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			To the ones who want to be loved so much that they sometimes lose themselves along the way: love doesn’t have to be earned – you deserve a love that feels like home.
 For Ben, my home.
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			CHAPTER 1
MATILDA

			‘WE DON’T WANT to hear any complaints about partner assignments,’ Mark, the executive producer, declared, running a hand through his light hair. ‘They won’t be changed, so don’t waste your breath.’

			I glanced around the large white conference room, trying to gauge everyone’s reactions to his not-so-subtle dig. The twelve of us were split across three round tables, arranging ourselves so those friendliest were together.

			At the table next to me, Sammy and Sara exchanged a look that spoke a thousand words, and I smiled. The sisters always had something to say about the celebrities they were – or weren’t – partnered with. At least for the last four years since I’d been there. They’d been on the show for nine years, so perhaps their veteran status made them cocky. I admired their confidence.

			The other skaters looked marginally bored as they sipped their morning coffees.

			‘As it’s the tenth anniversary, the channel has extended our budget,’ Mark continued, igniting a round of whispers. ‘Stop your gossiping and allow me to finish.’ At his authoritative tone, silence engulfed the room.

			‘As I was saying, they’ve extended our budget, which means we have bigger celebrities on the show this year. It needs to be the best show yet, and it’s down to you all to ensure that happens. Got it?’

			Mark’s penchant for dramatic monologues, clearly fuelled by a general unhappiness with his life, was familiar to all the skaters and crew on Stars on Ice. Considering the amount the producers received for half a year’s work, they should have been singing and dancing on to the set. Or at least cracking smiles to put those perfect white veneers to good use. But alas, they acted as if they’d drop dead if they showed so much as an ounce of warmth towards us.

			‘Right, I’ll announce the partners and send the celebrity briefing folders to your dressing rooms. Study them before meeting them. Hear that, Nate? We do not need a repeat of last year.’

			Nate had the decency to blush. ‘I didn’t realize it was a crime to celebrate a high score.’

			Mark gave him a pointed look.

			‘What?’

			‘It’s not a crime to celebrate a win, Nate,’ Mark deadpanned. ‘But it is frowned upon to spray a magnum of champagne over your partner when they’re a recovering alcoholic.’

			I tapped my fingers on my thigh, eager and nervous to find out our partners for the season.

			I didn’t know whether to take my previous partnering choices as a compliment or an insult. I was basically the easy option for the agents and PR teams who wanted their C-list celebrity clients to have a bit of TV airtime – they knew there wouldn’t be any scandalous affairs, public blowouts or anything that would land the celebrities in the headlines. Because I made an effort to be a moderately nice human being, I ended up with partners who were fine cruising the competition and never really putting in the work, so I never made it past week six.

			Which disappointed my mother no end.

			Mark coughed and flicked through his pages. When I first met Mark, I’d found his dirty-blond hair, blue eyes and boy-next-door charm gorgeous and charismatic, so much so that we’d dated for a year just before my third season on the show. Safe to say, that had definitely passed. Working with him since our breakup had been pretty testing, especially since he seemed to go out of his way to try to get under my skin in any way possible.

			‘In no particular order, the partners are as follows …’ he started, listing the professional skaters and their respective celebrity partners, most of their names ringing a bell as I could picture them from the tabloids or TV.

			‘Grace, you’re with Tony Faraway.’ I recognized his name, but didn’t know much else about him. That was why the briefing documents were essential before meeting your partner – there was nothing worse than a celebrity with a bruised ego before you’d even begun training. I’d always done my own research to be on the safe side. The thought of insulting someone through my lack of knowledge about them literally haunted my nightmares. Some of the dancers could pull it off, confidently introducing themselves to their celebrity partners and waiting for them to introduce themselves back. For me, the risk of making someone feel uncomfortable made me want to shrivel up in a ball and die. So, I studied.

			‘Asha, you’re with Alice Avril.’ A ripple of excitement swept through the room. Now, she was a good celebrity to be partnered with, since she starred in almost everything these days. Mark meant it when he said they’d gone all out this year; she couldn’t have been cheap to hire.

			Asha tried hiding her smug smile. The more popular the celebrity, the better your likelihood of winning. I nudged her with my shoulder, wagging my eyebrows, and the corner of her mouth quirked up knowingly.

			The celebrities never had any complaints about being partnered with Asha. With her lustrous black hair cascading in silky waves around her face, and full, captivating lips against her warm brown skin, she was the epitome of sensuality. She was confident, outspoken and extremely talented, reminding me a lot of my best friend, Lily. Whereas my long blond ponytail and light smattering of freckles gave off ‘I’ve just left school’ vibes.

			‘Matilda …’ Mark paused, scanning the sheet. He took his sweet time, eyes slowly dragging across the page as if I wasn’t a ball of nerves.

			It will be fine. This is your year, Matilda. 

			‘Matilda, you’re with Luca Vasvault.’

			The audible gasp around the room was the only thing that stopped me from thinking I’d misheard him.

			‘Luca Vasvault is on the show this year?’ Sara gaped from her seat, dipping her head to look at me. Luca Vasvault’s notoriety made every other celebrity who’d ever starred on the show look like the local shop owner in comparison.

			‘That’s what I just said, isn’t it?’ Mark responded, raising an eyebrow in her direction.

			‘It’s just that he’s, like, mega famous.’

			‘And an absolute god,’ Sammy added.

			‘I thought he wasn’t filming any more?’

			‘Didn’t he release a sex tape a few months ago?’

			‘I thought he was in rehab.’

			The gossip continued until Mark interrupted. ‘Yes, Luca is on the show. You are under no circumstances allowed to hound him for any reason – be it autographs, gossip or because your grandma “just loves him in that film”.’ He said the last part in a mock-female voice, which made me want to head-butt him. ‘The only person who should be in contact with him is Matilda. Got it?’

			Everyone’s eyes landed on me, reminding me I had yet to react. Spurring myself into action, I nodded. ‘Got it, sounds good.’

			Outwardly, I slapped on a smile and loosened my shoulders, ensuring I looked relaxed, happy and unconcerned by the news.

			But inside? I was an eye-twitching and palm-sweating mess.

			I had just been partnered with Hollywood’s biggest and most notorious bad boy.

			Away from prying eyes and fuelled with adrenaline, I glanced at the celebrity briefing file left in my dressing room. Despite the room being a good size, the walls felt like they were pressing in. My shaking hands made it almost impossible to read the pages, so I put them down on the vanity and tried to control my anxiety.

			Grinning and bearing my way through the stupid show every year was stressful enough without adding a mega-famous celebrity into the mix.

			Spotting the doughnuts I’d bought earlier, I shoved one into my mouth to distract myself.

			It didn’t work.

			When it came to meeting new people, ‘fake it till you make it’ was my motto.

			It was important to be agreeable when working with the celebrities on the show because it meant the partnership would work better. But consistently keeping it up for months sapped away my energy.

			That, combined with my mother breathing down my neck more than usual during the season, meant it was an exhausting time of the year.

			And that was without Luca Vasvault in the picture.

			Why the sudden change of heart from the producers? Why had they chosen me to partner with the biggest star we’d ever had? And one the public hated, at that.

			I’d told myself last season that I needed to win the show to get my mother off my back, but now that I had been given the opportunity to make it further than week six, the grass didn’t feel greener. The expectations felt so much higher – more media, more attention and more responsibility.

			The overwhelming pounding of my heart caused my breath to hitch, the air feeling painfully thin.

			Pay attention to your breathing and senses. Remember, your thoughts and emotions do not define you. Your thoughts will pass. I heard my old therapist’s voice play in my mind.

			After a few minutes, I tried again to read the papers and was glad my hands had finally stopped shaking. Flipping through the pages, I skimmed over some paragraphs.

			
			Luca Vasvault is a 34-year-old American actor who moved to the UK four years ago. He has starred in 11 box-office hits. He hasn’t filmed since moving to the UK.

			Physical: 6’2”, muscular build and physically able. Medical has deemed Luca fit to compete in the show without movement, lifts or choreography limitations.

			As standard practice, the assigned professional skater and their family must sign a non-disclosure agreement, stating that he/she will not discuss …

			

			The whole thing read like a Wikipedia page. I didn’t watch the news or keep up with celebrity gossip much, so I hadn’t heard anything about Luca recently. Deciding to rectify the situation, I sat on one of the large sofas in the corner of the room and typed his name into Google.

			A sinking feeling settled in the pit of my stomach as I scrolled through the headlines.

			
			Luca Vasvault caught entering his hotel with three mystery women in tow.

			Hollywood’s ex-golden boy arrested for drunk driving in California.

			Luca Vasvault vs Timothy Jamerson: Who punched whom first?

			

			None of the articles were particularly positive towards Luca, but they were also dated four years ago, save for the few speculative articles about why he hadn’t been filming recently and what he’d been up to in the UK.

			His social media pages were also inactive, with the occasional scenic shot here and there, but they all had the comments turned off, restricting any speculation from fans.

			Who on earth had I been partnered with? Luca used to be well respected in the industry – hell, everyone had a crush on him when we were at school. My best friend, Lily, even had this huge poster of him on her wall from one of the many teen films he’d featured in.

			A sudden vibration from my phone startled me, so I swiped it off the vanity and cringed at the text.

			Mum: Call me as soon as you’re assigned your partner. 

			Groaning, I slid my phone into my hoodie pocket, too overwhelmed to deal with my mother right now.

			I had bigger things to worry about. In a few short hours, I was going to meet my partner for the next sixteen weeks.
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			CHAPTER 2
LUCA

			HOW JACK HAD persuaded me to take part in a fucking ice-skating show was beyond me.

			Actually, that was a lie. A strong dose of best-friend/agent blackmail, emotional blackmail and career blackmail had played a huge role.

			Jack was a horrible person.

			‘Come on, you big dope, turn that frown upside down.’ He smiled like a clown from the driver’s seat.

			I answered him with a glare, even though he was solely focused on the road and heavy rain hitting the windshield. In typical English fashion, the weather was miserable despite the fact it was July. It suited my mood perfectly.

			‘You’re about to meet your new besties for potentially the next sixteen weeks. You don’t want to give them a bad impression, do you?’

			I groaned and stared at him across the console. ‘For fuck’s sake, Jack, don’t call them my besties.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because I’m a grown man and don’t use the term “bestie”. I’m also not here to make friends.’

			‘Your toxic masculinity is really shining through there, my friend. Not only are you afraid of making friends, but you’re also afraid of using feminine words.’

			‘I am not afraid of either of those things.’

			‘Then why can’t we use it, huh? Am I not your bestie?’

			‘Nancy used the word at the end of every sentence, and it still sends shivers up my spine when I think about her.’ It would have been too kind to liken my ex-girlfriend to Satan. I avoided thinking about her at all costs.

			‘Hmm, fine. I’ll give you that this time.’ He patted my knee, and I rolled my eyes. ‘But still, you do have to be friendly with these people, Luca. That’s the whole point of being on the show.’

			To fix my image, he’d explained, when he’d told me that I was going to be busy for potentially the following four months. I hadn’t done much of anything since moving to the UK with Jack and my mother. Other than exercise and cook, I’d kept my head down, so Stars on Ice was going to be a shock to the system.

			‘I am here to make the public like me again, not the camera crew and skaters.’

			‘God, you’d have thought twenty-three years in show business would have at least taught you something.’ He shook his head, glancing at me like I was a moron. ‘The people behind the scenes are the ones that will make you look good. The camera crew, the judges, the hosts? What they think will be what makes or breaks you on this show. If you pull one of your stunts and piss them off, you’ll make it easy for them to turn the public against you.’

			I ignored the ugly twinge I felt when Jack said one of your stunts – as if I’d known that my ex-girlfriend was going to sell my secrets to the media.

			‘Fair enough, but being nice to them and befriending them are two different things.’

			‘Why are you being so fucking stubborn about this, Luca? Do you not want that audition?’

			‘Of course I want it. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be on the way to a damn ice rink.’

			‘Then stop your moping and accept that you might have to make friends with some of them. Fake it if you need to; I don’t give a shit. But you’d best put on a good fucking show because you getting the part depends on this.’

			‘I know it does, all right?’

			As my manager and best friend, I knew Jack had my best interests at heart, even if his words were harsh. That was just how we were.

			We drove through two rounds of security, then followed the guards’ directions to Studio Twelve. The place was huge. Massive, beige warehouse-type studios lined both sides of the clean, tarmacked roads. A few cars and buggies were driving between the studios, which Jack explained were home to the training ice rinks, carrying crew between the buildings. I watched them pass without a flicker of emotion, unable to find it within myself to be excited to be back on a set.

			After pulling into the parking lot, we climbed out of Jack’s SUV and made our way towards the studio entrance.

			‘Wait till you see who I’ve managed to partner you with.’ Jack smirked, looking too fucking smug for my liking.

			‘Who?’ Of course, he ignored me. ‘What have you done, Jack?’

			I grabbed the door, maybe a little too forcefully, and let Jack walk through first. I was surprised to see that the studio was pretty sweet. For some reason, I had imagined that the ice rink would be like a community rink: broken lockers and counters where you collected the blue plastic ice skates that most likely had so many layers of foot sweat they could be deemed a biological hazard.

			But it was the opposite. It was all shiny surfaces, fresh paint and the smell of vanilla wafting through the entrance. Above the reception lobby, a huge glass panel stretched the length of the first floor, rows of gym equipment visible from our viewpoint.

			‘Well, this is nice,’ Jack admired, looking around the room.

			‘Nice try. Who have you partnered me with?’ I attempted to get us back on track.

			‘You’ll find out soon enough.’ There was that annoying smirk again.

			‘Jack.’

			‘Bestie.’

			‘Why won’t you tell me?’

			‘Would you know any of the professional skaters on the show if I named her? Have you ever watched the show, for that matter?’

			He had me there.

			‘Why do you have that shit-eating grin on your face?’ I muttered. It was a smile filled with mischief, one that normally won him the favour of women. They seemed to love his golden retriever, easy-going personality.

			‘Patience, bestie. Patience.’

			Jesus Christ.

			To put it modestly, my partner was disgustingly pretty. Not a ‘you might look twice on the streets’ kind of pretty, but a ‘radiated brighter than anyone else in the room’ kind of pretty.

			Given her skates elevated her a few inches off the ice, she was relatively short at maybe 5’4” without the boots. Bouncy blond waves were secured in a high ponytail swinging around her shoulders with every twist and turn. She was athletic, her legs and ass curved with muscle. If I were to guess, I’d have said she must have been around twenty-six or twenty-seven. Her tight, long-sleeved sports top accentuated her hourglass figure, which I didn’t doubt was the outcome of long hours spent training.

			It pissed me off.

			Mainly because Jack had clearly done this on purpose. Knowing that dick thought it would be funny to leave me stuck with someone I’d have to pretend I didn’t find ridiculously attractive for sixteen weeks made me want to punch him. It was almost like he was testing me, and I didn’t need the distraction.

			Good thing I had the restraint of a saint these days. Death-by-media will do that to you.

			‘I know what you’re thinking, and I swear I didn’t do it on purpose,’ he defended himself as we walked around the edge of the ice. Similar to the studio reception, the training rink was immaculate and modern. There were only a few rows of seats. Lots of people were walking around the space, too, but I kept my eyes on the ice.

			‘Oh, really? Why are you laughing, then?’

			‘When we first spoke about sorting your image, I reached out to the PR team for Stars on Ice and spoke to them about your … issue, and they sweetened the deal with her. She’s unproblematic and drama-averse, so they thought the pairing would be good. I agreed before I saw a picture of her.’

			‘What’s her name?’ I asked.

			‘Matilda.’

			I looked over at Matilda again, watching her float around the ice. The studio was packed with skaters, choreographers and producers, and while a few faces were vaguely familiar, I couldn’t put any names to them.

			When she’d sauntered in through the double doors earlier, a tray of coffees in hand and a big, radiant smile on her face, unease had crawled across my skin. She’d handed out coffees to her co-workers like a Good Samaritan. Conversations sparked to life around her, laughter and genuine interest evident in every exchange.

			She was also a hugger, apparently.

			As her laughter rippled through the air at something one of the skaters said on the ice, I had to admire the magnetic pull she seemed to exude without even trying. I ignored the tension seeping through my body and dragged my eyes away from her.

			‘She is a stunner, isn’t she?’ Jack noted.

			‘She’s all right, I guess.’

			‘Oh, come on, admitting she’s attractive doesn’t mean you’re getting engaged.’

			‘I know it doesn’t.’

			‘So admit it.’

			‘No.’ I honestly couldn’t remember when I’d last acknowledged a woman past a general greeting, besides my mother and Jack’s sister. It was easier that way – less damage control. If I wanted to have sex, it would be signed and sealed with an NDA and the promise that it would only be a one-time thing.

			‘Oh my god, does Luca have a crush—’ he sing-songed, turning away from the ice to look at me.

			‘Fuck off. What is it with you and acting like you’re literally twelve years old today?’

			‘Luca and Matilda, sitting in a tree—’

			‘Jack.’

			‘Luca fancies Matil—’

			‘Fine, stop, stop, stop.’ I relented, hoping it would make him quit. ‘I admit it. She’s attractive.’

			‘See, that wasn’t too hard, was it?’ He smirked again. ‘Jokes aside, it will be fine. The PR team said that she has never been involved in any scandal, and everyone loves her, so if you’re nice to her, they’ll love you too.’

			I opened my mouth, but he continued. ‘And before you say it, I said “be nice to her”, not “ask for her hand in marriage”.’

			I knew I was being an unreasonable dick, and the only reason that Jack wasn’t giving me such a hard time about it was because he knew why I was reluctant.

			‘Fine, I’ll be nice. But I swear, if she—’

			‘She won’t be a problem, I promise. I had the PR team check her background – media coverage and all that fun stuff. She’s clean as a whistle and has no history of being a crazed stalker or otherwise.’

			I had to admit that she didn’t seem like the kind of person to cause any unnecessary drama, but you could never tell in show business. Everyone was performing, after all.

			‘So, what’s the plan now? What happens next?’ I asked, half distracted. She was a blur of movement that I couldn’t tear my gaze from as she carved a path around the rink. It looked effortless, the way her skates dug into the ice and spun through the air.

			Jack’s lips curved up but he continued, motioning me to follow him. ‘The skaters had a meeting this morning to discuss pairings, so Matilda will be expecting you. We’ll go find your dressing room and check it’s all OK, maybe get a tour around the building. Then, this afternoon, we’ll meet Matilda. Practice doesn’t start until tomorrow, and that’s when you’ll “officially” meet in front of the cameras, so hopefully it won’t feel awkward as you’ll have already met.’

			I nodded and followed him down a corridor past a few dressing rooms. From a glance, they looked big and far away from each other to offer some privacy. I agreed with Jack that I needed to make some kind of effort with Matilda, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be friends with the other dancers, especially the celebrities.

			‘So, according to the producers, this should be your dressing room.’ Jack glanced up from his phone, confirming we were at the right door.

			My eyes were immediately assaulted by sparkles and pink. There was a rack of tiny dresses and an array of different pairs of ice skates lining one wall. A huge vanity against the back wall was filled with every beauty product you could imagine. Two large sofas sat in a corner of the room, with a few blankets thrown over them and a coffee table decorated with books.

			The room was immaculate and orderly. Somehow, I knew everything was where it was supposed to be.

			‘At least she’s tidy,’ Jack noted, following me inside. The faint, sweet smell of coconut caught in my nose.

			‘Ahh, boys, you’ve found your dressing room.’ Boys? 

			Jack turned with a practised agent smile and stepped towards the guy in the doorway.

			‘Good to see you again, Mark. How are you?’ He held out his hand, slipping into PR mode.

			‘Yeah, not bad, thanks. And yourself?’ Mark answered.

			‘Not bad at all.’

			Fucking Brits and their obligatory small talk.

			‘Luca.’ Mark held his hand out to me. ‘It’s great to finally meet you. I’m Mark, one of the show’s executive producers. We’re looking forward to having you on this season.’

			I shook his hand a little harder than necessary. His smarmy smile and clammy hand gave me the fucking creeps.

			His smile faltered for a second before he pasted it back on. He scanned my face, and I didn’t bother to guess what he was thinking because, truthfully, I didn’t give a shit.

			‘Please, take a seat. I want to discuss a few things with you and ensure you’re both up to speed.’ He gestured towards the sofas, papers fanned in his hand as he searched for the correct page.

			‘So,’ he started, looking at me, ‘I’m guessing that Jack has told you this, but you’ll be partnered with Matilda this season.’

			I nodded in response. There were a few beats of silence before Jack jumped in. ‘Yes, I told him. I think they’ll make great television.’

			The very nature of Jack’s job as an agent meant he had to stretch the truth and schmooze, even if he disagreed with what he was saying.

			‘Well, I don’t doubt Luca will make great television.’ Mark smiled.

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ It was the first thing I’d said to him. If he was shocked by my attitude or tone, he hid it well.

			He cleared his throat before continuing, ‘Your agent ensured that you were partnered with someone who wasn’t going to cause any drama …’ He trailed off. Even Jack remained silent this time, unsure of where he was going with this.

			He sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees in a weak attempt at camaraderie. ‘Put it this way. If Jack hadn’t pushed for Matilda specifically, I would have partnered you with someone more interesting, more appealing to the public eye.’ He paused for a second, thinking. ‘Less boring, basically.’

			Jack and I leaned back slightly, shocked at his admission. I knew my friend well enough to know we were thinking exactly the same thing. What a douchebag. 

			My lip curled involuntarily at the way he spoke about her. The blatant disregard he showed for his colleague in an attempt to flatter me summarized all the reasons I hated show business.

			As a sign of how much I needed this show to go well, I resisted smacking Mark across the face. He recognized our brief silence for what it was and tried to rescue himself. ‘She’s lovely – don’t get me wrong. You would just suit someone who matched your celebrity, is all.’ He returned to shuffling those damned papers.

			‘I think she and Luca will work well together.’ Jack defended her casually, avoiding causing too much of a scene.

			‘Sure they will.’ Mark’s voice carried the same enthusiasm it had at the start of the conversation but held a clipped edge now.

			‘And it’s done, either way.’ Jack clapped his hands. ‘So we’ve got to make it work.’

			‘I’ve got a file on her here that you can read over, Luca. It is more of a formality, so you won’t be in the dark about your future partner.’ Mark held the file out to me. And maybe Jack’s childishness had worn off on me, but I left him hanging. When he realized I wouldn’t take it from his hands, he just placed it on the table and smiled tersely.

			One part of me wanted to grab the folder and read it immediately. The other part of me wanted to say ‘fuck it’, rip the paper to shreds and blow it back in this asshole’s face, just out of spite.

			I thought I’d lose my best friend for good if I did the latter.

			‘Is that all?’ I asked bluntly, causing Jack to cast a sideways glance at my snappy tone.

			‘I think so. We will brief everyone tomorrow morning on how the next few weeks will go so you’re all up to speed. There will be a press event for everyone to attend at the end of week five of training. A camera crew will be there to get some teaser shots for the show, and, of course, journalists will be there too. That will be a week before the live shows begin.’

			‘Is the press event compulsory?’ I hated the paparazzi with a burning passion and avoided them like the plague. At least with a television show, we could somewhat control the narrative around my character. The parasites with cameras would publish whatever the hell they wanted – whether it was true or not.

			‘It’s not compulsory, but we do recommend attendance – it’s good publicity and all that.’

			Ha – yeah, I wouldn’t be going.

			He stood, continuing as he walked to the door, ‘You can ask anyone at reception to give you a full tour of the facilities, or you can ask Matilda later. I’d ask Samantha at the front desk; she can be very friendly, if you catch my drift.’

			Was this guy for real?

			‘Will do, thanks,’ Jack grunted.

			He closed the door as Mark exited. Then he turned towards me, his movements deliberate, and remarked, ‘He seems like a complete wanker.’

			Despite living in the States for over ten years, Jack’s British dialect and accent stood strong. He’d moved to LA when he was nineteen to shadow my then-agent but flew back and forth frequently to see his family. Jack loved the busy lifestyle, hence why he was happy to follow wherever my work took us.

			‘He’s something, all right.’

			‘This is the only time I am going to condone your general shitty attitude to humankind. I want you to be cautious around Mark. I don’t think he’ll be an issue, but we don’t need any unnecessary drama with him.’

			‘Agreed. I wasn’t planning on it anyway.’

			‘Good.’ Jack retook his seat on the sofa. ‘He’s known us for all of three minutes and starts bad-mouthing his colleagues?’ He shivered, as if physically shaking off the conversation with Mark.

			‘Bit dramatic, isn’t it?’ I scoffed, trying to hide my laugh.

			‘He gives me bad vibes. I don’t like it.’

			‘I can’t say I’m surprised, really. Everyone in the industry pretends to like each other so that they can one-up themselves.’

			‘You know, I’d normally agree with you.’ Never one to stay still, he stood again and walked over to the vanity, studied one of the products, then put it back. ‘But everyone besides Mark seems to love Matilda.’

			‘We only saw her interact for ten minutes. Could just be niceties …’ I paused. ‘Stop messing with her things, man.’

			He dropped her lip gloss and held up his hands in mock surrender, eyebrows raised.

			‘It’s distracting,’ I explained.

			He huffed out a quick laugh. ‘Come on, let’s go. We’re meeting Matilda soon and I need to get a coffee and something to eat. I’m starving, so you must be too.’
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			CHAPTER 3
MATILDA

			I WAS UNTYING the lace on one of my skates when my phone vibrated from my bag. Again. I imagined it had been ringing the whole time I was on the ice, too, but at least I could plead that I had been training. After our morning briefing, I’d joined the other skaters on the practice rink as we hadn’t all had time to catch up before our partners were revealed. We weren’t allowed to skate on the TV rink used for filming until dress rehearsals, so we’d be spending a lot of time at the different practice rinks across the studios.

			The morning skate had given me time to get my head on straight about the next few months. Long enough to remember that this might be my chance to get the winner’s bonus.

			My phone stopped vibrating, only to start again a few seconds later. I pulled off my other skate, zipped it up in my boot bag, and pulled my phone out of my kit bag.

			‘Hey, Mum.’ I leaned forward on my knees and rubbed my temples, hoping to ease some of the tension building there.

			‘Who are you partnered with?’ She jumped straight in.

			‘Luca Vasvault.’ I tried keeping my voice light, not wanting her to detect I was stressed. ‘Good, right?’

			‘The American actor?’ Her voice dropped, dissatisfaction coating her words. ‘You’ve been partnered with him?’

			‘Yeah, I think it will be good. He’s the biggest star we’ve had yet, so it will definitely give us a better chance at winning.’ While I believed my words, it didn’t help the anxiety swarming my stomach.

			‘You shouldn’t be winning because of his celebrity status, Matilda.’ She tutted through the phone. ‘You should win from your own merit.’

			‘Yes, Mum, but you know that the celebrity status helps with the public voting.’ I checked I had everything in my bag before zipping it up. Hairbrush. Keys. Lip gloss. Jumper.

			‘It just feels so cheap. This is why you should have stuck it out with the Olympics.’

			‘I didn’t qualify, remember.’ I tried my hardest to hide my frustration. My mother’s disappointed face as I skated off the ice at my Olympic trials still haunted me. As an Olympic figure skater herself, one whose career had been cut short thanks to a very complicated birth with yours truly, she wanted nothing more than for me to continue her legacy.

			‘You could have tried again.’

			‘I know.’ I rolled my eyes at the conversation we’d had a million times already. The first few times, it had ended in an argument and me being excluded from family dinners. Now, I just let her have it. ‘Maybe I’ll try again for the next Olympics.’ After purposefully throwing the trials last time, there was no chance I was going through it again.

			A soft exhalation carried through the phone, resignation and satisfaction mingling together. ‘So … Luca?’

			‘Yes, Luca. It’s a good thing, Mum.’ I wasn’t sure whether I was trying to convince her or myself. I slung my bag over my shoulder and headed out of the practice rink.

			‘I don’t condone using his celebrity to help you win, but it’s about time that you made it past week six.’ Her words hung in the air, an unease settling in my stomach at the uncomfortable truth. ‘If you’re right and you can’t avoid his status helping you, then make sure to bring your best to the table.’

			‘I always try.’

			‘It hasn’t worked yet. Hopefully, Luca might be able to help you this season.’

			I stopped in the hallway and tipped my head back towards the ceiling. Frustration burned through my chest.

			‘Yeah, hopefully.’ What else could I say? If I fought back, she’d continue to find new ways of inadvertently insulting me or she’d disinvite me from the next family event. Or tell my sister Lauren so she could torment me instead.

			‘Have you met him yet?’

			‘Nope, we’re meeting in thirty minutes or so.’

			‘Well, I look forward to meeting him at the press event.’

			‘Yeah, it will be fun,’ I lied. The Stars on Ice pre-season press event was my mother’s way of staying relevant, years after her Olympic win. It was pretty much the only time she seemed proud of my achievements – probably because it made her look good.

			‘Anyway, Mum, I’ve got to go—’

			‘You never make time for me any more, Matilda. Honestly, you make me feel like such a bad mother when you rush to get off the phone every time we talk.’

			So, instead of having twenty minutes to decompress before meeting Luca, I spent it on the phone to my mother as I paced the hallway.

			The conversation with Mum only reminded me how badly I needed to win. She wasn’t ever going to get off my back unless I did something notable with my figure skating. This could finally be the chance to start living my life the way I wanted.

			God, I hope Luca wants to win too. 

			I had ten minutes until I needed to be in the cafe area to meet Luca, so I had time for a quick freshen-up. I darted down the bright hallway, glancing at the sparkling framed images of the studio’s most successful programmes as I passed. I didn’t feature in any of the photos, but I hadn’t done anything memorable on the show.

			Yet, a small voice chastised me. I haven’t done anything memorable on the show yet. 

			I rounded the corner, rushing into the dark bathroom and triggering the sensor light. I wasn’t late, but I didn’t want to risk making a wrong impression by keeping them waiting. I stood at the sink, splashing water as I washed my hands.

			A few too many flyaway hairs, flushed cheeks and wide eyes with slightly smudged mascara stared back at me.

			Swiping under my eyes and removing any remnants of black flakes, I dried my hands on the sides of my dance shorts. Checking myself for approximately five seconds in the full-length mirror, I gave myself a little shake to get a move on. I reached for the door—

			And it barrelled straight into my face.

			‘Oh, my Jesus – fuck.’ I staggered back, my bags dropping from my arms, hands shooting up to cradle my nose and forehead, unsure which hurt more. Had I heard a crunch? I was sure I’d heard a crunch. Probably my nose. Possibly my skull.

			Or maybe it was my ego cracking in half from the sheer embarrassment.

			‘Fuck,’ a deep, American voice grumbled as I saw the door open again through my scrunched-up eyes. ‘Sorry, that was an accident,’ he said, his tone laced with a defensive edge.

			I winced in response because, quite frankly, that’s all I could do. I still couldn’t make out who had thrown the door in my face, my eyes refusing to open as tears burned behind my eyelids. Still covering my nose with one hand, I steadied myself on the wall with the other.

			‘Hey.’ The man’s level voice was a sharp contrast to my inner turmoil. A cautious tap on my shoulder reminded me that an actual human was in front of me while I was acting like I’d been hit by an MMA fighter.

			I glanced up, and my stomach dropped when I saw who the door-wielder was.

			Luca.

			My hands were instantly clammy and my heart rate kicked up a notch.

			‘God, I am so sorry.’ My voice was nasal and strained. Maybe if I kept my eyes closed long enough, this would all go away.

			‘Why are you apologizing?’ he countered. ‘Besides the fact you’re using the men’s restroom.’

			That had me opening one eye, the other still pinched closed. I could only make out an expensive looking white T-shirt, tanned skin and a hint of gold disappearing beneath the hem around his neck.

			‘This is the women’s bathroom.’ The gender of the bathroom is the least of my issues right now.

			‘Pretty sure it’s the men’s.’

			To avoid starting an argument, I looked pointedly around the bathroom that only had cubicles. The fact that it actually smelled nice should have been a dead giveaway. He peered past my shoulder, surveying the room, and his eyes briefly widened as realization flashed across his face.

			‘Maybe not,’ he murmured, looking back to me. ‘Is your nose OK?’

			‘I have no idea.’ I moaned again as the throbbing in my nose continued. ‘God, this is so embarrassing. I am so sorry about this.’

			‘Stop apologizing,’ he said. ‘Come here, let’s look.’ He placed a hand on my shoulder but kept his distance as he guided me to rest against the sink.

			His other hand circled the wrist protecting my nose, and it all happened so quickly.

			His touch shocked me, causing my hand to dart away from my face. He must have been startled by my surprise because he let go of my wrist and, in doing so, flicked my hand even more.

			The bright red drops splashed on to his crisp white T-shirt. In an attempt to stop them in their tracks, I managed to make matters significantly worse by smearing even more blood on to him.

			If I had no decency and hadn’t been wholly mortified, I would have dwelled a little longer on the absolute washboard of a stomach I felt underneath the top.

			His eyes flickered to the stain, and he released a deep exhalation.

			Please kill me now.

			He turned to a cubicle, the light metal squeak of the tissue holder the only sound in the otherwise empty bathroom. Folding the paper a few times, he extended his arm, gesturing for me to take it and press it against my nose.

			‘I know you said not to apologize, but now I do have something to apologize for. I have completely ruined your T-shirt. I really am sorry.’ What a complete disaster.

			‘It’s fine.’ He let out another exasperated sigh before continuing, ‘I didn’t realize this wasn’t the men’s restroom. It’s my fault.’

			‘No, no. I should have been watching where I was going.’ I pulled the tissue away from my face, surveying the mess. Although it was stained red, my nose seemed to have stopped streaming. I couldn’t quite bear to make eye contact yet, so I turned to the sink to wash my hands.

			Luca’s silence from behind me was wholly unsettling.

			Just as I was about to break it with some waffling, he passed me another wad of tissue, which I used to pat my face dry. I opened my mouth, unsure what to say, but Luca cut in.

			‘Don’t apologize again. You OK?’

			A nervous laugh escaped me. Luca didn’t smile back, but I didn’t let mine fall. This was not the start I wanted. 

			‘Yeah, I think so.’ I dabbed my nose with the back of my hand, finding it clean. It still hurt like a bitch, but I ignored the pain; I didn’t want him to feel guilty for an accident.

			‘Good.’ He nodded once, then darted his eyes up and down my body. Checking for other signs of injury? Presumably finding nothing else wrong, he nodded again.

			He turned and strode to the door. With much more finesse than I’d had when I’d tried to leave five minutes before, he gripped the handle, pulled and walked out.

			What a shitshow.
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			CHAPTER 4
MATILDA

			‘WHAT TIME DO we finish today?’ Luca asked his agent as I approached their table in the cafe.

			‘It shouldn’t be a late one—’ His agent paused when he spotted me and beamed. My cheeks warmed as I took in the two gorgeous men sitting at the table and fought the urge to break eye contact with them.

			Fake it till you make it, Matilda. I set my shoulders back and held my head high, summoning every ounce of confidence I could find.

			These days, Luca was renowned for his stoic expressions and frowns. His lightly tanned skin, tousled dark hair and deep brown eyes made me wonder if one of his parents was Mediterranean. The man on his left was his opposite; he exuded charisma and smiles, making his presence known within a five-hundred-metre vicinity. He had dark-green eyes that almost glowed against his dark, wavy hair.

			Despite being in an empty, open cafe, their presence seemed too large for the room. I felt like a garden gnome in comparison.

			‘Hey,’ I said, a bit too loudly, making myself wince.

			I decided to pretend we hadn’t met. At least that way, if he hadn’t mentioned it to his agent, it wouldn’t put him in an awkward position.

			‘Nice to meet you both! I’m Matilda.’ I offered my hand to his agent as he stood to greet me. Large, warm hands enveloped mine, and perfectly straight teeth flashed a smile.

			‘Lovely to meet you too, Matilda. I’m Jack, Luca’s agent and bestie.’ He gestured to Luca, before offering me a wink.

			Luca rolled his eyes but wore the same stoic expression from the bathroom earlier, not even cracking a closed-mouth smile.

			I extended my hand to him. He grimaced, looking from my hand back to my face with a bored scowl crossing his features.

			‘We’ve already met,’ he stated, taking my hand in his. Jack whirled around to him.

			‘Oh yeah, sorry.’ I laughed it off and ignored the heat spreading up my arm from where our palms had touched. ‘I didn’t know if you wanted to ignore the whole hitting-me-with-a-door incident.’ I smiled and shrugged, hopefully portraying that I wasn’t angry about the whole ordeal.

			‘You what?’ Jack said in a high-pitched tone. He crossed his arms and watched Luca with narrowed eyes.

			‘Calm down, Mother Hen.’ A tiny quirk of his lips was the first sign of anything other than stoicism. ‘It was an accident.’

			‘Really? Care to elaborate?’

			‘Do you honestly think I’d purposefully hit a woman with a door?’

			Jack scoffed, raising a brow at his friend. ‘Your need to clarify that you wouldn’t hit a woman with a door only highlights your prior door assaults on men.’

			He what?

			‘That was different; that dickhead deserved it.’ Luca crossed his arms over his broad chest.

			This was not how I’d expected this conversation to go.

			‘It was an accident,’ I said, wanting to resolve the issue ASAP. ‘I should have been looking where I was going. The door opened out of nowhere, and – boom – bloody nose.’ I laughed it off as I took a seat. Jack followed suit.

			‘A bloody nose?’ His eyes widened, head swinging back to Luca again.

			‘Only a tiny bit. I’m an easy bleeder,’ I offered with a half-smile, attempting to downplay the situation.

			‘Tell that to my shirt,’ Luca murmured, and I winced.

			A burst of laughter erupted from Jack. ‘You got blood on his top?’ I nodded, cringing as he clapped, his laughter filling the empty cafe before he continued. ‘Fucking brilliant. That has made my whole day.’ He patted Luca on the shoulder. ‘So, other than the bloody nose, how has your day been, Matilda?’

			‘It’s all good, thanks. It’s great to be back in the studio. I’ve missed it a lot.’ Yeah, right.

			‘What do you do when you’re not skating for the show?’

			‘I teach skating to adults, mostly one-on-one. I love it,’ I lied, sparing him the details of how I hated teaching adults and found it incredibly unrewarding. Although Stars on Ice paid decently, it wasn’t enough to cover my bills in the off-season. Living by myself was expensive, so having another job was essential. But the last thing they wanted to hear was me moaning on – keeping it light was the best way to combat whatever surly mood Luca seemed to be in.

			‘Oh, nice – that must go hand in hand with training celebrities for the show, too. Hopefully, you’ll be able to teach Luca a few things about skating. He might be worse than Bambi on ice.’ Jack laughed.

			Luca answered the insult with another eye-roll.

			Watching their bickering – though silent on Luca’s end – made me smile. ‘Have you both watched the show before?’

			‘No,’ Luca answered, while Jack said, ‘Of course.’

			Jack tilted his head, scoffing at Luca’s response. ‘I’ve seen it a few times over the years. My sister loves it.’ A smile stretched across his lips as if he were reminiscing. ‘But neither Luca nor I had seen a professional figure skater before.’ He gestured to me across the table. ‘You were breathtaking on the ice.’

			‘Oh, thank you. That’s so kind,’ I said, cheeks warming. I hadn’t noticed them watching me skating earlier. My gaze involuntarily flicked to Luca, who was raising a brow at his agent. Their roles were ironed out well: Luca the brooding, grumpy actor, and Jack the charismatic agent who smoothed over any rough edges left by his client.

			I continued. ‘It’s years of training. To be honest, my older sister used to laugh at me for the first three years of skating. I was so bad.’ I left out the fact that her laugh had often been malicious.

			‘I doubt that. It looked like you were born to skate.’

			I laughed off the compliment. Turning to Luca, I asked him, ‘Have you skated before?’

			‘A bit.’

			Like blood from a stone with this one, ladies and gentlemen. 

			‘That’s OK. Most people have only done their pre-show training anyway.’ Celebrities had an intensive three-week training course to familiarize themselves with the ice before coming to us. I waited for him to add anything, but he didn’t, so I tried again. ‘Danced at all, then?’ Previous dance experience would help our chances of winning.

			‘Yes. What was on the curriculum at LaGuardia.’ My brows shot up, a smile tugging at my slightly parted lips. Jackpot. He attended one of the world’s most prestigious performing arts schools. He would definitely have had extensive dance training, then.

			‘Wow, that’s impressive. LaGuardia must be incredible. What was going to school there like?’

			‘It’s not impressive. My father paid for me to get in, so I went.’

			If I hadn’t still had a throbbing nose, I’d have assumed, based on his attitude, that I’d hit him with the door and not the other way around. He wasn’t being rude per se, just very … direct. His complete candour about everything was sort of shocking – most celebrities starring on the show had been PR-trained within an inch of their life. None of them were anything like Luca.

			I ignored his attitude, determined not to be thrown. We need to be friendly for this to work, for us to have a chance at winning.

			‘Either way, it’s impressive.’ I settled back in my chair, and Jack nodded in silent agreement. ‘So, you have dance training – that’s great. What’s your fitness like?’

			I felt like an imbecile asking Luca Vasvault this question. He was in incredible shape. His shoulders were broad, his arms thick, and I had certainly noticed how well his jeans hugged his legs and arse when he’d exited the bathroom earlier.

			‘Good.’

			‘Luca,’ Jack warned, but my smile didn’t falter.

			‘What sort of exercise do you do?’

			He released an exasperated breath and leaned forward in his chair.

			‘I do a mixture of weight training and cardio around six times a week with an active rest day. The physicality of our performances won’t be a problem.’ Luca’s lips pressed into a thin line as he sat back in his chair.

			Hallelujah. Finally, more than three words.

			‘That’s great. We should also watch some dances from the show to get a feel for it.’

			He offered a simple nod.

			‘Do you have time this week to review some recordings outside of our training schedule?’

			It was pretty full on: we had six weeks of intense practice until the first live show, which would take place the following Saturday. And from there on, it was one performance a week. If we made it to the final, it would be just over sixteen weeks of training and performing.

			‘Definitely. Right, Luca?’ Jack prompted.

			‘Right.’ Sarcasm dripped from his tone as he looked around the room, disinterested.

			‘We could go over them on Friday evening; it might be nice to grab some dinner and watch the tapes.’

			‘We only need to do the dinner if the cameras are present. If they aren’t, there’s no point,’ Luca’s voice was clipped.

			I quickly weighed up my options. Should I let it go to avoid pissing him off even more? That was my first instinct, yet I could almost hear my mother’s resigned disappointment if I didn’t win another season. Sharing a dinner wasn’t going to make or break our performance, but it did have the potential to help.

			‘I get what you mean, but if you look back at the previous winners, they’ve all been genuine friends and actually got to know each other beyond just skating on the show.’

			His brow furrowed deeper.

			‘Do you want to win?’ I offered, hoping to hide the impatience in my tone. ‘Most of my other partners haven’t been bothered but we need to decide what our goal is so we can plan moving forwards.’

			‘I need to win.’

			‘Then I can’t stress how important it is for us to show a united front. The public love to have people to root for.’

			‘Why does that matter? Surely, they’re just judging us based on our skating.’

			‘A huge part of the vote is popularity, not just skill, and it can be the difference between making it to the finals or not. The more we know each other outside the rink, the better our chemistry will be on the rink and in the cutaways.’

			‘We don’t need chemistry.’ He spoke with disdain. ‘It’s a two-minute dance where we skate around each other and pretend to get along. We don’t need anything more than that.’

			Fire burned in my chest and up my neck, but I doused it quickly. I would not let my hurt feelings get in the way of us winning. He just obviously didn’t like the idea of us pretending we had chemistry. So what if he belittled figure skating or my expertise? I knew its worth, and starting an argument about it would only make matters worse.

			‘Winning the show is more than that.’ I brushed off his insult, which, judging by his clenched jaw, angered him more.

			‘You didn’t mention this was part of the deal,’ he accused Jack, who held up his hands in surrender.

			‘It doesn’t have to be part of the deal,’ I reassured him, not wanting to cause an argument. ‘We don’t have to do this, but if you want to win the show, it’s important.’

			‘I’m only on this show to win. I won’t accept anything less.’

			He spoke with such determination that I couldn’t help but wonder what was driving him to want to win the show when he seemed so unhappy to be there.

			‘Then we need to consider publicity. It’s no different to when you’re acting in a film and need on-screen chemistry.’

			I tapped my fingers on the side of my coffee cup, searching for anything to break the quiet stretched between us. I flicked my gaze to Jack leaning back in his chair, watching Luca with an unreadable expression.

			Obviously, they were comfortable with awkward silences.

			I was not.

			‘Look, I am fine with just meeting for training,’ I added quickly, though inside I screamed at myself for even offering it. ‘But if we were at least friendly with each other—’

			‘No. I want to win the show, but we don’t have to be “friends” to do it. Surely people have won from skill alone before.’ The rejection stung even though his voice had lost its sharp edge.

			He was within his rights to not want to be friends, and it hadn’t bothered me in other seasons when I’d been kept at a distance.

			But this is the first season you’ve actually got a shot at winning the bonus. 

			As an incentive, the winning professional skater received a juicy bonus. It ensured that we put everything into making it to the final – and not taking the easy route by being voted off in the first week.

			I’d never stood a chance of winning the bonus before, but this year it didn’t feel so out of reach. Winning the money would mean that I could afford
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