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Dedication

For Danny, who on our very first date asked why I had so much Dolly Parton on my iPod.

And for Dolly.

I will always love you both.





Epigraph

THREE CHORDS AND THE TRUTH.

—Harlan Howard, on country music
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			Emmett

			Here’s the thing about writing a good country song: It’s really fricking hard. For starters, you can’t swear. Not if you want radio play. But I don’t give a “ship” about that. For me, the bigger challenge is coming up with something original to say. Anyone can put words to music, but how do you make those words sound new? I mean, the world’s only big enough for so many songs about long dirt roads, cheating spouses, and drinking enough six-packs of cheap beer to crash your pontoon.

			To be a good songwriter, you constantly have to be aware of your surroundings. You never know when inspiration is going to strike. Which is why—as my mom stands at the top of our driveway, sniffling into a balled-up tissue—my brain is already cycling through potential song titles:

			“The Tears in Mama’s Eyes.”

			“Mama Sobbed Like a Little Baby the Day Her Little Baby Left Home.”

			“Don’t Cry, Mama, I’m Only Seventeen and Not Legally Allowed to Leave for Good.”

			Okay, so I need to keep workshopping those. The good news is I have the next nine hours to do so. I can’t wait to be on the road, where I’ll have the sun on my skin, the wind in my hair, and my favorite country singer—Miss Wanda Jean Stubbs—blaring on my stereo.

			“You can at least pretend to be sad, Emmett,” Mom says.

			“It’s only for three months,” I tell her, trying not to smile as I pack my guitar case and my laptop, which has the latest copy of my demo, into the back seat.

			“It’s the longest you’ve been away. Don’t forget, you called asking if you could come home early from music camp—and that was only two weeks.”

			I didn’t want to leave music camp because I was homesick. I wanted to leave because it was full of snobs. Classical music prodigies who were total dicks about my taste in music. Look, I didn’t deny that Bach and Beethoven were musical geniuses. Would it have killed them to pay the same respect to Johnny Cash and Dolly Parton?

			“This is different,” I explain, making my way back up the driveway. “It’s the opportunity of a lifetime.”

			“It’s a job,” Mom reminds me, ever the realist.

			“No, it’s a gig. My first real one. I get to perform Wanda Jean’s greatest hits. In public. And someone’s giving me a paycheck for it.”

			“I just don’t want you to get your hopes up too much.”

			“Mom. I’m replacing someone who had to drop out at the last minute because he signed a recording contract. So, yeah, this is a little different than performing at the school talent show. This could be an important step toward something bigger.”

			Mom sighs, brushing my hair out of my face. “It’s so last-minute. I’m still trying to wrap my head around it.”

			“You and Dad already said yes. If you change your mind now, you’ll only be crushing my biggest dream.”

			Behind us, the front door to our house swings open. Dad comes out carrying a plastic shopping bag. “It’s a long drive to Jackson Hollow,” he says. “I bought snacks for the road. And an extra package of socks and underwear. You can never be too sure.”

			This is exactly why I have to leave home.

			“I’m not running off to join the circus,” I say, taking the bag from him. “I’m staying with Aunt Karen. You have nothing to worry about.”

			“The circus might not be so bad compared to your aunt’s house,” Dad mumbles, getting an immediate head snap from Mom.

			“Derek . . .”

			“What? The woman lets strangers live with her. Strangers she finds online.”

			“She only rents out her spare room when money is tight.”

			“Money wouldn’t be so tight if she got a real job instead of selling her wind chimes.”

			“They’re not wind chimes. They’re artistic sculptures.”

			“Artistic sculptures people hang on their back porch. How’s that different from wind chimes?”

			“Well . . .” Mom pauses. “They’re more expensive.”

			Dad’s eyebrows skyrocket so far off his face, they practically orbit the earth. I love my parents, but I don’t know how they’re going to survive without me. I guess this summer will be good practice. Because as soon as I finish school next year, I’m leaving Oak Park for good. No offense to Illinois, but I was born in the wrong state. If I want to be a real country singer, I need to be surrounded by rolling hills and wide-open spaces. Not Starbucks drive-throughs and suburban shopping malls.

			Of course, it’s not only my geography that’s holding me back. There’s also the matter of my sexuality. There aren’t a lot of gay country singers for me to follow in the footsteps of. And there certainly aren’t many famous ones. But I don’t take that as a strike against me. I take it as a challenge.

			I like who I am.

			And I like who I like.

			Which is why I plan on becoming country music’s biggest openly gay superstar.

			It’s not going to be easy. But I’m willing to put in the work. I just wish I had gotten an earlier start. Taylor Swift was sixteen when she released her debut album. LeAnn Rimes won her first Grammy at fourteen.

			I’m seventeen and my dad still buys my underwear.

			But all that’s about to change. Because I get to spend my summer performing at Wanda World, the amusement park owned by Wanda Jean Stubbs.

			That is, assuming I can leave my driveway before my parents bicker themselves to death.

			“If you love her sculptures so much,” Dad says, still going on about Aunt Karen, “then why are the ones we bought still in the garage?”

			“I haven’t found the right place to hang them yet! They have a very specific . . . aesthetic.”

			“I’m leaving now,” I announce.

			Mom takes her tissues back out; Dad pulls a wad of bills from his pocket. “Here. We’d feel better if you took this. Think of it as an emergency fund. In case you run out of gas. Or if something unexpected pops up. Like if you meet someone. . . .”

			“If I meet someone?”

			“Yeah. Like . . . a guy.”

			“Oh my God, Dad. What?”

			His face turns bright pink. “I don’t know what I’m saying. Just be smart. Use protection.”

			I take the money, carefully avoiding eye contact.

			“You two are a mess,” I say, giving each of them a hug. “I can’t wait to see what this is like next year, when I leave for good.”

			“There are plenty of great colleges in state,” Mom says.

			Country music superstars don’t have time for college. But that’s a conversation for another day. Walking back down the driveway, I try to take a mental snapshot of this moment. I need to capture everything I’m feeling so I can write about it later. Except . . . if I write a song about leaving home, shouldn’t it be a sad one? Or at least bittersweet? The only tears I feel like shedding right now are tears of joy.

			It’s finally time for me to spread my wings and fly! Which is a cliché, I know. But it’s also the lyrics to one of my favorite Wanda Jean songs. And when I climb into my car and turn the ignition, it’s the song that kicks off the playlist I created for this trip.

			Who am I to keep you?

			Who am I to cry?

			My love for you is not a cage

			It’s a flame. Burning bright

			One I’ll never let die

			So spread your wings, my lil’ darlin’

			And fly, fly, fly

			Before I can fly, I have to obey a twenty-five miles per hour speed limit as I drive past all the well-manicured lawns and pink fairy-tale playhouses in our cul-de-sac. But once I’m out on the freeway, with the Chicago skyline in my rearview mirror and my future before me, I floor it.

			Next stop: country music stardom.

			Or, at the very least, Tennessee.
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			Luke

			I like having a brother and sister. Really, I do. But there’s nothing like the first day of summer vacation to make me miss being an only child. It doesn’t matter how well behaved they are during the school year. Once classes and homework are out of the picture, their inner demons are unleashed and we’re lucky if no one’s bleeding or tied to a banister by the end of the day.

			“Luke!” Gabe shouts, running into the kitchen with a bedsheet wrapped around him, like a drunk frat boy at a toga party. “I don’t got any clean underwear.”

			“Gabe, buddy. I did laundry last night.”

			“Well, my drawer’s empty.”

			“Check on top of the dryer, then.”

			Amelia enters, her long dark hair wet from the shower. “Do I even wanna know?” she asks, looking at Gabe and using the sarcastic tone she’s adopted ever since starting fifth grade.

			Gabe sticks out his tongue and leaves. Amelia grabs a box of cereal and plops down on a stool at the counter. She’s wearing her soccer jersey, even though practice won’t begin for another week.

			“Bean,” I say. “I’m fixing breakfast this morning.”

			She wrinkles her nose. “What is it?”

			“Eggs.”

			At least, I hope it is. I open the fridge to check if the carton I bought earlier this week is still there. It is. Along with a jumbo pack of shredded cheese, three kinds of lunch meat, and plenty of RC Cola. Keith must’ve gone shopping on his way home from work this morning.

			“I’d rather have cereal,” Amelia says, opening the box to pour a small mound of Lucky Charms on the counter in front of her.

			“Seriously, Bean?”

			“My name is Amelia.”

			“Sorry, Bean. But c’mon, you’ll always be a Bean to me.”

			She narrows her eyes. “That’s sexist.”

			I take out the frying pan and turn the burner on. “How’s that sexist?”

			“You only give me a nickname because I’m a girl.”

			“I call Gabriel ‘Gabe,’ don’t I?”

			“Gabe is an actual name. Bean’s a vegetable.”

			“Actually, a bean is a legume.”

			Shit. Now I’m being sexist and mansplaining.

			“Okay, sorry. From now on, I shall only refer to you as Amelia.”

			“Thank you.” She crushes a green marshmallow under her thumb. “Treating me like I’m not a little kid anymore is the least you can do. If I’m old enough to babysit Gabe all summer . . .”

			“You ain’t babysitting me,” Gabe says, returning to the kitchen in his actual clothes. Hopefully with clean underwear on underneath.

			Amelia snorts. “Yeah, I am. Not that anyone asked if it was okay with me.”

			“Luke,” Gabe whines. “Tell Bean I’m old enough to take care of myself.”

			“My name’s Amelia. Not Bean.”

			“Beanie the meanie!”

			“Quit being ugly,” I snap. “Y’all are gonna wake your daddy.”

			Keith, my stepdad, works the overnight shift at the automotive plant. It’d take an army of bulldozers to rouse him from his slumber down in the basement. But Bean and Gabe had still better hush.

			I go back to fixing breakfast while Gabe takes a seat at the table. It doesn’t matter how cranky or tired I am, there’s something about the sizzle a cold slab of butter makes when it hits a hot frying pan that puts a smile on my face. When I’m cooking, the only thing I’ve got to worry about is making sure food gets on the plate. Sometimes, if I want to challenge myself, I’ll pretend I’m a cook in a Michelin-starred restaurant or a contestant on Top Chef.

			I’m not saying I’m good enough to be either of those things. But maybe someday I could be. We’ve got a shelf of my nana’s old cookbooks in the kitchen that I’ve slowly been making my way through. A lot of the recipes are dated—apparently, cheese logs were big in the seventies—but some aren’t bad. Despite Amelia and Gabe having picky palates, I got them to eat asparagus after it was baked into a quiche.

			Even when I’m fixing simpler dishes, I do what I can to dress them up. If this were last summer, I’d run out to Mama’s garden and grab a tomato or some parsley to give my scrambled eggs a pop of color. This summer, however, the only things growing in there are weeds. Mama was too sick to plant anything.

			After serving Gabe and Amelia their breakfast, I set a third plate of eggs on a tray with a glass of orange juice and some toast. “Y’all are in charge of washing your own dishes,” I say, leaving them to eat. “And make sure you actually scrub.”

			The floorboards on the staircase groan as I head upstairs. Our house is a big old farmhouse. Emphasis on the old. It’s drafty as heck, and we have to line the upstairs hallway with Tupperware containers whenever there’s a heavy rain. But as Mama likes to remind us, we’re just blessed to have a roof over our heads. Besides, except for the cookbooks, this house is about the only thing we’ve got left that belonged to Nana.

			Heading down the hallway to Mama’s bedroom, I peek through the crack in her door. She’s sitting up in bed with her eyes closed. The TV’s on, but the volume’s turned down low. Mama just likes the company.

			“Knock, knock,” I say, nudging the door open with my foot.

			Mama smiles, opening her eyes. “Hey, honey.”

			“I made breakfast.” I set the tray down on her side table, knowing there’s a good chance it’ll still be sitting there, untouched, when I get home later tonight. “How you feeling, Mama?”

			She sits up a bit. “Like I’m ’bout ready to get out of this bed.”

			Mama wasn’t officially diagnosed with multiple sclerosis until after Gabe was born. For years before that, Mama would complain about feeling tired and having dizzy spells. She’d even experience the occasional numbness, but the doctors couldn’t figure out what was causing it. She spends most of her time in remission now, until this spring, when she caught the flu and had a bad relapse. Amelia and Gabe are a bit young to fully understand her condition, but while Mama’s been off her feet the past month, we all do our best to keep the house from falling apart.

			“I’m sure I could use a trip to the salon,” Mama says. “Heck, I’ve been avoiding looking in the mirror for days now.”

			“You look fine, Mama. Besides, Dr. Collier said you shouldn’t—”

			Mama swats her hand in the air. “I’ve been getting all my infusions. And I haven’t felt dizzy in weeks. Dr. Collier just likes being cautious. He’d keep me on bed rest forever if he could.”

			Unfortunately, because Mama only works part-time at the Craft Barn, they don’t give her any sick leave. Keith’s job at the auto plant pays decent enough, but his insurance doesn’t cover the full cost of Mama’s treatments. As a seventeen-year-old, I didn’t think I’d have to know anything about deductibles or out-of-pocket expenses. But we’re a family, so I made it my business to learn. Mama and Keith shouldn’t have to take on the burden alone.

			“Luke,” Mama says. “You’ve got that look on your face again.”

			“Huh?” I reply, snapping out of it.

			“Like you’ve got the weight of the world sitting on your shoulders.”

			“No, Mama. I’m fine.”

			She grabs my hand. “Don’t take this the wrong way, honey. But I wish you’d learn to have more fun.”

			Fun’s not going to put breakfast on the table. Not that I’m bitter. I like doing my part to help out. It’s more than my father or granddad ever did. Except for Keith, the men in my family don’t have great track records.

			I give Mama’s hand a gentle squeeze and sit on the edge of her bed. “You don’t gotta worry about me, okay?”

			“I do worry. You’re always so serious.”

			“Would you rather I be out drinking and gallivanting all the time?”

			She shrugs. “I wouldn’t mind if you cut loose now and again. Especially if it got you to stop using words like ‘gallivanting.’”

			Maybe Mama has a point.

			“You planning on seeing Vanessa this summer?” she asks. “Haven’t heard you mention her lately. . . .”

			Of course, she’s also still stuck on me having a girlfriend.

			“I told you, Vanessa and I are just friends now.”

			Well, that might be a stretch. Friends usually text each other and hang out.

			“I still don’t understand why you two broke up,” Mama says. “It made me so happy to see you with her.”

			Before she can guilt me any further, Mama gets distracted by something behind me. Romantic music’s playing on the TV, and two men lean toward each other, sharing a PG-rated kiss. Mama shakes her head and lets out a “tsk.” As she grabs the remote to turn it off, I try not to react. I don’t need to look at the cross hanging on the wall behind Mama’s head to be reminded her church thinks it’s a sin to be gay. And while Mama’s never said that’s what she believes, too, her actions have always made it clear.

			Mama sighs, running a hand through her rumpled blond hair. “Are your brother and sister behaving themselves?”

			“I think we both know the answer to that.”

			She frowns. “I hope they don’t give you too much trouble today.”

			“I’m starting back up at the factory this morning. Speaking of which, I don’t wanna be late.”

			I stand, giving her a kiss on the top of the head.

			“How’d I get so lucky to have a son like you?” Mama asks.

			If she were lucky, she’d have a son who didn’t prefer sneaking around with boys. Mama’s had enough disappointment in her life. I don’t want to be yet another thing that didn’t turn out right for her.

			After leaving her bedroom, I grab my work boots and head downstairs. Gabe’s dirty dishes are on the table and Amelia’s still at the counter, watching something on her iPad, which has a crack running across the screen.

			“Believe it or not, our next performers grew up in the same small town together. And trust me when I tell you Nashville’s forever gonna be indebted to Jackson Hollow, Tennessee, for these pretty little ladies.”

			I don’t have to look over Amelia’s shoulder to know who the announcer is talking about. But I can’t help myself.

			“If you’ve tuned in to any of our shows recently, you’ll surely recognize our first guest. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Miss Wanda Jean Stubbs!”

			The audience applauds as a woman with about ten pounds of bright red hair piled on top of her head walks out. She’s wearing a purple jumpsuit with sparkly rhinestones running down the legs. Even without the stage lights, you can tell she’d brighten any space she was in.

			“And making her Grand Ole Opry debut tonight is a name that I believe will soon be just as popular. Folks, put your hands together for Miss Verna Rose!”

			A petite woman with long blond hair joins her. She’s wearing a white jumpsuit with pink roses stitched into it. The two women take a second to smile at each other before holding up their long, skinny microphones to sing.

			Mama made it look so easy

			As she tied a bow in her apron strings

			But what Mama never told us

			Is that being someone’s wife comes with a list of things

			The dishes need washin’

			And the pork needs roastin’

			Shirts can’t iron themselves

			And that party needs hostin’

			Your legs need shavin’

			And your hair needs dyein’

			Makeup ain’t cheap

			And . . . Oh no, is that the baby cryin’?

			It ain’t always pretty

			But we do what we can

			’Cause when you’re a woman

			You gotta keep a smile on your man

			Yeah, if you wanna be a woman

			You gotta keep a smile on your man

			“Amelia . . .”

			I don’t mean to startle her, but she jumps.

			“What?” she says, pausing the video real quick.

			“You shouldn’t be watching that.”

			“Why not? She was my nana, too.”

			My heart wrenches and I get an ache in my chest, like there’s an empty space that won’t ever be filled. I can’t blame Amelia for being curious. It’s not like I haven’t searched message boards and fan sites for more information about our nana, too.

			“You know Mama doesn’t like that crap,” I tell her.

			Bean works her big brown eyes for maximum sympathy. “But it’s not fair. I never got to know her.”

			“Neither did I,” I tell her. “Not really.”

			“At least you were born,” she mutters.

			“I was five.”

			When I think of Nana, I can’t tell if my memories are real, or if I’m inventing them from the few photographs we still have of her. Either way, I guess it doesn’t matter. Mama says it’s best not to live in the past.

			“Can you please just wash your dishes and not give me a hard time?” I say.

			With a dramatic eye roll, Amelia slides off her stool and makes her way to the sink.

			“Thank you, Bean.”

			“My name’s not—”

			“Thank you, Amelia.”

			After grabbing my lunch from the counter, I run outside and hop into my truck. But when I turn the engine, country music starts blaring from my radio. Amelia or Gabe must’ve been playing around in here again. I snap the dial back off, shaking my head.

			Country music ruined my nana’s life.

			There’s no way I’m letting it into mine.
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			Luke

			“Holy balls!” Whizzer bites into his Hot Pocket as I enter the break room. “Look who decided to return for another summer.”

			Tossing my lunch in the fridge, I mentally prepare myself for what’s coming next. It doesn’t matter who your coworkers are: When you work in a rubber hose factory, you’re going to hear a few dick jokes. Unless your coworkers are two ex–football jocks who never matured a day past high school and still insist on being called Whizzer and Bulldog. Then you’re going to hear nothing but dick jokes.

			Whizzer flashes me a cocky smile. “Bet you couldn’t wait to come back and fondle all the merchandise, huh, Lucille?”

			Yup. There it is.

			It’s not even one of his better ones.

			Thanks to last summer, I’ve learned how to handle myself in these situations. I know not to insult Whizzer back, or deny whatever he says, because he’ll only come at me harder. It’s better to play along. But you can’t play along too much. You’ve got to be the right amount of sarcastic. Like you’re in on the joke, but not actually gay.

			“You got me, Whizzer,” I deadpan. “I missed touching phallic-shaped tubes for eight hours a day.”

			“Yeah. Because it reminds you of touching a dick.”

			Bulldog looks up from his phone and grunts. “That’s literally what ‘phallic’ means, dumbass.”

			“Sorry for not being all slick like you and College Boy here,” Whizzer says, inhaling the rest his breakfast and talking with his mouth full. “Hey, you still thinking about going to that fancy school? The one where you cook all day?”

			“Culinary school,” Bulldog says.

			“Yeah, I knew it had a prissy name.”

			I try not to wince. Mentioning culinary school to them was a mistake. Not only because I should’ve known they’d make fun of me, but because the idea of going to college turns my stomach into knots. Would I like to go? Sure. But how can I help my family out if it means taking on more debt?

			“Damn.” Whizzer shakes his head. “Our boy thinks he’s too good to work in a factory. Wants to be all sensitive and bake cupcakes for a living.”

			I pretend to laugh it off. But as we leave the break room, his comment sticks. Part of me wants to keep my head down, do what’s asked of me, and prove I’m no different from any other guy in Jackson Hollow. But then there’s part of me that wonders if he’s right. There’s nothing wrong with this job, of course. I just don’t think it’s what I want to do for the rest of my life.

			The knots return to my stomach. Whenever I imagine my future, an even bigger worry weighs down on me: Will I always be alone? I’ve had girlfriends in the past, though nothing too serious; I think I always knew I was more attracted to guys. But I can’t ever see myself having a boyfriend. I didn’t even think I’d fool around with another guy.

			Not until last summer.

			Not until Cody.

			As we walk out onto the warehouse floor, my nose wrinkles. I’d forgotten how overwhelming the scent of fresh rubber is. When you work here, you get used to it pretty quick. But the amount of testosterone and unchecked masculinity that permeates this place? That takes longer.

			“Lucille,” Whizzer barks, tossing me a tape gun. “Time to assume the position.”

			Since Whizzer and Bulldog work here year-round, they stick me with the boring jobs. Today I’m taping up boxes. It’s not a task that requires a lot of brainpower. My first few hours tick by so slowly I’m not sure how I’m going to survive one day of this, let alone an entire summer.

			Out of habit, I keep checking my phone, hoping to find a text from Cody. But Cody was last summer. And he was supposed to be a one-time thing—something to get out of my system. We met at a party over in Rayburn, when I might’ve a had a little too much to drink. Okay, I had a lot too much to drink. My inhibitions were gone and when he looked at me, it was like he could see right through me. Through the me I was pretending to be. It was unnerving at first. But after enough trips to the keg, I finally started looking back.

			The next morning, I thought I’d feel shame or regret over what had happened between us. And there was some of that. But mostly, I was just excited Cody had texted, asking when we could hang out again.

			Our relationship was only supposed to be about the sex. He was heading off to college; I wasn’t ready to be out. By the end of the summer, though, I was so attached to my phone that Whizzer—of all people—had to lecture me about the dangers of being distracted while working in the warehouse.

			Scrolling through our old texts, I tune out the hissing of the machines around me and remember what it was like to be with him.

			Three more hours until my shift ends.

			You mean three more hours until you get to kiss me.

			Don’t say that. You’ll make it go slower.

			Guess I shouldn’t mention all the humping then?

			Oh my God. Cody. Stop.

			“Hot date tonight, Lucille?”

			Shit. I try to hide my texts, but fumble and drop my phone.

			“Whoa,” Whizzer says. “Why so jumpy?”

			“I’m not . . . I just . . . It’s nothing . . .”

			A weasel-like grin spreads across his face. “It’s that girl again, isn’t it? The hot one? What was her name?”

			“Vanessa,” I mutter. She swung by the warehouse a few times last summer. We were still just friends then. I didn’t start dating her until the beginning of the school year, after Cody left.

			“Right,” Whizzer says. “She was one spicy chica, huh?”

			“Whizzer, you can’t say shit like that.”

			“What? She was Spanish, right?”

			“Mexican American. But you’re playing into stereotypes.”

			He crosses his arms, looking self-satisfied. “See, this is how I know you’re going to college. Because you give a shit about this PC crap.”

			“You don’t have to go to college to not wanna be an asshat,” I say.

			Whizzer gets right up in my face, like he’s going to fight me. But then he quickly throws his arm around my shoulder instead. “Relax, Lucille. I’m just busting your chops. Now tell me, are you finally dating this girl? Because if not, your boy Whizzer here is ready to swoop in.”

			“You know she’s sixteen, right?”

			“She got an older sister?”

			“Nope.”

			“Damn. Well, she’s lucky to have you. You’re an upstanding guy, Luke. Even if it means you’re a pain in the ass half the time.”

			I get a small ache in the back of my throat. Despite the fact that Whizzer can be a dick, it’s still nice to have someone treat me like a friend every once in a while. Most everyone from school took Vanessa’s side after the breakup. And I can’t blame them. Vanessa deserved a real boyfriend, not someone who was distant and unavailable.

			“Hey,” Bulldog snaps. “Will you two get back to work?”

			“Aw, don’t be jealous,” Whizzer says. “He’s just my work wife.”

			Bulldog doesn’t crack a smile. Doesn’t even grunt.

			“Cut that shit out. It’s not funny.”

			Whizzer chuckles. “What, the idea that Lucille and I could get hitched? It’s hilarious! And hey, we already know which one of us would be the woman. I hope you like housework, Lucille. Because I’m a fucking slob.”

			Bulldog slams his fist on the table.

			“Quit acting like a couple of fags.”

			The air in the room suddenly changes. Bulldog’s staring right at me, like he’s about ready to punch a hole through my chest.

			Does he know? How could he?

			Whizzer drops his arm from my shoulder. “Jeez. We were only messing around.”

			Bulldog doesn’t acknowledge him, and our workstation stays uncomfortably silent for the rest of the afternoon. Whizzer doesn’t even try cracking any more jokes.

			When the end of the workday finally arrives, I head straight for the parking lot. Sitting in my truck, my mind replays all our conversations. Did I slip up and give myself away? Did Bulldog see my texts?

			The knots in my stomach are now the size of basketballs. I take out my phone, ready to look up what the symptoms of an ulcer are, but my fingers are too jittery to type.

			How can I come back here tomorrow? Or any day after that? I’ll constantly be looking over my shoulder, wondering if Bulldog knows my secret. Even if he doesn’t know, he made it clear how he feels about someone like me. How am I supposed to work here and still feel safe?

			Looking at my phone, I consider texting Cody. But I don’t even know if he came home for the summer. He probably stayed at school, where he has a life. And maybe a boyfriend.

			There’s only one other person I can think of. I doubt she’d want to hear from me, either. But it’s not like I have any other options at this point.

			Hey, I type, taking a breath before hitting send.

			I toss my phone on the passenger seat, wishing I hadn’t just done that. But half a second later, my phone vibrates.

			She sent me the emoji of a face with a raised eyebrow—one of her favorites.

			Guilt presses down on me like a ton of shipping crates. Vanessa and I broke up three months ago. It shouldn’t have taken me this long to reach out to her. I have no right asking her to be here for me now.

			My phone buzzes again. It’s an emoji of a hot dog and an ice cream cone. I smile, sending back an oyster and a fortune cookie. It’s this game we used to play; see who could come up with the grossest food combinations.

			Vanessa responds with the green-faced vomit emoji.

			Sorry to text out of the blue, I type. I just needed someone to talk to.

			You okay?

			Yeah. Just having a rough day.

			When she doesn’t respond right away, my thumbs hover over the screen. I should tell her to forget it. As much as I’d like for us to be friends again, Vanessa’s probably happier without me.

			Sorry, she texts. It’s a shit show here.

			Half the kitchen staff walked out today.

			My shift ends in 20. Call you then?

			Wait—kitchen staff? I thought Vanessa was supposed to be in Nashville this summer. Doing some fashion design thing. We’ve known each other since freshman year, and Vanessa’s never had a job before. Never had a need for one, really. Her family’s well off.

			Hey. You like cooking, right?

			Shit. Gotta run. Call you soon.

			I send her a thumbs-up emoji, then reread the part about the kitchen staff walking out. Is that why she asked if I like cooking?

			Vanessa’s nice. But she has no reason to be that nice. I was a terrible boyfriend to her. And maybe even a worse friend. Even if she were suggesting there’s a job opening where she works, I couldn’t take it. No matter how much I wanted to.
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			Emmett

			If you saw a picture of my mom and Aunt Karen when they were kids, you’d assume they were twins. Same hair. Same dimples. Same funny dresses, with big lacy collars and too many bows. But now that they’re adults—and no longer styled by my grandma—you’d never even guess they’re related.

			My mom’s the sensible one. She wears neutral-colored business suits that say, “Hi, my name is Amy and I’m here to help you refinance your mortgage today.” My aunt Karen, on the other hand is, well . . . Aunt Karen.

			“Emmett!” she screams, running across her front lawn in bare feet and a pair of paint-spattered overalls. Her hair is blonder than when she came to visit for Thanksgiving last year, and I catch a glimpse of a feather tattoo on her arm that definitely wasn’t there before.

			“Holy shit,” she says, attacking me with a bear hug. “Did you grow even more? No, wait—don’t answer that. That’s a question only old people ask.”

			“It’s nice to see you, too,” I say, trying to keep my balance.

			Releasing me from her grip, she takes a moment to look me over. “Don’t take this the wrong way, because you’ve always been my cute little nephew, but you’ve really grown into your looks. I mean, can we talk about your hair? Those curls! Seriously, how many boyfriends do you have back home?”

			“No boyfriends,” I say, blushing.

			“Well, I’m guessing you left behind a trail of broken hearts, then.”

			As if. Between creating content for my YouTube channel, trying to write original songs for my demo, and going to school five days a week, I hardly have time for homework, let alone dating. Which is fine. Have I kissed a few boys? Sure. But I’ve already made peace with the fact that winning my first Grammy is more important than losing my virginity.

			“Listen to me,” Aunt Karen says, finally catching her breath. “Let’s bring your things inside before I embarrass myself and try pinching your cheeks.”

			No offense to my dad’s side of the family, but Aunt Karen has always been my favorite. She used to stay with us for extended periods of time when I was younger. My parents would frame her visits as a fun vacation, but Aunt Karen always told me the truth: There was the time she broke things off with her boyfriend in Cincinnati after discovering he already had a fiancée in Cleveland. The time she moved to Santa Fe to sell healing crystals and immediately ran out of money. And, perhaps most famously, the time she was kicked out of her apartment complex in Tampa after she threw a singles mixer and accidentally set the pool area on fire with a tiki torch.

			Aunt Karen was also the one who introduced me to country music. Staying in our guest room, she’d crank up Reba McEntire or Sugarland and sing along. I’ll never forget the moment I heard my first Wanda Jean song. Even if I didn’t understand all the lyrics, I could feel the emotions behind them. It was like Wanda Jean was right there, speaking directly to me. I didn’t know a song could make you feel that way.

			Wanda Jean’s the reason I want to write my own lyrics, too. It might not be my strength yet, but I’m working on it. I just love the idea that a song can tell a story. My story. Fame and fortune would be nice—I can’t lie. But nothing beats having an audience. People who want to hear what your music has to say.

			When Aunt Karen announced she was moving to Jackson Hollow a few years ago, I was obviously the happiest nephew in the world. My parents no longer had an excuse not to take me to Wanda World. And we did visit. But only once. Now when I drop hints about wanting to see my aunt again, Mom just buys a plane ticket and flies her to Chicago.

			“Okay then,” Aunt Karen says, after we bring in my bags. “Grady’s out back, grilling dinner. I hope you like veggie burgers. I also hope you like Grady. No pressure, but I happen to think he’s great.”

			I’ve never met any of Aunt Karen’s boyfriends before. According to my mom, I haven’t missed out on much. But Grady, as far as I’m concerned, is already the best. He’s the senior VP of entertainment management at Wanda World, which is an extremely fancy title. Fancy enough to pull a few strings and get me a job performing in Wanda’s Good Time Jamboree.

			There are a lot of different performance groups at Wanda World. But the Jamboree is the biggest and the best. They only hold auditions twice a year. It’s very competitive, and a lot of the performers stick around for a few seasons. But this year, when someone dropped out right before rehearsals began, instead of holding emergency auditions, I guess they were desperate enough to trust Grady’s word about me.

			“Babe,” Aunt Karen calls, opening the sliding door. “Emmett’s here.”

			When Grady enters carrying a platter of imitation meats and an empty bottle of beer, I’m surprised by how young he is. I mean, he’s probably not that much younger than my aunt. I guess I just expected a senior vice president to be more, well, senior.

			“So this is the famous Emmett Maguire,” he says.

			Aunt Karen lets out a squeal. “I told Grady you’re going to be bigger than Wanda Jean someday. And when that happens, he’ll be lucky to be working at your amusement park.”

			My face grows warm. “Um, let’s not get too ahead of ourselves. I’m just happy to be working at Wanda World for now.”

			“Don’t be so modest! Grady and I watch all your videos. That cover of ‘Cowboy Take Me Away’ you posted last night? I had tears in my eyes. Didn’t I, babe?”

			Grady nods. “I showed your videos to some of the performers in the Jamboree. They were impressed.”

			Really? I’ve been nervous about meeting the rest of the cast. We’re supposed to have two weeks of rehearsals before performances begin, but I missed the first one because school wasn’t out yet. I’ll have a lot of blocking and choreography to catch up on. Not to mention all the cast bonding and funny inside jokes. But it’s not like I haven’t been practicing my ass off since I got our script. I know my parts inside and out.

			“Everyone’s eager to meet you,” Grady says. “You’ll be a fine addition to the team.”

			“Are you kidding me?” Aunt Karen shoots me a wink. “He’s going to be the fucking star of the show.”

			The next morning, Grady accompanies me to Wanda World for my first day of rehearsal. Even though we have to enter through the employee entrance at the back of the park, where all the buildings are nondescript and gray, the asphalt beneath my feet still feels sacred. I can’t believe I get to work here. I can’t believe I get to perform here. I would’ve taken a job scrubbing toilets if they’d offered it to me.

			The other employees walking in with us are dressed in bright yellow polo shirts or old-timey costumes. They smile and greet each other like they’re all one big family. And in the distance, the Smoky Mountain Scrambler slowly climbs its rickety wooden slats, before dropping back down and setting off a symphony of screams. Even the air smells sweeter—a mixture of funnel cakes, kettle corn, and happiness.

			With my script in a three-ring binder, where all my parts are highlighted and color coded, I’m ready to start. But Grady informs me I need to sit through orientation first, during which human resources has me watch a ninety-minute “Introduction to Wanda World” video that I could probably narrate myself.

			Placing my phone discreetly in my lap, I check my YouTube page. I wouldn’t say I have an exorbitant number of subscribers. But there are enough to know that it’s not just my parents and Aunt Karen who are watching. My most popular video—a cover of my favorite Wanda Jean song—is just shy of ten thousand views. That’s about five million away from going viral. But I’m still proud of it.

			I click over to my latest video, the cover of “Cowboy Take Me Away” by the Chicks that I uploaded before leaving. It only has 427 views so far. But I do have three new comments.

			Hey_its_Jenna: omg, i love your curly hair. do you have a girlfriend?

			5nB0dTB1Vq: Have you ever wanted to work from the comfort of your home? I make $40/hr from taking online surveys in my pajamas. Visit easymoneyfromhome dot com.

			boner jamz: damn. this shit is gay.

			Okay, so maybe this one isn’t going viral anytime soon, either.

			By the time orientation ends, my stomach is growling. Grady offers to take me to any of the restaurants in the park, but I opt for a foot-long corn dog on the way. I don’t want to miss another second of rehearsal. Eating and walking as fast as I can, we arrive at the Little Red Barn, which, contrary to its name, is an amphitheater that seats over five hundred people.

			Looking up at the empty stage, I picture myself in the spotlight.

			The audience is applauding. Chanting my name.

			“Emmett,” Grady says, tapping my shoulder. “Rehearsal room’s this way.”

			When we enter the rehearsal space, my dreams of stardom quickly fade. I count eight other performers, who all appear to be in their early twenties. I figured I’d be the youngest one here, but these people are full-on professionals. Watching them perform an intense country line dance, I’m mesmerized by their megawatt smiles and synchronized moves.

			After they finish the number, Grady claps and all heads turn toward us. “I didn’t think y’all could top the show from last summer,” he says. “But it looks like you already have.”

			I haven’t completed a single do-si-do yet, and I’m already sweating. These people all performed together in last summer’s show? Do they even need to rehearse again?

			At a table off to the side, a white lady wearing bifocals on a beaded chain stands up. “Thank you, Grady. You’re sweet as a packet of sugar. I presume this must be the Mr. Maguire we’ve all been waiting for?”

			“Y’all,” Grady says, pushing me a step forward. “Give a warm Wanda World welcome to your newest team member, Emmett.”

			They greet me in perfect unison.

			Almost like . . . a cult?

			I get an uneasy feeling in my stomach. And I don’t think it’s just from eating my corn dog too fast.

			“It’s a pleasure to have you,” the woman says, rearranging the bright silky scarf she’s wearing. “I’m Miss Trish, lead entertainment coordinator for the show.” She pauses, looking at her watch. “We’re about to take our mandatory ten-minute break, then we’ll pick back up at the top, with our medley of ‘Tennessee Sunrise’ and ‘Proud to Be a Mountain Girl.’ You’ve got a lot to catch up on, Mr. Maguire. But Grady here assures me you’re up to the task.”

			I’ve never called anyone “ma’am” before. But I “yes, ma’am” Miss Trish so fast I don’t even realize it until the words are out of my mouth.

			“Don’t worry,” Grady tells me. “You’re in good hands. I’ll swing by at the end of the day when I’m done at the office.”

			Before he can leave, one of the performers comes running over. And if Carrie Underwood wasn’t a multiplatinum megastar who definitely doesn’t need to be working at an amusement park for the summer, I’d swear it was her.

			“Grady!” she says, using a singsong voice with the perfect amount of Southern twang. “Is this your nephew you were telling us about?”

			“My girlfriend’s nephew.”

			“Oh, silly me! Now why do I keep forgetting you have a girlfriend?”

			Okay, maybe this is Carrie Underwood’s evil, flirty twin.

			“Grady played one of your videos for me,” she says, placing a delicate hand on my arm. “I absolutely loved it. I’m Cassidy, by the way. Cassidy St. Clare.” She pauses. Like maybe I should recognize her name? “Now, Grady, don’t you worry. I’m gonna take Emmett here under my wing and make sure he feels right at home.”

			Grady matches her smile. “Thanks, Cassidy. I appreciate your help.”

			“Anytime,” she replies, giving him a little wave as he goes.

			Clutching my binder to my chest, I try to play it cool. “You were amazing in the last number,” I tell her. “Everyone was. I saw this show when I was freshman, and I’ve been dying to be part of it ever since. I’ll be a senior next year. Um . . . in high school. Not college.”

			Cassidy’s probably only a few years out of college herself. But standing her in front of her now, it seems very clear to me that she’s an adult, while I’m still a kid.

			“Have you ever performed in a show like this before?” she asks, grinning.

			“I played the Teen Angel in our school’s production of Grease this year?”

			Not to brag, but my friend Sophie, who’s a total theater snob, said I was the highlight of the show. The review in our school newspaper agreed, despite me only having one song.

			Cassidy’s smile grows tighter. “Well, I’m not gonna lie. You’ve got your work cut out for you. But I’m serious about my offer. I’m here to help if you need it.”

			She does seem sincere. Maybe I judged her too quickly.

			“Thanks,” I tell her. “I should look over my lines before we start back up.”

			Pivoting away from Cassidy, I come face-to-face with another one of my new castmates. Well, more like face-to-chest. To be a male country singer, you basically have to look like a rugged, handsome cowboy. One who can mend hearts as easily as he breaks them. And this guy definitely fits that description. He’s white, with a chiseled jawline, the shoulders of a linebacker, and pale blue eyes that are piercing yet tender.

			“Hey,” I say. “I’m Emmett.”

			“Jameson.”

			“It’s nice to—”

			“Sorry, kid. We only get ten minutes to piss and smoke.”

			“Oh. Yeah. Neat.”

			Neat? Shut up, Emmett! I get out of Jameson’s way, taking a seat against the back wall to study my script. Since I’m a last-minute replacement, and only here for one summer, I knew I wouldn’t have any lead roles. And that’s fine. Honestly, I’m lucky to be in this show at all. Compared to someone like Jameson, it’s no surprise that I’m playing only side characters and children.

			Thankfully, there is one song I get a solo in: “A Little Red Fire Engine for Amos.” The song’s about how Wanda Jean’s family was too poor for Christmas presents, but always rich in love. It sounds depressing. And, really, it kind of is. But no one wants to be sad when they go to Wanda World, so they’ve upped the tempo and Santa arrives on his sleigh to give Amos his toy fire engine at the end.

			Except now that I’m thinking about it, Miss Trish said they were starting with a medley of “Tennessee Sunrise” and “Proud to Be a Mountain Girl.” My heart sinks as I frantically flip through the rest of my pages.

			Fuck. I don’t have either of those songs.

			“Um, Miss Trish?” I raise my hand, like we’re in a classroom now. “I think there’s been a mix-up. I’m missing some songs.” I bring my binder to her table and show her.

			“Where’d you get this?” she asks.

			“You mailed it to me along with my welcome packet.”

			She looks down at me over the top of her bifocals. “You think I have time to personally send out welcome packets?”

			I gulp, and I’m pretty sure the entire park can hear it.

			Miss Trish sighs. “Didn’t you read through these pages? ‘A Little Red Fire Engine for Amos’ is a Christmas song. Did you really think that was part of our summer show?”

			“I . . . uh . . .”

			Oh my God. Why didn’t I think that was weird? Well, I did think it was weird. But this is Wanda World. They have a year-round Christmas shop. Plus, anytime you walk into a Target after, like, the second day of fall, they already have their holiday decorations out on the shelves.

			My stomach turns. The ten-minute break must be over because everyone’s back in the rehearsal room, staring at me. Except for Cassidy. When I try to make eye contact with her, she averts her gaze to the floor.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

			Miss Trish shakes her head. “It’s fine. But we can’t start rehearsing the medley yet. It’s too complicated for you to learn on the fly.” She consults the massive stack of papers in front of her. “We’ll do ‘Calamity Joe.’ Your part’s easy enough for that one.”

			That song is about a stubborn old mule.

			I’m afraid to ask which part I play.

			My fears are confirmed when they bring out a mule costume. And just when I think it can’t get any worse, I realize it’s a two-person costume. I don’t have to ask which end I’ll be wearing.
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			Luke

			Texting Vanessa was a mistake. So was not showing up for my shift at the factory this morning. If I hadn’t done either of those things, I wouldn’t be standing here now, next to an animatronic opossum that’s violently jerking back and forth.

			“Look, Mom!” a little girl in pigtails and face paint yells.

			The mom, who also has her face painted, takes a sip from her sixty-four-ounce Wanda World souvenir cup. “Aw, isn’t she cute?”

			The opossum is wearing granny glasses, a white bonnet cap, and the ugliest floral dress I’ve ever seen. She is a robotic nightmare.

			“Excuse me.” The woman gives me a wave. “Would you mind taking a photo of us in front of this kitty cat?”

			“Um . . .” I say, struggling to fold up the map I was reading. If she thinks that’s a cat, I pray they never meet an opossum in real life.

			She hands me her camera. “It’ll just take a second.”

			As they pose in front of the opossum, music pumps through hidden speakers around us. It’s the same song over and over. Something about Granny’s front porch. I guess the opossum is supposed to be Granny? Since she’s standing on a front porch? Or rather, a one-dimensional cutout of one. This is an amusement park, after all. Nothing’s real.

			“Smile, y’all.” I snap the picture and hand her camera back. “Ma’am, you don’t happen to know which
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