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Was this dream going to be over before it had begun?

Eva Gardner knew it was an awful thing to think at a time like this, but she couldn’t help it. A team was making sure their sled could be repaired, and she and her teammates were being checked for injuries. At the same time, all she could think about was how she was moments away from competing on a grander scale than ever before, as part of the first major event to hold four-woman bobsledding, and now that was being thrown into question after that afternoon’s crash on the course, all too few weeks before their qualifying run.

She blinked crossly at the light being shone in her eyes. “I’m fine,” she insisted. She had, after all, climbed out of the crash on her own steam with her helmet firmly in place.

“We’ll be the judge of that,” the medic said. “Keep following that with your eyes.”

To her right, brakewoman, Misty Kaufman was telling her medic what day of the week it was and counting backwards from twenty using only even numbers. Their pilot, Tish Douglass, paced back and forth as she tried to explain how the crash had happened. Her movements looked the same as they always did, but her expression looked dazed.

The only one missing was Marla Hough, the sledder who rode in the middle with Eva. She’d climbed out of the sled on her own just to slip on the ice, land with a sickening thud, and get removed from the scene on a stretcher. The worries rising in Eva swirled around her teammate as much as the future of their debut as part of the first-ever four-woman bobsled event.

“That seems okay,” the medic said, putting her pen light away. “Are you hurting anywhere else?”

Eva fought the urge to say I told you so as she admitted that her back was a little sore. They advised her on over-the-counter pain medication before clearing her to go. She followed the others inside, searching for the medical area.

Renee Coolidge, the Olympic medalist who’d put the World Winter Games bobsled team together, was already there and waiting for them. “Bad news. Marla’s collarbone is broken, and she won’t recover in time to participate in the Games.”

“Is that it? It’s over?” Tish asked weakly, giving voice to Eva’s worries.

“No,” Ms. Coolidge said firmly. “As you’ll remember, we put together an alternate squad for exactly this purpose. I’ll go through that roster and have someone in Marla’s place by this time tomorrow.”

“Can we see her?” Misty asked.

“She’s a little out of it from the pain medication, but—” 

The rest of the conversation fell away in a haze of relief to hear that they were still in the Games. At the same time, Eva had just been getting used to learning Marla’s rhythms and reading her signals as they worked together at the center of the sled. Was there going to be enough time to learn someone else’s? Was this going to keep them from achieving the time they’d need to qualify? Not to mention, Marla had started out in luge, and her winter sports experience had been an asset to them starting out. Who could possibly fill her shoes?
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When Tallulah Bellemont was a little girl, everyone in her parents’ social circle signed their young daughters and some of their sons up for ballet lessons to get them off to a graceful start in life and let them spend time with other children their age. At the end of every session, the class put on a recital where one girl got to dance a solo. The day the part was assigned, the teacher also asked another girl to learn the material in case the soloist got sick, hurt, or otherwise couldn’t perform. That had never happened in all Tallulah’s years of ballet, and she might have forgotten about it if she hadn’t been summoned to their coach’s room.

“As you may have heard, there was a crash on the bobsled course yesterday,” Ms. Coolidge said.

“Is everyone all right?”

“Bumps and bruises for most of them, but Marla broke her collarbone. She’s going to be in a cast for the next several weeks, right into the World Winter Games.”

“That’s terrible!”

“Bad news for her,” Ms. Coolidge acknowledged, “but good news for you. Because you are the most similar to her in terms of height, build, and speed. We have determined that you would be the most seamless replacement. Assuming you’re interested, of course.”

“Of course I am!” It flew out before she could think, and she struggled to sound more gracious. “Yes. Thank you for this opportunity.”

Ms. Coolidge smiled. “Get your stuff together so you can move in with the rest of the team. We’ll have a meeting this afternoon, and you’ll all start working together tomorrow.”

Tallulah had known this was a possibility when she’d accepted the spot on the alternate squad, but her time in ballet class, where no one had missed out on a solo if they could help it, had left her unconvinced there was any chance of it happening. Of course, bobsledding was significantly more dangerous than ballet.

A sense of unease stole over her at that, but it faded quickly in the wake of her euphoria at being chosen. She and everyone else had gotten through the combine without incident, and without experience at that. The thoughts carried her to the dorm where she’d been living with the rest of the alternate squad.

“What are you doing?” Vanessa Dunn, one of the other alternate squad members, asked as she started gathering her things.

Tallulah tried not to smile too widely as she piled clothes around her pillow in one of her suitcases. “Moving in with the main team. Marla’s hurt, and I’m taking her place.”

Vanessa looked stricken at first, but she schooled her expression into something more unreadable. “I don’t know whether to congratulate you or commiserate with her.”

“I think it’s a little of both now.” Somewhere inside, Tallulah knew her teammates on the alternate squad were all wondering why it couldn’t have been them, but she didn’t know how to answer that. She was still trying to let it all sink in.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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“Sit up straighter,” Belinda Suarez said. Light flashed off the necklace she’d paired with her winter dress.

Eva adjusted her posture, but the publicist still frowned. “Better, but a little stiff. Try to relax a little.”

“Which is it?” Eva did her best not to snarl out the question. 

She could either sit like a regular person and risk looking slouchy or sit up so straight it looked like she had a pole up her ass on the best of days, and she was still sore after yesterday’s crash. Being told what to do by someone between her generation and her mother’s wasn’t helping her mood.

Belinda thought it over. “Let’s start with you sitting up straight. It should be all right if you ease into a more natural seat as the interview goes on.”

She asked a practice question, and Eva started to speak. “I’ve always—”

“Stop!”

“What?”

“You’re ducking your head again. Do I have to dangle a feather dancer off camera like you’re a cat?”

America’s first four-woman bobsled team had been working out at all hours of the day since they’d reunited in Canada, but it had turned out that was half the process, if that. They’d also had to go for meetings with a publicist and a stylist, and Eva would have taken a solid hour of sprints followed by endless burpees over this.

As Eva fixed her eyes on a point over Belinda’s shoulder, she actually got to answer the question this time. She should have been satisfied, but the publicist butted in with ideas on how to make her answers more media-friendly.

Eva silently sighed, worked Belinda’s tips into her next answer, and ended with a smile as she’d been instructed. But instead of smiling, Belinda grimaced. “We talked about this. Try for a closed-lip smile if you won’t go for orthodontic treatment.”

“It doesn’t make sense now. Let me get through the Games, see how many teeth I have left, and we’ll take it from there. We talked about this.” It was all too much. How was she supposed to come up with an answer, put the perkiest spin on it in the short amount of time interviewers usually allowed, and ensure that she had the right expression on her face? 

Belinda looked as exhausted as if she’d been the one doing sprints all morning. “True. We’ll try again later.” 

Eva barely acknowledged her as she headed back to the dorm. Bobsled practice was off until Marla’s replacement arrived, so everyone had been focused on speed and strength all morning. Maybe she’d change back into workout gear and head to the weight room to do something that would make this day suck a little less.

Something twinged at Eva on the way back to the room. True to their coach’s word, Marla had been in and out of consciousness between her injury and the pain medication for it that she’d barely known the team had come to see her yesterday. Eva hated the thought of seeing the room cleared away as if the girl had never been in it, but quickly shot it down. There was nothing they could do now except win for their fallen teammate’s sake.

She unlocked the door, but it didn’t open all the way. “What the—”

“Just a moment,” a vaguely familiar voice answered, and the sound of something heavy being moved across the floor distracted Eva from figuring out who it was. Before she could complete her thought of What the hell’s going on in there?, the door opened.

Between losing a teammate, a morning of tough workouts, and the session with Belinda, Eva’s day had thoroughly sucked. It was hard to believe it could have gotten worse, but she could scarcely have imagined this as the cherry on top. Every square inch of floor space was piled with a matched set of silver Rimowa luggage, and a tall, slender woman with elaborately styled blonde hair, a symmetrical face polished with makeup, and a matched workout set stood at the center of it. The last person she’d ever thought or hoped to see again.

It took a while for Eva to get her voice to work again. “What are you doing here?”

Tallulah Bellemont beamed at her. “Filling in for Marla.”
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A staffer had loaned Tallulah a luggage cart, and she loaded it high with her suitcases to take to the main team’s room. She’d kept working out to stay ready and had gotten strong enough for the weight of the cart not to bother her. The thrill of getting to compete in the World Winter Games also did a number on lightening her load.

She arrived at an empty room. Everyone else must still have been at practice. The section of the room across from the door had been cleared out, so she put her Alo gym bag and Prada purse on the bed to claim it as she got her stuff unloaded.

Tallulah moved her heavy bags with a light heart, excited about being a part of the team and seeing the other women. The main team and alternate squad had barely crossed paths since the day everyone had arrived in Calgary, but that was about to change. She remembered Misty livening everyone up during the combine. Tish had taken the whole thing more seriously, but still been easy to get along with. Those two had obviously known each other long before the three-week combine, and spent it thicker than thieves for it. It would be nice to get to know each of them better.

Someone tried to open the door, and the sound brought her out of the moment and made her realize how her bags had spread across the room. She hastily piled them up and opened the door to the sight of the one person who wouldn’t be happy to see her on the team.

Eva Gardner’s short brown hair looked rumpled, and her expression was as horrified as when they’d walked into the combine to see each other for the first time since they’d graduated from Vassar. Tallulah had hoped they’d been able to put their college weirdness, which she’d always felt but never understood, behind them and start over. However, Eva’s hostile attitude on their first morning had put the kibosh on that happening. They’d spent the three weeks avoiding each other and managing to have someone else between them the one time they’d both been in a sled together.

It didn’t look like it was going to be so easy this time. In the back of Tallulah’s mind, she remembered that Marla had been in the middle, and so was Eva. Nevertheless, she was determined not to let this puncture her good mood.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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“I ... But ... You...” Compared to this, Eva had been downright eloquent in her session with Belinda. This girl had spent their college years making her look oafish, sloppy, and stupid, and that hadn’t changed.

The last time she had felt caught this off-guard was when she’d walked into the dining room at the bobsled combine to see the face of the last person she’d ever wanted to see again. Tallulah Bellemont had been surrounded by admirers as ever, giving Eva hope that they’d be able to avoid each other. But that rich bitch had tried to act like they were old friends at breakfast the next morning. Eva had cut that off before it could start, spent as little time around her as possible, and gone into this with the assurance that the primary and alternate squads would barely see each other. 

“It’s you!” A shriek behind her forced Eva aside, and Misty’s long auburn ponytail nearly hit her in the face. She headed for Tallulah, but the mountains of luggage kept her from a direct arrival.

“You should clear a path before someone else gets hurt.” Eva had somehow regained the ability to speak in sentences but felt like she was trying to talk with a mouthful of gravel. “You have to admit tripping over someone’s designer luggage doesn’t sound as impressive as getting hurt during training.”

Tallulah nodded. “You’re right. Can you give me a hand with this? Help me stow it so it doesn’t crowd anyone else out?”

Eva stood aside—that rich bitch had made this mess; she could clean it up—but Misty gathered a suitcase in each hand as Tallulah did the same. 

“Are you defecting to Canada after this is over?” Misty joked.

“I’d rather have my things with me and not need them than spend the weeks wishing I’d packed something.” Eva had hoped for at least an abashed expression at that, but Tallulah had her back to her, shoving a pair of emptied bags under the bed as she spoke.

“I’m out of room under there.” She straightened up, looked around the room, and headed for the small door on the side with a suitcase in one hand, a designer gym bag in the other, and a fancy handbag over her shoulder. “Everything else should fit in the closet.”

“That’s my room.” Tish stepped in front of the door to block the passage. “Pilot’s privilege.”

She crammed a suitcase into the niche in the wall that was already stuffed with coats and bags. “That’s the closet, but we’ll have to divide it up later. Room’s clearer for now, and they’re expecting us for a team meeting.”

The four of them headed down the hall. 

“How’d you get around the airline’s luggage limit?” Misty asked in the elevator.

“There’s no luggage limit when you have your own plane,” Eva spoke before Tallulah could answer. “Only the little people fly commercial, right?”

A few spots of color flared on Tallulah’s cheeks, and Eva was relieved to get the upper hand back, if only for a second. “We don’t have a plane ... but I did fly private.”

“No way!” It had been like this at college track practice. 

Tallulah Bellemont would mention some extravagant thing she’d done or bought as if she were describing a trip to the grocery store. The rest of the team was rich, too, but they would nevertheless fawn over her. All Eva could do was seethe, try not to hear, and channel her resentment and envy into the day’s practice. Imagining the shot as Tallulah’s perfect face and witty stories had been sufficient motivation to chuck it as far from her as possible, and had resulted in a number of still-standing records at Vassar.

By then, they’d arrived at the conference room on the lower floor. Ms. Coolidge was already waiting for them along with the rest of the alternate squad.

“I’m sure you know why we’ve asked you to meet with us,” Ms. Coolidge said. “We send Marla our best wishes through her recovery, but we will continue to compete thanks to an alternate who was able to step right up. This goes to show that any of you could be asked to step in at any time, and I must emphasize that just because it’s happened once doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen again. Keep training and keep up the good work.”

“Yes, Coach.” Tish stepped forward and extended her hand. “I didn’t get to say this upstairs, Tallulah, but I’d like to formally welcome you to the team. You’ve worked as hard as any of us, and –”

Eva couldn’t suppress a snort. “Exactly! Worked as hard as any of us, anyone else on the alternate squad, so why her? Who’d you bribe to get to join the team?”

“I beg your pardon?” Instead of raising the volume of her voice to meet Eva’s, Tallulah had lowered hers. It came out chilly enough to rival the outdoor temperature, and her expression had turned similarly icy. Eva felt her eyes widen and fought the urge to flinch, shiver, or otherwise let on that it had affected her.

Ms. Coolidge lowered her head and pressed her fingertips to her temple. “How did I forget this?”

She straightened up to face the whole group head-on. “I understand that we all miss Marla, and that emotions are running high at this time of change, but we can’t let any of that get in the way of our team and its success. Remember, if everything goes well both on the track and off, it’ll lend more credence to the idea that four-woman bobsled can work as an Olympic sport. And it’s not going to go well if we’re sniping at each other and refusing to work as a team.”

She turned her eye to Eva and Tallulah. “We have less than a month for this team to learn to work together. I’m not asking you two to become best friends, but I am asking you to put your old feud aside and keep the mean comments to a minimum if you can’t cut them out altogether. After the closing ceremony, you’re under no obligation to see each other again if you don’t want to.”

Finally, someone had said something good today. Eva had gotten through the past few years barely thinking of Tallulah Bellemont, and it would be a relief to get back to that point.

“But for now, I’m asking you to agree to a truce for the sake of your team.” 

Oh, yeah. Shit.

“I’ll behave if she does.”

The challenge in Tallulah’s voice stirred something in Eva. “Same.” 

“Good. Now shake on it.”

Feeling about nine years old and forced into this after a fight on the playground, Eva extended her hand to Tallulah’s manicured one. To reluctantly give the other woman credit, her grip was strong, and her palm was tougher than Eva had expected, an indication that she’d been lifting as much as the rest of them lately. And yet, the rest of her skin was unnaturally soft.

They released each other’s hands, and Eva steeled herself. On the one hand, she was not looking forward to having Tallulah Bellemont, the woman who’d nearly derailed her athletic career, in her space at all hours of the day. On the other hand, she’d put up with this girl for four years of college. Less than a month was barely a fraction of that.
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Before Tallulah had gotten an unexpected weights workout from moving her luggage, she’d started the day on the elliptical on her own and then done a round of calisthenics with the rest of the alternate squad. Between all that work and the heady emotions of the day, she should have been knocked out as soon as she’d gotten in bed. But she checked her phone to see that it was 1:21 AM and she was still wide awake.

She put her phone back and sighed. She’d tried deep breathing, tensing and relaxing her body from head to toe, and playing a meditation video on YouTube. All the usual tricks she’d learned to deal with her lifelong insomnia, and none of them were working. The knowledge that they had to be on the track at 8:00 further ratcheted up her anxiety and reminded her that it was too late to take a pill.

The sounds and presences of the other women around her weren’t helping, either. She’d gotten off somewhat light at the combine when her roommate had decided bobsledding wasn’t for her and gone home about halfway through, giving Tallulah the hotel room to herself. Some small, shameful part of her wondered how much money Tish would want to switch places and let her take that single room. 

As soon as she thought of the idea, she dismissed it. For one thing, the pilot’s responsibilities required her to be alert and aware of everything, and Tallulah couldn’t, in good conscience, deprive Tish of the sleep she’d need to reach that state. For another, while her family had been able to afford the best schools and coaches, they’d held a bright line against bribing said coaches or teachers to give her an advantage.

Not to mention that if she did that, she’d be just as bad as whatever stereotype of the wealthy Eva had built up in her head. Eva had spent college glaring and sniping at her every time she’d worn her regular clothes or returned from a weekend at home in Manhattan or Newport. There was no point in handing her weapons by switching to the single with dubious means.

She sighed. As great as the rest of the other women had been during the day, they were starting to get under her skin a notch at night. It was a small mercy that there were no snorers in the room, but she was still all too aware of everyone else’s breathing. Every time one of them turned over in bed, she practically felt it from hers. And speaking of beds, this one was less than half the size of her usual and with the worst sheets she’d ever felt. She’d place an order for some decent new ones tomorrow—no, technically later today—but that didn’t solve the problem now. It had taken her a few days to get used to that queen-size bed at the Hampton Inn, and yet it would be sleeping on a cloud compared to this.

She adjusted her silk sleep mask over her eyes with gloved hands that let her lotion sink in better, and had barely closed them again before a flash of light pricked at them. Oh, come on! Someone slipped out of bed, probably on the way to the en suite bath shared by all four women. The light and sounds behind the door didn’t do anything to solve Tallulah’s problem.

The bathroom light switched off, but the lit-up phone allowed Tallulah to see that Eva was using it to guide her way back to bed. 

“What are you doing up?” Eva muttered.

“Can’t sleep, and I’ve tried everything.” She kept her voice as low as possible to keep from waking the others.

Tallulah couldn’t see Eva’s face as the phone locked itself, but heard her sigh. “Pick a sound in the room and concentrate on it. And for fuck’s sake, go to sleep! We’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”

She heard Eva settle back into bed, and it took a few minutes before the other woman’s breathing settled down again. She didn’t see what sense Eva’s advice made. Wouldn’t concentrating on a disruptive sound drive a person too crazy to get any sleep? And yet, she felt desperate enough to try anything.

She adjusted her memory foam pillow, replaced her sleep mask, and settled on the hum of the minifridge in the corner of the room. She lay there concentrating on that and nothing else. But the longer she tried, the more it agitated her. She pulled one wafer-thin pillow out from under her head, turned over on her side, and folded it over her exposed ear. It muffled most of the sound, but this was murder on her neck. What had Eva been thinking with this? Had she been looking for another way to mess with her that would fall outside the parameters of no snide comments? 

Eva. 

When Tallulah had walked into the dining room on the first night of the combine, she’d been pleasantly surprised to see a familiar face among the athletes from all over the country. She had hoped enough time had passed that Eva would have put her old inexplicable beef behind her, but that had been quickly dispelled at breakfast the next day. The next three and a half weeks had been filled with digs every time Tallulah stumbled or spoke.

For a moment, Tallulah regretted her decision to join the team if she wasn’t going to get any sleep and be stuck with someone who actively hated her. Then again, it wasn’t like she’d been surrounded by a fan club in ballet class or on any of her track teams, and the accommodations at the World Winter Games were part of the event’s lore at this point. She ruefully thought those stories were a lot funnier from the outside, but a thrill rippled through her at the reminder that she was a part of it.

Tallulah could conclude that she must have fallen asleep at some point, because she was waking up to the rude sound of an alarm going off and built-in lights turning on in the other beds. It was time for her first day working with the official team, and excitement replaced any misgivings she might have had.
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Chapter Three
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To get ready for the day ahead, everyone on the team dressed in layers of athletic wear in preparation for the cold weather and whipping wind on the track. Eva applied a thin layer of Aquafor to her hands and lips for extra protection. Tallulah Bellemont, on the other hand, had piled all sorts of products on her face (the shared bathroom looked like a La Mer counter in the wake of her arrival) and was now brushing her long blonde hair.

“First day of the new team!” Misty said, reaching into her suitcase. “Want to rub my lucky duck’s head?”

She held out a rubber duck with a slightly sinister expression on its face. Tallulah dabbed at it with her free hand, but Eva recoiled. “I’m not touching that thing.”

“Suit yourself.” Misty rubbed its head, then put it back before heading to breakfast with Tish. That left Eva alone with Tallulah, who was weaving an elaborate braid down her back.

“Come on!” Eva said impatiently. “My grandmother moves faster than you, and she’s been dead for years.”

Tallulah paused mid-braid. “The one you’re named after?”

For a split second, Eva wondered how Tallulah could possibly have known that. Then she remembered the speech she was forced to give every time she introduced herself. After a lifetime of being asked, “Eva or Ava?” (drawing out the first syllable as if she didn’t know how to pronounce her own name), “As in...” or asked questions about old movies or singers, it was more efficient to immediately get it all out of the way. 

If she had been able to stay Eva Azarro, she’d be able to go through life without the song and dance of insisting she wasn’t related to a movie star, her mother wasn’t a fan, and she didn’t like certain movies or artists. But after her father had left without a forwarding address or a cent of child support, Patti Gardner had switched both herself and her three-year-old daughter back to her maiden name without a thought for future consequences. And because there was no way Eva was going by her middle name, Louise, she’d lost countless hours of her life to this bullshit.

“Not the point,” she said brusquely. “The point is you’re gonna be late.”

“I won’t be long.” Tallulah’s hands got back to work. 

Sure enough, she tied an elastic around the end of the braid a short time later. But instead of heading out the door, she smoothed product over the braid and turned to the mirror with an eyelash curler in her hand.

“You do know we’re going to be wearing helmets and goggles today, right?” It came out before Eva could stop herself.

“I would hope so.” Tallulah brushed mascara over her eyelashes and then picked up some other cosmetics.

“Then who are you trying to impress? Are you trying for a beautiful reflection in the fucking ice?”

Tallulah turned around with her lips slightly parted and a designer lipstick in her hand. “Don’t you put on a little makeup before starting your workday?”

“No.” Forgoing makeup, keeping her hair short, and dressing as simply, almost sloppily as she could get away with served as her acts of rebellion against her near, unwitting namesake.

Even if it meant having to put up with people rhapsodizing about how beautiful the old-time movie star was. It always carried an undertone of, “What the hell happened to you?” but Eva wasn’t about to do anything that could be construed as trying to live up to that.

“Well, I don’t know how not to go out without makeup on and my hair done. I’d feel as off-kilter as if I went to the office without my shoes or underwear.”

Eva felt a strange sensation around her stomach, but she chalked it up to hunger. “Yeah ... well ... any reason we couldn’t have had this conversation on the way to breakfast? You’re late, and you probably made me late, too!”

“We’re fine on time.” Tallulah closed the lipstick, finally turned away from the mirror, and headed for the door.

“And you’re just going to leave your bed like that?” 

The covers were thrown back, the sheets were rumpled, and the bed stood in stark contrast to the two other beds in the room—Eva’s neatly made with hospital corners, Misty’s at least with the covers drawn back into place.

The rich bitch actually shrugged. “Won’t housekeeping take care of it?”

Eva scoffed. “Not the point!”

“What is your point?” Tallulah asked as she stepped back to her bed with a considering expression. “I’m sure they’ve seen worse.”

The sense of entitlement in this girl reduced Eva to spluttering. “Yeah ... but ... Is that how you really want to come across?”

Tallulah sighed a little as she pulled her covers back. “Are you satisfied? If so, let’s go.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time!”

Tallulah turned toward the door. “You didn’t have to stay with me.”

“Whatever. I’d better not get a cramp again because of you.” 

Despite her conviction that she was right, Eva stepped into the hall feeling as wrong-footed and inept as every time she saw Tallulah Bellemont. Throughout college, the beautiful blonde princess had held court in a plaza named after her great-grandmother while Eva skulked by looking and feeling like a snaggle-toothed slob in comparison, only there with the help of loans and scholarships, one from the Bellemont Family Foundation among them. It looked like some things would never change.
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“All right, team!” Ms. Coolidge’s voice rang across the group. “To get your blood moving and wake up all your senses, I thought you could go on a little ride around the track before we start today’s workout.”

Tish frowned. “Doesn’t that seem a little dangerous, considering we haven’t practiced push starts as the four of us yet?”

“Yes. Which is why, for the first time as the four of you, I’m going to nudge you off while you’re all in the sled so you can get an early sense of what it’s like to ride together. We’ll work on push starts and everything else inside over the next few days before I send you back out. Everybody get in!”

Tallulah felt a surge of excitement. She’d been doing as many off-track workouts as she could with the alternate squad, but they hadn’t been able to use the sled because the main team needed the equipment more. It would be good to be back to this.

They piled into the sled, Tish taking her place at the helm. Tallulah climbed behind her, and a small scuffle broke out behind them. 

“Don’t touch me!” Eva snapped.

“Then get off my foot, or I’ll literally kick your ass!” Misty fired back.

“Enough!” Tish barked from the front. She packed more authority into that word than Ms. Coolidge had in her entire speech yesterday, and the others quickly quieted down.

Tallulah felt a solid weight press against her back as Eva scootched forward. It faded away soon enough, but then Eva stretched her legs out. The strength of her thighs was evident even as they were sitting still. Tallulah had had a much-needed cup of coffee with breakfast, but this contact sent her whole body into a state of hyper-alertness before the sled took off.

“Everyone ready?” Ms. Coolidge asked.

“Yes, coach!” the team chorused.

“Then let’s go!” 

The sled moved slowly at first but picked up speed as they tilted downhill and into the grooves of the track. Gravity pushed Tallulah forward and her face practically into Tish’s back. Behind her, the same thing was happening to Eva. Her thighs clenched more firmly around Tallulah, and all her senses woke up as they zipped around the track. Icy wind whipped at her exposed cheeks, but the warmth of Eva’s legs heated her up.

All too soon, Misty was pulling the brakes and putting an end to the ride. Their coach was waiting for them with an unreadable expression on her face. “Not bad as far as time is concerned, but you four need to learn to read each other’s signals, keep your heads bobbing in a similar rhythm so no one bashes into anybody else. We’ll work on that, but for now, we’re going in to work on push starts where it’s level. Let’s go inside!”

They climbed out of the sled, and Tallulah was struck by the cold around her. She’d dressed appropriately for today in thermal leggings and two shirts made of heat-trapping fabric under her down coat, but still felt a chill at the lack of shared body heat.

She also felt alarmed at the wetness between her legs. It shouldn't have been possible. Not only had she gotten through her first round in a bobsled and every time after unscathed, but Tish had had them all stop in the ladies’ room, sounding like the teacher she was, before they’d gone out today. Then again, it had been a while since Tallulah had been out like this, and the speed could have startled her into soiling herself. She didn’t know if she could take the shame, and Eva would never let her live it down.

“Are you coming?” Speak of the devil.

Tallulah came out of her haze to see they’d arrived at the rink. “Excuse me a minute.”

In the stall, Tallulah lowered her layers. It was reassuring to see that she hadn’t lost bladder control out there, but she was still unusually slick ... from having Eva pressing into her and gripping her sides with her thighs? Her extremely strong and firm thighs ... and leaning in so close from the back...

This was not helping. When Tallulah had first noticed her attraction to other women, she’d given silent thanks every day for being born in a body that wouldn’t visibly give her away. But today seemed to be putting that to the test, reacting to someone who hated her and who she didn’t care much for, either. She hastily swiped at herself with a tissue and geared up to join them.
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If Tallulah Bellemont hadn’t been able to keep up or literally pull her own weight, Eva would have had full license to say something. She spent practice eagerly awaiting such a moment, but it never came. She kept pace with everyone as they did sprints on the ice to warm up, and vaulted easily into the sled as they pushed it down the ice. It should have made Eva feel better, but instead, it irritated her to no end.

For the umpteenth time that day, Eva found her torso pressed into Tallulah’s back as they sped forward. The day of exercise had resulted in a musky odor, but something sweeter was coming through, too. What were those flowers? Who the hell put on perfume for a day of bobsledding? And how did it mix so well with the smell of sweat? Those were the thoughts that swirled through her head as they climbed out for another start.

“We’re behind schedule!” The woman’s voice came from the stands. It gave Eva a perverse pleasure to see Belinda clutch her cardigan tightly around her to keep out the cold of the rink.

“Is it time already?” Ms. Coolidge asked.

“It certainly is. I have to make sure everyone’s ready for the scrutiny of the Games, especially the new girl. Is she here?”

As Tallulah looked up, Eva lowered her head to hide her smile. Yesterday, she wouldn’t have wished Belinda on her worst enemy, but now she found herself amending that slightly in her head.

“I’d like to talk to you before we meet with the others.”

Tallulah removed her helmet and smoothed a hand over her braid, not that a single hair had come out of place during practice, before approaching the publicist. 

“Wait!” Misty called. “You have a little—”

She swiped under her eyes. Tallulah produced a tissue from somewhere and dabbed under her eyes. “Yes, they must’ve watered with all that work. Thank you. I suppose it’s time to switch to waterproof mascara.”

Instead of pursing her lips, as she had with Eva, Belinda smiled as Tallulah neared her. “I can see we can skip the styling portion of your session. You seem to have that well in hand.”

“Thank you.” Tallulah’s soft voice somehow managed to carry across the rink. Eva silently seethed.

“Why’d you have to tell her?” Eva asked as they went to sand the blades of the sled.

Misty gave her an incredulous look. “Because I wouldn’t send anyone out with raccoon eyes like that. Besides, Belinda would’ve given her hell over it.”

“And isn’t that a rite of passage?”

“Not for me it wasn’t.” Misty frowned. “I mean, aside from my hair trim and eyebrow wax, which I admit I let fall by the wayside when I was getting ready to come here.”

“Not for me, either,” Tish added, “and I’d think the point of going through something like that would be that you’d try to break the cycle and keep it from happening to others. That was the case with hazing on my high school team.”

This girl had joined the team more than a week late, and yet she’d gotten in so good with the others, passed one portion of the publicist’s test without trying, and made Eva feel like the interloper. 

How was that fair?
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“As I’m sure you’re aware, you and the rest of the team will attract considerable attention as part of the first four-woman bobsled event at the World Winter Games,” the publicist was saying. “As such, it’s my job to make sure everyone is camera-ready. Judging by the way you showed up today, I can see that you know how to present yourself.”

Tallulah smiled as she mentally flipped off Eva. Who had she been trying to impress, she’d asked? As she’d been taught all her life, one never knew when one could unexpectedly meet someone important, so it was best to err on the side of always looking one’s best. She’d dressed as well as she could for the cold. Her hair was perfectly styled, and while she hadn’t put on her full makeup, the mascara, powder, and lipstick were evidently enough to get her off on a good footing. “Thank you.”

“Are you on any of the social networks?”

“I know of them and interact with other people’s, but my accounts are private.” 

That was at her grandmother’s insistence. Between a grandfather who’d founded a prominent newspaper, a father who’d made his fortune with platinum mines, and a husband who’d been the heir to his family’s bank, Victoria Bellemont had grown up with the importance of the family name weighing heavily on her. The Bellemonts’ wealth and reputation had grown as the years passed. As such, Tallulah had grown up with the knowledge that she could do whatever she wanted as long as she didn’t bring shame to the family name. A list of prohibitions that was longer than she’d thought.

Belinda didn’t blink. “Doesn’t matter. All it takes is one screenshot to make something public you’d rather people didn’t know about. As such, I’m going to ask you to take a look at them and anything affiliated with your workplace. What do you do again?”

“I’m chief outreach officer for the Bellemont Family Foundation.”

Belinda nodded. “Ah. Doesn’t sound like it should be a problem to get in touch with them and delete any posts with pictures of you that could remotely be construed as problematic.” 

“How would you define that?” Tallulah interrupted. “I would never post anything racist or homophobic, least of all because I’m a lesbian, but is there something I might be overlooking?”

“If you posted any pictures at events for politicians on either side of the aisle or posed with someone who’s gotten in the slightest bit of trouble over the past few years, those should go. We want people to see you as an athlete first and foremost. To that end, you can expect to do some interviews and videos for the World Winter Games’ social media alone, and any print or TV spots you do are going to draw attention to your accounts.”

“I understand and will look over them tonight.”

“Good. In the meantime, let’s go over a practice question, the one you’re most likely to get at this point.” Belinda’s expression changed, probably to imitate a reporter. “I understand you were a replacement for the girl who got hurt yesterday. Do you have anything to say about that?”

Tallulah smiled. “I’m grateful for this opportunity and pleased to be taking my place on a team of such talented athletes. This was a great day of working together, and I’m excited to compete with them in the Games.”

She schooled her expression into something more solemn. “However, I’m sad that it came about because of a deserving and equally talented athlete’s injury, and I wish Marla Hough a speedy recovery.”

Belinda beamed. “Well done. Perhaps this won’t take as long as any of us feared—you’re already so poised and put-together.”

Tallulah smiled back. All those years of charm school and etiquette lessons had paid off long after her debut, and in ways Victoria
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