
		
			“WE ARE JOHNNYSWIM.” “THIS IS WHAT WE DO.”
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			If home is where the heart is, then we’ve been making home all over these forty-eight contiguous states and beyond since 2005. Highway by highway, state by state, stage by stage, we’ve nurtured our love and our family. Then we set out the welcome mat. Everyone’s invited. Each venue is our living room, and each show is a party we’re throwing for our closest friends. It just so happens most of them are strangers.

			And now, fifteen or so years in, we’ve been tasked with giving you a glimpse into our little whirlwind of a life, walking you through the sights, sounds, laughter, joy, and tastes of a life built—and growing—on the road. To be honest, it’s an intimidating task. We’ve never done anything like this before, but Hemingway said (At least I think he said it. Let’s just say he did.) writing is easy: “All you have to do is sit at the typewriter and bleed.” So here we go. Only, bleeding is a little too messy and we already have three kids to clean up after, so instead, we hope to invite you into our veins, into the currents of what drives us and the life force it carries.

			A family member once described our life and schedule as her “absolute nightmare.” How sweet. We are self-employed, married to our business/creative partner, working on the road, and raising a family on highways and in dressing rooms. We get it. It sounds a little wild. And, thankfully, it is. The chaos is as cozy to us as a blanket at this point.

			Constantly being on your toes teaches you a few things along the way. Like how much community matters and the importance of probiotics while traveling. One thing we do know for absolute certain is that chasing down something you feel called to do will cost you. We have certainly felt those costs. Sometimes it requires more energy than you have. Other times it requires more patience or tenacity, but most of all, it requires you to be a constant professional at silencing the voice that says, You’re an idiot for thinking you are qualified for any of this in the first place! In many ways, that’s the hardest part, silencing the voice. But it’s important work, allowing us to continue to live out this calling we are so grateful for. Our journey, much like yours, is bespoke to us, tailor-made. It’s all we’ve ever wanted. But even if, like our previously mentioned family member, you think it sounds horrible, we still hope you’ll take a little of our passion with you.

			The thing is, we don’t have to sell out another show to feel like we’ve “made it.” We’ve got no trophy case or extraordinary accolades, we’ve never even been nominated for anything, and we still have dozens of dreams ahead of us yet to >be realized. But for us, we have made it. We get to pour out our hearts and show our babies: “You can have your cake and eat it, too. You can do what you love with the people you love.”

			Sometimes we wrestle with feeling like we might not be capable of living the life we’ve always wanted. It can be very hard to take your home on the road. “I believe; help my unbelief” should be the life mantra of two traveling troubadours with three babies. Like a high-wire act performed with nothing to catch us if we fall, we often talk about what it means to live life “without a net.” That’s us!

			In the middle of this beautiful circus, we have made a home. Raising babies and chasing dreams with no net to catch us is the only life we’ve ever wanted. These are the good old days. You’re invited. Come on in. The water is fine…ish…sometimes. It’s all good. We’re gonna have a blast. That we know for sure. Here goes nothing!

		

	
		
			IN MY ARMS

			Amanda

			
				It doesn’t matter where we are

				Stuck in the rain in Central Park

				Driving down Sunset Boulevard

				If you’re there in my arms.

			

			Waking up is hard for me. I’m a natural sleeper. I’m neither a morning person nor a night owl. I’m one of those people who thrives only between 10:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m. Outside of that, I’m just okay. I can’t promise I’m going to be my best self. This morning is no different, except there’s a slightly red hue to the morning rays sneaking through the curtain, so I’m more confused than normal. We live in Burbank, California, where I know the light so well, I can tell the time based on the shadows cast across our bedroom. This morning is different, though.

			I hear our sweet new baby, Paloma, chirping in her crib, making the sweetest little sounds on earth. I pick her up and give her breakfast, also known in our family as a “booby snack,” while enjoying some delicious baby cuddles in my half-comatose state. Abner must have snuck out while I was still snoozing, which is good news for me, because that means there’s probably coffee ready. I whine, “Oh my gooooodness” into the baby monitor (our little cue since our first year of marriage that I’m awake and, for that reason, slightly unhappy), and within two minutes he’s at the door with some wake-up juice.

			Thank you, Jesus, for such a thoughtful husband.

			When we first got married, Abner noticed that whole not-being-a-morning-person thing about me. And ever since, he won’t let me get out of bed unless he brings me coffee first. If you want to know how to make a happy marriage, that’s how, my friends.
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			I hand Paloma over to Abner and start my daily search for clean clothes. Laundry is hard to do sometimes, and even when it’s done, it rarely gets put away. We just sort of dig out what we need until it’s all back to being dirty. What is a dresser again? I can’t remember. Oh well. I’ll just wear the same sweats I’ve been wearing for two days, the same hoodie, the same shoes. It’s all right there, shoved into a little closet behind our bed. Clean underwear is really all you need. And, lucky me, though I’m down to my last pair, at least I’m good for the day. Who cares about fashion or style? Just don’t ask the twenty-year-old me that question. What does she know? She was inexperienced at life and over-rested.

			I’m dressed and walking up the dark hallway. It seems everyone is awake and up front or already gone. Sure enough, when I get through the door to the open kitchen/living area, my bigger babies are jumping around, spilling cereal, and squealing at the sight of me. Luna, our second, is in full toddler mode, trying to climb out of her highchair, which is screwed to the table. She is screaming, per usual. Is it a happy scream, a sad scream, an angry scream, a scared scream? Who can know? Toddlers are a mystery Heaven has given us to stretch our capacities and the limits of our sanity, all wrapped up in the cutest possible package so we don’t throw ourselves directly in the garbage. Luna is no different. She is simultaneously all the work and all the delight.

			I pick her up, wipe her off, and snack on her cheeks for a minute. Joaquin, her big brother and our oldest, immediately1 begs to come with us to work today. Of course, the answer is yes. But Amy, our nanny, has now walked in. She tells him about a cool museum nearby, and he no longer cares about old Mom and Dad. He’s got plans now. He runs back to find some clothes out of said clean-clothes pile. He is joy in human form. Unfortunately, getting him dressed looks like a Cirque du Soleil show and takes about as long. It requires stretching and two minutes of meditation before beginning. Finally, he’s ready. He heads down the stairs with Luna and Amy, and hops on the kickstand of our enormous minivan of a stroller. I miss them already, but I’ve got to go.

			I fumble around, looking for the shoes I took off last night. Finally, I find them and throw them into my bag along with my security badge, which I’m shocked I haven’t already lost. I swing the door open and step out. I’m in a parking garage. No wonder it’s so dark this morning. I look down for a green arrow, and sure enough, it’s right next to the door mat, thanks to our tour manager, Greg. It’s pointing me to the right. I step out. And as I turn, I remember…I’m in Colorado.2 This is the legendary Red Rocks Amphitheater. We’re playing here for the first time, tonight.

			I lock the tour bus behind me. This is going to be a great day.

			
				It doesn’t matter where we go

				East Tennessee or Tokyo

				I’m not a foreigner, I’m home

				When you’re there in my arms.
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				Skip Notes

				
					1 What I mean by “immediately” is that Joaquin begs us for this after twenty pleas for screen time that have all been met with nos. He’s got plenty of unique and awesome things he can get into right outside the door, and we want him to spend his energy eating up the world around him, not always getting sucked into worlds made in Hollywood or, worse, Burbank. Plus, we want to use screen time for when we need him to be quiet or chill. It’s our secret weapon and not to be overused, otherwise it loses its power. Clearly, we are professional parents.

				

				
					2 As I said earlier, we live in Burbank and we love it, but we don’t want people to know how cool it is because then all the dumdums will move there and make it horrible.
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				So here we go. Book-writing time.

				[Cracks knuckles, stretches neck, takes sip of water…walks away from keyboard…for a few days.]
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				All right, we’re back. First of all, I want to make it clear that I mean every word of what I’m about to say.

				Church is a great place to meet chicks. Maybe even the best place.

				[Presses Print. Collects Pulitzer.]
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			THE LAST TIME

			Abner

			I was nineteen years old when Amanda changed my life. Nineteen! It seems literally impossible for that age to be as far in the past as it feels now. Wow. I was a child. The only reason I had attended church in Brentwood, Tennessee, that day was that I was dating a girl who was no longer okay with our philandering unless I agreed to go to a service with her.

			Now, don’t get me wrong. I was no longtime listener/first-time caller. I grew up in church. Three days a week, minimum. Twice on Sundays. Anyone else who grew up in the Southern Baptist church in the Deep South knows what I’m talking about. The sweet guilt that dripped from those speakers drew us like moths to a flame. “Please, tell me more about how worthless I am!” Riveting stuff. But I loved it. I loved being at church, loved my friends, loved the community that it created (even if we were only there to get yelled at). Most of all, I loved the music.

			The church I grew up in was the kind that had over a hundred people in the choir and a full orchestra with a string section and everything. They definitely knew how to play the long game. Sometime around when I was seven years old, the church began to offer free lessons and instrument rentals to anyone willing to play in the church orchestra who didn’t quite yet have the skill set to join. I started lessons at that young age, and by the time I was thirteen I was in both the orchestra and the youth band.

			When I was a teenager, my Sundays consisted of morning youth worship and Sunday school, followed by the “big church” service (worship and a message again, but with grownups), then a Sunday-night service, followed most weeks by a youth event. There was Monday-night visitation, where we’d proselytize door to door, asking folks that legendary question: “Do you know that you know that you know where you’d spend eternity, if you died today?” Tuesday-night youth band practice. Wednesday-night service, followed by a full orchestra rehearsal. Saturdays, I’d normally end up in the youth building trying to figure out how to play guitar and work the sound equipment. (There is an astonishing amount of bad recordings we made in that room trying to figure out how to work the gear and how to write songs at the same time.) Then, on Sunday, we’d start all over.

			This about sums up my childhood and teenage years. Not a whole lot of philandering (or as we knew it then, “backsliding”) was happening in those years. We had all basically joined a special club we were certain had all the answers to life’s biggest questions.

			

			•  •  •

			So now I’m nineteen years old, living alone in Nashville, Tennessee. I’m no longer at church 326 times a week for years on end. And to be honest, I’m not real sure about all that fire-and-brimstone stuff. This is like my one year of being a mess and stirring up trouble. I meet a girl, and she tells me I have to come to church with her in order for our “thing” to keep going. So, yeah, I know the church game…. I’m fine playing it.

			Then, there in that Nashville church with my girlfriend, after years and years of attending church, I finally see my first miracle. Church has just wrapped, and the pastor dismisses the congregation. The Miracle is the first to stand, and the rest of the room sits in silent awe and rapt attention to honor the rising of this angelic visitor (maybe I’m just imagining all of this?). White sweater, blue jeans, curly hair, perfect cheekbones, poise, confidence…just plain gorgeous. I’m most certainly not imagining this.

			That’s the girl I’m going to marry. I’m sitting there next to the girl I’m dating, not just thinking these words. I also—very much out loud, with my mouth—say, “That’s the girl I’m going to marry!”

			All at once, everything goes from moving in slow motion to full speed as I’m jarred by a swift elbow to the ribs. My girlfriend is pissed. “I guess you better go talk to her, then,” she snaps.

			I’m still so shaken by that glimpse of The Miracle that I don’t even register Girlfriend’s indignation. My only answer is a dull “Yeah…I think you’re right.” I get up out of my seat with no real plan—I just know that I absolutely need to meet this girl. I have no idea who she is, but I know that whatever force squeezed those words from my head down to my lungs and out of my mouth is the same force now propelling my legs.
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			I can’t even imagine what I look like as I make my way upstream, heading to the front of the room, while everyone heads out the back. Maybe I’m being rude as I rush through these fellow well-intentioned parishioners, but I’m also determined to have something stunning to say as an offering to this goddess. A plan quickly forms. I devise three exiting-church strategies that make for good “meet cutes”:

			
				1) The Oopsie Daisy: This plan relies on the art of achieving physical interaction while creating the illusion that it is accidental. It basically involves walking into the object of your attraction, then saying, “Oopsie daisy!” First, you watch her, to plan the optimal moment of attack by looking not directly but just beyond or around her. Then, when she is least likely to be watching the path in front of her, you look in the direction that is farthest away from her (no more than a 90-degree turn of the neck) while squaring your shoulders directly toward her and taking a few confident steps right into her path. If done correctly, this encounter will seem completely accidental; it helps if there are a few of your acquaintances in her vicinity whom you can pretend to be approaching, to garner plausibility for this “accident.”

				2) The Gotcha: Though this plan does not engage her in a physical interaction like the Oopsie Daisy, in my opinion, this tactic is even bolder. Basically, you try to make it look like you’ve caught her looking at you. You watch her until you can predict that her gaze is going to cross your general vicinity, then you look away and quickly look back, acting like you’ve caught her looking at you.

			

			Okay—this plan is terrible.

			I decide to not even consider plan number 3, which is a variation on the Gotcha called I’m Going to Stare at You Until You Look at Me.

			As it turns out, I use none of these plans. Halfway into plan number 1 (in review, that’s the one where I walk into her and act like it was an accident so I can start a conversation), we actually end up genuinely making eye contact by accident. I have every line a church player like me can dream up, ready and waiting in my quiver. But in the time it takes me to start with “Oopsie daisy” or “Look at God,” she looks at me…then actually rolls her eyes.

			I never get to say a word.

			I am crushed.

			Ruined.

			I sit down in the nearest seat and end up being the last one out of the building. When I get into my car alone and girlfriendless, I realize I need to work on me a little. Or a lot.

			I’m basically prowling church like it’s a nightclub, for goodness’ sake.

			This is an invitation to do some soul-searching, to say the least.

			

			•  •  •

			The moment that wasn’t was one that changed me for good. I never had another breakup, for one thing. I couldn’t settle for anything less than the girl I saw at church that day.

			The last time I saw someone I wanted was the first time I saw you.

			But really, as the next four years passed, I learned a very deep and nuanced lesson: Stop being a douchebag. I never dated again until I met my last girlfriend four years later over coffee. I finally found out The Miracle was named Amanda Grace Sudano.

			The first thing I thought was that my last thought would be of you.
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			Amanda

			The story of Abner and my meeting spans about four years. It started one Sunday morning when I, an overachieving college student, decided to crawl out from my hobbit hole of books and papers and go to church. I’d been going to the same church for a while, but this one Sunday in particular I was sitting in the back and noticed a new and very cute guy standing up in the front to leave early. This took place on a couple of Sundays before Abner initially saw me. I remember the very first thought I had when I saw him: That guy is so cute. He looks like he could be my brother.

			Typing those sentences now, I realize those are two phrases that should probably not go next to each other while describing a boy you’re romantically interested in, but whatever. Who or what can control a young girl’s weird postpubescent mind? It didn’t matter anyway, because my second thought after that was one of certainty: He’ll never be into me.

			I knew this as soon as I saw the flock of beautiful girls surrounding Abner as he walked out. They weren’t just any beautiful girls, either. These girls basically ran the church. I knew them, and I knew they didn’t like me. It was a real-life Mean Girls situation. They were a popular and seemingly pious clique (their actual piety remains in question; no judgment—or maybe a little judgment) who came ready for the Lord’s day with full hair, makeup, and fake lashes. I was the type who showed up having brushed her teeth, and maybe her hair, every other Sunday. I was and am a low-maintenance nerd, so if that was his crowd, I could go ahead and kill all those butterflies swimming in my guts. He, for sure, would never be into me. What a bummer. There was a cute guy right in my line of sight, and I would never ever even talk to him. That would forever be that. I would just have to resign myself to stalking him online when my Internet bandwidth wasn’t overloaded from my downloading songs on Napster. (Yes, I’m old.)

			The problem, unfortunately, for me was that this church and the city of Nashville, where the church met, were small worlds. And I kept seeing Abner around with mutual friends. I didn’t like this. He was clearly trouble, and I was no dummy. I had watched a lot of chick flicks and knew what was up. He was the cute, flirtatious, popular guy who makes the lead girl fall in love only to crush her dreams and distract her from the guy who’s the real love interest. We all know this. Tale as old as time.
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			So I did what any smart girl with limited confidence would do: I ignored him completely. Like on that fateful Sunday when he first saw me and tried to say hello. My go-to moves were to walk by him as if in a hurry or, if he moved in my direction, simply to turn my back abruptly, as if a fire had spontaneously erupted nearby. If, God forbid, we made eye contact by accident, which happened a time or two, I had no choice but to shove down all my hormonal responses and literally rush as fast as possible toward the nearest exit. I’m sure I looked super smooth.

			Any of you who came here for lessons in love and romance, I gotchu. Clearly, you came to the right place.

			

			•  •  •

			One time, I drove up to the valet at the mall and realized the attendant was Abner, and on this particular day, he was the only one parking cars. An encounter was inevitable. I panicked and once again thought of all my options. I could get out and say, “Hi, I think we have some mutual friends. I’m Amanda. So nice to finally meet you. Here are my car keys.” Of course, if I said that, he probably wouldn’t remember me and would think I was flirting—and flirting poorly, at that.

			That’s a no.

			My next option was to get out and just confidently toss him my keys without a word or glance, but then again, what if he did remember me? Then he would think I was horrible and rude.

			That’s no good, either.

			I was stuck. So, since being a normal human wasn’t an option, I chose to speed off to the back of the mall, park a mile away, and walk in through the back entrance for employees.

			Pro move, Amanda. Pro. Move.

			Soon after that day, I moved to New York to pursue music. I didn’t see Abner again for about four years.

			Fresh out of college, I had no real plan, which thrilled my parents, I’m sure. I had a dream of being a singer and songwriter, something they could relate to, but honestly I am not sure they had even heard me sing in my semi-adult life outside of school choir functions. I was, and still am, cripplingly shy in so many ways, and annoyingly overly self-aware. They would often ask me to sing for them and their friends when I was growing up, and I would always refuse.

			“But, Amanda, how can you want to be a singer when you won’t ever sing for people?” my mom would ask.

			“Do you sing for people for free, Mom? I didn’t think so. Pay up, and we’ll see what I can do for you.”

			We’d have a good laugh. But, in reality, they were right, and my honest answer should have been a firm “I have no idea.”

			My dad’s hope for me thrived despite the obvious character flaws keeping me from achieving my goals. He didn’t seem to notice what I lacked, and if he did, he didn’t let on. What I think my dad saw all those years my talent was still buried in the dirt waiting to sprout was a passion for music that came from him as much as my mother, if not more. He was the one to take me to the record store to use my allowance, quizzing me as we strolled the aisles on who wrote and produced what. He was the one
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