
  
    
  


  Twang


  Twang is powerful and moving with profound insights into faith and forgiveness—of finding grace, mercy, and even beauty in the ugliest and most destructive of memories and events. Twang helps us realize that the shining of divine light on the secrets and buried bones of our past can actually set us free. A story that reads like a greased bullet, as if taken from a country song itself, is ultimately pleasing and redeeming.


  —Walt Larimore, author of Hazel Creek and Sugar Fork


  With an authentic Southern voice, Julie L. Cannon’s Twang takes you into the heart of Nashville and the sometimes overlooked dark side of fame. But there’s nothing dark about the characters in this delightful book. It had me tapping my toes to the music until the very last page. Bravo!


  —Carla Stewart, award-winning author of Chasing Lilacs and Stardust


  Unforgettable characters! And a beautiful story, beautifully told.


  —Augusta Trobaugh, author of Sophie and the Rising Sun and Music from Beyond the Moon


  Twang is a delightful journey through Nashville’s Music Row. Protagonist Jennifer Clodfelter grabs your attention and sings her heart out, all the while immersing you in a story that will have you wondering if you are living your dream while fulfilling your God-given destiny or just treading water. It’s a novel that validates the premise that forgiveness is a powerful force and faith really can move mountains. This book speaks to the heart and whispers to the soul. I’m so glad I read it.


  —Jackie Lee Miles, author of The Heavenly Heart and All That’s True


  In her latest book, Twang, Julie Cannon once again brings characters to life with such accurate and picturesque detail and captures the cadences of Southern speech so perfectly that we feel as if each character has sprung to life as a neighbor or member of the family. Even more important, as we follow Jenny Cloud’s struggle to move beyond the tribulations of her childhood, Cannon leads us inexorably to a conclusion in which we see the mysterious and transformative power of Grace and, in the process, makes us feel transformed ourselves.


  —K. S. Schwind, author of Vermilion Wanted to Go to the Movies


  Achingly honest and engrossing novel about a Taylor Swift hopeful who nearly loses herself when she finds fame. A must-read for fans of country music and anyone who’s ever dreamed of becoming a star. I loved it!


  —Karin Gillespie, author Bottom Dollar Girl series


  In this heartwarming look into the pain and heartache that can lie behind stardom, Julie Cannon demonstrates that Thomas Wolfe was wrong: we not only can, we must go home again to forgive hurts we endured there before we can truly find peace in our lives.


  —Patricia Sprinkle, author of Friday’s Daughter
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  When a flood swept through Nashville, Tennessee, in May 2010, people were killed and homes and property destroyed in fifty counties. President Obama declared it a disaster area. And although it was a true disaster in every sense of the word, the flood also brought out the good in this community.


  Twang is dedicated to all those volunteers who selflessly worked to rescue other people and animals; who did the nitty-gritty work of recovering, clearing, rebuilding, and restoring; who provided emotional support for those whose lives were devastated. The compassionate spirit of volunteers helped Music City come out of this disaster stronger and more united than ever before.
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  Prologue


  I thought the absence of a past meant freedom. I didn’t exactly have a Norman Rockwell childhood, and when I set out for Nashville with my Washburn guitar, I was determined to leave my baggage buried deep in the red Georgia clay. That April evening in 2004 when I first glimpsed Music City from the interstate, the twin spires of the BellSouth building glittering against the sky made my heartbeat speed up. The little green Vega, windows rolled down, hit Broadway in the heart of downtown, and the music floating out on beery waves from inside the honky-tonks made my feet start dancing on the floorboard. Never in my life had I spent the night away from the pitch black of a rural countryside and it felt like a beautiful dream. You’re here, Jennifer. You’re a strong, independent woman, and you’re gonna be a star.


  Not that I was cocky or overconfident, but rather full up with the praise of a handful of encouragers. Looking back, I see I was also woefully ignorant about a lot of things. Time went on like it always does, and everyone I met in Nashville insisted that powerful country songs are the ones carved from the songwriter’s own experience. Well, how could I argue? From earliest memory, a transistor radio powered by a nine-volt battery was my life-support system. No matter how bad my day had been, no matter how bruised or lonely my soul, each night as I crawled into bed I tuned in to 103.9 FM out of Blue Ridge, closed my eyes and mashed the earplug into my ear, transfixed by the voices of country artists who sang of dusty roads and broken hearts. They painted auditory pictures of people so lonesome they could cry, of people looking for love in all the wrong places, of those whose soul mates were now on the far bank of the Jordan. I heard legends like Hank Williams, Porter Wagoner, Dolly Parton, Mother Maybelle Carter, and Tammy Wynette, and newer voices, like Sara Evans and Faith Hill. These artists became my friends, then my idols. They told me who I was and infused me with hope as they beckoned me to Nashville.


  In the beginning, I absolutely adored making music. But then came the constant pressure to dig deeper, to stalk those painful memories that would be fodder for heart-rending, money-making songs. One place I sure didn’t want the music to take me was home, and at the height of my career, I felt like I was wearing high-heeled pumps while trying to walk on ice. I never knew when I was fixing to slip and careen into some ugly memory.


  Tonilynn, my hairstylist, was acting like a psychiatrist, saying I’d never move past certain issues in my life until I forced myself to dig them up and look them in the eye. She said, “Jennifer, I’m convinced your healing is through your music. Don’t be afraid to use your pain ’cause pouring it into your art would be therapeutic. Plus, you’ll touch other people, and ain’t that what music’s really about? Giving expression to experiences and emotions we all have? And if your music can help some girl through a rough spot, ain’t that reason enough to brave the heartache?”


  Although my journey’s been fulfilling to me in a way words can’t explain, although I can hardly ask for more than the feeling I get when I hear that something I wrote or a performance I gave touched somebody, there are still those shaky moments when part of me still asks, Would I have been willing to allow the music to call me home if I had known the cost?


  
FIRST VERSE:

  MAKING IT BIG IN

  MUSIC CITY
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  Those first days in Nashville were happy. Happier than any I could recall. It was no accident that I had Mac’s cousin pull his sputtering Vega to the curb on the corner of Music Circle East and Division Street. The Best Western was in walking distance of Music Row.


  All my belongings were stuffed into two huggable paper sacks, and when I marched down that strip of red carpeting into a marble-floored lobby with a chandelier, I knew it was a palace compared to that drafty cabin in Blue Ridge with peeling wallpaper and warped floorboards. Room 316 had pretty gold and maroon carpet, gold curtains at a window with an air conditioning unit beneath it, two queen beds, and two glossy wood tables—one in the corner with a lamp, an ice bucket, and a coffeemaker and the other between the beds with a phone, a clock, and a remote for the television. There was even a little bitty refrigerator, a microwave, an ironing board, and an iron. What else could a person need?


  More curious about having my own indoor bathroom than a television, I tiptoed in there first. Nothing had prepared me for what met my eyes. Clean white tiles on the floor, a marbled sink, a blow-dryer, a stack of sweet-smelling towels, and fancy soap. The washrags were folded like fans, and there were free miniature bottles of shampoo and conditioner.


  To say this felt like paradise would not be an exaggeration. Turning around and around until I got drunk with my good fortune, I collapsed and fell flat onto the closest bed, laughing like a maniac, some pathetic yokel finding out she’d won the lottery.


  Although bone-tired on account of being so journey-proud that I hadn’t been able to sleep a wink in forty-eight hours, I couldn’t fathom closing my eyes. I hadn’t eaten in as long either, except for some pork rinds and a Pepsi on the ride. But I was like someone possessed: hungry only for the feel of Nashville, thirsty only for the way she looked. I promised myself for the hundredth time I would not think about my mother and the fact I’d left no note. I told myself I’d eat some real food and get sleep later, after I’d explored my new mother. I took the elevator downstairs to find some maps.


  At the front desk, a sign said the Best Western had free breakfast: sausage, biscuits and gravy, waffles, eggs, oatmeal, muffins, toast, bagels, yogurt, and fruit. The elation I felt at this was not small, and I couldn’t help a happy little laugh.


  A short, overweight man in a blue seersucker suit and bright orange tie bustled out of the room behind the front desk and said, “What can I do for you this evenin’, missy?” He had a tall pink forehead like you’d expect on a bald man, but his hair—and I could tell it wasn’t a toupee—was this lavish white cloud that put me in mind of an albino Elvis. I could see amusement in his startlingly blue eyes.


  I didn’t bother to mention I was twenty-two, hardly a missy, because he’d said it so kindly and I was used to being mistaken for a much younger girl. “I wanted to see if y’all had any maps and stuff about Nashville, please.” I smiled back at him, noting the name engraved on his gold lapel bar: Roy Durden.


  “We got maps coming out our ears! What other information you looking for?”


  “Everything.”


  He nodded, turned, and stepped to a bookshelf along the back wall, squatting slowly, carefully, as I watched in utter fascination to see if he’d manage to get his enormous belly to fit down between his thighs. He unfastened the button on his suit coat and the hem brushed the sides of gigantic white buck shoes. Eventually, he rose with a loud grunt, carrying an armload of papers. “Alrighty,” he said, spreading them on the counter like a card dealer in Vegas. “Let’s see what we can do for you.”


  “Thanks.” I reached for a glossy brochure that said Tour the Ryman, Former Home of the Grand Ole Opry. It was lavishly illustrated with pictures of artifacts from early Opry years and old-time country music stars like Minnie Pearl and Hank Williams. There was a headline that said you could cut your own CD at the Ryman’s recording studio. Thanks to my high school music teacher Mr. Anglin, I had already accomplished that task.


  “Snazzy, huh?” Roy was nodding. “Now, that there is one hallowed institution. Tennessee’s sweet-sounding gift to the world. Place the tourists flock to.” He was talking with his eyes closed and this rapturous expression on his face. “Up until ’74, fans packed the pews of the Ryman every Friday and Saturday night. Folks loved that place so much that when the Opry moved to its current digs right near the Opryland Hotel, they cut out a six-foot circle from the stage and put it front and center at the new place. So the stars of the future can stand where the legends stood.” Roy grew quiet for a worshipful moment.


  “There’s this one too,” he said at last, pushing a slick brochure that read The Country Music Hall of Fame & Museum toward me.


  Mac, my boss at McNair Orchards, used to say he could see my face in a display hanging in the Hall of Fame, right between Barbara Mandrell and Tammy Wynette. Mac got my head so full of stars, I could hardly think of much else except to get to Nashville to show the world my stuff. I stared at the photograph of a building that looked to be an architectural wonder in itself. One side was an RKO-style radio tower, while the main part had windows resembling a piano keyboard, and an end like a Cadillac tailfin. “That’s nice,” I offered.


  “Yep, real nice,” Roy said, his fingertips grazing more brochures reading Belle Meade Plantation, Margaritaville, General Jackson Showboat, Wildhorse Saloon, and The Parthenon. He lifted a map of Nashville. “Be helpful for you to know Second Avenue runs north, and Fourth Avenue runs south.”


  “I didn’t bring a car.”


  “That a fact?” He looked hard at me. “Well, downtown and the Hall of Fame are in walking distance, but it’s a ways to the Grand Ole Opry.” Roy’s index finger touched a spot on the map. “There’s also a place called Riverfront Park you could walk to, but I got to warn you, missy, Nashville sits down in a bowl, between a couple lakes and rivers, so it feels like you’re walking through hot soup in the summertime. Can be right intolerable.” He swiped his florid face at the memory of heat as I flipped through the pages of a brochure, pausing every now and again to stare at a picture of a star singing on a stage, the crowd going wild. There was an energy in those photographs, a palpable current of voice and instrument and the sweet thunder of applause. For a long time I looked at a picture of Dolly Parton and Porter Wagoner, their faces suffused with a bright, joyous light.


  “You like this one?” Roy asked, making me jump.


  “Um, yeah.”


  “That was in ’75, the night Dolly and Porter sang their last duet together. I was close enough to see Dolly’s makeup.” There were tears in Roy’s eyes.


  “Wow,” I said.


  “Wow is right.”


  “Can I have it? Can I have all these, please?” I tried not to look too eager, but every cell in my body wanted to scoop up the brochures, rush to my room to study them, to dream of climbing right into the beautiful photographs.


  “Go ahead. You must be a first-time tourist.”


  I didn’t think of myself as a tourist. I was there because of a promise I’d made, and the voices I’d heard over 103.9 FM back in Blue Ridge. Mountain Country Radio assured me that Nashville was the place for a person bitten by the singer/songwriter bug. “Um . . . I just like music.”


  “Wellllll, you come to the right place then. We got live music right here at the Best Western.” Roy swept one arm out in a magnanimous gesture toward the other side of the lobby where I saw a doorway to what I’d figured was the dining area. A sign in the shape of a giant guitar pick said Pick’s, and next to that was another that said Great Drinks!


  “Y’all need anybody to sing at Pick’s?”


  “Naw. We got our bands booked a good ways in advance.”


  “Wonder where musicians who’re looking for work hang out,” I said in a casual voice, gathering the brochures.


  “Nashville draws musicians like honey draws flies, and a body can’t go ten yards without bumping into one of them looking for work. Tons of wannabes in here constantly, trying to make their way. Dreaming the dream.”


  From the tone of Roy’s voice, I couldn’t tell if he was trying to give me a warning or just stating facts. “Well, thank you,” I said, turning to go.


  “Wait. How long you plannin’ to stay?”


  Barring any unforeseen expenses, I knew about how far my much-fingered roll of $20 bills would go. The Manager’s Special of $65 per night came out to two weeks for $910, leaving $90 for food and incidentals, and surely in that time I’d have some paid work singing. A recording contract if Mr. Anglin’s prediction came true. Seeing his dear face in my mind’s eye made a little guilty tremor race up my spine. I needed to get back to my room. “I paid for three nights up front,” I said, turning to go again.


  “Hey!” he called, spinning me on my heel to see those intense blue eyes looking at me. “You sing?”


  I hesitated, then answered, “Yessir. Play and sing. Write all my own material.”


  “Well, well. What’s your name, missy?”


  “Jennifer Anne Clodfelter.”


  “Mighty big name for such a slip of a girl. Anybody ever tell you you’re a dead ringer for Cher?”


  I nodded. By twelve I was constantly compared to the dark, exotic celebrity when she was young, starring in the 1970’s Sonny & Cher Comedy Hour. I was tall and willowy, and my straight blue-black hair fell to my waist. But, where Cher wasn’t exactly well-endowed, I was ample in the bosom department. The other difference between me and Cher was that my eyes were green.


  “So . . . what style of music do you do, Jennifer Anne Clodfelter?”


  I borrowed some confidence from Mac’s words when he handed me my last paycheck. “I’m the next Patsy Cline.”


  “Alrighty.” Roy chuckled. “Then let me guess. You do traditional? Or maybe early country?”


  “Huh?”


  “You said you’re Patsy Cline. But, there’s tons of styles. Got your Nashville sound and your country rock. Then there’s rockabilly, bluegrass, honky-tonk, outlaw, and Bakersfield sound. Cowboy Western and Western swing. Oh!” he clucked his tongue. “About forgot Texas country style, and the new traditionalist, and can’t leave out the contemporary sound, and of course, alternative. Though I don’t cotton to alternative.”


  My heart started racing for fear my ignorance would show. “I’m the old kind of country.”


  “I see. So, you want to be a star?”


  I saw mischief in those blue eyes, and I didn’t know how to answer this question either. At last, I nodded.


  That’s when he began regarding me with amused pity. “If that’s the case, you’ll really want to be here a little longer. Actually,” he paused and drew a long breath, “you’ll want to be here nine years.”


  “Huh?”


  Roy cleared his throat, and it seemed he stood on tiptoes because he rose up at least two inches. “Nashville may be the creative center of the universe if you’re a singer and a songwriter—got all kinds of resources here for learning the industry, lots of places you can sing—but folks don’t call her the nine-year town for nothing. They say it takes nine years to break into the scene, to become an overnight success. I’ve lived here all my life and I love her, but if you’re looking to break into the music business, she can chew you up and spit you out like nobody’s business.”


  I must’ve looked sad or confused because Roy’s face softened, his voice grew smooth as silk, “You got people here?”


  “I’m on my own.” Four simple words—the truth of it stunned me.


  “I got an extra room at my house.”


  “Um . . . thanks. No offense, but I’m fine on my own.”


  “Ain’t trying to rain on your parade, but I’ve seen plenty have to wait tables or worse. Randy Travis was a cook and a dishwasher at the Nashville Palace before he could make it on his music. Seen a good number turn around and head home, too, tail tucked between their legs. You might need a place if—”


  “I said I’m fine.”


  Roy rolled his lips inward, considering. “Independent type, hmm? Well, good luck. But don’t worry if you change your mind.” He drew in a long breath. “If you change your mind, you just come right on back and see Roy. I’m here most evenings after seven. I just figured if you’re new around town, trying to make your way in the country music scene, it’d be good if you had somebody to fall back on.”


  [image: image]


  Back in my room, I sat on the bed, Roy’s words hanging over me like a dark cloud. Chew you up and spit you out, and Folks don’t call her the nine-year town for nothing. Just like that, a dark cloud moved over me. This spirit of despair was something I often felt, and it had a Siamese twin who drove me to do really rash and stupid things. That was how I’d made my worst mistake to date, acting on blind impulse. And now impulses to bolt from Music City were gathering forces. I knew despair was the worst thing, the killer that blinded you to possibilities, and so I clenched my teeth, closed my eyes, and forced myself to go back all those years to a little scene that happened on the stretch of linoleum between the music room and the gym.


  “Really, Jennifer, you have a gift you need to share with this world.” It was between classes, and Mr. Anglin whispered in this intense voice, his small mouth barely moving against my ear. “Promise me you’ll get these demos to Nashville.” I recalled that his hands clenched into fists, even after I gave him my word that I’d do it. Mr. Anglin often reminded me he’d heard thousands of singers in his job of music teacher at the high school and choir director at the church, but I was the only one who’d ever moved him to tears. My songs and the way I sang them pierced his heart.


  Speaking of hearts, Mr. Anglin had been well-loved, and his memorial service in April of my junior year had been a large affair involving the entire staff and a good number of the nine hundred students from Fannin County High, as well as a huge flock of people from the church. The odd thing was that Mr. Anglin’s burial, prior to the service, was private. Mr. Anglin was a bachelor and had been an only child with no living parents, so there was no family to have requested this.


  No family I could confess to . . .


  After the service, when everyone was in the fellowship hall drinking coffee and eating cakes brought by dozens of church ladies, I walked out to the cemetery to see his stone. I put my hand over my heart and said, “I’m sorry. I had no idea you’d take it so hard. Please forgive me.” I walked around Mr. Anglin’s new home. He loved flowers, and toward the fringes of the graveyard, there was soft purple wisteria dripping from tree limbs. There were flowers near the graves, too, and I’m not talking about artificial arrangements poked down into stone vases. There were daffodils and dandelions in pretty shades of yellow, and a line of white irises. When a jot of blue caught my eye, right at the edge of where the dirt had been disturbed for Mr. Anglin’s casket, I let out a little, “Hah!” and bent to pluck the tiny stem of a forget-me-not. I turned to Mr. Anglin’s headstone again, and with tears in my eyes I said, “I won’t forget you, ever. I promise I’ll take the demos to Nashville.” But even with this graveside declaration, I’d continued on the path of that heedless decision that put him there in the first place.


  Here it was six years later, and I was only just beginning to honor my promise. I felt the slick brochures from Roy Durden and looked down at the bold words: The Country Music Hall of Fame & Museum. “I might be in the Hall of Fame one day,” I said out loud, picturing myself with all those legends and pressing my free hand over my heart to feel a trembling hopefulness deep inside that moved outward making all of me shake. Then it was like I had this knowing, this sense that what I was imagining I could actually achieve. I hopped up, splashed cold water on my face, and took the elevator downstairs again.
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  As I stepped outside, my eyes were drawn to the tallest building, the most familiar, what I would come to think of as my compass as I settled into my city. Later I’d hear the BellSouth building referred to as the “Batman Building” and would discover that no matter where you were in the downtown area or where you came into Nashville—interstates, Hillsboro Road, or any of the old Pikes that lead into downtown, almost every view showed this iconic building on the skyline. That night, to see the spires in a clear sky amid a bunch of twinkling stars made me feel bold.


  I stood in the parking lot, a map in one hand and my guitar case in the other. Deep in the front pocket of my blue jeans was my hotel key card and a twenty, the rest of the cash hidden in a Tampax box in my room.


  There was a steady stream of cars on Division Street, and I looked down at the map, imagining all the streets as arteries and veins leading to the heart of a city pulsing with excitement. As I was leaving, Roy reminded me to be careful, that any city was dangerous for a single girl. But oddly, I had no fear. I’d begun to feel as if—I don’t know how to put it—I had some kind of immunity to danger, to anything that might thwart my destiny. Anyway, I fancied myself a strong person, and if there were risks that went along with achieving my dream, they were worth taking.


  An impulse to go toward what was called Music Row kicked in and I took a left and started up a slight hill, going along beside a brick wall, passing several large buildings. There were no other pedestrians, and I realized this part of town was quiet in the way a business section is after dark, and I was just about to make a U-turn when up ahead I glimpsed what appeared to be a bunch of people dancing naked in the moonlight. I went closer and saw that it was nine bronze men and women, each more than twice life-sized, up on a piece of limestone in the middle of a traffic roundabout where Division Street meets Seventeenth Avenue. A female at the pinnacle held a tambourine aloft. I stood and stared, scarcely breathing. Was this the controversial sculpture called “Musica” I’d been hearing about? I thought it very tasteful, full of a deep creative energy that captured the spirit of inspiration perfectly.


  At last, I turned my head and saw a little park to one side with another statue, this one of a man sitting at a piano. Curious, I made my way over to read the sign. Owen Bradley had been a record producer, architect of the “Nashville Sound,” and a man who helped create Music Row. He’d produced songs for many great country music artists, from Patsy Cline to Ernest Tubb. I had that feeling of walking inside of a dream as I sat down beside Mr. Bradley’s erect figure on the piano bench to drape my arm over his shoulder. I looked at his face. Depths of wisdom seemed to lie behind those eyes that stared out unblinkingly toward Music Square, that fertile field of record labels and recording studios.


  “Anything you want to say to me?” I said in a playful voice before kissing his cheek, then hopping up. Something made me pause at one of the large stones around the edge of the brick courtyard. I bent over to read what it said by moonlight: “You’ve Never Been This Far Before”—Conway Twitty.


  “You’re darn right,” I called to Mr. Bradley. “But here I am, and ain’t nothing gonna stop me now.”


  This crazy dialogue made me remember where I actually needed to be: up on a stage. Since no record label or studio would be open for business on a Thursday night at 9:30, I looked at my map and decided to follow Demonbreun Street from the roundabout until I came to Fifth Avenue, which would take me to Broadway, to the honky-tonks. The nightlife.


  Gradually the dark storefronts gave way to lit windows of restaurants and nightclubs. When I reached the corner of Fifth and Broadway, I paused, glancing in one direction at a humongous building that said Nashville Convention Center, and in the other direction to what looked like a gigantic street party. Six lanes wide, Broadway was full of people. Streams of folks were going in and out of doorways, clustering around storefronts, drinking, talking, eating, smoking, and laughing. Twinkling lights wound around tree branches put me in mind of Christmas, and from where I stood I could see a horse-drawn carriage and two statues of Elvis Presley.


  Stars were in my eyes as I headed into the thick of it, passing various businesses: Cadillac Ranch, Whiskey Bent Saloon, Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville, Wanna B’s Karaoke, Rippy’s Ribs, Big River Grille, Robert’s Western World, and one I knew I’d have to visit: the Ernest Tubb Record Shop. Nothing had prepared me for the energy I saw and felt in every square foot. This place was worlds away from the life I knew of quiet hills, trees, and rivers. I’d come from a mountain town peopled with working folk whose idea of nightlife was a jug of whiskey and a poker game in a back room. Quickly, I reminded myself not to let the shadows cast by the past follow me to Music City. Music City . . . now I understood. A name so perfect for this place pulsing with melody and harmony and soul!


  It was a pleasant temperature, and I wandered a while soaking it all in. Finally, I set my Washburn down to rest my arm, leaned back against a solid brick wall, and waited to see where I might go first, what called to me. After a good ten minutes, I walked a ways and stood at the doorway of a place, which judging from the crowd, was very popular. It was one of those rowdy honky-tonks you hear about in a million country songs—a line of folks at the bar holding foaming beers, crowds wearing cowboy hats and boots and moving to a band.


  I remained just outside, feeling a bit uncertain of how to do what I’d come to do. Everybody looked so relaxed. Hipster girls with chic hair and lots of jewelry and fancy jeans, the guys with that confident swagger, that backslapping good-ol’-boy ease. I felt a little frumpy and out of it until I put my hand in my pocket to kind of huddle into myself and touched my guitar pick. And that was when I stood up tall, the siren call of the stage loud and clear. I needed to feel the love of the crowd inside. I needed to feel the music filling every cell as I sang.


  I started to walk through the doorway, but a man held out his arm like a gate. “Hold on just a minute there. Gotta pay the cover charge.”


  I peered inside and didn’t see any covers in the whole place. For a moment my mind went blank, then something I can only call my stage presence took over, and I said, “Well, covers or not, I’d really like to sing tonight.”


  He eyed me like I was out of my mind. “This ain’t no karaoke lounge.”


  “Um, I know. Of course it’s not. Who’s that?” I nodded toward the stage.


  “That’s our house band.”


  “Can I sing when they take a break?”


  He squinted his eyes at me. “I don’t know what planet you come from, but like I said, we ain’t no karaoke bar. There’s some places around here, on certain nights, you might could sing, but you can’t just wander in here and say, ‘I’d like to sing.’ ” The last four words he said in a high voice that made me cringe.


  “Please. I promise. Mr. Anglin said Nashville would die when they heard me, and I’ve got this song I wrote called—”


  “What is it you don’t understand? Do you know how many desperate gals come to Nashville thinking they’re God’s gift to country music? Think they got the voice that’ll make them a star?” He guffawed and slapped his thigh. “I’ll tell you what happens to most of ’em. Most of ’em end up dancing at the gentlemen’s clubs. Yep, they’re the reason there’s a half-dozen of those bars down next to the interstate! All them females who didn’t make it in country music still got to put food in their stomachs.” Sizing me up, he smiled like a hungry wolf. “You look like you got the right equipment to make some good money dancing.” He reached out toward me with his beefy hand.


  “Don’t touch me!” I backed away, tripping over my own feet. I can’t say I was shocked at the disrespect in his eyes. I’d witnessed this in scenes from my former life, and as if to prove it, from the back room of my subconscious I heard a slight knocking sound. I clenched my teeth, terrified I was fixing to be the involuntary audience of some sleazy little documentary from my past. But something inside me snapped, and this surge of anger eclipsed the memory so that the film just beginning to roll in my head went mercifully blank.


  When I got down the sidewalk a ways, I could feel tears of fury just under the surface, but I willed them away, thinking, I will sing tonight! I’m here and no leering man with slimy paws is gonna stop me again.


  Before I knew it, I was at the entrance to a place that said World Famous Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge. I stood and let the beat of the drums and the bass guitar wash over me, restore me. Finally I craned my neck to peer into the main room. Like all the others, the place was packed. I noticed a picture of Willie Nelson with a paper beneath it that said he got his first songwriting job after singing at Tootsie’s. A thrill raced through me! I fancied I could actually feel the presence of greatness, and I was glad to see there was a woman at the entrance. She was skinny, perched up on a stool with her legs crossed, wearing a red gingham blouse and hair much too black and shiny for her age. I pointed to the poster. “Do you know Willie?”


  “Not personally.” She smiled with yellow teeth. “Feel like I do, though, the way he sits there looking at me all the time.”


  “Does a person have to buy covers to come in here?”


  She had a smoker’s husky laugh. “Nope. Don’t gotta buy covers to come into Tootsie’s.”


  “Do y’all let regular folks sing here?”


  “Sometimes, but not tonight.”


  She looked like one of those world-weary women who’ve seen it all, glittery blue eye shadow and black lines drawn in for her eyebrows. But she had a warm smile, and I decided to take my chances that she’d be kind. “Do you know anywhere I can sing tonight?”


  “Hmm . . . let me think,” she said, her silver chandelier earrings swinging as she tilted her head. “Believe it’s open jam night at the Station Inn.”


  “At a hotel?”


  “The Station Inn’s a bar on Twelfth Avenue, darlin’.” She made a gesture over one sharp shoulder. “That a way. In the Gulch.”


  “Can I walk there?”


  “I reckon. Twelfth Avenue’s right off Broadway.”


  I thanked her and left, quickly passing half a dozen more nightclubs, feeling drunk just listening to all that music streaming out of their doorways, some sounding sad, with sweet, plaintive fiddle notes, and some lively, with a beat you couldn’t help moving some body part along with.


  Twelfth Avenue was not a hop, skip, and a jump away, and I had to slow my pace after passing several huge, ornate churches, the courthouse, a high school, and a really big building that said Frist Center for the Visual Arts. As I walked on, I began to see a number of dark areas and hulking gray dumpsters, and I decided “gulch” sure fit the way things were looking. I went a while longer and decided that even if they did charge you for covers at this place, I was definitely going to pay.


  I turned down Twelfth, panting hard, my legs getting really tired, until finally, past Demonbreun Street, I saw the Station Inn, an old nondescript concrete block building with a few windows.


  Inside was a plain, low-ceilinged place with plywood floors. Red-and-white-checked tablecloths covered the tables, and church pews situated along the sides and the rear were full of folks holding bottles of beer. There was a stage with no one on it, and I got a rush just picturing myself there.


  A big man in a big white cowboy hat was leaning near the door with his feet splayed out in sharp-toed boots. He smiled at me and said, “Evening, ma’am. Welcome to the Station Inn.”


  “Cover?” I asked, raising my eyebrows in a vague, world-wise manner, recalling the last man I’d spoken to with a flinch of anxiety.


  “Ten tonight.”


  I held out the twenty and waited for my change before I asked. “Can regular folks sing here?”


  “Absolutely. And every mandolin, banjo, or fiddle player who’s anybody can play here.” He smiled. “We are Bluegrass and Roots.”


  I wasn’t sure what he meant by roots, but I shifted from leg to leg, thinking of endless late Saturday nights listening to Bluegrass Time on the radio; of Bill Monroe and his Blue Grass Boys, Lester Flatt with his acoustic guitar, and Earl Scruggs with his banjo. Lester and Earl had themselves a band called the Foggy Mountain Boys. Even Dolly Parton and Patty Loveless sang some bluegrass, and Alison Krauss sure could do that high, lonesome sound. My particular sound wasn’t actually bluegrass, but it was acoustic, which is what bluegrass is all about, and it did tell a good story the way bluegrass songs generally do. I knew I could strum my Washburn and sing my song, “Walking the Wildwood,” an octave above my usual. Everything inside me was jumping around and getting all excited as I smiled, lifted my guitar case, and said so clear and strong, “I’d like to sing a bluegrass tune I wrote called ‘Walking the Wildwood.’ It’s a song that comes straight from my heart.”


  The man looked like maybe he could see how much this meant to me, and he must’ve known how much it was gonna crush me when he cocked his big head, gentled up his voice, and said, “Well, that sure sounds nice. You come back on Sunday, when we have our open jam.”


  My heart fell down to my feet.


  He chuckled in a kind way and said, “Hey, hey, now. Chin up. Sunday’ll be here ’fore you know it, and tonight we got Raul Malo. He’s doing ‘Crying Time,’ and everybody loves him. Come on in and give a listen.”


  I could hardly believe I’d hit another brick wall! Part of me wanted to go back to the Best Western, turn on my radio, climb into a hot tub, and sulk. But the man’s voice was so kind, and I’d already told myself I absolutely could not fall apart.


  Crowds make me nervous unless I’m singing, so I walked in, ordered a Coke, and sat in an out-of-the-way corner to watch as Raul took the stage. People started whistling, calling out, and clapping while he tested the microphone and situated his guitar. There was no dance floor so when he began playing and singing, folks were moving their hips and shoulders right where they were, a sea of bodies rippling. Raul’s music was alive, thumping against the walls, pulsing up through the floor. I sat on the edge of my seat through an entire set, thinking Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll go strut my stuff on Music Row. I’ll be living the dream.


  [image: image]


  Friday morning came, and I fixed strong coffee and carried a cup back to bed to sit cross-legged in a nest of covers with the Nashville phonebook on one side and my shoulder bag with the demos on the other. I scanned all the listings under Music Producers in the Yellow Pages, swallowing the last thick slug of coffee before I squeezed my eyes shut to rip out the page.


  My retro country-music-star outfit was laid like a flat person on the other bed, and it looked like it could hop up and start singing all by itself. There was a white blouse with a half-circle of ruffles on the chest, and over that a red bolero jacket with a matching knee-length skirt that swished out like a bell when I twirled. Mac McNair had given me a castaway pair of fancy white pumps with ankle straps that were his wife’s from the previous Easter. He assured me she wouldn’t dare show up at church in the same pair of shoes two years in a row.


  I put my outfit on and stood in front of the mirror. Wow, I thought, after I brushed my long hair to one shoulder and put on red lipstick, that woman looks like she stepped out of a brochure about the Ryman! Holding an imaginary microphone to my lips, I said, “Hello, I’m Jennifer Anne Clodfelter, and I’m gonna sing a song I wrote, a song that’s in my heart and I know you’re gonna love. Here’s ‘Walking the Wildwood’ just for you.” The shameless sales pitch didn’t shock me because I’d practiced it ten zillion times. Also, whenever I played my music, stage or no stage, I became an entirely different person who did and said things that ordinarily scared me senseless.


  Curious about the weather, I went to my window to slide the curtains over, smiling at clear blue skies, and down below, the hotel pool sparkling in sunlight. Beyond the pool was a grassy lot with several trees, and across the side street a big building that said BMI. Pressing my nose to the glass, I could see what appeared to be a residential neighborhood behind the Best Western.


  Roy Durden was gone and the lobby was a busy place. A group of men in business suits were sitting on four sofas surrounding a coffee table, and two maids were wheeling a cart to what I guessed was the laundry room. The smell of sausage and warm biscuits was almost enough to lure me into the dining area, but I set my face like flint and stepped outside.


  Nashville on a weekday morning seemed a good bit more subdued, and Mrs. McNair’s pumps were stiff and unfamiliar, but I walked along with spirits soaring, my guitar case like an old friend. Broadway might be where the live music, the partying of my new town, happened, but legendary Music Row, Sixteenth and Seventeenth Avenues South, was the business side of country music. That was where record label offices, publishing houses, musical licensing firms, and recording studios sat literally hip to hip. I fingered the phone book page in the shallow pocket of my skirt as I walked along. My brain felt like a piñata had burst open inside, releasing swirling slips of paper with names of various companies: Bayou Recording, Center Row Recording Studios, Big Machine Records, Country Thunder Records, Elite Talent Agency, Sea Gayle, Big Yellow Dog, Masterfonics, Sixteen Ton Studio, Cherry Lane Music Publishing, Red Ridge Entertainment, Grand & Gee Music, and a zillion more. More than you can ever imagine. And every single one of them held promise, a wonderful opportunity just waiting.


  I’d pictured a line of sterile, businesslike buildings, but as I started down Music Square East, I saw quaint brick and stone bungalows in Craftsman style, the occasional Victorian or Georgian, with columns and awnings and wrought-iron railings, set behind manicured lawns full of oak and magnolia trees. A nice feeling swept over me as I focused in on my first prospect.


  I climbed four steps beneath a green awning, and with hardly a pause, pushed open the door to step inside. “Morning,” I said in my most cheerful voice to a woman sitting behind a desk with a fern spilling over the corner. She looked up from what I recognized as a Krispy Kreme donut box, grabbed at a pair of glasses resting on her huge shelf of a bosom and set them on her nose. She cocked her head, squinted, then frowned with orangey lips underneath a pageboy haircut, which looked like it was on fire from the overhead lights.


  “May I help you?” She looked me up and down.


  “Yes, please. My name is Jennifer Anne Clodfelter, and I’ve got a song that’s in my heart and on my lips I know y’all are gonna love. Here’s ‘Walking the Wildwood’ just for you.” I bent to unbuckle my guitar case.


  “What?” she said in this shrill voice.


  “I’m a singer.” My heart was pounding as I looked up at her shocked face. “I wrote this really great song called ‘Walking the Wildwood,’ and I’m happy to do it bluegrass or pure country. What’s your pleasure?”


  “Well, aren’t we all?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You said you’re a singer.”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’ve got over seventy original songs.” I pulled my song notebook from beneath the Washburn and held it up.


  “First of all, I’m just the administrative assistant here, and second of all, we don’t accept unsolicited material.” She nodded at a small poster on the wall with chunky black lettering; “We do not accept unsolicited materials. Due to the large volume of submissions we receive, we cannot always respond promptly.”


  “Well, of course,” I said, more heartily than I felt. “May I please give you a demo?”


  I heard her exasperated sigh. “Drop it over there on that tray on the counter. Mr. Clarke may get to it; he may not. He’s a busy man. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to tend to.” She rooted around in the Krispy Kreme box for a chocolate glazed donut.


  I heard some men’s voices coming from down the hall behind her. “Could I talk to Mr. Clarke? Real quick? I promise I won’t even take five minutes of his time. I’ll—”


  “Leave your demo over there. If Mr. Clarke likes it, he’ll call you to set up an appointment. Now, like I said, I have work—”


  “Please. I’ve come all the way from Blue Ridge, Georgia, and I don’t have a lot of time before my money runs out, and I promise you, ma’am, I’ve got this beautiful song, and I wrote the words and the music, and if you’ll just give me a chance to sing it for Mr. Clarke, then I promise you I’ll—”


  The woman’s nostrils widened. She half-stood behind her desk, and I watched shiny flakes of glaze glide off her lap. “Did you just climb out of the hills? You can’t come barreling in here and demand Mr. Clarke’s attention!” She shook her head in a rude way. “Do you know how many country music singer wannabes I get coming in here? Don’t you know anything?”


  I stared at the lipstick prints on her Styrofoam coffee cup and said nothing for a long time. I had just climbed out of the hills. “I’m sorry I disturbed you,” I said, gathering my things together before I set a demo in the overflowing basket.


  I stood on the sidewalk awhile, feeling shaky. What if none of the labels would listen to a live singer off the street? What would I do? Throw in the towel and go back to Blue Ridge? Nope. That wasn’t even a possibility.


  “That’s just one music label,” I said finally, the warm sun seeping into my skin through my cotton blouse. I closed my eyes, lifting my face for an infusion of its strength. For one fleeting moment I toyed with telling a lie when I walked into the next place, saying I was dying of cancer and my last wish was to sing a song to that particular record label. Everyone has compassion for a dying person, and I knew that once they heard me, I’d be forgiven the lie and welcomed with open arms. But just as quickly, I decided it might jinx me and I’d get cancer.


  I readjusted my shoulder bag, which was bulging with demos, and marched to the next door down, which said Warner Music. Same story, and I left a demo, then crossed over Roy Acuff Place to see a building called Mike Curb College of Entertainment and Music Business. I had no money for college, so I passed it by, but I couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to go to a place like that. It would be a dream, not one bit like school. I came to a big brick building that said EMI Music Publishing. I walked in, gave my same spiel, and was told to leave a demo. I crossed Chet Atkins Place, passed by an enormous, columned church called Belmont, and after that paused in front of a pretty red brick house. With a deep breath, I climbed ten steps up to enter Sixteen Ton Studio. The man sitting at a desk in the foyer stared at me with wide eyes and said nothing when I held up the Washburn and asked if I could sing; he only nodded at a shelf. I left a demo and dragged myself back outside to do pretty much the same at four more labels. After that, I knew without a doubt that folks in Nashville’s Music Row didn’t have the time to stop and listen to someone off the streets.


  Still, every single refusal hurt like the first time, and it felt like I was leaving a part of my heart in the basket, or on the counter, or atop a shelf whenever I plunked a demo down. However, I knew that there was nothing to do but methodically step into the various labels and leave a demo until all twenty-five were gone. I worked hard not to picture Mr. Anglin’s disappointed face by reminding myself that I was fulfilling my vow and that the demos he helped me make were full of original songs that made him weep.


  Late in the afternoon, I trudged along, passing Music City Tattoo and the Rhinestone Wedding Chapel, also in Craftsman homes. Then I saw this unusual place that looked like a barn, with a colorful, oversized statue standing in the parking lot. It had a cheerful face that reminded me of the Big Boy that used to be outside of Shoney’s restaurants. I was tired and hungry and I decided to let myself splurge.


  After my eyes adjusted to the dimness inside Bobby’s Idle Hour Tavern, I found a barstool and set my shoulder bag and my guitar on the floor. Bobby’s was an unassuming place, with dollar bills taped to the posts and neon signs reading Rolling Rock and Budweiser Select on the wall. A Washburn guitar hung behind the bar, and this seemed like a good omen. A couple other customers sat at the bar, laid-back older men, holding drinks, watching a television in one corner. The closest one tipped his head and said “Howdy, ma’am,” in a voice that sounded like his words were smiling.


  Another voice spoke to me from across the bar: a pretty, middle-aged woman with long brown hair pulled back. “You look tired, hon,” she said kindly. “What can I get you?”


  “Peanuts and a Coke?”


  She nodded, and it wasn’t sixty seconds until an icy Coke and a bowl of peanuts appeared in front of me. I wolfed them down, and they tasted so good I almost cried. Food in my stomach helped me feel a little better.


  “You a singer?” asked the man who’d spoken to me earlier, his brown eyes measuring me and my guitar case resting on the floor.


  “Sure am,” I said.


  “Sam Watkins,” he said, holding out a hand.


  Did I read anything but friendly in his words? No, I did not. Only a down-to-earth kindness and curiosity. “Jennifer Anne Clodfelter,” I said, shaking his hand. “You sing?”


  “Something like that.” He smiled.


  My heart soared to find someone with a mutual passion. “I write all my own songs and I’ve been delivering demos here at Music Row. Going to break into the Nashville scene.”


  There was a stretch of silence that seemed to go on forever and in which I wondered what was going on in Sam Watkins’s head.


  “Where’d you say you were from?” he asked finally.


  “I’m a resident of Nashville.”


  He lifted his eyebrows, and there was another long pause while he rubbed his scruffy beard. I tried my best to wait for him to speak, but I couldn’t help myself. “Music is who I am. I have lots of experience in the music business. Won tons of talent shows and my chorus teacher worked with me on studying stage presence, and he helped me make demos, and Mac, my boss at McNair Orchards says I’m the next Patsy Cline.” I nodded down at my guitar case. “I’ve got over seventy completely original songs and I’ve been told countless times throughout my life that I absolutely need to be in Nashville, and that Nashville’s gonna just die when they hear me.” My thoughts and words were falling all over each other so fast I didn’t even have time to be sad about Mr. Anglin.


  Sam Watkins cocked his head. “Girl, I admire your spunk, but I’m not going to sugarcoat things. The music business is rough, even for a man like me who’s been doing it twenty years now. You a member of NSAI and SGA?”
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