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I know, I know, I keep dedicating books to songwriters, but I need to do it (at least) one more time.


With boundless gratitude to Noah Kahan and Henrik.


Here's to our Stick Seasons.










  
  
The Cody Playlist




This novel has an accompanying playlist! It is available on both YouTube and Spotify. See the links below to have a listen. I've also included links to some of the songs throughout the book in case you want to listen while you read. Enjoy!
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Cody


“Hit it!” Cody’s father barked. 

The heavy hammer shook in Cody’s hands. He raised it a few more inches, but he was scared to bring it back down. His father held the nail between two thick fingers. Cody didn’t see how he could hit the nail without hitting those fingers.

“Hit it!” he yelled again. “Now! I don’t have all day!”

Cody’s throat grew thick, and his eyes got hot. He didn’t know what to do. If he hit his father’s hand, he was going to get a lickin’. He didn’t know what would happen if he didn’t swing the hammer at all. “I can’t.” The words came out squeaky.

His father swore and ripped the hammer out of his hands.Then he held it up like he was going to hit Cody with it. Cody flinched away. “What is wrong with you? You can’t swing a simple hammer? What eight-year-old boy can’t swing a hammer?” He pushed Cody away from the sawhorse.

Cody whimpered, and tears spilled out of his eyes. He turned away so his father wouldn’t see them. He’d been punished for crying before. 

His father swore again. “Why are you crying? I should be the one who’s crying. I’ve got a son so worthless he can’t even swing a hammer. God should have given me a daughter for all the good you’re worth. Go cry to your mother. That’s what you always do.”

It was a trick. If Cody went to his mother, he might get in trouble for not helping. If he stayed, he would keep getting yelled at. Or worse.

“Go on, git!” His father brought the hammer down on the nail so hard that Cody jumped. “Go!” he yelled.

Cody backed away a few feet before turning to flee.

But as he fled, he heard his father mumble, “Pathetic littlemama’s boy.”



Ruby


Ruby slammed the truck door, threw her softball glove at the floorboards, and let the tears flow. She had been holding them back since the end of the game, but now it was safe to cry because it was just her and Dad.

“Excuse me, miss.” Dad raised his eyebrows as he looked down at the glove. “I believe that I paid top dollar for that, and I believe that I then spent hours and hours helping you break it in?” 

She quickly bent to retrieve the glove and then sat back and hugged it to her chest with both arms. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

“You’re forgiven. Now, you’re welcome to cry if you want to, but please believe me when I say that you have nothing to cry about.” He dramatically puffed out his chest. “I happen to be a bit of a softball expert.”

“Dad! I struck out three times!” 

“I know, but this was only your second game ever, and you’re the youngest one on the team, don’t forget. You played the whole game, which is a huge compliment to your good attitude and effort. I know striking out isn’t fun, but it happens to everyone, especially when we’re just learning how to play.”

“Did you ever strike out?”

He laughed. “Of course I did. All the time. But I also got lots of hits. I even hit it over the fence once.” He had told her this before. He was pretty proud of it. But this was the first time she’d heard that he struck out all the time. 

“You probably didn’t cry when you struck out.”

“I might have. I don’t remember. But you know what I do remember?”

“No. What?”

“I remember what always made me feel better when I did strike out.”

She waited for him to tell her what that was. “What?”

“Ice cream.”

She giggled. “Are we getting ice cream?”

“Only if you promise to get a double scoop with sprinkles on top.”

She didn’t know if she could eat all that. “I promise.”
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“I’m so sorry.” Even though it was uncomfortable, Ruby forced herself to maintain eye contact. She wanted Sal to know how bad she felt about letting her go. Sal had been with her for a long time, almost since the beginning.  

“I don’t understand,” Sal said. This was the second time she had said this. “Can’t we just hold on, wait until we get a new client?”

“I’ve been looking, but I can’t just pick up any old artist. We … I mean I need someone I can make successful.” Managing an artist who didn’t make any money wouldn’t pay her bills. “And I’ve already waited as long as I can.” 

Harp My Riddle, their golden ticket, had broken up a year ago. 

At first Ruby had waited for them to say psych! and come running back. Then, once she had accepted that the band was really done, she begged their front man to transition into a solo career. He said he would talk it over with his wife, who wasted weeks of Ruby’s life before saying no. Since then Ruby had stayed out late nearly every night listening to bands and solo artists, trying to find one that had that special something that she couldn’t name.

Harp My Riddle had had it. She’d known it. She’d convinced them to work with her, and together, they had done amazing things.

They weren’t her only client, but they’d been the ones paying the bills. And many of the others had given up when fame and fortune hadn’t come, and they’d gone home to their families, from California to Nebraska to New York. Ruby had been so busy working with Harp My Riddle that she hadn’t worked to replace these smaller artists. 

She regretted that now. She took a big breath. “I’ve waited as long as I can, Sal. I’m sorry. I was waiting on a miracle, but it just hasn’t happened. After I pay you your next check, I’m out of money.”

Her eyebrows went up. “You just paid me! So that means I can work the next two weeks.”

Ruby shook her head. “No. I want to give you time to find something else. You’ll still get that last check, but you’re done working for me.” She held her hands up. “Besides, what is there to do?” She looked around the empty office. The phones weren’t ringing. The place sounded like a morgue. 

Sal frowned. “I’ve been looking for talent, same as you. I can keep doing that.”

“I appreciate your loyalty, but please think of yourself. I will give you a killer reference. You will have no trouble finding another company.” 

Sal’s eyes welled up, making Ruby’s heart ache.

“I’m so sorry.” Ruby’s voice cracked.

“Oh, Ruby.” Sal stepped closer and threw her arms around her boss in a tight embrace. “It’s not your fault, and I’m so grateful for the time we’ve had.” She stepped back. “It’s been a wild ride, and we did a lot of good things.”

Ruby nodded, not trusting her voice. 

Sal sniffed. “So what about you? Are you going to be okay?”

“Absolutely.” She tried to sound confident.

“You’ve got savings, right?”

“Right.” She opted not to share that she’d already pulled most of her savings to keep her company afloat for the last year. “If God wants this company to survive, he’ll send me the next artist who needs me.” 

“Oh, he will. I have no doubt. And until then, you’ve still got some money coming in from Harp?”

“Right.” People were still downloading and streaming Harp songs, thank God, so there was still a trickle. Still, a trickle from one artist, even an artist as successful as Harp, couldn’t pay downtown rent or pay Sal the salary she deserved. 

“Okay,” Sal said. “Don’t hesitate to call me when you can use me again. I’ll be here in a heartbeat.”

Ruby thanked her. She hoped that this would happen, but she didn’t want to count on it. Nashville was a busy, dynamic city, and Sal was awesome. She was going to get scooped up by someone and start the next chapter of her life. 

Ruby watched her walk out the door and then fought back tears. She took a long, steadying breath and looked around her office space that she loved so much. She hadn’t wanted to start packing until after Sal had left. She knew that taking down the art, the awards, the photographs, would cause Sal grief, and she wanted to shoulder that grief by herself. But now it was time. She could no longer afford to rent this space. She had to move. 

For a while, she was going to be operating out of her home. She tried to tell herself that this would be okay. It was how she’d started.

It was how she would start again. 
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Cody followed Vega Smith into the empty apartment and then quickly scooted toward the corner to make room for his brothers, Jordan and Warren. His eyes scanned the room. It was way bigger than he’d pictured. How on earth were they going to afford an apartment this big in  Nashville? Jordan had lost his mind.

Warren unhooked Pixie’s leash, and she pranced across the room to sniff a floorboard. “It’s huge,” Warren said flatly. Cody looked at him. Did Warren think this was a good thing? A terrible thing? Warren had just quit his job. He had no income coming in until his home sold, which it probably would soon, but still—this was all such a gamble.

“It is,” Vega said cheerily. “The original sublet I had found for you guys was a third this size, but Jordan wanted to go all in.” She held her arms out. “So this is yours for a year.”

Jordan had signed a lease. An actual contract. He’d asked Warren and Cody to sign it too, and Cody might have folded if Warren hadn’t been so adamant with his no.

Warren’s eyes scanned the place. “It looks awesome.”

No. This wasn’t awesome. This was insane.

“And you said it has four bedrooms?” Warren said.

What? No one had ever said that.

“Uh, no,” Jordan said. “Three. There are only three of us.”

“I know that,” Warren snapped, “but where are we going to put Gram?”

Jordan rolled his eyes. “Gram doesn’t need her own room.”

“Yes, she does!” Warren cried. “She’s coming for the winter. I told you that.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Jordan said.

It was clear that Warren believed it. He needed it to be true. He needed a dog sitter, and he wanted Gram to cook for him. “I’ll give her my room,” Warren said. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“There is no couch,” Cody said, and they both looked at him with surprise, which made him realize how grumpy he’d just sounded. 

“We can buy a couch, Cody,” Jordan said.

Yes, they could. But should they? Sure, Jordan had some money socked away, and he’d put his house up for sale too, but Cody had a feeling money was going to run out quickly here. Especially since they planned on playing for tips at first, or worse, paying to play. Cody wasn’t confident that Jesus tunes were going to garner a lot of tips in a Broadway bar. 

Normally, Cody had no trouble trusting God to provide, but he still wasn’t confident that God was on board with this whole Nashville thing. He’d been praying for confirmation, practically begging for some kind of sign, but so far—heavenly crickets.

“She can have my room,” Cody said. “I have to go home in two weeks to go to work.” Cody was an ed tech at the small elementary school in Baxter Cove, Maine. Unlike his brothers, he hadn’t quit his job, and he certainly wasn’t going to do it two weeks before the school year started. He wouldn’t leave the school in a lurch like that.

Jordan and Vega exchanged a look that annoyed Cody. They were so madly in love that Cody had to work not to be irritated. He was happy for his brother, he really was, and he usually wasn’t jealous. But it got harder when he was forced to be in the same room with that love.

“What’s our recording schedule look like?” Jordan asked.

“Don’t worry,” Vega said. “Sam moved things around to get you guys in there. You’ll get it done in time unless you fight a lot.” She glanced at Warren. “And don’t argue with Sam either.”

Warren scowled. “I won’t argue with anyone.”

Yeah, right. 

Vega smiled brightly. “But, Cody, you’re going to fall in love with this city. You might just decide to stay. Anyway, if your Gram visits, she can stay with me.”

“No, we need her here for Pixie,” Warren said quickly.

Vega’s smile faded a little. “Okay, well, we’ll cross that bridge when we get there. A lot can change between now and winter.”

Cody didn’t doubt this. His life had changed so much in the last month that he had whiplash. 

“So let’s start moving boxes!” Vega shot an annoyingly triumphant fist into the air.
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Cody felt like a very small fish out of water when he stepped into the recording studio. This wasn’t at all how he had pictured it. This was like stepping into the future. Into the  rich future. How much had it cost to build this room? And how many of these rooms were in this building, which was huge? 

“Hello! Welcome!” The great Sam Vix had stepped into the room. Before SonFest’s Battle of the Bands, Cody had never heard of Sam Vix, just like he’d never heard of any other music producer, but since then, he’d done enough research to make himself nervous.

He and his brothers were standing in the presence of Nashville royalty. This man had produced songs for the biggest artists in Nashville. He’d won two Grammy awards, one of which was for his production of Karpos’s smash hit “Little Lion.” Cody hadn’t been able to figure out how many MPG awards the guy had won, but it was at least seven.

And now the man was shaking Warren’s hand. And then Jordan’s. And then he was offering his hand to Cody, who didn’t feel worthy to shake it. 

Sam didn’t seem to notice. He invited them into the adjacent room, and soon Cody was looking through a window at the room he’d just stood in. Now it looked a bit smaller. He felt himself start to calm down a little and took a long, deep breath. Sam invited them to sit. Jordan and Warren sat on a leather couch, and Cody perched on the edge.

“Vega tells me that you have five songs ready to go?”

They all nodded.

“And she’s going to help you find five more?”

“At least,” Jordan said.

“Okay.” It seemed Sam was thinking something that he wasn’t saying.

“Of course we’re open to suggestions too,” Jordan said. Then he laughed awkwardly. “If you have any, you know, future hit songs lying around.”

Cody almost rolled his eyes. Jordan could be such a dork.

“I don’t.” Sam chuckled. “But I have a publisher friend. I could check in with her, see what she might be able to offer.” He clapped his hands together. “But okay. What song is up first?”

Jordan cleared his throat. “It’s a song about seeing God in a little girl.”

“Cool. And Vega says that you don’t want any other supporting musicians?”

Jordan started to say no, but Cody interrupted. “We’ll defer to your expert opinion.” Jordan gave him a confused look. Cody said, “If he thinks we should have more than two guitars and a drumbeat, then I don’t think we should fight with him.”

“I wasn’t going to fight with him,” Jordan said.

“I would like to start out by hearing just the three of you. Then we’ll go from there, okay?”

They all nodded.

“Do you have any other questions?”

“Are you going to record us separately or all together?” Jordan asked.

“Good question. Normally, I’d start out with separate tracks, but Vega begged me to give you a shot at a joint track. Apparently, you brothers have some sort of special sauce when you’re all together.”

Warren and Jordan exchanged a look that Cody read easily. The brothers weren’t all together. Not yet. They were still missing one.

“Any other questions?”

No one said anything. 

Sam clapped his hands again. “Okay then. Let’s go make some music!” He ushered them back into the recording room and showed Jordan and Cody to their respective music stands, which they didn’t need. They had these songs memorized. 

Warren went straight to the drum set, which was top of the line. 

“Are you sure you’re going to be able to keep a beat without your neon green heart?” Jordan asked.

Sam looked confused, but he didn’t ask for clarification. He only went back behind the glass.

Warren gave Jordan a dirty look. “Just for that, I’m going to paint a neon green heart on every drum I play for the rest of my life.”

Jordan laughed, but Cody wasn’t so sure that had been a joke. 

It had sounded more like a promise. 

Sam’s voice came through speakers on the wall. “Are you ready?”

No one answered him, which he took for an affirmative. 

“Okay, then. Relax, and do what you do.” He sat down, and Cody picked up his guitar. 
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Jordan burst through the door like he was being chased by a vengeful swarm of murder hornets.  

Warren let out a small yelp, and Pixie started barking. 

“What?” Cody asked.

“Vague-aground-dust-up-pig!” Jordan said the words so fast that they smashed into each other. 

“What?” Warren said. 

Jordan took a big breath and tried again. “Vega got us a gig!”

There. That made a little more sense. “Where?” Cody said.

“The Blazing Star Inn.” He was still out of breath.

“Isn’t that a bluegrass joint?” Warren said.

How could Warren know that already? Had he been studying the phone book?

Jordan nodded. “Vega said they’re Jesus-friendly, though, so they’ll let us do our thing.”

Warren snorted. “Jesus-friendly. Good grief, my life has turned into a bad dad joke.”

“Anyway, bluegrass or not, it’s hard to get a gig there, and they draw big crowds, so this is a good thing for us.” Jordan sat and propped his feet up on the coffee table. “And it’s not pay to play.”

“That’s a good thing,” Warren said, “since you refuse to get a job.” Warren was all excited that he’d gotten a job riding the town trash truck. 

“I have a job,” Jordan said. “I’m a musician.”

“Oh yeah?” Warren said. “How much does a non-pay-to-play gig at the Blazing Saddles Inn pay?”

“Blazing Star,” Jordan shot back. “And it pays in tips.”

“Oh boy.” Warren cracked open a coke.

“Are you getting a lot of tips on the trash truck?” Jordan spat. 

“Guys!” Cody snapped. “Enough! This is good news. We need practice playing for crowds that aren’t church. When is the gig?”

“Friday.”  

“Friday?” Cody cried. “I fly home on Friday!”

Jordan looked surprised. “I thought you don’t start school till Monday.”

“I don’t,” Cody said slowly. “But my flight is on Friday.”

“You’re leaving on Friday?” Warren said. “We won’t have all the songs recorded by then.”

They had already had this conversation. His brothers didn’t listen to him, and Cody was sick of it. “I know that,” he said through a tight jaw. “You’re going to have to do the last few songs without me.”

“This is so stupid, Cody,” Warren said. “Why are you giving up on this to go let some fifth grader kick and spit on you?”

“Because it’s my job. And because I need a job. In fact”—he threw his hands up in the air— “we all need jobs. Grownups need jobs! I’m glad you guys are enjoying this dream, but so far, that’s all this is! And dreaming isn’t going to pay rent in Nashville.”

“Cody, what is wrong with you?” Jordan squared his body to Cody. “You know that we’ll have a cushion as soon as our houses sell, and Warren already has a job here, and Vega said it would take you about two minutes to land a job in one of the schools around here. So seriously, what is your problem?”  

Cody ran a hand roughly over his face. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 

No one spoke for a long time, and Cody felt pressure to fill the silence. He looked up in time to see them both staring at him, but they quickly pretended not to be. “I think I’m just feeling a bit … unanchored. I’ve always thought I was living in God’s will, you know? And now, I just don’t know if I am, and that is making me freak out.” He was so frustrated that God wasn’t making his will clear to him.

Jordan’s expression softened. “I won’t claim to always know God’s will, but I don’t see how we can be out of it right now. Think about what we’re doing. We’re going to be spreading music, Cody. His music. How can that not be what he wants for us? I feel like this is what he’s been preparing us for our whole lives.”

Something in Cody’s chest relaxed. “You might be right,” he admitted.

“Tell you what,” Jordan said. “Change your flight. Play at The Blazing Star with us.” He exaggerated the enunciation of the venue’s name. “All of this recording in the studio feels weird to all of us. But come play with us to actual humans in the room, and I think you’ll feel better.”  







OEBPS/images/bbf44b05-ea90-4a5b-bb2f-f911be0dc317.png





OEBPS/images/3103bbd2-e2d3-45dc-98e6-b8737c8d6cda.png





OEBPS/images/1616b31c-68ad-4d8b-80e2-d2e8c2cde7d0.png





OEBPS/images/5e288b70-993d-4f8b-b350-e375a6716278.png





OEBPS/images/1c9bd93b-28e6-4cb7-995b-b8f30c06f3ca.png





OEBPS/images/6e8bf606-8ea6-4982-a3ce-cd8d77a1c235.png







