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Dedicated to everyone
who wants to believe
it’s never too late
to find your dream.




Chapter 1
Emmy
The poor receptionist looked tired. I couldn’t blame her—we were a whole ordeal, the lot of us checking in all in a line. She had bags under her eyes, and she smiled thinly when she went to check me in.
“Hi, Helen,” I said, checking her nametag, and I fumbled around in one of my kajillion bags I was lugging into the hotel. “I’m Emma Montford. You can call me Emmy, though. Here.” I pulled out the can of iced coffee I’d grabbed from a vending machine earlier, and I slipped it across the desk. “You must be exhausted. You need this more than I do.”
Helen, a tall and pretty girl with stunningly dark skin, looked at the coffee all weirdly, like it was going to bite her. “You’re, uh—you’re giving me a coffee,” was what she said after a second to deliberate.
“Oh, you know what they say. One kind act creates another, and all that. Besides, I’ve seen the line stretching out for miles, like wow,” I said, putting my hands up and gesturing to show the line stretching, and nearly dropping one of my bags in the process. “Anyway, point is, you must be bushed. Here’s my ID. Do you have a break soon? I can talk to your manager if you need a break. Unless you are the manager, in which case I can’t do that.”
She smiled warmly, taking the ID and punching numbers into the slim computer in front of her. “I’m a manager. Not the manager. But… thank you, Emmy. For the coffee, too.”
“You have really pretty eyes, by the way!” I called after her, once I’d gotten my keys and was dragging my tumbling armloads of bags away from the front desk. “They say the eyes are the windows to the soul, and I think that means you have a beautiful soul!”
I fumbled with my bags on my way to the elevator, grabbing a pen and a pad of paper, and I balanced my bags in my arms while I walked so I could write, April 20th, 2pm: gave a coffee to someone who needed it!
Except I was just barely finishing the big, open circle under the exclamation point when I ran into the elevator, and crashed straight into the poor girl who was getting into it ahead of me, and both of us succumbed to gravity.
“Crap,” I blurted, my pad flying from my hand, bags dropping. I caught myself on the sensible one rolling suitcase the girl in front of me had, but she had no such luck—she gasped and dropped like a stone, falling onto her hands and knees, and flailing enough on the way down she kicked the rolling suitcase out from under me, and with a squeak, I went down too, landing on top of her with a grunt from us both.
“Jesus,” she growled, looking up at me from her compromising position pinned underneath me. She had… sunglasses on, even inside, although they were jostled off of her eyes right now and were up in her hair, and I blinked quickly at the prettiest brown eyes I’d ever seen before I realized who this was.
I’d just completely wiped out Katarina Jackson, the number one star around here and the name to beat in this competition. And now I was pinning her to the floor.
There was a murmuring sound of activity from outside the elevator doors before they shut, and then we were moving up. It was that rumble and motion that startled me back to reality, and I scrabbled up off of her.
“Oh my god. I am so sorry. Are you okay? You’re not hurt? Can I do something to make it up to you?”
“I’m fine, just let me up—” She shot a hand out, grabbing for the handrail on the side of the elevator at the same time I reached for it, and when our hands collided, I wobbled and lost my balance, falling back down on top of her. She let out a wheeze as I planted myself on her. “God. Watch what you’re doing, for Christ’s sake!”
“Oh my god. I’m the worst. I’m so sorry,” I blurted, my words all a hazy wobble, but—I had to admit, it was kind of nice being on top of Kat Jackson. She was one of my inspirations as a singer, and I knew I’d run into her somewhere or other in this hotel, but I didn’t think it would be that literal, and my heart was racing that just oh my god she was here and I was here too and, like, I was—well, pinning her to the floor.
“Do you mind?” She pushed on me, and I jerked back to reality a second time.
“Oh my god. I’m really sorry, Kat.” I pushed myself up off her, all wobbly in every part of me. “You’re Kat Jackson, aren’t you? Oh my gosh. I’m Emma Montford, but you can call me Emmy—”
“I’ll call you a freaking rhino, is what I’ll call you,” she said, dragging herself to her feet and dusting herself off. “And it’s Katarina to you. I don’t make friends with paparazzi, thanks.”
I was so busy admiring her, I didn’t even realize at first what she’d said. She was just so pretty. She was taller than me, with loose waves of brown hair and sharp brown eyes, unfairly perfect freckles over her cheeks, all accented with makeup sharper than the corner of a table you bump into in the middle of the night. She was even dressed too well, wearing a loose red button-down and jeans, and it was only once she put those sunglasses back on that I realized I was staring at her.
“Oh,” I said. “I’m not paparazzi. I’m actually another competitor—”
“You?” She laughed. I laughed along, even though I knew she was trying to insult me, because it was kind of funny.
“I mean, yeah. I’m pretty good! Just you wait and see.” I thumped my chest. “I’m pretty new to the scene. Nothing like you, Katarina. You’re talented and kind—”
“You’ve got the wrong idea if you think I’m kind,” she said, pulling her luggage closer to her and stepping out when the door opened into a dark, carpeted hallway. “And I definitely don’t make friends with competitors. I don’t chat with competition, I break them. Have a nice day, Emma.”
I gathered my bags and followed along after her. “You can just call me Emmy. Thanks, though! I am having a pretty good day so far. I hope you’re having a nice day, too!”
She turned around and gave me a look I could tell was a scowl even with sunglasses on. I wondered how she could even see in the dark hallway. “Are you following me?”
I grinned. “This is my floor, too! I’m room…” I squinted at my key. “Five twelve!”
She sighed, dropping her arms by her sides. “Son of a… fine, whatever.” She turned around and headed back down the hallway, and I followed her. “Just don’t talk to me. I’m not here to make friends, Emma. I’m not as kind as you think.”
“I told you, it’s Emmy. And you are. You made all those donations to children’s charities—”
“Tax credits. I saved more by donating than by not donating. And it’s good PR. Look—I don’t even want compliments.”
“Okay,” I mumbled, pouting more than I meant to. “But I want to apologize for bumping into you.”
“Bumping into me? Is that what you call charging into me so hard you knock me over and elbow-drop me twice?” She stopped at room 514, right next to mine, and shot me a look. I grinned sheepishly.
“Yeah, I guess so. If I’m not wildly exaggerating, I’m wildly understating things. That’s what my friend Joyce always says. You might know her. Joyce Heathrow. She works at the event.”
She dropped her arms and raised an eyebrow hard enough I could see it even with the shades on. “You know Joyce Heathrow?”
I puffed out my chest and straightened my back. “Yeah! For sure. We met through a mutual friend and she helped me refine my singing technique a little bit. She’s really good. I don’t know why she’s not the one competing here. I mean, I do know why, it’s because she doesn’t like the spotlight, but still. I’m talking a lot. I do that when I’m nervous. I can’t believe I’m meeting Katarina Jackson in the flesh. You’re really pretty.”
“Shh,” she hissed, putting a finger to her lips, and I winced. “What do you think the sunglasses are for? I don’t want people recognizing me when I’m out and about. If you go around shouting that I’m Katarina Jackson, what do you think that does for me?”
“Ohhh. That’s what the shades are for. I thought, maybe, like, you were just… really sensitive to light or something.” I shook my head. “Okay. I can call you something else. Um… Rina?”
She rubbed her forehead. “In what world is that subtle?”
I laughed. “It’s cute. Do you not like it?”
She turned away, back to room 514, and she slid the keycard through the lock. It only hit me then that she was going to be staying right next to me, and I think someone grew a whole freaking butterfly garden in my gut. “I don’t know what Joyce sees in you. Look. Emma,” she said, turning back and pausing in the doorway, lifting up her sunglasses to make eye contact with me, and the butterflies in my stomach got butterflies in their stomachs.
“Emmy,” I said. She sighed.
“Emmy. What happened in the elevator did not happen. Forget you ever ran into me. Clear your conscience of all of it. If you want to do something nice for me, forget you ever even saw me, forget you ever even met me, and never talk to me again. Have a nice day.”
She closed the door before I could say anything, and I stared at the door for a bit before I laughed, just to myself, I guess.
“I am having a pretty nice day, thank you,” I said, and I unlocked my door and went inside—it was a gorgeous room with plush white carpet and soft pink walls, one wallpapered accent wall, and a massive four-poster bed. I whistled to myself, looking around it all, and…
Sure enough, I could still hear Kat in the room next to mine. I smiled to myself, and I fumbled through my bags until I found the Kindness Board, a magnetic board stuck with notes about all the people I wanted to do kind gestures for, and I made a note that said, KATARINA JACKSON (she’s incognito sometimes as Rina)
Below that, I tacked on, don’t give compliments, and brainstormed a few things maybe she would like with question marks, things to try, and I moved Joyce and my other friend Grant to either side to pin Kat front and center.
I’d find something to make her smile a little.




Chapter 2
Kat
“Hey, Georgia,” I said, giving her a quick smile as I pushed past her in the busy halls of the studio. The place was alive right now for the feature interviews—each of the performers going to sit down and talk about ourselves for the first official airing of this thing, making a public spectacle of it and all kinds of nonsense, as if I wanted to talk about myself to a camera for a faceless crowd. I just wanted to get on a stage, win, make my agent happy, and leave.
“Doing okay, Kat?” Georgia said, stopping to walk through the hall dodging people milling in small groups or power-walking through in the opposite direction. Georgia was a slight, almost demure Black woman with goddess locs she had past her chest, and she’d been dragging me mostly unwilling through the studio last night. She was quiet, but she knew what she was doing. “You had time to look over the script much?”
“Only all night long. Standard business. When am I up?”
“Ten minutes. They’re interviewing…” She checked a clipboard. “Emma Montford right now? I don’t really know her. New to the scene.”
Ugh. My stomach turned just at the name. I pursed my lips. “Apparently, she goes by Emmy.”
Georgia looked up at me like I’d started speaking in tongues. “Kat. You’ve been getting to know the competitors?”
“Begrudgingly,” I said, stopping outside the studio doors. Sure enough, through the little glass window, I could see the same girl from yesterday sitting in a chair in front of the camera crew, a backdrop of a music room hung behind her. “She knocked me over in the elevator yesterday.”
“No kidding,” Anthony’s voice said from behind me, and I jolted, turning back to where he was standing tall—tall as in just shy of seven feet, with an impossibly well-maintained blonde beard. I swear, the guy was a Viking, just stepped through time and into the music industry. He was looking at his phone, tapping it, and he handed it over to me. “This you, Kat?”
Christ. Sure enough, it was me—a photo on Instagram of me in the elevator, in a compromising position with Emmy on top of me. The caption read Am I losing my mind or is this KAT JACKSON getting frisky in an elevator with someone? I put a hand to my forehead. “You’re kidding me. We were like that for two seconds before the door closed. People get to be quicker draws with the damn phone cameras every year.”
“Excuses don’t stop the rumor mill,” he said, but Georgia had already taken the phone and was scrolling through.
“It’s not a good angle… and you’re wearing the sunglasses, so it’s hard to tell if it’s you or not. The comments look like they’re divided on the matter. A couple of people have already identified Emmy as the other girl, though,” she said, handing the phone back. “No such luck hiding her identity.”
“Play it by ear,” Anthony said, patting me on the shoulder. I shuddered. I did not like touch. “If you need to, you can just lean into it. A little rumor about an exciting celebrity encounter never did any harm for someone’s popularity.”
“I’m not entertaining rumors I’m getting… frisky in an elevator with Emma Montford.” I shook my head, looking back through the little window at where Emmy was laughing so hard it hurt my stomach just looking at her.
Ugh. This girl was just radiating positivity and joy. She was annoying. And she reeked of brand-new—the industry would wear her down like all the rest of us before long.
I had to wonder how a hopeless nobody like her got in with Joyce Heathrow, though. The woman was a legend. And this girl…
She was a bit of a scrawny thing, with a wavy blonde bob and eyes that were so green they were practically neon. She looked—I didn’t want to compliment her, but—frankly gorgeous in that seafoam dress she had on, a big brown clip in her hair, and coral lipstick, just smiling away like she’d never had so much fun in her life talking to a camera.
And then she looked up, through the window to the studio, saw me, and she straight-up lit up and waved to me. My stomach dropped. The camera crew all jolted, looking back at me, and for a mortifying second I was the center of all the wrong kind of attention, and I just wanted to sink into the earth and die.
The camera crews scrabbled, stopping the footage so they could pick back up with a smooth transition, and Emmy just gave them a sheepish look, glancing back at me. I rolled my eyes, turning away.
“Don’t let that girl near me,” I sighed, sinking back against the wall by the door.
“Will do my best,” Anthony said.
“She’s adjacent to your number,” Georgia said, checking her list. “You’ll be next to each other in everything. I think you’re in adjacent rooms—”
“In the hotel, yes, I noticed.” I rubbed my forehead. “God give me strength.”
Once Emmy’s interview finished, she came out of the room giggling alongside a cameraman who looked… enamored with her. He waved to her, looking like he’d been enjoying the time with her just a little too much. I felt like pushing the guy over. Seriously? You did not pick up a job like that to ogle the girls you’re in charge of interviewing.
Emmy lit up when she saw me, waving. “Hi, Rina!” she said, and I just about bloody died on the spot.
Half the people squeezed into the hall with us turned to look at me. I shot Emmy the most venomous look I could. “For the love of—you can call me Katarina here. Obviously I’m not trying to hide when I’m—and I told you Rina isn’t even a subtle—”
She handed me a Snickers. I blinked. She grinned so wide I could have counted each tooth she had. “Joyce told me you like them. And I heard from Elizabeth you were up next after me, and I thought maybe you could use it to calm your nerves.”
I wanted to make a run for it. This was awkward even without everyone staring at me.
Great. Now we were going to be the subject of the rumor mill inside and outside the studio. The question was whether I took it and started rumors about how we were friends, or if I refused it and started rumors about how I was a cold, icy bitch who couldn’t even take an apology candy bar. At least the latter one was true.
Still, I took the Snickers, slowly, holding eye contact with her the whole time, trying to read her expression. If this was her trying to get close to me, get all buddy-buddy. I… couldn’t read her expression, because it seemed like the only expression she ever knew how to have was a big-ass smile. “Thank you,” I said, slowly. “I’ll accept this as repayment for the elevator incident, and now we never need to mention it again.”
She beamed, somehow smiling even wider so that her eyes pinched shut. “Sounds great! Good luck in there, Katarina. You’re going to do great!”
The woman was so sickly sweet, I think I was going to get cavities. “Thanks,” I said, pushing past her, towards the studio door. Behind me, I heard her giggling along with a member of the event staff.
“You were right,” I heard her say. “I owe you one. Let me go buy you a coffee?”
I only stopped and glanced back for a second once I pulled open the studio door, just a quick look to see Emmy surrounded by a small crowd all laughing with her. I needed someone to slap me. Was she some kind of hyper-celebrity I’d somehow never heard of, or was she just making friends at lightspeed?
Bribing people, probably, from the sound of things.
I’d accept my bribe, though.
I bit off a piece of my bribery Snickers as I shut the studio door behind me for my damned interview.
∞∞∞
 
When I got back to the hotel, I felt completely drained. Interviews were exhausting. Having to play sweet and cute pop idol, even a little, was exhausting. Of course, they still left me lines like I’m going to crush whoever I’m against, and they applauded my acting the role, but, well—I wasn’t acting. I wasn’t sure if any of them knew that or not.
Either way, there was me, completely exhausted, dragging myself back into the hotel lobby, ready to get upstairs and do some yoga for an hour until I was physically exhausted enough to forget about my mental exhaustion, and then stopping dead at the sight of goddamn Emma Montford at the desk, leaning over and talking to the receptionist, in what looked like a cordial chat the front desk woman actually wanted to be a part of. They were laughing together over something on Emmy’s phone, and I must have stopped for too long after the doors, because Emmy glanced over at me and lit up like a deadly weapon ready to fire.
“Rina!” she called, standing up and waving. “Hi! Oh my god. I heard from Liam you killed your interview! Congratulations!”
I was ready to kill, just not an interview. I shot her a look. “If you’re going to blather about how I just had the interview, there’s no point hiding my name,” I said. “And Rina isn’t even a subtle name.”
“Joyce, Elizabeth, Liam, and I were going to go out for pizza,” she said, talking with her hands. I didn’t even know what she was doing with them, just waving them around. “I was trying to get Helen to come with me, but she said she’s got work, so I told her I’d just bring her a slice or three, because hotel work is hard work. Point is, do you want to come?”
“Not on my life. Bye, Emmy,” I said, hunching my shoulders and storming past her, towards the elevator, and I checked over my shoulder this time to make sure she wasn’t going to bowl me over. She waved and called to me.
“All right! See you later. I’ll save a slice in case you want it! You can come to my room and grab it later!”
That sounded like the worst thing I could have done. I didn’t even look at her, letting the doors shut and take me up to the fifth floor, still hunching my shoulders all the way to my room, where I flung my day bag onto the bed and squatted to peel my shoes off.
I was good at moving quickly, so I took a quick shower and got changed into yoga pants and a loose shirt in a matter of minutes, but I’d barely gotten into downward dog before the lights switched and went out. The heat flicked off, and the digital display on the alarm clock went dark. I stared at all of it, waiting for it to come back, just blinking slowly.
When it didn’t come back, I checked my phone, looking for weather alerts, anything to make an entire hotel lose power, and sure enough, there was nothing.
“Son of a…” I muttered to myself and pulled on flats, stepping out of my room and storming down the hall. Lights on in other rooms and the sounds of televisions in some told me I was miraculously the only one without power, and I was ready to tear apart front desk staff, but when I got back to front desk where Emmy was thankfully gone and told the woman there about it, she looked mortified enough I didn’t have to yell.
“I am so sorry,” she said, genuinely looking it, which was a surprise from an employee at all of this damn event setup. “We’ll have someone up there as soon as possible to get it fixed. Of course, we’ll give you a full day’s refund for—”
“Yeah, I don’t care about the refund, I’m not the one paying. I just don’t want to sit in the dark all day. Thanks,” I said, and I stormed back to the elevator.
And of course, what else to see when I got back to the hall than Emmy standing in her doorway, looking halfway out the door, paused to squint at her phone, texting up a storm. She had her tongue stuck out one side of her mouth while she texted. If she weren’t annoying, I’d say it was cute, but as it was, I tried to just walk past her, which obviously didn’t work, not without—
“Hey, Rina!” Emmy said, just as I was grabbing my keycard from my pocket. I sighed. “I thought you went up ahead of me?”
“My room doesn’t have power,” I said, icy enough to kill a flower. “I had to go complain to front desk. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
“Oh!” She put a hand to her mouth, eyes wide. “That’s awful. It’s all cold and windy today. You can stay in my room!”
“I refuse,” I said. “Have a nice day, Emmy.”
I slid the keycard through the lock, turned the handle and went to push the door open, and slammed my face into the door when it didn’t open.
“Son of a…” I rubbed my nose. Right. Of fucking course. The door lock was electric, and wasn’t going to let me in.
“Um…” Emmy’s voice next to me was the last thing I needed right now. “You can… you can stay in my room.”
I pinched the aching bridge of my nose, and I sighed. “Great. You know? Sure. Why the hell not. Let’s see what other kind of crap I can stir up in this godforsaken day.”
She beamed. “Do you want to get pizza first?”
“No.”
She shrugged, handing me her keycard. “Here you go. Give me your number so I can text you when I’m coming back? I don’t want to get locked out of my own room, and stuff.”
This girl was just handing me her keycard. Carte blanche to go through her room and do whatever I wanted with her stuff.
What an overly-trusting…
I took the card. “Sure,” I said, pulling out my phone. “I’ll add yours, too.”




Chapter 3
Emmy
Kat rubbed her forehead, sitting there cross-legged on the loveseat across from my bed, her phone pressed between her shoulder and her ear and a paper plate with a slice of pizza on her lap. “You’re not serious,” she said. “A day? You can’t get the power back on for the entire day.”
I shouldn’t have, but I admired the way she looked in her casual style—wine-red yoga pants and a loose tank, no makeup on, her hair up in a messy bun. She was one of those incredibly gorgeous girls who could pull off any look.
“Right. I’m not going to sleep in a medieval room with electricians coming in and out. And it’s freezing out tonight. I don’t want to get hypothermia in my own...” She took a bite of the pizza, chewed and swallowed, and then she sighed. “No, I get it. Yeah. Whatever. Just let me know once you at least get the door open. Even if the power’s still off, my things are all locked inside.”
When she hung up and dropped her phone down on the seat cushion next to her, I expected her to explode at me—she’d been waiting on it to get fixed the entire time I was out getting pizza with Joyce and some new friends I’d met today, and it sounded like now she wasn’t going to be able to use her room until tomorrow. I wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d taken her anger out on me.
But instead she just sighed and she looked up at me and she said, “Well, it’s going to take until tomorrow.”
I pursed my lips. “That really sucks. I’m sorry.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Huh,” was all she said, which gave even me and my never-thinking brain pause for thought.
“Huh, what?”
She gave me a wry look, shook her head. “I expected you to say something like be positive, you can focus on the good in the situation. Just smile and be happy.”
I laughed. “Are you pleasantly surprised to find I have tact sometimes?”
She furrowed her brow. “No. Well, I mean… yes. Yeah, actually. Expected you to be more annoying.”
I covered up a giggle, leaning back on the bed. “I contain multitudes. Anyway, you can use my room instead of whatever replacement they’re offering you. That way, you’ll be right there once they get it fixed.”
She shot me a look. “Okay, Emmy. Square with me. Why are you doing this?”
I cocked my head. “Well, because you don’t have a room to stay in now, I guess. Wouldn’t you do it, too?”
“No. I told you, I’m not a nice person.”
That hardly seemed likely. I knew Katarina Jackson had a bit of a tough image, the bet to win the Sea and Stars Song Contest, known to be a little cutthroat, but everyone knew she was secretly a softie. Joyce told me about the volunteer work she’d done through the winter, and of course all the donations—she was a sweet person. But I knew she had an image to uphold, so I just shrugged and I said, “I think you’d still do it, but all right.”
“Point is, why are you sucking up to me? Cut it out. I’m not going to be your friend.” She jabbed a thumb at the Kindness Board. “You’ve got me pinned up to your wall, with… what, a list of ways to try sucking up to me? Are you a sycophant?”
“Isn’t that just a sick elephant?”
She didn’t laugh. In fact, I don’t think she reacted at all. She just stared at me, like that response didn’t even process in her brain.
I shrugged. “I like making people happy. That’s all. Oh!” I jumped out of bed, hurrying over to one of my bags. “Do you want to see my Smile Jar?”
“I… don’t,” she said, but I’d already pulled out the Smile Jar—a big plastic jar filled with scraps of paper, and I thrust it out to her.
“Take a lookie! I try to do at least one nice thing for another person every day. Then I write down what I did on a piece of paper, and I toss it in the Smile Jar!”
She rubbed her forehead. “Are you five years old?”
I put the Smile Jar down. “Have you met a five-year-old? They’re mean as hell.”
That one actually got a laugh out of her, but I think she felt weird about laughing at my joke, because she cut herself off just as quickly and frowned. “Okay. Point taken. So you’re just a big sap.”
I clasped a fist in my hand. “Exactly! That’s all it is.”
She put a hand to her forehead. “It wasn’t praise.”
I laughed, sinking down onto my bed. “I don’t mind being a sap. There’s worse things to be. Anyway, I stuck some more pizza in the mini-fridge, in case you want it. You can hang out here anytime you like.”
“Thanks,” she said, mumbling the word into her pizza as she picked up the slice. I did my best not to just explode into a shower of joy seeing Katarina Jackson thank me. Talk about a thrill.
I’d have to put pizza on the Kindness Board. Even if she was a hard sell on getting around to it, seemed like Kat was a fan.
∞∞∞
 
“Just because I stayed in your hotel room last night does not mean we are friends,” Kat said, dropping her arm by her side as she turned to me in the studio hall with a pointed sigh. “Stop stalking me.”
I put my hands up. “I had no idea you were here,” I laughed, and I gestured to where Liam was still laughing from one of my jokes. The guy was too sweet to me, always laughing as if my jokes were actually funny. “See, Lammy and I were just having a walk-and-talk. You know the event’s stressful for a camera guy!”
Kat gestured around the studio, the back hall that was quiet right now, still in the lull before the competition’s first round started next week. “The event’s stressful for me. I thought I’d made it clear I wasn’t the extroverted type, so why on earth everyone wants to talk to me or engage me in public-facing roles, I really could not tell you.”
Liam—he was one of the camera guys from the feature interviews, a scrawny blond guy with a big grin and a penchant for polo shirts, who had attached to me immediately after the interview and gotten all chatty—gestured me back to the conference room. “Forget about the haughty princess,” he said, with a convivial glance at Kat that I think might have had more luck being thrown to a wall. Poor Lammy was a bit dense sometimes, and that was me talking. I interrupted before Kat tore him a new one.
“We can go and do some meet-and-greets,” I said. “And we can catch up with Sonia and Jason and see if they want to join! You don’t want to come, Katarina?”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “You take one look at me and tell me I might want to do meet-and-greets. Do I look like I want to sign people’s crap? I want to go rehearse and do my damn job.”
Liam scowled. “Part of the damn job is interacting with the fans, Miss Jackson. Don’t give Emmy a hard time just because she doesn’t have a stick—”
“Rehearsal is important!” I cut in. “I’m rehearsing with Joyce in an hour, actually—”
“You’ve been slacking off,” Kat said, rolling her eyes and turning halfway back to the practice room behind her. “We’ll see how you fare once we’re out on that stage, Emmy. See if the judges will care how many fans’ hands you’ve shaken or how many autographs you’ve given when you can’t give a note any color.”
“Good luck with the rehearsal! I can’t wait to hear your performance. You’re going to be amazing.”
She gave me a look. Liam moved closer. “Come on, Emmy. Don’t talk too much to Jackson.”
“I can talk to Katarina,” I laughed. “She’s nicer than she lets on.”
He put a hand on my wrist, and I pulled away instinctively, heart jolting. That was fine, but when he reached for my wrist a second time, it made my stomach turn, and I didn’t get to pull away in time before he grabbed my wrist and tugged me. It felt like my whole body was restrained—as much as I might not have generally had boundaries, that was one and I felt dizzy and a little sick when he tugged and said, “Let’s go. Meet-and-greet.”
What I was not expecting, though, was for Kat’s expression to turn molten, and for her to grab Liam’s wrist. He let go of me and it felt like I could breathe again, stepping quickly back and trying to put on a smile even though I felt my pulse racing. “Liam,” she said, her voice heavy. “That’s your name, right? You do not touch a woman without her consent. Especially not a performer. Do I need to report this to someone?”
My heart flopped. I was pretty sure that was Katarina Jackson coming to my rescue. I blinked fast as I watched Liam pale, stepping away. “Emmy’s my friend,” he said, shooting me an intense look. “Right, Emmy? You don’t mind that.”
“Oh, I, uh,” I blurted, looking between them. Kat spoke before I could find something to say, though.
“You do something like that again, and there are going to be consequences. Now, get out of here. Both of you.”
Liam rolled his eyes, and he gave me a knowing look. “Ugh. What did I tell you about the haughty princess over here? Let’s get out of here, Emmy.”
He went on ahead, back towards the conference hall. Once he was out of earshot, Kat snorted and turned back to the practice room.
“Um,” I started.
“Don’t bother saying a word,” she said.
“No, uh—thank you.”
She didn’t answer me, though, just opening the door and pulling it shut behind her, the soundproof door swallowing up every trace of her, and I rubbed my wrist looking at where Liam disappeared into the conference hall ahead of me.
Huh.




Chapter 4
Kat
The sun was shining brightly, a glare that made my eyes hurt even through my sunglasses, but it wasn’t as glaringly bright as the way Emmy grinned at me, clasping her hands at her waist and leaning against the railing around the studio.
“Hey, Rina,” she called, and I just shook my head, walking past her, down to the street where the wind kicked up the salty air of the sea over the town.
“Don’t talk to me,” I said in a murmur as I passed her.
“Okay,” she said, and she turned and followed in lockstep with me. I turned and shot her a look I knew she could tell was a scowl even through my sunglasses.
“Are you following me?”
She nodded, beaming wide. I rubbed my temple.
“You can talk when I address you. Don’t be an idiot.”
“Yeah, I’m following you.”
I sighed. “Don’t. I can get there by myself. And we don’t need to feed rumors about us.”
Her smile faltered, but she kept it up. “I, uh, wanted to talk to you.”
“That makes one of us,” I said, turning away and walking down the street with long strides. There was a driver ready to take us to the place, but it was only twenty minutes away and I preferred walking when I could help it, but maybe it would have stopped Emmy from following me.
“I just wanted to say, uh—thank you,” she said, keeping up next to me.
“There’s zero reason to thank me. Leave me alone.”
She sighed. “Okay. That’s fine. I got you another of your favorite candy bars, though. I thought you’d probably be stressed about this.”
I turned to face her, stopping in front of a little boutique with fluffy and frilly clothes in the street-facing window, and I folded my arms looking at Emmy. “An amusement park is not that stressful.”
She cocked her head. “Are you not stressed?”
Ugh. Dammit. I dropped my arms. “Fine. I’m stressed. What’s the point of these damn publicity stunts, trying to make us all look all cute and fun by playing in an amusement park on camera?”
She laughed, tossing a few strands of hair from her face. “It’s fun! Just enjoy it and be yourself.”
I rolled my eyes. “If I were to be myself, I’d walk out. We’re here to sing, dammit, not play-act cute. Although I’m sure you don’t have to play-act.”
She clasped her hands at her chest, lighting up bright enough the sun probably had to squint. “Katarina. Did you just say I’m cute?”
“What?” My brain fizzled. “I don’t mean it like that—I mean you’re overbearing, obnoxiously saccharine—”
“You think I’m cute,” Emmy laughed, twirling in front of me. People from across the street looked up, and I shoved Emmy around a corner and into an alcove behind the bookstore.
“Are you out of your mind? Don’t shout things like that unless you want to feed rumors.”
She batted her eyelashes at me. “Rumors of what? People knowing we’re friends?”
“We are not friends,” I deadpanned. “And that’s not what the rumors are about, and you know it. Have you thought for one second about publicity?”
“Nope,” she laughed, carefree as could be. I sighed, rubbing my temple.
“You are hopeless. People got pictures of you knocking me down in the elevator and there was a rumor—you know.”
She blinked. “That I knock people down?”
I rubbed my forehead tighter. “You know where that’s going. Don’t be dense.”
She lit up. “Oh. I guess we looked pretty intimate.” She laughed, shaking her head. “You’re way out of my league. People won’t give it any thought.”
I told her I hated flattery. I looked away, leaning against the wall and trying not to think too much about Emmy on top of me. “It’s the rumor mill, Emmy. They don’t care if you’re the straightest in the world, they’re just looking for something sensationalized.”
She cocked her head, leaning back against the wall. “I’m not straight.”
Christ. Of course she wasn’t. “Great,” I sighed, dropping my arms and staring up at the sky. “Perfect. Tell me that’s not public information.”
“It’s in my Instagram bio,” she laughed. “It says gay as rainbows. And there’s three rainbow emojis. And a sparkling heart emoji.”
“Of course there’s a sparkling heart emoji.” I pushed away from the wall. “All right. In that case, you absolutely are not coming near me. Okay? I’m going on ahead, alone. You will go nowhere near me the entire time we’re at the damn amusement park, and we will not talk about each other to anybody. And from here on out, we do not interact. Not unless we are physically forced to. I can’t afford a stupid rumor like that, and I didn’t want to be around you anyway. Goodbye, Emmy. Have a nice day.”
She waved as I pushed out of the alcove and stormed off. “Thanks! I am having a really good day! I’ll see you around!”
“You will not!” I called back to her.
“Statistically, the odds of me never seeing you around again are almost zero!”
“I’m not listening!” I called back over the good half a block between us now.
“You totally are listening!” she called back.
“I am not!”
“Katarina, you can’t cross there—”
I stopped, my foot in the air just above the street where, sure enough, there was no crossing. Right. Maybe I’d gotten a little distracted by Emmy.
I turned and took a corner I didn’t need to take, just to get out of line of sight of Emmy, and huff down the longer way towards the damn amusement park.
I was so ready to not see that damn woman again for a long-ass time.
∞∞∞
 
“We’re putting you into pairs,” Georgia said, ticking things off on her clipboard. “Just by the numbers, so it looks like you’re with… ah, yes. Emma Montford.”
God dammit.
The amusement park, a small thing tucked into the elbow of the coast right next to the beach and crowned with a Ferris wheel decorated with lights, was a little more crowded today with the lot of us contestants and a whole host of staff, too many cameras for my liking, and one too many Emmy Montfords for my liking.
“Oh my god, that’s me,” Emmy said, lighting up, turning to me with her hands clasped at her chest. “Did you hear that, Katarina? This is so exciting!”
I closed my eyes. “I heard it.”
“Try to relax and enjoy it,” Georgia laughed, lowering her clipboard and smiling at me. “Just smile for the cameras. And have fun. It’s an amusement park.”
“Exactly,” Emmy laughed. “Oh my gosh. This is so exciting. I looked up everything here. And Sonia told me all about the place—she’s been here once before—I can show you around to all the attractions and it’ll be so exciting.”
I inched closer to Georgia, lowering my voice. “Can I bribe you to switch my number?”
She laughed, giving me an odd look. “No, I’m afraid not. Look, I know you’re worried about the rumors, but… there’s no need to be. People will speculate no matter what.”
“You relax, too, Georgie,” Joyce’s voice said, and I glanced to where Joyce swept in from the side and put an arm around Georgia’s shoulders. Joyce—a tall and curvy Black woman with long locs—still carried the unmatched levels of glamor from when she was a star, dramatic makeup and bold gold jewelry, looking unnaturally flawless as always, somehow pulling off a slinky gold tracksuit and making it look good instead of weird. She pulled Georgia into her chest, and Georgia squeaked. “You know you can’t get sense through to Kitty.”
My stomach dropped. “Do not call me that—”
I didn’t get out the in front of Emmy part before Emmy gasped, lighting up like she’d just won the lottery. She whirled on me, and I felt sick. “Kitty? Oh my god. That’s so cute. Joyce never called you that to me.”
Joyce winked at her. “I may have just let it slip just now. Honest slip of the tongue.”
“Joyce, we are working,” Georgia said, scrunching up her face a little.
“It’s still an amusement park, Georgie. Come on. Kat and Emmy will be just fine. Let’s go grab some pretzels. With cinnamon sugar, of course.”
“I don’t like them with cinnamon sugar—” Georgia started, but Joyce pulled her away, blowing me and Emmy a kiss on her way out, back towards where there was a stall by the boardwalk selling pretzels to a line of people. The rest of the performers had all headed off for their day of fun under the microscope of the camera crew crawling around us, until it was just me and Emmy standing at the entrance.
“So…” Emmy started.
“After this,” I sighed, “we are not interacting ever again.”
She laughed. “I think they’re going to keep sticking us into things like this again.”
“Please don’t say that. I’m trying to hold onto my remaining scraps of faith.”
She clasped her hands at her waist, looking up at me through her eyelashes. “I’ll try not to be too annoying, if you’re having a bad day. Do you want to ride the Comet? There’s single-file seating so you’d at least get a seat by yourself.”
I put my hands up. “You know? Sounds great.”
I didn’t want to give Emmy credit, but it was a good call. The Comet was a sleek rollercoaster in shiny purple, and with so many people in pairs around right now, seemed like its single-file seating made it a less attractive choice, and the line was shorter. I wasn’t a rollercoaster person, but the ride looked smooth and not too fast, and there wasn’t too much screaming coming from the ride, so I felt okay once it was time to sit down in a cramped seat behind Emmy and let an attendant push down the seat bar over my lap.
Emmy glanced back at me and grinned. “I should have asked this earlier, but you’re not scared of heights or anything, are you?”
“Ha, ha. I’m fine.”
She grinned. “Good luck. If you get vertigo and throw up, don’t do it on me, because I love this dress.”
I raised an eyebrow. “That’s almost reasonable, for you.”
She winked at me. “I told you, I contain multitudes.”
The cars jerked, and we pulled out onto the track. I clasped the bar harder than I needed to, my stomach turning, and Emmy went wider-eyed.
“Whoa. You’re pale. Are you sure this is—”
“Shut your mouth,” I said.
“I’m bad at that.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed. Now try your best.”
The cool air of the ocean hit my face when we pulled out of the station and over the water, and I pressed my back against the seat and clutched at the bar for dear life.
My heart hammered the whole time we climbed the first slope, and then—
Of course, Emmy put her hands up and cheered too damn loud as we went down.
And of course, the whole thing was awful. The wind threw my hair around my face too damn hard and made it hard to breathe, and the turns and hills and drops all made my stomach turn like a fighter jet doing barrel rolls, and it was much faster than it looked from the ground, but—
We got to the highest point on the coaster, cresting a hill slowly, and I had to admit, the view from up here—the sea spilling out in one direction, low enough below that the waves were small, with the setting sun lighting it up in peach and gold, and the park stretching out in the other direction, leading into the town with all its gleaming lights as the evening crept in deeper—it wasn’t… bad.
Emmy glanced back at me, and she winked. I rolled my eyes.
“Isn’t it beautiful?” she said.
“You’re going to break your neck if we go down while it’s craned like that.”
“I’ll be fine,” she laughed, but she turned her head back forward and put her hands up. The rest of the train all did the same, and I didn’t want pictures to get out of me being the only one clutching to the bar looking pale like a loser, so I grudgingly put my hands up just before we went over the edge.
It was a mistake. My heart went into my mouth and I think I accidentally screamed as the car plummeted, and then it was just whirling motion everywhere as we looped around the final turns with sickening speed until we finally swept back into the station, coming to a blessed stop, my heart pounding, a dizzy sensation in my head, exhilaration racing through my veins as the seat bar popped up.
And Emmy glanced back at me, and of course, she lit up at the sight of me. “Katarina,” she said. “You’re smiling.”
I put on a scowl. “It—was a grimace. Come on. I need my feet on solid ground again.”
She laughed, like she’d never in her life been happier. “Sounds good,” she said, and she just about danced her way off the car and through the station ahead of me.
Christ. No way in hell was I smiling. Not for one second we were here.
I dragged myself out of the car and after her, plunging into the horrible, thick crowds.




Chapter 5
Emmy
I only paused in the kiosk for a second to grab a digital copy of the photo of me and Katarina on the coaster, down the final drop—damning proof Katarina had been smiling—before Katarina joined up with me, battling her way out through the crowds, her sunglasses back on despite the fact that the sun was getting lower on the horizon.
“If you’re hungry,” I said, eager to distract her before she realized I got a picture of us on the coaster, “we should grab some hot dogs and really go full amusement park celebration!”
She scowled. “I don’t want to celebrate. You know I didn’t even want to be here, let alone with you.”
“I know. But you still want a hot dog, right?”
She sighed, her shoulders drooping. “Yeah, I guess I do.”
The last of the daylight vanished in a blur from there, as I dragged Katarina grudgingly around the park—she had some kind of supernatural sense for detecting when cameras were around, and I was always eager to help her get out of camera view, and one way or another, we hit up half a dozen different attractions until, finally, the night had come on fully and the first few pairs of contestants started to trickle from the park, glimpsing Jason taking his partner Bri back to the entrance, walking past where Katarina and I were seated at a little drink shop.
And, like—yeah, I was having the time of my life. Letting Emmy Montford loose in an amusement park was like putting a dog in a room full of bouncing tennis balls. But I guess I kind of felt obliged to Katarina for yesterday with Liam, so I clasped my hands at my waist and looked up at where she was finishing her drink.
“Looks like people are leaving now,” I said. “Do you want to get out of here?”
She wrinkled her nose. “Not yet. Let’s go somewhere secluded. Ferris wheel.”
I think I fell through a hole in reality and into a universe where Katarina was a different person. I blinked. “You—want to stick around and ride a Ferris wheel?”
“I don’t want to attract attention by being the first to bail. Let’s try to be in the middle of the departures. Kill time somewhere camera crews won’t find us.”
Oh. Okay. She was still Katarina. That was a relief. I brushed my hair back and laughed lightly. “Okay,” I said. “Sounds great. I really wanted to ride the Ferris wheel, but I didn’t think it would be your style.”
She shrugged, looking away. “I like a nice view. It’s human nature.”
Oh my god. There was something else for the Kindness Board. I couldn’t contain my excitement.
The line was getting shorter for the Ferris wheel now that there wasn’t a breathtaking sunset to see from the top, so Katarina and I got on quickly enough. The doors shut behind us, and I dropped into a seat with a big whoosh of air, Katarina sinking into the one opposite me and looking pointedly out the window.
“Thanks for joining me here,” I said.
“I had to,” she said.
I laughed. “You could have feigned sickness or something. You’re important enough they would have let you get away with it.”
She rubbed her forehead. “Ugh. For once, you’re right. I wish I’d thought of that.”
But I knew she had, and I knew she’d decided to stick around, because—after all—she really was a sweetheart.
The wheel shifted, and we moved slowly upwards, lifting up higher to see over the water, and Katarina sank back into the seat.
“It’s slow. That’s good, though.”
I giggled. “You just like getting secret time together with me, after all?”
She frowned suddenly, brow furrowed. “God. Maybe this was a stupid idea. I hope nobody got a picture of us getting into a Ferris wheel together. That’s rumor food.”
I paused. “Hey… Katarina. Is there some reason you’re so particular about avoiding rumors? Everyone else just says they’re inevitable.”
She narrowed her eyes, but she didn’t say anything. After a minute, I held my wrist, the place where Liam grabbed me yesterday, and I looked down.
“Sorry,” I said. “You don’t have to answer.”
She fidgeted in her seat. It wasn’t like her. “Are you… okay?” she said, and I cocked my head.
“Uh, yeah. I’m fine. Despite how I may look, I’m also okay with occasionally not talking.”
She rolled her eyes, but she smiled a little. “You’re hilarious. I mean, with Liam.”
I flushed, looking down. “Oh. God. Uh, forget about that. I know it’s silly.”
“There are clear lines about these things. I don’t care even if it’s you of all people, I’m still a professional, and when I see repeated, unwanted physical contact—”
“It’s really fine,” I said, laughing nervously. “I don’t have anything against Liam. I just have a whole thing about my wrists, and he couldn’t have known that. I had this abusive ex who used to grab me by the wrists and drag me places I didn’t want to go.”
She stared at me for a minute, studying, before she, uh—softened a little, I guess? It was hard to tell the difference between grumpy Katarina and slightly-less-grumpy Katarina. “It would be okay to be affected by that even without a reason, but I’m sorry you had that, too.”
I blinked, just staring at her for a second. She smiled wryly.
“What? Are you pleasantly surprised to find I have tact sometimes?”
I laughed. “I mean, I’m not gonna say no.”
She rubbed her arm, looking away. “It’s not as rare an experience as it should be. I’m sorry.”
My heart ached. Poor Katarina was no stranger to it herself. I clasped my hands on my lap. “Thanks for helping and stuff. It really means a lot.”
She waved me off. “Yeah, whatever. Just let me know if I should tell someone Liam was grabbing you.”
“Oh, no, no, no,” I said, putting my hands up. “It’s not really his fault. I don’t want anything to happen to him.”
She sighed, leaning against the wall of the carriage. “Because you’d blame yourself for anything that happened to him, and minimize what happened to you to convince yourself you overreacted.”
I blinked. “Uh, yeah,” I said. “I guess you’ve been there. I mean, that’s invasive to ask. You don’t have to answer.”
“Welcome to the business,” she sighed, shooting a hard-edged look out the window at where we were cresting over the waters. “We’re just pretty objects on display.”
I chewed my lip, looking down. “I’m sorry,” I said. “You didn’t deserve to have anything happen to you, either.”
She sighed, and rubbed her forehead, looking like she was nursing a massive headache. “I told you not to talk to me again after this, and I meant it,” she said, and I straightened my back.
“Yeah. You got it. I’ll try my best. I mean, it’ll be hard, and I promise it’ll fail, because, like, we’re right next to each other in everything, but—”
“God, you talk a lot,” she said. “I still mean it, but… if you need help with anything like that, if anyone does anything to you or makes you feel unsafe, I guess… that’s different. You can talk to me about that. I don’t want you to… I don’t want anyone to feel alone in that situation.”
My heart swelled up until it was ready to explode into flowers and glitter and happiness. “Thank you so much,” I said, barely restraining myself.
“Ugh. Don’t get all mushy about it.”
“I told you, you really are sweeter than you let on.”
“Stop. You’re going to make me gag. Don’t you dare take advantage of that to talk to me about trivial crap.” She winced. “I mean, not to give you room to trivialize when people hurt you. I don’t know why I’m even bothering. You have a million other friends, and you don’t need me.”
I laughed. “I like having friends.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed,” she said. “Trust me, I have noticed that. You’re just walking around with half the competition and most of the staff on your arm. You and that damn board and your stupid jar.”
“It’s a nice jar.”
“It’s childish and a waste of time.”
I laughed. “Smiling is a waste of time?”
“I’ll smile when I’m being paid to,” she said. “And god knows that already happens enough.”
“Whew. Sounds unhealthy.”
She shot me a look. “Things are going just fine for me exactly the way they are. You mind your own business.”
I saluted. “Roger that. But I’m always here if you want someone to talk to, too. If anyone does anything to hurt you, or for anything.”
She snorted. “Like you’d be able to do anything? What are you going to do, give anyone harassing me a hug and a kiss?”
I smiled at her strangely. “I promise I can get plenty of help if you need it. I’m friends with plenty of people.”
“Right. Yeah. Of course you can. You’re so fucking annoying like that. You just wander in and everyone just trips over themselves to be your friend, just because you’re some dumbass who can’t keep your feelings to yourself and you can’t shut your damn mouth.” She rubbed her forehead, leaning back in the seat, staring out at where the sea was coming up higher again as we descended. “Or, what I mean to say is… you know, thanks. For that. I’ll keep that offer in mind.”
Now I was in this weird position where I was straddling that parallel universe where Katarina was sweet, while still staying in this universe where she hated the very fact that I existed. “I don’t want you to feel like you’re alone, either,” I said.
She didn’t say a word.
Literally nothing else the entire time we got down the rest of the ride, back out, and then only a brusque “let’s leave,” leading me back to the exit and back with the driver, and I didn’t ride with her because I felt like I’d overstepped—you know, a regular for me—so I went back to the hotel by myself, feeling awkwardly lonely and quiet.
Katarina got back to her room early enough I didn’t catch her on my way up—probably because I paused to chat with Helen and hear out her frustrations with the hotel manager yelling all day long, and hand her a souvenir from the amusement park I’d gotten just for her—and I just went back into the empty quiet of my room and dropped my day bag on the floor, falling back onto the bed.
I had a text from Elizabeth when I checked my phone, my personal coordinator for this event, who kept me up to date with everything, and had great hair. I messed up the lock screen pattern three times before I got it open, checking her message.
You and Kat were really under the radar! Trying to suppress the rumors?
I texted back, Katarina is. I don’t really mind either way, but I didn’t want to make her uncomfy.
She started typing right away, even though it was already 8pm and the girl should have been getting some self-care on. Gotcha. We’re showing you all the clips we got of you both tomorrow in the studio just to make sure there’s nothing really bad, but there’s not a ton. Hope you enjoyed the day! See you in the studio tmrw.
I kicked my shoes off while I typed a response, sticking my tongue out in concentration. See you tomorrow!! Get some rest on. You work so hard. I bought a surprise for you at the park and I’ll give it to you tomorrow!
I put the phone down and grabbed my pad of paper and pen off the nightstand and got scribbling, writing down everything I’d done for the Smile Jar while I was out, and I was in the middle of writing the last one when I got another text, and I checked the phone, expecting to see it from Elizabeth, stopping when I saw Katarina’s name on the screen, along with a one-word text.
Thanks.
I stared at it for a little while before I sank back into the bed, smiling. I opened the text and replied with just a heart emoji, and I dropped the phone next to me on the bed while I wrote another note.
Made sure Katarina knew she wasn’t alone.
I put a heart under it, because that one was extra special, and I dropped it in the jar.




Chapter 6
Kat
“Heard you put up quite the fuss yesterday,” Joyce laughed, spinning on the piano bench to face me as I came into the practice room. “Georgie told me you tried to veto every single clip of you from the amusement park, and she and Emmy had to beg and plead you to keep some.”
I sighed, pulling off my jacket and hanging it up over the back of the door. “Are we here today to repeat the sheer joy of yesterday, watching clips of Emmy’s incessant giggling while she’s still doing it next to me? I’m starting to wonder if this is her strategy to drive me out of the competition.”
Joyce rolled her eyes, gesturing to the stool in front of the music stand, where my sheet music for my competition piece was set up. “That’s not quite it, boss. The girl’s not having fun just in some evil ploy to assault you. That’s just your deadbeat sense of misery talking. Have a seat. Tell me how you’re feeling.”
I stood in front of the seat. “Is this practice, or chit-chat?”
“Little bit of column A, little bit of column B.”
I stared at her for a bit before I sank into the seat. “I didn’t know you and Georgia were friends.”
“We met pretty recently, but we really hit it off. She’s a genius, you know? Wish I’d had someone like her on my team when I was on the stage.”
I paused. “Do you… miss it? The stage, I mean.”
She shrugged, turning back to the piano. “Sometimes. I don’t think anyone can go into a whole different world like that—stardom, you know?—and not miss something once you’re out. There’s things about it I miss so badly it’s like I’m longing for someone who’s died, and there’s things about it you couldn’t pay me enough to do it again.” She glanced at me. “Are you gonna sit down, or what?”
I stared at her for a second before I sank into the seat. “Sometimes I envy you, getting out of all this. I’m so tired of the whole production around it. I just want to sing and write music, not run around in amusement parks on cameras, sit for interviews, play cute, have… meet-and-greets, sign crap. Does anyone actually like that stuff?”
She laughed. “You know someone does, Kitty.”
I wrinkled my nose. “I’m trying my damnedest not to think about Emmy. I can’t believe you called me Kitty in front of her. I told you that’s not my name, and you’re giving it as ammunition to fucking Emma Montford?”
She put her hands back on the bench, leaning back and grinning at me. “Tell me exactly why you’re so intimidated by Emmy? She’s probably the most harmless person in history. Is it that you’re scared she’s going to beat you?”
I snorted, and I broke out into laughter. “Not even close,” I said. “I’m here to win. Maybe that’s why it’s so damn boring. It’s just checking off the box, getting in here and winning and going somewhere else.”
“Damn, you’ve got a big ego.” She sat up straight again, her expression turning serious. “I’ve got something to confess.”
I pursed my lips. “Tell me.”
“I leaned on the bigwigs a little to get you and Emmy next to each other. You know, in a placement where you’d get paired up for everything.”
My jaw dropped, and I blinked fast, my stomach sinking.
Christ, it felt like betrayal. Joyce Heathrow—my friend for however long now, my idol, my teacher—had been the one to stick me in this nightmare scenario. Every time I had to listen to Emmy sing in the morning from the next room over or to scroll through posts on my social media tagging me and Emmy together—it was all because of Joyce?
“You look mad,” she said.
“Why?” I said. “Do you think Emmy needs some kind of help?”
She laughed. “Girl. Listen to yourself. Not a chance. I did it because I thought she would beat you otherwise.”
I felt like she’d just slapped me upside the head. I stared at her for the longest time before I said, “Is that some kind of joke?”
“I’m sure you think it is. Emmy’s not half-bad. Just wait until you see her in the first round. I think you’ll change your tone.”
It didn’t sit right in my stomach. I felt this antsy sensation like I had to get out, change something. “She doesn’t take her practice seriously. She’s just out screwing around, doing whatever she feels like, going out with friends—”
“She has fun. Holy crap. End of the world.” Joyce put her hands up. “The sky is falling. Someone dares to have fun and enjoy herself.”
I scowled. Joyce sighed.
“You need to lighten up, Kat,” she said, her voice sincere now. “I thought Emmy might be able to help. Seriously. For your own sake, you’re going to need to stop pushing away.”
I frowned. “I’m not doing anything out of the ordinary. We maintain professional contact, and that’s all we need, because—”
“Oh, come off it. You don’t have any friends. You’re jealous she does.”
I blinked. “I don’t want—”
“If you think you don’t want them, then you’ve got it even worse.”
I stood up. “We’re here for practice, and I only have so much time. Let’s get to it.”
“Hey, that’s a pretty thin deflection,” Joyce said, turning to the piano, “but you know? It’s going to work this time. Talk to Emmy. I’m telling you, you should figure out what she’s got that you don’t, before she wipes the floor with you, wrings you out over the drain, and hangs you up to dry.”
“We’ll see,” I said, and that was it. A thin veneer over a no, because there was no way I was talking to Emmy more than I ever had to.
No matter what may have… happened, in that Ferris wheel.
I was trying really hard not to think about how it felt when she said she didn’t want me to be alone.
And if I talked to her, then I would think about it, and that wasn’t okay.
∞∞∞
 
I did my best to avoid Emmy over the next few days, but the studio kept putting us together for one inane thing after another. It was only three days before they sent us all out on a trip through the town with the cameras crawling around us, and of course, Emmy dragged me into a frozen yogurt shop to sample flavors, where the cameras caught it all in perfect clarity as I fumbled with the spouts and the toppings and Emmy helped, giggling until I felt obligated to smile too, just for the cameras. And they captured it in very perfect clarity once we were eating together and Emmy leaned over the table to offer me a spoonful of hers, with a spoon that had just been in her mouth, and—
Christ, I wasn’t going to turn her down on TV. Not even on recordings, where they would never edit it out because they wanted drama. So I took it, willing myself not to think anything about it, told her that hers was fine, and tried to act normal eating mine.
The same went for a few days later when the cameras followed us through the studio into the clothes and makeup department, for all the wardrobe drama. And of course, Emmy kept coming out of the dressing room in different dresses to twirl in front of me and ask what I thought, as if it mattered what I thought.
“That one’s fine,” I told her, after about the sixth, and she put her hands on her hips.
“Katarina, that’s what you’ve said about all of them.”
I shrugged. “They’re all fine. I don’t know what to tell you.”
She folded her arms, pouting. “We’re not leaving here until we find one you say is better than fine.”
I sighed. “In that case, that one is amazing. So adorable. You look great.”
She went wide-eyed, her mouth forming a small o, and a pink flush crept into her cheeks, and I had to fight down the irrational urge to explain I didn’t actually think anything nice about her.
It would have been a lie, anyway. I said they were all fine, but I wasn’t short on stage fashion sense. They all looked incredible, and no matter what I thought about her, I knew Emmy was really pretty, and it wasn’t hard to make her look good. Seeing her here in a shimmery soft pink dress, she looked… well, drop-dead gorgeous.
She was still annoying, though. But I wasn’t going to lie and tell her she looked bad, or anything.
Still, a second later, she regained her composure and folded her arms, screwing up her face but still blushing, just faintly. “That doesn’t count. It’s only once you really mean it. Lana! I need a new outfit! We’re impressing Katarina!”
Jesus. Who knew how long it would be until they actually believed my reaction.
And who knew how much gossip there would be about me and Emmy, who was gay as rainbows, if they saw us like this.
It was only two days after that before they sent us out again, this time for a short trip on a luxury boat, which felt even more pointless than the amusement park. Emmy, of course, was thrilled the whole time, practically bouncing up and down, and she’d spent the evening before researching boats, and—of course—she was currently reciting information about them while we were boarding.
And sure, it was pretty, being on the edge of that yacht as it pulled out and drove a wake into the water until there was only sea in every direction. But I still had no idea why we were out here.
I hunted down Georgia, but she seemed to have been captured by Joyce, already at the onboard bar, Joyce’s hand on her shoulder as she chewed her lip.
“I’m really not supposed to be drinking,” Georgia said. “I’m working.”
“It’s a party, Georgie. And your work is done. No pressure, but you know you can have a drink with me if you want to.”
I sidled up next to Georgia and cleared my throat, and she jolted, looking over at me with a deer-in-the-headlights look. “Kat. I’m sorry. Joyce—”
“Relax,” I said. “Have a drink. I’ll join you soon enough. I just wanted to know why we’re even doing this.”
“For fun,” Joyce said. “Where’s your girlfriend?”
I put my hands to my forehead. “Christ. She’s not my girlfriend, nor do I want her to be. Don’t say that out loud in public, you’re going to—”
“I think the rumor’s a little too established already,” Georgia laughed nervously. “Search Instagram sometime for Kataremmy.”
I dropped my arms. “Are you serious? They gave us a ship name?”
“There is quite a bit of content,” she said. “Of course, we weren’t the only ones taking pictures of you two while you’ve been out together.”
“While you made go us out together.” I sighed, slumping against the bar. “She went to the bathroom. I told her I’d stay there, and I ran off.”
Joyce laughed. “You’re awful,” she said.
“I need a drink.”
“All three on me,” Joyce said, and so, before long, Emmy found me coming back from the bar with a colorful drink, and she smiled sweetly at me.
Too sweetly, probably. She looked uncomfortably good in an emerald-green dress and chandelier earrings, and if someone snapped pictures of me in my nice black-and-gold dress next to her like this, holding a drink while we met by the railing in front of the sunrise, well—that would be one hell of a post to put under hashtag Kataremmy.
Ugh. I didn’t want to think too much about dating Emmy. It made my stomach feel weird, and I didn’t know why.
“Hey, Rina,” she said, and I sighed.
“You think you’re so funny.”
“I know I’m funny,” she said, leaning against the railing, and—well—she was pretty. I didn’t know how to describe it other than that she was… pretty. The sunset made her hair look golden, more of a honey shade of blonde than usual, and her eyes sparkled, soft red lipstick looking sweet and sophisticated at the same time. I didn’t care, just—evaluating her as a competitor. “What’d you get to drink? Can I try it?”
“No. Get your own.”
She gave me puppy-dog eyes. “Just a sippy sip?”
I closed my eyes, clenched my teeth, and let out a strained groan before I finally handed over the glass. “Fine,” I said. “Sippy sip. And I’ll deal with the rumors after.”
She sipped the drink and went wide-eyed, making loud mmmmm sounds before she handed it back. “Katarina,” she said. “That’s so good. I didn’t think you would have such sweet and fruity tastes.”
I shrugged, taking the drink back. “I contain multitudes.”
“When you say rumors, you mean about me being your girlfriend?”
She timed it right when I got the cup to my lips, and I sloshed a little more than I meant to into my mouth, choking. “Yep,” I said. “Precisely that. Did you know we have a ship name?”
She lit up. “Oh my god. Elizabeth told me all about it. Isn’t it cute? Kataremmy. People come up with the cutest names.” She leaned against the railing, looking out at the water, and I think it was the red-orange sunset that made it look like she was flushed. “I promise I’m not trying to stoke the rumors or, like, hit on you or anything. I told you, you’re way out of my league.”
I raised an eyebrow at her, part of me wondering if that was the only reason she didn’t want to… I didn’t know what I was thinking. I looked out to the water with her, leaning against the railing. “Joyce sure didn’t think so.”
“Joyce gives me too much credit,” she laughed. “I’m assuming you mean because she gets all excited about my singing, and she probably said something wild like that I was going to give you a run for your money.”
For the first time since she’d met me—in a physics sense, met me—I was on the same page as Emmy. It was kind of a strange feeling, a sense of connection with her all of a sudden, and I guess there was just something about her that made those connections feel… comfortable? For some reason I felt like I could just stand there and talk with her for hours, and I figured I saw now how she made so many friends.
“More or less,” I said. “You know, she was the one who pulled strings to make us adjacent numbers, so we’d be together on everything.”
She glanced at me, wide-eyed. “Joyce did? Are you serious?”
“Yeah. She told me after the damn amusement park fiasco.”
She laughed. “It wasn’t a fiasco. You smiled on the Comet.”
“I did not.”
“Mm-hm.”
I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling, for some stupid reason. “She said she did it because you would have something to teach me, and that you’d beat me otherwise.”
Emmy threw her head back and laughed. “Joyce. Good lord. You know the way she gets an idea into her head and never lets it go. I’m just her latest fixation. I promise I’m not as good as she sells me.”
I leaned on the railing and sipped my drink, watching waves roll by. This was a quieter part of the ship, so I wasn’t totally concerned about letting my guard down. “You’re here to win?”
She laughed, going to give me a playful shove but stopping just short. My heart jumped once, but she pulled back and waved me off instead. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “I’d never beat you. I’m here to have fun.” She glanced back out at the sea, folding her arms on the railing and leaning over it, and I think she might have been… hiding her expression.
I didn’t know why I was reading so much into that little… reach and pull away. I was grateful she knew I didn’t want her to touch me. Anyone to touch me. But for some reason, that stop and pull away just felt like a rejection.
Christ, my head was messed up.
“You seem to be doing well at that,” I said, mirroring her and leaning over the rail. “Having fun.”
“Of course!” she laughed. “This has been a dream come true. I’m so incredibly happy. I could be eliminated in the first round, and I’d still be so happy I got to be here.”
Sounded like I was right with my initial read of her. “Are you feeling nervous? About the first round?”
She shook her head. “Nah. I’m confident.”
I paused. I wasn’t expecting that. “Not worried about elimination?”
“Oh, definitely not. I mean, I could, no one’s really ever safe, but I’m feeling confident.”
I studied her for a while before I shrugged, turning back to the water. “Confidence is good.”
“I’m going to go grab a drink, too,” she said, turning without sparing me a glance. “I’ll be right back. Unless you’d like to get back to the cabin and avoid me. I bet you’ve already gotten your fill of Emmy.”
“Got that a while ago,” I called after her, but she didn’t respond, and then I just felt bad about it.
I think I did something to hurt her. Not that I cared, but it was bothering me. I didn’t know what it was about that near-touch, but the energy changed. The energy of all of that was different. Emmy never just voluntarily gave me an out like that.
I’d take it, obviously, but I wondered why I felt… bad.
Ugh. I was getting a headache.




Chapter 7
Emmy
I was going to scream because I was late to the absolute last thing I was supposed to be late to, but I was still smiling, because I smiled when I was happy and I smiled extra wide when I was stressed out of my brains.
“Hi, Helen,” I said, sweeping through the hotel lobby and tripping over my feet while I still struggled with pulling on my coat. I glanced behind the counter, where it was some other woman I didn’t know, and I winced. “Is what I would say if Helen were there. Hi, whoever you are! Tell Helen I said hi! I really like those glasses! They’re really flattering on your face shape!”
I walked into the automatic doors and sputtered before I turned back and walked through them properly on the second try, dashing off for where my Uber was waiting, checking my phone—one minute until the pre-show meeting started.
Oh my god oh my god. My heart was going to explode. Luckily my Uber driver was a woman, so I didn’t have to worry about getting into a weird man’s car on top of everything else, but still. This was our first round of actual competition, and I was going to be late because I slept in and I was going to get eliminated by default because I was having a really nice dream and then I’d have to tell everyone I knew that I’d failed because I was too sleepy to get out of bed in the morning—
“Hey,” my Uber driver said as I flung myself into the backseat of the car like a torpedo. “Aren’t you Emmy Montford?”
“Oh! Yeah. I am. I’m super sorry, I’m gonna be late for, like, that whole pre-show—”
“Oh, lord,” the driver said, turning her eyes back to the road and starting in drive before I’d even buckled. “Let’s not waste any time then.”
“You’re a lifesaver.” Although, I thought as I buckled in, I wasn’t sure there was a life left to save—it was now meeting time, and I hadn’t even told anyone I was going to be late. I bit my lip until it hurt, and I texted Elizabeth.
I’m SO SORRY I’m late. I’m in the car heading over right now! I’ll be another ten minutes. Please don’t kill me.
“I’m a fan of yours,” the driver admitted, a little shyly. I looked up at her in the rear-view mirror, a sweet-looking woman in her forties or fifties, blonde hair with pretty brown eyes, and I beamed at her.
“Thank you so much,” I said. “I really hope I win today. You know, for your sake, then. Sorry. What was your name?”
“Oh, my name?” She laughed nervously. “I’m Chelsea.”
“I’ll give you a shoutout on stage. You know, assuming I don’t get eliminated before they let me on because I’m late.”
She went wide-eyed. “Oh, wow. You don’t need to do that. Wow. I can’t believe I actually got to pick you up.”
I laughed. “We talked, we’re friends now, Chelsea. And I owe you my life.”
My phone buzzed with a text. I braced myself to see something like don’t come in today or ever, go die in a fire, but when I checked Elizabeth’s text, it was a lot better than I’d worried.
No worries! Georgia let me know you were running late. It’s just formalities for the first fifteen. You’re not missing anything.
I blinked. I… had no idea how Georgia heard about me running late, but I was going to be grateful for the strange stroke of fate that got me here.
“Okay,” I said. “I have a second, as it turns out. What do you know?” I set the phone down, breathing out. “Let’s get selfies together or something after this drive.”
When we arrived at the studio, Chelsea and I both took a quick selfie on each of our phones facing the studio, all alight with activity as the first live performance was today, and I thanked her profusely for saving my life and stuff before I sprinted through the back doors, greeting security by name and apologizing to them for being late even though it wasn’t like it was trouble for them, and when I got to the meeting room I burst in through the swing doors like I was in a dramatic movie bursting into the room to deliver a declaration before falling dead, but instead I just blurted how I was so sorry before dragging myself to my seat and dropping down next to Katarina, who—pointedly—did not look at me.
Ugh. Now she double-hated me because I was a flake. I kept screwing up with her. I’d felt like I was getting a little closer—like, maybe—and then the time on the cruise ship the night before last, when I’d given her an out if she was sick of me, and she said she was and she took the out. I didn’t see her for another second that night.
Ugh. I needed to not care. And to not think so much about how she hadn’t argued when I said she was out of my league. Why would I care about that?
“No worries,” said Anthony, the massive Viking-looking blond man who was leading the meeting. “We had word. Relax. Help yourself to the provisions if you need calories,” he said, gesturing to the snacks and water bottles in the center of the big round table. I looked either way before I slowly snuck a baggie of Sun Chips and quietly popped it open under the table.
It was just formalities, thankfully, even if I’d come in on the tail end of them. Just reminders on the structure of the competition—four people would be eliminated this round, four people would be the first-round winners and get the first-round prizes, as well as spending the evening in the super-luxe Sea Jewel Lounge retreat to celebrate, and everyone else would be safe for the next round. I wasn’t exactly angling for making it into the top four—that was for superhumans like Katarina who would knock me out cold in the second or third rounds—but I wanted to at least get up there, give my best performance, and thank Chelsea for saving my butt.
The rest of the meeting was all stage procedure and the nitty-gritty details that actually mattered, and my eyes glazed over but I did my best to keep track of the itinerary as Anthony ranted on. When the meeting concluded, we pushed up from our chairs and headed for the door, Katarina still avoiding looking at me, and Georgia caught me before I got to the door. I panicked just a little.
“Hi, Emmy,” she said, smiling sweetly. “Are you, um, is everything okay?”
“Oh. Yeah. Yeah, totally. I’m super sorry for all that.” I laughed awkwardly, rubbing my head. “But how did you even know I was…”
She waved me off. “Kat told me something was holding you up in the hotel and to give you the time to catch up. She never vouches for someone unprompted like that, so I was happy to oblige.”
I blinked.
That did not make sense.
I had not even seen Katarina this morning. And nothing had held me up, I’d just, like, been dreaming about going sledding down a hill of flowers, and Sonia and Jason were there too and we were all having a great time, and—
I glanced back just as Katarina slipped through the doorway. I pursed my lips. “Oh,” I said, looking back at Georgia just for a second. “Oh, yeah. Thanks for putting up with me. I’m gonna chase her down and thank her. She’ll hate it.”
Georgia clasped her ever-present clipboard to her chest and nodded, smiling. “She will,” she said.
And she did—when I got out into the hall and hurried down it to where Katarina was in the costume and makeup department, she sighed when I called her name, dropped her shoulders, and turned back to face me, but—she didn’t look directly at me.
“Look,” she said, her voice resigned, “we never speak of this to anyone.”
I blinked fast. “I’m bad at not speaking. But I’ll try. But—like—thank you. I just—why did you do that? You know I just slept in too late, right?”
She smiled wryly at me. “I did not know that, but I would be remiss if I said I were surprised.”
I beamed. “I don’t know what remiss means, but I’m guessing that wasn’t praise.”
She sighed. “Anthony is needlessly hard on people being late for his rambling. I just figured you’d be along soon enough and we didn’t need him interrupting it to lecture you. That’s all.”
I stared at her for the longest time, feeling my whole body uncoiling and relaxing, and then there was just this radiant warmth in my chest as I cocked my head and said, “You did it just to keep me from getting yelled at.”
She scowled at me. “Don’t start treating me like I’m some kind of hopeless sap too just because of it. We never speak of this.”
I laughed. “Well—thank you. I really appreciate it. When I tell you I panicked when I woke up this morning—”
“Quit talking so much,” she said, turning to her bag and rummaging around in it. I laughed.
“Okay. Yeah. I’ll quit talking so much. I just wanted to thank—”
She pulled a Twix from her bag and thrust it in my face. I stared at it.
“I was tired of feeling like I owed you for the candy,” she mumbled, avoiding my gaze. “Joyce said you like these, so I got it for you.”
Holy wow.
I wasn’t sure if I was in that parallel universe again or something, but I wasn’t complaining. I took it gingerly. “Wow,” I said. “I love these. Wow. Oh my gosh, Katarina. Thank you so much.”
She turned away, back towards where the rows of seats at the mirrors were getting filled up, performers sitting for their transformations to full stage makeup. She folded her arms before she said, “You’ve said my name approximately one million times over the past two weeks.”
I laughed. “It’s a nice name.”
“You might as well save yourself the breath if you’re going to say it every five minutes,” she said. “You can just call me Kat. I’ve given up caring.”
The warmth in my chest exploded into the freaking sun, radiating so hard I bet even the walls and the floor felt happy. “Oh my god,” I said, my voice going about three octaves higher. Katarina—Kat—winced.
“Don’t get all—”
“Kat,” I said, clasping my hands at my chest, dancing around in front of her. “Are you for real? It’s okay? I can call you Kat?”
She scowled at me. “Everyone calls me Kat. I just wanted to make you say Katarina so you’d think I was haughty and leave me alone, but that clearly didn’t work, so I give up.”
“Kat,” I sang. “Kat Jackson. Oh my god. Hi, Kat.”
“Hi, Emmy. Leave me alone.”
I laughed, throwing my head back. “Okay, Kat. I can do that.”
She walked around me, towards where the stylist was waiting. “My favorite thing you’ve said so far. Oh, and—Emmy?” she said, stopping to glance back over her shoulder at me.
She looked really pretty like that. Kat did. Kat. I wanted to dance and sing. “Yes, Kat?”
“Good luck today. I’m…” She mulled it over. “Looking forward to your performance.”
The sun glowing in my chest got another sun in its chest. Which, like, was a thing it had. A sun chest. Those existed. “Oh my gosh. You too! I can’t wait. I’m, like, your biggest fan. Kat.”
She rolled her eyes, but she smiled. “You are ridiculous. And…” She looked away. “Sorry I bailed on you early on the cruise ship. I had a headache and needed to lie down. Make the time up to you sometime,” she said, walking away, and I just kind of stood there processing what she’d just said.
Make the time… up to me? Like, deliberately spend time with me?
I wondered if that was just a suave way to ask a girl on a date. Then I wondered, with a sudden flash of rare self-awareness, why I’d just thought that.
I shivered. Katarina… Kat… was really special. And time with her was really nice. I really did want her to make up the time to me sometime soon.
Oh, lord. Maybe I was a bit of a Kataremmy shipper, too.
It was hopeless, obviously, but… having a crush was fun. Floaty, happy and fuzzy feelings mingled in my chest, and I just stood there smiling wider and wider.
If she was looking forward to my performance, then I’d make it the best I could.




Chapter 8
Kat
The Sea Jewel Lounge was the best part of this whole event, even if the cameras were still up here with us. The place was a sky-high modern luxury retreat on the edge of the water, and the views over the city and the sea were breathtaking.
Joyce always joked about how I was a cat after all, just creeping to high places to look at the view. I didn’t approve of her calling me Kitty, but the high-places part wasn’t wrong. I’d been one of the top four in first-round judging earlier today—obviously—which meant now I was getting away from the fancy bar in all its new architecture and modern stylings to stand in the corner with a fruity tropical drink and stare out the full-wall window.
Away from all the noise, the people posturing for the cameras, playing up intentional drama or play-flirting just to drive some attention. Away from the fakeness.
And away from fucking Emmy Montford, who I had not banked on being here.
I shivered as I remembered Emmy up on that stage, me standing there in our viewing box as the only one not cheering for her, but it wasn’t because she didn’t deserve cheers.
It was because that stupid, airheaded ditz with a Smile Jar and a Kindness Board took my breath away once she got on that stage and took a microphone in her hand.
Jesus Christ. I rubbed my forehead. It had been a while since I’d actually worried maybe someone would—
“Brooding, Kat?” Emmy’s voice said, pulling me back to glance over at where she looked too good in a long, asymmetrical dress in soft coral with silver accents, a more sophisticated look than I was used to seeing on her. Of course, she was beaming as bright as ever, but with her warm, dewy makeup on, brown eyeshadow making those obnoxiously green eyes just radiate color, she almost looked…
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I don’t like the cameras,” I said, turning back to the window. Emmy joined me, standing next to me, and she sipped at a drink that looked as colorful as mine.
“It’s fine,” she said. “I like the view, too.”
I raised an eyebrow at her. “You’d much prefer being back there, surrounded with people.”
“No. This is nice.”
She didn’t say anything else, which was new. I looked back out at where the sunset cast the sea in soft, pearlescent reds, and I thought it matched Emmy’s dress.
And I complained all the time, but Emmy just felt so… comfortable to be around. Normally there was this antsy feeling in my stomach when someone crept up next to me like this, but being around Emmy felt as easy and natural as being alone.
I liked it, and I hated that.
I sipped my drink. “Congratulations,” I said.
She laughed nervously, fussing with her gold bangle. “I think they gave me the pity prize just because I’m new to the whole scene.”
I scowled. “Evelyn Stone said it was a groundbreaking rendition. Do you know how often she says that?”
She cocked her head. “Not often? I don’t know. She seemed like she was in a bad mood during judging today. She was so brutal to Donovan. And Jason. And Linda. And, like, half of everyone, actually, now that I think about it. She’s so sweet backstage.”
“Right. Because her brand is the hard-edged one on the judges’ panel. The one who never says anything nice and scares people. She plays it up.”
“Oh,” Emmy said, sipping her drink. “That makes sense.”
There was a silence between us, comfortable, easy, and then Emmy sputtered, turning to look at me with a look like I’d said something strange.
“Kat,” she said, and I frowned.
“What?”
“You complimented me,” she said, squinting at me. “Didn’t you? You said impressing Evelyn is rare.”
I—flushed. I didn’t know why the hell I flushed. Emmy looking at me like that made my chest feel weird. I wondered if the cameras were looking. “I—well—I didn’t mean it like that. Just that you did earn this.”
Her expression morphed slowly into a smile big enough I figured the sun was probably setting just to take cover from the brightness of that obnoxious grin. “Kat. That’s definitely a compliment. Oh my god.”
“That’s not—” I groaned, rubbing my forehead. “Okay. Look. Emmy. You were… I mean, your performance today,” I mumbled, looking back out the window, scrunching up my brow. “It wasn’t as… I mean, it was…”
“It was?”
I sighed. “It was… incredible,” I breathed, not even realizing I’d said it, and then the tight feeling in my chest pulled tighter until it was hard to breathe. “That’s all I wanted to say. Congratulations,” I said, adding words in a frantic rush to make it sound—normal, I guess. Make the feeling go away.
To my chagrin, though, it didn’t stop Emmy from lighting up somehow even brighter, clasping a hand at the neckline of her dress, drawing attention to the line of her cleavage, and—I kept myself from looking at that. “Kat,” she breathed. “That is the sweetest thing. Thank you so much. You have no idea how much I’ve looked up to you. When you told me you were looking forward to my performance—”
“Okay, okay,” I said, turning back away. “I get it. No getting mushy.”
“What? None?”
“Zero.”
She pouted. “Okay. But… thank you. Really. Yours was inspirational, too.”
I rolled my eyes, a dozen snarky comebacks springing to mind, but I held off, took a long breath, and I said, “Thanks.”
After a long silence, she said, “When you said you wanted to make the time up to me—”
“How do you do it?” I blurted, surprising—I think—both of us.
She blinked fast. “Do what?”
“Just—you.” I gestured at her. “You’re so… you. Sickeningly positive. Always smiling. So happy you look like you’re about to burst, all the time. You just love on everyone you see.”
“Yeah, but you’re my favorite,” she said, and it suddenly diverted my train of thought down a course I hadn’t expected. I stared at her for a second, and she laughed. “What? You don’t believe me?”
“Why?” I said. “I was trying to drive you away.”
She clasped her hands at her waist, looking up at me through her lashes. “Do you really want me gone that badly?”
Ugh. What the hell? The answer was supposed to be yes. I looked away. “Do what you want,” I said. “I’m just wondering how you stay so… positive. I’m sick of this whole competition, this whole scene.” I sighed, dragging my fingers through my hair, messing up the perfect waves Julia in hair and makeup had given me. “What I’m trying to say is, I guess… I might have a thing or two to learn from you. Just about how to actually enjoy this thing.”
I was expecting something obnoxious, sweet, saccharine, but she just cocked her head and looked up into my eyes, and she said, “Kat. You’re getting burnout?”
“It’s not burnout,” I said, furrowing my brows. “I don’t get burnout. I’m a professional, unlike some people. I’ve just gotten sick of this whole scene. Sick of doing the same thing again and again, sick of the continual pressure to live up to the same standard time and again, feeling like I’m going through the motions. I don’t get that same feeling of inspiration anymore. Everything about this whole scene is just annoying. I just want to get away from everything.”
She stared at me for a second. “That’s—”
I sighed, my shoulders sinking. “That’s… burnout I’m describing, isn’t it?”
She winced. “Yeah, that’s, uh, that’d be burnout.”
“Christ.” I pressed my fingers against my forehead. “I thought I was better than this.”
She looked down at my arm, and up at me again, and—there was this quick flush of determination, a decision settled in her eyes, and she reached a hand out, slowly, pausing just before my arm, and she laid her hand on my arm.
I didn’t really… mind.
“It has nothing to do with how good you are,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically serious. “Burnout is natural. It’s not a matter of never getting burnout that makes you a professional, it’s knowing how to handle it. The fact that you’ve remained such an inspirational performer even after feeling that level of burnout is a testament to how good you are.”
I took a minute to find words. To find… thoughts, what I was supposed to think in that moment. I looked back out the window, and I noticed the drink in my hand was shaking, just a little. “I didn’t think you’d even know the word testament.”
She laughed, squeezing my arm. “It’s not the world’s biggest word.”
“And I would be remiss not to tell you that remiss isn’t, either.”
She stuck out her tongue. “And I would be remiss not to tell you I looked that up in the dictionary, miss supercilious.”
I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling, and I didn’t want to fight it. Emmy was so ridiculous, I could have at least had a good time laughing at her. I just sipped my drink, looking back out the window, and slowly I sank into the sleek black-cushioned sofa in the corner looking out the window, and Emmy sank down next to me, taking her hand off my arm but still sitting close enough our arms touched.
“So,” I said, after a minute, “you’re telling me I should just learn to deal with the burnout. That this whole scene, this whole career, is all bullshit now and I have to just keep wading through it?”
“No. Not at all. If it’s not making you happy, you should find a way to get out of it. I mean…” Her expression faltered. “I think everything makes us unhappy from one time to another. Even things we love. But sometimes you have to take a step back and evaluate if you’re really happy, deep down. And if not, then I support you finding something that does make you happier.”
Huh.
I’d expected her to… judge me, I guess. I stared away. “And you must think I’m really fundamentally unhappy. Bitter and miserable—”
“Never,” she laughed. “I’ve had so much fun being your friend.”
I rounded on her, scowling. “Who said we’re friends?”
She batted her eyelashes. “Aren’t we?”
“Son of a…” I rubbed my forehead, taking more of my drink than I needed to, looking back out the window. “Fine. Whatever. We can be friends.”
She squeezed my arm again. I gave her a noncommittal grunt, my way of telling her I didn’t know why she was doing that but I didn’t have enough of a reason to tell her to stop. Being grabbed felt dangerous, but Emmy was the most harmless person. And I guess I just… didn’t mind.
“If you’re asking my opinion, I think you just need to try getting out there, changing things up,” she said, beaming. “Just relax and have fun where you can. And if the fun really is taken out of everything, then just take a really long break or something. I think you should just do what feels right.”
I sighed, sinking back into the seat. “Relax and have fun? In the middle of a contest?”
She giggled. “Yeah. Why not?”
Christ. Not like she wasn’t a testament herself to how that was possible. Emmy just spent her time adoring other people, and then she went out on that stage and…
I had no words for her performance. I wondered if I would find words for it in the future. For now, incredible was going to have to suffice, and I’d have to try something different, before…
Before Emmy wiped the floor with me, wrung me out over the drain, and hung me up to dry.
Ugh. Joyce must have been laughing.
“When I said I’d like to make up the time to you sometime,” I said, pointedly looking away. “I guess I just wanted to ask your help with that. If there’s some way we can make it a fair trade—”
“Oh my god. Really?” Emmy lit up like the Fourth of fucking July, fireworks of excitement exploding in my face and peppering me with shrapnel. I winced. “Spend time together to try exploring things that might, like—remind you of the fun of the scene?”
“Please don’t take that as carte blanche to drag me into—”
“Oh my god. Kat. Yes, yes, yes. I’ve already come up with a hundred jillion different things to do just now.”
My head spun. I’d meant to just ask for a little bit. I should have known that was like opening a fire hydrant to get a sip of water. “We don’t need—a hundred jillion—”
“Well, too bad, because I thought up another sixty jillion just now,” she laughed. “Of course. That’s a great idea. I would love that. Anything you have in mind you want to do or avoid in particular? Let’s set some boundaries. I know you have more boundaries than I do, and that’s okay. Let’s meet in the middle and set some ground rules. Let’s start with some absolute nos, and then we can—”
“Emmy,” I said, and I put a hand on hers as she reached for her phone. I’d just been trying to stop her from grabbing the phone and continuing, but my hand came down on hers and it felt—warm. I didn’t know how Emmy was so warm. Probably because she had the entire sun inside her, blinding and scorching. She paused, looking up at me, and I chewed my lip. “Relax. Okay? Let’s get started on all of that tomorrow. For tonight, I just want to enjoy the lounge.”
She looked down at my hand on hers, and it took me a little too long to pull away. Once again, the sunset cast her cheeks in a rosy pallor that looked like a flush, and it gave the wrong impression. God, I hoped the cameras weren’t capturing this. “You enjoy all of this, then?” she said, quietly.
“Yeah. It’s…” I mulled over the words. “It’s beautiful here. And it’s not too loud, and it’s comfortable.”
“Okay,” she said, smiling. “We can just enjoy our time here together. I really like being with you.”
I did not say anything about enjoying time together. Except… I guess that was what this whole conversation had been about. And I didn’t even want it to not be time together.
Christ. Emmy did some weird things to a person. I couldn’t help thinking I was almost glad she was here, glad we’d ended up in the lounge together so we could share this moment, and glad she’d put her hand on my arm like she’d had, so we could shift closer together like this, and I ended up looking into her eyes, just locked there like something was holding me to her.
She was really beautiful. I’d never seen her in this darker shade of lipstick. I liked her favorite coral, but this was special, and I wondered if I was staring at her lips—wondering if I was too close to her, wondering if I was thinking about just moving in closer, a hand on her waist, turning towards her and—
“Hey, you two,” Sonia’s voice called from the main lounge area, and I snapped back away from her, feeling my thoughts breaking and scattering in every direction, landing like pick-up sticks I had to fumble trying to get back in order. “Quit flirting in the corner and come on! We have celebratory dessert coming out and the crews are wondering why this place is so empty!”
Emmy jerked back, flushed, and shook it off before she jumped up to her feet and said, “I’ll be right there!” She glanced back at me, but she just narrowly missed my gaze, looking just past me instead. “Um—hey—I mean—no rush, Kat. Join us when you’re… you know, when you’re ready? Thanks for, um… thank you. Yeah.”
I sank back into the couch, looking out the window at where the last traces of sunlight were disappearing now. “Yeah. Thanks. I’ll be right there.”
Jesus Christ.
I didn’t want to admit it even to myself, but I think I’d been thinking about kissing Emmy Montford.
I really was burned out. My mind wasn’t working the right way these days.




Chapter 9
Emmy
I did not let Kat out of my sight for the next few days.
I mean, okay. That was an exaggeration. I didn’t follow her into the bathroom to watch her shower or something. I probably would have passed out if I did. And I didn’t watch her sleep, except this one time when we got back from the town so late Kat just up and conked out on my bed while we were divvying up our purchases, right there in her street clothes and everything, and I’m not gonna say I didn’t admire how pretty she was sleeping, the way her lips parted just a little bit—
Point is, I didn’t creep on her too much. Just a little. Like, I was only mortal, and I might have had a crush. Maybe. If I didn’t have a crush, maybe I wouldn’t scroll through Instagram looking at Kataremmy content at night after Kat went back to her room, watching clips from the show with little moments like the way she gazed at me out of the corner of her eye on the cruise ship, candid backstage moments from the past few days where she’d laugh and roll her eyes at something I said and shove my shoulder playfully and I’d giggle back, inspecting all the clips to see how much it looked like Kat was longing.
Conclusion: I was longing. Every clip and photo was me looking at Kat with the ultimate pining gaze, and even if Kat were to be longing for me in those shots, it would look like nothing next to me.
Whoops.
But I tried to keep my cool when I went around spending every possible second with her, texting her good-morning stickers first thing in the morning and looking forward to her eye-roll emoji half an hour later asking me why I was up so early, and me coming up with some excuse that was definitely not I was scrolling fanart of us kissing on Instagram. Meeting up with her in the morning, inviting myself into her hotel room so I could do my makeup next to her in her surprisingly disorganized bathroom, and piling into the car to the studio side-by-side as all the other performers crowded in with us, but playing it like I was totally just a friend.
Right. Yeah. Just a friend.
Because just a friend would totally take that really pretty girl out onto the town surreptitiously, both dressing in really baggy street clothes and hats so we looked incognito, the second we got out of the studio. Just a friend would totally spend every second on the candid shooting scenes just gazing at her, and then watching those scenes later and wincing at the way I was practically making out with her with my gaze.
A whole week somehow disappeared into that dreamy gay paradise, and somehow we came up on the night before the second-round performances, and I wasn’t totally sure I was ready—I’d spent a lot more time dragging Kat around town everywhere on totally-not-dates than I had practicing—but as a warm night settled over the town with all the performers out for another night of candid shooting as we lined up for our glass-bottom boat tour, all I really cared about was how good Kat looked next to me in a long, shimmery black dress, her hair pulled up into an elegant twist with a dramatic hair ornament. The tour and the fine restaurant dinner after was all oozing sophistication tonight, and they’d even put me in one of my fancy dresses, an emerald dress with a deep neckline I wondered if I could get Kat to look at and dark, dramatic makeup.
Of course, I wasn’t just talking to Kat. I considered myself good friends with the rest of the performers, the staff who had brought us here, the camera crews—Liam still smiled nervously at me, but he’d kept some distance ever since the whole wrist-grabbing incident, especially when Kat was around—good friends with the boat driver, too, and with the fishes who darted around under the boat once we’d barely gotten out of the dock, too, and friends with the boat, and the dock, and the water.
“Hi, fishies,” I said, waving down at the fishies. Kat sighed heavily.
“They can’t hear you.”
I smiled. “I know. They don’t have ears. But they can feel my love.”
“They cannot feel your love.”
Bri lit up next to me, leaning forward and pointing. I leaned closer to her, lining up my gaze with what she was pointing at, gasping when I saw a big, dark shape moving under us, squealing in excitement together with her. Prati joined in, and Nico knelt down on the glass bottom, posing in a picture Jay was trying to snap, and we broke out into laughter, but I snuck a glance over at Kat, who was just watching it all with a distant look on her face. We locked eyes, and there was something unspoken there.
“Emmy!” Sonia called from the other side, pulling me out of the reverie that was Kat’s wildly pretty brown eyes. “Come look at this!”
I glanced back at Sonia, and back to Kat, who shook her head and looked away. “One second,” I said, getting up from my seat to go join Sonia. “Nico’s in my way.”
“What else is new?” Sonia said, and everyone laughed, but no one as hard as Nico did.
Compared to the noise of the boat, the restaurant was quiet—a small table for two on the edge of the balcony, water beneath us, the distant lights of boats gliding by on the water surface and streetlights dotting out along the scenery back in the direction of the town. The sound of the sea rolled softly underneath us, drowning out the conversation from the other tables—including Georgia and Joyce, the organizers for tonight, taking a break to sit together and for Joyce to give her that playful, almost flirty look and tone, in between shooting me a knowing smirk and a wink—and I sat across from Kat, my heart hammering as I tried to ignore how much it felt like a date as she glanced up over the top of her menu and raised an eyebrow at me.
“You’re staring,” she said.
“You’re pretty,” I said.
She stared at me for the longest time before she just returned to the menu without a word, and I went back to mine.
“This place is loud,” she said, a minute later, and I looked up from my menu again.
“Really? I was just thinking how quiet it is. The sea is so calming. I love this place. It’s so pretty. And look at the little candles on all the tables! They’re so pretty. It’s like stars in the night sky.”
She looked over her menu and raised an eyebrow at me, quiet for a second, before she moved her gaze back down to the menu. I’d just gotten back to looking over my menu and finished deciding what I wanted to drink when she said, “It’s loud to me.”
“Huh.”
She scratched her wrist, looking away. “You are, too, by the way.”
“Loud?” I laughed. “I guess. I’ve been told that before. I hear I talk a lot.”
“Pretty, I mean,” she said, and I nearly fell out of my chair. My heart beat about fifty times in the time it was supposed to do one, and enough butterflies moved to my stomach that the rest of the world faced a sudden butterfly extinction crisis. Kat pinched her lips, looking down at her menu with a frown. “Don’t make a fuss about it. I just thought I should say it back—”
“Kat,” I said, clasping my hands at my chest. “You really mean it?”
She rolled her eyes, looking away, and it was hard to tell in the low lights but I swear she was blushing. Oh my god. She was so cute. So cute. “Look, everyone here is good-looking. Obviously. I’ve told you, we’re pretty objects for TV—”
“I think you’re the prettiest one.”
She looked back at her menu. “I think Sonia’s the prettiest.”
Ouch. I pouted, my stomach sinking. “You’ve got a thing for Sonia.”
“I’ve got a thing for silence.”
Ugh. Hearing Kat call me pretty and then tell me someone else was prettier felt like Icarus flying and getting too close to the sun.
The rest of the dinner was a little bit subdued. I kept enthusing in my loud way over everything and nothing through the rest of the meal, telling Kat a story about my six much older siblings, how it left me alone in a house big enough for six kids and the basement became my first stage as my middle school friends made a band with me and wrote songs together in our basement, jamming out to our best fumbling attempts on guitar, keyboard, yelling into microphones.
Kat laughed. It was the most beautiful thing ever. “You weren’t always a good singer, then, I take it.”
Oh my god. She thought I was a good singer. I could have died. I laughed. “No one’s born one,” I said. “But I picked it up pretty quickly. I actually caused a fight.”
She arched her brows. “By singing?”
“My friend Jen wanted to be the singer for our band. And she was the lead singer for a while, but I guess I just had a knack for singing and I picked it up well enough that everyone got all excited over my singing. Callie started having jam sessions with us without Jen just to record my voice and share it with people at school, and Jen got so mad when she found out, she threw peach iced tea at me.”
“She threw tea at you.”
“It was all in my parents’ basement, and they just loved iced tea. They were really cool about my turning the huge basement into a studio—they missed the noise after all my siblings moved out—and they’d always provide boxes of pizza and big pitchers of their favorite peach iced tea. Which made it a convenient weapon for my first diva squabble.”
Kat laughed, just a big and open and happy sound, and I got fuzzy bubbles all up in my chest. “You seem like the most drama-free person here. I’m surprised you have such a dark backstory.”
“Oh, you’d really be surprised,” I said, shooting her a wink. “The people who go through the worst, they always turn out the sweetest.”
She smiled wryly. “I don’t know about that. I came out pretty nasty.”
I blinked. She frowned.
“Sorry,” she said, looking out to the sea. “Too much information. Please just… forget I said that.”
“Okay,” I said. “But if you ever want to talk about anything, I’m here. No judgment.”
She sighed. “You’re so damn soft,” she said, but she brushed her hair back from her face. “Thank… you. I think I might take you up on that. I don’t want to make you my therapist, though.”
I laughed. “You wouldn’t be the first person. It’s cool. I’m glad I can be here for you.”
And when we wrapped up the dinner and Joyce told us where to reconvene for the drive back, Kat had a look on her face like something was bothering her, but I didn’t know how to ask if that was a thing. When we were all filing back to the car, Nico shot his hand up and said, “Sorry. Can we wait while I visit the porcelain god? I didn’t realize how much water I had until I was up and walking.”
Everyone laughed, including Joyce and Georgia, standing by the car waiting for everyone, Joyce maybe a little too close to Georgia’s side and Georgia not looking like she minded it. “Yeah, go for it,” Joyce said.
“Try not to be too long, please?” Georgia said. Joyce said something to her in a low voice and patted her shoulder, and they both laughed.
Sonia and Prati joined Nico to the bathroom, and—when Kat moved back towards the front door of the building, I figured she was, too, but she went off to the side and around the building. I did a double-take, and I glanced between her and Georgia, catching her attention, and I put up a finger to signal her to wait and followed Kat around the building, heading around to where the street dipped down stone steps to a little sandbar, and I went down the steps and hopped down the last two to find Kat leaning against the stone wall, gazing out at the water.
“Hey,” I said. “Taking the long way back?”
“You sure attach yourself to me, don’t you?” she said, not looking at me. I leaned against the wall with her.
“I like you,” I said, my heart thrumming at how many levels that was true on. “Unless you want me to get lost.”
She shrugged. “Do what you want.”
“Don’t I always?” I laughed, and she smiled, just a flash, still staring out at the water.
After a minute, she said, “You really do.” She looked down at her nice shoes dug slightly into the sand. “I can’t say it’s the worst characteristic, I guess.”
My soft gay heart sang with bliss. “If you want to wait before going back, I can tell Joyce and Georgia so they’re not waiting for you.”
She looked up to the starry night sky, a beautiful clear night that looked like a sea of stars. “Yeah. That sounds good.”
“Then I’m gonna text Joyce, because I want to hang out with you,” I said, whipping out my phone, and Kat looked at me oddly.
“You’d rather stand here staring at the sea instead of hanging out with your armload of idol friends?”
I laughed. “I think you’re already an armload for me. I’m pretty small. But… yeah. Sometimes I think it’s nice just to be with one person who really matters, instead of looking for a whole big crowd.”
She stared at me for a minute before she let out a long sigh, staring out at the sea again. “I think it’s nice to be by myself.”
I looked up at her, watching the way she pointedly avoided my gaze, and I was about to ask if she wanted me to leave, when she spoke again.
“But, uh…” She scratched her head. “Sometimes I think it’s nice just to be with one person who really matters, instead of looking for total solitude.”
Holy cow. A whole flock of holy cows. I almost dropped my phone.
I wasn’t great at reading between the lines, but I was pretty sure she’d just said I really mattered.
“Hey, uh,” she started, chewing her lip, “this past week has been… not as bad as I thought. Thank you for getting me out of my comfort zone.”
My heart couldn’t stand this. If she had a thing for Sonia instead, I needed her to go kiss Sonia, like, right now, before I fell for her harder than a stone on my head. “Of course,” I said. “Thank you for, you know, joining me and stuff. It’s been amazing.”
She was quiet for a second before she murmured a quiet, “It has.”
Oh my god. I needed to talk about something else before I passed out. “Um—you seemed a little antsy tonight. Is everything okay? I’m here for you if you need someone to talk to.”
“Therapist again, huh?”
I laughed. “I mean… I’m not saying no? Sometimes we just need an amateur therapist to help us.”
“Huh.” She looked away. “Felt weird tonight. Everyone else is so connected with one another, and especially you—you’re just best friends with everyone, and I don’t get any time with you.” She frowned, looking like she hadn’t expected herself to say that. “With anyone. I mean—Christ, I don’t know what I’m talking about.” She rubbed her forehead, looking away. “Let’s talk about something else.”
I stared for what felt like a solid hour before I said, “Kat.”
“Do not get all sentimental. You will stop that this instant.”
Oh my god. My heart was dying. Oh my god. I thought maybe she was thinking about how much she hated me or something. Instead she was… jealous other people got more of me? That was the last explanation I would have expected. I would have sooner bought an explanation about evil ghosts only she could see.
I shifted closer to her, and I put a hand on her arm. “Let’s go get back on the boat.”
“What?” She squinted at me, and I giggled.
“I have no idea what I’ll do even with my first-round earnings. I can swing it. Boat ride for two. Sounds good?”
She swallowed hard, and she looked away. “Sounds like a waste of time to see the same thing we already saw. And you’d just be talking to the fish anyway. Waste of time, money, energy—the second-round show is tomorrow, you know.”
I clasped my hands at my waist. “We don’t have to.”
“Christ, what the hell,” she said, dropping her arms. “Let’s do it.”
“We don’t have to if you don’t—”
“I want to,” she groaned, a hand to her forehead. “And I hate having to admit to that. And I swear to god we are not talking about this again, but… thanks, Emmy. It means a lot to have you come after me and ask after me. Now, keep your damn mouth closed for once and let’s go. We do not speak of this again.”
I kept my damn mouth closed for once, nodded with the biggest smile anyone had ever had, and I just about skipped down the sandbar towards the glass-bottom boat tours.
God, I was so happy. No one had ever been this happy.




Chapter 10
Kat
“Oh my god. There’s even more of them than before.” Emmy’s eyes sparkled as she looked up from the spot next to me on the seat, the boat pulling out away from the coast. “There’s so many fish. They’re all so friendly.”
“I don’t think they feel anything in particular,” I said, relaxing into the seat, but I couldn’t help just feeling stupidly… happy right now.
Ugh. Emmy was an infection, and the disease seemed to be ridiculous amounts of happiness. I’d tried to keep up the precautions, but I think I’d caught it.
I was glad she’d invited me to this again. That she’d taken me out for a second trip—and I was not going to read into why I cared so much. I knew the answer already—the sheer amount of time I spent secretly browsing Kataremmy posts on Instagram in the morning before responding to Emmy’s good morning texts and pretending I’d just gotten up, watching clips of the two of us and trying to see if her gaze looked like she liked me but only seeing that longing stare I was giving her more and more in the past few days, all of that told me the answer clearly enough—but I wanted desperately to pretend I didn’t know what was going on.
I did not have a crush on Emmy. I’d spent a lot of time this past week telling myself that, and I wasn’t sure if I was buying it.
“Kat, look,” Emmy gasped, tugging on my arm. I looked where she was pointing—a huge school of fish under the boat, scales all iridescent in the light of the boat, shimmering like gemstones, swirling around under us. “Oh my god. They’re curious about us. Hi, fish!”
“They can’t hear you. In fact, I don’t think they can even see you.”
She laughed. “They don’t need to. I told you, they can feel my love.” She leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulder, and it made my heart flutter too hard. “This is so beautiful. Thank you for staying out here with me.”
I raised an eyebrow at her out of the corner of my eye, trying desperately to play it cool. I wasn’t letting myself think about how beautiful she looked in the moonlight and the soft light of the boat, that dark, sophisticated look of her makeup casting her in a new light today. “I don’t know if you forgot,” I said, “but I’m the one who tried to leave and you’re the one who attached herself to me.”
“Six in one hand, one half dozen in the other.” She pulled away from me to look out over the water as a cool breeze swept over the waves, ruffling her hair, and like an idiot, I missed the feeling of her warmth pressed against me. “The full moon is so beautiful over the water like this. Isn’t it romantic?”
I almost choked. Romantic? Christ. She had to be doing that on purpose. “Yeah, I guess,” I said, a noncommittal grunt, occupying my gaze with the fish beneath our feet. “Inspirational, I guess. Lord knows with all the new experiences I’ve had here, I’ll head back to New York after this and write a lot of new songs. Probably starting with one about being knocked flat on my ass by a rhino.”
She laughed, but she looked shyly down at her feet. “I’m not a rhino,” she said. “I’m just excitable.”
“Save it for the jury.” I put a hand on her shoulder before I realized what I was doing, but I brushed it off as nothing, patting her once and pulling my hand away.
“New York, huh?”
I glanced over at her. “Me?”
“Yeah.” She kicked her feet under the bench we were sitting on. “I’m from Rhode Island.”
“Huh. Tiny state for a tiny person.”
She giggled, looking up at me. “I’m not that tiny. I’m five four.”
“Tiny,” I said, leaning back against the rail of the boat, looking out at the water.
Emmy didn’t say anything for a minute, and when I glanced back at her, she was looking down at her feet again.
“You okay?” something possessed me to ask.
“Yeah,” she said. “Just thinking.”
“Rare.”
“Hey!” She laughed, swatting my arm, but she went back to that shy demeanor a second later, looking down. “Thinking about, you know, our friendship.”
Well, I couldn’t deny it was friendship anymore. In fact, there was a very distinct part of me that wanted something more than that.
With Emmy? Ugh. The world was strange.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m… grateful for it, I guess.”
“Burnout feeling any better?”
I shrugged. “Hard to say. Probably takes longer than a week, doesn’t it?”
She nodded. “It absolutely does,” she said, and then there was a long silence before she said, “Hey, if I lose tomorrow. Will we still be friends once I go home?”
Christ. Here was the question I wasn’t ready to deal with. What happened after all of this? Emmy was a whirlwind that left everything different in her wake, and I didn’t know what would happen after this was all over.
I wanted to stay in touch with her. I wanted to see her again, get closer. Be friends. Give in to this tight feeling in my chest that I’d realized over the past week was this aching urge to kiss her.
And of course, none of that was close to acceptable. I was Katarina Jackson. And she was obnoxious.
Obnoxious, and I liked her.
“Well,” I said, looking down through the glass at the swirling fish. “Even if you lose tomorrow, you’ve made an impact. I’m sure you’ll be out and about in the industry. We’ll probably cross paths here and there. And I’m sure you’ll knock me down in an elevator somewhere else someday.”
She clasped her hands at her waist, and there was a long silence that was very not Emmy before she said, “Yeah, I guess so.”
Hello, guilty feeling in my stomach. I looked away, trying to tell myself there was no reason for it. “And I’m sure we’ll comment on one another’s Instagram posts.”
“Guess it’ll take care of the rumors, huh?” she said, her voice hollow. “If, you know, I lost tomorrow. Didn’t really see you anymore.”
My chest ached. I wanted to just grab her by the shoulders and kiss her. I also felt pretty sure throwing myself off the boat would have been smarter. “Joyce would probably find some way to stoke them again. Or maybe she’d find you some other girl.”
And that ached more than it should have. Emmy didn’t say anything, and I was desperate for her to.
Ugh. What the hell was going on? Here was me, wishing Emmy would speak. Gossip was her style. “Speaking of, you see Joyce and Georgia back at the restaurant? You think Joyce has a thing for her?”
Emmy just stared quietly down for a second before she shrugged and said, “Yeah, probably.”
Wow. All right. Great. If I were a better person, I would be obligated right now to put a hand on her shoulder, ask what was wrong, something like that. But I wasn’t a better person, so I just leaned back and stared out at the water, except I only managed that for about five seconds before I sighed.
“Are you okay?” I said.
“I’m—yeah. Super fine. Fine as… fine things,” she said, her voice cracking with tears, and my stomach dropped.
“Emmy, are you—”
“I’m not crying at all,” she sobbed. “I don’t know what you’re accusing me of. This is slander.”
“I—never said you were crying.”
“Good, because I’m not.” She sniffled. I grimaced.
“Emmy, you’re… crying.”
“Ugh. I never was any good at hiding it.” She hung her head. “I’m really sorry. I promise it’s nothing. I just… don’t want to lose tomorrow.”
I stared at her for a second, so small and fragile next to me, and I just… wanted her to be okay. I put a hand on her shoulder, and she hunched a little more. “It’s okay,” I said. “Uh… you can cry or vent or whatever. I’m… here for you, I guess.”
She sniffled. “I don’t want to make you my therapist.”
“I’d probably make a bad therapist,” I said. I chewed my lip. “But… I guess I can make an okay friend on some days, so you can tell me whatever and I’ll try not to make too many sarcastic remarks.”
She sniffled. “I like your sarcastic remarks. They’re funny.”
“Now I feel like they fell short of the mark, if you like them. But I get the feeling you’re just always happy.”
She hung her head. “He made me stop singing.”
Hello, non-sequitur. I paused. “Who did?”
She shifted awkwardly. “My, uh… my ex-boyfriend. I’m totally a lesbian, but, like, I thought I was bi when I was in high school. So I dated this guy. Tristan.”
Ah. Tristan. I didn’t know him, but if he made Emmy stop singing, I wanted to throttle him. But that wasn’t what Emmy needed right now, I figured, so I just squeezed her shoulder.
“I didn’t ever really like him, but I felt like I never had a good enough reason to leave, you know? I didn’t want to be unfair or hurt him.” She kicked her feet in the air. “He asked me on a date in high school, and I didn’t have a good enough reason to say no, so I said yes. Same for when he asked me for a second date. And then meeting his family, and then moving in with him… just didn’t have a good enough reason to say no.”
My stomach churned. “And he made you stop singing?”
“He said it was taking too much time. And I was turning into a diva.” She laughed nervously. “I had depression as a child. Well, I mean, I thought I had depression. I was diagnosed with it. But I think then I just found out I didn’t have anything that really excited me, and it felt like I was living just to survive. When I got really into singing, it just cleared up everything. I just loved it so much, it was the center of my world. I jammed on the guitar and sang and I was so happy, and I would wake up so excited in the morning to play again that day, go through school all lit up ready to get back to it. I felt like I was whole as a person, you know? Felt like I could just… like I could put my arm out and reach the stars.”
I chewed my cheek. “Yeah. I’ve, uh… I’ve been there before. Music used to be like that for me.”
She smiled sweetly at me, eyes glistening. “It’s magic, right? I was just, like, wow. And part of me wondered if it was possible to do it for the rest of my life. And then…” She looked away. “Tristan told me I had to spend less time on that. Focus more on serious stuff. And don’t be so loud and obnoxious.”
Well, I’d wanted Emmy to stop being so loud and obnoxious. So it didn’t make any sense I wanted to punch this guy out. But… well, I guessed I’d just come to like Emmy. In all her loudness. “And you didn’t feel like you had a good enough reason to say no.”
“Yeah,” she said, her voice distant, small. “I did it less and less, and then eventually I just stopped. Left a bunch of music friends because I felt like I had to, for Tristan. And I filed myself down, to be small, unimportant. Palatable. Easy to deal with.” She let out a strained sigh through her teeth. “Of course, I filed away the most important parts of me. And then I was just empty and I felt so… I mean. Unimportant. I just wanted to be important. That was why I’d tried making myself so palatable for him, because I wanted to be important to him.” She put a hand over her face, covering her eyes and a little sob. “I’m really sorry. This was supposed to be special.”
My heart ached to tell her just how special it really was. “I know this is no help right now,” I said, after a second, “but I’d like to punch this guy.”
She looked up at me, a funny look on her face. “Tristan?”
“Well—who else? The boat driver?”
She laughed. “I hope not. I thought you empathized on the whole thing about me being too loud.”
I chewed my cheek. “Emmy… we never speak of this, but,” I said, clearing my throat and straightening my back before I said, “I don’t want you to stop being loud. And obnoxious, frankly. I like you the… way you are.” I looked away, rubbing my forehead. “And frankly, your singing might be better than mine. And that’s saying something. So, fuck that guy for trying to get rid of it.”
Emmy’s mouth fell open, just staring at me, blinking fast. I pursed my lips, pushing down all these urges to tell her just how much she did mean to me. How much I wanted to be someone who would only encourage her being all she was, in all her loudness and all her quirks.
“Kat,” she said. “I… thank you. I…” She sniffled, hanging her head again. “I’m really sorry for going off like this. I just thought about losing tomorrow, going away, never seeing you again, all of this being like it never happened, and I just wondered if all of this was an illusion. Just a dream. If this was some—alternate reality where I got to feel important and so happy and I have to go back to where I don’t matter, where I’m small and unimportant and I don’t want to feel unimportant anymore, Kat, I just want to mean something to someone, want—”
Something gave way in me, and I turned to face her, putting a hand on her either shoulder, turning her to face me. I squared myself with her, looking at the surprise on her face, that look caught just before tears, and I took a long breath before I said, “I’m sorry. I have a bad habit of making mean little comments about people I care about. Pushing people away so I don’t get hurt. But the truth is, I care about you, and I—always thought you were the most beautiful of anyone.”
She blinked. “I thought that was Sonia.”
“Well—” I flushed. “That’s what I was talking about. With the little comments to push people away. And I do care. And you’re… I don’t want to say this, but you’re important to me, dammit.”
She stared at me for a second, and it was only then that I realized the way I was holding her, so close to me I could count each eyelash framing those gorgeous green eyes, but I couldn’t pull myself away that easily. And when she put her hands on my waist, I realized I couldn’t help myself any longer.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For the record, I think you’re the most important. And the prettiest. And the best singer. And—”
I kissed her.
I didn’t mean to. I just was staring at her eyes, and then I noticed her lips, and they were close, and then…
Emmy let out a soft grunt of surprise, her hands coming off me as she went rigid, and—for a wild moment of awkward self-awareness, I prayed to god she wouldn’t pull away—but she sighed into me, gripped the fabric of my dress and pulled me into her, kissing me back.
She was so… soft. So sweet. Precious. I’d thought more than once about kissing her, but it was nothing like what I’d imagined—she felt fragile, like a precious glass ornament, delicate, and so soft in my hands. Her lips against mine were soft as whispers and felt like sweetness dissolving on my tongue, and the way she sighed against my lips and moved hers with mine just felt like I had everything I wanted in the world.
Then it hit me that I was kissing Emmy Montford, and I wrenched myself away, every sense in my body on full alert, my breath gone. The tight feeling in my chest was even tighter now, begging me to kiss her again—she fluttered her eyes open, eyes wide, lips parted, cheeks flushed, and I’d never seen anyone so damn perfect.
“Oh,” she whispered.
“I—I’m sorry,” I stammered, pulling away, looking down. “I didn’t mean to—I shouldn’t have done that. That’s—”
“Kat,” she whispered, putting a hand on my arm, turning me back to face her. I felt heat rising in my face, those eyes sparkling in the moonlight, looking at me. “This just hit me. You’re just sarcastic to people you like, aren’t you?”
I blinked. “You picked up on that, huh? Sherlock Holmes over here.”
“Wow,” she breathed. “You must really like me.”
I stared at her. “Was that… an insult, just now?”
She laughed. “I like you the way you are, too, Kat,” she said, and she lifted a hand to my cheek, cradling me by the side of the head, and she pulled me into another kiss.
She had a good read on me. I did really like her.
For whatever reason.




Chapter 11
Emmy
“Are you going to open the door, or no?”
“I’m—trying,” I said, face flushed. I fumbled with my keycard at my hotel room door twice, both times getting the little red beep because of the way my hands were shaking for, uh, you know, reasons. Making out with Kat on a glass-bottom boat reasons.
I still couldn’t believe that had, like, happened. I wondered if I’d wake up in the morning and things would all just be back to normal. If this had all just been a dream.
Or maybe it was real, and she really only just wanted me for one night—that she just wanted to kiss me and enjoy me while I was here, and then the second all this ended—me, her, the competition—it would all disappear into the rear-view mirror.
And like, honestly? I was okay with that. I really, really, really, really wanted more, but I would take what I could get.
I swiped the door open, pushed it open and stumbled inside, dropping my day bag and only turning halfway back before Kat came up behind me, shut the door and wrapped her arms around me, pressing me up against the wall, and she kissed the back of my neck, and I almost shrieked from the sheer fangirl dying moment of, like, you know, Kat Jackson pinning me up against a wall kissing the back of my neck? Yeah. Shriek-worthy.
“What are you doing wearing this kind of floral perfume?” she laughed breathily, her lips still against the back of my neck. “I would have expected you to use something bright and fruity.”
“Hey. This is my sophisticated style. So sue me. Don’t pretend you don’t like it. I mean, I hope you like it. Do you like it?”
“Love it,” she murmured, reaching her hands around my waist and roaming them up my front, and I don’t know how I didn’t literally melt into a puddle and drip through the cracks in the floor. “This dress really does flatter your figure.”
“I guess you would be an expert. Yeah. That makes sense.”
“You sometimes forget I know how to compliment people?”
I laughed nervously. “Right now, I think I could forget my own name.”
“Understandable,” she murmured, a husky whisper against the hairs on the back of my neck while she unlaced the back of my dress, and I probably would have actually just collapsed on the spot if it weren’t for Kat holding me in place up against the wall. “Do you mind if I do this? It’s okay to say no. You don’t need a good reason to.”
Ugh. Not only was she unfairly sexy, she was sweet and she paid attention. “Definitely yes. Very enthusiastic yes. You can, uh… do what you want. I’m here for it.”
“You’re here for it?” She laughed. “You’re ridiculous.”
I didn’t get to reply before she pulled free the last lacing of my dress, releasing the tension around my chest, and she slipped her hands up in a sensual path up to my shoulders to slip it down one shoulder. My heart dropped through the floor, and came back beating faster than a hummingbird’s on speed.
She kissed my bare shoulder once, sending sensation flooding through me, before she tugged the shoulders down together and slipped the dress down, dropping it on the floor, and I felt the rush of coolness over my entire body before Kat spun me around by the shoulders and pressed my back up against the wall, heating me up with her hungry gaze looking down over my body.
“Hi, Kat,” I said. She laughed drily, shaking her head.
“Hi, Emmy. How’s it going?”
“Oh, just great. How’s it going with you?”
She bit her lip. “I’m not even going to bother answering that.”
I laughed awkwardly. “I think you already know this, but I’m so nervous I think I’m about to die.”
She bent down and kissed my collarbone, and I gasped just a little. “No worries,” she murmured against my skin. “You’re going to pretend I never admitted to this, but I’m just as nervous.”
Oh. Wow. Okay. That changed things. Kat was nervous because of me, in a bra and panties in front of her. I let out a long breath. “Okay. Cool. We’re figuring this out together, then.”
She laughed, trailing her hands down along my sides, electric sensations coursing through me and doing terrible things to my poor panties, which had been dry one long-forgotten day. “I’m pretty confident we’ll find something good.”
“You know, I, uh, I think you’re right.”
She turned, gesturing me to a hidden zipper on her side. “Get me out of this.”
“Wow. Sounds good,” I said, but then my hands fumbled like it was my job to fumble and shake, and it took me more than one try to grab the zipper. More than two, even. I won’t say any more than that.
But eventually, I got the zipper down, and I tried to tug her dress down, but she laughed. “Up,” she said, tugging her skirt up a little. The things that happened to my thighs when she tugged her skirt up.
“Right. Up. I got you.”
Somehow, though, I got the dress off her, and the sight of her in just a black lace bra and slim-lined panties, that long smooth expanse of perfect skin between them, those perfect legs, her perfect arms and perfect—well—perfect everything, my legs went weak.
“Wow,” I said. “You’re, uh… pretty.”
“Sit on the bed,” she said, turning me and guiding me backwards until I bumped against the foot of the bed and dropped down into a seat on it. “Take your bra off.”
God. The way she just said those things in that husky voice, eyes lidded, lips parted, that intense look in her eyes. I felt like I could fall apart just listening to her make commands. I reached back and unclasped my bra, pulling the straps down and sliding them slowly off my arms, pausing before pulling the cups off my breasts. Her breath caught, and she bit her lip looking at my bare breasts in the moonlight.
“You’re incredible,” she murmured, bending down and planting a kiss on my neck, moving her hands up to cup my breasts, her thumbs coming to my nipples, and I melted into the touch.
“Look who’s talking,” I breathed, reaching around her and unclasping her bra, too. She laughed, but she didn’t fight it as I pulled her bra off, her breasts spilling out and looking more perfect than I realized anything could.
“Someone’s hasty,” she said, but she was smiling, a gentle teasing tone that found new levels of getting my panties soaked.
“I’m assuming you mean me, in which case, well, yeah.”
She straightened in front of me, taking my hands in hers and guiding them up to feel her breasts under my hands, and it sent shivers through me watching the way she shuddered at the touch of my fingers on her nipples.
She dragged her hands through her hair, reaching up and rolling her head back and letting out a long, low moan as I played with her nipples, rolling them between my fingers, and I couldn’t help myself anymore, so I bent in and kissed one nipple, taking it in my mouth and sucking gently.
“Christ, you’re good,” she groaned, one hand falling to my hair.
“I try my best,” I said, muffled into her breast, and she let out an uneven laugh.
“You don’t stop saying nonsense even when you have my nipple in your mouth.”
“Well, yeah. Did you expect me to stop?”
She mulled it over. “No. You have a busy mouth. And I have a pretty good idea how to put it to use.”
Wow. Okay. Yeah. That was hot. I pulled away to watch, my breath catching in my throat as she slipped her panties down, tugging them down slowly until she slid them off her hips and dropped them down, falling around her ankles, and, like… yeah. Yeah, she was wet.
She was so unbelievably perfect, standing there in the moonlight streaming through the light curtains, nothing but perfect skin everywhere, her folds glistening wet. I may have… stared a little bit.
“I’m glad you’re enjoying the view,” she said. “Now, here. Switch positions. On your knees in front of me. See if you enjoy that view, too.”
Holy wow. She had no right being this hot. Not that I wanted her to remain within her rights, in that case. I stood up with her, and she put her hands on my hips, on those panties that were way too much fabric, and she pressed her lips against mine while she turned us around, kissing me hot and heavy, her tongue darting out and slipping along my lips while she tucked her fingers into the band of my panties, running to either side and tugging them down, dropping them to the floor before she pulled away and sank into a seat on the foot of the bed. I was about to drop straight to my knees and, well—you know—but she stopped me with a hand between my thighs, starting at my inner thigh just above my knee and working slowly, teasingly up to where my body felt like it was going to explode.
When she trailed her fingertips along my wetness, it sent a ripple of pleasure through my body, and I gripped her shoulders tightly, threw my head back and let out a long groan. Kat let out a low, throaty laugh.
“You’re vocal,” she said. “To the surprise of… no one.”
“Oh my god. You’re killing me.”
She laughed, leaning in and kissing my nipple as she kept working her fingers along me, running her tongue over my nipple, teasing. The two separate sources of pleasure, rippling through me, sending shivers out to every part of me, was too much to stand, and I rested my arms on her shoulders and slumped onto her for balance, gasping and praying my legs would keep working just a little bit longer.
But she pulled away before I collapsed, and she put her hands on my hips and tugged me down. “Let me see you between my legs.”
I sank to my knees, half for her and half because my legs were too wobbly to stay up any longer, and the eroticism of the moment—me kneeling in front of Kat, legs spread, her wetness gleaming in the low light through the French doors, my breath heavy, her hand on the back of my head—drove me like I was drunk on the feeling.
“If—” Kat said, pausing, her grip lightening just a little, and a look of indecision on her face. “If this is okay. You know you can tell me to stop or do something else at any time.”
My heart felt warm. She really did care. Despite what she tried to look like.
“I love this,” I said, and I slipped my hands up along her thighs, reaching around to hold her by the hips and pull her into me as I dragged my tongue up along her, tasting her wetness, hot and husky and sweet, and she closed her eyes and let out a soft groan.
“Jesus,” she whispered, fingers clawing into my hair. I took that as my cue to keep going, running my tongue up through her, teasing through her folds, and then up to play with her clit, flicking the tip of my tongue over it. I charted the way her body reacted as I licked, sucked on her clit, and as I moved back down to tease my tongue around her entrance, the slick and heavy feeling of her wetness sitting warm on my tongue.
Her grip on me tightened more the longer we went, the longer I kept licking, sucking, teasing her. I alternated between moving my hand down to tease her clit while I dragged my tongue up through her folds, and gripping her by the hips to hold her into me, desperate to have her closer even though she was already gripping me by the head and holding me into her.
Kat hunched forward more the higher I sent her, the more I worked my tongue along her, and her long and heavy breaths became shorter and sharper gasps, sucking in breath and letting out quick, desperate moans, gasps of pleasure. I felt my own body throbbing just from the act of pleasuring her, from hearing the way she rose closer to her climax, and it felt like I could have come just from listening to her.
“Christ, Emmy, I’m—” She struggled to squeeze in words between her gasps, but she didn’t need to say it. I nodded against her, flicking my gaze up to meet her eyes, and she took that as her confirmation, because she gripped me tighter by the back of the head and clenched a fistful of the sheets in her other hand, throwing her head back and leaning back as I flicked my tongue up through her, going at a steady pace to push her over the edge. She let out a long cry, shuddering against my mouth, legs wrapping over my shoulder and clutching me while her whole body quaked with the force of her orgasm.
Her long cry of pleasure cracked into desperate gasps as I kept working her through it, the most sensual sound anyone had ever made, gasping breaths and short, wavering cries of ecstasy before, finally, her grip relaxed, I slowed down, and with one final long whoosh of breath, she collapsed onto her back, panting for breath.
And, well, suffice to say I felt pretty good about myself. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, looking up at her from where I was resting my head on her thigh, and she weakly gestured with one hand for me to get up into the bed with her. I stood up, climbed into bed on top of her, and she pulled me down on top of her and into a slow, hot kiss that just lit up every part of me.
Especially, you know, that part.
She didn’t take as long to recover as I’d thought, pulling away, her face red and hair mussed, looking like a goddess of sexuality, before she said, “Can I—do that to you, too?”
My breath hitched. “Oh, uh, yep. Yeah. Sounds great.”
She bit her lip, looking down between my legs. “I… have a request that it’s—okay if it’s not your style.”
If her mouth was going to be between my legs, that sounded like my style. I was so desperate, I felt like I’d come in about two seconds. “Let me hear it,” I said. “I’m open.”
She chewed her cheek, looking away. “Can you… I mean, top me? I don’t know. I like to switch.”
I had no idea I liked to switch, but the instant Kat said that, I liked to switch, too. “You know,” I said, stroking her hair, “that sounds fantastic.”
She flushed harder. “I know I have this—cool, confident energy, I guess—”
“Forget stereotypes,” I laughed, pinning her down and putting a kiss on her neck. The idea of being able to take point here with Kat’s unbelievably sexy body was, well… pretty hot, yeah. “Let’s do what works for us.”
She chewed her lip. “Yeah. I don’t usually admit to this, but you’re right.”
“Great,” I said, sitting up to straddle her. “Now, let me ask you if this is cool, because I just now thought of this and it seems fun. Can I sit on your face?”
She drew in a quick, sharp breath, looking down between my legs, and I loved the way she just fixed her gaze on me and went red. Like she couldn’t get enough of my body. “That… sounds like a plan,” she said.
I loved that plan.




Chapter 12
Kat
The sunlight streamed in warm and peaceful in the morning, and I wondered first what that was hanging from my ceiling, before I realized it was Emmy’s string of origami cranes she’d made out of Smile Jar papers. Same for the string of paper snowflakes along one wall, and the Kindness Board, and then my half-asleep brain finally pieced together that I was in Emmy’s room, and then that I was naked, and then that Emmy was curled up naked next to me.
My stomach flopped. Christ. I couldn’t believe last night had… happened. Even though incontrovertible evidence was right next to me, breathing softly, lying on her side with her hands folded together at her chest, like a little angel sleeping in prayer.
No matter how I looked at it, all of this was a bad idea. Very bad idea. Even if we both made it through the competition today, what kind of possible future would we have together? She was my competition. And we were leaving to different places. And… I just couldn’t be with her.
I couldn’t be Emmy Montford’s girlfriend. That was ridiculous. It didn’t make any sense.
But when her eyes fluttered open, softly, gently, and she met my eyes, for just a second, everything did make perfect sense.
“Wait,” she mumbled, rubbing her eyes. “Are you serious?”
My stomach dropped. I propped myself up on my elbows. “What are you talking about? Serious about what?”
She squinted at me. “You’re seriously that pretty first thing in the morning, too? Ugh. It’s not fair.”
I stared at her for a second before I laughed breathlessly, and I dropped onto my back, staring up at the ceiling. “You’re ridiculous.”
“I’ve heard,” she said, her voice a sleepy murmur, as she nestled up next to me. I loved the way it felt with her pressed against my side, one arm slung over me, pulling me into her. I would never admit how much I loved it. “How much time do we have before we need to get moving? Don’t tell me we both overslept this time.”
I laughed, mussing her hair. “Unlike some people, I set alarms. But it didn’t go off yet.” I fumbled on the nightstand for my phone, turning it over to check the display. “Twenty to seven.”
“Mm. Good morning,” she murmured, and it made my heart swell up. Christ. I hated that.
“Good morning,” I said, trying to suppress how good that felt.
She cracked an eyelid to look at me. “Have you heard of Mazings?”
“Have I heard of—what?” I turned to look at her. “No. What are they?”
She nuzzled her face into my shoulder. “You’re one of them.”
I frowned. “I’m a Mazing?”
She giggled. “You sure are.”
I was still sleepy. It took me a second to get what she just did, and then I groaned, rolling onto my back again. “Have you heard of Bsurds?”
“Oh, yeah. I’m friends with tons of them.”
“Right. Figured you’d be.”
There was a long silence before she pressed her face into me, her hair tickling me. I brushed my fingers through it, lazy and slow, just enjoying the moment, because I knew it wouldn’t last.
As if sensing my thoughts, Emmy looked up at me. “So… can I ask again?”
“You can ask whatever you want,” I mumbled.
She looked down. “What happens to, uh, us? After all of this?”
Dammit. My stomach sank. I was hoping to not have to address that. I looked away, and I didn’t answer—just stared at one point on the wall, fixed on it.
“It’s… okay,” Emmy whispered against my back. “We don’t… have to be anything more than this.”
It made me feel sick, hearing things like that. I chewed my cheek. “Get what you wanted?” I said, not even recognizing my own voice, it was so cold.
“Kat. You know that’s not it,” she said. “I like you, okay? I’m really… really happy with you. And I’m ridiculously attracted to you. I want to be with you.” She shifted behind me. “But I understand if you don’t feel all of that about me.”
It was strange to feel my heart sink and dance at the same time. All the signs I’d been reading into, daring to imagine what might be there, were real—that Emmy really cared for me, as a person, she saw me and she wasn’t scared of me, wasn’t put off. She wanted this to last. I wanted this to last.
But it wasn’t worth it.
I realized it with a cold, sinking sensation, like metal clamping down on me. I had a career. I had my life, my world, and Emmy had her own, and I didn’t really know her. I didn’t know her regular life. I’d only known her three weeks, and I couldn’t let any wildly surging, out-of-control emotions lead me into irrational decisions.
My career was on the right trajectory. I had everything carefully planned out for ages beforehand. Just because a little burnout had driven me on a wild fling with Emmy didn’t mean I didn’t have a hugely successful career building up behind me, and didn’t mean I could risk all of that careful construction just for the girl I’d screwed around with.
And I knew I was acting irrationally. But I also knew it was going to hurt like hell the more I prolonged this, and that the sooner I ripped off the bandage, the better I’d be.
So I took a long breath, and I pushed myself up into a sitting position on the edge of the bed, looking away, and I said, “I think we’d be better off not doing this, Emmy.”
There was a quiet second where I could just imagine the way she was looking at me—the hurt that must have been there in her eyes, that look like I betrayed her. And I felt like it, too. I felt like shit, frankly.
“And… I’m sorry,” I said, looking down.
“Why?” she whispered.
I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I like you, Emmy. You really did change my world, and I’m grateful. Forever. But I had this whole life planned, and it just… didn’t include you.”
I felt her moving on the bed behind me, sitting up, but I couldn’t bear to look. “I can fit into it. I can be whatever you want me to be. I can do—”
“Don’t,” I said. “I can’t stand the idea of you whittling yourself down for someone again. You deserve to be all of who you are. And to only be with someone who will give you all that space. And I’m just… sorry I’m not that person, Emmy. I really do—care about you.”
I could feel her staring at me, and I couldn’t take it. I stood up, pulling my clothes back on, while I avoided looking at her, until finally she said in a small, quiet voice, “I understand.”
My heart ached. I took it with grace, because I knew I had to—had to soak it up now so it wouldn’t hurt later. I finally turned back to look at Emmy, sitting on the bed, her knees pulled up into her chest, looking down, and I wondered, longingly, if I could kiss her one last time.
“Thank you,” I said, but she shook her head.
“No. There’s no need for that. Just… right. I’m sorry. I need some time. And we need to get ready, huh? I guess there’s a whole… performance today.”
“Yeah.” I turned back to the door. “Good luck with it. I’m, uh… I’m looking forward—”
“Don’t,” she sighed, burying her face in her knees. “Don’t say things like that. You’ll make me fall for you.”
My insides tangled. “I’m… sorry.”
“I’ll see you at the studio, I guess,” she mumbled. “Good luck.”
I turned away, hanging my head. After a long silence, I said, “Thanks. I’ll… see you.”
I left the room, kicking myself the whole way, wishing I’d at least given her one last kiss.
∞∞∞
 
I barely saw Emmy at the studio. She was next to me at the pre-show meeting, but we avoided even looking at each other, and she ran to the bathroom right after, an obvious excuse to stagger her schedule just slightly behind mine, and I took it.
And I only realized the gravity of what had happened when I was sitting there in the viewing box with the other second-round performers, listening to the roar of the crowds as Emmy stepped out onto the stage, and through the TV screens, I could see the closeup of her and I knew it just wasn’t her. That her passion wasn’t there.
That she’d been whittled down. Had the important things taken away from her, so she could fit neatly into a convenient mold. She smiled, laughed, waved to the crowds, but I knew her eyes—plenty of time with those damn eyes on me ever since she first knocked me down in that elevator—and I knew they weren’t sparkling the way they should have been.
“Please win this,” I whispered, quiet enough only I’d hear it, and it still surprised me—that I’d even thought that.
“She will,” Joyce said from right next to me, and I jolted.
“Joyce?” I said, glancing back at her, suddenly self-conscious about my open change of heart about Emmy. Still, her expression just said she was as nervous as I was—watching Emmy intently, knowing it wasn’t her on the stage.
“It’s the two of you, isn’t it?” she said, glancing at me. I looked down. What use was there hiding it? She took that as her answer and said, “What happened? You told her how you feel?”
“How long did you… know?”
“Just the past couple days. You’ve almost had emotions lately. It’s a nice change of pace.”
I sighed. “We told… each other how we feel. But I said it wouldn’t work, even though we… felt the same way.”
God, this was awkward. And I shouldn’t have been admitting to our trainer that we’d… well. But Joyce just gave me a distant smile. “Wouldn’t work, why?”
I frowned. “What do you mean, why? We’re competition. She’s from a different state. Our lives have never crossed before. I haven’t even known her that long. We’re just… it just doesn’t work. There’s too much against it.”
She looked back up at the screen, watching as Emmy talked to the judges, her voice flatter than it should have been. “Keep a secret?” she said, and I cocked my head.
“Yeah. Of course.”
“Georgie and I are dating.”
I blinked. “You’re—serious?”
“Yeah. We’re keeping it on the down low, but I swear, everything is just right when I’m with her. Our lives are miles apart and it’s not exactly appropriate for a professional relationship, but what’s the point of anything I’m doing if I’m passing up what really makes me happy?”
I sighed, staring back at the screen. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what she was saying. “I’m… happy for you two,” I said, quietly. “I can tell she really likes you.”
“Assuming you and Emmy both make it through this,” Joyce said, lowering her voice more as Emmy’s music started, and she took the microphone in her hand. “Go make the right decision.”
We didn’t say anything else, just watching as Emmy sang her first notes, the song rising into a soft intro.
And yes, of course, it was gorgeous, and her voice was silky smooth and sweet and perfect, but it didn’t shine. Something was missing.
And halfway through the song, she glanced up to the viewing box, and even though I knew she couldn’t see me with the harsh stage lights, I felt like she was meeting my eyes, and even though I couldn’t wrap my head around it, I knew it was us that was missing.
Ugh. Maybe Joyce was right. Maybe I was a damn idiot. Why pass up what actually made me happy, for what I thought was supposed to make me happy?
But for right now, all that mattered was the present. And hell, maybe it worked fine for me. I was a professional, and I’d be able to get up on that stage and sing my heart out. Maybe my ballad would be improved by this hollowness in my chest, anyway. And maybe it would knock Emmy out of the running, and give me a clear path to the championship.
Except when she finished and Evelyn Stone started by saying she was a strong performer, with that tone of voice that said there was stinging criticism to follow, my stomach sank. And I listened to every one of the judges give Emmy damnation by faint praise at best, every criticism feeling worse than if it had been for me, and when Evelyn summarized it as a disappointment, I felt myself crumple enough I didn’t know how I’d get up there and sing.
But I was next in line after Emmy walked away, head down. And I got up there, and I faced the judges, and I took the microphone, and I sang.
And I knew damn well by the first note that I wasn’t bringing my best. That this was the kind of performance I’d lose for. And when I got to the end, feeling like I’d phoned in every note of the song, I wanted to throw the microphone to the floor and storm away.
And when the judges said it was a weak performance, that something was missing, and that I was letting down my fans, I just nodded, accepting it all, even though the audience booed the criticism just like they had for Emmy.
And when I walked off that stage, I felt like I was weighed down by a thousand little weights, and I just really, really needed to sit down.
My heart pounded the whole damn time, watching the rest of the performers go up. Now that we were down to twelve, an entire third of us were getting eliminated this time. That could easily have included either Emmy or me, after both of our embarrassing performances.
By the end, I felt sick when they called us up onto the stage, a row of performers to await our judgment. Emmy followed along right ahead of me, and I watched the way her shoulders hunched, just a little, and I knew she was prepared to be sent home today.
I stood in the row, under the harsh lights, next to Emmy. The judges’ hard eyes looked at us, sweeping slowly over each of us.
“Today, four of you will be selected as winners, four of you will be safe…” Evelyn started, and my ears tuned it out. I’d been here before. I couldn’t pay attention—there was a ringing in my ears drowning things out, up until she was finally calling out names, and she started by fixing her eyes not far to my right. “Brianna,” she said, and the silence was drowning, Bri standing with every muscle clenched. Evelyn paused—the damn dramatic effect—before she finally said, “You are our first winner for this round,” and Bri relaxed every muscle, her face lighting up, and she clasped her hands together at her chest and gave a teary thank-you.
And Evelyn went through the names until, finally, she said, “Katarina,” and her eyes fixed on me, and I stiffened. I felt the whole world go quiet, a sick feeling in my gut.
Christ. I didn’t want to lose. I wasn’t ready to lose yet. I wasn’t ready for this. I wanted another chance. I wanted to do better. I wanted to be better. I’d come this close to being better—to seeing all the things I’d done wrong—to fixing myself—and if I lost now, if they sent me home…
“You are safe,” Evelyn said. The crowds cheered. I felt a cold wave spread through my head, icy numbness pressing against my skull.
“Thank you,” I said, only just realizing my legs were shaking. “Thank you.”
I was clear. I’d made it through. I’d survived the day.
So why the hell did I still feel just as much tension caught in every part of me?
Christ. Obviously it was the woman right next to me, hands wrung at her chest. Emmy still waited her turn while Evelyn gave Prati a win, and told Sofi she was going home, until Evelyn finally said, “Emma.”
I felt even more nervous waiting for Emmy’s judgment than I had for my own. Every part of me was stretched to the breaking point, and it was only then that I saw what I really needed to.
Emmy didn’t have to try to fit into my life. I didn’t have to try to fit my life around her. She was the one who was giving me life back to begin with. Without her, all this about my carefully-constructed career didn’t mean anything.
I couldn’t believe it—very unlike me—but I was going to fall for Emmy, too. But only if I got one more chance—one last chance to tell her I wanted her. That I cared for her. That she was the most important person in the world, and then, God only knew I would never let her go as long as I lived, but if she went home now—if she went home because of me—
Evelyn took a long breath, and she said, “You are safe.”
And I wasn’t even sure what happened from there. Something released around my chest, and I could breathe again. The cold feeling pressed against my head went away, and I was suddenly so dizzy it was like I could fall over, but I breathed out long and slow, and I finally, for the first time in a long time, felt like maybe things would be okay.
Emmy lit up in that way she did, and even in my woozy state, I felt like she was just so beautiful like that, I almost wanted to kiss her here and now.
“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
I wanted to say the same thing.
∞∞∞
 
We barely got off the stage and into the back before I whispered a quick psst to Emmy, pulling her attention away from the procession of us into the back, and I swept her back behind a row of stage curtains, wrapping around the two of us in a veil of privacy, pulling us close together. Emmy blinked fast, eyes going wide, and her face went red.
“Hey,” I said. “Congratulations.”
“Uh—thanks,” she said, looking down at the two of us, close together. My heart pounded, but I’d never felt this sure about anything. “Do you do this to congratulate everyone on winning?”
“Like you let me out of your sight for long enough ever over the past three weeks to do that once.” I chewed my lip. “Emmy, I—wanted to apologize. For this morning.”
She shook her head, a strange sort of resolution coming over her expression. “No, I, uh, was going to apologize for it, too.”
My stomach turned. She was not going to walk back everything. I mean—I couldn’t blame her if she did. But I couldn’t bear it. “You don’t have to apologize for anything—”
“I felt like I didn’t have a good enough reason to say no, so I gave in. Again,” she said, putting her hands on my waist, grabbing handfuls of my stage dress, and she looked at me with the most intense look in her eyes. “So let me try that again. No. I’m not dulling anything to be a part of your life. You make me more, Kat. You make me larger than life. You make me feel important every second I’m with you. I can reach the stars when I’m with you. Let me into your life.”
I felt, I think, more relieved than I had when Evelyn told us we were safe. Every part of me just slacked, and I nearly collapsed straight onto Emmy. “Well,” I said, tucking her hair back behind her ear. “As much as I hate apologizing, I was… planning on apologizing for being wrong about that. You fit perfectly into every part of this whole damn career, because it’s only thanks to you I care about the whole thing again, the only reason I cared about our results out there just now. You’re the most important part of all of it. And… I want you. I want to stay with you. As long as you’ll have me.” I pursed my lips. “But—we don’t speak of this. This whole embarrassing—”
She rose on her tiptoes, and she kissed me.
And Christ, I needed that.
She felt so right there, her soft lips against mine, pressing sweetly up against me, the tension and stress of the moment, all the fear I’d been carrying through the day just melting away, until it felt like everything was in the right place.
“I think we can speak of this,” she said with a mischievous smile once she pulled away. “I mean… I think we’re probably pretty suspect, with the way we were both sweating bullets waiting to see if the other made it through the round, and then we snuck off to hide in the curtains together in a very small space—”
“Crap. Right. Yes. We should—”
“I don’t mind,” she laughed, kissing me again. “You could drag me out onto the stage and kiss me there if you wanted. I’m not ashamed of the fact that I get to kiss, like, the prettiest girl ever.”
I rolled my eyes, smiling. “Maybe later. For now, we should probably get moving before Joyce is left wondering where we are.”
She laughed, brushing my hair back. “I think she knows where we are,” she said, before planting another kiss on my lips. “Hey—while the cameras are up in the Sea Jewel Lounge with the winners, let’s get dinner. We could use a proper date.”
Christ, this woman made me so damn happy, it didn’t make any sense. I rested my forehead against hers. “It’s always so weird when you say something sensible.”
She stuck out her tongue. “You don’t know yet where I’m taking you for dinner, sweetheart.”
“Oh. See, now I’m worried.”
“You should be.” She kissed me. “If I’m sticking with you, your life is about to become a lot louder.”
And yet somehow, I found I wasn’t worried about that at all.
That burnout really had done things to my head.




Chapter 13
Emmy
Weird how the crowds just got bigger and more excited with every round. Here I thought I’d seen the most excitement I possibly could in the first round, and then, like, bam, here I was in the finale, and when I stepped out onto that stage, it was deafening hearing the applause and the cheering and the people shouting my name and I was like, I’m not sure if all this is just one absolutely hog-wild dream, but if it is, then I’m glad my brain’s gotten the right idea what to dream about.
“Emma Montford,” Evelyn said, sitting the center of the judges’ panel, smiling at me as I came up to the microphone. “Emmy. You had no real performing history before this, a dark horse competitor under the wing of our first champion from ten years ago, Joyce Heathrow. How do you feel about possibly ringing in that anniversary by pulling out a championship victory today that no one would have expected at the start of this contest?”
I held the microphone up to my face, and I had to wait for the applause to subside before I could speak. “Well,” I said, and I looked over the judges, over the crowds, and up to the viewing box where I knew Kat was watching. I looked back to Evelyn, and I said, “I don’t know how I feel, because I’m kind of still in disbelief I passed the first round. I’m not very smart, so I don’t think about things. I just come out here on the stage and sing.”
The crowds cheered, and I threw up a fist.
“Yeah! That was totally self-deprecation, but everyone’s cheering for me!”
The cheering intensified. I didn’t get my fans, but wow, did I love them.
“Tell us what you’re singing today, Emmy,” Evelyn said, and I grinned.
“I argued with Joyce over this for, like, a solid hour—hi, Joyce,” I said, waving to the viewing box—“and when I say argued, I mean I just sat there and folded my arms and pouted until she gave me my way. Anyway. Right. Finally, I got her to agree on what she called, uh, what was it, ‘contest suicide?’ But this whole thing was a teenage dream that got taken away from me for a while, so, I’m going to be singing my cover of Katy Perry’s Teenage Dream.”
The crowds exploded into cheers. I could only imagine Kat’s reaction in the viewing box, probably just the same as when I’d told her the other day, and she buried her face in her hands.
“You’re going with some trashy, technically flat bubblegum pop anthem for your finale?” she’d said.
“Yep,” I’d said, flashing her a peace sign. “Don’t forget to cheer for me. I’m your girlfriend.”
She’d sighed, rubbing her forehead. “Yeah. You sure are. Weird.”
And now here I was, standing on the stage, as those buzzy first notes started up, and I took the microphone in hand and I committed to starting the song with the only thing I’d ever cared about, since the days I’d been jamming over pizza and peach tea in my parents’ basement—letting go and having fun, with my friends there to cheer me on and make me feel good about myself.
It really was the same. I just had a ton of friends. And a huge basement.
And as the music picked up and I went into the chorus, whole crowds of people stood up with hands in the air, moving to the music with me, and I knew Kat was up there, shaking her head and smiling at me with that resigned look of well, I guess that’s my girlfriend.
And for that moment, I felt like I was larger than life—like I mattered.
∞∞∞
 
Of course, Kat’s song was better than mine. Nico was the other finalist, rounding out the show with his grungy vocals, and both of them were way better than my silly performance, but I didn’t have any regrets, standing there on one side of the tiny line of us, waiting for judgment. Kat glanced at me, and I met her eyes, and I smiled. Her cover of Set Fire to the Rain was so powerful, it gave my goosebumps goosebumps, and I knew there was no chance that Nico—great as he was—was beating my girlfriend.
Ugh. The past three weeks as Kat’s girlfriend, even though we had to keep things on the down-low and it was torture and I just wanted to kiss her in the streets, had been beautiful. I’d never been so deliriously happy in my life. And that was the real reason I’d been ready to throw the finale—because I’d already won. I had everything I needed.
Kat Jackson. With me forever.
Wow.
When Evelyn said, “The winner of this year’s Sea and Stars Song Contest,” it made my heart race, feeling like I couldn’t breathe, everything in me pulled to the breaking point as she drew it out for the dramatic effect, music effects building behind us, the crowds all drawing in a collective hushed breath. I kept looking back between Kat and Evelyn, waiting, desperate, fingers crossed, and I felt pulled taut when Evelyn drew a long breath, and she said, “Emma Montford.”
I came this close to screaming in excitement for Kat, and then my brain was like wait, hold on, that’s me.
That was me. She’d said… my name?
The auditorium exploded into applause, people cheering. The lights moved onto me, and I dropped my arms by my sides, my jaw falling open.
“Congratulations,” Evelyn called as music came on in the background, confetti falling onto me and I clasped my hands over my mouth, looking up at Kat, who was just staring straight ahead at Evelyn with her mouth open as Evelyn kept going. “You are the tenth champion of the Sea and Stars Song Contest, and the grand prize…”
Oh my god. She’d actually said my name. Nico was cheering for me, too. He was such a good sport. She’d said… me.
I was the champion.
And I’d… taken it away from Katarina Jackson, the choice to win. My heart beat unevenly, an anxious feeling as Kat turned to me and—slowly—she smiled.
“Emmy,” she said.
“That was—she said my name, right?” I said.
Kat laughed, breathlessly. She was laughing and smiling after I beat her. I didn’t get it. “She did. You… you win.”
I took in a long breath, and I glanced up at her, and I whispered, “You’re not… mad at me? I didn’t think I’d—”
She wrapped her arms around my waist, pulled me into her, and she kissed me.
It was quick and fierce, yanking me nearly off my feet and into her arms, and her lips pressed firmly against mine, and my heart jumped into my mouth as my hands went up, really not sure what I was doing with them. The auditorium somehow got even louder, people screaming and cheering, and I had to take a second to catch my bearings.
Huh. Yeah. She was kissing me. On live television and in front of everyone. Okay. Yeah, I could probably have passed out right about now, but that might have killed the mood here.
I cupped her head in my hands and kissed her back, sinking into her as the confetti kept falling over both of us, and somewhere close by I heard Nico laughing, and somewhere a little further I heard the judges clapping, and then past that but really loudly I heard people cheering, the contest’s theme music flooding the space, but I was only dimly aware of all of it.
All I knew was that I’d won, and more importantly, Kat was kissing me. That she wasn’t afraid to call me hers.
And I knew I wasn’t afraid to call her mine. For as long as she’d have me.
∞∞∞
 
“I have a confession to make,” I said, sitting on the bed next to where Kat had her arm around me, resting her head on top of mine and watching as I scrolled through our hashtag on Instagram. The clip of Kat kissing me on stage kept coming up, and I didn’t mind. I’d watch it a million times.
“I bet it’s really dark,” she said, and I giggled, swatting her thigh playfully.
“I am not that dark.”
“You’ve killed a man.”
“No. I only have killer looks.”
“Uh-huh. Well, tell me.”
“This kiss here—you know, the one that’s all over social media?”
She cleared her throat, looking away. “It was… heat of the moment. I was proud of you. And I realized I was happy you’d won, and I realized I loved you. So what’s your confession?”
“Truth of the matter is, it kind of turned me on,” I laughed. “I mean, you’re just… a really good kisser.”
“Guess I’ll put that in my Smile Jar,” she said. “Maybe I’ll get a Turn-on Jar instead.”
I laughed, sinking back against the headboard. “You’d fill it up in, like, twenty minutes. You’re really hot.”
“It will be my greatest honor in life,” she said, in that perfectly Kat dry delivery. I laughed, and I only realized halfway through what she’d said, and I stopped with my hand just over where I was about to swat her again. I stared blankly ahead, going over the conversation in my head, before I turned to her.
“Wait a second,” I said, and she looked away, a blush creeping up her neck.
“Don’t. Do not say a word.”
“You just said—”
“I said nothing. It was your imagination.”
“Katarina,” I said.
“Oh my god. Don’t pull out the whole name.”
“You love me,” I said, my voice small.
“Christ. Yes, I said that. Now, can we move on?” she said, fussing very hard with her fingernail on the corner of the nightstand.
My heart fluttered harder and harder, doing flips and dances. “Oh my god. Kat.”
“Ugh. No mushiness.”
“What? Of course there’s mushiness! You just told me you love me, I—when else would there be mushiness?”
“Ideally, never,” she sighed. “But I get the feeling that’s a long shot.”
“The longest shot!” I set the laptop aside, turning to face her, putting a hand on her waist. “Kat.”
She sighed so hard I was surprised it didn’t rattle the Kindness Board right off the wall, still looking away from me. “Yes, Emmy?”
“Kat. Will you just—look at me properly? We’re having a moment.”
“I am trying to get away from the moment,” she groaned, but she turned and looked at me, shyly just missing my eyes. My heart skipped a beat.
“Kat,” I whispered. “I love you, too.”
She let out a sharp, jagged breath, nearly collapsing into me. “Jesus. Thank Christ. I mean—good. Good, I’m… glad.”
I laughed, moving my hand up to trail over her cheek. “Kat. You just confessed you love me and you were so nervous you had to bury it in the middle of—”
“Mutual feelings are established, that’s enough,” she said, looking away again.
“Hey, none of that. Look me in the eye, woman.”
“Christ.” She turned back to me.
“You were scared to tell me, weren’t you?”
She rolled her eyes. “Obviously. Isn’t everyone scared to say that?”
I laughed lightly, my heart still fluttering like wow. “Yeah. I guess so. Thank you for telling me. I love you so much.”
“Oh my god. You’re never going to stop saying that now.”
I giggled. “Absolutely not. Kat. I love you. I love you, Kat.”
“Message received,” she said, turning back away. “I love you too.”
“Oh my god,” I squealed, my voice going two octaves higher. “Say it again.”
“No. Once a week.”
“Stingy. More.”
“Ugh. I love you too. Now don’t—”
I squealed. Kat sighed.
“—squeal.”
I pulled her into a kiss, pinning her down to the bed, kissing her, kissing her, kissing her because like oh my god this was Kat Jackson and she was my girlfriend and she loved me and I was kissing her and oh my god I was having a complete gay excitement meltdown because wow did I love her too—
I kissed her and kissed her until we both collapsed breathless next to each other, and I laced my fingers with hers, in between our bodies. “I love you,” I said, and she sighed.
“You are so over-the-top,” she said. “I love you too.” She paused. “But I still can’t believe you made that sick elephant joke.”
“Hey. It was funny.”
“I’m still processing how bad it was.”
“I think you mean brilliant.”
“I do not mean that.”
I laughed until I was breathless, and even Kat laughed with me, glancing over at me, lay down next to me in bed gazing at me with those adoring eyes, and I was like… wow, my girlfriend was pretty. And she loved me. And she was Kat. Kat loved me.
“Hey,” I said, finally. “Are you going straight back to New York for anything important?”
“I scheduled a meeting with my agent back home for tomorrow, but that’s all,” she said. “How come?”
“Can you reschedule?”
She paused. “Yeah, guess so. She’ll probably get impatient, but she always is, so nothing different from the norm. Why?”
“Come spend a little time in Rhode Island with me. And my family. My apartment lease ended two months before the contest and I figured I wouldn’t renew until I knew what was going on with my life after the contest, so I was living with my parents back home before this. I’ll be going back there while I figure out what comes next, and I’d like you to meet them.”
She laughed. “See, when I started dating you, I didn’t realize you lived in your parents’ basement…”
I ruffled her hair. “Don’t you even start with me, woman. I’m the champion.”
“Never going to stop rubbing that in my face, are you?” she said, but she was smiling, sweet and perfect.
I stuck out my tongue. “Not a chance. You may refer to me as Miss Champion from here on out.”
“I will pass,” she said. “Yeah. I’ll meet your parents. I’m curious if they’re as over-the-top as you are. And I have to see the famous spot where Jen threw tea at you.”
“Oh my god. You’ll get the full tour,” I laughed, my heart swelling up so big I thought it’d explode. “And then, like… wow. Then what? We’re, like, celebrities, aren’t we?”
“A bit,” she laughed, “Miss Champion. Let’s just vacation in Rhode Island for a bit. I think we’ve earned it.”
“You? Taking a vacation?” I kissed her. “I’m proud.”
“Trust me, every cell in my body is fighting it. But I want to spend some time just… being with you, I guess.” She looked away. “Get used to how you operate.”
“Sounds like a lifelong endeavor,” I said.
“And then… come live in New York with me.”
I blinked. “Wait. Like… hold on. I know we’re lesbians, but, like, are you asking me to move in with you?”
She laughed. “I was thinking something temporary. Come to New York and get your own place. I’ll help you hit the ground running with my contacts in your new career, even outside of the contract you’re getting for your grand prize. And you can stay in my apartment while you’re looking. It’s just a cozy little one-bed place, but…” She looked away. “I just… don’t want you to be all the way over in a different state. Anyway, it’s just an offer. Take it or leave it.”
“Kat,” I said, nestling in and planting a kiss on her cheek. “Of course I’ll take it. I would love to come to New York with you. And then… see if I actually do want to find my own place once I’m living with you. We’ve basically been living together in a two-bed place these past six weeks. I think we can swing it.”
“One step at a time, Miss Champion,” she laughed.
“I thought you weren’t going to use that?”
“I’m using it ironically.” She paused. “And I am a little proud of you. I mean, I think I should have won. What possessed you to bring out Katy Perry for your finale?”
“It was fun,” I laughed.
“Yeah. Yeah, that’s why you won, dammit, because your music is just so damn fun. Always was. It was the perfect choice.” She stared up at the ceiling and smiled. “And… I didn’t say this, but I’m really excited. To see where both of our careers go from here. And to do it together.”
“Kat,” I squealed, and she waved me off.
“No. No mushiness. We already did that.”
I laughed, leaning in and kissing her again. “I decide when things get mushy. I love you, Kat.”
She sighed. “For whatever reason, I love you, too.”
And, like, honestly?
That was more than good enough for me.
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Melissa Warden is at the top of her field, CFO of a high-powered financial institution, but there’s only one problem: she doesn’t know why she did any of it, what she sacrifices every second of her life for. And after lying to her family pretending she has a girlfriend to keep them from worrying about her, it backfires when they invite her girlfriend to her sister’s baby shower. With everything at risk of crashing down at work, she’s forced to face the fact that she’s thrown her whole life away for nothing more than a title.

Kayla Spencer lives by a motto that matches the name of her candy store: Life is Sweet. But her faith in that mantra is put to the test when her candy store is heading towards insolvency, and when an ex-boyfriend from a life she thought she escaped shows up to try to bring her back.

Grabbing a customer you barely know to pretend to be your girlfriend just to get a pushy ex off your back is a half-baked plan, but Kayla has a lot of those. Besides, what are the odds that customer you barely know is actually a disillusioned millionaire who could also use a fake girlfriend? That would be an unbelievable coincidence that would obviously never happen.
Good Composition
 
Erin’s dreams didn’t pan out the way she’d had in mind. An unsatisfying job, a relationship gone south, she’s heading nowhere fast—until she sends one little text to an old best friend, estranged with time.

But bringing Aubrey back into her life changes everything for Erin, as the last things holding her relationship together fall apart. With nothing left to lose, what’s stopping her from leaving home, crossing the country and staying with Aubrey instead?

In the middle of struggles with her self-image, with health and with work trying to start a new life starting from scratch, she finds herself falling into something unfamiliar—she never thought she might be a lesbian, but before long, her best friend starts to feel like maybe more than a friend.
The Christmas Ball
 
When Alice is dragged into the joint family Christmas ball, she resigns to grin and bear it for one month. 

But the problem isn’t the man her family wants her to marry. It’s the woman they want her to stay with over the month. Who just so happens to be Alice’s childhood crush.

And Alice’s feelings haven’t changed.
The Last Christmas Ball
 
Three years after their families brought them together, Gina Richmond succeeded in pulling Alice and Lisette back apart with an ultimatum. Broken and alone, they've spent the past seven years trying to find what life is without one another, but now, ten years down the road, another Christmas ball brings them back together to the place they fell in love, for one more shot at love in what may be the last Christmas ball.
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