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Chapter 1

Mike thumbed through the list of emails he had no intention of returning. It was a terrible habit to 
check messages while driving. Everybody did it. Some better than others. He fell into the “others” group. 
His truck hummed and rattled underneath his feet. Vibrations not meant to be felt did their best to tell him 
he needed to get his truck serviced, and soon. But like most of his emails, his truck would have to wait.

Another message came through, the obnoxious pinging noise hard to ignore. He couldn’t remember a 
time when his phone wasn’t a crying baby: a constant sound he took with him everywhere. The sender’s 
name made him cringe. Emails from your boss should be banned until regular working hours. Even in a 
perfect world, Mike knew those types of requests would go unfollowed. The blaring horns from the 
surrounding drivers brought him back to reality. The light above had turned green without him noticing. So 
much for multitasking. He dropped his phone into the nearby cup holder.

“I’m going, I’m going. Assholes,” he said into his rearview mirror. He gave a sarcastic wave to the SUV 
behind him. Kill ’em all with kindness. Everyone was in a rush to get somewhere they couldn’t wait to leave. 
Some days, Mike was no exception.

Clark Studios wasn’t much to look at from the outside. The building sat at the edge of town in a 
neighborhood beyond its better days. The brick exterior had faded from orange to a decrepit brown. Like 
most places in the area, the place was in desperate need of a facelift. But this was a second home, flaws and 
all.

He parked his truck in the adjacent lot next to his boss’s car and snuck in through the back. The back 
room didn’t hold much more than a desk, a chair, and a bookshelf of dusty records. Any meeting with more 
than two people happened in the front office or one of two recording booths down the hall. Most people 
would have called it a cramped closet. But it was Mike’s haven, and he loved it for what it was, his office. 

He set down his travel mug, flicked on his computer, and watched the screen glow to life. The prompt 
appeared so he could enter his password. He began counting. Three, two, one…

“You’re late.”
The greeting, if you could call it that, came from the front office like clockwork. He shook his head. 

Most people arrived to “Good morning” or “How’s it going?” But for whatever reason, “You’re late,” was the 
appropriate start to the day for Clark Studios. His boss possessed an unparalleled sense of hearing. Any 
normal person couldn’t possibly hear the back door open and shut. But his boss wasn’t normal.

“Late for what?” he shouted back. No answer returned. Typical.
Walking down the hallway to the front office was like taking a trip through the record label’s history. 

Framed albums, pictures of concerts and festivals, and antique guitars lined the walls. It wasn’t walking 
through the tunnel in Yankee Stadium, but as far as indie music labels run by only three people went, it 
came pretty close. Most of the moments were before Mike’s time. In fact, none of them were during his 
short tenure as Director of Artist and Repertoire. He insisted on the title sounding official and professional. 
If it were telling the truth, it would have said Listener of Shitty Bands.

Mike leaned against the door frame. His boss sat in his chair like it was an extension of his body. His 
balding hair had started to gray in most areas, squared reading glasses rested atop his wrinkled forehead, 
attached by a string hanging off his back. He wore a sky blue button-down with a brown vest. A black 
ballpoint pen clipped to his left breast pocket. Mike didn’t have it in him to tell his boss he looked like a 
dork.

“How do you always know when I come in?” he asked.
“Security cameras,” David Clark answered. “I thought we agreed you’d start to come in a little earlier, 

accomplish more before lunch.”
“You agreed. I didn’t have much say in the matter.”
“That was part of the deal, son. We gave you this title and with that came some added responsibility.”
“The added responsibility didn’t come with an added pay increase if I remember correctly…Dad,” Mike 

said. 
David knew this subject was a runaway train heading for a cliff. He needed something a little less 

chaotic. “We’ll talk about that later. How are we looking for tonight?”
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“Ash Tray goes on around ten. I’ll meet with Stan afterwards.” 
“Where are they playing? Do you need me to go with you?”
“Over at The Anti, and no, I don’t need you to go. I can handle it,” Mike said. He adjusted his position 

against the frame, wanting to go back into his office and be done with this conversation.
“Fine, handle it. Savvy should be the one going, but he convinced me it was yours to take. If this works 

out, I’d like to bring them in early next week. We need a big hit here.”
“I’m working on it. Savvy in?” 
He glanced down the empty hallway. “Isn’t noon yet.”
“I’ll be in my office. Let me know if you need anything,” Mike said.
“We need a hit.” 
Tell me something I don’t know.
Two hours later of avoiding emails and the few phone calls, Mike’s eyes were crossed. There are only so 

many YouTube videos one can watch before the sanity level begins to dip. By lunchtime, the walls always 
seemed to be a few inches closer, the desk a little bit too big, and the side lamp a little too bright. Without a 
break, the room could have doubled as a high-end prison cell. But before Mike could stretch his legs, the 
conversation from his dad’s office seemed more interesting than a coffee refill.

His dad left his office door cracked open. It wasn’t hard to snoop on other people’s conversations with 
the cramped hallway. Guilt for prying left as quickly as it came. The halls were supposed to be filled with 
guitars and drums, not a frustrated father arguing on the phone.

“No, Pete, you’re being entirely unreasonable. We’ve—” The conversation stopped. Mike heard a fist 
smack the desk. “We’ve been here for over twenty-five years. You know this. I’ve got—”

This doesn’t sound good.
“Fine. Always a pleasure, Pete.” Another crash. This one sounded like a book colliding with a wall. 

David put his glasses on the desk and rubbed his eyes while Mike took his place against the door frame. 
“Come in and take a seat,” he said.

Chapter 2

Mike leaned against the door frame to the office with a confused and awkward look.
“What happened?” he asked.
David shook his head. “We might be in a bit of trouble.”
He slumped in his chair behind the handcrafted wooden desk. The sight no longer looked presidential. 

More akin to a toddler witnessing a truck running over a puppy. His hands fidgeted with a coffee stirrer 
while his eyes remained glued to the phone. 

“Be a little more specific than that. And define we. We as in you and me, or we as in Clark Studios?” 
Mike took a seat on one of the chairs in the corner of the office. Rested his elbows on his knees.

“They are one in the same aren’t they?”
“I guess so. Still doesn’t answer my question. What kind of trouble?”
David shifted from his stirrer to the files and notes covering his desk. For a person who once prided 

himself on organization and details, he was trying his hardest not to appear flustered. He was stalling, and 
Mike knew it.

“Spit it out.”
“We have only a few months left before we’ll have to close up shop.”
The room turned into a blur. The decorated walls faded from white to pink to deep cherry. The back of 

his chair felt like a thousand needles. The floor turned into a giant, colorful pinwheel. To make the situation 
worse, his headache from earlier reared its ugly head, demanding awful attention. The ringing in his ears 
were church bells gone haywire. His breath, sandpaper dancing across his tongue.

Close up shop? We can’t do that. We’ve been around too long. 
He tried to blink away what the room had become. A twisted fun house of delirium and nauseous colors. 

“What do you mean?”
“I mean, we need to start finding some people to produce and some bands to sell. If not, we’re done. 

This year has been pretty tough for us, and I’m sure you’ve noticed our minimal session recordings 
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compared to previous years. We’re in a pretty big bind.”

“How long have we been in trouble?”
And how long have you been hiding this from me?
“It isn’t your concern how long we’ve been in trouble. But you know about it now. Ash Tray sounds like 

a decent lead so let’s see how that goes. At this point, we have to take it one day at a time.”
“One day at a time isn’t going to help this bind we have. You hid this from me. Your own son.”
“Michael, I’d be careful in calling it hiding. Look around. Sessions are down. Sales slowed. And you 

haven’t brought anybody on in the past two years. You shouldn’t consider this a real surprise.”
Mike stared straight back at his dad, now in full boss-mode. He hated this mode. But the more he 

thought about it, it was a mode he didn’t see quite as often.
“Wait, you’re putting this on me?” he asked.
“Our agreement, when you decided to get serious with this studio, was for you to concentrate on new 

talent. Tell me how not bringing in anybody new falls to my, or Savvy’s, fault?” 
As if on cue, the front door to the studio flew open. Neither Clark broke their gaze from the standoff as a 

burly, grizzly bear of a man emerged in the hallway. A doughnut in one hand and coffee in the other. An 
oblivious smile spread across his face. His beard could have held a bird’s nest if it wasn’t busy catching 
crumbs of food.

“What are we talking about?” Savvy asked.
The tension could have been shattered into a thousand pieces with the flick of a finger. Unbeknownst to 

Savvy, hours of argument were avoided with his appearance. He looked between father and son the way a 
parent looked between two brothers in the middle of a fight. Aside from running the recording booths and 
acting as co-partner within the business, Savvy also played the role of peacekeeper quite well. 

“Not a good time Savvy,” David said. He switched his gaze to the front window, seeming to ignore the 
other two as if ignoring them would help alleviate everything.

“Ah, you finally told him, huh?”
He worked his way around the desk, gave Mike a quick shoulder punch, and approached David with no 

concern for personal space. For a person who only wore deodorant when he remembered, or if someone 
reminded him, he saw little issue with closeness to other people. 

Mike stood up. The last place he wanted to sit was in this office right now. “Wait, he knew too?” 
Savvy took a bite of his doughnut, half of the creamed filling fell onto David’s desk with a heavy splat. 

“Of course I did. I know all. And it’s not hard to notice. You see how empty my studio is back there? I’m 
bored to tears half the time.”

“Well, I’m glad I’m now in the loop with everything. Unless there are other things you’re not telling me,” 
Mike said.

The other two shook their heads. Mike walked out without hearing another word. 
“Let him go,” Savvy said. He scooped up part of the cream with a dirty finger and looked at it with scary 

admiration. “I thought I’d at least be able to enjoy my morning coffee before fixing another argument 
between you two.”

“It’s 12:30, Savvy.”
“In some parts of the world it’s morning.” He finished his doughnut and left the wrapper on the desk.

* * * * *

Nothing seemed important at the moment. Emails remained unread, phone calls directed themselves to 
voice mail. Mike ignored them all. At some level, he knew these messages could potentially help Clark 
Studios’ dire situation. But his growing frustration clamored for attention. All of a sudden, his office felt 
much smaller. A little more cramped, the open space nonexistent. It felt like a remodeled closet.

The shadow loomed from the doorway. Mike didn’t have to turn his head to acknowledge the large 
presence blocking his way to the outside world. The distinct smell and obnoxious chewing noises helped 
identify his unwanted visitor. He cursed himself for not shutting his door, not that it would have done him 
any good.

“Not now, Savvy. Really.”
“I’ve been hearing that a little too much this morning.”
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“It’s the afternoon, Savvy.”
Savvy frowned. “I’ve heard that too.”
He finished another doughnut in one gigantic bite, a trail of crumbs following him to the corner of the 

closet. An old picture hung from the concrete wall, two women grasping ukuleles looked back at the camera 
with peaceful smiles, like two hippies misplaced in the 1980s. Mike knew from his time around the studio 
that these women were the first group signed by Savvy and his dad. But after constant arguments over 
contracts, touring schedules, and whose name would show up first on the cover, they never made it past 
their first album. Savvy stroked the frame of the picture as if it were a puppy longing to be rescued from a 
shelter. Times must have been a bit more exciting back then. At least Clark Studios had a client or two.

“Do you need something?”
Savvy continued to stare at the picture. “What you’re showing on the outside I'm sure your dad is 

feeling ten times over on the inside."
“He does an awful job at showing it.”
“How would it look if he ran around like a chicken with his head cut off? Although, at his age, it might 

actually be an interesting sight to see.”
“He didn't even tell me. He could have given me a head's up or something,” said Mike.
“Maybe it was his way to trying to protect you.”
“From what?”
“From this reaction. From anything outside of these crumbling walls. I don't know.”
“We're closing, Savvy. How in the hell are we staying open, even if we do sign Ash Tray?”
“What a terrible name. Try and keep some sort of positive outlook. We'll figure something out. But go 

easy on your old man. He's worried just as much as you are.”
“How do you know?” Mike asked, eyebrows raised with an inkling of suspicion.
“You forget I've had to put up with him since you were born.” 
“Or he's had to put up with you.”
“Lucky him, best twenty-five years of his life, I bet. I need another doughnut.” Savvy straightened the 

picture and gave it one last remembering look.

Chapter 3

After an hour searching local venues and plotting upcoming shows, Mike’s head was pounding. His 
coffee well beyond its deadline for a refill. Rubbing his forehead didn’t help, neither was paying attention to 
the jarring noises coming from the recording booth down the hall. He didn’t know what was more 
surprising: Savvy booking an afternoon session or a musician existing capable of producing such 
horrendous noises with an instrument.

No wonder we’re going out of business. This is the best we’ve had in weeks…
Before he could stop the dreadful noises from next door, something made him pause. It wasn’t his near-

empty coffee mug nor was it listening to Savvy’s useless words of encouragement. What stopped him came 
from his computer’s speakers.

It wasn’t the melody from the guitar, as sweet as it sounded, or the drums, filling the tiny spaces 
between chords, blended softly into the back as to avoid infringing on both the guitar and lyrics.

It was the voice. Its rawness cut through the song, almost to the point of dragging everything else along 
with it. The essence of it, the feeling from the singer to the audience, itched and clawed its way through the 
verses. It didn’t take much to catch Mike’s ear, but since it did, it wasn’t letting go.

Mike leaned back into his chair, searching his computer for the band responsible. He’d never done this 
before. Never before actually stopped what he was doing to just listen. It was then he realized that was 
probably the main problem with Clark Studios. He hadn’t come across anybody recently that made him 
want to skip getting a new cup of coffee. The playlist returned an unfamiliar name even though their label 
produced this work a few years back.

Jason Bowes appeared as the artist’s name, a handsome kid only a few years younger than Mike at the 
time of recording. He made a few clicks and pulled up the album’s history.

Recorded ten years ago, almost to the month, Jason Bowes’ debut album also served as his last. All of 
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his files and notes showed no other album released under his name. From what Mike could tell, Jason 
Bowes had turned into somewhat of a ghost once the record released.

Why haven’t I heard of him before?
Mike’s pulsing head reminded him of the coffee he intended to make a few minutes ago. When the song 

finished, he stood and made his way to the tiny break room near the back exit. He liked to consider this his 
second office. It was small enough to hold the bare essentials of coffee and snacks, yet large enough to serve 
as a hideaway from his older coworkers.

The spills and stains covering the counter meant Savvy had been through. It looked like a bomb went 
off in Starbucks. Styrofoam cups, plastic stirrers, packets of sugar and cream littered the room. No attempt 
had been made to throw anything in the now-overflowed trash bin, which, unfortunately, was not out of the 
ordinary. Savvy’s coffee-making ability bordered on disastrous and unsuitable for human consumption. 
Some even believed it was chewed-up mud and then spit it into the filter. Journalists from all over traveled 
to experience this dreadful coffee out of disbelief. Articles were written and warning signs posted. 
Arguments were had throughout Clark Studios regarding the safety of others. Savvy claimed this cut deep 
wounds to his ego, deep down to the bone. After their last company-wide battle a few months ago, Mike was 
chosen as the only coffee maker in the building. Until today, apparently.

Tracking down the remaining grinds, he caught himself humming Jason’s song. How could somebody 
with that voice and those guitar skills record one album and quit? Didn’t seem possible but he knew from 
his experience there were a million variables that went into a career in music. Bands and artists came and 
went like the seasons switching from autumn to winter to spring.

But with Jason’s music, it shouldn’t have come and gone. It sounded too good, too catchy to give up. 
When music grabs you, it holds on for dear life. It injects itself into memories while lingering and haunting 
the listener, demanding to be heard with constant repetition. Even though he heard it once, Mike felt the 
grasp the melody had on him. Stuck in his head, it was infused with his thoughts. This didn’t sound like a 
song crafted by a teenager, but instead an aged musician. One well-travelled with years of experience, 
heartache, and maybe even tragedy. Because during his short time within the industry, Mike knew 
sometimes the most beautiful songs were the saddest of all.

When the pot finished brewing, Mike filled his mug and debated on whether or not to check in with his 
dad. In the hallway, he heard Savvy working with a musician between takes.

“No, sounds great. Keep doin’ what you’re doin’ and we’ll work with what we’ve got,” he said. The music 
started again then halted to a stop. Everyone within a ten-block radius cringed. “Yeah, really sounds great.”

Mike smirked. Savvy was an awful liar, yet nobody knew it. He didn’t have the heart to tell a musician 
he sucked. Telling someone to quit his dreams would be stomping on his soul. It wasn’t a good business 
practice, especially since he was a paying customer. 

In his office, David kept himself busy. His fingers danced across the keyboard as if the number of emails 
correlated to the elusive success of Clark Studios. This was what deep concentration to the point of 
desperation looked like. 

David finally stopped his typing and exhaled with a huge sigh of relief. For what, Mike didn’t know. 
“You know, too much coffee is bad for you. Especially in the afternoon. They’ve done studies.”

“Everybody does studies, Dad. It’s all bad for you.”
Mike sat on the other side of the desk. Put his hand over the lid to let the steam warm his palm. His dad 

appeared to have aged ten years since the morning.
“I want to ask about Jason Bowes,” he asked.
“No.” Pow. A conversational kick to the groin, just like that.
“Why not? I heard a song of his earlier and it was really good. I’ve never heard anything about him until 

fifteen minutes ago and so far, all I get is no?”
“Yes, that’s what you’re getting. Just let it go. We need to find somebody else. Focus on Ash Tray. If they 

come on board, they are changing their name. Nobody wants to buy anything from a band who holds 
cigarette butts for a living.”

“We need to get them before we worry about changing their name.”
Mike paused. He let his original question linger for another moment before proceeding.
“Did he really only make one album? I looked him up and he’s got nothing—”
“I said no. Leave it be, Michael.”
The frustrated look returned. It wasn’t often he heard his full first name in a sentence. It meant he 

pushed the right buttons. At the wrong time? Maybe. This time, however, Savvy wasn’t there to play 
mediator.
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“Fine. I’m heading out anyway.”
“Where are you going? It’s only three o’clock.”
“I’m taking a half day.”
“Get them signed,” David said to the back of Mike’s head.


