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For my siblings, Mallory, Taylor, and Ryan. You were mine from the moment you were born.





What is a ghost?

Something dead

that seems to be alive.

Something dead

that doesn’t know it’s dead.

—RICHARD SIKEN, “LANDSCAPE WITH FRUIT ROT AND MILLIPEDE,” WAR OF THE FOXES (2015)







Chapter 1 Theo Saturday, April 13, 2024

The woman on the stage is haunted. I see it the moment she walks out, but no one else in the audience seems to have noticed—they’re all still laughing and joking as if nothing’s wrong. For a second, I forget that my career rests in this woman’s hands. I’m rooted to the floor, mesmerized by how protectively she wears her aloofness, how obvious the vulnerability she’s trying to mask.

I can understand why she wouldn’t want to be here on this worn-out stage at the Hideout, playing a venue well past its prime in a California beach town too far north of Los Angeles to count as relevant. But this is also the only place she knows how to be—under a spotlight, her baby-blue Jazzmaster guitar strapped to her chest, living or dying by what the sound of her voice and the power of her words can do to a bunch of strangers.

It took effort to land in the same room as her. I’d had to cancel my meetings and fly cross-country into LAX, rent a car, and drive two hours north up the 101. But the truth is, it’s nice to be out of the office and back in the scene. The stale beer sticking to my shoes and herbal scent of old weed remind me of the shows I used to crash as a teenager in my own shitty dive bar back in Virginia.

The crowd here skews young, and they’re dressed like the band: baggy pants and hoodies, too warm and oversize for California. They have slender tattoos on their fingers and septum piercings and hair dyed pastel colors. West Coast hipsters: more sun bleached and skateboard friendly than the ones I’m familiar with. There are about fifty people total, which is less than you’d want for a band six years into their career on a major label. But the energy in the room—the low thrum of excitement—reminds me of my glory days, back when I was still only a fan, with a nose for bands that had yet to be discovered. Even though the crowd is small, they’re passionate.

Yet none of the band members have made eye contact with the crowd since they walked onstage. There’s Kenny Lovins on the drums, Tarak “Ripper” Ravishankar on bass, and the haunted Hannah Cortland, lead singer and guitar. Hannah holds a bottle of liquor by the neck—tequila, judging by the color—and sets it near her feet. When she finally takes stock of the audience, she looks through the crowd rather than at us.

I’m starting to wonder if every rumor I’ve heard about her is actually true.

I push past people to get a better look. For months the Future Saints have ignored my calls and emails, forcing me to come in person. Now that I finally have them in front of me, I’m eager to see if the reality matches the lore. I know their origin story, how the band met while freshmen at Cal State Long Beach. I’ve memorized the anecdotes about those early days they recycle in interviews: how they would skip class to write songs, smoke pot, and catch waves. They’re mythmaking stories that tell me the Saints want the world to see them as West Coast chill, a handful of surfer kids who just happened to fall into music. Album art for their past four albums cements the breezy image: pastel colors, hazy lines, palm trees, blue skies.

And maybe they used to live up to their own myths. But not anymore. At this point in my career, I can diagnose most band problems with a quick glance: the musicians who are too drunk or high onstage, whose egos have grown toxic, who are in over their heads. And as soon as the Saints start playing, I see they’re suffering from not one but all of those problems.

Kenny’s long blond hair is held back by a playful floral headband, his T-shirt already starting to soak through with sweat, hands flying as he pounds the drums, a pure workman. Ripper’s a tall, lean guy with a shaved head and finely wrought cheekbones, wearing painted-on jeans. In the middle of Hannah’s guitar solo, he tugs off his rainbow LGBTQ-rights shirt and receives a wave of shouts.

And then there’s Hannah herself. My eyes keep finding her, like she’s the source of gravity in the room, or else my instincts sense she’s the wildcard, a potential danger. She’s lit by the venue’s swirling lights, which catch the dust motes in the air so it looks like she’s singing in a sea of stars. I’ve seen pictures of her, of course, but some people hit different in person, and she’s one of them. I knew she had messy sunshine-blond hair with midnight roots, that she dressed like she just rolled out of bed, with her ripped-up T-shirts, but there’s a rawness to her I find impossible to turn away from.

For a full hour I stand in the crowd, watching the Saints coast through their set list. It’s almost laughable, the light, breezy singles coming from three people who look anything but happy to be here. Their performance is rote. There’s no soul. And as the set goes on, I can feel the crowd growing restless watching Hannah drink from the liquor bottle, her movements increasingly sloppy. When you’re up onstage, no one wants anything less than your whole heart and soul. Audiences are like lovers that way.

When the Saints finally strike the last note, Kenny’s cymbals shimmering, I prepare myself for my own showtime backstage. But then Hannah grips the microphone, and I freeze.

“We’ve got a few new songs for you,” she mumbles, and before the crowd can register this news with disappointment or glee, she squats for her bottle again, tipping her head back and swallowing a quick mouthful. She tries to stand but loses her balance, catching herself on her hands and knees.

A low, embarrassed murmur travels through the crowd.

Some guy behind me yells: “Feed her more alcohol!” and there’s laughter, the kind that says the crowd isn’t with you.

Hannah rights herself and raises her middle finger. Then she says something over her shoulder, talking to thin air.

The rumors are true: the Saints are a disaster. Luckily, although my title at Manifest Records is technically artist relations manager, I’ve developed a niche specialization in disasters. I’m the Fixer of the label (although some musicians call me the Grim Reaper). Whenever Manifest needs to cut ties with an underperforming band, I’m the person our CEO, Roger Braverman, assigns. It’s a job no other manager wants, but I’ve gotten so good at it—at letting musicians down easy, creating minimum stress for the higher-ups—that I’ve built quite a reputation. The double standard goes like this: at twenty-eight, Kenny, Ripper, and Hannah are considered too old to be up-and-comers. At the exact same age, I’m the label’s young rising star.

When Roger signed the Saints six years ago—during the height of the modern California-rock craze—they had promise, all young and shiny and hopeful. I’ve studied dozens of their recordings—bootleg videos from old shows and one low-budget music video Manifest funded for “Head in the Sand,” which everyone thought was going to be their breakout hit—and the gulf between the band in those videos and the one in front of me now is astonishing. Maybe the years of middling sales, of never achieving the success they dreamed of, have finally taken their toll, or maybe it’s something else. The problem is, I need to squeeze one more good record from the Saints before we can cut them loose. Which means I need them shiny and hopeful again, at least temporarily. My promotion hangs in the balance.

More than anything, I need intel. I scan the bar and catch sight of a woman who’s been parked on a stool with the best view of the stage all night. I know her type. Every band, no matter how small, has a superfan. It’s the friend of a friend or random stranger who happened to hear the band play on a day when their heart was wide open, or their needs sky-high, and the music gave form to their feelings. This woman mouthed every word.

I sidle up to the bar, catch the eye of the superfan, and smile. She’s in her early twenties, with lavender hair and an eyebrow ring, perfectly at home in this crowd. “Hey,” I say. “You like the band?”

“Like?” The meager word seems to offend her. “I’ve been to thirty of their shows.”

Thirty? I bite back a question about what the hell she does for a living and instead say, “Wow. I guess you’re the perfect person to ask.”

She cocks her head, intrigued. “About what?”

Onstage, the Saints launch into the first of their new songs. The tone is bleak, a complete departure from their old breezy-rock sound. The bartender, a guy whose thick neck is covered in swirling tattoos, chooses that moment to slope over. “What can I get you?”

I smile at the superfan. “Let me thank you in advance with a drink.”

She doesn’t hesitate. “I’ll have my usual,” she tells the bartender.

“Plus a Jack and Coke, please.” I nod my thanks, then hold out my hand. “I’m Theo.”

She shakes it. “Minnie. Let me guess—you’re in a band too?”

It happens a lot, people mistaking me for a musician. I actually put a lot of effort into blending in. My work uniform consists of expensive jeans and vintage tees I source from all over New York, and I keep my hair on the longer side, the ends falling around my ears, all the better to shake off my forehead like I’ve seen so many rockers do onstage. Looking like I’m with the band allows me to glide more seamlessly through concert crowds and sound crews, none the wiser that I’m actually on the business end of things. It’s my invisibility cloak.

“Nah, I’m just new to the Saints and curious. I love ‘Head in the Sand,’ but I’m not sure what to think about—” I wave at the stage, where Hannah’s still torturing the mic. “This whole show, to be honest.”

Minnie groans. “I wish you’d seen them play a year ago. They were a different band back then. You would’ve shit your pants.”

“That good?”

Her eyes brighten. I was right—that’s some zealous love right there. “They were electric. Oozing talent and tragically underappreciated. I was a freshman at Cal State when they were seniors, and I swear, I knew the first time I saw them play that I was witnessing magic. And no offense, but ‘Head in the Sand’ is for fair-weather fans. You need to go back to College-Educated Idiots, their first album. That’s my favorite.”

Onstage, the band launches into another new song, this one as bleak as the first. Roger was right. He’d told me the sample they’d sent of their new material wasn’t working, and that, on top of their out-of-control behavior, required an emergency intervention.

I nod at Minnie. “Here’s what I want to know. What’s the deal with their new direction? Where’s it coming from?”

A deep voice answers me. “They’ve fallen off the wagon. Literally and figuratively.” The tattooed bartender slides our drinks across the bar. “Minnie’s right. The Saints used to put on a good show. Hannah was born and raised here in Bonita Vista. Kind of a hometown hero. Everyone in town roots for her. That’s why Aki, the owner, still says yes whenever her label reaches out to book them. I warned him if he let the band come back, they’d just crash and burn like the last show. And yet here we are.”

“Any theories on why they’re spiraling?”

“No theories necessary,” Minnie says, sipping her neon-green cocktail. If memory serves, it’s a kamikaze, the drink of choice for nineteen-year-old college girls. Minnie seems to be clinging to her college years in a lot of ways. “It’s obvious, right?”

“It’s not—” A weird thought pops into my head. “Because their manager passed away?”

Minnie’s eyes widen. “Of course it is.”

The timing does line up. I’d read that the Future Saints’ previous manager died unexpectedly around ten months ago. There wasn’t much coverage, just a couple of RIPs on fan pages, and Roger hadn’t even remembered until I asked. Ten months is about the length of time the band has been phoning in their tour gigs and getting wasted and belligerent onstage, according to our venue reps. It’s certainly the length of time the Saints have failed to produce the new album they owe us.

“So they were close to their old manager?”

The tattooed bartender huffs in surprise.

“Uh, yeah,” Minnie says, giving me a strange look.

It’s grief, then: the underlying issue sucking the soul out of the Saints.

“Honestly, I’m worried they’ve lost their magic for good,” Minnie says, cradling her ridiculous drink.

The bartender leans his hip against the bar. “I’m worried Hannah will go the way of Janis Joplin. I’m serious. I see a crazy number of shows working here, and she’s in a league of her own. When Aki asked me to open a bottle of tequila for her, I was tempted to fill an empty with water out of mercy.”

As if on cue, the band’s song stops and Hannah runs a hand over her glistening forehead, pushing back her sweaty hair. Her wrists are layered so thick with bracelets they reach halfway up her forearms. “Last song,” she grunts, and she brings her hand down hard against the guitar strings. The harsh notes ring into the hall.

“What about Kenny and Ripper?” I ask. “What do they think—”

“I’m told my longing is a problem.”

Hannah’s voice, husky and raw, reverberates through the room, silencing me. Instinctively, the three of us turn to look at the stage. She’s standing taut in front of the mic, fingers strumming her guitar, but her eyes are closed.

“You say it makes you sad to see.” There’s something about her voice that makes me set my drink down. It’s a live wire. I notice the audience, even the ones in the back who were inching toward the exit, have stilled.

“But nothing makes sense to me these days.” Her eyes are still closed, but her voice is lifting. The melody is beautiful, haunting. “When people speak, it’s foreign language.” The spotlight finds her, but it’s unnecessary. Everyone in the room’s eyes are on her, waiting in suspense. Her voice turns plaintive. “All I want is to sleep forever. Six feet under would be better.”

“Shit,” Minnie whispers, and I agree, because Hannah’s stripping bare, confessing right in front of us. For the first time, the way she’s singing—eyes closed, face expressionless—makes the song better, playing against the weight of her words.

“You want me to get better,” she sings, and Kenny comes in with the drums, careful tips of the cymbals to accentuate her words, “Be the girl I used to be. Live the life you dreamed for me.”

Ripper joins, his bass making the song richer, more complex, and together they start building a crescendo. Everyone can feel it; the song is climbing, leading us somewhere.

My arms break out in goose bumps. This song is better than good—I’ve never heard anything like it. The way Hannah’s voice sears, growing hungrier and angrier by the second. People lift their phones to record.

“Jesus,” says the bartender, but I don’t spare him a glance, because I can’t take my eyes off her. Unbidden, the memory floats back, what Roger told me the first time we met—that with musicians you usually get one of three things: looks, talent, or presence, and if you have to choose, always go with presence. At the time I’d privately disagreed, thought talent was better, but now, for the first time, I understand. Hannah Cortland is a magnet.

The song climbs higher, and suddenly she breaks into a new guitar riff, harder and faster, and the drums speed up, and she’s singing again, the same words about longing and disassociation, but this time, she opens her eyes and looks at us. This time, her voice isn’t plaintive but hard and unflinching. We’re nervous, the crowd and I. We hold our breath. My heart’s picking up the way it used to when I was thirteen, sitting in front of my dad’s record player, listening to the chorus build in my favorite songs, knowing the climax was coming, waiting to tip over the edge into a sea of feeling.

I see her take a deep breath, filling her lungs, and when she belts, “But I just want to sleep forever.” I swear to God she’s talking to me. I want to put my drink down and cut through the crowd to be by her side. Before our eyes, Hannah Cortland drops to her knees. The audience freezes, shocked to see her this vulnerable, shocked to find her looking back at us for the first time all night. But Ripper and Kenny don’t miss a beat, and the song explodes around her. From down on her knees her powerful voice fills the room, soaring over the guitars: “You want me to get better, be the girl I used to be, live the life you dreamed for me.” The music is unrelenting. “I’ll get better—I’ll get better—I’ll get better.”

Without warning the song cuts out so there’s only the reverberation of the guitars, the fading cymbals. Her voice is a memory. She stands up, lifts her guitar over her shoulders, and walks offstage.

“Good night, Bonita Vista,” says Ripper quickly, and then he and Kenny follow. The crowd is left stunned. People stop recording and turn to each other with wide eyes. The chatter in the room builds back as the stage lights flash.

I turn back to my companions at the bar. The bartender has given up the pretense of working; he stands with his hands braced on the bar, eyes on the empty stage. Minnie’s hand flutters to her chest.

“That was…” Her voice is faint. “I don’t even know what to say.”

The bartender shakes his head. “That was good, is what that was. Fucking tragic, but good.”

I palm through my wallet and peel off a few bills, enough for a generous tip, and place the money on the bar. Backstage, the band will be coming down off their performance high. Postshow moments are a unique window of time when musicians are needy and therefore open to suggestion. I need to get back there.

“Thanks for the conversation,” I say to Minnie and the bartender. “I mean it.”

Minnie shakes her head at me. “Where are you rushing off to? Didn’t that song just kill you?”

“I’ve got to get backstage,” I say, pounding a fist on the bar and spinning away.

“Hey,” the bartender calls. “Who did you say you were again?”

I spin back to face them, but don’t stop jogging. “Theo Ford. The Saints’ new manager.”





Chapter 2 Hannah Saturday, April 13, 2024

It’s merciful the way the whole world narrows after a show. The chaos of our crew running around backstage, guitar techs hauling equipment, sound producers yelling about the lack of acoustics in this dive bar—it all fades as I shrink back into myself, becoming a private person again, concentrate on simply putting one foot in front of the other. The crew pauses as I pass, bumping my shoulder and telling me what a good job I did. But I keep my gaze on the floor, afraid their eyes will reveal a different truth. When I was a kid, I would rush backstage to find my dad after every concert, my heart in my throat, so eager for his feedback. But it’s been a long time since I’ve wanted anyone else’s opinion.

I cut a path to the greenroom, where I know there’s beer in the fridge, courtesy of Aki, the Hideout’s owner, who still treats us like we’re stars no matter how obvious it is that we fell short of our potential. I pop the tab on one and pour it into a glass engraved with the Hideout’s logo, an upside-down microphone hanging by a wire. You can find a dozen of these in my attic, buried in old boxes. My high school friends and I used to steal them every time we snuck into shows. Hideout rats, Aki used to call us, with equal parts frustration and affection.

It’s fitting that I’m back in my childhood hometown for the band’s last show. Ripper, Kenny, Bowie, the whole crew—they think it’s just the last show of this year’s shitty tour, but I no longer see the point of pretending my career is going anywhere. Chasing your dreams doesn’t change the fact that in the end, we all just exist on this planet for a handful of years until our time is up, and then poof! We’re gone, dust in the wind, all our trying and hoping amounting to nothing. At least there’s some poetry to throwing in the towel here where I began. Bonita Vista, witness to all my youthful failures, will preside over one more.

Ginny pops out of nowhere and I almost spit out my beer.

“Jesus,” she says. “That new song at the end—where’ve you been hiding that?”

I swallow. “Did you like it?” Ginny’s the only exception to my feedback rule. But even with her, I prefer getting it over with quickly, like ripping off a Band-Aid.

“You kidding?” Her blond eyebrows nearly meet her hairline. She’s a couple inches shorter than me, with light hair, perpetually tan skin, a smattering of freckles, and ocean-blue eyes. The beach personified—one look at her and you’re dreaming of sunshine. “Once I got over wanting to slit my wrists, yeah, the song was good. What I don’t get is why you kept it a secret from me.”

I shrug. “You know I never know what I’m going to do until I’m up there doing it.”

She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, you’re a real treat to work with.”

“Well.” I take another sip of beer. Sometimes performing has the unfortunate side effect of sobering me up. “Soon I won’t be anyone’s problem.”

“I’ve told you a million times.” Ginny’s tone is uncharacteristically serious. “You shouldn’t do this.”

“My hands are on fire,” Kenny shouts, barreling into the room. Ripper follows him at a slower clip, and, as usual, they’re both larger than life: Kenny a whirlwind of warm, manic energy, an old hippie trapped in a twenty-eight-year-old’s body; Ripper cool as ice, eyeing his surroundings with the knife-edge awareness of someone looking to boost something. “I need to soak these puppies in ice. Think Aki would bring me a bucket?”

“I told you if you stopped jerking off so much, you’d have the wrist strength left to play,” Ripper says.

Kenny ignores him. “ ‘Six Feet Under’ worked, Banana. I think it could be our next single.”

I gave up trying to get Kenny to stop calling me Hannah Banana years ago. He’s the only person in the world I’d let get away with it. Ginny claims it’s proof I’m secretly soft as a marshmallow.

“If you make that your next single,” Ginny counters, “your fans won’t know what to think. It’s like night and day. I don’t know if it’s commercial.”

Ripper flops on the couch in the middle of the greenroom, kicking his sneakers up on the dented coffee table. “What was that falling thing you did at the end?”

I take another sip of beer. By now, the sweat from performing has cooled into a film over my skin. My knees still sting. “Nothing.”

“I thought you were going to stop singing for a second.”

“Well, I didn’t.” I hold up my beer. “Want one?”

Ripper stretches on the couch. “A warning next time would be nice. That’s all I’m saying.”

I bite my lip, resisting the urge to tell him there won’t be a next time. But then our tour manager, Bowie, busts into the room, buzzing with his usual postshow energy. “Okay, guys, Branson’s an idiot and cut himself loading the amps again, so I have to take him to the ER, but don’t worry, it’s just a couple of stitches. Carrie’s going to oversee the rest of the loading while I’m gone, and before you say anything, I told her how you like things done—”

“Bowie, bro.” Kenny grips both of Bowie’s shoulders. “What’s the verdict? Final show of the tour—what’d you think?”

The three of us watch him, waiting, and Bowie turns red. He’s the best tour manager around, and there’s genuinely no bigger fan of our music, but the dude melts under a spotlight. I used to have this recurring fantasy of bringing him onstage to thank him in front of the fans, but I’m pretty sure he’d go into cardiac arrest if I so much as uttered his name into a mic.

“The song at the end was powerful,” Bowie says carefully.

Ripper groans. “I knew it. We sucked. Toss me a beer.”

I oblige, tossing a can at his head. He catches it, glaring, then turns to Bowie. “I’m telling you. Let me play lead guitar, and it’ll be a game changer. I’ll take us to the next level.”

I roll my eyes. Ripper’s been campaigning to play lead guitar for months, and there’s no opportunity he won’t seize to make his case.

“He’s such an attention whore,” Ginny whispers. “What did I see in him?”

I shoot her a warning look but she keeps going, a mischievous grin curling her lips. “Oh yeah, his giant dick. Did I ever tell you—”

“No,” I say quickly, and Bowie turns to me, his face growing redder.

“I didn’t mean you sucked,” Bowie backpedals. “I swear—”

“Hey!” A man pops his head into the open doorway. “What a maze back here.”

“No autographs,” Ripper barks, then gestures for me to hand him a glass for his beer.

Bowie starts toward the guy, herding him out. “Sorry, man. If you want to wait out by the van, the band can sign your stuff later.”

The guy gives us a dazzling smile. It changes his face, lighting up his eyes and causing little crinkles to form in the corners. “That’s a great idea,” he says, striding into the room. “But actually—” He holds out his hand. “I’m Theo Ford. Roger Braverman sent me from Manifest. I’m your new manager. I think you got some calls and emails about it? For, um, the last few months?”

Instantly, a mix of shock, embarrassment, and fury fills me. The label. We’d tried to appease those corporate bloodsuckers with new music, and when they didn’t like it, we’d fought with them, then iced them out. Now they had the nerve to show up on our tour? We told them we didn’t want a new manager, that we’d handle our shit on our own. Even the thought of someone new makes me want to light something on fire.

No one moves. You could hear a pin drop.

Theo retracts his hand and runs it through his hair, as if that was his intention all along. He has perfectly disheveled hair. In fact, if a couture designer drew a rock musician, it would be this guy, with his dark brown hair sweeping across high cheekbones, long-lashed hazel eyes, thick eyebrows, and lips too full to be anything but objectively beautiful. He wears carefully cool clothes, like the kind you see on the cover of Rolling Stone. All in all, he gives the impression of an actor playing a role. Which makes sense, since—no matter how pretty or cool he looks—he’s a corporate goon. An industry exec sent to take more control away from me.

“Shit,” Ginny whispers. “Are label reps legally allowed to be this hot?”

Right now, I’m too focused on the way his T-shirt lays over his collarbone just so. “He’s a fake, is what he is.”

Theo frowns. “Excuse me?”

It’s enough to jolt everyone out of their shock. Bowie lunges forward, pumping Theo’s hand. “Bowman Jericho, tour manager. Sorry for the mix-up. We weren’t expecting you. The, uh, emails must not have gone through.” Bowie knows for a fact that I stopped opening those a long time ago.

At the warmer reception, Theo’s smile returns. “No worries. I’m glad I ended up coming in person. Gave me a chance to witness the Future Saints in action.”

He was in the crowd the whole time. He saw me stumble, heard me get heckled. He watched me fall on my knees. I squeeze the glass in my hand. “So, what? You thought you’d spy on us, maybe catch us breaking some rules you could report to Roger?” I’m aware, from the early emails I did read, that several venue managers on our tour have complained about our “unruly behavior.” They can go to hell.

“I wasn’t spying. I was enjoying your show.” Theo shoves both his hands in his pockets. “I’m a fan.”

Kenny, always too tenderhearted, drops his scowl. “Oh, yeah? What’d you think of the set?” I clear my throat and he shoots me a guilty look.

This seems to be the opening Theo was waiting for. He pulls his hands out of his pockets and cracks his knuckles. “Look, I promise I’ll never bullshit you guys. Later, we’re going to talk about why the three of you are going through the motions up there. But right now, I don’t care. That’s a minor problem. Whatever that song was you played at the end—” His gaze sweeps to me, and we lock eyes. For a moment, a charge sparks: the kind you can’t predict, a knee-jerk response to a person who gets under your skin.

Then I see the sympathy in his eyes. Like he’s trying to tell me he saw me up there and he gets what I’m going through. I want to throw the glass in my hand against the wall, but I take the high road and slam it on the counter.

Theo startles. “All I’m saying is that song was the best I’ve heard in a long time. It gave me chills. Now, I know Roger wasn’t too keen on the sample you sent of your new stuff, but did you include that last one—”

“What’s your opinion on making things fresh by letting me play lead guitar?” Ripper asks.

I want to murder him, but I force myself to bend and pick up my backpack. It would be best for everyone, especially me, if I left before I exploded.

“Look, I don’t know,” Theo says. “We can discuss it. I’m just excited you’re open to talking about the next album. Now that your tour is over, I’m thinking we can devote all our time to it, treat writing and recording like a nine to five. You have a good start with that last song—what’s it called?”

“ ‘Six Feet Under,’ ” says Kenny, the traitor.

“ ‘Six Feet Under.’ ” Theo runs the words over his tongue. “I like it. I think we can turn out a record in no time. Look, I’ve helped a lot of bands who’ve been in your position. You could even say I’ve developed a bit of a reputation—”

Backpack hoisted, I spin around. “No, thanks,” I say, cutting him off. Everyone, from Ginny to Theo to Bowie, stares. I was going to walk out without a word, but something about Theo’s cockiness, his talk about the other bands, makes something snap in me, sudden and sharp. “Return to sender.”

Theo frowns. “If you’d give me a shot, I promise—”

“We have no interest in giving you a shot, do we?” I look at Kenny and Ripper. I’ve dealt with plenty of guys like Theo. The story’s always the same: corporate goons don’t actually care about us. We’re a product funneling money into their coffers. And if you’re not funneling money, you might as well be gum on the bottom of their shoes. I don’t trust Theo’s offer to help us put together an album. There has to be something else behind it.

At my prodding, Kenny shakes his head. “Nah, man. Sorry. Appreciate you coming out, but your services aren’t needed.”

Ripper kicks off the couch and stands, towering over the rest of us. “Feel free to grab some merch on your way out, though.”

They’re both making their way to leave, and I feel a storm of ridiculous, heart-pounding relief that even now, with the three of us at our lowest, Kenny and Ripper are still my family.

I give Theo my dead-eye stare. Bowie shifts uncomfortably, standing close enough to Theo to get caught in the crosshairs. “You think we don’t see through you?” I wave a hand at him. “Just because you’re dressed like us doesn’t mean we can’t tell you’re a suit.”

“Yeah. We’re not looking for a hostile takeover.” Ripper bumps his backpack up his shoulders.

“Go back to the suit factory,” I say, and watch as Theo’s face shutters. “Tell Roger thanks but no thanks. We’ll do this on our own.”

“Good for you,” Ginny says, in a rare moment of earnestness. She’s looking at me like she can read everything inside my head. “Don’t let anyone step on you.”

“Hey,” Theo says, his voice turning unexpectedly gentle. “I should’ve said this from the beginning—I just got too excited to talk about your music. But I’m really sorry about your last manager.”

My heart drops into my stomach. Beside me, Ginny blanches.

“I know you’re still in mourning,” Theo says, “and the last thing I want you to think is that I’m trying to fill your old manager’s shoes. I just want to help you. Because I’m going to be honest—Manifest is ready to let you go. It’s either play ball with us or Roger’s going to cancel your contract and sue you for the money.”

There it is—the snake lurking in the grass. The truth behind Theo’s offer. For the second time since he’s walked through the door, discomfort hangs over the room. One by one, all eyes turn to me.

“Tell Roger he can go fuck himself,” I say. I turn to Kenny, Ripper, and Bowie. “I’m done with the Saints.”

Kenny takes a sharp breath, but Ripper is stone-faced.

“What do you mean, you’re done?” Theo asks.

“Exactly what it sounds like.” I turn my back and walk out the door. “I quit.”





Chapter 3 Two Years Ago


Excerpt from Long Beach Post article, “Local Band on the Long Journey to Breaking Out: ‘The Trick Is Never Quitting’ ” (April 15, 2022)



The Future Saints, described by their label as a “feel-good indie rock band,” call the City of Long Beach home. We sat down with the musicians, who are releasing a new album titled So Bad You Can Taste It next week, to pick their brain about what it’s like to spend years in search of success in today’s hypercompetitive music industry.


	INTERVIEWER: Let’s start with where you hail from. I think it’s safe to say we’re not dealing with any nepo babies, right? No “my producer father handed us a record deal” stories?

	KENNY: Damn, I wish.

	RIPPER: Nah, man. That’s bullshit. Pretty much the opposite of who we are.

	KENNY: I mean, at this point I wouldn’t be mad if someone handed us something.

	HANNAH: We grew up all over the state, but the thing we have in common is we’re all suburb kids. And I don’t mean the wealthy suburbs like in Orange County, where sixteen-year-olds drive Range Rovers. I’m talking about strip malls, the best restaurant in town is an Olive Garden, everyone you went to high school with is either in the military or sells leggings through an MLM. Those suburbs. If you’re an oddball or a dreamer in one of those places, you’re clawing to get out. I would say every member of this band was shaped by that feeling. That’s what made us.

	KENNY: Being losers, she means. We’re the anti-quarterbacks and homecoming queens. But that’s what I love about music. Historically, it’s always welcomed weirdos.

	RIPPER: If you can’t tell by looking at him, Kenny was a grade-A band nerd.

	KENNY: And Ripper loves to remind people he got laid a lot in high school. Clings to it, you could say.

	RIPPER: No need to cling because nothing’s changed. For any fellow sluts reading, I highly recommend playing in a band.

	HANNAH: Ginny was the nerd. People expected her to grow up to be a doctor. Little Doogie Howser genius.

	GINNY: I used to have a bright future, is what she’s saying. Before the Saints corrupted me.

	INTERVIEWER (to Hannah): And you? What were you like as a kid?

	HANNAH: A troublemaker, probably. I don’t know. No one thought I’d amount to much, even though I knew I wanted to make music from a young age. I never quite saw the point of being trapped in school for eight hours a day. Sorry, Mom.

	INTERVIEWER: So, a bunch of suburban geeks, sluts, and troublemakers meet at college. Sounds like the beginning of a joke.

	KENNY: Freshman year. It was love at first sight. Okay, not so much for Ripper and Hannah. But everyone else, we jammed together one night and fell in love with each other’s souls.

	GINNY: Forgive Kenny. He believes in the healing powers of crystals, if that tells you anything.

	KENNY: We had the same fire in our bellies, you know? That drive to do something real with our lives. Contribute art to the world. It’s magical to meet people who really get you at the tender age of eighteen.

	RIPPER: Freshman year we drove everyone in our dorm nuts playing all night, so we decided to get an apartment together the next year. Once Ginny graduated, we set out on our first tour, which consisted of driving around California begging people to let us play for free. We always thought our big break was just around the corner.

	KENNY: Remember how shitty our first van was?

	GINNY: My god. The floors were disintegrating. We were this close to driving around using our feet like the Flintstones.

	INTERVIEWER: And it’s been how many years since that first tour?

	RIPPER: Uh… three.

	INTERVIEWER: Would you say you’re happy with how your career is going? You got signed to Manifest Records, one of the biggest labels in the industry. And one of your singles, “Head in the Sand,” was used in a Nissan ad. Do you think you’re close to breaking out?

	GINNY: Uh… since no one else is talking, I’ll take this one. No shade to the commercial. Without that income to fall back on, we probably would’ve had to fold up shop and start selling leggings. But you don’t exactly dream of making soundtracks for car commercials.

	RIPPER: The thing people won’t tell you is that even if you sign with a label, a big one, and they give you an advance for an album and everything… I mean, that used to be our dream. We thought if we could just make it to that level, we’d have our careers in the bag. But the truth is, it doesn’t amount to much. It doesn’t mean your songs will get radio time or anyone will even know your music. If you’re in the majority, you’ll still feel like you’re an impostor, releasing songs into the ether.

	INTERVIEWER: Even with the might of Manifest behind you? Musicians without record deals are going to feel disheartened reading this.

	KENNY: Sometimes it’s actually more painful to be a small fish in a big pond. To be close, but never there.

	HANNAH: But our day will come. We’re going to break out—I can feel it in my bones. All we have to do is keep working our asses off. The trick is never quitting. That’s what separates the people who make it from the ones who don’t.

	GINNY: What Kenny said about fire in the belly? That’s Hannah. She’s always had superhuman levels of ambition. She’s been writing songs since she was twelve.

	KENNY: If anyone can will us to success, it’s her.

	INTERVIEWER: You sound kind of intimidating, Hannah.

	HANNAH: Women with ambition are intimidating to a lot of men.

	INTERVIEWER: Ha. Well, what are your dreams for the Future Saints?

	HANNAH: Easy. I want to be the best fucking rock band in the world.

	INTERVIEWER: So you’re not asking for much.

	HANNAH: Oh, I’m asking for everything.







Chapter 4 Theo Saturday, April 13, 2024

I can’t believe she quit.”

“I don’t understand why it’s a big deal.” On-screen, Bryan settles into his armchair. “Doesn’t that give you a Get Out of Jail Free card? Now you don’t have to work with this nightmare band everyone was telling you was the second coming of Mötley Crüe. You went out there, you introduced yourself, the band broke up, and now you’re off the hook. You were going to cut them from the label anyway. They just did it for you. Maybe you can finally take a vacation.”

I pace the hotel room. “Always the vacation talk with you.”

“Yeah, well, you’re the only person I know who takes less time off than I do.”

I meet Bryan’s gaze through the screen. His features are arranged in the same gently admonishing look he’s been giving me for ten years. The vacation thing probably says something dire about me, given that my best friend from college is an investment banker who frequently works eighty-hour weeks. Using the finance degree we both earned at Dartmouth for its intended purpose, my mother would point out.

“Is it the promotion you’re worried about?” Bryan’s high-rise apartment is dimly lit, and through the windows behind him, the skyscrapers of New York City glitter in the dark. Luckily for me, Bryan had been pulling another late night when I texted that I needed to vent. “Do you really think Roger will count this as a failure just because you didn’t get an album out of them? He’ll just sue, right? Manifest’s legal team eats artists like them for dinner.”

I stop pacing. Strangely, I’d barely thought about how Hannah quitting would affect my promotion. And before meeting the Saints, my promotion was all I’d thought about for the last year. According to Roger, all I needed to do was clinch this next assignment: get the Saints to produce a record that would make Manifest money, and then we could ditch them with no regrets. It would be the final notch in my belt, securing my promotion to president of artist relations, and making me the youngest department president in Manifest’s history—and Roger’s right-hand man. That last part was implicit. Ever since I started at Manifest, I’d been imagining how it would feel for Roger to shake my hand and tell me he was proud of me. I’d rehearsed the moment in my imagination so many times that sometimes it felt more like a memory than a dream.

“It’s not about the promotion,” I insist. “It’s weird, but you know how I deep-dive for every assignment? I’ve read literally everything about this band, watched all their videos, listened to their albums, and I feel like I know these people. The last thing Hannah Cortland would do is quit. This is a woman who’s been working her entire life to make it. She has big goals. I don’t know, man, I feel like something’s wrong and I have to fix it.”

“Mm-hmm.” Bryan kicks one leg over the other and arches a brow. “I know what this is really about. And it’s more than just not wanting to mess up your streak as ‘the Fixer.’ ”

I wince. It’s not that I don’t appreciate having a reputation at Manifest. It’s what got Roger’s attention in the first place. But “the Fixer” makes me sound like a hitman for the mob. It’s almost as bad as “the Grim Reaper.”

Bryan mistakes my wince for a protest and holds up a hand. “Look, we’ve talked about this. You have a savior complex. Anyone hurting, you see them and boom”—he snaps his fingers—“thirteen again.”

“Come on—”

“Nah, man, I’m serious. I say this out of love. It’s what makes you good at your job. But you have to draw a line somewhere.”

“I get it.” It’s what I always say whenever this topic comes up. Unfortunately, my lack of boundaries is the one subject that turns my jock-and-stocks best friend into a pseudotherapist. “And, to be honest, the Saints already hate me. Even if they were still together, it wouldn’t be smooth sailing.”

“See? Perfect. They hate you. You no longer need anything from them. Wham, bam, vacation, ma’am. I hear Aruba’s nice this time of year.”

I don’t know how to explain what’s keeping me rooted in California instead of jumping on the next flight home to New York. Half my job comes down to intuition. “I feel a connection to them…” Truthfully, I don’t know how to explain it other than a gut feeling. “Maybe I was meant to be here—”

A sharp knock sounds at my door.

“A little late for room service,” Bryan says, not bothering to hide his judgment. Bryan and his healthy eating habits wouldn’t last a week on the road.

The knock sounds again, louder.

“Actually, I have no idea who that is. I’ll catch you later, okay?”

“Catch you later,” Bryan says, then points at me. “And boundaries!”

I end the call and fling myself over the bed, swinging open the door. “Hello?”

A bald man in a name tag that reads “Harry Whittles” glares at me. “Are you Mr. Theodore Ford?”

“I am. Can I help you?”

The man puts his hands on his hips, and if I weren’t filled with foreboding, I probably would’ve smiled. “Mr. Ford, do you have any idea what your associates are currently doing to my hotel?”

Associates? For a second, I’m confused, then it hits me. “You mean the band?”

Harry sniffs. “The new paperwork we got says you’re the point of contact in case of emergency. Well, we have an emergency.”

“Shit.” I clutch the door. “Are they okay?”

“If you mean the miscreants currently laying waste to my rooftop and keeping all my guests from sleeping, then yes, they are okay enough to be swimming past curfew, dancing inappropriately, consuming alcohol and who knows what other substances, and dropping—” He lowers his voice. “Condoms filled with pool water onto the streets below.”

I stifle a groan.

“Let me put on some clothes. I’ll take care of it.”

Harry narrows his eyes. Clearly, he’ll believe it when he sees it. Inside, I change into jeans and take a minute to splash cold water on my face, rubbing my cheeks vigorously. I look at myself in the mirror and square my shoulders. “This is your chance,” I say, pointing at myself. “You’re going to convince the band to stay together, figure out why they hate you, solve it, make a record, get promoted, and then you’re going to be deliriously happy.”

My finger falters, dropping to the counter. “And if not, well, at least you’re going to go up there and save one very stressed-out hotel manager from an early stroke.”



The hotel’s rooftop has been converted into an upscale pool and bar, surrounded by palm trees strung with lights, and it’s an utter shit show. The hotel manager did us a courtesy in coming to find me instead of going straight to the cops. The rooftop is crowded with people. A woman in the pool is topless. There’s a circle of bongo players near the sauna, the air around them cloudy with smoke. The full California diorama.

Music’s blasting as people lounge in poolside chairs, openly snorting substances I refuse to acknowledge for legal reasons, dancing in clusters around the bar, cannonballing into the pool. Someone with professional-grade charm must’ve persuaded the hotel’s two bartenders to stay past the end of their shifts, because they’re mixing piña coladas at the tiki bar. Around the periphery, watching with horror, are a few older people in robes. Presumably, hotel guests who’ve come to find the source of the disturbance.

I scan and immediately locate the kingpin. She’s under one of the leafy palm trees, reclining on a lounge chair. She’s showered and changed since the show, and now she’s wearing a tank top, jeans with holes in the knees, and a backward baseball cap, like an insouciant thirteen-year-old boy. She brings a cigarette to her mouth and takes a drag.

Beside me, Harry surveys the scene. “I told her, three strikes and she’s out.”

I turn to him. “She’s done this before?”

“Twice. Look, I appreciate my relationship with Manifest. The hotel wants the label’s business. But at this point, I need you to get your associates under control, or I’m going to be forced to call the police.”

I put my hands up. “Harry, buddy, no need. I’ve got it.”

Based on past experience, I know it’s best to cut off mayhem at the source, so I beeline to Hannah. As she smokes, her gaze floats around the pool. Then her eyes lock on me. She grins, as if delighted to find me cutting through the middle of her rager. Like at the show, I take note of her freckled, sunlit beauty. If I were less experienced, I might mistake that grin as welcoming. But it’s not my first rodeo.

“Look who it is,” she says. “The Corporate Suit himself.”

I give her a tight-lipped smile. “Where are Kenny and Ripper? They didn’t feel like celebrating the dissolution of all their hard work?”

“I’m not celebrating,” she says, sharp enough that the guy in the lounge chair beside her takes off. “And they’re not talking to me right now.”

“I’m shocked.”

Hannah blows out a mouthful of smoke. I wave it away.

“Let’s cut to the chase. We need to shut this down.” I point over my shoulder to where Harry waits. “See that man? That’s Harry Whittles, the hotel manager. He says he told you not to commandeer his rooftop again or he’d call the cops. Guess what three-digit number he’s itching to dial?”

“Tell him to go ahead,” she says, kicking her feet up on the lounge chair. “I’m overdue for a visit to the station. Chief Petty probably misses me.”

“So this is how it is? You blow up your career, fuck over your best friends, and your next move is to throw a party to hide your misery?”

Hannah drops her cigarette and grinds it with her heel, then says something low over her shoulder that I don’t catch.

Good lord. The beer is probably laced with hallucinogens, if it’s got her talking to herself. Fucking California.

She holds out her bottle. “Want some?”

Sometimes when musicians realize they can’t get you to stop giving them a hard time, they’ll switch gears and try to get you to join in. I call it the Corruption Solution. I need a new tactic. “I don’t know if you realize, but you’re probably getting those two bartenders fired.”

“What?” The smirk wipes off her face.

I point at them. “Those two guys breaking the rules for you? Yeah, Harry’s not happy with them. They’ll probably lose their jobs.”

“Tell him I forced them.”

I snort.

“I’m serious. Tell him it’s my fault. They protested, but I lied and said Harry was cool with it. Or held a gun to their heads. Whatever works.”

She rises and stalks in the direction of the bar. Surprised, I take off after her. “Where are you going?”

“To tell them to leave. Unless you want a drink first. I’m sure they can make something strong enough to remove that stick up your ass.”

“Stick up my—” I huff a laugh. “So what, you quit and leave your crew members out of work, but now you have proletariat sympathies?”

“They’re not out of work. Bowie has plenty of gigs for them. Stop being dramatic.”

“You’re the one on the verge of getting kicked out of a hotel in your own hometown. Hey—” Saying it out loud has made me realize. “Why are you staying at a hotel? Don’t your parents live here? Old friends?”

She doesn’t answer.

I sigh. “Fine. Maybe I should just let you quit and ruin your life. Because—I don’t know if you’re aware—but your commitment to self-destruction has earned you a bit of a reputation at Manifest. As an asshole. I should probably say good riddance.”

Hannah’s blue eyes flash, but she doesn’t slow down. “So do it already and stop bothering me.”

She weaves around a crowd of people dancing by the pool.

“Your contract with Manifest says you owe us one more album.” I hop over a wide drainage ditch, then turn to hold out my hands.

She stops short and studies them like they’re lethal. “What are you doing?”

“Helping you over.”

She ignores me and jumps over the ditch herself—though when she lands, she wobbles. We reach for each other at the same time. There’s a flash of surprise in her eyes as I tug her straight, then she drops my arms and keeps walking.

I grit my teeth. “If you violate your contract by not delivering an album, not only will the label sue you for your advance, but you have a noncompete clause. You can’t make music unless it’s for us. No indie albums. No new bands. No more writing for anyone to hear.”

This stops her. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. We’re close to the tiki bar, and the sounds of the buzzing blenders mix with the airy song playing through the speakers. The light from the bar turns Hannah’s skin gold, and when she opens her eyes and looks up at me, I realize how close I’ve drawn to her. That damn musician magnetism doesn’t turn off.

“First,” she says, “Roger should feel free to sue me.” The words are razor-tipped, but there’s a thickness to her voice that sounds like misery, not anger. “And as far as making music goes, I’m only doing it for myself.”

“What do you mean?”

“Roger. The fans heckling. Everyone’s made it clear they don’t want to hear what I’m writing these days.”

“Jesus. If it’s about the kind of music you want to write, just keep making songs like ‘Six Feet Under.’ I’ll convince Roger.”

“You’re not getting it.” Hannah grips my shoulders, taking me so much by surprise that I step back. “It’s over for me, okay?”

“What’s over?” There’s a strange grimness to her face. Her jaw is clenched, as if the words hurt.

She drops her hold. “Everything. The band. The dream.”

“Hannah.” Why am I trying so hard to change her mind? “This isn’t you. In one of your interviews you said you were ‘put on earth to make music.’ I’m sorry—I don’t want to sound insensitive—but are you really going to throw it all away over your last manager?”

She goes rigid. Emotions pass over her face in quick succession—surprise, then pain, then anger. “Yes,” she says, with an eerie flatness. She starts to walk away, then stops. “And I don’t care how many of my interviews you’ve read. You obviously don’t know anything about me.”

Her disdain is a hot, sparking live wire, ready to ignite. This time, I let her go.

Across the rooftop, Harry Whittles stands, watching in horror as a group tosses condoms full of water, like wiggly, translucent jellyfish, over the roof. At the tiki bar behind me, I hear Hannah say, “Thanks for your services, gentlemen, but you need to bounce. If your boss gives you any trouble, blame tonight on me. Take everything but the beer. We’ll serve ourselves.”

I’ve lost control. I never lose control.

The whirring blenders cut out, and suddenly I get an idea. Harry may not appreciate it, and Hannah’s going to hate me even more than she already does, but maybe our relationship is beyond saving anyway.

I search the rooftop until I find the unobtrusive breaker box, crack it open, and flip the master switch. Immediately, the electricity cuts out and the rooftop is plunged into darkness.

I cup my hands around my mouth and bellow, “Party’s over! Go home!” to a chorus of booing. Someone yells back, “Fuck you, party police!” But I can make out the outlines of bodies picking themselves up and dragging themselves out of the pool, so at least they’re leaving.

I’m feeling my way around the pool in the dark, high on victory, when the clouds shift and moonlight illuminates Hannah’s face on the other side of the roof. Her eyes burn holes into me. The live-wire tension is now a stick of dynamite tossed into my hands.

I take a distracted step forward, gaze still locked with hers, but there’s no ground waiting to catch me. My foot hits nothing but air, and before I can make sense of what’s happening, I tip, arms windmilling, and fall sideways into the pool.

The cold is such a shock I don’t have time to catch my breath before I’m underwater, stinging chlorine shooting up my nose. I scramble to find my footing and surge to the surface, coughing, water streaming down my face, clothes clinging to my skin.

The first thing I see when I rub my eyes is Hannah’s face, grinning widely. Slowly—smugly—she salutes me. Then she turns and leaves.

I groan and sink into the water, looking up at the stars. Imagine what Bryan would say if he could see me now. Theo Ford and his self-defeating savior complex.

A gentle splash makes me glance over.

The topless woman from earlier swans by, powered by gentle backstrokes. She winks at me. “Hey, handsome. It’s our party now.”

God help me.





Chapter 5


Comments under video footage uploaded by TikTok user @surfergrooves, titled “The Saddest Shit I’ve Ever Seen,” 10.5M views (April 13, 2024)



Video footage shows a band playing onstage, shot in dim lighting. As the music swells, the lead singer falls to her knees. The video wobbles for a moment as a murmur travels through the crowd. Then the camera steadies and zooms in on the singer’s face. Though the quality is grainy, the woman’s expression is unmistakable: Harrowed. Desperate. She closes her eyes as her voice lifts, promising to get better.


	@surfergrooves: Last night’s show at @thehideout mostly sucked but then the band played this at the end and I stg the whole room stopped breathing.

	@daftpunkssss: I can’t stop watching. Who are these guys?

	@surfergrooves: the future saints

	@whyohwhyME: Damn this song gutted me. When she falls on her knees I’m pretty sure my heart cracked in half.

	@sartresuperpowers: I don’t know if I’ve ever felt any emotion this intensely. Does that make me a robot?

	@tswiftallday: This band only has 46k followers. We need to change that. This song is too good.

	@hereforthefuzz: Hey, I know them. They opened for Dead to Rights a few years ago. The lead singer jammed with Booker Morris for one song and blew his vocals out of the water. This does NOT sound like their last album though.

	@lauracaty78: I know how she feels. Wanting your life to be over so you can sink into the peace of not existing.

	@tswiftallday: @lauracaty78 damn. I’m sorry. I hope you’re feeling better now.

	@lauracaty78: @tswiftallday one day at a time

	@mark_is_normcore: WOWWWWWW. Haven’t heard anything this good in a MINUTE. Where’d they come from?

	@harrycarry: I started crying at the :30 mark. Buying this song immediately.

	@harrycarry: I can’t find this to buy. Did find a song of theirs called “Head in the Sand” but it’s very different. Any leads?

	@cheekydimples19: Isn’t this the band whose manager died? It was like their longtime friend or something. Sad story.

	@dennis48smith: I thought it was the singer’s sister.







Chapter 6 Hannah Sunday, April 14, 2024

The pounding’s either coming from inside my head—which, fair, given what I drank last night—or from my hotel room door, in which case there’s someone I need to murder. I groan, burying my face in my pillow.

“Go away!” My mouth’s dry as the Sahara. I grope around on the bedside table and hit a half-empty bottle of beer. I briefly consider drinking it, then put it down.

“I guess your dignity hasn’t totally abandoned you,” Ginny says from the other side of the bed.

“Hilarious.” I squint against the intense sunlight coming through the blinds. “Great. Another sunny fucking day in California.”

“Not just any day.” Ginny turns on her side and props her head on her hand. Her hair’s rumpled from sleeping. “The first day of the rest of your life, snookums!”

She’s teasing, but today is the first day I’m no longer a Saint. I’m purposeless for the first time since my dad put a guitar in my hands. Imagine what my mother would say if she could see me now, nearing thirty and hungover in a trashed hotel room, with no plans and no future. That she was right all along, probably.

“It’s hard to read your face.” Ginny pokes my shoulder. “Give me a hint.”

I find my pack of cigarettes on the bedside table, shake one out, and light it. “Remember when I won Battle of the Bands in high school and Guppy
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