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      Nightly News Sports Broadcast

      The camera zoomed in to frame two sportscasters as they sat behind a desk with footage from a professional hockey game playing on the screen behind them.

      “Bill, what do you make of this situation with Logan Spears? I’m just in utter shock at what I’ve seen.”

      “Couldn’t agree more, Chris. Spears has gone too far this time. I mean, he assaulted his own coach. We’ve been told by team officials that Coach Flannigan is undergoing surgery to repair the damage to his jaw.”

      “Spears has had his issues in this league. There’s no doubt about that. He likes to fight and fights often, but this is a whole new level of aggression.”

      “I think this may be the end for him, Chris. I really do. He’s such a phenomenal player, but what organization will want to take the risk of having him on their team? He’s a liability at this point.”

      “He’s a free agent this season, so anything could happen, but in my opinion, yeah, he’s finished.”
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      Samantha

      I stared up at the arena that bore my family’s name in giant white letters, the block lettering stretching across a sweep of glass and steel that caught the morning sun. I hadn’t planned on this. Hadn’t wanted this. I fought back tears as I swallowed the lump forming in my throat.

      Really, Dad? You think I want to be in charge of all of this?

      My heart constricted in my chest. Lewis Henry—Lew, as everyone called him, had been my hero, my champion, my best friend. He’d also been pushy, arrogant, and had a will of steel. No one messed with Lew Henry, owner of the Forest Grove Force pro hockey team. When I told him years ago that I planned to live a quiet life teaching piano in our little North Carolina town, he’d laughed and said, “Henrys don’t lead quiet lives.”

      When Dad passed away a month ago from a massive heart attack at sixty-four, my world tilted on its axis. I didn’t know which way was up. I didn’t think it could get any worse until I went to the reading of the will with my mother. I’d never stopped to consider what I would inherit from my parents. I was blessed that our family had always been wealthy, but I never actually considered the consequences of my parents’ deaths. It always seemed so far off.

      So when Mr. Tuckford, my father’s attorney, read Dad’s will, I felt like I’d been sucker-punched. He’d left me a fortune, but it all hinged on conditions. I had to be general manager and owner of the Forest Grove Force for three years before I could sell the team and step down as GM and/or owner. If I got married, it went from three years to one year. Seeing as I hadn’t even dated anyone after my disastrous heartbreak in college, the reduced time would not apply any time soon.

      Thinking about Dad and his conditions made me see red. He had set conditions when I applied to universities too: I could get my bachelor’s degree in piano performance if I double-majored in sports management. It had turned my college career into five years instead of four, but I finished both degrees with honors. I loved my father with my whole heart, but he could be controlling. And here he was—trying to control my life from beyond the grave.

      I let out a breath and squared my shoulders. The only way to face this would be head on. I pushed open the doors to Henry Arena, where the air was cool and faintly tinged with the clean, sharp scent of fresh ice. Bronze plaques flanked the entrance, honoring retired players and record-breaking seasons. I trudged to the elevator that would take me to the top floor suite that was my dad’s office. My office now. I smoothed a hand down my fitted gray dress and listened to my four-inch heels click along the tile floor. My feet would be killing me by the end of the day, but I felt more confident in heels. I’d been a size fourteen curvy girl ever since my late teens, and heels helped me feel more like me. Already five foot six without shoes, the high heels made me feel like I towered over most women. I needed that confidence today.

      As soon as I walked into the third-floor offices, I saw Gilda Barham, my father’s executive assistant. Gilda’s bold floral dress and teased blond hair stood out in a sea of neutral office attire. My mom always joked it took two women to keep Dad’s life running on track—her and Gilda. It helped that Gilda had been married to my mom’s cousin John for thirty years, so she was literally family.

      Gilda gave me a quick pat on the arm. “Let’s go into the office, shall we?”

      She ushered me into Dad’s office. The room was expansive and warm, paneled in rich walnut that glowed beneath recessed lighting. Floor-to-ceiling windows stretched across the far wall, offering a sweeping view of the ice rink below. A massive desk dominated the space. Framed photographs lined one corner showcasing Dad shaking hands with players, several pictures of him and Mom, and a few candid shots of the three of us at a game.

      Once the door shut behind us, she sat down on the worn brown leather couch and patted the seat beside her. “How are you doing?”

      I shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t know. I’m just trying to navigate this one day at a time.”

      She patted my arm. “I called your mom last night. We had a good talk. We’re going out later this week for Mexican food and margaritas. I suspect she needs some time out of the house.” Gilda had been influential in helping both Mom and me after Dad’s death. I knew she was grieving too. She’d been his assistant for fifteen years, and I couldn’t imagine that she had any notion that I could fill his illustrious shoes.

      “That’s great. I think going out will do her some good.”

      Gilda gave me a quick squeeze on my shoulder before switching into full business mode. “Well, you know I will help you any way I can.” She held out a manila folder. “I know you haven’t followed things closely with the team in the past few years, but I have some papers that we need the GM to sign.”

      I opened the folder and flipped through pages of notes, contracts, memos… It was all too much. “Do you mind if I get settled and look over this for a few minutes before we discuss what all needs to be done?”

      Gilda glanced at her watch. “I’m sorry, but you’ve got an hour before your meeting with Logan Spears.”

      The room seemed to empty of all oxygen. I couldn’t breathe. I closed my eyes for just a moment, then cleared my throat. “Logan Spears?”

      Gilda’s brow furrowed. “Did Lew not tell you?”

      I heard my pulse pounding in my head. “Tell me what?”

      “He picked up Spears as a free agent. I thought he would have mentioned it, given that you and Spears are friends.”

      “Were friends. We were friends in college, but we… well, we haven’t talked in a long time.” I cleared my throat. “Tell me more about this deal with Logan.”

      Gilda pursed her lips. She looked as if she wanted to say more but didn’t. “I know you followed hockey religiously when you were younger, but how much do you follow it currently?”

      I couldn’t admit that I hadn’t watched hockey in years. I was the new GM, for goodness’ sake. And I definitely couldn’t admit that I didn’t watch it anymore because of Logan. “Not as much as I did in the past.”

      “Spears punched his coach last season. After he was hospitalized, they had to basically reattach his jaw. His contract with his former team was up, and no one—and I mean no one—wanted him.”

      “But Logan is a phenomenal athlete…”

      Gilda shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.” She sighed. “Lew said he was going to win the championship for us and that he could get him at bottom of the barrel prices. So he picked him up as a free agent for this season.”

      “That sounds like Dad,” I said with a smile, blinking back tears. “Always kept his eye on the prize.”

      Gilda’s eyes were sad. “That he did.” She paused. “You’re meeting Spears this morning to tell him not to blow this chance. To keep it together.”

      “I can’t… I mean, I haven’t even settled in yet. Can’t we reschedule this for another day?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Samantha, can I speak to you freely as a friend in this moment and not as an employee?”

      My stomach ached. “Yes.”

      “There are a lot of people waiting for you to fail at this. They believe you will fail at this. I am not one of them. You’re Lew’s daughter. His iron will is in you. He wouldn’t have given you this job if he thought you couldn’t do it. So you’re going to get through today and show this organization who the new GM is and what she’s capable of doing. And that starts with meeting Logan Spears in an hour.”

      Her words weighed on my heart. I knew she was right. I had to do this. I just wished my first meeting as GM wasn’t with the one man who had crushed my heart.
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      Logan

      I straightened my tie before knocking on the door to Sam’s office. I knew she’d taken over as GM after her father’s untimely death. I also knew she hated me and that if Lew Henry hadn’t signed me already, she’d send me packing so fast my head would spin.

      I knocked and held my breath. There was an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this nervous.

      “Come in.”

      Just hearing her voice made my heart skip a beat. Had it really been four years since the last time?

      When I opened the door, Sam looked up at me from where she is sitting at a huge mahogany desk. She stood up and slowly walked over to me. Her rich, glowing auburn hair caught the light, creating a soft glow around her. I was shocked at how attractive she was in her gray dress. I was used to seeing her in oversized t-shirts and old blue jeans during our college days. Sometimes she even showed up to my apartment in a t-shirt and flannel pajama pants when we would watch eighties movies all night and eat pizza.

      “Logan.” She extended her hand. Professional, calm, cold.

      My mouth was so dry I didn’t think I could speak. I swallowed around the hard lump in my throat. “Samantha.” Shaking her hand, I couldn’t help but notice that hers were ice cold. “You wanted to meet with me?”

      She gave me a tight smile. “Well, actually, I think Dad set this meeting up before…” She cleared her throat and gestured to a chair in front of the desk. “Please have a seat.”

      I saw the pain etched on her face and wished I could take it away. “I’m so sorry about your dad. How are you and your mom doing?”

      “As well as can be expected.” She sat down and opened the file on her desk. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this. You know why you’re here on this team. You know we’re probably your last chance at playing professional hockey.” Concern flashed across her face for a moment. She looked at me like the old Sam, the one who was my best friend. “I need to know one thing first. Why did you punch Coach Flannigan? What on earth possessed you to do that?”

      I told her the same story I’d told everyone since it happened. “I was tired of his attitude. Riding me in practice, during the game. I just snapped.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t believe you.”

      My heart leaped into my throat. Everyone bought that story. Mainly because Flannigan was known for being a jerk to players and having a short temper. “What?”

      She lowered her head and studied me with those brilliant emerald eyes. “You heard me. The Logan Spears I used to know would never have snapped like that.”

      My chest tightened. “It’s the truth, Sam.”

      Her eyes hardened. “Samantha.”

      Once upon a time, she’d loved that I was the only person allowed to call her Sam. I guess I lost that privilege four years ago, too.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “What else can I do for you today, Samantha?”

      She sighed. “You can stay out of trouble and keep a low profile.” She flipped through some pages in the folder. “You ended up half naked in a hotel fountain. Paid a fine.”

      I laughed. “It was at a game in Detroit in the middle of winter. It was a stupid dare from my teammates.”

      “Stupid is right.” She glanced down at the page. “Had a fender bender because of speeding. Not to mention all the candid shots of you partying that ended up in the tabloids. I want you completely off social media for the foreseeable future. Close the accounts or make them hidden. Is that understood?”

      I mock saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She glared at me without a trace of humor in her eyes. “Good. Then this meeting is over.”

      She dismissed me with a wave of a hand, and it pained me to think about what used to be. What might have been. If I hadn’t picked hockey over my best friend.
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      Samantha

      I watched as he retreated from my office. As soon as the door shut, I slumped against my chair, unable to stop my hands from trembling. I’ve just got to get through this year with Logan being here, and then as soon as this year is up I’ll let someone buy out his contract. He’s got to play well enough, on and off the ice, for someone—anyone—to sign him.
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