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1

Renee Feldman was not having a good day, and it was barely 3 p.m. She’d overslept and shown up late to open Prince’s Coffee, arriving to a gang of impatient early-morning regulars. Then the ice machine went on the fritz—exactly what Renee did not need on this steaming hot July day. She’d done two emergency ice runs to the gas station and come back soaked in sweat, forty pounds of ice dribbling on the floor.

Renee scanned the afternoon crowd as she weighed grounds for cold brew. Prince’s had been a major hangout when she was in high school and needed to get out of her house. It was still strange to be behind the counter at twenty-seven, even after nine months there. When she moved back to Fellows, Michigan, from New York City, she’d hoped to find work that made use of her nearly complete MFA in film. She’d applied with every videographer in three counties. The one company that gave her a chance hadn’t sent her anything after her edit of a Sweet Sixteen party. It didn’t feel fun, they’d said, but Renee hadn’t been going for fun. She’d been going for real, and the birthday girl’s parents had fought right in front of her camera. She’d taken the job at Prince’s as a stopgap, but now it was her main gig.

Outside Prince’s big front window, a pair of teenage girls squealed.

Here we go, Renee thought. The girls were taking selfies, which meant Renee had maximum five minutes before they disturbed the peace inside.

The girls barreled into the coffee shop. One was tall with sharp elbows and shoulders; the other, shorter, had curly hair and a smattering of acne. They both wore the exalted look of pilgrims to a sacred site. The shorter one clutched her phone to her heart, while the taller one filmed her clutching her phone to her heart.

Renee really hoped they wouldn’t cry. Girls like this sometimes did.

“Did you know that—there’s, like—” The taller girl stumbled over her words.

Her friend took over. “There’s this song, by Lola Gray—”

“We really, really love her!”

The shorter girl continued, “And she wrote a song, ‘My Ever-After,’ and she, like, mentions this place?”

The pair waited for Renee’s reaction with their jaws slack.

“This is the place from that song,” Renee admitted.

At Renee’s confirmation, the girls practically began levitating in their white Air Force 1s.

The taller one asked, “Does Lola ever, like . . . come in here?”

Renee shook her head. “Lola Gray probably lives nowhere near here.”

“She lives in L.A. Hollywood Hills,” the girl corrected, as if it were normal to know where a total stranger lived.

“But, like, has Lola come here recently?” the shorter girl pressed.

“Why would she have come here recently?”

The girls had a silent conversation using a rapid-fire series of micro-expressions.

“We heard that she’s here this weekend because her sister is getting married, and we thought . . .”

Renee gave in. “And you thought she’d get coffee where some boy once promised her a happily ever after?”



The taller girl gasped. “You do know the song!”

“We get fans like you all the time,” Renee said with an eye roll. “The picture over there is as close as you’re getting to Lola Gray.” Renee pointed to a sun-bleached photo near the door, of Prince’s owner with a fine-boned young woman with tan skin, big eyes, and a cascade of chocolate-brown hair. She was clutching a copy of her first CD and smiling so widely that you could have conducted a full dental exam based on the photo alone. “If you want to hang out here, you need to order something.”

Renee had just finished making the girls’ iced strawberry matcha lattes when Kadijah walked in. Their long black braids were tied back and the deep brown of their shoulders glistened with sweat under their halter top. In their hands: much-needed bags of ice.

“Kadijah to the rescue!” Kadijah said brightly as they heaved the ice onto the counter.

Renee slid open the freezer, ripped open a bag of ice, and dumped it inside. “Just in time.”

Kadijah cocked their head at the girls, who were taking selfies with the picture of Lola.

“More Lo-Lites?” Kadijah said, using the name Lola Gray fans had coined for themselves.

Renee rolled her eyes. “Coming out of the woodwork for the wedding.”

“Did you tell them?”

Renee’s face puckered, but she didn’t dignify the question with an answer.

“They would freak if they knew you were going,” Kadijah said. “I’m freaking and I’m just a regular adult Lola Gray fan. I’m still mad you didn’t get me a plus-one.”

“Plus-ones are for dates, not coworkers, even your favorite coworker.” Kadijah was the hottest polyamorous non-binary person in a twenty-five-mile radius, but Kadijah and Renee were strictly close friends. “I’d rather be there with you than with my mom and her boyfriend. Weddings are just a load of performative sexist traditions, like your father giving you away to another man, or—”

Kadijah cut her off with a dead-eyed stare. “Renee Feldman, you are not going to weaponize feminism to distract me from the fact that you are going to chill with Lola Gray. Tonight. Without me.”

Renee held her finger to her lips and shot a glance at the Lo-Lites. “I am not going to chill with her. It’s been like ten years since we last talked, and even before that, we haven’t been friends since eighth grade. She probably doesn’t even remember me.”

“You grew up next door to her,” Kadijah said, as if Renee weren’t perfectly aware of that fact. “Of course she remembers you.”

“Even if she does, it’s her sister’s wedding. She’ll be busy.”

Kadijah sighed dramatically. “It’s just tragic that you’re getting a private concert from Lola Gray when I, an actual fan, have never seen her live. Her last tour sold out in minutes.”

“Lola’s not performing. I know I’m repeating myself, but it’s her sister’s wedding.”

“Exactly! She’s going to sing for their first dance. You have to FaceTime me.” Kadijah swatted at Renee with a rag. “Don’t give me that look, Miss I’ve Never Been a Fan of Anything. Lola’s the greatest pop star of our generation.”

“I don’t pay attention to that stuff,” Renee said.

“I need you to stop saying things like that if we’re going to stay friends. I’ve been following Lola since You’re Next! I begged my mom to let me vote for her.”

“I barely remember that,” said Renee, who remembered it vividly. Lola’s run-up to second place on the talent competition show had been all anyone in Fellows could talk about their junior year. Kadijah, who’d still been a middle schooler in Dearborn, had missed the frenzy. “I have better things to do than keep track of Lola’s career.”

Sure, Lola was a chart-topping recording star who wrote all her own songs. She’d won the Grammy for Best New Artist at eighteen, then been nominated for every album since. Rolling Stone had first dubbed her “The Patron Saint of Teenage Girls” and, when her later albums proved she had staying power, elevated her title to “The New Princess of Pop.”

In the same twenty-seven years on planet Earth, Renee had only managed to earn a BA from Kalamazoo College and admission to a documentary film MFA program (after a rejection the year before). She was hoping to add the MFA itself to that list, but she’d taken a leave of absence just shy of her thesis project, during which she’d moved back in with her mom. If you stacked up the achievements of the former neighbors against each other, the scales tipped slightly in Lola’s favor.

Not that it mattered, because Lola had probably forgotten Renee existed.

Renee slipped her apron over her head and grabbed her tote bag.

“I’ll take opening shifts for a week if you promise to tell me everything about tonight!” Kadijah called after her, but Renee was already out the door.

TWO HOURS LATER, Renee sat in her car outside a brick building that had once operated as a bottle factory, and now operated as a wedding venue called the Bottle Factory. Heat radiated off the asphalt of the parking lot. Under the hot, wet blanket of humidity, everything felt too bright and fuzzed out. Renee could visualize how she’d capture it on film: a touch of overexposure to convey the heat, the pair of men smoking at the edge of the frame, the focus on the older woman in a sequined dress fanning herself on the steps. Maybe she could make her thesis documentary about how wedding venues served as liminal spaces, constructed to create the illusion that love stories were real.

What an insipid concept, the critical voice in her head muttered. Asinine. Plebeian. Anemic. The primary thing Renee had learned in film school was a new vocabulary of fancy insults. Not only did she now know what those words meant, she applied them to herself regularly.

Renee remembered the girls she’d seen at Prince’s earlier, the way they’d filmed themselves: smiling easily and crowding their faces into the frame. They’d turned their camera on everything and anything. If they were here now, they’d just be filming, not sitting in a hot car thinking about filming.

She slumped forward and set her forehead against the steering wheel. Had it come to this? Was she really jealous of teenage girls making content for social media?

Her phone buzzed.


MOM: Are you running late?

We have a seat saved.



Renee wanted a fast-forward button to smash and skip over the wedding altogether. Since her parents divorced when Renee was fourteen, she’d understood that real life wasn’t like a Lola Gray song, all drippy romance and happy endings. The tune might be catchy, but the words were ultimately meaningless.

Still, Renee cared enough about Claudia to set aside her doubts for one night. She’d known the Grigorians practically since birth, long before Lola swapped her legal last name for the stage-friendly Gray. Lola was Renee’s age, and Claudia two years older. When they were young, the Grigorian girls had taken the edge off the loneliness Renee felt as an only child. And there had been times Lola and Claudia practically lived at Renee’s, when their dad was away on a trucking job and their mom wasn’t quite keeping things together, often in the gaps between young Lola’s performances at churches and state fairs.

But as happy as Renee was for Claudia, she could not get over how freaking embarrassing this night was about to be.

Renee had been destined to get out of Fellows. Everyone knew it. She was too smart for her own good, resentful of authority, irritated by Midwestern blandness—and also a lesbian. She dreamed of moving to a city so big she could be whoever she wanted, making art that people connected with, living a life that was exciting and queer. As straightforward as Renee’s dreams were, growing up, she didn’t know anyone else who shared them—except for Lola, sort of. When Renee left for New York, she was supposed to return as an undeniably cool documentary director. Instead, she’d come crawling back to live in the garage apartment her mom had converted to list on Airbnb. Tonight, she’d have to explain her failure to launch every time someone asked what she’d been up to.


MOM: I can see you sitting in your car.



Renee’s head whipped up. Her mother was standing at the entrance to the Bottle Factory with her hands on her hips and her curls frizzing in the humidity.

Shit. Renee checked her red lipstick in the rearview mirror and got out of the car. She was wearing her black jumpsuit. It was her one outfit nice enough to warrant occasional dry cleaning, and it could be trusted to make her look (most importantly) hot and (a close second) too sophisticated for Fellows, Michigan. Then Renee slammed the door of her car directly onto the seat-belt buckle, making the door bounce open and knock her hard in the shin. Renee had driven this same car all through high school and the buckle had gotten caught in the door even then, and she had never gotten used to it. Cursing herself, the car, the heat, and the trauma of human existence, Renee walked into the wedding.

***

Lola was having fun at her big sister’s wedding.

She was having so much fun.

She’d had fun at the rehearsal dinner, despite being exhausted and having come straight from the plane. She’d smiled graciously whenever one of Josh’s family members said, This must be the famous little sister! She’d had fun at brunch that morning with her parents and Claudia. She’d done her best to make sure her mom was happy, not slipping into one of her moods. She’d had fun with Claudia and all eight bridesmaids, getting glam done by the professionals Lola had flown in, and posing for pictures in their matching pink robes. She’d ignored the voice in her head that wondered whether she should have taken her team’s recommendation to ask everyone to sign NDAs.

Now, she was having fun waiting in the bridal lounge while the guests arrived. By the mirror, Claudia and their mom were doing a final inspection of Claudia’s look. Lola hoped this was one of the times Mom’s attention felt welcome, and not like the prelude to disaster.

Hanging at the edge of the circle of bridesmaids, Lola timed her laugh perfectly as Claudia’s college roommate finished a story about a boozy brunch gone wrong.

Her phone, clutched in her hand, vibrated. She glanced at the screen, then forced herself to decline the call, although she wouldn’t have minded an excuse to step out of this room for a moment—even if it was to talk to her manager, Gloriana.

Lola hated that her nerves were so on edge. She’d been looking forward to Claudia’s wedding since the moment Josh proposed. She truly liked Claudia’s friends. The core group had been close since high school, their relationship welcoming enough to encompass college roommates, new friends, Josh’s sister—though never quite Lola herself. That was hardly surprising, since she was never around. Even for the bachelorette in Tulum that Lola had arranged and paid for, she’d only been able to stay for one night.

It was the simple intimacy that wore on Lola. They had an ease with one another as they chatted about fiancés and boyfriends, a promotion, a funny story from spin class. It made Lola’s life feel so remote it barely existed, like she was nothing but a song on the radio or an image on a glossy magazine page. She felt either invisible or like the most obvious thing in the room. It was high school all over again: she was still the weird one, tolerated but not accepted, and certainly not understood.

Or maybe she was tense because when Claudia had gotten engaged, a year and a half ago, Lola hadn’t expected to be at this wedding alone. Instead, she’d just marked her own anniversary: one year since the worst breakup of her life.

Lola inhaled deeply and forced her smile wider. Her cheeks were starting to get sore.

Her phone vibrated again as the girls broke into peals of laughter at something Lola had missed, and she felt herself give way. Her phone in one hand, she maneuvered toward the door. She’d just step out and re-center herself while she called Gloriana back. But her path took her right by Claudia.

Claudia, lipstick-smudged tissue in hand, said, “Where are you going?”

“I need to make a quick call,” Lola answered lightly.

“Seriously?”



“Let your sister do her business!” Their mom snatched the tissue from Claudia, then said to Lola, “Go on, baby, take care of it.”

Donna Grigorian never had, and probably never would, stand in the way of Lola working. It wasn’t her permission Lola needed.

“I’ll be so quick, Claudia. Gloriana’s calling and it’s better that I talk to her now than later, right?” Lola was gripping her phone so hard, she wondered if it was possible for the screen to pop off. “I’m sorry. I asked for no calls today, but—”

“But she ignored you?” Claudia frowned. She had double the normal big sister’s allotment of protective instinct, to make up for what their mom lacked. Even after ten years, she didn’t quite trust Gloriana. “You let her push you around.”

“I do not,” Lola said, forcing herself to smile.

“You do. You say you’re standing up for yourself, then you cave and end up with that look on your face.”

“You mean smiling because I’m happy?”

Claudia gave her a sisterly side-eye that communicated more judgment than the notoriously awful British tabloid industry. “Whatever. Go talk to her.”

“Thank you. And stop messing with your lipstick. It’s perfect.”

Claudia pouted at her. “Really?”

“Red carpet ready.” Lola pushed open the door. “I’ll be right back. I swear.”

In the empty hall, the jittery feeling remained. It wasn’t fair that Claudia could make Lola feel bad about working, when Claudia knew exactly how hard Lola had fought for her dream. That dream had bought a house for their parents, and for both sets of grandparents too. It had paid for almost the whole wedding, from Claudia’s custom wedding dress to the beautiful florals to the open bar with signature cocktails.



When Lola was starting her singing career, she had imagined that, at some point, she’d reach a level of success and know that she was safe. She’d never gotten there—or hadn’t yet. Four albums she’d written herself, seven number ones, world tours, dozens of awards and nominations, and everything still felt like it would slip out from under her with one wrong move. As long as it felt that way, Lola couldn’t ignore calls or skip meetings or let herself relax.

Lola FaceTimed her manager. As she waited for Gloriana to answer, Lola watched the video of herself. She was wearing her tried-and-true Lola Gray smile, her eyes crinkled so it looked authentic. The smile was an old habit she’d had since her first meeting with an agent at twelve years old. He’d asked her to smile and she’d given him the enormous grin she’d learned doing pageants. He’d shaken his head and said he wanted her real smile. It felt unfamiliar, and a little exciting, to be asked to be herself. But her real smile hadn’t satisfied him either. He passed on representing her and recommended that she practice looking convincingly happy in a mirror.

Gloriana appeared, with the signature gray streak in her dark hair. “Hi, honey, how’s the wedding?”

Lola swallowed her annoyance that Gloriana knew exactly what she was taking Lola away from. After all, Lola had called her.

“It’s about to start. I did ask for no calls today.”

“I know, but the world doesn’t stop for your sister’s wedding. Do you want me to tell the team that we’ve got to pause because you’re busy? I’ll do it, but I’m not sure how they’ll react.”

“No, I just mean for next time, no calls means no calls.”

Gloriana ran through a list of things Lola needed to approve, emails she’d missed, plans Gloriana needed a yes on—all of it using the pronoun we. We need an okay; we’re ready to move ahead. Lola had to remind herself sometimes that she was part of the we. The we was her team, who worked their asses off for her. The team were the spokes on a wheel that she held the center of, even when she felt more like dead weight dragging behind them.

“We’re waiting for your sign-off on the shoot schedule for the documentary,” Gloriana said. “We really need to get things moving.”

Lola’s stomach clenched, the same way it had the first moment her team had pitched the project. It was going on three years since Lola’s last album. Fans knew she was taking some time off after churning out four albums by the time she was twenty-four, but to the general public, she was slipping out of the spotlight. It was time to remind the world who Lola Gray was—with a documentary that followed the production of Album 5. Plus, they’d make good money on it. All Lola had to do was let cameras follow her around for a few months. The instant they’d suggested it, Lola’s guts had clamped down like the gate of a castle slamming shut. She was generous with her fans and obliged the paparazzi and gave Vogue a tour of her renovated place in the Hills before she’d had a chance to sleep there herself. She had almost no privacy already—not only because of her fans and the press, but also because of the vast team of people that kept Lola Gray Inc. a smoothly functioning machine.

But she’d agreed to the film anyway. That was her rule: say yes whenever you can, because you never knew when you’d stop being asked. As much as she was dreading the film, the possibility of her fans forgetting her, of her career slipping away, was worse. Of course, when she’d agreed months ago, she’d had no idea that the next album would still be looming over her as dark and troubled as a thunderhead.

“I’m sure whatever you planned is fine,” Lola said. “I don’t need to see it.”

“Fantastic,” Gloriana said.

Just then, the door to the venue swung open and a woman in a black jumpsuit strode through. She had olive skin and a messy, overgrown pixie cut bleached platinum, but dark at the roots. Her lips were painted red and unsmiling, her jawline sharp. Lola’s eyes followed as the woman stalked into the hall, noting how the cut of the outfit showed off her strong shoulders, one marked with a collection of tattoos, and how the fabric clung to her curves.

Lola hadn’t seen her in years, but she recognized her in an instant.

Renee Feldman.

“Oh no,” Lola whispered involuntarily.

“What is it?” Gloriana said.

“Nothing,” Lola mumbled. “We’re lining up. I have to go.”
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Sitting at table 14 beside her mom, Deborah, and her mom’s boyfriend, Dave, Renee regretted not asking for a plus-one. She had no one to invite romantically, but if she’d brought Kadijah, she wouldn’t feel like she was third-wheeling a date between people twice her age.

As it was, Renee had been reduced to repeated trips to the bar for refills of the signature cocktail—the Joshinator—to escape her mom’s tips for socializing. Deborah could not stop asking Renee: Did she recognize anyone from high school? Was she planning on dancing? Why didn’t she try being friendly for once?

Renee didn’t want to be friendly. Claudia’s friends were a few years older and they absolutely radiated the heterosexuality and basic Midwestern-ness that Renee had constructed her personality around rejecting. Plus, by avoiding them, she could avoid explaining that she was twenty-seven years old, had no money and no prospects, and had become a burden to her parents.

“There’s Lola!” Deborah pointed across the room as the entrees were being served. “Go say hi, Ree-Ree!”

Renee did not turn her head. “Mom, you don’t just point at a celebrity.”

“How else am I supposed to tell you where she is? You’re not even looking.”

“I can’t look now. She’ll know we’re talking about her.”



Deborah’s patience for Renee’s etiquette tips was as short as Renee’s for hers. “So what? Lola always did like you. Gosh, she looks pretty.”

Renee sipped her Joshinator. Claudia’s wedding party, including her sister as maid of honor, had been seated during the ceremony, and Renee’s spot at table 14 faced the back of the hall. Renee still hadn’t gotten a good look at Lola. She had to admit, she was a little curious.

Finally, Deborah excused herself to the ladies’, freeing Renee from direct parental supervision. Renee twisted in her chair to search the crowd.

Lola wasn’t hard to find.

She was so petite that she should have been swallowed by the chaos of the wedding guests, but Lola drew the light to herself as she floated around the hall. Her dress skimmed her figure, and wisps of chocolate-brown hair escaped her casually romantic updo.

In one slender, manicured hand, Lola held a flute of champagne that remained precisely two-thirds full. She never took a sip. It seemed like every few seconds, someone asked for a picture, and she expertly took their phone and snapped the selfie. Even from this distance, Renee could see that Lola wore the same smile the whole time, whether she was posing or not: a pleasant grin with a crinkle around the eyes.

Renee couldn’t figure out that smile: How could it look so real, but feel so fake? But Lola had always been like that: an ex-pageant kid, hungry for approval. She used to blush when she said the f-word and go fully red-faced when Renee said fuck.

Renee wondered if she still did.

Deborah returned to the table and thrust her phone into Renee’s face. On the screen was a blurry photo. “It’s Claudia and Josh! Don’t they look happy?”

“For now,” Renee said, fiddling with her dessert fork. Deborah frowned. Renee didn’t understand how her mother could be optimistic about anyone’s marriage when her own had dissolved without warning. “What? I’m being realistic.”

Dave glanced up from Deborah’s phone to say, “Don’t worry, Renee. You’ll find someone.”

Renee gaped at him, horrified that he had unearthed such a traditionalist desire in her exceedingly rational comment. Dave had been her mother’s boyfriend for what, four years? He didn’t know anything about her!

“I’m not looking for anyone,” she corrected. “It wouldn’t be fair of me to get involved with anyone here. Once I get my thesis in order, I’m moving back to New York.”

Dave and Deborah exchanged a look laden with doubt. It was one Renee had seen many times in the last year, and it always made her shoulders curl into her chest.

In a feeble attempt at self-defense, Renee added, “The idea that the one for me might be in Fellows, Michigan, is really hetero-centric. Queer people can’t just go into any straight space and meet someone because—”

“Oh, stop it,” Deborah cut her off. “Dave knows that. He’s an ally.”

Renee dug the dessert fork into the tablecloth. Dave was an ally, and so was Deborah—even if, when Renee came out, she’d been most concerned that being a lesbian would make Renee’s life harder. It took her years to realize that society was the problem, not her daughter. Last summer, Deborah and Dave had gone without Renee to cheer on Fellows’s quaint Pride Parade.

“Whatever,” Renee said sullenly, as the wedding DJ grabbed the mic.

“Listen up, party people! The sister of the bride requests that you make your way to the dance floor for a once-in-a-lifetime moment!”

Renee groaned. Kadijah was right: Lola was going to perform. Excitement swept through the hall as everyone hurried to the dance floor, where a curtain had been strung up. It pulled back to reveal Lola Gray with her trademark lavender acoustic guitar slung over her shoulder. She looked radiant onstage, like she would have sparkled even without the lights.

That was Renee’s cue to hit the bar. She did not need to hear an ode to true love right now, and she’d seen enough Lola Gray performances in high school to last a lifetime.

Lola leaned into the mic. “You were probably expecting a toast, but since I’ve written a love song or two, I thought I’d play something instead. Claudia and Josh, this is for you.”

Renee ordered another Joshinator as the drink’s namesake led Claudia onto the dance floor.

Then Lola began to sing.

Renee’s gaze drifted past the newlyweds and back to the stage. Goose bumps rose on her skin. This wasn’t the Lola she remembered. That girl had always had an awkward eagerness in front of an audience, and her voice had strained at high notes. Now, Lola occupied the stage as if it were her domain, as if her nimble fingers on the frets of her guitar were weaving a spell over the room. Lola’s voice was liquid and rich, like warm honey, and it pooled deep in Renee’s chest. Renee was transfixed. Lola soared into the song’s bridge, the emotion in her voice like a tide pulling Renee out to sea. Lola’s eyes were half-closed, lost in the sound. When she lifted them, Renee could have sworn that Lola was looking right at her.

Renee stared back at the woman onstage.

Who had Lola become?

LOLA ONLY PLAYED three songs, but by the time she closed with a cover of “Stand by Me,” everyone with a date and the physical capacity to report to the dance floor was having the most romantic moment of their lives—Deborah and Dave included. As Lola left the stage, the DJ transitioned seamlessly to Bruno Mars. Those poor chumps were never getting back to their seats.

Renee would not be joining them. She leaned against a shadowed wall near the bar, hoping the half-drunk Joshinator in her hand made her look less friendless kid at a middle school dance, and more confident bad bitch.

“Could I please have a sparkling water?” a voice from the bar said.

There was Lola, squeezing a lime into her glass. Alone.

Renee should have said hello. It would have been the polite choice, but it was not the one Renee made.

This was her first close-range opportunity to see Lola since they were eighteen. Her large, dark eyes peering out from under the sweet curl of her lashes, the golden tone of her skin, her heart-shaped face. But there was an air of fragility about her too. The longer Renee looked, the more it seemed that Lola was tired, or a bit sad.

Renee couldn’t square the grown woman before her with the girl who’d gone around clutching a velvet-covered journal of lyrics, who did vocal exercises in the middle school bathroom because she claimed it had perfect acoustics, who had once cried at a sleepover because no one wanted to watch Phantom of the Opera.

When they were young, Lola and Renee had bonded over being weird, creative kids, but once high school started, they lost the thread of what they’d had in common. Lola doubled down on her dreams of pop stardom, which put her out of step with everyone at Fellows High. It was cool to be a Billboard chart–topping star once you’d actually done it, but when you were a teenager telling anyone who’d listen that one day you’d top the Billboard charts? You were weird. Anyway, Renee had been too busy navigating her own whirlpool of existential depression to think about the girl next door, who was as edgy as a Girl Scout.

Was that why she’d never realized how gorgeous Lola was?



Lola covertly slipped some cash into the tip jar that the caterers had set out despite the open bar. Then she said, “Are you going to say hi, Renee, or just lurk in the shadows?”

Renee straightened up. “I’m not lurking, I’m respectfully standing. You and the sparkling water were having a moment. It would have been rude to interrupt.”

Lola came over to Renee and set her shoulder against the same patch of wall where Renee had just been leaning.

“I need a moment to find myself again when I get offstage,” Lola said.

“Still losing yourself in the music,” Renee said. She’d meant it playfully, but Lola’s expression stilled. Renee sensed that Lola was on the brink of reverting to the forced, crinkle-eyed smile she’d worn earlier. Renee didn’t want to see that smile. She suddenly said, “Your voice sounds better than it used to.”

Gratifyingly, Lola didn’t smile at that. Instead, her lips quirked to the side and her brows arched. “Wow, a compliment from Renee Feldman.”

Renee’s cheeks warmed—or maybe that was the cocktail. “Yeah, well. Write that one down in your journal, Lo.”

“Oh, I don’t need to. I’ll remember it forever,” Lola said. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Renee shrugged. “We get so few chances to dance the Electric Slide in this short life, and I intend to take each one.”

“You’re in luck. Josh’s family are major Electric Slide people. They do the ties on their heads and everything.”

“If only I’d worn a suit,” Renee said.

Lola’s lashes dipped as her eyes ran down Renee’s body. “But I like what you have on.”

There was something about how Lola said it, her voice dropping a little low, that made Renee’s skin prickle. Platonic compliments women gave each other usually came in higher-pitched, friendly tones. If it had been anyone else—anyone queer—Renee would have said this was flirting. But this was Lola. It must have been a failed attempt at sarcasm. Where most people had a sense of humor, Lola had a deeply unhealthy work ethic.

None of that explained why heat was blooming through Renee’s chest.

Maybe it was an excess of Joshinators, but suddenly Renee felt they could have been in the shadowy corner of a bar, or a house party—someplace actually fun.

Someplace she’d actually flirt.

Not that she’d ever flirt with Lola, who had glossed over that comment like it had never happened.

“I’d heard you moved to New York. Film school, right? I’m surprised you came back for this.”

Renee tossed back the rest of her drink, nonchalant. “I was here already. I’m taking some time off to get my inspiration back before I start my thesis. You know, refill the creative well.”

Lola’s lips parted in mock outrage, her eyes sparkling up at Renee. “Did you just say ‘refill the creative well’? Fifteen-year-old Renee would be rolling her eyes so hard right now.”

“It’s an expression!” Renee protested, but she was laughing. She laid her hand on Lola’s shoulder. She hadn’t meant to do it, not exactly. Just like she hadn’t meant to notice how soft Lola’s skin was, or to use that touch as a reason to step in closer, before letting her palm skim Lola’s arm as it fell.

“But really, that sounds nice. I wish I could take a break for a few weeks.” Lola sighed.

Renee didn’t correct Lola that her break had lasted a year. “What would fifteen-year-old Lola say to that? Don’t tell me you finally learned how to relax.”



“Of course I know how to relax. I’m at a party right now.”

“And you’ve had what, one glass of champagne all night?”

Lola’s eyes widened, the golden-brown irises edged by a darker ring. “Have you been watching me, Renee?”

“Everyone’s been watching you,” Renee answered softly.

“Which is why I don’t drink with this many people around. I can’t do anything too—” Lola made a face, bugging her eyes out. It was shockingly charming.

“If you could, what kind of”—Renee pulled the same buggy-eyed face—“thing would you do?”

Renee must have imagined it. The Joshinators had caused a break with reality. Because it looked like Lola had lowered her lashes, then gently bit her lip.

“I have a bottle of champagne in my room, for later,” Lola said. “But what sounds really good right now is getting into bed.”

Renee’s mouth was suddenly dry. She felt herself moving closer to Lola, leaning in as though magnetized. “That sounds good to me too.”

“Lola, you better not be on your phone!” Claudia said, running up to them.

Lola spun away from Renee. “I was catching up with Renee. You didn’t tell me she’d be here!”

Renee congratulated Claudia, then fended off demands that she follow them to the dance floor. Her eyes kept shifting to Lola, but she was wearing that smile again, the one Renee couldn’t tell was genuine or not.

Renee wandered back to her table, shaking her head. Had Lola been flirting with her—and had she flirted back? The very thought was cursed. This was Lola Gray, not some hot femme at a queer bar in Brooklyn. Lola was an international pop star. By comparison, Renee was a fingerling potato.

And on top of that, Renee was a woman.



Did Lola like women? Not as far as Renee knew—and as shallow as her pop culture knowledge was, Renee would have heard if the reigning Princess of Pop had come out.

The idea that Lola was secretly queer was ridiculous.

But until a few minutes ago, it had felt ridiculous to imagine Lola undressing her with her eyes, and Joshinators be damned, Renee was pretty sure that had happened.

Almost as ridiculous as the fact that Renee, who prided herself on never having listened to a Lola Gray album, had been ready to melt for her.
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Lola had no idea what had come over her.

She had no business flirting with Renee—Renee Feldman, whom she hadn’t spoken to in years, and who she’d last solidly counted among her friends in eighth grade. But she’d come offstage and she’d felt raw. For weeks, Lola had been worrying about that three-song set: a song from her first album that she’d written after she and Claudia watched 10 Things I Hate About You; Claudia’s favorite of her love songs, “Unwritten Letter” from her second album; and a cover of “Stand by Me,” a surprise. Lola considered it one of the most romantic songs ever written, and she’d labored over how best to perform it solo. When the guests stopped watching her and started dancing slow, heads resting on shoulders, she’d known she was pulling it off.

She’d imagined that when she heard “Stand by Me” at a wedding, she’d be slow dancing with someone she loved.

Performing was one of the few things she could do that always felt right. All the different versions of herself that normally took so much effort to balance came together onstage. But tonight, at the end of her set, her heart felt even more than usual like a wound barely patched over in her chest, as if being surrounded by so much love had split her fragile new scars.

Already, Lola had been navigating the reception in an unaccustomed haze of public awkwardness. Her mother, as usual, set Lola on edge. She never knew how Donna would react when her daughters were the object of attention. Thankfully, she seemed to relish the role of Mother of the Bride, so it had been beaming pride, not fiendish jealousy. But that could change in a second, and on Claudia’s day, it would be Lola’s responsibility to settle her.

On top of that, some of these guests had known her when she was a kid in headgear—literally, her mom had insisted on inviting their orthodontist. They might remember the time she forgot the words to the national anthem at a hockey game. Now, they all wanted their moment with Lola Gray, the star. She didn’t want to disappoint them, but she couldn’t let her presence detract from Claudia and Josh.

It would have made it all better if she’d had someone at her side, who was there just for her. Someone who could see, even through her smile, that she was spinning out, who would squeeze her hand and tell her she was doing a good job.

But she didn’t have that, and she wasn’t going to find it here.

What she might find instead was distraction, release.

She hadn’t quite gone looking for Renee when she edged around the dance floor to the bar. But she knew Renee would be there. She’d spotted her from the stage: leaning against the wall to show off the tattoos that ran from elbow to shoulder. Renee had this energy as if she’d been born with no fucks to give, and Lola, who cared too much about everyone, always found it magnetic.

As she danced with Claudia, her cheeks flushed as she replayed what she’d said to Renee. Whenever she allowed herself to flirt with a woman, Lola chose her words carefully, to maximize deniability if anything got out. But from the way Renee’s eyes had widened, her body canted into Lola’s, her meaning had come across.

It was pathetic, getting a rush from a two-minute conversation. She’d probably imagined the sexual tension. Renee had only gotten hotter in the last ten years, and Lola was lonely—lonely and horny.



Which was probably why, while guests were loading into the bus that would take them to the hotel after-party, Lola’s thoughts were still caught on Renee.

“You really won’t come?” Claudia begged her as Josh’s cousins triumphantly emerged from the venue bearing crates of leftover alcohol. “You’d have fun.”

Lola gave her an apologetic smile.

“You know I’d love to, but I have an early flight and I’m at a different hotel.”

Lola was thankful for the excuse. As much as she wanted to please her sister, Claudia was wrong: Lola would not have fun. She’d feel, as she had all night, like everyone else lived on planet Earth and she was a satellite circling above them.

All night, except that moment with Renee.

Lola waved to her sister as the bus pulled away.

On the other side of it, Renee was standing by her car, looking at her phone.

Suddenly, Lola felt reckless. The guests were gone. Her team had made sure to keep the venue private, and anyway, this was Fellows, not Hollywood. Besides, who knew when—if—she’d see Renee again?

Lola’s feet were moving across the parking lot before she realized she’d made up her mind.

“No after-party?” she called.

When Renee looked up and took Lola in, her green eyes seemed to darken. A shiver of excitement traveled down Lola’s spine.

“Not my vibe. I don’t know why I thought driving myself was a good idea.”

“One too many Joshinators?”

“Maybe one too many, and now I can’t get a car.” Renee shook her hair out of her face. “Aren’t you going?”

“I already told you what I’d rather be doing,” Lola said quietly. Renee’s red-painted lips curved with interest. It made Lola feel bold. “Why don’t you come back to my hotel? We can catch up, and I can have that glass of champagne while you sober up.”

Renee’s brows drew together as she studied Lola. Lola’s stomach clenched, steeling for rejection.

But Renee asked, “You sure?”

Lola nodded, then flinched as Renee tossed something toward her. A set of keys hit the pavement at her feet.

“Don’t tell me you forgot how to drive, Lo.”

Lola’s dress pooled on the ground as she bent to grab the keys.

***

Lola’s hotel was twenty minutes away in Grand Rapids. The vision of Lola Gray, international pop star, at the wheel of Renee’s battered Elantra was absurd and borderline frightening. She was so short she had to move the seat all the way up and adjust every mirror, twice—only to nearly make an illegal left at a red light. Wild honking from her security team, tailing them in a black SUV, had stopped her. Renee hadn’t noticed Lola’s security at the wedding. Now she wondered if they’d seen that moment at the bar, or the one in the parking lot—if they knew what those moments meant.

If they meant anything.

Safely at the hotel, Lola and Renee were escorted into an elevator by Henry, Lola’s head of security, who had thin salt-and-pepper hair and a body like a slab of beef. Lola introduced Renee as a childhood friend.

“We’re catching up,” Renee said. She didn’t want Henry to assume Lola had brought her back here to fuck. Not that Renee was sure that was why Lola had brought her back here. Maybe they really would chat about the last few years, and she’d ignore the newfound humming in her blood when she looked at Lola.



“Have a wonderful night,” Henry said as he swiped a key card at Lola’s door—a standard sign-off or the equivalent of a knowing wink?

Renee peeked around the suite: probably the finest Grand Rapids had to offer, with a separate living room area, a king bed, and a bathroom with a jacuzzi tub. Two gigantic suitcases had puked up their contents onto the carpet.

“Here we are!” Renee turned to see Lola brandishing a bottle of champagne.

Lola peeled the foil off, then twisted free the wire cage and started pushing at the cork. Her forehead wrinkled, glossy lips pursed in effort, but the cork didn’t budge.

Renee crossed the room and slid her hands against the neck of the bottle so that the cork was in her fist, although Lola still gripped the body. They were right up against each other, and the space between them seemed to fizz and spark.

“It’ll explode if you do it like that,” Renee said, conscious of how close her mouth was now to Lola’s ear. “You have to be gentle.”

One hand tight on the cork, she guided her other to Lola’s and twisted the bottle. The cork loosened and pulled free with a sigh. Blue vapor flowed from the mouth of the bottle.

When Renee stepped back, her eyes snagged on the quick, shallow rise and fall of Lola’s chest. Then Lola remembered herself, the cold bottle in her hand.

“Can I pour you a glass?”

“I thought I was sobering up,” Renee said. “I don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

“You won’t. You can stay as long as you want,” Lola said.

“Okay.”

Lola went to the table and filled two flutes, her back to Renee. But when she was done, instead of handing one to Renee, Lola took a long look at her from over her shoulder, her eyes dark and her lower lip held between her teeth.

“What is it?” Renee asked.

Lola grabbed something off the table and turned to face her. “It’s just—do you mind signing this?” She was holding out a form.

Non-Disclosure Agreement, the document read.

“An NDA?” Renee’s eyebrows jumped up. “Worried I’ll post an embarrassing picture on Instagram?”

“Sell it to a tabloid, actually, but same idea. Sorry, I know it’s awkward, but my team will kill me if I don’t . . . and it makes it a little easier for me to relax.” Her deep brown eyes flitted between Renee’s face and the paper in her hands.

“I don’t know, Lo. You’ve got me all alone in your hotel room, and now you’re telling me whatever happens here will be our secret,” Renee said slowly, allowing some of that simmering anticipation to enter her voice. “What are you planning to do to me?”

Lola was twisting a pen in her hands and watching Renee intensely. She opened her mouth, closed it again. Renee could tell Lola was fighting the urge to reassure her that there was nothing planned, that Renee had it all wrong.

But by now, Renee was certain she didn’t have it all wrong.

“I’ll just have to find out.” Renee took the pen and scribbled her signature.

As soon as she’d handed the document back to Lola, it was fluttering out of her fingers and to the floor. Lola surged forward. All at once, her lips were against Renee’s. Renee startled—she hadn’t expected Lola to jump her, nor had she expected the smoothness of Lola’s lips, or that she’d taste of spearmint, like she’d snuck a mint without Renee seeing. Renee opened her lips for Lola, leaning down into her eager mouth. There was nothing teasing or subtle about the way Lola kissed her. When she drew Renee’s lower lip between hers and sucked, with just a hint of pressure from her teeth, desire surged through Renee’s body. If Lola was that hungry for her, Renee was happy to submit.

Lola broke away, just barely, and breathed, “Sorry, is this okay?”

Renee didn’t want to think too hard about what this was or wasn’t.

“Don’t apologize. Don’t stop,” Renee sighed against her needfully, and Lola didn’t.

She notched her body to Renee’s like she didn’t want any air between them, and kissed her again, her tongue snaking into Renee’s mouth. In response, Renee’s hands tangled into Lola’s hair, pulling a few hairpins loose. Lola moaned against Renee’s lips.

Was this really happening? She was making out with Lola—Lola Gray—the little weirdo next door who was now adored by millions, who Renee hadn’t even suspected was queer. This was the hottest thing she’d experienced in months—no, in years. This was better than any of her half-hearted hookups since returning to Fellows. Renee had worried she’d lost the ability to lose herself in lust like this. But now, her knee was bending invitingly between Lola’s thighs and her hands were grabbing Lola’s hips to tug her closer. A tremor shot through Lola the first time Renee pressed against her, and it set a fire coursing through her. Renee’s fingers dug into Lola’s ass. She was rewarded by Lola running her hands up the front of her jumpsuit and cupping her breasts through the fabric, her thumbs circling Renee’s nipples and sending a ripple of pleasure to her core.

Breathing heavy, Renee cast a glance at that enormous bed. Understanding, Lola pulled Renee over to it, then spun her around, so she faced Renee’s back. She fingered the zipper of Renee’s jumpsuit.

“Can I?”

“Fuck yes,” Renee groaned. As Lola drew the zipper down, Renee could feel Lola’s intent gaze on her skin and the clasp of her bra and, as the jumpsuit fell to the ground, the curve of her ass. Then Lola was pushing her up onto the bed and peeling off the straps of her own dress to expose more of that gorgeous skin, almost radiant in its softness.

Renee took in Lola’s body: her breasts straining against the lace edge of her bra, the smudge of a birthmark on her ribs, the points of her hips, an ass that would fill Renee’s palms perfectly. She was wearing practical, seamless nude-colored underwear—not what you’d wear if you’d been planning to fuck at your sister’s wedding—but it clung to her, visibly damp.

As Lola climbed up her body, Renee marveled again that Lola felt totally unlike the squeaky-clean girl she’d known. And she was nothing like the polished entertainer that Kadijah obsessed over. This woman was hungry and messy with need. There was something almost ugly about how her face wore pleasure, like the muscles were unused to moving that way. That look made Renee want to watch Lola come undone completely.

She grabbed Lola’s hips and swung her leg over them, so that Lola was on her back, her beautiful dark hair over the white sheets. Renee kissed her jaw, her neck—Lola arched against the bed—then moved down her chest, kissing a trail to her breasts. She took the edge of the lace in her teeth, tugged gently, then cut her eyes up to Lola’s face. Her eyes were hazy.

“Can I take this off?” Renee asked.

Lola nodded, and Renee slid her hands beneath her to unclasp the bra. She savored a look at Lola’s dark pink areola, already pebbling, before capturing one nipple with her palm, the other with her mouth. Lola’s arms were around Renee’s head, pressing Renee against her, and she moaned in a way that Renee could feel through Lola’s chest. The vibration traveled straight through Renee and right to her clit. But Renee forced herself to ignore her arousal. She wanted to focus on Lola, to coax more of those moans from her.



Renee shifted her mouth to the other side and moved her hand down to Lola’s panties, eager to touch her.

But then Lola’s hand was over hers, guiding it away, and Lola was pulling her back up into a kiss again.

“Too fast?” Renee breathed against her.

“No, I just want you first,” Lola answered. “Is that okay?”

“Of course.” It wasn’t Renee’s plan exactly, but she was flexible. If Lola didn’t want to be touched right now, she’d wait.

She lay back against the pillows. Lola had an otherworldly concentration as she pulled Renee’s panties off, then slid her hand up Renee’s thighs, parting them so that Renee was exposed to her. Renee shivered, ready.

Lola tasted her slowly at first, using her tongue to trace the length of her. Was Lola nervous—inexperienced? Renee moaned encouragingly, just in case. But then Lola drew her tongue up to Renee’s clit, closing her lips around it, and—and fuck. Renee gasped, her eyes squeezing closed. Lola had barely gotten her mouth on her and already, delicious sensation was building in her. Not inexperienced, then. Not at all. God, where had Lola learned to use her mouth like this? She’d always been a perfectionist, but this—

But then Renee wasn’t having any more thoughts. Lola slipped one finger inside her, quickly followed by another. Between her hands, strong from curling against the strings of her guitar, and the lips that sang those love songs, Renee’s need for release was accelerating. She forced her eyes open and looked down at Lola. Her hair askew and her ass rolling against the bed—not against the bed, against her own hand. Lola was working herself too, Renee realized, touching herself while she sucked Renee’s clit.

“That’s so fucking hot,” Renee ground out as she reached down, weaving her hand into Lola’s hair. Lola liked that, Renee could see from how her hips were canting. “Keep doing that. I’m coming—”



And then Lola was taking her over the edge, plunging her into waves of aching pleasure that had her heels digging into the bed. But Lola was coming too, crying out with her mouth still against Renee, her body stiffening in orgasm and then collapsing against Renee’s stomach.

Lola came up from between Renee’s thighs with her mouth glistening. She looked wild and beautiful, and Renee pulled her in for a long kiss, tasting herself on Lola’s tongue.

“That was incredible,” Renee gasped as she lay back against the sweat-damp pillows.

Lola nestled against her. “Really?”

Renee gazed down at Lola through half-lidded eyes. Lola’s dark eyes were huge and wanting. Renee traced her fingers from Lola’s hip up to her shoulder.

“The best head I’ve ever had. Honestly.”

Lola pressed herself closer against Renee and Renee thought she felt a frisson of arousal run through the other woman’s body. She tried again.

“You’re so good, Lo,” Renee murmured. Her fingertips trailed over Lola’s skin, raising goose bumps as they went. “Such a good girl.”

Lola seemed to stop breathing entirely at that.

“Your turn,” Renee said, pushing herself up on her elbows.

“It’s okay. I just came.” Lola put her hand on Renee’s chest and pushed gently. Renee, too spent to resist, fell back.

“So?”

Lola’s hand was still on Renee’s chest. She had a shadowy, almost forlorn look on her face. “Do you know how rarely I get to be with a woman?”

Renee swallowed hard. International pop stardom be damned, Lola deserved to be with a woman as often as she wanted.

“I want to make sure I remember how you taste,” Lola whispered, and Renee’s concern, along with every last coherent thought, left her head, as fresh heat flooded her body. If Lola didn’t want her to reciprocate, she wasn’t going to
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