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			Prologue

			The rain began before the music. Chicago rain had a particular rhythm, never hurried, never gentle, just a steady percussion against pavement and window glass. On Hubbard Street, it turned the neon signs into rivers of red and gold, sliding across the asphalt like melted brass. Most people hurried past it with collars up and heads down. But on nights like this, the rain felt like part of the city’s soundtrack.

			And sometimes, if you stood still long enough, you could hear something underneath it.

			A guitar.

			Not loud. Not showy. Just a handful of notes drifting through the damp air from a doorway halfway down the block.

			Andy’s Jazz Club didn’t look like much from the outside. The brick looked old enough to remember different owners and different dreams. The neon sign flickered like a tired heartbeat, and the door stuck slightly when the humidity climbed. But musicians knew the place. Real ones did. The kind who had learned that music wasn’t something you played; it was something you survived.

			On this particular night, long before anyone inside knew the story they were about to inherit, a young man stood across the street staring at that door.

			

			Leo had been told about the club by someone who knew someone who once played a late set there. In musician language, that was practically a landmark. He clutched a guitar case that still smelled new and watched the glow spilling onto the wet sidewalk.

			Inside that room, legends were rumored to appear.

			Not the famous kind.

			The real kind.

			The ones who never bothered chasing the spotlight because they already knew something the spotlight couldn’t understand.

			Leo crossed the street.

			The door groaned when he pushed it open. Warm air rolled over him, thick with bourbon, old wood, and the quiet hum of amplifiers that had been turned on hours earlier. Somewhere deeper in the room, a drummer was testing brushes against a snare like someone knocking politely on a door.

			Leo paused just inside the entrance.

			Every musician has a moment like this… the second where you realize a room is listening to something you can’t hear yet.

			The stage lights were dim, but the band was already setting up. A bass player tuned slowly. A pianist rolled soft chords like someone stretching before a long run. The room held the kind of silence that only existed where music matters.

			Then Leo noticed him.

			Back booth.

			Half in shadow.

			An older man sat with a glass of bourbon and a guitar case resting against the seat beside him like it had lived there for decades. His coat was worn in the way that only comes from traveling with it. Not fashion. Mileage.

			The man wasn’t watching the band.

			He was listening to the room.

			Some people carry their history like luggage. Others carry it like the weather. This man carried it like gravity. You could feel it from across the club.

			The bartender slid a drink down the counter toward him without asking.

			“Evening, Richie,” she said.

			He lifted the glass slightly in response but didn’t smile.

			Leo didn’t know the name yet.

			But years later, he would realize that this was the exact moment everything started.

			Not the night of the famous tape.

			Not the stories about the Record Plant.

			Not even the music that would shake the walls before sunrise.

			It started here.

			With rain on the pavement.

			A young guitarist looking for something he couldn’t name.

			And an old musician sitting in the back booth who had already found it, and spent fifty years trying to understand what it had cost him.

			Outside, the rain kept time against the windows.

			Inside, somewhere between silence and sound, the first note was waiting.
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			The Booth at the Back

			If you didn’t know any better, you’d walk right past Richie Roberts. Most people did. In a city like Chicago, everyone looks like they’re carrying a heavy history, and Richard—with his hunched shoulders and that battered leather jacket—just looked like another retired guy heading in from the rain.

			But every Thursday, at exactly 6:45 PM, the heavy door at Andy’s Jazz Club swung open, and Richard stepped out of the wind. He didn’t look at the stage or the tourists. He headed straight for the far corner, past the bar where Loretta already had a double Old Forester poured and waiting. No ice. Richard said ice is for people who don’t actually want to taste what they’re paying for.

			“Tough out there?” Loretta asked, sliding the glass over.

			

			“It’s Chicago, Lor. It’s always tough,” Richard grunted. He sat down in the back booth—the one with the red vinyl tape over the cracks—and set his guitar case on the floor like it’s a sleeping dog.

			On stage, there’s usually some kid. Tonight, it’s a kid named Leo. Leo’s got a $3,000 guitar and fingers that move like lightning, but he was playing a hundred notes when he only needed three. He was sweating, trying so hard to impress the room that he had forgotten to actually listen to the drummer.

			Richard watched him for a minute, then sighed and turned his back to the stage. He was not being mean; he’d just seen it all before. He’d seen guys who could play circles around this kid end up driving cabs or selling insurance.

			“He’s got the speed,” Loretta said, leaning on the bar. “Just lacks the... you know.”

			“He lacks the ghost,” Richard said. He took a sip of the bourbon, feeling the burn settle in his chest. “You can’t play the blues if you’re worried about your hair looking good for the front row. The strings don’t care who’s watching. They only know how hard you’re willing to pull.”

			Leo finished a set, looking wiped out. He hopped off the stage, wiped his forehead with a cocktail napkin, and headed toward Richard. Most of the young guys were intimidated by the old man in the back, but Leo had just enough ego to be curious.

			“How’d it sound, Mr. Roberts?” the kid asked, breathless.

			Richard didn’t look up from his drink. He stared at the scuffs on his guitar case—scuffs from 1969, from a time when the world was vibrating on a different frequency.

			

			“You played a lot of notes, kid,” Richard said quietly. “But I didn’t hear a single one of ‘em.”

			He gestured to the empty seat across from him. “Sit down. You want to know what it sounds like when a guitar actually talks? Let me tell you about a Tuesday night at the Record Plant. It was raining just like this, and a guy named Jimi was looking for someone who knew how to stay in the pocket...”

			The noise of the club seemed to fade out. The neon “Andy’s” sign flickered. And for the next hour, Richard wasn’t a retired guy in a booth; he was back in New York, 1969, holding a rhythm for a god. 

			Richard leaned in, the amber light of the club catching the deep lines around his eyes. He tapped a rhythm on the table with two fingers—thump-tap, thump-tap—the steady heartbeat of a man who’d spent fifty years keeping time.

			The Record Plant

			“It was October,” Richard started, his voice dropping an octave. “The air in Manhattan felt like it was made of static. I was twenty years old, a session hack making union scale, and I was packing up my Telecaster in Studio A at the Record Plant. I was tired, my fingers were sore, and I just wanted a sandwich and a bed.”

			He took a slow pull of his bourbon, eyes drifting toward the ceiling as if he could see the cigarette smoke of 1969 swirling up there.

			“The heavy soundproof door swung open. You didn’t hear him walk in—you felt him. It was like the air pressure in the room suddenly changed. I looked up, and there he was. Fringed suede jacket, hair like a beautiful storm, and eyes that looked like they hadn’t seen sleep since the Eisenhower administration. Behind him was Gary Kellgren, the engineer, looking like he’d just seen a ghost.”

			Richard smiled, a small, private thing.

			“Jimi walks over to the Marshall stack, doesn’t even say hello to me. He just plugs in. The hum of that amp... kid, it sounded like a jet engine idling on the tarmac. He hits one chord—just an E7#9—and the vibration nearly knocked my coffee off the stool. Then he looks over at me. He sees my guitar still out of the case.”

			Richard mimicked Jimi’s soft, gravelly whisper: “‘You still tuned up, man?’”

			“I couldn’t even speak. I just nodded like a damn bobblehead. He grinned—he had this gap between his front teeth that made him look like a kid—and he says, ‘Good. Give me a shuffle in B. Don’t get fancy. Just give me the floor.’”

			“So I started. Chukka-way, chukka-way. Just a clean, steady rhythm. For the first ten minutes, he didn’t even play a melody. He just made noises. He was making the guitar sound like a siren, then like a woman laughing, then like a machine gun. I stayed right there, locked in the pocket. My heart was hammering against my ribs, but my right hand was steady as a rock.”

			Richard looked at Leo, who was leaning so far forward he was nearly falling off his stool.

			“Then he turned around. He looked me right in the eye and started to play. It wasn’t ‘Purple Haze.’ It wasn’t just the hits. It was this slow, crying blues that felt like it was pulling the marrow out of your bones. I realized then that everything I thought I knew about the guitar was wrong. I was playing a wooden box with strings; he was playing the actual electricity in the walls.”

			Richard stopped, his hand trembling just a bit as he reached for his glass.

			“We played for four hours. No breaks. No talking. Just that conversation between two pieces of wood and a whole lot of soul. When it was over, he walked over, put a hand on my shoulder—his palm was hot, I swear to God—and he said, ‘You got a good heart, Richard. Most guys try to outplay the room. You just played the music.’”

			Richard went quiet. The modern jazz playing over the club’s speakers felt thin and hollow compared to the memory.

			“That was the night I stopped trying to be famous,” Richard said, looking at Leo’s expensive Ibanez. “Because once you’ve stood in the middle of a sun, you don’t really care about being a candle anymore.”

			Leo cleared his throat, his voice quiet. “Did... did you ever see him again?”

			Richard’s gaze went back to the scuffed guitar case on the floor. “I saw him in the papers a year later. But that night at the Record Plant? That’s the only one I keep. And that tape I told you about? The one the suit at the bar wants to buy?” Richard leaned even closer, his voice a whisper. “The engineer didn’t just record the music, Leo. He caught the sound of two guys breathing. You can’t put a price on that. But maybe... maybe it’s time someone else heard how to stay in the pocket.”

			The Suit

			The following morning, the rain had turned into that fine Chicago mist that clings to your eyelashes and makes the L tracks look like wet charcoal. Richard was exactly where he always was at 8:00 AM: Lou Mitchell’s on West Jackson.

			He liked the noise there. The clatter of heavy white plates and the waitresses shouting orders made it impossible to think too deeply about the past, which was exactly how he preferred his mornings.

			He was halfway through a plate of eggs and a side of their signature prune-and-orange slices when a shadow fell across his table. It wasn’t the waitress. It was a suit.

			“Mr. Roberts? Richard?”

			The man was in his late thirties, wearing a coat that cost more than Richard’s first three cars combined. He had that “Los Angeles tan” that looked sickly under the fluorescent lights of a Chicago diner.

			Richard didn’t look up. He just stabbed a piece of sausage. “If you’re selling insurance, I’m too old. If you’re looking for a kidney, I’ve used mine too hard.”

			The man sat down uninvited. “My name is Marcus Thorne. I’m with Apex Legacy Recordings. We spoke on the phone? Well, I spoke to your machine.”

			“My machine is a better listener than I am,” Richard muttered.

			Marcus leaned in, lowering his voice. “We know about the ‘69 session. The ‘Midnight Sun’ tapes. We’ve talked to the engineer’s estate in Queens. They confirmed there was a second reel—the one the studio didn’t log. The one you walked out with in your gig bag.”

			

			Richard finally set his fork down. The diner seemed to go quiet, though the bells on the door were still ringing. “That reel doesn’t exist, Mr. Thorne. It’s a ghost story musicians tell each other to feel important.”

			“I don’t think so,” Marcus said, sliding a manila envelope across the table. “That’s a formal offer for the physical media and the master rights. Six figures, Richard. Enough to move out of that walk-up in Lincoln Park. Enough to never have to play for tips at Andy’s again.”

			Richard looked at the envelope. He thought about his radiator that hissed all night and the way his fingers ached when the Lake Michigan wind kicked up. He could hear Jimi’s voice again, soft and gravelly: You got a good heart, Richard.

			“You’re the kind of guy who buys a vintage guitar just to hang it on a wall, aren’t you?” Richard asked.

			“I’m the kind of guy who recognizes a cultural asset,” Marcus countered.

			Richard stood up, pulling a few crumpled singles from his pocket and dropping them on the table for the tip. He picked up his denim cap and looked the suit right in the eye.

			“Music isn’t an asset, kid. It’s a moment. You want to hear the ‘Midnight Sun’? Come to Andy’s tonight. I’m sitting in with the kid on the Ibanez. If you can hear the tape in what I’m playing, then maybe we’ll talk. If you can’t, stay out of my diner.” 

			As Richard walked out into the mist, his heart was thumping a rhythm he hadn’t felt in years. He wasn’t going home. He was going to the one place he knew he could find Leo. He had to teach the kid the “B-side shuffle” before the sun went down.
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