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The romantic . . .


When her boss offers her free tickets to the CMA Fest, Ava Trent jumps at the chance for a weekend in Nashville with her best girlfriends. Great music and new opportunities to look for Mr Right? What more could a former country girl ask for? Well, maybe not to literally fall at the feet of the hottest guy she’s ever seen.


And the superstar singer . . .


After becoming an overnight success, fame doesn’t rest easy on Chase Hudson’'s shoulders. It’s hard to tell who’s interested in him and who’s interested in the star. So when he and Ava collide, and she has no idea who he is, he’s immediately intrigued. Something about Ava calls to him – even though he’s convinced she’s a city-type who couldn't handle his Nashville life.


Are about to get their country on.


What starts as a light-hearted bet to test one another, becomes something much deeper as Ava and Chase can’t stay away from one another. But with so many differences between their lives, will they win the relationship they’ve been dreaming of? Or lose each other?


Look for the other Girls’ Weekend Away novels, including What Happens In Vegas and Meet Me In San Francisco!




I decided to set this book in Nashville after having a wonderful
lunch with my editor Kate Byrne, in London, England, this
past February. It was so amazing to meet and spend time with
you. The look of delight in your eyes when I told you I
was considering Nashville made it impossible for me not to
dive into the country music scene. This book is for you. xo
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Chapter 1


The plane began descending and Ava wriggled a little with excitement in her seat, earning a strange look from the college kid next to her. Most travelers preferred the aisle seat so that they could get out easily, but not Ava. She loved to see where she was going, all the new possibilities and adventures that were awaiting her. This particular trip was going to be off-the-charts fun! Nashville and CMA Fest had been on her bucket list for a while. There would be multiple stages, many different performers and all the country music she could ever want!


Flight attendants did another pass of the aisles and she handed over her soda can to be recycled. Had to do her bit to save planet Earth! The plane twitched in the sky with a bit of turbulence and Ava gripped her knees. She loved to fly because it took her places, but she preferred the skies to be calm. Otherwise, she got a little nervous and every noise the plane made was the sound of impending doom. She gazed out the window, taking deep breaths to calm herself, and thought of her friends, the sisters of her heart, her college buddies.


Everything had been rather last minute. Her boss, David, had booked a kick-ass suite for CMA Fest at Nissan Stadium, but a sudden family emergency meant he couldn’t go. He offered the suite to Ava and told her that he’d finagle extra tickets for her friends as a thank-you for her work on their latest project. Ava had been all over that and her friends had jumped at the chance to watch amazing country acts in luxurious – and air-conditioned – comfort. Ava loved all music, and Celia, Bonni and Fredi also loved country music so Ava had no doubt this trip was going to be a blast.


Celia and Bonni had taken over planning the itinerary. It made her friends happy to be in control of things so, since it didn’t matter as much to her, Ava was fine going along with the flow. Tonight they were killing two birds with one stone by going line dancing and meeting up with the guy with the extra tickets. He was a friend of a friend of David’s who apparently lived in the area. It was going to be a whirlwind trip, really. The CMA Fest ran until Saturday with three days of concerts in many different locations. Ava knew they wouldn’t be able to see all of them, but it sure was going to be fun!


Bonni had made noises about ‘Why can’t this guy just leave us the tickets at the hotel?’ but Ava didn’t mind. She knew everything would work itself out. Besides, she had his contact info just in case something went awry.


The plane leveled out as it continued its descent. The sun was low in the sky and Ava saw shards of its golden light glinting off miniature-looking buildings through the window. Seeing Nashville on the horizon filled her with a powerful sense of ‘coming home.’ Ava had happily grown up country in a small farming town out in the Midwest, but college, and her friends, had shown her a bigger world. There was so much to see, to explore. She still went home for holidays, though, but that time was spent catching up with her family and finding out the latest news, not going to the nearest honky-tonk and cutting loose. She was looking forward to reconnecting with her roots.


As a child, Ava had sat in her grandfather’s workshop while he puttered about doing some woodwork and old-school country music played through tinny speakers, accompanied by the sound of sandpaper against wood. She couldn’t hear Patsy Cline without thinking of him. Ava still preferred the big female country artists like Carrie Underwood, Shania Twain, Miranda Lambert and Faith Hill. There was no denying, though, that country music was still dominated by the boys. Many of the so-called ‘bro-country’ songs didn’t appeal to her at all.


The college kid leaned forward to push his backpack more securely underneath the seat in front of him. When he sat back, his legs spread wide, and Ava moved closer to the plane’s wall to avoid touching him. She was sure he didn’t mean to manspread, and they were almost on the ground so it wasn’t worth the awkward conversation to ask him to move back into his space. Still, this was just another sign that there were no more considerate gentlemen left.


Bonni and Celia had found their happily ever after on previous trips. That left just her and Fredi to find theirs. Ava had gradually become so disappointed in the male species over the years it had been hard not to just give up on finding her true love. But no. Those were quitter thoughts and she refused to let go of her dreams. Ava would never, ever let herself think otherwise. She knew the man of her dreams was out there. One day, somewhere, somehow, she would find him. Now, if that wasn’t a country song in the making, she didn’t know what was.


Country music was all about storytelling, and telling love stories was one of its favorite things to do. Whether it was swearing to always love someone, feeling a slow and steady rush or celebrating still going strong, there was a song for every feeling, every situation. Country music had such a strong romantic flare and Ava loved the heartbreaking tales. She was a sucker for them, even though she invariably cried. And Nashville! It was the heart and soul of country music.


Ava squinted and looked at the city below. Not long now until touchdown. She was meeting Fredi on the curb outside Baggage Claim, since it was the easiest point of connection without Fredi having to park. Her friend was driving up from Florida, saying she needed the time away from her job as a wedding-dress designer.


‘Endless hours in the car is my peace,’ she’d insisted.


Out of the four of them, she and Fredi were the most opposite. Ava chose to give people the benefit of the doubt and to see the good in them, while Fredi took a more cynical view of life. Ava sighed and sat back in the seat, letting the sun bathe across her face. The plane banked sharply, the light turning to shade, and she heard the wheels come down. Touchdown was easy, the taxi to the gate uneventful, and disembarking the plane was the typical shuffle down the aisle.


She pulled her phone out of her purse, went to the group chat with her friends and typed, Nashville, I am in you. Then she skirted a family who had stopped at the end of the jetway, trying to organize their screaming kids.


Ava’s long legs took her swiftly through the crowd that was dawdling along. She had on runners instead of her preferred heels so she could fly through the crowd easily, teamed with flattering skinny jeans and a butter-cream-yellow blouse. She flipped her hair over her shoulder, wishing she’d tied its thick auburn mass up into a bun. Her skin felt coated with sweat and grime and she was eager to shower to get the airplane cooties off her once they arrived at the hotel.


Ava was a bit of a clean freak. No, she wasn’t a germaphobe, but she did her best to avoid any while using public transportation. A flight attendant had told her once to always wipe down her seat and tray-table before departure and she had taken the advice to heart ever since. More than once she’d gotten sick after flying, and the last thing she wanted was to come down with airplane crud while on this trip.


In addition to her purse, all she had packed was a carry-on so, after weaving through the crowd, she waited patiently by a pillar near the doors to the kiss-and-fly pick-up. Her phone buzzed and she read the message. Fredi was just driving into Arrivals.


Ava rushed outside and watched for her. She looked over the heads of the people standing around her and smiled when a candy-apple-red Volkswagen Beetle zipped around the other cars and into the Arrivals area.


Ava raised her hand and stepped off the curb. Fredi screeched to a halt, the sound echoing off the walls. The back hatch popped up and Ava fired in her carry-on, slammed the hatch shut and climbed into the front seat.


‘Ava! It’s so good to see you, girl,’ Fredi greeted her while looking in the rear-view and side mirrors, waiting for a break before bursting back into the traffic, blaring the horn.


‘Thanks so much for picking me up. It sure beats taking a taxi to the hotel.’ Ava settled in the seat and put her huge satchel, which carried everything she could possibly need, between her knees on the floor.


‘You know it’s no problem.’ She put on the indicator and instructed Ava, ‘Hang on to your hat! This place is a zoo, and I want to get out of here.’


Fredi pulled a Mario Andretti, quickly cutting out from between a couple of cars, around a pole that reminded you to watch for pedestrian traffic, and then they were shooting out the other end and away from the airport.


‘One day, Fredi – one day – you’re going to get in a crash,’ Ava told her as she pushed herself harder into the passenger seat, her feet braced on the floor. This reminded her exactly why she wasn’t a fan of driving with Fredi.


Fredi huffed. ‘I can’t stand traffic. People are stupid and don’t know how to drive.’


‘But you should drive defensively, not aggressively.’ Ava hung on to the door handle and gritted her teeth.


‘I am driving defensively, and look, it worked! We’re free of airport hell.’ Fredi leaned into the steering wheel, gripping with both hands. Her gaze was flashing between the mirrors and the road ahead. Ava wondered why she still held so tightly to the wheel, since they were through the traffic. Then again, Fredi had been just as intense a driver back in college as she appeared to be now, whether stuck bumper to bumper or racing down an interstate.


‘No, you weren’t, you were being aggressive. Other people have places to be, too, you know. Like picking up dinner for their family or maybe taking a kid to ballet. We’re not in any hurry, so what does it hurt to be courteous to other drivers?’ Ava said earnestly.


‘Spare me the sunshiney BS, Ava. I’m the one bringing you to the hotel. Otherwise, you’d been stuck in a germ-filled Uber or a cab.’ Fredi cast her a smug glance.


Ava said, ‘You’re right. Even your crazy driving is better than a taxi. Do you know what time Bonni and Celia are getting in?’ Ava closed her eyes when Fredi whooshed around a slow driver. ‘Careful! You’re going to get a ticket.’


‘Won’t! And they could be at the hotel by now, but I’ve got a feeling they’ll be a little bit later. Landon was in Europe somewhere in a meeting that ran late. He went back to Cali so he could watch Celia’s kids, much to her ex’s displeasure, and, can you believe that man? Still causing all that drama about custody and delaying the court case when, clearly, the kids are better off with Celia and Landon. Anyway, then Celia took the jet to get Bonni from Virginia before they flew here. Tough life, huh?’ Fredi said, keeping her gaze fixed on the road ahead. ‘Flying around in the Bryant corporate jet.’


‘Well, I don’t think they do it often.’ Ava ran her finger along the crease of her jeans, wishing Fredi would be less critical. ‘But I bet it’s handy being in love with uber-wealthy guys.’


However, personally, Ava didn’t care if her future Mr Right was a billionaire or a handyman. All she wanted was love, devotion and a future with a man who would treasure her and treat her like a princess. Someone she could pour all her love into. He had to be out there, somewhere, didn’t he?


‘Ha, I bet so, too! But not even the luxury of a private jet would entice me to hitch my wagon to a man’s mule. What’s the point in love and marriage? Just a road to disaster,’ Fredi replied cynically.


Ava drew in a soft breath and held it; she didn’t believe Fredi’s take on love for a minute. Ava was all about passion, togetherness, love at first sight, being swept off your feet. Fredi designed wedding dresses for a living but was the Romance Scrooge. It was irony in its purest form. Maybe one day Fredi would see the light and open herself up to the universe. Ava let the breath she was holding puff out between her lips and turned to Fredi. ‘He – the one – has to be out there somewhere, doesn’t he, Fredi? I mean, you see it every day.’


Fredi lifted a finger off the steering wheel, somehow making the small gesture imperious, and Ava paused.


‘I have told you guys many times, I don’t believe in happily ever after. Love is just a word—’


‘Until two people make it something special!’ Ava interrupted her.


‘No, I don’t believe that. I see these brides happy and miserable and stressed and everything under the sun. They’re all a hot mess from planning a wedding, and how many of their marriages stick?’ Fredi shook her head, making her long curls bounce around her shoulders and down her back. ‘Not many, I’m afraid. So, nope, it ain’t for this chick.’


Ava fell silent. She thought so differently than Fredi. Love was everything. How could anyone go through life without love?


‘Fredi, I want someone to take my wagon. I want a big love. I want to find the man of my dreams.’ Ava stared out the window, feeling a surge of sentimentality, and thought about how wonderful it would be to find her soulmate.


‘Do you think I don’t know that, hun? If I could make it happen for you, I would, but c’mon, there’s a billion people in the world. Even if soulmates were a real thing, the odds of you finding yours among that many people is completely unrealistic. But maybe it’s like when you purposely go shopping because you need that particular dress. You’ll never find it. But when you’re not looking, boom, there it is.’ Ava turned to watch Fredi, thinking about her words.


‘You don’t sound overly optimistic.’ Ava couldn’t let herself feel low; it would ruin their weekend. ‘Listen, if – no, when – I find my tall, dark and handsome, I’ll be shouting it from the rooftops.’


‘Oh, I know you will. So long as he makes you happy, I’ll be his biggest fan in the world,’ Fredi said. Ava felt an inner warmth chasing away her blueness. This is why they had been friends for so long: Fredi’s unshakeable loyalty.


‘I know it,’ Ava replied. ‘And I also know that you’ll find your other half one day, too.’


Fredi rolled her eyes, but said congenially, ‘So what kind of guy are you looking for these days? The kind who looks mighty fine in a three-piece suit?’


Ava closed her eyes and let her dream love conjure up behind her eyelids ‘He has dark hair, neatly trimmed, and he’s clean-shaven with bright blue eyes to contrast with his dark hair and eyebrows. He’s well dressed . . .’ Ava hesitated, a bit surprised that the image had begun to fail her.


‘Blue or white collar?’ Fredi asked her.


‘Oh, in the long run, it really doesn’t matter, but I think there’s nothing sexier than a man in a tux or a well-cut business suit.’


‘Then why haven’t you found him yet? You work around those tight-ass types all day. You’d think one would catch your attention.’


Ava shook her head. ‘Nope. They’re all either married, players or gay.’


‘Then where do you think you’re going to find your magical man? Maybe you oughta get out of Nowheresville, Iowa, and move to a bigger city to find him.’


‘I’ve thought about that. Trust me. But my contract with Edbridge is for another year, minimum. If I leave before then, I owe back the signing bonus, their three per cent matching for the pension and the year-end bonus I’m entitled to. The financials just don’t add up. So I’m staying there for at least another year. Plus, I really like David, he’s a great boss, and if I stay longer, the bonus dollars will go up until—’


‘Whoa, okay, I get it, calculator brain. You make my head swim, spouting off numbers like that. You got it all, you know? Beauty and brains. It’ll take a damn unicorn of a man to be worthy of you.’


Ava was stunned. After all these years, since their first meeting in a college class, it was the first time Fredi had ever expressed a sentiment like that. She was touched beyond words. ‘If you weren’t driving the car, I’d tackle hug you.’


Instead, she reached out and squeezed Fredi’s shoulder. Fredi wasn’t one for showing affection, but she turned and gave Ava a smile. ‘It’s true. Anyway, there’s probably a load of Nashville suits around, label guys, A&Rs . . . maybe you’ll find him this weekend.’


‘Ha! Wouldn’t that be something? Our previous girls’ weekends were certainly lucky for our friends. But you know what? I think you’re right. As long as I’m looking, I’ll never find it so, as of now, I’m no longer looking!’ Ava declared triumphantly. She had tried online dating, going to bars, blind dates – practically everything. Maybe it was time to try not trying. Or something like that.


‘Oh my God! I don’t believe that for a second. You not looking for your dream man is like you trying not to breathe. Fat chance.’ Fredi flicked on the turn signal and roared down the highway off ramp.


As Ava clutched the door handle again and tried to remember the prayers she had learned long, long ago in Sunday School, she acknowledged that Fredi had a point. When was she ever not looking for love? Her luck in the love department was so, so bad. But this trip would be just the thing to turn her luck around. She just knew it!




Chapter 2


‘Wow, what a place!’ Ava stood in the center of the Opryland Hotel. She gazed up at the high glass ceiling and turned to take it all in. The ceiling was magnificent. ‘Wasn’t this hotel flooded a few years ago?’


‘Yeah, I think so. But you certainly wouldn’t know it now.’ Fredi stood beside her and looked just as impressed.


There was a buzz and energy in the lobby of the hotel that infected Ava. This was going to be such a fun trip! Maybe they’d even see a celebrity, like Keith Urban! Nicole Kidman might be with him, too. Or Faith Hill and Tim McGraw. Now they were a couple in love.


Once they picked up the extra tickets from David’s friend-of-a-friend, the weekend could really kick into gear! It was going to be amazingly fun. They would have a great time being back together and going out on the town, seeing all the different concerts.


‘Are we doing that bar thing tonight? I think there’s line dancing. And we’re in Jack country – we really need to do a distillery tour.’ Fredi nodded, quite serious in this announcement. Then she pulled Ava over to the left. ‘Let’s check in. We should get things sorted before Celia and Bonni get here.’


Ava let Fredi tug her along, as she was agog at their surroundings. ‘This atrium is fantastic! Don’t you think? I can’t wait to explore it more. Look at those fountains – the water is hopping between them.’


‘Focus, Ava.’ Fredi nudged her closer to the registration desk.


‘What? Yes. Let’s see what Celia has planned for us.’ Ava opened her satchel and ran her fingers down the spines of the leather planners neatly organized inside. She selected a lovely, worn, deep burgundy one and pulled it out. She flipped it open to the page with a fun butterfly page-marker and today’s date on it.


‘Oh my God, how many planners do you have in there?’ Fredi craned her head to look inside the bag. ‘And I thought Celia was the organizer.’


Ava answered absently as she read the notes she’d made. ‘I brought four with me.’


‘Four! How the hell can you have four planners?’ Fredi squeaked the words out.


Ava glanced up and was surprised to see the shocked look on Fredi’s face. But then, not everybody had planner passion.


‘What are you talking about? You should know me by now, I’m a planner girl. What’s the big deal?’ She opened her leather satchel wider. ‘One is for personal, one for work, one for journaling and notes, and one for us girls.’ She held up the one she had just looked at and waved it.


Fredi shook her head in wonderment. ‘I can’t understand the draw. I’m organized, but I don’t have planners for every little thing. How can you have so many and keep it all straight about what’s in which book?’ Fredi took the handle of her suitcase and pulled it over to the registration desk. ‘Y’know what? It’s okay, I don’t wanna know. My brain will likely ’splode. Come on, let’s get checked in, upstairs and changed. We have a night ahead of us – no, wait, make that a weekend ahead of us.’ Fredi did a little whoop that made Ava laugh.


Ava went through the check-in process and told the clerk that that Celia and Bonni would pick up their room keys when they arrived. All was in order quickly and Ava handed Fredi her room keycard. She had expected the room to be pre-paid and was relieved that nothing had gone awry. David had told her it was a freebie for her, a bonus for the complicated financial presentation she’d put together for a client he’d been trying to sign for a year. It made her happy that she could surprise her girls with a free weekend away and first-class seats at CMA Fest.


‘So, Miss Organized, does your planner tell you what we’re doing tonight? Is it the line dancing?’ Fredi asked, slipping the keycard into her jeans pocket.


‘Let me look. But you have to lead me again. I can’t look and walk and drag my suitcase,’ Ava told her as she flipped her planner open again.


Fredi groaned and grabbed her elbow as they walked through the lobby. ‘The things I do.’ She led Ava while she scanned the schedule.


‘Watch out for the plant.’ Fredi steered her around the tree.


‘Yes, we’re going to a place called the Wildhorse Corral. It’s like some kind of double-level building with numerous bars on each floor, line dancing, live music, food. I’m supposed to meet a guy—’


‘What, you know a guy who knows a guy who knows a guy? Maybe this is a set-up. Maybe you’ll meet a sexy country singer and go have some heartbreakin’ sex all night long.’ Fredi cackled.


‘Wow, you’re in fine form today. But ’ – Ava nodded – ‘wishful thinking, right? Anyway, yes, I’ll meet the guy with the extra tickets tonight, since David’s friend organized it all. Oh!’ A storefront caught Ava’s attention. ‘Did you bring cowboy boots?’


Ava hadn’t owned cowboy boots since she was a kid. They’d been hand-me-downs, scuffed with scars in the leather, as they had been for work, not fashion. She’d hit a growth spurt when she was fourteen and her feet had outgrown the boots. Since she had transitioned to helping her mom with the house and gardens, they had never bought her another pair.


‘Of course I brought cowboy boots.’ Fredi looked totally affronted at the implication that she might not have a pair. ‘I take it you didn’t?’


Ava shook her head and stopped in front of the store window, looking at the display of boots. ‘I’m a displaced country girl who’s now a big-city girl. When would I ever have a use for cowboy boots? But, I should probably get some, don’t you think? Wow, look at the incredible selection. Maybe we should stop in there now, on our way up to the room?’


Fredi leaned her head against Ava’s shoulder and sighed. ‘I feel sorry for you, my friend. You’ve led such a sheltered life.’ Fredi pointed inside the store. ‘Of course you should buy a pair, but you’ll pay through the nose for them in there. I’m sure we can take you to some cowboy-boot outlet.’


‘We might not have time for that. There’s a lot to do this weekend.’ The fiscally responsible side of Ava knew that Fredi was absolutely correct about the pricing and cringed back, but the boots were pretty and they were here now! Batting her eyelashes at her friend, Ava knew Fredi had given in when she raised her eyes to the sky as if to ask God for patience.


They were entering the store when Fredi replied, ‘I know. It’ll be great. But, to be honest, I’ve been so busy the last week or two with my recent flurry of Bridezillas that all I’ve focused on was getting here in time to pick you up. I paid little attention to any emails.’


‘Don’t you worry, it’s all good. I know there are a few must-sees, but we do have a lot to take in. I’m excited about the Nissan Center suite we have.’ Ava scanned the rows and rows of boots that were so eye-catching and in a rainbow of colors. It was stunning! She had no idea where to start.


‘I am so looking forward to that! Most concerts, you’re surrounded by a sea of drunk people, so it’ll be really nice to drink in peace!’ Fredi said, and Ava heard the excitement bubbling in her voice. Fredi was normally chill about things and rarely let herself get enthusiastic, so it was good to see her like this.


Once inside the store, the thrill of buying a new pair of cowboy boots surprised Ava. She put her suitcase where Fredi directed and wandered over to the display against the wall. There were even more boots inside and she looked at them all, thoroughly overwhelmed.


‘How will I ever choose?’ She reached out and touched the toe of a burgundy-and-yellow set. ‘Look at that color combination . . .’


‘Every color imaginable can be put together. From plain leather to psychedelic. You’re a size ten, right? We’ll have you all dolled up like a country girl again, don’t you worry,’ Fredi said as she surveyed the displays, hands on her hips. She looked ready to embark on a life-saving mission through enemy fire when her cell phone rang. Fredi cursed when she saw the number on the display and snapped a quick, ‘I have to take this,’ before striding out of the store, irritation written all over her body.


Ava knew it was probably Fredi’s boss. The girls had been trying to get her to go out on her own for practically years now, but Fredi kept holding back. It was a shame that her friend was hiding her light under an unappreciative bushel. Wandering over to the size-ten boots, she ran her fingers along the toes, waiting for a pair to speak to her, trying not to be dazed by the styles, the colors, the carvings and etchings.


Growing up, she had been the very definition of a tomboy but, thinking about how her style had evolved since college, Ava knew that she wanted something girlie. These would not be boots she used to muck out stables or to ride out to look for calves. Her fingers stuttered on a pair and Ava removed one from the display to look at it more closely. It was perfect.


She grabbed the other one and took both to a nearby bench to try them on. They fit perfectly and she felt like Cinderella with glass slippers. Of course, her boots were ruby red with silver rhinestones outlining the etchings, so it was more like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz.


Fredi came back into the shop, shoving her phone into her pocket with so much force, Ava was afraid she’d rip her pants. Wanting to cheer up her friend, she pointed to her boots and said, ‘Look, I found my very own ruby slippers.’


Her friend was silent for a moment and Ava could see Fredi trying to realign her mind back to vacation fun. Finally, she said, ‘You know in the books, the slippers were silver.’


Ava strutted around the store, saying cheerfully, ‘But they probably weren’t nearly as cute as my new boots!’


She felt like yelling triumphantly when she saw a reluctant smirk cross Fredi’s face. She liked it when her friends were happy. Fredi walked closer to get a better look at the boots.


‘Did you bring any dresses? Oh! With your long, killer legs, those boots and a short dress will look amazing. Did you bring one? A fun one?’


‘A fun dress? I don’t think I packed any dresses. I change out of my dresses and stuffy business casual clothes the minute I’m away from the day job. You know me, a casual girl.’ She waved her hand up and down to indicate her current outfit as proof.


‘Okay, so you’ve got jeans, but I really think you should wear a dress with the boots.’ Fredi gave her a sideways look.


Fredi was the shortest of the four of them but she was a powerhouse bundled up inside a small package. Ava was just slightly shorter than Bonni who was, like, Amazon height, and next to petite little Fredi, she felt gargantuan.


‘Well, we could go shopping for a dress for tonight, but I didn’t bring any stockings,’ Ava said slyly, knowing the reaction she was about to get.


‘Stockings? You don’t wear stockings with cowboy boots.’


Ava burst out laughing at the horrified expression on Fredi’s face.


‘Fredi, of course I know that. I’m teasing. But, you know, I do like to wear stockings and garters, bustiers, all the “girly stuff”.’ Ava sat back on the bench to pull off her new boots, wishing she could wear them out, but the ruby hotness did not go well with her yellow blouse. She’d look like Ronald McDonald.


‘Did you bring any lingerie this weekend? You never know, you might meet a man that makes you feel all smexy and sweeps you off your feet.’ Fredi picked up the boots while Ava shoved her feet back into her runners.


‘Actually, no, I tried to travel light this weekend.’ Ava paused a beat then said, ‘Now you have me worried. Maybe I should have packed some sexy stuff.’


‘Stop worrying already. What happened to “not looking”?’ Fredi held out the boots to her.


Ava carefully took her new boots, admiring the way they sparkled in the overhead lights. ‘Hmm, well, it’s a busy weekend for us chicks anyway. No time for men.’ Ava looked at the price tag and gasped, ‘Holy cow.’


‘I told you so. Way more expensive in a hotel. You should know that. Do you still want them?’ Fredi picked up another pair and looked at the price. ‘Jeezus, I should be in the boot biz.’ She put them back.


Ava ran her fingers over the finely tooled leather. She loved these boots: they were pretty, the heel wasn’t too high and she could tell the leather was of high quality. If vacation wasn’t a time to splurge, when was?


‘Yes! Glinda the Good Witch may not have given them to me, but they are mine now!’


Fredi rolled her eyes and lifted a shoulder. ‘At least you can take them off and you won’t be stuck dancing in them for the rest of your life. You won’t have time to break them in, though. What else did you bring?’


‘Sandals and runners. I’ll have to wear them around the room for a while, then. And don’t compare an Academy Award-winning movie to an antiquated fairy tale.’ Ava petted the boots fondly. They were definitely coming with her now.


‘They are called “classics”, not “antiquated”. I bet if it had been made into a movie, you’d be all over it.’


‘Well, the 1948 film The Red Shoes, starring Moira Shearer, was inspired by the fairy tale and Roger Ebert gave it four stars. But it has an unhappy ending, so give me the magic of Judy Garland any day.’ Ava gave Fredi a bright smile as she walked over to collect her bag, still carrying her precious new boots.


‘Well, then. I stand corrected.’ Fredi threw her hands up in the air and went to collect her own luggage.


Ava wheeled her bag over to the counter, placing the boots down. She adored them; they were so pretty with the sparkles and nice coloring. Her father definitely would have dismissed them as frivolous uselessness.


‘Alrighty then, boots, you’re coming home with me.’ She dropped her satchel beside the boots and pulled out her wallet.


‘That was a fairly painless decision – unlike all your wedding-dress ideas.’ Fredi faked a shudder and Ava pouted.


‘Get lost, Fredi, you know you love it. And if you want me to get my wedding dress from you, you’d better stop complaining.’


Fredi snorted. ‘I could be so lucky.’


They met glances and burst out laughing.


Ava knew full well Fredi would design her wedding gown. It was a given. The only problem was . . . she had no groom.




Chapter 3


Ava was thrilled they were booked into one of the top-end rooms. She was so happy she could show her friends a good time. Bringing them here, for something they loved, gave Ava so much joy. And being in a luxury hotel to boot! Awesome.


Ava stepped aside and let Fredi go in first, wanting to see the expression on her face.


‘Wow.’ Fredi dragged her suitcase into the living room of the suite and looked around. She nodded her head. ‘You did good, girl.’


Ava propped her suitcase up against the sofa, dropped the bag holding her brand-new boots on the couch and walked over to the sliding glass doors.


‘Would you look at this view?’ She opened them and stepped out on to the balcony. ‘We’re inside, but it’s like we’re outside. This hotel is really cool.’


Fredi came out and stood beside her and whistled. ‘This sure is the cat’s ass.’


Ava heard the door slam and spun around. ‘They’re here!’ She dashed into the living room to find Bonni and Celia lugging their suitcases and some bags into the suite.


‘Hey!’ Ava ran over to tackle-hug her friends.


‘Your private jet made it, I see,’ Fredi said, and joined in the group hug.


This was a norm for them. Group hugs, squeals of delight, jumping up and down, all the general chaos of the first meeting after being apart for a while. There were even a few tears, mainly from Ava. She stood back and happily watched her friends chatter and catch up. This time, she was responsible for bringing everybody together and she couldn’t be more excited.


‘You guys have to ride that jet sometime,’ Celia told them as she put her purse on the coffee table. She made an exaggerated movement with her hand. ‘It’s not big, but it’s posh. It’s the first time I’ve been on it and I think I could live there. Maybe even join the Mile-high Club one day.’ She did a little body wiggle and clapped her hands together.


‘As if you haven’t already,’ Fredi replied.


‘Wellllll . . .’ Celia didn’t say any more, just picked up her bag, which had fallen over.


Ava giggled. ‘Hey, speaking of which, why didn’t you guys pick me up along the way? It would have saved me from flying commercial.’


Bonni and Celia looked at each other then Bonni replied sheepishly, ‘Sorry, Aves, didn’t think of it. I don’t think we’re used to being able to use a plane like an Uber yet.’


Fredi gasped in mock-hurt. ‘Aw, Ava, if they’d done that, then you wouldn’t have zoomed around with me in the fancy-dancy candy-apple bug.’


Ava shuddered for real and regaled Bonni and Celia with how many death-defying collisions had narrowly been avoided while Fredi snooped through their bags. Ava broke off her story when Fredi squealed in delight and hauled out a big bottle of Jack Daniels.


‘I love you guys. You never forget. Smart of you to do a booze run. Saves us having to go out right away.’ She hugged the Jack with a sublime smile on her face. ‘But, you know, we will be going to the distillery sometime over the weekend. I have so decreed.’


Ava watched Fredi take the bottle over to the bar and twist the cap off. ‘Shots, everyone.’


‘Of Jack Daniels?’ Ava asked, surprised. ‘I know I can drink most of you under the table, but straight shots of Jack are . . .’ Ava shivered. ‘It just burns so bad.’


‘Don’t be such a baby,’ Fredi said as she lined up some tumblers she had found behind the bar. ‘Don’t we always start off our weekends with a bit of booze?’ She pursed her lips as she measured out the shots.


‘Okay, ladies, get over here. We have to get ready, don’t we? Line dancing tonight!’ Fredi barked out the orders and everyone was quick to oblige.


‘Pre-drinks!’ Celia skipped over to the bar and picked up her glass.


Bonni had hers in her hand and Ava took her glass.


The women raised their glasses, clinked them together and, amidst a variety of grimaces, groans and shivers, downed their shots of Jack Daniels.


‘Brrr, that’s harsh.’ Ava said, shaking her head, her tongue hanging out, sucking in some air.


‘What’s the matter, honey? Is your tongue on fire?’ Fredi asked.


‘Uh-huh.’ But Ava slapped the cup down and indicated with a finger that she wanted some more. May as well start the night out with a bang, she thought. Tonight was the launch of their long weekend together. She was going to have fuuuun.


‘Atta girl.’ Fredi had a big smile on her face as she gave Ava another generous dollop of Jack. ‘Glasses forward, ladies,’ she instructed Bonni and Celia.


Ava picked up hers and watched the others push theirs forward for a refill before they clinked their glasses again.


‘Now, what is this about cowboy boots?’ Celia asked.


‘Oh yeah, Ava totally bought some cowboy boots today,’ Fredi said, putting the cap back on the Jack and sticking it in the freezer behind the bar. ‘Can you believe she didn’t bring cowboy boots to Nashville?’


Celia looked at Ava with an expression of wonder. ‘How could you not bring any boots to Nashville?’


Ava wasn’t going to let her friends’ teasing bother her and tossed it right back at them. ‘I haven’t had any for years and, honestly, it never even crossed my mind. But I definitely needed a pair for this weekend.’ She lifted a shoulder and gave them a saucy smile. ‘Just be glad I didn’t bring my old tap shoes.’


Fredi groaned. ‘Now that would be a sight, you tapping away to “Boot Scooting Boogey”, or up on your toes doing pirouettes to “Friends in Low Places”.’


Ava looked at Fredi and furrowed her brows. ‘I would have killed it.’


‘I didn’t bring any cowboy boots.’ All heads pivoted to Bonni.


‘What? You did not bring cowboy boots?’ Fredi was astonished.


‘Nah, these are my favorites and super-comfy. I can cut a rug in them to beat the band or run down a suspect.’ She stuck her foot out and Ava glanced down at Bonni’s black, low-heeled boots.


‘Guys, come look at the ones I just bought.’ Ava rushed over to the couch and hoisted the bag. She pulled the boots out and held them up, turning them so the light would catch the sparkles.


The women oohed and aahed.


‘They’re gorg!’ Celia said, taking one and running her fingers over the leather. ‘You will be the pride of the line-dancing dance floor tonight. Can you believe we’re in Nashville? I’m so glad I learned to line dance years ago, because going to the Wildhorse Saloon is amazing. It’s like the Bluebird Café! Famous.’


Ava carefully tucked her boots back into their bag, giving them a final pat. Now she just had to find a dress to go with them. She was excited about going dancing tonight; it had been way too long since she’d danced. And tonight was line dancing! She hadn’t line danced since high school, yet she wasn’t worried. She may be a city mouse now, but it was time to let her country shine!
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