
Chapter One

			Ashley Archer stood on the red carpet, trying not to think about how many cameras were pointed at her. She’d attended countless awards shows but could never grow used to it—especially the merry-go-round of appointments with stylists and beauty therapists. Her eyebrows had been tinted and plucked, her nails painted, and her platinum hair color freshened. She’d accessorized her sequined black gown with long white gloves because being styled like a 1950s movie star gave her borrowed confidence. It was overwhelming anyway, with photographers yelling at her and onlookers screaming. She patted the borrowed diamond necklace, afraid to lose it.

			A TV host with dazzlingly white teeth stuck a microphone in her face. She recognized him from one of the morning shows. “Ashley, tell us who you’re wearing?”

			“Valentino,” she replied, dutifully giving a spin with her hand on her hip. 

			None of this came naturally, but she was doing her best. A Vanguard Music nomination was a big deal. As the cliché said, she was grateful just to be nominated. Still, she’d prefer to be in a warm bath with a good book. She loved making music, but the rest was a circus she could do without.

			“Do you think you’ll be taking home a statue tonight?”

			“There were a lot of excellent records this year. I’m honored to be among the nominees.”

			“What’s it like to be up against Gigi Lark?”

			Ashley stiffened at the sound of Gigi’s name, even though she’d expected it. It was their first time competing against one another in a major awards category, so it was all anyone was talking about. She hoped her smile looked genuine. “She’s a very talented artist. I wish her all the best.”

			The TV host nodded impatiently, clearly hoping for some dirt. “What did you think of her album? Everyone’s saying she’s the one to beat.”

			“I’ve been so busy that I haven’t heard it all the way through yet, but I hear it’s wonderful. Thank you so much,” she lied, grateful when her publicist, Julia, finally pulled her away. She’d listened to the album and loved it, but she would never give Gigi the satisfaction of saying so.

			“You’re doing great. Just keep deflecting like we practiced,” Julia said quietly, poised and elegant in her pantsuit.

			Ashley kept the smile on her face and leaned closer to Julia’s ear. “Can we please go inside now? Every question’s going to be about her. I’m already over it.”

			“Just do a couple more. You want to project the image that it doesn’t bother you, right?”

			“Ha. You’re so good at getting me to do what you want. Do you think I’ll finally meet her tonight?”

			“I hope so. I’d love to see that moment.”

			It was bizarre that even though they were on the same record label, Gigi and Ashley had never spoken to one another. Their conflict had played out through the press and social media, Internet drama at its finest. When they were both nominated for a Vanguard, Ashley assumed they’d finally come face-to-face. Instead, the category’s big photoshoot was canceled, and Gigi had missed the nominee luncheon due to food poisoning. Supposedly.

			Ashley went down the production line of reporters, feeling like a phony. She was grateful when she came to the section where fans hung over a barrier. She signed as many autographs as possible and posed for selfies. As she reached the end of the line, a fresh wave of screaming rose from the crowd. 

			Someone big had arrived.

			“Gigi!” a group of teenage girls shouted.

			Gigi Lark stepped out of her limo, and Ashley caught a glimpse of red hair and a shapely leg. She craned her neck to check out what she was wearing and saw Gigi’s emerald dress glittering under the lights. Ashley bet she didn’t have the same trouble choosing an outfit—she was always so glamorous. She was made for the pageantry in a way Ashley wasn’t.

			“C’mon, Ashley. Let’s get you to your table,” Julia said, whisking her away. 

			Each table in the opulent ballroom was set with place cards, bottles of Moët, and fresh flowers. She hadn’t brought a date. Luckily, she’d been seated with Endless River, an Americana band performing tonight. She’d met them before, and they were nice guys. One of them had brought along his wife, Natasha, who made her husband switch seats so they could sit next to one another. 

			“I was so excited when I realized you’d be on our table. We saw you play at the Bowl last year. You were incredible,” Natasha said.

			“Thanks, that’s very kind.”

			They’d been chatting for a few minutes when she noticed Natasha looking over her shoulder. She turned her head, and her heart lurched—Gigi was only a couple of tables away with her wife by her side. Even with their backs to her, she had to admit they made a stunning couple. Gigi had pale skin, green eyes, and a curvy figure. Hayley was petite with long, wavy black hair. They sat with their heads bent together like there was nobody else in the room. Ashley felt a strange envy at how close they seemed, though she was perfectly happy being single.

			“I’m sorry. I wasn’t going to bring it up, but it must be weird for you that Gigi’s here on your big night. That you’re competing for the same award,” Natasha said.

			“Sure. A little. The whole thing’s really been blown out of proportion.”

			When had this thing even started? Clickbait articles laid out timelines, but Ashley tried to avoid those. They’d released their first records and grown famous in the same year, and the rivalry started soon afterward. She knew what the whisper campaigns said no matter how often she downplayed it. Everyone thought each was insanely jealous of the other. It annoyed her that they’d been pitted against one another from day one, as if the culture didn’t have room for two successful female artists. 

			It was a shame that Gigi had fanned the flames, even writing a thinly veiled diss track about her. Who could blame Ashley for hitting back now and then?

			The award show’s host was Tom O’Leary, a stand-up comedian who’d just clinched his own late-night show. He was relentless about her and Gigi, cracking cat-fight jokes with lame meow noises. Knowing the camera would be on her the whole time, Ashley laughed and played it cool, doing her best to be a good sport. She was dying to look at the monitors to see how Gigi was handling it, but she’d have to wait until the GIFs started circulating.

			The show finally moved on to awarding Best New Artist, and she headed to the restroom to collect herself, feeling eyes on her all the way. She sighed, wishing the focus could be on celebrating the music. She wasn’t expecting to win but was proud of the album she’d poured so much into.

			Ashley touched up her lipstick, drawing out the time until she had to return to the table. She heard flushing behind her and froze as Gigi Lark’s wife approached the sink beside her. Ashley didn’t look away from her reflection, blotting with a tissue.

			Hayley washed her hands, their eyes finally meeting in the mirror. “That’s a great shade on you.”

			Ashley slowly put her lipstick in her clutch, unsure how to play it. Was there a chance Gigi’s wife didn’t realize who she was? That was impossible. “Thank you.”

			“I feel duty-bound to say you shouldn’t blot with tissue. You’ve never had a makeup artist tell you that?” she asked, her voice sweet and bubbly.

			Ashley threw the tissue in the trash, smiling despite herself. Hayley was kind of charming. “Maybe they think I’m a lost cause when it comes to this stuff.”

			“Then lucky I’m here. Tissue will take out some of the color and leave little bits behind. Paper’s better,” she said, swiping a thumb over Ashley’s mouth. 

			Ashley took a step back, trying not to make a big deal out of it. That was odd, but maybe she was one of those people who had no concept of personal space. “Thanks. I’ll remember that.”

			“Here,” Hayley said, opening her purse and taking out a paper square. “Redo your lipstick, then use this. You’ll see the difference, I promise. You have beautiful lips. You want them to look perfect.”

			Was Gigi Lark’s wife actually flirting with her? Jesus. She had to say something. “You’re Hayley Doran, right? I’m Ashley Archer. I’m not sure if you recognize me.”

			Hayley stared at her in a way that made it clear she’d known the whole time. “Nice to meet you.”

			“You’re Gigi Lark’s wife, aren’t you?”

			“Georgia. I can’t be caught calling her by her stage name. She’s really precious about that.”

			“Right. Anyway, I should be getting back out there.”

			“Stay a while. Let’s talk,” Hayley said, brushing fingers along her arm. “I’ve always wanted to meet you. I love your music.”

			“That’s sweet, but I really should go,” she said, quickly walking past her, her face hot. As if this night wasn’t awkward enough.

			Endless River was about to perform, and she was grateful for the distraction. When it was finally time for her category, she’d almost forgotten the bizarre interaction. They’d chosen a pair of young actors starring in an upcoming romantic comedy to present the award. While they bantered onstage, Ashley kept her expression neutral.

			As they read each artist’s name and played music video clips, she clapped and smiled, trying not to turn her head again. Gigi was a magnet—the green dress and red hair pulling her in. She couldn’t surrender.

			And the winner is… So, this was what it felt like for your soul to leave your body. Did she accidentally move when they called Gigi’s name?

			She clapped harder. It was cruel to film a person while they were losing. It was especially awful to film her as she lost to the woman she’d been publicly feuding with for seven years.

			Gigi went up on the stage, her hourglass figure looking heavenly in her gown. She delivered a heartfelt speech without a glance at the piece of paper in her hand. She thanked her wife first and didn’t stumble over Ashley’s name when she thanked her fellow nominees. She could afford to be generous. She’d just won a Vanguard. 

			If their rivalry was a game, Ashley had just lost in front of the whole world.

			




Chapter Ten

			It was Georgia’s last chance to catch up with her friends before leaving town. A letter from Johnny Rail had arrived the day before, and she’d called Ashley to read it to her. Together, they learned they’d be going to Celio Ranch in a week. Full of fear but excited as hell, Georgia had no idea what to expect. She’d invited Rachel, Eliza, and Mel over as soon as she found out, eager to spend time with them. There was a lot to process.

			As soon as they sat down, Mel unhooked her bra and pulled it out through her sleeve, making them all laugh. They played cards sitting cross-legged on the living room floor and ordered pizza from their favorite place across the street. Georgia was already in her pajamas, and everyone else was in sweats. Eliza copied Mel’s earlier move, twirling her bra around in the air before flinging it across the room.

			“Okay, maybe we’re getting too comfortable with one another,” Rachel said.

			“You and I both know there’s nothing better than taking your bra off after a long day. Anyway, I still can’t believe you’ll be working with Ashley Archer. It’s so wild,” Mel said.

			“Yep. It’s pretty crazy. I still can’t believe it.”

			“Does this mean I can finally listen to her music without feeling guilty?”

			“Did I ever say you couldn’t listen to her?” Georgia asked.

			“It was strongly implied. Hey, why don’t we watch a few of her music videos? I’ve seen some of them before, but it’ll be fun to watch and think about what you two might sound like together.”

			They crowded onto the sofas to watch YouTube on her TV, Mel grabbing the remote to search. “We have to do these in order, of course. I want to see her stuff from the beginning.”

			Eliza slid on her glasses. “Let’s try and figure out what she’s stolen from you as we go.”

			Georgia didn’t tell the others, but it wasn’t the first time she’d had an Ashley Archer marathon. In the past, she told herself it was to check that Ashley wasn’t outshining her. Lately, she’d been watching her videos to see her face. Ashley’s videos were simpler than her own, and of course, Ashley directed them herself. They weren’t big-budget or high-concept, but they always had beautiful cinematography. Lots of shots of Ashley with her guitar and close-ups of her lips. Georgia sank into the couch, trying to hide how it affected her.

			They’d been watching and analyzing for half an hour when Mel stretched her arms over her head. “This is so fun, but I should really get home for some sleep.”

			Georgia walked her to the door, hugging her goodbye. Mel squeezed her tight. “I can’t wait to see what happens next. Go off and do something amazing.”

			“I’ll try. I’ll miss you.”

			“We’ll be doing this again before you know it.”

			Georgia found Rachel and Eliza in the kitchen, making hot chocolate. They returned to the living room, relaxing with blankets wrapped around them.

			“How’s the renovation?” Georgia asked.

			Eliza inherited their nearby apartment from her grandparents a decade ago when she and Rachel were a new couple. They were updating the kitchen and bathroom, and Georgia had been listening to months of complaints about how long it took. 

			“Now that we’ve knocked that wall down, Eliza convinced me we need a bigger dining room table,” Rachel said.

			Eliza put her hands in the prayer position. “At last, she agreed. We can have proper dinner parties.”

			“Shame I’ll miss your first one. I’ll be halfway across the country,” Georgia said. 

			“That’s okay, sweetie. We’ll throw you a big party when you get home.”

			“Do you really think I can trust her?”

			Rachel and Eliza shared one of their private looks, understanding flowing between them effortlessly. Georgia had never had that kind of coupley shorthand with anyone. “What?”

			Eliza raised her eyebrows. “Do you realize you’ve talked about Ashley all night? Even before we binged her music videos?”

			Georgia looked at Rachel, whose stare was sympathetic. She hoped they weren’t about to tell her they’d changed their minds and thought this was a horrible idea. Her faith in her decision-making was so fragile. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to go on about it. It’s a pretty big deal for me, that’s all.”

			“Of course, it is. It’s just that you’re talking about Ashley, not so much the project,” Eliza said.

			“Well, she’s a big part of all this. Why shouldn’t I talk about her?” 

			Georgia wasn’t ready to let on how much she’d come to care about Ashley so quickly. They’d been spending lots of time together, meeting to iron out details. Ashley was leaving before her, and they’d agreed she’d pick Georgia up in Dallas to take her the rest of the way to New Mexico. She’d been so against traveling together at first, yet all Ashley had to ask was, “Are you sure you don’t want to come?” 

			Her resolve had melted like snow in the sun.

			Rachel reached over and patted her knee. “Nobody’s saying you shouldn’t talk about her, sweetheart. Eliza’s trying to say you seem preoccupied with her.”

			“I’m not preoccupied with her. I didn’t suggest watching all those videos. It was Mel, remember?”

			Eliza and Rachel looked at one another again. It was starting to get on her nerves. Eliza rose, picking up her hot chocolate from the coffee table. “I just remembered I have to call someone. I’ll go to the kitchen.”

			“Could you be any more obvious?” Georgia joked.

			Rachel turned to her. “Now it’s just us. You can tell me what’s going on.”

			“Like I said, it’s a big deal for me. I’ll stop talking about it so much if it’s a problem.”

			“Of course, it’s not a problem. It’s just that I can tell when you like someone. I thought you might need to talk about it.”

			Georgia rested her mug on the coffee table, her mouth dry. Why was she so scared to discuss this? Rachel had been there through every hook-up, every crush, and the disaster with Hayley. She’d never made Georgia feel judged for being a little girl crazy. She needed to feel big feelings, which got her into trouble sometimes. Rachel always accepted that about her, even celebrated it.

			Still, Georgia denied it. “I don’t like her like that. She’s just very different than I expected. I’m getting to know her as a person, that’s all. I’m adjusting.”

			“Bullshit.”

			They stared at one another like they were still playing poker, Rachel narrowing her eyes and calling her bluff. 

			Finally, Georgia gave in. “Okay, fine. I might have some feelings.”

			“I knew it. Tell me everything.”

			“It feels so weird to talk about it. I can’t believe I’m saying this stuff about Ashley Archer.”

			“You’re not saying anything yet, and I’m dying to know. I haven’t seen you like this for a while.”

			“All these years, I thought she was one thing, but she’s the opposite.” 

			“You always said she was boring. It doesn’t seem like you’re finding her boring now that you’ve gotten to know her, right?”

			“Not at all. I thought that just because she’s never been like me. No big costumes or choreography, just her and her guitar. Turns out, that’s more than enough. She’s one of the most interesting people I’ve ever met.”

			“Is there chemistry between you?” 

			Georgia considered all the little touches and the looks. She might think it meant something with anyone else, but Ashley having any interest in her felt so unlikely. Ashley hadn’t publicly dated many women, and the ones she had were nothing like Georgia. A theater director of Off-Broadway plays, a Columbia professor—Georgia had always wondered how she met these women. They were all so sophisticated.

			“I don’t know if I can say. Sometimes I wonder, but then I worry she might be keeping me close because she wants the album to work out.” 

			“I can’t see you making this up in your head. You have good instincts. If you think she’s into you, I’m sure she is. And if you like her, she must be worth it.”

			Georgia scoffed. After marrying a woman like Hayley, how could anyone say she had good instincts about women? She tried not to put all the blame on her ex—she hated it when people did that—but she’d come to believe Hayley was really not a good person. After they married, Hayley had turned cold, freezing her out when Georgia tried to talk through their issues. She always made things up, not just after they’d broken up. “I didn’t have a radar for my ex-wife turning out to be a bad idea, did I?”

			“Maybe Ashley’s different. Anyway, I did not see this one coming at all.” 

			“There’s probably nothing to see except for me being foolish. I’ll have to make myself get over it. Otherwise, it’ll be a long few months.”

			Even as she said it, she didn’t want to stop feeling this way. She’d missed the electricity from the touch of a hand on her skin. Things had gotten so ugly with Hayley, and those simple, sensual feelings were over long before their relationship ended. 

			“It’s hard to switch attraction off. Especially when someone is as hot as Ashley.”

			Georgia stared at her for a moment before cracking up. “Didn’t think she was your type.”

			“Well, I’m very happy with Eliza, you know that. But of course, she’s hot. I still have eyes. I’ve thought that for years.”

			“For years? Seriously?”

			“I couldn’t tell you that, not when you were so mad at her for so long. You would’ve lost it.” 

			“You’re probably right. I don’t know what it is about her. She’s so delicate-looking but strong and pretty.”

			“That sounds about right. Those brown eyes are to die for, too.”

			“Right? And you really think she seems okay?” 

			“I never had anything personal against her. I was always only being protective of you. So if you’re putting down your weapons, I don’t see why I’d hold a grudge.”

			Georgia slumped against the back of the sofa. “What have I gotten myself into? I’ll be sitting in a car with her for hours, and that’s before we even get there. I don’t know if that’s wise. It might make it worse.” 

			“What’s that about, by the way? I thought you’d decided you didn’t know her well enough to take a road trip together.” 

			“We thought it’d be a good idea. Dallas means I could be on my way anywhere. People might start speculating if I’m seen getting off a plane in Albuquerque. Not that anyone would think of this, but you never know. That’s what she said, anyway, and it turns out I find her very convincing.” 

			“Oh, I just bet you do.” 

			“Stop it.” 

			Rachel smiled softly at her. “It’s really nice to see you with a crush again. Love shouldn’t be painful like it’s been for you lately. I hated seeing what Hayley did to you.” 

			“Don’t go talking about love. I’m perfectly happy as a single woman, and that’s how I’ll stay. I like being on my own.”

			“Liar.”

			“Okay, maybe I just want to like it, but it’s still what I need to do. Isn’t that what the therapist you made me see thinks?” Georgia said. 

			After the divorce, she’d felt so low that her friends were worried about her. If she’d ever thought about divorce in the past, she’d assumed it couldn’t be that different from any other breakup. How wrong she’d been. The end of a marriage felt impossible to accept, the sense of betrayal shattering. Georgia and Hayley had made vows that turned out to mean nothing, and she wondered if she could ever believe another promise again.

			Rachel suggested she see a therapist to begin coming to terms with the loss, so Georgia had had a few sessions. Dr. Lewin picked up on it quickly—Georgia had a history of jumping from relationship to relationship. She’d rarely been single during her adult life, and Dr. Lewin suggested she spend time on her own to explore herself and the kind of woman she might want to be with. It had been almost a year, and she’d enjoyed spending more time with her friends.

			“I didn’t make you see her,” Rachel pointed out. “And you said she really helped.”

			“Yeah, I did, and she was right. It’s been a special time for me in lots of ways. I’m not ready for it to end.”

			“I can understand that. So, then, you can just enjoy having a crush. It can be fun if you don’t have to worry about the outcome, right? Spend time with her and take it one step at a time.”

			“Exactly. Now that you’ve got it out of me, let’s go and get some ice cream, shall we?”

			Georgia tried to put the whole situation out of her mind. She had to set her feelings aside and focus on the work. This thing with Ashley and Johnny Rail had become a runaway train, and she had no choice but to jump on and enjoy the ride.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Even though she was eager to get to Johnny’s place, Ashley wanted to soak up New York before she left. The city’s noise and pace drove her crazy, but she’d miss it anyway. She loved the wit and world-weariness of New Yorkers, the history on every corner, its cafés and museums and galleries.

			More than anything, she’d miss her friends, especially her best buddy, Aaron. She traveled a lot for work, and it was always hard to say goodbye. They met in Central Park at their favorite park bench overlooking Harlem Meer. The water and surrounding trees never failed to relax her, no matter what else was happening.

			“Thanks for meeting me,” Ashley said. 

			“Of course. Wouldn’t miss it.”

			Aaron was still in his uniform, a ball cap and polo shirt with the Enid’s Deli logo on the pocket. He’d turned the cap backward, stuffing his long hair underneath to keep it off his face. They’d met years before she broke into the music business when they worked together at a burger place, and he’d kept her grounded ever since. They’d explored every corner of the city together, spending hours walking around this park, picnicking, and watching free concerts.

			“Here you go,” Aaron said, handing her a sandwich and unwrapping the foil from his own. 

			“Thanks. What have you brought me?” Ashley asked excitedly as she opened it. “You make the best sandwiches, for real.”

			“Truffled mushroom with pesto and cheese,” he said, taking a big bite. 

			“Yum. This has got to be one of your best.”

			“Thanks. I’m gonna pitch it to the boss next week. So, what’s the latest?”

			“I’ve been getting ready to go. I’m nearly packed,” Ashley said, leaving out that she’d unpacked and repacked her case several times. What did you wear at a ranch you’d always dreamed of? How could you prepare to spend time with a woman like Georgia?

			“I still can’t believe you’ll be working with Johnny Rail. The man is my hero.”

			“I know. It’s like a dream. I have all these ideas, but I’ll have to wait until we’re together before I can do anything with them.”

			“I can’t wait to see what you come up with.”

			Ashley took another bite of her sandwich. She wondered what the food would be like at Johnny’s and where they’d sleep. She’d pored over photos of the ranch from back in the day, but things might have changed since then. There was no way to know because Johnny and his wife had stopped letting photographers in years ago.

			“And how are things going with the pop princess? I still can’t get over you two teaming up. Who would’ve thought?” Aaron asked.

			“I know. Pretty crazy,” she replied, though her relationship with Georgia had changed so much in the last couple of weeks that it didn’t feel crazy anymore.

			What was crazy was how much she looked forward to spending more time together. She had amazing friends, but few were musicians, and they hadn’t reached the same fame she had. She knew she had to be careful about that. Nobody wanted to hear about your struggles with celebrity when they were hustling to support themselves. It would be selfish and obnoxious, so being able to talk to Georgia was unique. She could understand her experiences firsthand, which made it okay for her to be honest.

			“You didn’t answer my question. How’s it going with Gigi?”

			“It’s good. We’ve been working well when it comes to dealing with the record company and all that. Whether we’ll write well together is another story, but we’ll just have to wait and see.”

			“Do you think that stuff about her stealing music from Hayley Doran is true?” he said, wiping his fingers on a napkin.

			“Dude. I didn’t know you followed that kind of gossip.”

			He shrugged. “I don’t, but I follow you. The algorithms always push articles about her to me.”

			“I don’t think she stole her ex’s music, no. She’s a talented songwriter. Her ex isn’t.”

			“Sure. I don’t like her stuff, but it’s okay as far as that kind of thing goes.” 

			“Why don’t you like it?” she asked, not realizing she’d snapped until he held up his hands.

			“Whoa. You don’t like her either, remember?”

			Ashley finished her sandwich and balled up the wrapper. She didn’t know why she felt so defensive when they’d roasted Georgia and her music countless times. “Sorry. I guess I’ve been listening to her through a different lens lately. Makes me realize I’ve been too harsh because I didn’t like her personally. I listened to that last album again before meeting with her, and it’s good. Maybe not as good as her earlier stuff, but it’s not as awful as people said.”

			“Okay, sure. I’ve never listened to it. I’ll give it a try.”

			Ashley wondered if she should talk about how much her feelings toward Georgia were messing with her head. In the early days of their friendship, she and Aaron were just work buddies who loved listening to music. It had changed when Aaron broke up with his long-term girlfriend. Ashley held him while he cried, his guilt about hurting his ex hard for him to bear. Since then, they were always real with one another.

			Ashley turned toward him. “I’ve got to tell you something.”

			“Of course. What’s up?”

			“My feelings toward Georgia have changed a lot. I genuinely like hanging out with her.”

			“Fair enough. You’re allowed to change your mind after seeing another side of her. I’ll stop talking shit about her, I promise.”

			“It’s a bit more than that,” she said, closing her eyes like she was about to dive into deep water. “I mean, I like her.”

			“Like, like?” he said, wide-eyed.

			Ashley held her finger and thumb an inch apart. “Just a tiny bit.”

			He put an arm around her shoulder, grinning down at her. “Don’t downplay it. It’s okay.”

			“It’s so weird, I know. I was attracted to her straight away, and I never thought I’d look at her like that. It came out of nowhere.”

			That first meeting—and each time she’d seen Georgia since—were so powerful they knocked the breath from her. The long legs, wavy red hair, and how Georgia carried herself made an irresistible combination. It didn’t make sense, but she couldn’t remember when she’d ever felt this attracted to someone.

			Aaron squeezed her shoulder. “It’s not that weird. Does all the stuff between you really matter at the end of the day?”

			“I’m not sure. It’s been a big part of my life for such a long time.”

			“It’s nothing to be feeling all guilty about.”

			“It’s not? After years of treating one another like shit? It’s pretty weird.”

			“It is, but this is not a normal situation. You can’t apply normal rules. When you think about it, how can you genuinely dislike someone you never met? You didn’t like Gigi Lark, but you like Georgia.”

			She liked how he’d put that. There was something so sensitive and theatrical about Georgia, but she was miles apart from the prima donna Ashley had believed she was. The more she discovered the real person beneath the glitter and makeup, the pizzazz, the more intrigued she became. “Maybe I shouldn’t have offered to pick her up from Dallas. Spending time alone with her could be a bad idea.”

			“Why try so hard not to feel it? You’re both single, and you both like women. There’s no good reason you couldn’t date. Why not just see where it leads?”

			“Because neither of us can act like normal people. There are too many eyes on us,” Ashley replied. 

			“Do you think she could be into you, as well?”

			“There could be something there. But maybe I’m getting it all wrong.” 

			It was a question she’d asked herself a thousand times since they’d met. She’d wondered if she was misinterpreting what seemed like sexual tension between them. Was it only the novelty of getting to know one another, with all their history? Was the electricity she felt when she touched Georgia’s leg under the table nothing more than the thrill of the taboo? Georgia was the last person she should be feeling this way about.

			She watched leaves move in the breeze in the trees overhead, thinking about what Aaron said. Technically, he was right, and nothing stood in the way of them having a relationship. Except for that one major, intractable problem—they’d fought with one another through the press for years. They were getting along well now, but their history was so complicated. 

			She valued what little privacy she could cling to. If anything happened between them, they wouldn’t be left alone for a minute. It was easy to imagine things getting messy, especially if they dated and things didn’t work out. 

			She couldn’t take a risk like that. It wasn’t in her nature. “Anyway. I’m sure this will pass. It’s just a fleeting thing. Doesn’t mean anything.”

			His blue eyes stared into hers, telegraphing compassion, but he didn’t say another word.

			He didn’t have to. They both knew she was lying.

			




Chapter Twelve

			They met at a gas station on the outskirts of town, a lonely building with a single pump. Georgia looked around one last time to check, but nobody had clocked her. A couple of skinny teenage boys stood outside the store chugging energy drinks, and they hadn’t spared her a glance. She walked toward the car, her shoulders hunched, shrinking herself like she’d been doing the whole way.

			She wasn’t wearing any makeup, and her thick hair was pulled into a ponytail. When she paired the look with baggy jeans and a plain pink shirt, she found that what Ashley said was true. People looked at her less, and she didn’t notice stares or whispering. Nobody pointed their phone at her to take photos like she wouldn’t notice. Blissful anonymity—she’d forgotten what it felt like.

			Ashley leaned against the car in black linen pants and a short-sleeved top, platinum hair peeking out from under a black ball cap. Georgia hadn’t realized she had so many tattoos on her biceps, which were lean and muscled. She looked more rock than pop star, especially with those black Ray-Ban sunglasses. In fact, she looked like a dream, and Georgia’s stomach fluttered as she drew nearer.

			Ashley waved and stepped forward, pushing off the car. Over a week had passed since they’d seen one another, and the days were long. Ashley texted her photos from the road of the hotels where she’d rested and the beautiful landscape along the way. Georgia loved being in such close contact, but it wasn’t enough. Seeing her face was the only thing that could scratch that itch, and she drank in the sight of her pretty pink lips.

			Ashley reached for one of her cases, but Georgia shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m delicately balanced. If I hand you anything, I’ll drop it all.”

			Smirking, Ashley popped open the trunk. In contrast to Georgia’s Gucci luggage set, Ashley had one case. They packed it all in, then slid into the front seat of Ashley’s black Subaru Forester. Georgia stared at Ashley’s blindingly pretty profile and toned arms as she put the car in drive. Her tattoos were black-and-gray renderings of flowers, an arrow, and a clock. Georgia wondered what it all meant to her. There was so much about Ashley that she didn’t know, and she couldn’t wait to learn more.

			They didn’t speak until they were on the road, with a Tom Petty song playing softly in the background.

			“Ten hours to go,” Ashley said. “I’ve enjoyed the drive, but I can’t wait to get there.”

			“I bet. Let me know when you want to switch so you can take a break.”

			“Thanks. Maybe after we stop for lunch.”

			Ashley drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. Georgia had anticipated this moment so keenly that she didn’t know where to start—it felt too big for small talk. Maybe Ashley felt the same way, but they had to start somewhere.

			“I think we’re getting away with it. Nobody noticed me on the plane, and my Uber driver barely looked at me,” Georgia said.

			“Glad to hear it. Pretty sure I’ve slid under the radar, too.”

			The awkward silence that followed made Georgia think it might be a long day. Messages had felt easy when she could craft each response, trying to make herself sound witty and thoughtful. Being together in person was so different.

			“Do you ever wish you never got famous?” Georgia blurted out the first thing that came into her mind.

			Ashley gave her a sideways glance and a half-smile. “All the time. It’ll always be a hassle to get stared at in restaurants. Or have paps chasing you.”

			“Exactly, or on planes. I love my fans, but some people can be downright rude. Especially the photographers, like you said. I hate it when they say mean things to try and get a reaction.”

			“Yep. We can’t complain about that in public, though, can we? We’re supposed to like getting chased by photographers. We want the attention. Otherwise, why would we have gotten into this business?”

			“What would you have been if you hadn’t?”

			“I’m not sure. It’s not very adventurous, but I’d probably still work in the music industry, just behind the scenes. I’ve always loved producing. And if I couldn’t get into that, I would’ve been a music teacher. What about you?” 

			“A vet, definitely. Not for domestic animals though, for farm animals, like cows and sheep. A livestock vet. Not that farmers like calling vets because they want to fix everything themselves, but sometimes they have no choice.”

			“Really? That’s not what I expected you to say,” she laughed, glancing over at Georgia. God, she had a beautiful smile.

			“I grew up on a farm, remember? I was always around animals, and I love them. Plus, if animals get sick on a farm, it can impact livelihood a lot. Vets do a lot of good.”

			“I know. Maybe I expected something more glamorous, is all.”

			“I haven’t always been Gigi Lark. I don’t mind getting my hands dirty.”

			With the ice broken, the hours flew until they stopped for a lunch break. They pulled off the interstate into a Cracker Barrel, where they walked through the shop and sat across from one another on the familiar wooden seats. Ashley rolled her neck and rubbed her shoulder before she picked up the menu. Her arms looked so amazing in her sleeveless top that Georgia wished she could reach across and touch them.

			“It’s nice to stop and have a hot lunch,” Ashley said.

			“What are you having?” Georgia asked as she scanned the menu. “There are so many choices at these places.”

			Ashley smiled slyly at her. “You sound excited. Are you a big fan?”

			“Sure. Even after all these years, these American chains still feel like a novelty. It reminds me of watching American TV shows and movies as a kid back in England. I’d see things like diners and wish I could go to them. Everything seemed magical.”

			“That’s cute. I never thought of someone from overseas seeing it that way. I was thinking of steak and eggs. You?”

			“I’ll have the same,” she said, putting aside the menu. “But I’ll let you order, in case they notice my accent.”

			The server who took their order had frizzy blond hair and a kind smile. Before she walked away, she searched Ashley’s face. “Anyone ever told you that you look like that singer? Ashley Archer. Dead ringer.”

			Ashley smiled back at her. “Someone told me I looked like her once. I think it’s just my hair color.”

			The waitress nodded like that settled it. Georgia chuckled after she walked away. “Looks like the student has become the teacher. I’m blending in more than you. She barely looked in my direction.”

			“I don’t know how she missed you with that red hair,” Ashley said, tipping her chin up toward it.

			She tucked a stray lock behind her ear. “It’s just hair like anyone else’s, nothing special. Plus, I made myself look a little dowdy today.”

			“I don’t think you could look dowdy even if you tried.”

			Their eye contact suddenly felt intense. Georgia
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