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      “Hot damn!”

      I barely avoid a fist to the face when the guy next to me punches the air. He can’t be more than five four and at five eleven in bare feet I tower over him.

      The last thing I need—or want—is a black eye. Leaning back as far as the wall behind me allows in case he comes up swinging again, I warn, “Hey, watch it next time.”

      He whirls around like he’s under attack, one arm out, palm up to hold off the threat while the other hand presses his phone to his chest, his eyes darting this way and that before landing on me.

      His assessing gaze takes me in for a few seconds and I see the moment he dismisses me, a sneering twist of his lips overtaking his face. The smirk doesn’t do anything to improve his looks. In fact it does the opposite; the predatory smile makes me think of serial killers.

      Before I can ask what has him so excited, he shuffles backward putting a good four feet between us, his creepy gaze never leaving me as though he thinks I’ll follow him to snatch the phone he’s cradling like it’s a bag of crack and I’m an addict looking for a fix.

      Idiot.

      I know most in the industry and he’s no different. There is not a chance in hell I’m going near Herman Draper by choice. In the world of journalism he’s a bottom feeder, a freelancer after any story he can sell to the highest bidder. He’ll peer through windows and hunt through garbage cans in search of some tidbit to reveal about any celebrity of interest to the public, especially those his information would tear down.

      I’m pretty sure he was nabbed on a break and enter a few years ago.

      The man gives respectable journalists a bad name.

      I didn’t realize who he was when he slipped into the room and settled beside me a few minutes ago. Now I have to wonder why he’s here. Sports reporting isn’t his thing.

      Then again, it’s not mine either.

      I’m here because the usual guy called in a favor I’d been dumb enough to owe him. I should have known Bas would send me to a stinky locker room.

      Okay, fine, it’s not the locker room, but close enough.

      I’m not a fan of professional athletes for a number of reasons, the least of which being they smell. Although this room the press is jammed into lacks the usual athletic aroma, instead it’s filled with a mix of expensive and cheap perfumes and colognes as well as a slight trace of BO.

      That last could be attributed to Draper though. The man looks like he’s slept in his clothes for more than a few days straight.

      Noise at the front of the room draws everyone’s attention, and looking up I see Coach Walker Alcott step into the room. He’s followed by assistant coach Blake Watts, and players Beckett Higgison, Chase Hawkins, and Branton Lattimer Watts. While flashes pop all around the room, I watch the group get settled in seats behind a long table lined with microphones and wonder what questions they’ll be asked.

      As I said, sport isn’t my thing and I’m a little out of my depth here, but a favor is a favor and Bas is a cool guy, and if I’m honest, I’d probably have said yes to anyway. And that’s what I am—honest—in my job and life.

      I had my fill of liars before I hit double digits and I’ve no plans to live that way again.

      Besides, it’s not like I’m here to interview anyone. I just need to pick up some highlights, a few soundbites we can use on the network and paper’s websites. Bas watched the game at home where he’s recovering from a sprained ankle and will already be pulling together the article to go in the sports section of Sunday’s paper as well as the one the network will use in their sports roundup.

      I don’t plan on asking questions. I’ll leave that to the experts in the room. Of which there are many.

      Except one.

      Herman Draper.

      He’s more of an expert in gossip, the dirtier the better.

      I glance over and see Draper worming his way closer to the front. He’s got a look on his face that has me standing straighter, my gaze focused solely on him now.

      “What are you up to?” I murmur, moving closer.

      I’m not sure why I’m following him. The action is at the front of the room with the players and coaches answering questions about tonight’s game. I’ve got my ears on them, listening for anything I can use, but my gaze is locked on Draper. Whatever he’s up to, I don’t like it.

      Can’t say why.

      Maybe it’s the way his flinty eyes glint or the smarmy smile on his face. Whatever he has planned, I know it’s not going to be good. Shit usually gets flung when Draper is around.

      From what I know, it’s been his stock-in-trade his entire career. We might not run in the same circles—professional or social— but I’m still well aware of his reputation.

      I’m a few reporters to his left, back a bit so he doesn’t catch me in his peripheral vision. I don’t want him to notice me. The last thing I need is for him to work out who I am and aim that devious smirk my way. Best to keep out of his line of sight.

      Not that I should be worried. He didn’t recognize me before when he was sizing me up as a threat and now he’s got his eyes glued to the front of the room.

      On Higgison I think.

      As I move closer, questions are tossed out about the game, the team, the coaching staff being inexperienced, and being two games into pre-season with two wins under their belt. My brain is cataloguing some possible bites when Draper shouts above everyone else.

      “Beckett, you’ve played for Calgary, Montreal, and the last five years Toronto. Now you’re here with the league’s newest, and some would say most controversial, franchise team, the Baton Rouge Rogues.”

      “Right?” Higgison nods with a frown, obviously not hearing the question and I don’t blame him, I don’t hear one either. It sounds like Draper is reading the man’s bio.

      Draper grins and I’m stepping closer, my body coiling tight, bracing for what, I don’t have a clue, when the next words out of his mouth stop me in my tracks and send my gaze whipping to the man at the front of the room.

      “How is it no one knows you have a kid?”

      There’s a collective gasp, heads turn, and the team officials spread around the room snap to attention, but nothing comes from Higgison. His stony gaze is on the man to my right, and if looks could kill that’s the one.

      It’s razor sharp and ice cold.

      I can’t help the shiver that raises goosebumps all over my body. I’d hate to be on the receiving end of that look.

      Higgison shakes his head slightly and says, “I’m not sure where you get your info⁠—”

      “It’s right here.” Draper waves his phone above his head. “An Instagram post from WhitHigg, a high school senior. It’s a pic of the Rogues on the ice after tonight’s final horn and the caption reads ‘So proud of my dad, leading his new team the Baton Rouge Rogues to victory. Winning their way to the cup!’ with a bunch of hashtags and two account tags. You and the Rogues.”

      I rack my brain trying to recall who on the team has kids, teenagers specifically, and what their names are. I can’t think of anyone with a teenager and the look on Higgison’s face tells me I won’t.

      Higgison shakes his head. “No idea⁠—”

      “Funny how the post was taken down moments later. And WhitHigg now seems to have switched their account to private.”

      I can see the anger and fear in Higgison’s eyes, the greed and triumph stamped on Draper’s face, and as much as I’m clueless when it comes to reporting sports of any kind, never mind at a professional level, I’ve had a bit of an education in hockey the last few years thanks to my BFF and I’m a reporter. Questions are what I do, so I’m able to at least think up something to ask that will hopefully slow this speeding train down.

      My phone is vibrating like crazy in my back pocket and, ignoring it because let’s be real, it can only be one of two people—or both of them—trying to reach me right now, I step forward.

      Someone needs to stop this press conference from becoming a train wreck.

      “Coach Alcott,” I call out, waving my hand to get everyone’s attention. “You must be pleased with how the team is shaping up. You’ve had your share of detractors since you took the job as head coach for the Rogues—do you feel vindicated now that your second outing proved the first wasn’t a fluke?”

      Walker gives me a smile of relief before he answers. “The team played well tonight. The score reflects that, but there’s always room for improvement so we’ll be studying video footage, talking with coaches and players, before getting back on the ice to work on those areas. As for the detractors, everyone has an opinion—they’re entitled.”

      I don’t miss the flick of his gaze to my right.

      From the corner of my eye, I see a couple of security guards flank Draper who’s still shouting questions and demanding answers from Higgison about WhitHigg.

      And because everyone else in the room seems to be watching the action surrounding the reporter, I throw out another question in the hope of blocking out the drama unfolding because I’m pretty sure Draper just threw a punch which isn’t good, or is. That will definitely get him ejected from the room quicker.

      “How are you finding the team off the ice, and by that, I mean the players, management, and the owner?”

      There’s a flare of something hot in Walker’s gaze but he quickly masks it and smiles. “We’re a team from the ice to the front door. Everything is working like a well-oiled machine. Everyone here brings years of experience and the Rogues are benefiting from that. Our performance tonight demonstrated that with favorable results.”

      I keep the questions rolling as the scuffle on my right increases. “Being a new franchise has to have put more pressure on you and your team. How are you dealing with that? On and off the ice?”

      “We’re concentrating on what we do best. Hockey. Sure, there is an expectation that we’ll fail, but when you take it down to the bones, we’re all professionals and it’s our job to play hockey, coach it, maintain equipment, or run the administrative end of a professional hockey team, and that’s what we’re all dedicated to doing. It’s what we’ll continue to do, win or lose on the ice.”

      “Coach!” A reporter closer to the front sticks his hand up, a mini recorder held out. “There are rumors of tension in the ranks, in particular surrounding the new owner, Oakley James, who somehow managed to get a franchise without any media attention or prior hockey experience. What do you say to those?”

      “I’m in the business of coaching a group of elite athletes, not standing around the water cooler gossiping. Do you have a question about the game?”

      A smile tugs at my mouth. I like Walker. I’ve spent enough time with him outside of the Rogues facility to know he’s a stand-up guy. The fact Oakley married him within weeks of meeting him says enough for me anyway.

      I trust her with my life. I trust her with the team.

      The plan was for me to meet more of the players and staff after tonight’s game but I’m pretty sure after Draper’s questions, she’ll be in damage control mode. Which is probably why my phone hasn’t stopped vibrating.

      My brain is already running through possibilities to keep this media storm locked down but when I hear the guy next to me say into his phone ‘get me everything you can on Beckett Higgison right down to his time of birth’, I know it’s too late to keep things contained. It’s a matter of battening the hatches and hoping for the least amount of damage.

      If anyone knows how to do that it’s me.

      I can’t say what the best course is yet, but one thing is clear.

      I need to get out of here and find Oakley and Nat.
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      Ducking out of the conference room I scan the corridor, my thoughts consumed by one thing.

      Whitney.

      I can’t see her in the crowd. Where is she? She’s supposed to be here, waiting for me outside the locker room.

      “Beckett.” Natalie Redding, the Rogues General Manager, comes rushing toward me. Grabbing my arm as she passes, she drags me into her race along the corridor—how she moves so fast on her stiletto heels is mind-boggling. “We’ve got her up in the owner’s box. Oakley is with her, and right now we need you out of sight for a few minutes while we clear the arena of reporters and fans.”

      “What the fuck?”

      “Let’s get out of this echo-y cement tunnel, shall we?” She shoves open the locker room door with one hand and pushes me ahead of her with the other. She’s stronger than she looks and I have no choice but to step into the room or land flat on my face.

      Not that I’m protesting. Every instinct I have might be screaming at me to get to Whitney, but I’m not stupid. If she’s in the owner’s box with Oakley James, she’s in good hands.

      For now.

      It takes me a second to realize a lot of the guys and staff are still here. No wait, they’re all still here sitting around as though waiting for something to happen. “What’s going on?”

      “What’s our official statement?” the GM asks.

      “Statement?”

      “We need to make one and every member of the Rogues from staff to players needs to know what it is before they go out there. I can guarantee you that little shit show is already all over the internet and while security accidentally dropped and stepped on that reporter’s phone, I’m pretty sure whatever he had is now splashed across the net.”

      Fuck!

      I put both hands on my head.

      It’s my worst nightmare come to life. I’ve spent almost two decades keeping Whitney and our life out of the spotlight. It hasn’t been easy, and I never planned for it to be a secret but it is.

      Whatever the hell happened tonight to reveal her existence happened because in the last couple of years we’ve both relaxed.

      I let her open accounts on a few of the popular social media sites because I didn’t want her life to be any more isolated than it had been before she’d started high school.

      She promised to be careful and I trust her. Besides, she’s almost an adult. Soon I’ll have no control over what she does and I’m okay with that. I think I’ve done a good job of preparing her for the world outside our little bubble.

      In all the years I’ve limited her social interactions she’s not once complained. But homeschooling meant she missed out on those important friendships a teenage girl needs and we’d talked about it repeatedly before I’d moved her to a private high school back in Toronto three years ago.

      We discussed the possible move to Baton Rouge and before I even looked at the new contract with the Rogues, we found a local school we were both happy for her to attend.

      “Beckett!”

      The GM’s sharp voice pulls me out of my head.

      “What’s our official line?”

      “No comment.”

      She draws in a breath and I know the argument is coming but I can’t think right now. I need to see Whitney. See that she’s okay. Then I can get my head straight and work out what to do.

      Before the GM can get a word out, I’m speaking. “I need a few minutes. It’s not going to change anything to rush this.” I swallow. “I need to see Whit.”

      She eyes me for long seconds, her gaze softening before she nods. “Okay. Give me a minute and I’ll get you there or her here.” She barely steps away when the door behind her swings open and Whitney races in.

      “Daddy.”

      I spread my arms wide and lock them closed around my daughter’s body the second she crashes into me. I do what I’ve done her whole life. I hold her tight and rock.

      “It’s okay, baby,” I murmur into her coconut-scented curls. “I’ve got you.”

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about it because I’ve never posted anything like that about you before,” she speaks in a rush against my chest where she’s burrowed her face like she’s done a million times before.

      “Shh…” I stroke my hands up and down her back. “It’ll be fine. I’ll fix it.”

      Whit pulls back but I keep her in my arms, can’t bear to let her go. “But that’s just it, Daddy, it won’t be. I’m already getting messages from my friends. It’s all over the internet. I’ve ruined everything.” The last word hitches and tears fill her eyes.

      My heart clutches. If there is one thing guaranteed to bring me to my knees, it’s my daughter’s tears. I release my hold on her and bring my hands up to cradle her cheeks, lowering my face close to hers I say, “Whitbee, you gotta trust me on this. It will be fine.”

      When she gives me a small nod I drop a kiss on her forehead, my eyes closing briefly, as once again I suck in the sweet scent of her hair.

      “Beckett, we need to get on this.”

      I look up to find Oakley James and… “What the fuck?” I let go of Whit’s face and shove her behind me. “What the hell is she doing in here?”

      I glare at the woman beside the team owner. I have no idea why Oakley thinks it’s okay to have that woman in here, but she’s gone. Now.

      “Get out. I’ve got nothing to say to you or your kind.” Every inch of me is vibrating with anger. This woman—this reporter—is the reason I’m in this mess. The reason everything I’ve worked toward my whole life is being threatened.

      She doesn’t budge. Just pops one slender eyebrow and eyes me with amusement. Like she knows a secret that I’m not privy to.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” I growl.

      “Oh, I heard you. But it’s not your call whether I’m here or not.”

      I glance at Oakley. “Why would you think bringing her in here is a good idea? She’s the reason this shit is happening.”

      “Actually, I’m not personally the reason your secret is out but I can see why you might think that.” She steps forward, ignoring the scowl on my face, and extends her hand. “Cami Nelson.”

      Her even tone and calm make me want to yell at her—shake her. But Mama Dot raised a gentlemen and those well-honed manners have me extending my own hand without thought. “Beckett Higgison.”

      One side of her mouth kicks up. “I know,” she said with a firm shake.

      I don’t acknowledge the heat of her hand in mine, the smoothness of her skin as it slides over mine.

      And I’m definitely not going to take notice of the zip of electricity either.

      Good looking women are a dime a dozen in the world of professional hockey, and I’ve never succumbed to a fleeting flash of attraction. I won’t be giving in to this one.

      But I’m not dumb either. I’ll accept it later—when I’m alone—then let it go. It’s the only way to keep Whitney safe.

      “Cami, how should we deal with this?”

      My gaze darts to Oakley. Why is she deferring to this woman? She’s the owner, it’s her call, probably more than mine, and that thought grates already raw nerves.

      Oakley knows where I stand on the subject of my daughter but now that the secret is out, I’m going to have to give the press something other than my usual ‘no comment’ or refusal to speak about my personal life at all. Not that I’ve faced this particular question before.

      “You need to control the narrative.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” I demand. I hate that this reporter’s words confuse me. This is my life, not some article.

      “It means you’ve got no choice but to publicly acknowledge you have a daughter. You can’t keep Whitney a secret any longer and if you want to get back to the peaceful life you had before tonight you need to tell the world about her⁠—”

      “No! No fucking way. Not happening. I’m not giving those vultures anything.”

      Cami shoots me a dismissive smile before facing Oakley again. “It’s the only way to control this.”

      “Okay, so he does what? Gives an exclusive interview?”

      “That would work.”

      “I’m not giving squat. Whitney is off limits. Period.”

      Both women sigh but it’s Oakley who speaks. “You don’t really have a choice, Beckett. It’s the only way to keep things under control.” She nods at Cami. “Tell him.”

      “Beckett, I understand your need to protect Whitney but if you don’t give them what they want to know, and believe me, after years of knowing nothing about you having a child, they’ll want to know everything about her, about you. They’ll dig. And dig. They’ll dig so deep and so far they’ll find the nurse who was there when she was born, the girl she was friends with at day-care, the next door neighbor of the woman who cleans your house, the guy who delivers your pizza, the checkout clerk who serves you at the grocery store to find out what Whitney eats.”

      Cold sweat breaks out along my spine. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Unfortunately, I can tell you from experience, it’s not. But if you give them something to talk about, what you want them to talk about, you take the mystery out of it because Whitney’s no longer a secret. And without a juicy secret to uncover, you stop the digging. Why dig when they’re being handed what they want?”

      “And what do they want?” I know. Of course I know. They’ll want to know how I ended up a single father at sixteen, where Whitney’s mother is and why I’ve kept my daughter hidden her entire life.

      “Besides the basics, name and age, they’ll want to know why you chose to hide her away.”

      I close my eyes and drag in a breath. “How?” I don’t expand. Everyone knows what I’m asking.

      “An interview, preferably on camera, not paper.”

      I glance at Whitney. “On camera. With Whit?”

      “That would be wise. If you let them see her, they won’t go hunting for her,” Cami explains.

      Fuck.

      The thought of cameramen lying in wait for Whitney drenches my entire body in cold sweat. “When?”

      “I’d think as soon as possible,” Oakley answers. “But I’m wondering… Cami, what if we did a series of interviews with every player on the team? Coaches, management, the families of those who moved to join the team…”

      Cami’s eyes light up, I can almost see the idea developing in those dark blue orbs.

      Shit.

      This isn’t going to be over quickly. If I’m reading these two correctly, and I make my living reading people, then we’re about to be splashed across screens countrywide for more than a few minutes.

      “Okay, okay, give me a second.” Cami paces. Two steps, spin, two steps. It’s the tightest pacing track I’ve ever seen but it’s her facial expressions that have me mesmerized. “We can start tonight. Do the exclusive reveal of Whitney Higgison and the lead-in to the series of ten, fifteen minute interviews that we will air every night throughout the pre-season.”

      “That’s only a couple of weeks’ worth of airtime. If we agree to this, and Nat, weigh in on this please, then I think we would want far more than that in publicity. We’re giving full, exclusive access to the entire team. Something we haven’t allowed to date.”

      Oakley’s brain is turning as fast as the reporter’s and I’m not ashamed to admit that watching these women plot and negotiate is fascinating.

      “Full season.” The GM joins the discussion. “Pre and regular season as well as playoffs.”

      Cami holds up her hands. “It’s not me you should be negotiating with. I’m not the head of the network’s sports department. Or the paper’s.”

      The GM holds out her phone. “Get me whoever I have to talk to then.”

      “You’ll need to call Fenton Barnes.”

      “You don’t want to call him?” Oakley asks as the GM says, “We’re going right to the top?” and my head is swiveling back and forth like I’m at some weird three-way tennis match.

      Shaking her head, Cami says, “He’ll want to negotiate this.”

      “What about Derrick Whitehall?” the GM asks.

      “He’ll be who you get after you negotiate the terms with Barnes.”

      With each new name my skin pulls tighter and the lead in my gut grows heavier. If I’m doing this, and god help me I’ll admit I’m out of options, then I’m doing it on my terms. “I want you to do it,” I say, my gaze on Cami.

      “What?” she asks, her eyes wide when she turns to look at me.

      “You.” The more I think about this, the more I’m getting comfortable with the idea. “If I’m going on camera with Whitney, I want you across from us.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. Either you’re asking the questions or I’ll release a statement giving basic facts and a single photo of the two of us.” I turn to the GM as I pull Whit close. “Take a pic now, with your phone.”

      “Jesus. You’re going to be a pain in my ass, aren’t you, Beckett?” Oakley shakes her head. “Fine. Cami does the interviews.”

      “Oakley! I can’t.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “You know why.”

      Oakley shrugs. “We’ll worry about that later.”

      I have no idea what passes between the team owner and reporter but the stare-down lasts almost a minute before Cami gives in with a shoulder deflating sigh. “Fine. But when it blows up in our faces, I’m saying I told you so and I want your mesh lace-up booties.”

      “My Gianvito Rossi boots?” Oakley asks with a frown. “Brown or black?”

      “Both.”

      “Shit. Fine. Deal.” Oakley sticks out a hand. “But I want borrow rights.”
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      I’m in the owner’s box. Waiting. I know the call is coming and to make sure I’m alone when it does, I told Oakley I wanted some time up here to decide if the suite would work for filming the first of the team’s exclusive interviews.

      My phone vibrates in my hand. I still haven’t switched the sound back on and I’m not inclined to do it now because the damn thing has been blowing up since the press conference earlier. I’ve ignored all the calls so far. Except I can’t ignore this one. I have to decide how to answer it though.

      Am I Cami Nelson, features reporter for the Baton Rouge Times, or am I Camilla Nelson Barnes, daughter of Fenton Nelson Barnes, owner of the Times and the FNB network?

      I decide to let my father make the decision. Accepting the call, I bring the phone to my ear but I can hear him talking before it’s even next to my face.

      “Cam, I’m putting you in charge of this. I want TV and print copy. If I’m giving in to that shark of a woman, I’m getting as much out of it as I can.”

      “Ah…okay.” What the hell did Oakley do? Or maybe it was Nat, she’s gone up against Fenton before and won. Something not a lot of people can say.

      “Do your interviews on camera but I want a series of feature articles for the Times Sunday edition separate from the TV footage. After they’ve run each weekend, we’ll put them up on the network website. I’ve spoken to Derrick and Bas. They’ve agreed you are the best reporter to do both, and you should be the point person between the team and FNB.”

      “You don’t think it’s a conflict of interest?” My father is well aware I’m a silent partner in the company that owns the Rogues’ hockey franchise. And while my connection isn’t a secret, my name is rarely mentioned when the team is in the press.

      I’ve had very little to do with the Rogues in any capacity except fronting twenty-five percent of the money Oakley needed to make the franchise happen as well as a quarter of the money needed to build the state-of-the-art arena the team trains and plays in. I gave my three partners complete control; I’m silent in every way.

      Which I’m sure is going to bite us in the ass at some point.

      “You don’t have anything to do with running the franchise, Cam.”

      “But surely the interviews and articles won’t have the same weight if someone remembers I’m a joint owner of the company that owns the team I’m interviewing?”

      “Let me and Oakley worry about that. And let me tell you why you’re the perfect choice. You’re good. At your job. And that’s not a biased father talking. Sure, there are a few other journalists I could send in but none of them are female, and I think when we look at the team, the owner, the GM, the assistant coach, we need a woman on this. I want you to punch up the female angle on this, show that having women in charge doesn’t take away from the men on the team or the sport.”

      I close my eyes. I’d thought the same thing earlier when we were in the locker room discussing how to calm the storm Draper had stirred up but I couldn’t come up with a name, another journalist I trust to do this.

      “You’re right. I know you’re right about it needing a woman, about taking that angle, but isn’t there someone from the network who can do it?”

      “Who? The ex-cheerleader Derrick has on the sidelines during football season? No. Definitely not. She knows football, is great at reporting it, but she doesn’t have the journalistic skills needed for this.” I can all but see him shake his head and frown. “I want a serious journalist on this. One used to getting into the hard questions, finding the best in the subject. And I want you.”

      “Dad.”

      “Oh, now I’m Dad, huh.” There’s a smirk in his voice. “Baby girl, if what I’m hearing is true, you’re in a unique position to help these two navigate the media storm that’s coming.”

      I should have known he’d pick up on that. “I wasn’t as old as Whitney.”

      “No. You weren’t. And I never chose to hide you, Andrea did, and this is a completely different situation to the one we found ourselves in but it doesn’t take away from the fact that you can relate to the media frenzy that’s already winding up.”

      “Fine.” I draw in a breath. As much as I don’t want to do this, I do. I can relate to Whitney and Beckett. I might have been young but I remember every second of the nightmare Andrea caused when she went public with my real father’s name. “But I want to do this my way. I don’t need a crew tonight. I want to do a series of informal interviews filmed on my phone.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “What makes you think I’ve got anything in mind?”

      He laughs and I can’t help the smile turning up my lips. “You are your father’s daughter.”

      “According to Andrea anyway.”

      “Don’t. She’s right though, you are like me. And it pisses her off that she had nothing to do with the way you are. You might look like her, hell you could pass for her clone, but you are nothing like her in nature and she knows it. Resents it.”

      I hate talking about my biological mother. We have a fractured relationship at best, and considering how often she hits me up for money it’s definitely better that way. In fact I wish it would break apart completely. I’ve accepted I was—am—nothing more than a means to an end, or in our case, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

      “Cam.” Dad’s voice brings me back from the edge of the dark pit that holds my thoughts about Andrea. “Don’t go there, baby girl.”

      “It’s hard.” I feel the sting of tears but they’re not because the woman who gave birth to me never loved me. They’re because this man did. No questions. No matter what I threw at him in those early years, no matter how hard or far I tested him, he held steady. “Thank you.”

      “Cam. You have nothing to thank me for. You were born for me to love.”

      Sniffing, I scrub my fingers over my eyes. “And I was born to love you.”

      Those words? They’re our thing. Even before Dad managed to get me away from the toxic Andrea and the man I’d thought was my father, he’d insisted on those words passing between us.

      They’ve given me comfort from the first time we spoke them. As they do now. They also gave me confidence. An intrinsic trust in myself that no amount of self-awareness could deliver.

      “I’ll come into the office tomorrow and lay it all out for you and Derrick. Nine work for you?”

      “I’ll make it work. When do you want to air the first interview?”

      “Can I do it tonight? Before the ten o’clock news?”

      “I’ll meet you at the station. After it airs, we can have a late dinner together.”

      “You haven’t eaten yet?”

      “No. And now I’ll get to eat with my favorite daughter.”

      “I’m your only daughter.”

      “You’d still be my favorite girl.”

      Laughing, I say, “I bet. I promise not to tell Mom.” And by Mom, I mean my step-mother, Dana. The woman who raised me as her own from the minute my father brought me home.

      “Mom knows you’re my favorite,” he murmurs with a smile in his voice. “You’re her favorite girl too.”

      I’m her only as well but I don’t say it because I know how much they tried to have children before and after I came along at eight. It used to upset me that I wasn’t hers but not because I felt less loved. No, I’d gone to sleep every night wishing with everything I was hers, that Dana was my real mother.

      It wasn’t until my sixteenth birthday that I realized she was my real mother, the only one who mattered. From that day forward she was Mom, and I never went to bed without saying thank you for that.

      I may have had a seriously warped biological mother but the one who raised me, the one who loves me unconditionally with everything she has, shaped me into the woman I am.

      “Will Mom have dinner with us?” Maybe it was Beckett and Whitney Higgison’s situation but suddenly I need to spend some time with both of them.

      “I’ll give her a call as soon as we hang up.”

      “Okay, then don’t bother coming into the station, I’ll meet you at home.” The home I no longer live in but still think of that way. Despite living in my own place for three years, my two-bedroom condo isn’t home. “I’ll stay the night,” I add.

      “Excellent. We’ll have breakfast together too.”

      “Blueberry pancakes?”

      “You bet.”

      My eyes sting and, blinking rapidly, I pull in a slow breath and fight off the tears. “Dad…”

      “I’m proud of you, Cam.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “I’ll see you later at the house.”

      “Okay.” The door opens behind me, and I turn to see Oakley, Nat, Walker, and the Higgisons enter the suite. “I gotta go. See you later.”

      “You were born for me to love, baby girl.”

      A smile curls my lips. “And I was born to love you.”

      As I hang up my gaze collides with Beckett’s and the flash of angry heat in his eyes takes me by surprise, gives me a jolt.

      He’s pissed. I get it. He doesn’t want to do this, and I can’t fault him for that, which is why I’m going to make this as pain-free as possible.

      Waving at the chairs I’ve pulled into a semi-circle I say, “Why don’t we all have a seat and talk before I film anything.”

      “I’d rather get this over with,” Beckett grumbles but he ushers Whitney into a chair then takes the one beside her.

      “I understand that. But I thought if I ran through what I want to ask and what your answers are, if you’ll answer, we’ll be a little more comfortable on camera.” I smile at Whitney. “Do you want a cola before we start?”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Are you sure?” I indicate the bar behind me. “You can have whatever you want.”

      “She said she was good,” Beckett barks.

      “O-kay.” I give him a tight-lipped smile. “Let’s get started then.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Oakley asks from behind me.

      “Nothing. I’m going to chat with Beckett and Whitney then we’ll decide what questions and answers we’ll put on video.” I glance around. “I think I’ll set my phone up on that side table when I’m ready to record.”

      “You don’t want one of us to hold it?” Nat asks with a frown. “Wouldn’t it work better that way?”

      “No. I want these ten-minute recordings to be completely informal. I want it to appear as though the only people in the room are the ones in front of the camera.” I turn to Walker. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to do your interview after Beckett and Whitney.”

      He glances at Oakley before agreeing. “Sure.”

      “What time is practice tomorrow?”

      “The guys get in anywhere from six to use the training room, but we’re suited up and on the ice at eleven.”

      “I’d like to get some candid shots and video. I won’t interview anyone before practice but if you could ask a couple of the players, I’d like to bring them up here one at a time and record their informal interviews after training is done.”

      “I want to see everything before you air it,” Nat demands in her tough GM voice. “Nothing goes live or into print without my approval.”

      “Of course.” Nat knows me. She knows I wouldn’t put the team or any of the people involved in a bad light but I get that she needs to be the hard-ass GM right now. Although I am surprised the team's marketing and media manager isn’t here. I’m not going to ask because I don’t want anyone else in here right now.

      Beckett is agitated enough without adding another possibly hostile person to the room, and Dwight Mitchum would definitely be hostile. I’m still shocked that Oakley hired my ex.

      Then again, the man knows what he’s doing when it comes to marketing. It’s the media part of his job I’m not happy about.

      But then I’m the silent partner so I have little say in who works for the team my company owns. And I trust Oakley. If she thinks Dwight is the best for the job then he is. I’ve got other things to worry about than a man I dated for four years back in college.

      “Okay. Beckett, let’s start with you. Are you happy you made the move to the Rogues?”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me. “I was…”

      A laugh. “I can imagine you’re not too happy about it right at the moment but then it’s not really the team’s fault your secret daughter has been outed.”

      “No. It’s mine.” Every eye swings to Whitney. “Dad has always kept our life and his job separate and I joined them together tonight in a very public way.”

      I like this girl. She’s not backing away from her involvement in the scandal of the hockey season. We might only be into the first few weeks of pre-season but there hasn’t been anything newsworthy before tonight. Except the Rogues franchise itself of course.

      “Did you do that on purpose, Whitney?”

      “Hey!” Beckett launches to his feet. “That’s enough.”

      I tip my head back and lock my gaze with his. “I’m not accusing her, Beckett, I’m asking.”

      “It’s okay, Dad.” Whitney puts a hand on her father’s arm. “I get why she’s asking and we’re not recording yet.”

      He glances down, the frown on his face smoothing out slightly when his eyes land on his daughter. “I don’t like where she’s going with that question. You’d never do something like that without talking to me about it.”

      In one simple exchange, father and daughter have demonstrated their love in a way that tells everyone watching they’re a tight unit.

      It’s Beckett and Whitney against the world and as the adult, Beckett has protected her from the harsh realities of that world.

      Until now.
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      It takes every ounce of control I have not to fidget in my seat. Whitney sits beside me as though she isn’t about to expose herself to the world, and I’m struggling to keep from picking her up and carrying her out of here.

      I don’t want her to do this. Except at seventeen she’s making adult decisions that I might not agree with but have to accept. I’m proud of her. She’s a remarkable young woman and I want to shout that to the world, I really do, I’m just not sure this is how I want to do the shouting.

      Cami is on the other side of me, her chair turned a little so she faces us both and we’re in a sort of semi-circle. She’s relaxed and moves easily through our conversation. And that’s what this has felt like, like a conversation between friends.

      All the questions have been okay so far. Nothing outside of what we went over before she set her phone up to record and yet I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop. I can’t relax. Unlike Whit who is chatting with the woman like they’ve known each other for years.

      I want to be angry about that except I can’t seem to dredge up that emotion. I want to believe this reporter who seems to have a connection with the team owner I can’t figure out, isn’t trying to catch us in a lie or make a spectacle of me or my daughter. But I can’t quite get there either.

      I’m so used to being the only one taking care of Whitney that it’s hard to believe this stranger would have her best interests at heart.

      “So, Beckett. How do you feel about the world knowing about Whitney?” Cami asks.

      I frown, I can’t help it although I know I should because the camera will catch every emotion crossing my face. Taking a breath, I try to relax my face and gather my thoughts. “To be honest I’m not sure yet. Maybe ask me again in a day or two.”

      Cami laughs softly. “I’ll be sure to do that next time we talk. But maybe I can help you decide how you feel now. Are you angry that your secret has been discovered, effectively forcing the two of you to sit down with me and talk about your lives?”

      “Yes and no. Whit’s never been a secret per se. I’ve kept her out of the spotlight for so long it’s hard to remember when it became a hidden fact.”

      “You’ve always been one of the league’s elusive players when it comes to media attention off the ice and some are likely to suggest it was to hide the fact you’re an unmarried single father.”

      “It was to protect someone who couldn’t protect herself.” I swallow. Lick my lips. I have no idea where those words came from, I certainly hadn’t thought it before saying it even if it is the truth. “Look. I’m not saying all reporters are bad but everyone has seen or heard the lengths some of them can go to for a photo or something they consider scandalous. I wanted to protect my daughter, and myself, from that.”

      “But you weren’t in the league when Whitney was born.”

      “No.”

      “Then you wouldn’t have needed to protect her from the press.”

      “No.” I’m sweating now. I can feel it beading across my forehead. I’m sure the camera is picking it up but I can’t wipe my face. There’s so much I don’t want to reveal to the world about my daughter. I need to apply the same principles I apply to my game. Never let them see you sweat. Never show your fear.

      “So why not tell everyone about her?”

      “How was I supposed to do that? Take out an advertisement in the paper? I’m not one to want the spotlight. Even if I didn’t have Whit to protect I wouldn’t seek out media attention. When I leave the ice and the arena, my job is over and I leave that behind. I go home, or to the hotel if we’re playing away, and I’m just a man, a dad, who wants to spend time with his daughter.”

      “You’re saying you’re no different than the average Joe who goes to work then goes home? Is that possible when what you do for a living is in the public eye?”

      “I think I proved exactly that.” I don’t mean it as a slap but the flash in Cami’s eyes seems to indicate she’s taken it that way and the urge to soften my words is impossible to ignore. “I never set out to deceive anyone. All I wanted was to give my daughter as normal a life as possible. It’s hard being a single parent without having the media put you under a spotlight, without the public judging you for every decision you make.”

      “Let’s talk about that, being a single parent and having a job that takes you away from home so often. How hard was it leaving Whitney so much?”

      I smile. “In spite of no one knowing about her before now she accompanied me on most of my away games over the years. There were plenty of days, before and after an away game, where I was in a hotel room helping her with school work.”

      “You home schooled her?”

      “Yes. She was enrolled in a system that allowed her to travel with me until high school when we both decided attending a physical campus would be the best way to finish her schooling before college.”

      “I’m impressed. It takes considerable effort and discipline to homeschool. For the parent and the child.”

      “The program made it easy for both of us and Whit’s smart. Smarter than her dad, that’s for sure.” I laugh. “She’s definitely taught me a thing or two over the years.”

      “It’s clear you love your daughter, Beckett. What’s one thing you want the world to know about her?”

      “Just that. I love her more than anything. If what I do for a living put her in jeopardy, I’d quit in a heartbeat.” I reach over and grab Whit’s hand, giving it a squeeze. “She’s my reason for being.”

      The room goes quiet while I stare at the woman across from me. She’s got a smile curling one side of her mouth and her eyes are sparkling with the liquid pooling in them.

      “We’ll end it there,” she murmurs a long moment later. Getting up, she retrieves her phone and stops the recording.

      Letting go of Whit’s hand I push to my feet and ask, “Can we see it?”

      “Sure. Or you can take a break, get something to eat or drink while I record Coach Alcott’s interview, then we can watch them both.”

      “Do you need a laptop?” the GM asks, reminding me we aren’t alone in the room.

      “That would probably be good for viewing. I can edit the footage on my phone though.”

      “Let’s get this over with,” Coach growls. “I’d like to get out of here before midnight.”

      I reach down for Whit’s hand. “C’mon, Whitbee, we’ll grab a drink and sit over there.”

      We get settled in a couple of chairs by the closed glass doors that overlook the ice. I turn my back to the view and watch Coach take a seat, his back stiff, his face in that serious scowl he gets when he’s not happy with what we’re doing on the ice.

      I’m glad I’m not the only one who isn’t happy about this turn of events. Then again, do I have the right to be pissed off about this?

      It was my daughter who caused a media storm. A storm I don’t see blowing over even with these ‘control the narrative’ interviews Cami insists will take the mystery out of my daughter’s revelation.

      “Coach Alcott, your team is looking great on the ice. There doesn’t appear to be any friction or missteps for such a new team, and I have to assume the coaching staff has a lot to do with that. Has it been hard? Pulling it all together?”

      “Not really. Ms. James and her scouts knew what they were doing when they picked each player on the team. That includes the coaching staff.”

      “Let’s get the hard question over with. Were you upset when they named your assistant coach?”

      Coach laughs. “Are you kidding me? Blake Watts was born to play hockey. She’s third generation in a family who is arguably hockey royalty, has three Olympic medals and coached the Canadian women’s gold medal team in the last Olympics. Who in their right mind wouldn’t want her at their side?”

      “So you could say you’re a fan?” Cami asks with a smile.

      “I’m a fan of winning. And I firmly believe Blake is one of the critical components of the Rogues’ determination to make the playoffs.”

      “Is that a prediction, Coach?”

      “Damn straight, it is.”

      “I’m not sure others are such believers.”
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