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      Nashville needs to be added to the list of cities that never sleep. It’s three in the morning, and the streets are alive–literally with the sound of music–and it doesn’t look like anyone is heading home soon.

      I wait at the stoplight with my blinker on and my new–and hopefully temporary–home looming to my left. Rattlesnake Guitars is home to one of the best guitar teachers ever, according to my brother-in-law, Levi. Upstairs, there are two apartments. One for said teacher, Benny, and the other for wayward lost souls like myself.

      A song . . . my song . . . A Reverend Sister song comes on the radio. The melody of “Broken Satellite” plays through the speakers of my car. It’s a song I wrote after watching my sister go through the most hellish experience of her life. We recorded it because I thought it would be cathartic for her. It wasn’t. The label screwed her over and made her choose between the band and her new boyfriend.

      Love won out. As it always should.

      A horn sounds behind me, so I take my foot off the brake and make the turn, and then turn into the back parking lot where Benny instructed me to park. It’s dark, desolate, and the type of place your parents warned you about. I swear, if I hear a bottle skid across the pavement or shatter, I’m out of here.

      Shutting the car off, I sit there and stare at the darkened building. Off in the distance, streetlights flicker, and I can see the distinct glow of neon lights. I grab my duffel bag from the backseat and step out into the humid Nashville air. The metal fire escape clangs under my boots as I climb to the second-floor apartment that’s supposed to be my fresh start. I toe the doormat aside and bend to pick up the key left by Benny.

      The key sticks in the lock, then turns with a grudging click. The door swings open to reveal a space that could charitably be called cozy. One room serves as a living area, bedroom, and office. A narrow galley kitchen connects to a bathroom barely large enough for a shower. But two massive windows face east, and when I flip the light switch, warm yellow bulbs illuminate hardwood floors that have seen decades of wear.

      Zara has already moved most of my stuff in. Boxes labeled in her neat handwriting stack against one wall: Kitchen, Books, Darian’s Emotional Baggage (trust my sister to use humor as a coping mechanism). My guitar, the one I couldn’t fit in my car, leans against the far wall where the morning light will hit it in a few hours.

      I set my bag down and pull out my phone, scrolling through seventeen missed calls from numbers I don’t recognize. Music blogs want to interview me about my next adventure.  A&R reps sniffing around to see if I’m available for session work.

      I unpack my 1972 Martin D-28 first, running my fingers along the worn finish where my arm has rubbed against the body for fifteen years. She’s traveled from dive bars in Bakersfield to sold-out amphitheaters, survived every single tour and more late-night writing sessions than I can count. The guitar holds the weight of every song I’ve ever written, every melody that kept me sane when the music industry tried to grind me down. I sit down in the chair, ignoring everything around me, and begin strumming.

      Heavy footsteps echo through the hallway, and then there’s a loud thumping. I check my phone: 615. How did I lose almost three hours? I go to the door and lean against it, much like Zara and I used to do when we were younger and wanted to hear what our parents had to say about us. The thumping stops, but keys jingle, and then there’s the faint sound of a mechanical beeping, which I’m guessing is an alarm system.

      I feel in my pocket for my key and head downstairs, each step creaking a different note on the narrow staircase. At the bottom, a glass door marked Private gives way into the guitar shop. I knock, wave, and wait for who I’m assuming is Benny to give me the okay to enter.

      The guitar shop spreads out like a musician’s fever dream—vintage Martins and Gibsons hanging from every available wall space, mandolins clustered together like family reunions, a 1965 Fender Telecaster that probably costs more than most people’s cars.

      “Morning.” Benny emerges from behind the counter, coffee mug already in hand despite the early hour, and extends his hand to shake mine. He’s maybe sixty, with silver hair and the kind of weathered hands that come from decades of restringing guitars and adjusting neck tension. “Couldn’t sleep either?”

      “Just got here,” I tell him. I wasn’t supposed to arrive until later, but sleep evaded me at all the hotels Zara booked along the route. Driving calmed me, even though it gave me way too much time to think.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you. Levi has told me a lot about you.”

      All good, I hope.

      “Same.”

      He waves away my comment and nods toward the front window, where the first hint of sunrise paints the horizon pink. “Nashville’s got a way of messing with my sleep. Too much music in the air—keeps your brain spinning.” He sips his coffee, studying me with the kind of casual attention that misses nothing. “You settling in okay up there?”

      “I will be.” I run my thumb along the neck of a nearby acoustic, feeling for the subtle bow that tells you how often an instrument gets played. This one’s been loved. “Thanks again for the space. I know renting to musicians isn’t exactly a safe bet.”

      Benny chuckles lightly. “If it weren’t Levi vouching for you, it would’ve been your sister. She’s a firecracker, that one. She could sell me oceanfront property in Arizona.” Benny moves to the front door, flipping locks and adjusting the Open sign even though it looks like customers won’t show up for hours. “Besides, this building’s been housing musicians since the 1940s. Some famous, some not, all of them trying to figure out what comes next. The walls are used to it by now.”

      “Who lived here before me?”

      “Kid named Knox Harper. Songwriter. Had some cuts on country radio before he moved out.” Benny gestures toward the corner where two stools and a small PA system wait under a hand-painted sign reading Acoustic Corner. “He used to play down here sometimes. Good for business, good for the soul.”

      The offer hangs unspoken between us. I could see myself sitting there, playing my guitar for no one, yet everyone. I’m at a crossroads in my life. I don’t know if I’m coming or going, or where I need to be. Part of me wants to jump back into band life, especially with Zara. Another part of me wants to write songs and let others sing them.

      “You know, I might take you up on that sometime.”

      “No pressure. Music finds its own schedule.” Benny moves toward an early bird customer who’s just walked in—an older woman examining a mandolin with the careful attention of someone who knows what she’s looking for. “Let me know if you need anything,” he calls over his shoulder, already shifting into shop-owner mode.

      I take the hint and head back upstairs, feeling oddly comforted by his easy acceptance. No questions about my past, no expectations about my future. Just space to figure things out.

      Upstairs, I survey the mess. I either unpack now or go to sleep, although going to bed requires me to unpack my bedding and actually make the bed. I sigh heavily and attack the boxes with methodical efficiency. Kitchen supplies find homes in cabinets that smell like Murphy’s Oil Soap. Books are stacked on built-in shelves that look like someone painted white decades ago. Clothes fill a dresser and closet barely large enough for my LA wardrobe.

      The last box weighs twice as much as the others. I slice through the tape and lift out my amp—a vintage Fender Twin Reverb that’s been with me since my first paying gig. Beneath it, my electric guitar rests in its case: a custom Stratocaster built by a luthier in Fullerton who charged me three months’ rent but delivered an instrument that sounds like molten gold through the right speakers.

      I set up both guitars by the windows, where the morning light streams in golden and warm. The Martin leans against the wall like she belongs here. The Strat waits on its stand, patient and ready.

      My phone buzzes with an incoming FaceTime call. Zara’s name fills the screen.

      “Please tell me you didn’t drive all night,” she says before I can get a word out. Behind her, I catch glimpses of her home studio—gold records on the walls, family photos scattered across her desk, the organized chaos of someone who makes music for a living.

      “I got some sleep . . .” Another lie, but a harmless one.

      “Darian.” Her voice carries a particular mix of exasperation and love that only older sisters master. “You look like hell.”

      “Thanks. Really needed to hear that this morning.”

      “I’m serious. When’s the last time you ate something that didn’t come from a gas station?”

      I consider the beef jerky and energy drinks that sustained me from California to Tennessee. “Define ‘real food.’”

      “Oh my God.” She disappears from frame for a second, then returns with a coffee mug that reads World’s Okayest Mom—a gift from her stepdaughters. “There’s a place called Mas Tacos two blocks from you. Rosa makes the best breakfast burritos in all of Nashville. Promise me you’ll go there today.”

      “I promise.”

      “Good. Now show me the apartment.”

      I flip the phone around, giving her a tour of my new life: the small kitchen with its vintage appliances, the living area with my guitars of course, the view from the window that overlooks a neighborhood coming to life. A woman walks past carrying a violin case. A man in paint-splattered clothes sets up an easel on the sidewalk across the street.

      “It’s perfect. I love it. Benny’s amazing. Did he tell you, you can paint? He said it in front of Stormy, so she’s excited. She wants to paint your walls,” Zara says when I turn the camera back to my face. “It’s small, but perfect. I know I said that already. I’m just happy you’re here. The girls are too. And Levi. I’m sorry, I’m rambling.”

      “It’s fine. Everything’s fine, Z. I met Benny already, and you know I don’t care about the color of my walls. I just need a place to sleep.”

      “Small means cozy. Small means you can’t hide from yourself in too many rooms.” Her expression grows serious. “And this is temporary until a house that you love comes on the market or you decide to buy land and build.” Zara sighs. “How are you handling everything? Really?”

      The question I’ve been avoiding since I loaded my car and drove away from the life I’d built. “I don’t know yet.” I’ve lost three of my best friends because I was told I had to choose between them and my sister. Actually, I lost part of my family because one member couldn’t keep his dick in his pants, and my sister deserved better. I will always choose her.

      “That’s honest.”

      “Honesty doesn’t pay rent.”

      “Honesty gets you through the day. The rest figures itself out later. Besides, I know you invested, even if you are frugal. I know you have money, so stop being dramatic.” She shifts, and I hear Levi’s voice in the background asking about breakfast plans. “Besides, you’re not going to fail or ever fear you don’t have money to pay rent, Darian. You know what I think?”

      Can’t wait to hear.

      “What?”

      “I think Nashville’s going to surprise you. Not in the touristy honky-tonk way, but in the way that matters. There’s real music here, D. The kind that doesn’t care about radio formats or market demographics.”

      “I hope you're right.”

      “I am. Trust me on this one.” She glances off-camera, then back. “I should go—Levi's making pancakes, and the girls will devour them all if I don't intervene. But call me later, okay? Let me know how the neighborhood feels.”

      “Will do. Love you, Z.”

      “Love you too, little brother.”

      After we hang up, I sit in the quiet apartment and let her words settle. Outside, my new city continues its slow awakening—coffee shop employees unlocking doors, joggers stretching against lampposts, the distant sound of someone practicing piano scales through an open window.

      I reach for the Martin and settle into my favorite chair I shipped to Z from California. My fingers find the strings without conscious thought, muscle memory guiding them through a progression I’ve been carrying for weeks. It started as nothing more than a feeling—the musical equivalent of homesickness, except I wasn’t sure what home I was missing.

      But here, in this small room with morning light painting geometric patterns on the floor, the progression sounds different. More complete. Like it’s been waiting for this exact space, this particular quality of silence.

      The melody flows through the apartment, mixing with street sounds and the distant hum of traffic. This is what I came here for—not to escape the music industry, but to remember why I fell in love with music in the first place. Before contracts and creative differences and bandmates who confused ego with artistry.

      I play for an hour, maybe two. The song wants lyrics, but I’m not ready for words yet. For now, the melody carries everything I can’t say: the betrayal, the relief, the terrifying possibility that maybe losing everything means I finally have room to find something real.

      When I finally set the guitar aside, my fingertips ache and my shoulders have unknotted for the first time in months. This silence feels different now—not empty, but expectant. Like the space between one song ending and another beginning.

      My stomach growls, reminding me that gas station food and nervous energy won’t sustain me much longer. I grab my keys and wallet, then pause at the window to look down at the street below. Nashville doesn’t seem that different from Los Angeles. People are hustling, whether they’re dressed for work or play. Regardless, it’s all business.

      I head downstairs and wave to Benny through the glass door as I pass by on my way outside. The morning air wraps around me like a warm blanket. The neighborhood spreads out in both directions—hand-painted signs for recording studios and vintage clothing stores, murals covering the sides of buildings, people who look like they create things for a living.

      Mas Tacos sits two blocks south, exactly where Zara said it would be. The place smells like cumin and possibility. I order the special without asking what’s in it, then find a table by the window where I can watch the neighborhood continue waking up. A businessman checks his phone at the bus stop. Two women discuss weekend plans over coffee at the next table. A teenager with blue hair sets up a small amplifier outside the vintage clothing store across the street and starts playing blues that would make BB King proud.

      The breakfast burrito arrives loaded with scrambled eggs, chorizo, and enough green chilies to make my eyes water. I eat slowly, savoring the first decent meal I’ve had since leaving LA.

      My phone buzzes with a text from an unknown number: Heard you’re in Nashville. Let’s grab a drink and talk about your future. -Nina Reyes, Pinnacle Music Group.

      I delete it without responding. The music industry moves fast, but I’m learning to move slowly. Deliberately. Like I’ve got time to figure out who Darian Mercer is when he’s not trying to hold a band together or manage other people’s egos.

      I finish breakfast and walk back toward Rattlesnake Guitars, taking a longer route that leads me past venues I’ve never heard of but somehow want to know. The Songbird catches my attention—a narrow building squeezed between a vintage clothing store and a coffee roasters, with hand-painted signs advertising live music seven nights a week. The windows are dark this early, but something about the place draws me closer.

      A chalkboard by the door lists tonight’s lineup: Open Mic Night - 8 PM - All genres welcome - Sign up starts at 7.

      I stand there longer than I should, reading the names of musicians I don’t recognize but might want to meet. The city hums around me—traffic and conversation and somewhere in the distance, a saxophone playing something that sounds like hope mixed with morning coffee.

      This is what I came here for. Not the tourist attractions or industry connections, but this: the chance to be just another songwriter in a city full of them. To write music because I have to, not because someone’s waiting for it.

      To remember what it feels like when music chooses you instead of the other way around.

      I walk back to the guitar shop with that thought settling in my chest like the first deep breath after holding it too long. The woman with the violin continues playing, her melody weaving through the morning air like a soundtrack for new beginnings. Benny waves from behind the counter. A small crowd surrounds her, listening to her play. Some drop money into her case, while others pass by.

      Upstairs, I unlock my apartment door and step inside. Already, this place feels more like home than my house in California. How is that possible? I take my car keys out of my pocket and add my apartment key to the ring and then set them on the small table next to the door.

      I head toward the bathroom to shower; words rush through my head:

      Found myself in a city of second chances . . . 

      Where the music’s more honest than the people making it . . . 

      Where you can start over with nothing but a guitar and a willingness to listen . . .

      Where you can start over with nothing but a guitar and a willingness to listen . . .

      As much as I want to ignore them, I can’t. Sitting down, I pick up the Martin and find the progression I was working on earlier. Stopping and jotting down notes in my notebook when I get the chord right.

      The song isn’t finished. Maybe it never will be. But for the first time in months, I’m writing music that sounds like me instead of like what I think people want to hear. That’s something. Maybe it’s everything.
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      The last customer finally leaves at ten-thirty, guitar case bouncing against his hip as he pushes through the front door of The Songbird. I turn the deadbolt with more force than necessary and lean against the worn wood, listening to the silence settle around me like settling dust.

      Another Thursday night, another dozen dreamers hoping someone in the audience might change their lives. Most nights I love this—the raw hope, the willingness to bleed on stage for strangers. Tonight feels different. Heavier. Like the weight of all those unfulfilled dreams, it is pressing down on my chest.

      “That kid with the banjo.” Jovie emerges from behind the bar, silver hair escaping her bandana. “Played the same song three times in a row.”

      “He was nervous.” I start collecting empty beer bottles from tables, their clink creating a familiar rhythm. “First time on any stage.”

      “Nervousness doesn't make repetition sound better.” Jovie’s voice carries the dry humor of someone who’s watched thousands of musicians crash and burn. “Though I suppose we all start somewhere.”

      The venue feels smaller in dim lighting, stripped of the magic that transforms it during performances. Twenty round tables crowd the space between the bar and the stage, each one bearing scars from years of elbows and drinks and dreams being discussed over cheap beer. A single microphone stands center stage, waiting for tomorrow’s batch of hopefuls.

      I work my way toward the front, gathering bottles and wiping down surfaces that will be sticky again by this time tomorrow. We serve beer and wine only—nothing requiring more than thirty seconds to pour. This place exists for music, nothing more.

      “Speaking of starting somewhere,” Jovie pauses in her glass washing, fixing me with the look that means she’s about to say something I won’t want to hear. “When’s the last time you played?”

      My hands pause on the table I’m cleaning. “I play every day.”

      “Not what I mean.”

      She’s right. Playing lullabies for Lily doesn’t count. Neither does humming along to the radio while I balance books or absently strumming during sound checks. Jovie means real playing. The kind that opens something in your chest and lets strangers see inside.

      “I manage this place. That’s enough music for me.”

      Jovie snorts and instantly covers her mouth and nose, but it’s too late. I’m laughing and avoiding her question. “Rye Hayes, you couldn’t sell that story to a blind man.”

      I move to the next table, scrubbing at a ring that probably won’t budge no matter how hard I attack it. The Songbird has seen better decades—paint peeling around windows, floorboards creaking their own percussion section, upholstery held together by stubbornness and duct tape. But it’s mine in every way that matters, even if the bank disagrees.

      “Mama called earlier,” I say, changing the subject. “Wants to take Lily camp shopping this weekend.”

      “That woman spoils your baby rotten.” Jovie’s tone suggests she thinks this is exactly as it should be. “How’s Lily feeling about fifth grade?”

      “Excited. Terrified. Changes her mind every five minutes.” I spray cleaner on the bar and work my way down its length. “She’s been humming this tune for weeks. Something she made up.”

      “Wonder where she gets that from.”

      The comment hangs between us like smoke from a cigarette someone forgot to put out. Jovie doesn’t push—she never does—but her meaning settles into the space anyway. Lily’s musical gifts didn’t appear from nowhere. Talent like hers needs roots.

      I finish at the bar and move toward the sound booth, checking connections and powering down equipment. The mixing board still bears scratches from the previous manager, a songwriter named Cole, who vanished one day, leaving only a note that read, “Gone to find my muse in Memphis.”

      The cash register opens with its familiar scrape. Tonight’s take won’t cover much—Thursday nights never do—but it’ll keep the lights on another week. I count bills and separate coins while Jovie finishes stacking chairs, our movements falling into the choreography of three years working together.

      “You heading straight home?” Jovie asks, hanging her apron on its hook.

      “Need to check tomorrow’s schedule first.”

      Jovie nods and gathers her purse, a leather creation large enough to smuggle instruments. “Tell Lily I said hello. And Rye?”

      I look up from counting twenties. “Yeah?”

      “That tune she’s been humming? You should listen to it. Really listen. Sometimes the next generation knows things we forgot.”

      She lets herself out the back door, leaving me alone with her words echoing in the empty venue. The Songbird settles around me like an old sweater, familiar and comfortable despite its imperfections.

      I make my way to the tiny office tucked behind the stage, flipping on the lights that illuminate walls papered with years of promotional materials. Band photos, concert posters, newspaper clippings yellow with age—the visual history of Nashville’s independent music scene. My desk sits beneath a window facing the alley, buried under booking forms and vendor invoices.

      The filing cabinet in the corner requires a specific combination of pulling and sweet-talking to open properly. Inside, folders organize three years of my life into categories: Contracts, Receipts, Correspondence, Emergency Contacts. Everything necessary to keep a small venue running depends on determination and caffeine.

      I’m reaching for the folder marked “Friday Lineup” when my fingers brush against something I’d forgotten was there—the hard edge of a guitar case pushed deep into the back corner.

      My breath catches.

      The case bears scars from a thousand miles of road wear and twice as many dreams deferred. Faded venue stickers cover its surface like battle wounds: The Orange Peel, Eddie’s Attic, The Bluebird Cafe. Places I once believed I belonged.

      I should grab the folder and pretend I never touched it. Should lock the cabinet and go home and continue the life I’ve built around the absence of music.

      Instead, I pull it out.

      The case opens with a sigh, revealing the Martin D-15 I haven’t held in four years. Its mahogany body gleams despite neglect, though the strings hang slack and probably need replacing. A notebook rests in the accessory compartment—pages filled with chord progressions and half-finished lyrics written in handwriting that looks like mine but belongs to someone I used to be.

      I flip through pages without reading the words. Reading them would hurt too much, like pressing on a wound that never quite healed. These songs represent a version of myself that believed music could fix anything, that the right combination of melody and truth could save what was breaking.

      That was before Jason left. Before I learned that loving a musician means watching them choose everything else over you. Before I understood that single mothers don’t get to chase dreams that won’t pay for groceries.

      A car door slams in the alley, startling me back to the present. I close the notebook and snap the case shut, pushing it back where it belongs. Some things are better left buried.

      The Friday folder reveals tomorrow’s lineup: three acts, all local, all hungry for their fifteen minutes. Small crowds, smaller pay, but they keep the doors open. That has to be enough.

      I lock the cabinet and kill the lights, gathering my purse and keys. Outside, the Nashville night is still alive, with music and laughter reverberating through the streets. I swear this city never sleeps, and when it does, it’s never for long.

      The drive home takes fifteen minutes through neighborhoods changing faster than longtime residents can track. East Nashville gentrifies in patches—restored Victorian houses next to empty lots, craft coffee shops sharing blocks with auto repair shops that remember when this area housed actual working families. Every time a new restaurant goes in or a new house goes up, I think, this is it; this will change the area.

      Nope.

      My house occupies a corner lot on a street lined with oak trees older than the city itself. The mortgage stretches my budget thinner than it should, but Lily deserves a yard for her bicycle and a front porch where she can sit with her books without traffic noise drowning out her concentration.

      The porch light illuminates my mom’s Buick in the driveway. She’s probably asleep on the couch with a romance novel open across her chest, reading glasses sliding down her nose.

      I let myself in quietly, hanging the keys on their hook and slipping off the shoes worn smooth by three years of standing on concrete floors. The living room glows with light from a single lamp, and, sure enough, Mama sleeps on the couch with a paperback face down on her lap.

      The stairs creak despite my careful steps. Lily’s door stands slightly open, soft light spilling into the hallway. I peek inside to find her sitting up in bed, notebook balanced on her knees, pencil moving across the page with the intense focus she reserves for things that matter most.

      “Hey, baby.” I step into the room, noting the camp clothes laid out for tomorrow and the water glass on her nightstand that she never remembers to drink. “What are you working on?”

      “Just writing.” She closes the notebook quickly, but not before I catch a glimpse of musical notation mixed with words I can’t read from this distance. “Mama, can you sing that song tonight?”

      “Which song?”

      “The one you promised. About the Mockingbird and the Storm.”

      My chest tightens. I made that promise three weeks ago during a bedtime conversation about birds and weather and how some creatures survive by learning new ways to sing when their old songs no longer work. Lily asked if I could write a song about it, and I said yes without thinking—the way you do when your ten-year-old looks at you like you hold all the answers.

      “I’m still working on it,” I tell her, settling on the edge of her bed and smoothing the covers around her legs. “Songs take time.”

      “But you write songs all the time. I hear you humming.”

      “Humming isn’t the same as writing.”

      Lily fixes me with the look she inherited from her grandmother—the one that sees through excuses and demands better. “You could write it if you wanted to. You just don’t want to.”

      The accusation lands closer to home than I care to admit. She’s right, of course. I could write her song. I could face the instrument gathering dust in my office and find the melody that’s been circling my subconscious for weeks. I could give my daughter what she asked for.

      I could become the songwriter I used to be.

      “Some songs need to find their own time,” I say instead, offering the kind of non-answer that parents use when they can’t explain their own failures.

      Lily nods, but I catch disappointment flickering across her face before she hides it. She’s too young to understand that sometimes protecting the people you love means protecting them from the parts of yourself that broke too badly to fix.

      “Will you stay until I fall asleep?”

      “Of course.”

      I adjust her pillows and pull the covers to her chin, then settle into the chair beside her bed. This ritual hasn’t changed since she was small enough to curl against my side during thunderstorms. Now she’s all arms and legs, growing into the person she’ll become while I try to figure out how to be the mother she needs.

      Lily closes her eyes, but her breathing doesn’t settle into sleep immediately. Instead, she starts to hum—soft and unconscious, the melody floating through the dark room like something she can’t help but release.

      The tune stops my breath.

      It’s complex without being complicated, the kind of melody that sounds simple until you try to replicate it. The rhythm shifts between measures in a way that shouldn’t work but does, creating a sense of movement that makes you want to follow wherever it leads.

      This isn’t casual humming. This is composition.

      “Lily,” I whisper, but she’s already drifting toward sleep, the melody fading as her breathing deepens.

      I sit in the darkness listening to the silence she left behind, wondering how my ten-year-old daughter can create something so fully formed while I can’t string together three chords without my chest seizing with panic.

      The melody lingers in my head as I slip out of her room and down the hallway to my own bedroom. It follows me through my nighttime routine—brushing teeth, washing face, changing into pajamas worn soft from too many washings. Even after I turn off the lights and settle under the covers, I can hear it playing in the space between sleeping and waking.

      Lily inherited more than my stubborn streak and her father’s dark eyes. She carries music in her bones the way some people carry stories or prayers. And unlike her mother, she’s not afraid to let it out.

      Tomorrow, I’ll ask her about the song.

      Tomorrow, I’ll listen to whatever she’s writing in that notebook and try to understand how she makes creating look so effortless.

      Tomorrow, I’ll figure out how to be the kind of mother who nurtures gifts instead of hiding from them.

      But tonight, I lie in the dark listening to my daughter’s melody echo through the house and wonder if some talents skip generations for a reason. Maybe Lily can do what I couldn’t. Maybe she can take the music I buried and turn it into something beautiful.

      Maybe that’s enough.

      The melody follows me into sleep, where it weaves through dreams of stages I’ll never stand on and songs I’ll never write. In the dreams, I’m not afraid of the music. In the dreams, guitar strings don’t feel like barbed wire against my fingertips.

      In the dreams, I remember what it felt like to believe that songs could save everything, even the people who write them.
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      The knock on my door comes at six-thirty, just as I’m tuning the Martin for the third time in an hour. I set the guitar aside and find Benny standing in the hallway, smiling.

      “You planning to hide up here all week?” He leans against the doorframe, with his hands in his pockets. “Because I’ve got a better idea.”

      “I’m not hiding.” The lie comes easily. I’ve spent three days in this apartment, leaving only for food and coffee, and doing my best to avoid all things in life. I can only liken my feelings toward something I loved so much to a bad breakup.

      No, I still love it; music doesn’t love me right now.

      “Right. That’s why you’ve been playing the same chord progression for two hours.” Benny smirks and then motions toward something in my apartment. I turn and can only guess my aforementioned chord progression echoes down to his shop through the floor vent.

      “Look,” he says with a sigh. “Ever since Levi and Zara gave me the bits and pieces of what went down, I’ve listened to your stuff. You’re too good of a songwriter to sit around feeling sorry for yourself.”

      While I appreciate the sentiment, I say nothing because my throat feels tight.

      “There’s a songwriter’s round tonight at The Songbird. You should go.”

      The Songbird . . . I remember it from my first day here. It’s the place with the chalkboard outside advertising open mic nights. Well, there are many places with chalkboard signs, but this one stood out because of the name. Growing up in the city, it’s very rare to hear a bird singing.

      Benny’s intentions are good, but my head isn’t there yet.

      “I’m not ready for⁠—”

      “To sit in the audience and listen?” Benny cuts me off before I can finish the excuse. “Nobody’s asking you to perform, son. Just go. See what Nashville sounds like when it’s not trying to impress anyone.”

      I consider this, running my thumb along the guitar’s headstock. He’s right. I can go and listen. There’s no harm in hearing what others have written, but knowing my heart . . . My soul, I’d want more.  “What’s a songwriter’s round?” I ask before I can change my mind.

      “Four writers, four stools, one microphone that gets passed around. They take turns playing songs—some finished, some not. Sometimes they’ll collaborate on the spot. It’s raw. Honest. The kind of music that remembers why it exists.”

      Something in his voice makes me look up.

      “You know what the difference is between Los Angeles and Nashville?” he continues. “In LA, everyone’s performing for the person who might change their life. Here, people play for the song itself. Like the music matters more than the career.”

      “That sounds like romanticized bullshit.” I chuckle lightly and shake my head.

      “Maybe. But what if it’s not?” He straightens up, checking his watch. “The round starts at eight. It’s five blocks south. You’ll know it by the bikes chained to every lamppost and the sound of someone tuning a guitar badly.”

      Benny heads down the hall, whistling the same chord progression I had been playing before he knocked on my door. I wait until the door down the hall clicks shut before retreating into my apartment and sitting back down in the chair with the Martin across my lap.

      And then I consider my options.

      I could stay here, work on the song that’s been haunting me since somewhere between here and Los Angeles. Or I could venture into Nashville’s music scene and risk running into someone who knows me from Reverend Sister. I think that’s my biggest fear—coming face to face with industry people who want to discuss my future plans—who know far too much about the shit Van did.

      The thought makes my skin crawl. If cheating on my sister wasn’t bad enough, stealing our band, the songs I wrote, is undoubtedly the worst betrayal.

      But Benny’s words stick like a splinter: the music matters more than the career.

      That’s some seriously philosophical mind-fuckery bullshit.

      But it works because at seven-forty-five, I lock the apartment and walk south through streets that hum with pre-night life energy, with my ball cap low. Musicians carry guitar cases and notebooks. Groups of women, wearing matching shirts crowd around their best friends and brides to be, and head toward whatever restaurant they’re starting their night at. There are buskers on every corner, with their cases open for tips that might buy dinner or gas money to the next city, hoping someone important will walk by and notice them. They’re no different from me and the others. We’re all looking to write, sell and perform our songs, play our music.

      People cluster outside The Songbird, waiting for the door to open, smoking cigarettes and discussing song structures. Barstools stack against the window, blocking my view into the venue and making it near impossible for me to make out the silhouettes of the people inside.

      The door opens, and the bouncer sets a stool just outside of it. He sits, rests one of his booted feet on the peg, and motions for us to move forward. I pay the cover charge and as soon as I step over the threshold my anxiety spikes for no other reason than as I look around, people who look like music execs are moving toward the front of the stage.

      The venue stretches back farther than it appeared from the street—maybe sixty people scattered across mismatched tables and chairs, candles flickering in mason jars, patio lights strung along exposed brick walls and over the exposed beams.

      The stage area consists of four wooden stools arranged in a semicircle around a single microphone stand. No monitors, no stage lights, no barrier between performers and audience. Just music and the people who came to hear it.

      I find an empty table near the back wall where I can observe. A server with purple streaks in her hair approaches, and I order a beer from the handwritten menu taped to a clipboard.

      “First time here?”

      “Yeah. Am I that obvious?”

      She nods. “I saw you looking around with the what the fuck did I step into look. We see it all the time.”

      “Great,” I mutter.

      “Singer or songwriter?”

      “Both.”

      She smiles brightly. “You’ll love it. Best songwriter’s round in town. Rye books incredible talent.” She nods toward the front of the room where a woman moves between tables, checking on customers and adjusting the microphone height.

      Rye.

      The perfect ingredient for bourbon and whiskey.

      Even from this distance, I can see how everyone respects her, and she exudes confidence. Mid-twenties, maybe early thirties, with long dark hair flowing in loose waves down her back. She wears jeans and a black tank top that shows off lean arms and the kind of posture that comes from lifting amplifiers and hauling sound equipment.

      But it’s how she moves that catches my attention. Every gesture serves a purpose—adjusting a table’s position to improve sight lines, checking the tuning on a guitar that someone left propped against the wall, nodding approval as the first songwriter takes his seat on stage.

      She notices everything. When a customer raises his hand near the bar, she signals the bartender before the guy can wave twice. When feedback squeals through the PA system, she adjusts something on a mixer I can’t see, eliminating the problem before it becomes distracting. And when the waitress returns with my beer and a bowl of popcorn, I lean slightly to the left, afraid I might miss something.

      This isn’t someone playing at being a venue manager. This is someone who understands how music works, how rooms breathe, how audiences listen. Rye gets on stage, adjusts the microphone stand and introduces the first performer—a kid who can’t be older than twenty-two—who starts with an original song about leaving small-town Georgia for Nashville dreams. His voice wavers on the high notes, but his lyrics paint pictures that make me lean forward despite myself. Some of the people in the audience are enthralled with the lyrics, while others take notes. My eyes scan the crowd until they land on Rye, standing near the bar with her arms crossed, watching not just the performer but the audience’s reaction. When people start talking during the quiet bridge, she moves closer to those tables, her presence alone enough to restore attention to the stage.

      The second songwriter is a woman in her fifties who plays finger style guitar and sings about raising children and loving men who couldn’t love her back. Her voice carries decades of cigarettes and whiskey, but every note hits exactly where it needs to.

      I watch Rye during this performance too. She’s tapping her fingers against her crossed arms—not randomly, but following the rhythm with the intuitive precision of someone who understands music from the inside. When the woman hits a particularly beautiful chord change, Rye’s head tilts slightly, like she’s physically absorbing the harmony.

      The third songwriter brings out a mandolin and plays bluegrass-influenced songs that get people moving in their chairs. Rye disappears toward the back of the room, checking on something near the sound booth, but I catch her singing along to a chorus she’s obviously heard before.

      By the time the fourth slot opens, I’m completely absorbed in watching her work. She doesn’t just manage this venue—she owns it with her presence. I have no doubt the welcoming ambience is because of her.

      The final songwriter is a guy in his forties with a Martin that I’d love to get my hands on. He plays two original songs that sound like he’s been living between honky-tonks and truck stops for years. After his last note, he invites the other three writers back on stage for a collaborative closer.

      The four songwriters pass the microphone between them, each contributing a verse to an improvised song about Nashville nights and dreams that cost more than anyone expects to pay. The kid from Georgia sings about leaving everything behind. The woman adds a verse about starting over at fifty. The mandolin player contributes a chorus that ties everything together. The older man brings it home with a bridge about finding family among strangers.

      It’s messy and imperfect and absolutely genuine. The kind of music that exists for three minutes and forty-seven seconds, then lives only in the memory of people who were present to witness it.

      The audience erupts in applause that feels different from concert crowd appreciation. This is gratitude for being included in something unrepeatable.

      This is why Benny sent me here.

      As people start gathering their things and settling tabs, I notice Rye moving through the room again, this time thanking the songwriters. She hands each performer a small envelope—probably containing whatever money the venue pays for these events, though I doubt it’s much.

      I should leave. Walk back to my apartment and put my pen to paper. Instead, I find myself waiting as the crowd thins, watching Rye stack chairs and blow out candles with the efficient movements of someone who’s closed this room hundreds of times.

      The purple-haired server appears at my table. “Can I get you something else?” She rocks back on her heels and looks at the others leaving.

      “I’m good.” I leave money on the table and stand, intending to head for the exit.

      But Rye chooses that moment to look up from the table she’s wiping down, and our eyes meet across the empty room.

      Even from thirty feet away, I can see her taking inventory—my jeans and boots, the way I’ve been sitting alone all evening, the fact that I haven’t talked to anyone or pulled out a phone to take pictures. Her gaze lingers on my hands, and I wonder if she’s looking for calluses that would mark me as a guitarist.

      I should introduce myself. Walk over and thank her for hosting such an incredible night. But something in her expression—not unfriendly, exactly, but carefully neutral—makes me reconsider.

      Instead, I find myself drawn to the small table near the stage where a clipboard sits next to a handwritten sign: “Next Thursday - Sign Up Here.” My hand moves across the page before my brain catches up: Darian Mercer - Guitar/Vocals.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Rye glances up, her eyes tracking my movement from the sign-up sheet back toward the door. Our gazes meet one more time, and this time I catch something that might be curiosity before she returns to her work.

      I head for the door, nodding once in her direction. She nods back, then returns to her closing routine like I never existed.

      Outside, the night air is electric with the sound of music from other venues—guitars and drum kits, cover bands and karaoke nights. The Songbird’s intimate acoustic setting seems almost precious in comparison, and completely different from anything I’ve ever experienced.

      I walk slowly back toward Rattlesnake Guitars, replaying the last few hours in my mind. What should be at the forefront is the performers, but instead she is . . . Rye. The way she worked the room to make sure all eyes were on her performers.

      When I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

      Most venue managers I’ve known treat music like a commodity to be managed. Rye treated it like something sacred to be protected. She heard the music, absorbed it into her being. She’s a rare commodity in this business.

      My phone buzzes with a text from Zara: How’s Nashville treating you?

      I consider how to answer her. Hours ago, I would have said Nashville felt like every other music city—full of people trying to get discovered and venues trying to stay profitable. But watching Rye work changed something in my understanding of what music can be when it exists for its own sake rather than for what it might become.

      Still figuring it out, I type back. But I think I found something interesting.

      A song?

      Maybe. A place where songs matter.

      That’s the most hopeful text you’ve sent in months.

      She’s right. For the first time since leaving LA, I feel something other than relief or regret. I feel curious about what Nashville might teach me if I stop hiding in my apartment and start paying attention.

      Back at Rattlesnake Guitars, I climb the stairs to my apartment and immediately reach for the Martin. The progression I’ve been working on sounds different now—less like therapy and more like possibility.

      But instead of the chords I’ve been playing for days, my fingers find something new. A rhythm that matches the way Rye moved through The Songbird, efficient and graceful and completely present.

      I play for an hour, maybe longer, letting the melody develop without forcing it toward any particular destination. Outside, Nashville settles into its late-night rhythm—cars honking on the street below, distant music from venues that stay open past midnight, the joyous laughter of people walking home from the bars and shows.

      When I finally set the guitar aside, I realize I’m looking forward to tomorrow in a way I haven’t since leaving California. Not because I have plans or appointments or places to be, but because Nashville might have something to offer me if I allow it.

      And because something about the way Rye nodded at me—polite but interested. At least, that’s what I’m telling myself because I know our paths will cross again.

      Soon, I hope. I want to understand how someone learns to protect music the way she protected it tonight. I want to know what kind of songs someone like that writes when no one’s listening because there isn’t a doubt in my mind she’s a writer.

      Most of all, I want to discover whether the curiosity I saw in her eyes—gone so quickly I might have imagined it—means she’s wondering the same things about me.

      The night air drifts through my open windows, carrying the sound of someone practicing guitar in a nearby apartment. The notes are hesitant, like someone working through an idea that hasn’t fully formed yet.

      I know exactly how that feels.

      I move toward the window and open it wider so I can hear whoever it is playing. Part of me wants to yell out into the open words of encouragement—like Zara had done for me when I was learning—but putting myself out there right now seems like such a massive step toward acceptance. That this is my life now, and I’m not there yet.

      But for the first time in months, instead of feeling frustrated by the incomplete melody, I feel patient with it.

      I settle into bed with that thought, grateful to Benny for pushing me out of my comfort zone and to The Songbird for reminding me why music matters more than the industry that packages it.

      Tomorrow, I’ll write, and then maybe, just maybe I’ll find the courage to get on stage again.

      Maybe.
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