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      Camden

      I’m a grinder, an expendable guy who’s always on the edge of losing my spot on whichever team I’m on at the time. When I’m put on waivers by my current team, I’m picked up by the Portland Icehawks, a second-year expansion team. And that’s when things start to get really interesting.

      

      Inez

      I’ve been promoted to assistant GM of the Icehawks hockey team. My first move was to claim Camden Hale off waivers. Now I’m facing a backlash of criticism. There’s even more trouble brewing. Camden and I have explosive chemistry, the kind that blows up in our faces and destroys everything around us. Now my boss wants me to cut Camden, but I can’t let him go. I believe in him even though no one else does, including Camden himself.

    

  


  
    
      To all the grinders out there—the unsung heroes who keep our country moving. They’re not flashy or noticeable, but they’re as important as any star will ever be.

    

  


  
    
      As I reflect back on a writing career spanning almost two decades, I’m immensely grateful to all of you—my readers. You give me a nudge on days when I’m not feeling it and don’t want to write. You keep me going when things get tough. You’re the reason I do this. Words can never express how much each of you mean to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter One


          

          
            GRATEFUL FOR THE OPPORTUNITY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Inez~~

      

      

      I grab my tablet and hustle into Mr. B’s office. Stanley Barlowe is president of the Portland Icehawks hockey team and a billionaire with a diverse portfolio beyond owning a sports team. The man is a Portland legend descended from early settlers in the area. The Barlowe family is respected not only for their wealth but for their generous charitable contributions to local causes.

      And I’m lucky enough to work for this legend. I started out as an intern right out of high school for one of his business interests. After a few years, I was promoted when his longtime assistant retired suddenly after marrying for the first time at the ripe old age of sixty-three.

      I’ve been with Mr. B ever since, almost eight years now.

      “Mr. B?” I sit down in the chair across from his formidable desk, almost as formidable as the man behind it. I’m all business, as usual, and he appreciates that about me.

      “Inez.” He leans forward and steeples his hands. I hold my breath. When he does that, something big is coming.

      “Yes?” I’m all ears. Mr. B doesn’t do anything half-assed. From the way his intensity is ramped up another notch, this is something epic. I hold my breath and wait, while inwardly speculating about what’s to come. I muse as to whether or not this meeting is related to my application for assistant director of team finance. My original concentration in my college courses was accounting, though I never finished my degree. I do have three years of related classes under my belt.

      “You’ve served me well over the years. I’ve found your calm presence, keen insights, and practical advice to be invaluable. You were with this team before it became a reality. You’ve grown and learned. Your knowledge of hockey is impressive and highlights your commitment to the team. You started at ground zero and dived in with both feet.”

      “Thank you.” I’m humbled by his praise. Mr. B doesn’t praise often, and when he does, it’s a big deal. My confidence soars, and I’m certain he’s going to offer me the finance position, except for one troubling fact. Lindsey Phillips as director of finance should be giving me this news, not Mr. B.

      A smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. He’s enjoying making me wait. Anticipation races through me. I’ve been coveting that position ever since it was announced a month ago. I’m ambitious, and I’m driven. I’ve worked my ass off learning every facet of professional hockey and this team. I’m ready for this new challenge.

      “Congratulations, Inez. You’re the new assistant general manager of the Portland Icehawks.”

      My mouth drops open as I gape at him. All I can manage is a gurgle in response. It’s as if the gift of speech has deserted me. Mr. B’s grin spreads across his face. He’s enjoying my speechlessness. It’s rare that he catches me completely off guard, but he has. Surely this is some strange joke. He does have a unique sense of humor, which sometimes escapes my practical self. Or maybe I heard him wrong.

      We do have an assistant GM opening. The former holder of that position quit abruptly last week. His mother is very ill, and he’s gone home to be near her.

      Finally, I untangle my tongue. “You mean assistant director of finance, right?” I ask for clarification.

      “No, you heard me correctly. I’m promoting you to assistant general manager of the Portland Icehawks.”

      My brain rejects what he’s saying. I still can’t believe my ears. “You’re kidding.”

      “I’ve never been more serious in my life.”

      “I have no experience. No degree. Nothing. I’m sure there are more qualified candidates out there.” I didn’t point out that I’d never applied for this job.

      “There are, but I want you for all the reasons I mentioned above. There isn’t one person who is more qualified than you when it comes to dedication to this team and our core mission. I need someone who’s been with us from the beginning and understands the fan base. That’s you. Not some guy from back east who’s never set foot in our fair city.”

      “Are you sure?” I’m flabbergasted. There’s no other way of putting it. I straighten the wrinkles in my black skirt, giving me a moment to process this information. When I raise my head and meet his gaze, he’s still grinning.

      “One hundred percent. I trust you. You work hard. You deserve to be rewarded.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “Don’t fret. Brian will train you. You can’t ask for anyone better to show you the ropes.”

      “Does he know about this?” I know for a fact that Brian has a favorite in mind for this position, and it’s not me.

      “Yes.” His smile fades briefly before he recovers. Something’s not right.

      “Yes? Is he on board?”

      “I have no doubt you’ll prove your value to him within a short period of time, just like you’ve proven invaluable to me.”

      “But I love my job with you.”

      “And you’ve earned a promotion.”

      “But what about your admin?”

      “Who would you suggest?”

      “I—uh, Shelby?”

      “Are you sure she can handle the pressure?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “There’s one more caveat.”

      “Okay.” I sit up straight and tuck my hands primly in my lap.

      “There are concerns regarding your friendships with my granddaughter, our team captain, and some of the other players. I’m not asking you to cut off those friends, but you have to be hands-off like Brian with everyone else. And regarding those players you are close to, you won’t be involved in any decisions or information regarding their contract status, such as Dash and Drakos.”

      “Of course.” My head spins as I try to make sense of what’s just happened.

      “Then you’ll take the job?”

      I’m not aware I have a choice. Regardless, I never dreamed I’d be offered a position like this, and I’m going to make the most of the opportunity.

      “Do I want this job? Damn right, I want this job. I’ll do you proud, Mr. B, I promise.”

      “I expect nothing less.” Mr. B is never one to waste a moment of time. “All right, then. It’s settled. Brian’s waiting to meet with you next.” He turns to his computer monitor, a sure sign I’ve been dismissed.

      “Thank you.” I don’t know what else to say, but I hesitate. “If this doesn’t work out, can I have this job back?”

      “Of course, but it will work out. Let’s evaluate in four months.” He meets my gaze with his signature steely stare telegraphing that failure is not an option.

      “After the regular season ends?”

      “Exactly. In the meantime, Shelby will be my acting assistant, and we’ll promote Addison’s intern to be the marketing administrative assistant. I hear he’s been asking about full-time work now that he’s graduated.”

      “Okay.” I stand and leave the room. I’m bombarded with a million thoughts, doubts, and worries. In the outer office, I glance over at Shelby, the shy assistant for Addison Barlowe. I’m as concerned about her as I am about myself. I’m not sure either of us is up to the task.

      I hesitate, considering whether or not to tell Shelby about her promotion. I decide to wait and make the announcement over lunch. Meanwhile, I walk the short distance down the hallway to Brian Werkle’s office. The empty office adjacent to his will be my new digs. At least, that’s what I assume.

      The door is ajar to my new office. I peek my head inside. It’s smaller than Brian’s or Mr. B’s, but it has a window with a nice view of Portland. I’m already setting up shop in my head.

      Turning, I continue my trek and knock on Brian’s office door, which is shut. I’m surprised to see my hand is shaking. I’m nervous, while usually I’m rock solid when it comes to outward displays of emotion.

      “Come in.”

      I can’t ascertain his mood from those two words, so I take a deep breath and enter. Here goes nothing.

      “Mr. Werkle, Mr. B told me his plans.”

      “Call me Brian. No need to be formal. We’ve worked together for years.”

      We have, but never under a boss-employee relationship. This promotion totally changes the dynamics.

      “So, Stan told you?”

      “Yes, but I wonder—are you okay with this?” I have to know. After all, I’m not sure I’m okay with this. I know he had someone else in mind and can’t be happy with his boss’s decision.

      Brian shrugs. His expression is carefully schooled into neutrality. At least he’s not outwardly displaying disapproval. Who knows what he really thinks? Sometimes it’s better not to know.

      “I’m fully aware I don’t have all the necessary skills for this position⁠—”

      Brian interrupts me. “Anyone can learn skills. What’s hard to teach is a knack for choosing the right players to go along with our coaching strategies, balancing the salary cap, and looking into the future at our prospects and possible draft choices.” He levels me with one of his pointed glares. “You think you can do that?”

      I push away my doubts and fears and assume an air of confidence I don’t have. “I believe I can. I catch on fast. I’m good with numbers. I’m super organized.”

      “All of which I’m aware of. What I need to hear from you is that you’re willing to live and breathe hockey to the exclusion of all else in your life. You’ll make the necessary sacrifices required of the position no matter how much it interferes with your private life.”

      I nod but resist the urge to tell him the truth. I don’t have a private life. I’m not dating anyone. I rarely see my dysfunctional family. Besides, I’ve been married to this organization since its inception. “I welcome the opportunity to immerse myself in this job. I may be relatively new to hockey compared to most of the staff here, but I love the sport passionately. I haven’t missed watching a game since the first puck drop almost two years ago. I’ll do everything in my power to make the team successful.”

      “That’s what I want to hear.” A small smile played at the corners of Brian’s mouth. I sit back in my chair and breathe a sigh of relief. I couldn’t have predicted Brian’s reaction to my promotion, but he’s a team player, and he’s making the best of the situation.

      “I know I’m not your first choice, but I promise I’ll make you proud.”

      “You’re right I had someone else in mind, a former player who’s been in the league for years, but, Inez, I do have faith in you. I’ve been impressed with your dedication and work ethic over the past few years. My only concern, and I brought this up to Stan, is that you have existing friendships with players. If you haven’t noticed, I don’t hang out with players.”

      “I understand.”

      “Stan and I won’t force you to give up your current friendships, but there can’t be any new ones. You’ll need to project the image of complete impartiality and professionalism.”

      “Mr. B explained everything to me. Drakos, Briggs, Jakob Bang, and Dash will be handled solely by you.”

      “Good. I think that’s all for now. Anything you need, please ask. My goal is for you to be successful because I’m all about what’s good for the team.”

      “Where do I start?” I’m a task-oriented go-getter, and I’m ready.

      “Move into the office next to mine. Spend the day getting acquainted with your new position. I expect you to monitor the waiver wire for players who’d be assets to the Icehawks. Study our young guys not just with our minor league team but also our draft picks who’re playing in the juniors. The scouts will inform you of new developments, and you’ll prepare a weekly report for me. If anything needs my immediate attention, I expect to be informed as soon as possible. You’ll be closely monitoring our salary cap status and studying ways to free up cap space to improve our team.”

      “I can do all that.”

      “Good.” Brian stands and walks me to his office door.

      “Thank you for being so welcoming. I truly appreciate your support.”

      He smiles. “You’ll do fine. Stan tells me that you have an innate ability for recognizing patterns and issues and predicting future directions. He insists that you’ll be invaluable in no time.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “That’s all we can expect of anyone.” Brian nods once and leaves me to return to his desk.

      I’m already formulating a plan for the remainder of the day. First things first. I must tell Shelby about her promotion and prep her for her new position. I know her, and she’ll be scared shitless. She’s a timid thing, but I also trust her. She’ll do fine once she gains confidence. Shelby’s subbed for me in the past when I’ve been out of the office, and Mr. B spoke highly of her. He’ll be in good hands.

      Once I move into my office, I’ll spend the evening going over our prospects and checking the waiver wire. We’ve had a few injuries lately and could use an experienced third- or fourth-liner to fill the vacancy.

      I grin to myself. I can do this. I will do this. And I’m grateful for the opportunity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            BOUNCING BACK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Camden~~

      

      

      I’ve been rejected once again.

      I leave the coach’s office with my head hung low. When I enter the locker room, I catch the sympathetic gazes of my teammates.

      I’ve played on six teams in under three seasons. My next team will be lucky number seven. That is if there’s a number seven. It’s possible no one will pick me up, and I’ll be without a team. The thought depresses me. I don’t know what I’d do without hockey in my life. I have no other skills. No other passions. Nothing. I don’t have a family to speak of, no kids of my own, not even a girlfriend. It’s hard to establish relationships when you’re moving to a new city every couple of months.

      Arnie, my linemate, sits down next to me. His pity is almost more than I can take.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      No, I’m not okay. I’m having a personal crisis. My career is in its death throes, and I’m running out of hope that resuscitation is possible.

      I don’t convey those thoughts to him. He’s got enough on his plate as a struggling fourth-liner. We both know our futures are hanging on by a thread. This could’ve happened to him instead of me, and he knows it. So do I. Unfortunately, I drew the short straw this time.

      “They put me on waivers.” I’m stating the obvious. Based on the way most of my teammates are avoiding eye contact, the word has already spread.

      “I’m sorry, buddy. I hate to see you go, but perhaps there’s a silver lining. You might get picked up by a team that better utilizes your talents.”

      Our current team is in a state of chaos and dysfunction. I’m not sad to leave, but I am sad to once again be thrown away once my usefulness is outlived. I’d seen the writing scrawled on the wall when I heard our fourth line winger was coming off injured reserve. I knew either Arnie or I would be sacrificed to make room on the roster.

      I force a smile, but I’m certain it’s not reaching my eyes. “Yeah, this team does have its problems.”

      Arnie slaps me on the back before rising from his seat to walk across the room. A few other guys approach me but most stay away, as if my being put on waivers might be contagious. I pick up my duffel and begin shoving my personal items into it. Then without another word, I leave this locker room for the last time.

      Once back in my sparse apartment, I slump onto the couch and glance around. It’s telling that I haven’t unpacked in the last couple moves. I knew I wouldn’t be here long. Boxes are stacked against one wall. I don’t have much anyway. When you change cities as often as I do, you learn to travel light.

      I stare at nothing, unseeing, as my brain struggles to process where to go from here. I’m alone with no real friends. My family is gone, and the thought of losing them still pains me.

      Five years ago, my older brother and personal idol went to a bar for a couple drinks. He was never seen again. My mom went off the deep end, and my dad retreated into himself. Dad died two years later of a heart attack no one saw coming. Then my mom took her life a year ago. She couldn’t go on without them.

      Now I have no one, and I’m suffering from loneliness more than ever. At one time, we’d been a close, loving family, then it all fell apart. My parents couldn’t deal with the loss and never recovered. I’m not sure I have either.

      My phone rings, and I glance at the display. It’s my agent. I sigh and consider not answering. At the last minute, I pick up.

      “Hey, Celia,” I say. She’s a ballbuster if there ever was one. I’m fortunate to have snagged such a high-caliber agent, but even she can’t make miracles happen.

      “I’m working the phones with a few possible teams.” That’s Celia—straight to the point, no messing around with pleasantries.

      “What teams?” I ask, feeling hopeful for the first time since I heard the news.

      “Can’t say yet.”

      Her reply surprises me, and I wonder if there actually are teams who’ve expressed interest.

      “Anyway, Camden, I want you to know that I’m on it, and I’ll do everything in my power to find you another place to land.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      “We’ll be in touch.” She abruptly ends the call.

      Dejected once again, I shuffle to the small kitchen and open the freezer. I pull out a frozen dinner, set the oven temp, and pop it in. To hell with preheating.

      I flop onto the couch and turn the television to a hockey game. I watch intently, as if I might be able to absorb the secret sauce to success that’s eluded me. The Icehawks rookie takes a nasty hit and doesn’t get up. Any guy in the league will tell you that we hate to see hits like this, even though he’s not a teammate. The training staff gathers around him and help him to his feet. He skates painfully off the ice and disappears down the tunnel.

      I hate to be one to capitalize on another’s misfortune, but that’s the breaks. The Icehawks are the league’s newest team. They’re made up of misfits and rejects from other teams, and perhaps I’ll be their next reclamation project.

      A guy can hope, and I’m experienced when it comes to bouncing back from rejection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Three


          

          
            WHAT HAVE I DONE?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Inez~~

      

      

      Three days into my new job, and I’m about to take a huge risk. No pain, no gain. No risk, no reward. And all that crap.

      I rapped on Brian’s open door, and he waved me inside.

      “Inez, what’s the word on Lucas?” he asks. Lucas Sutton, our talented rookie, was injured in our last game.

      “He’s out for the season. Needs knee surgery.”

      “Damn.” Brian runs a hand through his thick hair and leans back in his chair, clearly troubled. “We don’t have a good replacement in our system for him at this time.”

      Gathering my courage, I sit in the chair across from him. Now or never. I take a deep breath and blurt it out. “Camden Hale was put on waivers by New York last night.”

      Brain squints at me, as if he wonders where I’m going with this.

      “He’s a solid fourth line winger. He’s not flashy, but he’s a grinder. A hard worker. A good teammate. He might not win a game for us, but he won’t lose one. Not a bad two-way winger, either. Excels on defense.” I hold my breath and wait for his response.

      Brian seems impressed. “You’ve done your homework.”

      “I think we should take a chance on him.” I’ve been mulling this move since Hale came over the waiver wire last night. I did do my research. I’ve followed Camden’s career closely since he played for the Seattle Sockeyes a few years ago. In the right system he could do well. I think we have that system.

      “Toronto put Dennis Ivers on waivers this a.m. He’s a far better shot than Hale. Why not choose him instead?” I have the distinct impression that Brian is testing me.

      “Ivers is prone to injury, he’s slow, and he’s not good on defense. Our fourth line needs to play well on defense, and we need fast skaters if we’re to be successful. Besides, Coach is known for his ability to get the best out of each player and upping their play a notch. He’s a good fit.”

      Brian rubs his chin, considering what I’ve said. For a long moment he stares out the window before turning his attention back to me. “I’m going to let you have this one.” His tone carries a warning. I’ve been put on notice. This is my first big decision in my new job, and I hope it’s the right one. When I saw Hale was available for next to nothing, it was too good to pass up.

      “Thank you. You won’t be sorry.” I want to knock on wood, cross my fingers, and pray to the powers that be, but I don’t. My reputation and Brian’s trust in me ride on Camden Hale’s back. I hope the guy plays the way I know he can.

      “Call his agent and let her know.”

      “I’ll do that right now.” I excuse myself and hurry to my office. I check my notes and dial the number for Celia Leonard, one of the top agents in the hockey world. She usually only handles the best of the best, so her representing Camden is curious and leads me to believe she sees something in him just as I do.

      “Leonard and Barnes.” Camden’s agent speaks with the utmost authority. I’m instantly intimidated, and it takes a lot to intimidate me.

      I muster my most professional self, which isn’t difficult. I’m great at being professional. Personal connections are where I fail. “Hi, Ms. Leonard. This is Inez Lewis. I’m the new assistant GM of the Portland Icehawks.”

      “I heard about that. Congratulations. We need more women in the upper management levels of this sport.”

      “Thank you.” I don’t dwell on her compliment but get right down to business. “We’re interested in claiming Camden off waivers, but I have a few questions first.”

      Her brief silence indicates she’s stunned, but she recovers quickly. “Certainly. What’re your concerns? And call me Celia.”

      “Last year, Camden had an undisclosed injury and missed five games. Is he completely recovered?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “He’s been a healthy scratch more than he’s played this season.”

      “I’m aware of that. New York is a bad situation and a bad fit.”

      “I’ve heard murmurs that they have issues on that team and with their management.”

      She doesn’t comment, which I appreciate. I wonder if she considers my comments unprofessional.

      “Camden would be an asset to the Icehawks. I’m aware of the team’s system to play fast and hard to make up for the lack of star power. I believe it’ll complement his strengths perfectly.”

      “And those strengths are?” I know what I think they are, but I want to hear from her.

      Celia launches into a sales pitch worthy of an agent of her caliber. By the time she’s done, Camden sounds like a future Hall of Famer and a top-tier player. We both know he’s neither, but I don’t point out his stats to her. She already knows them.

      I speak for a few more minutes before I end the call. I’m more determined than ever to acquire Hale’s services. He may not be the best player out there right now, but he’s the best for this team. I truly believe that. I’m not one prone to hunches, yet I have a hunch about him.

      At the game later in the evening, the Icehawks break their losing streak. Jakob Bang has his game back, and the team plays the most complete game of the season. Camden Hale is now an Icehawk and flying across the country to join the team.

      After the game, I make the mistake of checking social media for news on the team. I like to keep an eye on what they’re saying about us, and what I read isn’t flattering, especially as it pertains to me.

      

      The Icehawks have finally broken their losing streak. Jakob Bang has gotten his groove back along with acquiring a girlfriend, it appears. All should be right with the world. But alas, dear readers, the Icehawks continue their blundering ways. After naming Inez Lewis as assistant GM, they make the questionable move of picking up Camden Hale on waivers. Hale is a fourth-liner who belongs in the AHL, not the bigs. You have to wonder if an inexperienced assistant GM chose this particular player. —Aria at All Hockey News

      

      Aria is a stone-cold bitch. She’s been the Icehawks’ biggest critic since we became a team, almost as if she has a personal grudge.

      Regardless, I’m plagued by my own doubts. Should I have taken the easy way out with the most talented player available rather than risk it all on a guy who’s nothing more than a grinder?

      I shove my worries to the back burner as I take the elevator to the locker room level of the arena. I spot and approach Gardenia, one of my closest friends. After tonight’s very public declaration, the entire world knows that she’s in love with Jakob Bang, and he feels the same way.

      We share a few words. She’s positively glowing, and I feel a twinge of jealousy that I quickly push away. I might want what she has, but I don’t have time for it. Nor has the right guy come along.

      “Are you okay?” Despite Gardenia’s joy, she picks up on my agitation.

      I hesitate before handing my phone to her. She and Jakob read Aria’s statement on the screen.

      “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” Gardenia defends me, but Jakob keeps his opinions to himself. Not a good sign.

      “You didn’t give up anything for him, so I don’t see how you can lose,” Gardenia points out.

      “That’s exactly it. What do we have to lose?” I sound confident, but inside I’m a fucking mess.

      What have I done?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Four


          

          
            HOME SWEET PORTLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Camden~~

      

      

      Portland, Oregon. Home sweet home, for now at least.

      My plane from New York lands in Portland at 2:00 a.m. I take an Uber to my hotel a few blocks from the stadium. Bright and early the next morning, I’m at Icehawks headquarters located at their new practice facility. The Icehawks won their game last night, and they’re still in contention for a playoff spot. That’s more than I can say about my old team.

      I take the elevator upstairs and walk into the reception area. I glance around and notice a tiny little blonde sitting behind a large desk. She glances up as I walk toward her, then quickly looks down. I frown as I catch what suspiciously looks like the remnants of a black eye.

      “Hi, I’m, uh, the new guy, Camden Hale. I have a meeting with Inez Lewis.”

      She doesn’t glance up but points toward the end of the hall. “Last door on the left.” She speaks so timidly I barely catch the words.

      “Thanks.”

      I’m puzzled that the organization has such a shy person as the first contact any visitor would have. Shrugging, I journey down the hall. Not my circus, not my monkeys. My job is on the ice, not in the office.

      The last door on the left is open. I knock on it. Ms. Lewis has her head bent down as she’s reading something on her desk. She glances upward, and I’m momentarily astonished. This woman is stunning, not at all what I pictured. Her shrewd, hard gaze assesses me.

      I expected her to be an older gray-haired woman with her hair in a severe bun. I’m right on the bun, but that’s it. She’s intimidating to say the least as she sizes me up. Her subtle makeup accentuates her perfect face. Her expression is completely businesslike, even chilly, and only serves to make her beauty more striking. I can tell she tries to downplay her appearance, but she’s so damn spectacular, her natural beauty is impossible to hide. A tendril of desire curls inside me, and I immediately squelch it. Not only is my visceral reaction inappropriate, but it’s unacceptable. She’s my boss, and she holds my career in her hands. As a woman, she’s had to work twice as hard to get to where she is, and I respect her greatly for that.

      “Mr. Hale.” She stands and shakes my hand firmly, then gestures toward a chair near her desk. Her brief smile emphasizes her allure. Once again, I’m drawn to her, even though it’s ridiculous.

      “Please, call me Camden.”

      “And I’m Inez.” She scrutinizes me again, but this time displeasure crosses her face. I realize I’ve been gawking at her.

      “I’m excited to be a member of this team.”

      Her eyes narrow as if she’s judging the sincerity of that statement. Any player hell-bent on winning a Cup avoids expansion teams. The possibilities of success in a short time frame are rare. Last season the Icehawks proved why by being at the bottom of the league at the season’s end. This year they’re still in the hunt, but no one outside this city expects anything from them. None of this matters to me. I just want to play hockey.

      “I’m sure you’ll be an asset to this team.” Her expression gives nothing away. She’s like an ice princess. I briefly entertain myself by wondering if she ever lets down her hair, figuratively and literally.

      I’ve never been a horndog like many hockey players, and my immediate attraction to this formidable woman catches me off guard. Look but don’t touch, I warn myself. Though I’m guessing if I came on to Inez, I’d probably lose my dick. Not that I’d ever do that in a million years. A guy in my precarious position walks a straight line and can’t deviate.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “I need more than your best. You’re getting a golden opportunity with this team. I expect you to seize it and prove your worth. This team is made for your style of play.”

      “I’m excited to get started.”

      Her hard expression doesn’t change, but she nods.

      I glance over my shoulder as I hear the distinct staccato of heels on a hard floor and do a double take. Sashaying through the door is a swirl of purple. I require a few seconds to process what I’m seeing. This woman could be sixty or she could be eighty. It’s hard to tell. Her hair is a tasteful shade of gray with purple streaks. She’s wearing an outlandish purple outfit and plenty of diamonds. On her feet are sparkly knee-high boots that I can only describe as what were once called go-go boots. She might be tiny, but I can tell she’s a dynamo and best not crossed. She has that air of authority.

      “Auntie Mats.” Inez drops the impersonal act and transforms into a warm, welcoming person as she crosses the room to hug this purple whirlwind. They speak a few words I can’t quite make out before she turns to me.

      “Camden, this is Matilda Barlowe, she’s part owner of the team.”

      “Ah, the new guy. Let me think. Camden Hale. Welcome to the team.” The elderly woman holds out her hand, and I give her mine. Instead of shaking it, she turns it palm up and traces the lines. “I need to read your palm sometime, young man.”

      “Uh, sure. Nice to, uh, meet you, Ms. Barlowe.” I tug my hand out of her grasp but not before noting her purple fingernails. Did I just hear Inez snicker?

      “Oh, honey, you can call me Aunt Matilda. Everyone else does. I’ll let you two get back to business. Just popping in to say hi before my friend Ramon picks me up for my hair appointment.” And just like that, she’s gone with a swirl of her purple skirt.

      I stare at the empty doorway as I gather my wits about me. When I turn my attention back to Inez, she’s grinning.

      “Don’t worry. She has that effect on everyone the first time they meet her.”

      I blink a few times. Inez’s frosty exterior has thawed somewhat. “She’s unique.”

      “That’s one way of putting it. But don’t let her eccentricities throw you. She’s a shrewd, savvy businesswoman, and she knows her hockey. Also, don’t be left in a room alone with her.”

      “What?” I stare at Inez, and she surprises me by laughing but doesn’t explain herself.

      “Coach wants to meet with you, and I’ve taken up too much of your time.” She’s all business again and dismissing me by turning her attention to her computer screen.

      “Do you need help finding Coach Jeffs’s office? It’s on the first floor.” Inez doesn’t look at me.

      “I’m sure I can locate it.”

      “Welcome to the team.”

      I start to leave, but Inez calls me back.

      “One more thing. Claiming you was my decision. I took a risk. I expect results.”

      “I appreciate your honesty.” Just what I need—more pressure to perform.

      “I believe you’re a good fit for our system. Prove me right.”

      “You are right.” I speak with a confidence I don’t feel. “Thank you, again.” I hurry from her office. I’m feeling off-balance and disconcerted by both Inez and Aunt Matilda.

      I make my way to the coach’s office. The door is open, and he waves me in.

      “Coach Jefferson, I’m Camden Hale.”

      He stands, and we shake hands. His gaze pierces into mine, and it’s everything I can do not to squirm under its intensity. I don’t know much about him other than he was a successful college coach and an assistant for Vancouver before landing the Icehawk head coach position.

      “Have a seat, Camden. Let’s chat. Practice doesn’t start for another couple hours.”

      I sit down across from him. A feeling of déjà vu floods through me. I’ve been in this very situation too many times to count. The coach will brief me on the team and where he sees my role evolving. It’ll all be very positive and upbeat with high expectations they don’t expect me to fulfill.

      But Inez does. She just told me so. Having her in my court is both comforting and worrying.

      I’m a grinder, which isn’t a bad thing. Guys like me are valuable components to any team. Unfortunately, grinders are also throwaway players who fill a role until they’re no longer needed. I’ve come to terms with my lot in life, but the uncertainty of my position on a team isn’t something anyone gets used to.

      As I walk toward the locker room, I hear my name mentioned and freeze. I back up into an alcove and hold my breath. My heart dives to my toes as I listen to this conversation. I don’t want to be caught eavesdropping, but I also don’t want these guys to know I overheard them. That’d be beyond demoralizing and humiliating.

      “I don’t understand what Inez was thinking—claiming a grinder like Hale when she could’ve gotten a far superior player in Ivers.”

      “She’s only assistant GM because she’s tight with the Barlowes. She’s not qualified and has proven it with this move.”

      “Maybe he’s a better fit for our system than Ivers,” says a third voice that’s been quiet until now.

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just trying to find a reason for her decision.”

      “Who the fuck knows?”

      The three guys laugh, and the subject changes as the voices move farther and farther away. I don’t hear anything more and slip from my hiding place. I glance up and down the hall. No one’s around.

      I’m sick inside. Not only is it tough being on a team where I’m not wanted, but it’s worse hearing it from my new teammates. I don’t know any of the voices, and I don’t want to know.

      I have two choices. Be defeated or rise above it and prove myself—once again.

      It’s still early, and the locker room is empty when I enter. My practice uniform, skates, and pads hang neatly in my stall. My name’s on the back of my jersey. These equipment staff are on the ball, and I’m grateful for that. I’ve arrived in locker rooms before without any equipment and a jersey with my name spelled wrong. Who the fuck can’t spell Hale?

      I sit down to reflect on the past twenty-four hours and prepare myself for meeting my new teammates. I don’t wait long. The door opens, and Dashel Bates strides inside followed by Kirby Darkhorse and Drakos Lenkov. I know them by reputation but have never played on a team with any of these men.

      Dash, the team captain, spots me and grins. He heads in my direction flanked by the other two.

      “Cam, welcome to the Icehawks.” His smile is genuine and friendly, and his voice isn’t one of those I heard minutes ago. My earlier misgivings begin to fade, and I start to feel better about my situation.

      I stand, and we shake hands. “Dash, good to be here.”

      Drakos shakes my hand too. “Welcome,” he says with an accent. I recall that he’s from Ukraine.

      Kirby Darkhorse is the last to approach. He studies me to the point of discomfort before he speaks. “Have faith in your abilities. This will be a great opportunity for you, as this team has been for many of us. There are no fourth-liners and no superstars in this room. We’re all a collection of second- and third-liners. We play as a unit and expect production up and down the lines. You’ll do fine.”

      “Thank you.” I don’t know how to take his comments, but the other two merely chuckle, as if they’re accustomed to his directness.

      “Where are you staying?” Dash asks.

      “At the Portland Plaza Hotel a few blocks away. I haven’t had time to find a place yet.”

      “In the past, I’d have advised you to go to Inez, but she’s no longer in that position. Try Shelby. Hopefully she can help.”

      “The shy one?” I doubt she’d be able to help me with much. She seems overwhelmed.

      “Yes, she’s a little skittish, but she’s competent.” Kirby sits down at a stall a few seats down.

      “Good to know.”

      “I have a spare bedroom with its own private bathroom I’d rent to you if you’re interested. It’s in a secure building a few blocks away.” The generosity of Drakos’s offer surprises me. Maybe these guys will be better teammates than I’ve had in the past. I think back to my brief time a few years ago with the Seattle Sockeyes. One of their cocky young guys hated being on a line with me and did everything in his power to sabotage my game to make himself look better. As a result, I was traded after only a few months. It still hurt to think about it. I was expendable. He wasn’t.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” Drakos grins and winks to reassure me. “Besides, it’s nice to have someone distract that witch Aria from dissing all over me every chance she gets.”

      “Aria? The sports reporter?”

      Dash’s chuckle catches my attention. “Aria has a problem with Drakos. They’ve had a few run-ins in the past, and it wasn’t pretty. Don’t take anything she says to heart. She’s been out to prove herself for the past couple years by covering every aspect of this team, and a lot of the time we don’t appreciate her coverage.”
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