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Chapter 1: The Sound of Survival
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The eviction notice arrived on a Tuesday.

Xavier Jones found it wedged in the door frame of apartment 4C when he returned from his shift at Pete's Auto Shop, the orange paper bright as a warning flare against the peeling green paint. He pulled it free and read it twice, his oil-stained fingers leaving dark smudges on the margins.

FINAL NOTICE: Rent payment 90 days overdue. Vacate premises within 30 days or face legal action.

Inside, Mama Ruth sat in her duct-taped recliner, watching a game show with the volume too loud. She didn't look up when he entered, but her hands were folded tight in her lap—the way they always were when she was pretending everything was fine.

"They came by today," she said during a commercial break. Her voice was carefully neutral. "The manager. Said we need to pay something by Friday or they'll start the process."

Xavier set the notice on the kitchen counter, on top of the other bills they couldn't pay. Electric company. Water department. A collections letter from the hospital after Mama Ruth's fall last winter. The stack had grown thick enough to serve as a coaster.

"How much do we have?"

"Hundred and forty-three dollars. Not near enough."

He did the math quickly. His paycheck Friday would be three hundred and twelve dollars after taxes. Rent was eight hundred. They were still four hundred short, and that was before they bought food or paid anything else.

"I'll figure something out," he said.

"Baby, you been saying that for three months."

Xavier didn't have an answer for that. He walked to his corner of the living room—the space he'd claimed years ago, marked off by milk crates holding his secondhand keyboard, an ancient desktop computer, and a tangle of cables connecting equipment that should've stopped working years ago.

He powered on the keyboard. The action was automatic, habitual, the same thing he did every evening after work. Music was the only thing that made sense when everything else was falling apart.

His fingers found the keys before his mind caught up. A minor chord progression, something melancholy that matched his mood. Then his left hand started walking a bassline—nothing he'd planned, just muscle memory searching for something to say.

"Not tonight, Xavier." Mama Ruth's voice cut through. "Mrs. Johnson already complained twice this week."

"I'll keep it low."

"That's what you said yesterday. Woman banged on the wall for twenty minutes."

Xavier's hands hovered over the keys. The music was still in his head, a melody that needed to come out or it would eat him alive from the inside. But Mama Ruth was right. Mrs. Johnson had already threatened to talk to the building manager, and they couldn't afford any more problems.

He powered down the keyboard.

The silence that followed felt oppressive, thick with everything they weren't saying. Mama Ruth returned her attention to the television. Xavier stared at his equipment setup, at the keyboard that had cost him two months of savings five years ago, at the computer he'd bought broken and taught himself to repair.

Ten years of this. Ten years of practicing until his fingers cramped, of learning music theory from YouTube videos, of teaching himself piano and guitar and production while working forty hours a week at jobs that left him smelling like motor oil and desperation. And what did he have to show for it?

Seven hundred songs that nobody had heard. A SoundCloud account with forty-three followers. Equipment that barely functioned. And an eviction notice on the kitchen counter.

His phone buzzed. Text from Jerome: "Session tonight at my place. You coming?"

Xavier looked at Mama Ruth, at the exhaustion carved into her face, at hands that had worked factory jobs for forty years before arthritis made it impossible to continue.

"Can't. Money's tight."

"When is it not? Come anyway. Bring that new track you were working on."

Xavier turned off his phone. Jerome didn't understand—couldn't understand—what it meant to be this broke. Jerome's family had money. Not rich, but comfortable. His home studio had equipment Xavier could only dream about, purchased by parents who saw music as a nice hobby for their son before he got a real job.

"You should go," Mama Ruth said, startling him. She was looking at him now, really looking. "Being stuck in here with me won't solve nothing."

"I'm not stuck with you."

"You know what I mean." She shifted in her chair, wincing at the movement. Her knees had gotten worse this past year. "You're twenty-two years old. Should be out with friends, not sitting home every night playing nursemaid."

"That's not what I'm doing."

"Then what are you doing?"

The question landed harder than she probably intended. What was he doing? Working a dead-end job that barely paid enough to keep them housed. Making music nobody listened to. Watching his grandmother deteriorate while he pretended he could fix everything if he just worked hard enough.

"I'm building something," he said finally. "It takes time."

"Baby, I know you're talented. Lord knows you got a gift. But talent don't pay rent."

The words stung because they were true. Xavier had heard variations of this his whole life. Teachers who'd encouraged his musical interests while suggesting he have a backup plan. Guidance counselors who'd steered him toward trade schools instead of music programs. Friends who'd made it clear they thought his dreams were naïve.

Everyone was very supportive of his talent right up until the moment they needed to believe it could actually become something.

"There's this new studio downtown," Xavier said. "Frequency Studios. Mrs. Henderson from down the hall, she said she knows someone there. Said she might be able to get me a connection."

Mama Ruth's expression softened slightly. "That's good. That's real good."

"She's supposed to talk to him this week. If I could just get someone to actually listen to my stuff—"

"I know, baby. I know."

They sat in silence while the game show contestants shouted wrong answers at questions Xavier could've solved easily. The building settled around them—pipes clanging, neighbors arguing through thin walls, somewhere a child crying. The soundtrack of Section 8 housing, playing on endless repeat.

Xavier's stomach growled. He checked the kitchen, already knowing what he'd find. Half a box of pasta. Three ramen packets. Some government cheese that Mama Ruth had gotten from the food bank. Meals could be made from this, but not many.

"I'll grab something on my way home tomorrow," he said.

"With what money?"

"I got a twenty saved."

"That's your lunch money for the week."

"I'll figure it out."

He returned to his corner and pulled out a notebook—a cheap spiral-bound thing with water damage on the cover. Inside were lyrics he'd been working on, a song about trying to escape circumstances that seemed designed to be inescapable.

They say the odds are stacked against me Born on the wrong side of—

He crossed it out. Too obvious. Too self-pitying. If he was going to write about his situation, it needed to be universal enough that other people could see themselves in it. Specific detail, general emotion. That's what made songs work.

Mrs. Johnson's television came on in the next apartment, volume cranked to compete with her own deafness. The laugh track from some sitcom bled through the walls. Xavier found himself humming along with the theme song, finding harmonies automatically.

His fingers itched for the keyboard, but he'd promised to keep it down. Instead, he picked up his guitar—a beat-up acoustic he'd found at a pawn shop for sixty dollars. The strings needed changing, but new strings cost money he didn't have.

He played quietly, barely louder than a whisper, working through the chord progression for the song he was trying to write. The guitar gave him a different perspective than the piano. Less formal, more organic. The chords wanted to move in unexpected directions.

"That's pretty," Mama Ruth said.

Xavier looked up. She'd turned down the TV and was watching him with an expression he couldn't quite read.

"Just something I'm working on."

"What's it about?"

He considered lying, making up something about love or partying or any of the safe topics that filled most songs on the radio. But Mama Ruth deserved honesty.

"It's about this. About being broke and talented and trying to figure out if that's enough."

She nodded slowly. "Play it for me."

"It's not finished."

"I don't care. Play what you got."

Xavier positioned the guitar and started from the beginning. The chords were simple—just four that repeated—but he'd voiced them in a way that created tension and release. When he started singing, his voice was soft but clear:

They say the odds are stacked against me Born on the wrong side of hope They say dreamers like me don't make it Say I should learn to cope

But I've got fire in my soul And music in my bones I'll keep pushing through the darkness Till I find my way back home

The melody felt right in a way that was hard to articulate. Not flashy or complicated, just honest. The kind of song that could work with a full band or stripped down to voice and guitar.

When he finished, Mama Ruth was quiet for a long moment.

"That's the one," she said finally.

"What do you mean?"

"That's the song that's going to change things for you. I can feel it."

Xavier wanted to believe her. But he'd written dozens of songs he thought would change everything, and none of them had made any difference. The world was full of talented people making great music that nobody heard. Why would he be different?

"I hope you're right."

"I'm always right." She smiled, and for a moment Xavier could see the younger woman she'd been—the factory worker who'd taken in her grandson when his mother disappeared, who'd raised him on next to nothing while making him believe he could be anything.

The moment was broken by three sharp knocks on the wall. Mrs. Johnson, expressing her opinion about even quiet guitar playing.

Xavier set the instrument down. "I should get some sleep anyway. Got to open the shop tomorrow."

"Mrs. Henderson's supposed to call me tomorrow afternoon," Mama Ruth said. "About that connection at the studio."

"Don't get your hopes up."

"Somebody's got to hope for you, since you're determined to be practical."

Xavier kissed her forehead and helped her out of the recliner. She moved slowly, each motion clearly painful, but she waved off his help as soon as she was steady.

"I can make it to my room just fine, thank you very much."

He watched her shuffle down the short hallway, then turned off the lights except for the small lamp by his makeshift studio. The eviction notice glowed orange in the dim light.

Thirty days. They had thirty days to come up with $2,400 or find a new place to live. Xavier ran the numbers in his head for the dozenth time that evening. Even if he picked up extra shifts at the shop, even if he skipped meals and walked instead of taking the bus, they'd still come up short.

He could sell his equipment. The keyboard might fetch $150 if he found the right buyer. The guitar maybe $40. The computer was worthless to anyone but him. That would give them a start on the back rent, but not enough to solve the problem.

And then what? No equipment meant no music. No music meant no chance at the dream that had sustained him through every difficult moment of the past decade.

Xavier opened his computer and pulled up the folder containing his best tracks. Seven hundred songs total, but only about twenty that he considered truly finished and professional quality. He selected three—the most radio-friendly ones—and pulled up his email.

The cursor blinked in the recipient field. He didn't have
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