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Chapter 1: The Last Night of the Tour 






The last show of the tour was in Nashville.

Roy had planned it that way on purpose, and Casey understood why without needing to ask. Nashville was where the industry was, where the label had its offices, where the radio stations had their program directors, and where the people who wrote about country music shared their opinions. Playing Nashville last made a statement. It said: I finished. I came home. I'm still here.

The Ryman Auditorium could hold twenty-four hundred people and was built as a tabernacle in 1892. Casey had known that before the tour, but it felt different now, standing in the wings on the last night of a journey that had changed everything. The building had hosted gospel, bluegrass, country, and all kinds of music for over a hundred years. It had its own gravity, the kind that comes from absorbing so much human experience over time.

She stood in the wings and listened to the crowd.

The Ryman was sold out. She knew it would be. The Nashville show had sold out in four hours the morning tickets went on sale, just a week after Hartford, a week after everything. Roy, pleased to be right, pointed out that it sold out faster than any other date on the tour. The statement had the effect he said it would. The audience that stayed did so with their whole hearts.

"How are you feeling?" Todd asked, coming up beside her. He had his guitar already, the Martin he'd been playing since before Casey knew him, and the easy pre-show calm he carried like a professional habit.

"Big," Casey said.

"Big is good."

"Big is terrifying."

"Also good," he said. He bumped her shoulder with his. "You've played every night of this tour and you've been better every night. Tonight's not different."

"Tonight's different."

He considered that. "Tonight's bigger. That's not the same as different."

She thought about that distinction.

He was right, probably. The music was the same music. The voice was the same voice. What was bigger was the room and what the room meant and the specific accumulation of everything the last three months had been, all of it arriving at this particular night in this particular building in this city where the industry had watched her and doubted her and signed her and panicked about her and was now, apparently, prepared to see what she did next.








