show,” he said, as he swept past her and made his way hastily up the stairs. “Another awful show that nobody wants to see.” 

The second floor held a short row of suites. Johnny’s apartment was at the end of the hall, on the left hand side. Finally home, Johnny trudged over the tacky merlot-colored carpet. He fiddled with his keys on the short walk to his door, anxious to get inside and collapse on his bed. Once he found the correct key, he looked up and stopped short. There was a large rectangular box leaning against the wall by his door. 

Strange. I didn’t order any packages. 

Johnny searched the box for any clues as to its contents, or who had delivered it to him. It had no shipping label on it, no postal markers of any kind. The only thing that indicated that it had been sent to him was an old greeting card. Johnny spared a glance around the hallway, checking to see if anyone was hanging around waiting for him to open their prank gift. Satisfied that there were no on-lookers, he examined the greeting card. It was yellowed and rough, giving it the appearance of a novelty item that somebody had purchased decades previous. The card was affixed to the box with a single strand of twine, which dangled the card from a corner of the box like bait on the end of a fisherman’s pole. All that was on the front of the card was a picture of Jimi Hendrix on stage, and the inside simply read Rock On, Johnny in scrawling, handwritten script. 

Johnny was both intrigued and puzzled by this unusual package. He took one more look around the hall, then unlocked his front door and hauled the box in behind him. 

Inside his apartment, Johnny locked the door and crouched over the box. He stared at it for a minute or two, trying to puzzle through who would send him an unannounced package. He had relatives, but most of them didn’t speak to him anymore. It was unlikely that one of them had sent it. His closest friends were his bandmates, and none of them could afford to buy large gifts, unless whatever was inside was some kind of joke. Eventually, Johnny decided there was no way to know who it was from until he had opened the box. He grabbed a box cutter out of a kitchen drawer, and knelt back down in front of the box. He cut open one of the shorter sides, then reached in to grab whatever was inside. 

The contents of the box felt cold, and hard. It was some sort of plastic, and it was also heavy. Johnny grabbed onto the end, and pulled. The heavy item slid out from inside the box, and into the light of his dining room. It was a white, hardshell guitar case. 

Johnny’s eyebrows furrowed together in confusion. Had somebody sent him a guitar? That made even less sense than if it was simply a prank. Johnny ran his fingers over the outside of the case, cautious not to allow himself to become too excited. The prospect of being sent a new guitar was too good to be true, and if Johnny learned one lesson after ten years in the music business, it was that if something seemed too good to be true, then it probably was. And that the lead singer gets all the girls, but that was an issue for another time. 

The guitar case was a dull white. It looked like it had once been brighter, but like the greeting card, had been yellowed with time and travel. The front of the case was covered in stickers from at least fifteen different states, and a number of other countries. The clasps that held the case shut were made of steel, and had rust spreading over much of them. The most peculiar thing about the case itself, however, was that his name was written on it. For Johnny Steele was written right next to the handle, in flowing cursive that matched the greeting card’s script. 

Johnny’s curiosity was beginning to overcome his caution. He pulled on the clasps, expecting them to be sealed by the rust, but they popped open easily. He slipped his fingers under the lip of the case, and lifted the lid up on its hinges. 

Inside was a gleaming 1955 Gibson Les Paul. Unlike the case and the greeting card, the guitar looked like it was brand new, complete with a shiny new coat of polish on the lacquered midnight-colored top. The vintage instrument had authentic 1950’s humbuckers, gold hardware, and ivory inlays set into the rosewood fingerboard. Johnny’s mouth fell open, and he stared in awe. This guitar cost more than every car he’d ever owned combined. Who would send him such an extravagant gift? It couldn’t have been a fan. He had never heard of a fan sending their favorite rockstar a ten thousand dollar gift. Besides, in order to have a fan send a gift, he would first need some fans. 

Johnny lifted the guitar gently out of the case. He was almost afraid to touch it. If anything happened to that guitar, there was no way he would be able to pay for it. Before deigning to play the majestic instrument, he took a moment to drink in its beauty. It was truly a magnificent piece of craftsmanship. He held it up under the light and poured over every inch with his eyes, savoring the sight of it. It was almost hypnotic; he found himself nearly unable to look away. Every curve, every color, and every angle was rapturous, each sleek line sending him into yet another wave of euphoria. Eventually the sight alone wasn’t enough. Johnny practically skipped to his living room, sat down in his favorite chair, and plugged the guitar into his practice amp. 

As soon as he struck the first chord, he was obsessed. Every note blended perfectly, each note reverberating along the strings and the neck, before melding into a pristine orchestra of sound, all captured by the magnetic pickups and broadcast through the amplifier with equal parts clarity and soul. There was no instrument like it, as far as Johnny was concerned. He had never heard a more beautiful sound come out of a guitar in his entire life. He sat and played for hours, bending notes and crafting melodies long into the dawning hours of the day. This guitar could be a turning point for him. This guitar could save his career. It could save his life. 
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