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			The Circle

			Cee Cee Porter bowed her head. Instinct made her want to genuflect, but then she came to her senses: this wasn’t church. It felt like it, but it wasn’t. She stood in the rotunda at the Country Music Hall of Fame. High above her head, circling the entire room in giant bold letters emblazoned on the wall were the words: “Will the circle be unbroken?” Beneath that timeless question came the answer in a hundred pictures and plaques and items of memorabilia: the circle unbroken from Hank Williams to Kitty Wells to Johnny Cash and Dolly Parton, from Roy Acuff to the Carter Family to Willy Nelson and Emmylou Harris. How appropriate, Cee Cee thought, that the actual building was a circle too, unbroken and perhaps unbreakable.

			Tonight Sam Rogers would become the newest member of that circle. Cee Cee hadn’t seen Sam yet, but she could hear the dull thud of musicians rehearsing his songs in the CMA Theater across the way, and she knew he’d be sitting next to the Colonel, his manager of forty-odd years, puffed up like a peacock to hear his songs sung by country music royalty. She wanted to hate him, wanted to hate the whole town for enshrining him in the halls of glory instead of punishing him for what he had done, but she couldn’t feel hatred here. Not with Patsy Cline staring soulfully at her from a six-foot high picture painted on the wall; not with Buck Owens’s red, white, and blue 1969 Harmony acoustic guitar hanging above her head. Besides, tonight was about peace, not war. Tonight was her triumph, too.

			She checked her phone to see if Michael had texted.

			Cee Cee left the rotunda and walked to the theater, where Alan Jackson had just finished rehearsing his performance of Sam’s first hit, “Secondhand Guitar,” while Reba McEntire stood at the wooden podium preparing her induction speech. Cee Cee climbed the stairs to the stage, wondering if anyone would stop her. No one did. She stood amongst the shuffle and hum of a dozen conversations—roadies telling road stories while they tuned guitars, soundmen changing microphones and taping down cables, and a gaggle of security guards barking into their crackling walkie talkies—and looked out into the empty seats.

			In the center aisle sat Sam, his silver hair coiffed, his back straight and proud, his cheeks stretched in a grin that would stay there from tonight until the rapture. He wore a white Nudie suit with blood red roses stitched on the sleeves and down the back and blinding white cowboy boots, and a turquoise ring ornamented his pinky finger. He accepted the congratulations thrown his way with the grace of a pharaoh, but beneath that façade, Cee Cee knew, was the slobbering glee of a well-petted puppy. Sam needed this night more than he would ever admit.

			Next to the speaker’s podium stood Sam’s bronze medallion, which would be unveiled after Reba’s induction speech and hang forever after in the rotunda. Cee Cee read the inscription:

			Born July 30, 1952—

			With his deep, rich voice and movie-star good looks, Sam Rogers exploded on the scene in the 1970s with the number-one song “Secondhand Guitar,” followed by three straight gold albums. He successfully toed the line between country outlaw and music superstar, becoming a worldwide phenomenon in the process. At the height of his career, he sold out the 100,000 seat Melbourne Cricket Ground in Australia and swept the CMA Awards in the same year. Nearly forty years after his first hit, he returned to the top of the charts, and he continues to inspire new generations of country music lovers.

			Cee Cee felt a presence behind her. She turned to see Sam’s manager, the Colonel, his hair dyed too black, his face Botoxed too tight, his suit cut too flamboyantly even for Nashville.

			“Where’s Michael?” the Colonel said, his eyes darting nervously around the room.

			“He’ll be here,” Cee Cee answered.

			“You said he’d be here,” the Colonel said, straightening his cufflinks, running his hand through his hair, and straightening his cufflinks again. “That was the deal,” he said.

			“Colonel,” Cee Cee said, grabbing him by the lapel. “He’ll be here.”

			“He’d better,” the Colonel said and paced away to solve the next crisis. He seemed miserable, but Cee Cee knew this was what kept him alive—stomping around in his big boots, knocking trouble on the head like a kid playing Whac-A-Mole.

			Cee Cee walked outside and squinted in the sunlight. She called Michael. He didn’t answer. She understood Michael’s problems with Sam better than anyone, but their fates were tied to each other—Michael the rising future of country music, and Sam the resurrected past—and her fate had become caught in the knot. She began to sweat. Pacing the sidewalk, she texted Michael: Where are you? Waiting for a response that didn’t come, she watched the limos roll in and disgorge the greatest living names in country music. They came dressed in their finery—leather boots, weathered cowboy hats, rhinestone-studded belts and buckles, sequined gowns, feathered hair. Despite her own brush with stardom, despite spending a decade married to Bucky Porter, owner of one of Nashville’s premiere record labels, Cee Cee still lost her breath when she saw her heroes in person. They always seemed unreal, as if they had just stepped from a record cover into the street.

			The sun set. Still no word from Michael.

			Cee Cee ducked behind Randy Travis and Miranda Lambert on their way into the building. The air in the rotunda swirled with laughter as all the legends greeted each other like lovers after a long separation. Nearly everyone in this room had reached the height of stardom. For that reason, it was only in this room that they could let their guard down. This was part of the Hall of Fame’s magic: it turned people into legends, but it also turned legends back into people.

			Circling the room, Cee Cee saw Dolly glittering like a queen, hugging Reba who lit up the room with her warm smile. Beside them stood Garth and Hank Jr. so close in conversation their cowboy hats touched. She caught herself staring and ripped her gaze from the stars only to run into the Colonel’s secretary, Martha Moran. Martha wobbled on her high heels and spilled her martini, then righted herself and gave Cee Cee a polite hug.

			“Where’s Michael?” Martha asked.

			“On the way,” Cee Cee said.

			Martha had worked in Nashville long enough to spot a lie when she heard one, but she also knew better than to say anything. This town was built on lies. Poke a hole in one, and the whole thing might come crashing down.

			“Come on, it’s about to start,” Cee Cee said, grabbing Martha’s hand and walking into the theater. As she filed into her row, Cee Cee saw her husband (ex-husband…it was so hard to get used to) Bucky coming from the opposite direction. Hanging on his arm was a girl who looked like she had come from Central Casting’s high school division. She had great tits; Cee Cee gave her that.

			Cee Cee avoided Bucky’s eyes and took her seat. The lights went down. The show began. Legend after legend climbed the stage and filled the theater with music. In the middle of the ceremony, a short film detailed Sam’s life from his upbringing on a farm in rural Tennessee to his chance meeting with the Colonel in Nashville, to his rise to stardom in the 1970s, his fall from grace in the ensuing decades, his struggles with drugs and booze, and finally his triumphant resurrection.

			Cee Cee checked her phone to see if Michael had responded. Nothing.

			After the film, the legends returned to the stage and sang “Will the Circle Be Unbroken.” Tears filled Cee Cee’s eyes. It was such a beautiful metaphor, the circle of music, no beginning or end, like a wheel that kept rolling from generation to generation. Then she thought of Sam and Michael, of the Colonel and Bucky, and realized there was another circle, one that was also passed from generation to generation. Why did no one talk about it? It had touched everyone in this room as surely as music had; it had bruised them and scarred them, and it had done worse to so many others, had driven them to darkness, despair, and death. That circle, too, was unbroken and perhaps unbreakable.

			The final chorus rose until it seemed the entire building had lungs. Cee Cee joined in her clear, sweet voice—“By and by, Lord, by and by.” Then the room settled for Reba McEntire’s heartfelt induction, followed by the unveiling of Sam’s medallion, and Sam’s teary acceptance speech that ran on too long. Now Cee Cee began to worry. Sam’s big performance was next. Michael was supposed to be here. She texted him again: Where are you?

			[image: ]

			Michael Jennings lit a joint and lay back in his plush bed at the Thompson Hotel, his long hair splayed out in a halo around him on the pillow. He felt like someone had taken an axe to his head. He nearly vomited from the pain. He shook an Oxy from a yellow plastic bottle and swallowed it. He sucked on the joint and exhaled a billowing cloud of smoke. He coughed until he nearly vomited again. He heard his phone ping, but he ignored it.

			He thought of the girl and wished he had slept with her. He should have let her stay. Maybe his head would have stopped hurting then. He smoked the joint down to his fingers, burning himself where the old burn had just healed. He felt nearly numb, which wasn’t good enough. He heaved himself from the bed and, trailing the goose-down comforter in his wake, grabbed his phone and his snakeskin belt, then played a little run on the baby grand piano as he passed it by on his way to the bathroom. He kneeled on the cold tile, looped the belt around his neck and pulled it taut, then tied it to the door handle. He pulled up a picture of Cee Cee on his phone and let his weight fall into the belt. His neck bulged as he stroked himself, feeling the ecstasy build behind his eyes and run down his legs. Just one more moment, and his head wouldn’t hurt anymore. This was the last time, he told himself. After this, he’d do everything right.
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			Baby Blue

			Four years earlier:  “Cee Cee, come in, please,” said the counselor.

			“Good afternoon, Doctor Pace,” Cee Cee said, rising from the waiting room chair and following the doctor down the hallway and into a room containing a plush leather couch covered with velvety pillows and soft quilts. Scarf-draped lamp shades cast a warm glow against the walls. From somewhere came the soothing sound of trickling water.

			“No Bucky today?” said Dr. Pace.

			“He’s at home,” Cee Cee said, sinking into the couch and holding a pillow across her chest like a shield. “Some sort of work party. He told me I’d only get bored, so I figured I’d keep the appointment.”

			“Tell me what you’d like to talk about, then,” said Dr. Pace.

			“I don’t know. He wants me to get fertility treatment. He says it’s my fault.”

			“And what do you say?”

			“I got pregnant once before. I mean, you know…it only lasted a few months before the whole…thing…but it’s not impossible. I know that. Still, we can’t seem to make it happen again. And he’s got this condition.”

			“Peyronie’s disease. You told me about that last time.”

			“I think he should be the one seeing a doctor.”

			“Did you ask him to?”

			“A hundred times,” Cee Cee said, throwing the pillow aside. “He never listens.” Then she added under her breath, “Unless he’s taking credit for one of my ideas.”

			“Resentment is cancer to a relationship,” the doctor said.

			“I know, I know, I know,” Cee Cee huffed. She dropped her eyes and her voice and continued: “But he’s changed. He doesn’t look at me anymore. It’s like he blames me for everything that went wrong, so he doesn’t have to face it.”

			“This is the third appointment he’s missed.”

			“I feel like if I could just get him in here, and we could talk to each other, hear each other, we’d figure out how to get through this. Together.”

			“Is that what you want?” Dr. Pace said, making a note on a yellow legal pad.

			“I don’t know if it matters what I want,” Cee Cee said softly.

			“Why is that?”

			“I come from a long line of women who settled.”

			“Settled for what?”

			“Second best. Whatever crumbs of happiness fell from the table of the banquets they made for their husbands. It’s just what’s done.”

			“Forget about them for a second,” Dr. Pace said. “Tell me what you want. If you had the power to make your life anything it could be, anything at all, what would you make it?”

			Cee Cee sat silently for a long time. Then she spoke in a small voice: “I want a family. I want to sing again. I want people to look at me for me, not because I’m Bucky’s wife. I want to be in love.”

			“You’re not in love with your husband?” Dr. Pace asked, removing her wire frame glasses and cleaning the lenses on her shirt.

			“I don’t think he’s in love with me anymore.”

			“That’s not what I asked.”

			Cee Cee stared at her feet. The ambient sounds of the room seemed to wash over her: the gentle gurgling of water became a raging flood; the soft ticking of the clock became a pounding jackhammer. She breathed deeply and exhaled. “I don’t know,” she said.

			“Cee Cee, I’m a couple’s therapist,” said Dr. Pace. “Unless Bucky starts coming to these sessions, I have to recommend once again that you see one of my colleagues who specializes in a one-on-one approach. There are plenty of tremendously helpful options out there: inner family system, EMDR, cognitive behavioral therapy.”

			“Please just give us another chance.”

			“I’m here for you, and if you want to keep seeing me, I will see you. But I must advise what I believe is best for you. Think about it. Let me know. That’s our time for today.”

			The doctor rose from her seat, and Cee Cee followed. They walked to the door.

			“Hang on,” Cee Cee said, “I forgot to pay.” She rummaged in her purse, found her checkbook, and stared at the name printed in block letters on top: Mrs. Bucky Porter. “Two-hundred and fifty dollars,” she wrote in a looping script then tore the check from the book and handed it to the counselor.

			Cee Cee left the office, but she didn’t want to go home. It was nearly half past four. Who knew how long Bucky’s party would rage? She drove aimlessly around Green Hills, winding through tony neighborhoods and their two-story manor houses with little blonde children gamboling across immaculate Girl Scout-green lawns, laughing in the spray of afternoon sprinklers. Slowly the neighborhoods turned into endless strip malls full of Starbucks shops and barbecue restaurants. Without thinking, she turned into one of them, parked, and ended up standing before a movie theater box office. “Give me one for whatever’s playing right now,” she said and didn’t even read the name of the movie on the ticket as she entered the theater and took a seat in the back, alone.
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			Party in the USA

			Michael floated on a raft in a swimming pool designed after Hugh Heffner’s, complete with grotto, his brown curly hair undulating in a halo around his head. There was something Christlike about him. Something devilish too. He didn’t know the girl going down on him, didn’t even know her name. His lean, chiseled body bobbed up and down to the girl’s rhythm. Her lips were as red as gala apples against his flesh. His toned arms played in the water, occasionally reaching to pull her bikini top to the side and squeeze her breasts. He didn’t know the other girl either, the one who approached him, naked, holding a birthday cake with twenty-eight candles arranged in neat rows.

			How many girls had there been before these two? How many had desired him, loved him, grasped for him since he learned to play guitar at home in Australia as a teenager, since he learned the power it gave him over women young, old, and in between, learned what it meant when they looked at him a certain way, the pupils a little too big, the stare held a little too long? He had lost count. Back then, they wanted him for what he might become. Here in Nashville, they wanted him for what he was: a star.

			He wasn’t sure which way he preferred.

			Michael gestured to the girl with the cake. She climbed in the pool, the cold water raising goosebumps on her flesh, and held it in front of him. “Make a wish,” she said. As if commanded, his mind wandered back in space and time, back to Australia. A cake shaped like a guitar sat on the table in front of him, nine candles throwing shadows on the wall. A Sam Rogers record played in the background. He heard his mother’s voice: “Make a wish.” He blew out the candles and then proudly told her, “I wished to meet my daddy.” Worry lines creased her eyes, and she said, “Michael, you know your daddy died a long time ago.” Michael noticed the strange look on Grandma Pearl’s face. That night, he crept out of bed and stood outside his mother’s bedroom door, listening to Grandma Pearl’s stern voice: “You better tell that boy the truth.”

			The truth. By the time he became a teenager, Michael had stopped asking for it. His mother would say nothing of his father except that he died before Michael was born. It clearly hurt her too much to speak about it, so they didn’t speak about it. But still, every year he made the same wish, and every year it didn’t come true. And now that his mother was gone, he feared he was running out of birthdays.

			“That must be some wish,” the girl said, and Michael realized he had been silent too long. He snapped back to the party. The first girl was still going down on him. He blew out the candles, then took a love bite at the second girl’s nipple. It hardened in his mouth. Southern girls are all the same, he thought. Round faces, blonde hair, and big pearly white teeth. Pious on Sunday, like everyone else in Nashville, but Saturday night they let the beast loose to prowl—like everyone else in Nashville.

			He took his time with the girls, pleasing each one in turn. A small crowd gathered to watch. Michael hardly noticed them; he was so focused on the flesh at his fingertips. When he finally finished, he went inside the mansion and showered. On his way back outside, he caught the eye of a petite blonde with long hair and sculpted legs. They found an empty bedroom, and forty-five minutes later, Michael showered again and walked to the kitchen to find something to eat.

			In the kitchen, Bucky Porter, a man of average height and build, of average tastes and abilities—average in everything but shrewdness, which was how he built his fortune—was busy with two girls of his own.

			Born and raised in Nashville, Bucky was a Southerner down to the roots of his hair plugs. His father was a preacher, his mother a preacher’s wife. He had memorized the New Testament by age thirteen. His path was set for a life of service to the Lord until one day as a freshman at Belmont University, a pretty girl saw him preaching in the campus chapel and followed him back to the dormitory, where she reached her hand down his pants and, with a deftness Bucky had never known, made him see stars.

			Soon he had a harem of nubile girls with firm breasts and eager hands competing for the young preacher’s favor. He consoled himself with the stories of David and Bathsheba, Timer and Amnon, all the Biblical figures who had fallen prey to sins of the flesh but retained God’s favor. By the time he reached the final year of his master’s program at the Vanderbilt School of Divinity, he had perfected his art. Scripture, Bucky learned, is not hard like marble, but pliable like clay. If ever a girl was hesitant, he could call to mind the precise chapter and verse and mold it to fit his needs.

			He convinced Cee Cee in this way. He had to have her. She was beautiful and chaste, unpretentious and kind. She had cascading blonde hair and a petite body and big eyes the color of a clear sky in spring, and she seemed to have no idea the effect these had on men. She radiated warmth. She made him feel welcome. The more cynical and calculating Bucky became, the more he was drawn to her sincerity, if only to understand it, like taking apart an engine to learn how the pieces fit. At first he didn’t trust it, but it never wavered. He could think of only two explanations: either she had never been hurt, and her sincerity was the result of immaturity, or, what scared him more, she knew the bitterness of life and still had the courage to face it with an open heart.

			After bedding her, he recoiled and as a reflex went on a rampage through every girl he could get his hands on. Then came a scandal—an accident that required Bucky to bend Scripture until it nearly snapped—and although the girl took care of the problem, rumors spread. When Bucky’s father found out, he gave his son an ultimatum: repent his wickedness, find a nice girl, and settle down, or be disowned, excommunicated from his family, cast into the darkness to moan and gnash his teeth.

			Cee Cee was perfect on paper: stainless in body and spirit, a submissive subject, a fit helper. She played guitar and sang, in a sweet voice, songs of uncomplicated love, songs she had written but was too shy to show to anyone but Bucky, who then gave her a book of poems and inscribed it with a marriage proposal. Cee Cee, swept away, said yes.

			For their first few years of marriage, Bucky didn’t so much as cast a glance at another woman. He was dedicated to Cee Cee and their life together. She wrote a song on their first anniversary, and he put together the money to record it. That was the beginning of his career and the beginning of the end of hers. When the song became a fluke hit, Bucky felt his wife pulling away from him. She said it was all in his mind, that she’d never let anyone else have her, that they were a team for life. He knew she wanted a family, and he convinced her she’d never have one living on a bus with a bunch of sweaty musicians, traveling the world, away from home all the time. When she became pregnant, she canceled her future engagements and came home to build a family.

			But the baby never came.

			The longer Cee Cee remained barren—and Bucky was certain it was her fault—the more he felt justified in sowing his seed in other fields. As he rose through the ranks of Nashville music, first representing Christian artists, then following the money until he founded his own country label, DMG, he became more and more brazen until he didn’t blink at hosting an orgy in the kitchen where his wife cooked him breakfast.

			[image: ]

			Wandering around the mansion, Michael found a room painted like a nursery, by the looks of it, never used. The crib had become a junk heap of old golf clubs, a pair of skis, a ball of tangled Christmas lights; the rest of the room was piled high with boxes and books and other junk. Michael wondered how Cee Cee lost the baby.

			He wandered some more and eventually found a quiet room full of expensive guitars. He lovingly caressed a mint condition 1956 Fender Telecaster and then lifted a 1962 Gibson acoustic from the wall. Below it hung a picture of John Lennon playing the guitar at Abbey Road during the recording of With the Beatles. Michael began strumming, and the noise attracted a curvaceous brunette in a bikini that hugged every curve, who said, “You’re Michael, right? I’m Amber. Play me a song, and I’ll suck your cock.”

			Michael obliged.

			But the bliss turned sour like an out-of-tune chord when Martha Moran walked in the room. Martha was tall and lean and beautiful, black Irish with silken dark hair, vivid blue eyes, and a sprinkling of freckles on her cheeks and nose. She was born and raised in Brooklyn, but apart from her accent—which everyone in Nashville mocked, like they couldn’t hear themselves speak—she brought little of the city’s ball-busting brashness to the South. Martha was meek, believing this to be the surest way of inheriting the earth. Though it was she who brought Michael’s demos to Bucky, and though Bucky promised her a promotion, and though the promotion was forgotten as soon as he had seduced her, Martha left the boat unrocked. Wait, she told herself. Someday they’ll give you what you deserve.

			Michael had never met a woman he couldn’t read until Martha, and it tormented him the way blank maps once tormented the great explorers. Sometimes he was sure she loved him. Other times he felt like he did now, as she looked him full in the eyes while his erect penis was in a stranger’s mouth: lost. Why didn’t Martha even flinch? He tapped the girl on the head and said, “Will you give us a moment?” The girl wiped her mouth, adjusted her bathing suit, glared at Martha, and walked brazenly from the room.

			“Bucky sent me to find you,” Martha said. “He wants you to sign those headshots for the fan club.”

			“He can wait,” Michael said. “Sit.”

			Martha sat opposite Michael like a secretary ready to take dictation, betraying no emotion. Michael flashed back to the first time he had met her. He had just arrived from Sydney, Australia, and was sitting at the Killebrew coffee shop in the Thompson Hotel, marveling at all the rich people who could afford to stay there, wondering how he’d ever make it in Nashville, when Martha walked in. He invited her to sit with him, just to make sure his Aussie charm worked on American girls. They made small talk until he learned she worked for the Colonel, manager of Michael’s idol Sam Rogers, and then he was playing her his demos, which he had saved on his phone. He studied her face while she listened and was struck by her beauty and the way it seemed so carefully locked behind that little smile, the one she was giving him now.

			“I’ve got a new song,” Michael said. “And I was sort of hoping to sing it with…well, with Sam.” He looked at her from the corner of his eye, trying to judge her reaction. This was it—this was the big ask, the reason he had come to Nashville.

			“Can I hear the song?” she said, simply.

			Michael began strumming and singing, pausing every few bars to say, “Now, this is where Sam would come in.” As the last chord died, Michael said sheepishly, “Do you like it?”

			“Have you told Bucky?” Martha asked.

			“I want you to do it,” Michael said, rising from his seat and sitting next to her. The smell of Martha’s perfume aroused him. He held her gaze. Maybe this is it, he thought. Maybe she wants me to kiss her. He leaned forward slightly, when one of the girls from the pool peeked her head in the door and said, “Bucky wants everyone outside.”

			Michael broke apart from Martha like waking from a dream. They walked outside and were greeted by a cheering crowd of record executives and groupies. As Bucky pulled Michael to the center of the crowd, he whispered in his ear, “Don’t forget the T.J. Martell dinner Wednesday. Sam’s going to be there.” Bucky knew Michael idolized Sam Rogers. Bucky idolized the man too. It was a bond they shared.

			Turning to address the crowd with a perfect smile, Bucky made his voice boom across the pool deck. “One month ago, all of Nashville thought I was crazy to sign this guy.” He swung his champagne flute toward Michael. “An Australian singing American country? ‘Never gonna happen,’ they said. Well, we are here tonight not just because of that Australian’s birthday, but also because his first single, ‘Don’t Change,’ has just broken the record for the best-selling streaming single in country music history. And when his album comes out Tuesday, he’s going to put everyone so far behind him, they’ll choke on his dust.”

			Bucky faced Michael. “As if that weren’t enough,” he continued, “our little label is now the hottest thing in Nashville, which means the world. And no one is saying I’m crazy anymore. So, grab your tinnies, mates—to put it in language he can understand—and join me in toasting the great Michael Jennings.”
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			Music City

			The lightning flash of a camera left Cee Cee momentarily blind. Blinking away the black spots, she watched Bucky schmooze his way down the red carpet and remembered five years ago, when the cameras flashed for her, back before Bucky made her believe she could be more productive from behind the scenes. He was right, in a way: she had become a major player in Nashville’s charity scene, which connected her with the most powerful people in town. But they all still saw her as Bucky’s wife. Every year she raised nearly all the money for the T.J. Martell gala, donating millions to cancer research. It was a consolation prize for giving up her career as a singer and songwriter. Tonight, to celebrate her contributions, they were giving an award to Bucky.

			It had been a cold day between them, and the award was the least of it. She had come home last night after the movie to find her house in total darkness, moonlight streaming through the open windows and glinting off the piles of beer bottles on the floor, on the tables, on the couches, on the counters, some of them half empty and warm, some of them spilled over and staining the leather upholstery, some of them arranged in neat rows atop used pool towels. Empty pizza boxes gaped at her from the kitchen table while spent crusts sat mashed into the living room carpet. A girl she didn’t recognize lay passed out on the foyer floor, her face pressed dumbly against the cold marble tile. A banner reading “Congratulations, Michael!” fluttered, half torn, over the stairs. She found Bucky sleeping in the guest bed, emitting giant snores, sounding like a lawnmower that wouldn’t start. She began cleaning immediately, knowing it was her job—Bucky was too paranoid to hire a service. The only good part was a stack of headshots signed by Bucky’s new boy wonder, Michael Jennings. She spent a long time looking at them, fighting the Bible verse that screamed in her head: “But I say unto you, that whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.” Well, at least it didn’t mention anything about a woman looking at a man. Loopholes.

			After finishing her chores, Cee Cee slept alone in the master bedroom, where Michael’s smile haunted her dreams. Come morning she could barely stand to look at Bucky’s bleary red eyes or his bloated, pasty face. “What’s wrong?” he said a dozen times, and she ignored him a dozen times.

			But looking at him now on the red carpet, she felt grudging admiration for how effortless he made it all seem. He moved like an electrical current, lighting everyone he touched. When he looked at you, he made you feel like the only person worth talking to in the world. The truth came later, when you spent every night telling him it was okay, you enjoyed it, and then woke up in bed next to him every day and saw him put himself on, stepping into his charm like that navy Hugo Boss suit he wore tonight, buttoning up his megawatt smile like the pristine white dress shirt, knotting his piety around him like the Ferragamo necktie with red horses on it.

			A pretty young blond in too much makeup stopped him on the red carpet and stuck a microphone in his face. Cee Cee watched her husband gently touch the girl’s arm while he looked deeply in her eyes and answered her question. That was how he did it. The touch was nothing, not a hint of impropriety to it. And yet it was everything. It was the only true thing about him. He wanted to touch you, and he knew how to make you pretend it had never happened afterward. He knew how to make you want to pretend, for him, for the chance of another touch.

			Cee Cee wasn’t pretending, not at first, not during those golden college days when every smile from Bucky was the sun shining, and she opened herself to him with no thought of sin or damnation. But somewhere along the way, it became harder and harder to ignore his late nights, his unexplained absences, his intense interest in the career of this or that young girl with a guitar and a few songs to play.

			She approached Bucky and his interviewer wondering if they’d ever slept together.

			“Once again,” the interviewer said into her microphone, “we’re here at the Omni Hotel for the T.J. Martell Foundation gala, raising money for cancer research. And I have with me the man of the hour, Bucky Porter, chairman of DMG Records, who will receive a special award tonight for his philanthropy through the years. Bucky, how does it feel?”

			Cee Cee put her hand into Bucky’s as he began to answer. He snatched a glance at her, then turned back to the camera, simultaneously holding his wife’s hand, touching the young woman’s arm, and making those puppy dog eyes into the camera, while he spoke about how important it was to cure cancer.

			The interview ended and Bucky led Cee Cee into the hotel for cocktail hour. She looked with distaste at the brown pattern carpet, the beige walls, the dozen chandeliers glittering gaudily overhead. The ballroom at the Omni wanted so badly to be more than a convention hall for used car salesmen. But it was a far cry from the Beverly Hilton, which Clive Davis once booked for his pre-Grammy bash. Hell, the bathroom there had a fish tank.

			Maybe Nashville would catch up someday.

			With a martini in hand, Cee Cee joined Bucky in the center of the room, where the glitterati of Nashville lined up to pay their respects and have their picture taken. An older man with a receding hairline approached with a hangdog smile. Bucky put his hand on the small of Cee Cee’s back and presented her to the man the way a fisherman shows his prize catch.

			“Cee Cee, you remember Dale Cunningham of Big Smoke Records,” Bucky said.

			“Of course,” Cee Cee answered, offering her hand. “How lovely to see you again, Dale.”

			“Got any new songs?” he said with a pleasant smile.

			Cunningham had signed Cee Cee to Big Smoke all those years ago, and he oversaw the release of her hit single “A Good Man is Hard to Find.” He was the one who suggested to the press the phrase “The new Shania Twain.” He was the one who bought her Dolly Parton’s old Alvarez 4103 classical guitar, the very one Dolly used in performance of “Coat of Many Colors” on television in the seventies—it was Cee Cee’s favorite performance, not just because it was so candid and unpretentious, like Dolly herself, but also because Dolly played while wearing two-inch long, fire hydrant-red press-on nails, and by God, that was a woman. Cunningham felt personally betrayed when Cee Cee gave up her career for Bucky.

			All these years later, Cee Cee knew, he couldn’t care less whether or not she had a new song. He was twisting the knife. Or maybe he was just being nice. Or maybe there was no difference between the two. He took Cee Cee’s hand and kissed it. Then he turned and shook Bucky’s hand like an old friend he hadn’t seen in years. Cee Cee heard him whisper to her husband, “You prick, you don’t give a fuck about kids with cancer.”

			“I’d give you cancer if I could, Cunningham,” hissed Bucky through his smile.

			“Some philanthropist. Remember when you pissed on that swan at Fan Fest?”

			“Say cheese, asshole.”

			The camera flashed, leaving Cee Cee momentarily blinded again.

			Later, sitting at the dinner table, black polka dots swimming on the white linen every time she blinked, Cee Cee began to sweat. She was crammed elbow to elbow with Bucky, Sam Rogers, and the Colonel. Next to the Colonel sat two empty seats.

			“Is Michael coming?” Cee Cee asked, careful not to sound overexcited. She rarely paid attention to Bucky’s work anymore, but everyone in Nashville knew about Michael. He was an outlier, a curve breaker. He stood so obviously at the pinnacle of the sexual hierarchy, other men felt honored when he flirted with their wives. He was the first artist on Bucky’s roster Cee Cee had ever wanted to meet. Bucky glared at his wife, ignoring her question, and texted Martha: Where the fuck are you?

			Over the polite din of clinking silverware, Cee Cee made small talk with the Colonel. She noted the way he took care of the crease in his Tom Ford suit pants when he crossed his legs, and the high shine on his Bruno Maglia shoes. Men in Nashville didn’t dress like this. His waxy skin was pulled too taut. It lacked the lines it should have had for a man his age, giving him a look of inhuman youth.

			“You’re a good sport, sweetheart, letting him drag you to these dreadful dinners,” the Colonel said.

			“Am I?” Cee Cee said.

			The Colonel smoothed his hair with a manicured hand, the nails painted with clear polish. “I guess it’s just nice to be invited anywhere at this age,” he said with a sad smile.

			“Well, I hope it hasn’t come to that,” Cee Cee said. “People still love Sam, don’t they?”

			“Here’s a secret,” the Colonel said with a grimace. “In this town, love is just another name for money, and money is another name for power. The sooner you accept that, the less disappointed you’ll be.”

			“Well,” Cee Cee said, “I know people love Sam, and I know they also love Michael. You should put them together. Old country meets new country. That’s love, power, and money right there.”

			“Oh, yeah?” the Colonel replied, looking at her with condescending approval, like she was a child who had just done long division.

			“That’s what I’d do. Send ’em to Europe to work out the kinks, then hit the summer circuit here and make a fortune.”

			“Smart little cookie,” the Colonel said and patted her hand.

			Cee Cee stabbed at a crouton in her salad, wondering what she had to do to make
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