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      “They want me to wear what?”

      Hannah Wade’s stomach knotted as she stared at the Malibu Barbie-worthy dress, its hot pink color, short length and plunging neckline sure to make her look like the famous doll, especially given Hannah’s own blonde hair and height. Nope. No way. How could she ever be taken seriously wearing something like that?

      “Dirk thought it would be fun,” Mandi explained, rolling her eyes. No, the station’s sports executive producer wasn’t exactly known for his twenty-first century views. “It’s just for the interview.”

      “But if I wear that for my first time in front of the cameras then I’ll forever be typecast as the ditzy girl who doesn’t know what she’s talking about. And I’ve worked so hard to get this job.”

      When her Olympic dreams had shattered along with her ankle, Hannah had thrown herself into her media communications degree with the aim of exactly this: becoming the first female sports reporter at Calgary’s premier news and sports television station, CNSTV, and working in a job that meant she’d finally be able to pay back her mom for all her years of funding Hannah’s sports career, a career that hadn’t turned out how either of them had expected.

      While CNSTV wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, they’d been the only ones offering a pay check, as agent, Lisa Miller, had pointed out. The station had apparently succumbed to recent public pressure about inclusivity, even if inclusivity stretched only so far as including a woman as part of the sports team. It had been made very plain at her interview that this was a new “challenge” for the station, something Hannah thought should’ve been a challenge maybe fifty years ago. But hey, there were dinosaurs everywhere in these parts. Most were still waiting to be unearthed, but some made their status plain via their misogynistic comments on TV.

      Mandi’s lips rolled in as she nodded. “So, what do you want me to do?”

      Hannah’s nose wrinkled at the dress, even as appreciation grew for the understanding given by the station’s lead stylist—actually, given CNSTV’s patriarchal systems and tiny budget, their only stylist—for all things hair, makeup, and wardrobe. “Is there nothing else?”

      Mandi’s head tilted. “How committed are you to being blonde?”

      Hope jumped. Hannah held out a long wavy strand. “Can you change this that quickly?”

      “It won’t be perfect, but we have a couple of hours until your interview, right?”

      “Yes.” Which would allow time to source other clothes, too.

      The next ninety minutes passed in a flurry of hair dyeing, washing, and drying, during which she tried not to imagine what Dirk and the rest of the team would say. There wasn’t anything in her contract demanding she look a certain way, was there? A quick scroll of her phone where she’d saved important documents didn’t give any details pertaining to that. So, they were just going to have to lump it if they couldn’t like it.

      Another glance at her phone as the hair dryer shrieked shifted Hannah’s thoughts to the interview with Calgary’s latest recruit. Franklin James. Her heart skipped a beat. Would he remember her? When she’d learned at today’s production meeting that she was destined to meet him she’d been stunned. Sure, she kept abreast of hockey news as much as the next Canadian—okay, given her involvement in the sport maybe a tad more—but the fact she was going to be the first from CNSTV to interview him?

      Judging from Drew Anderson and Bob Patresky’s reactions they hadn’t been too happy about it, but when Dirk had explained it was going to be a “soft” interview they’d calmed down. “Hannah is spunky and smart,” Dirk had said, “and she needs to start somewhere. This will be a good opportunity to wet her feet with a soft toss of an interview.”

      Hannah’s fingers tightened. Just because Dirk thought it was going to be soft didn’t mean it would be. She had no intention to play things meek and mild just because she was the token female on the sports reporting team. Playing soft had never been her style. Nor would it have seen her win gold at World Championships, or be in the mix for Olympic selection. Regret soured her stomach. If only—

      “So, are you ready?”

      Mandi’s voice drew her back into the here and now. “Let’s go.”

      Mandi grinned then twirled the seat so Hannah could see her reflection in the mirror.

      Her heart hitched. Was this a mistake? “I look so different,” she whispered.

      “You look like you’re a natural brunette,” Mandi said. “You look amazing.”

      And without Hannah’s usual lazy ponytail or sloppy bun, she looked three million times more professional. With her glasses on, she’d look studious, even.

      Mandi flicked the brush through Hannah’s hair a few more times, plumping out the curls. “It should hold its bounce, provided you don’t get it wet.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Less of a Barbie bombshell now, huh?” Mandi winked, removing the hairdressing cape. “I think Dirk will flip when he sees you.”

      “It’s a good thing he won’t until after my interview then.” Hannah wriggled from her seat, checking her phone. Good. She still had thirty minutes before the interview was scheduled.

      “So what will you wear?”

      “I’ll stop at my apartment and get a shirt. These pants will do.”

      Mandi giggled. “I think I’m going to love working with you. Those guys sit here wanting all the trimmings to mask their late-night drinking sessions and bald patches, making sexist comments throughout, and you on your first day rock up and own your appearance like a boss. That’s fire, girl.” She high-fived Hannah. “Respect. They won’t know what’s hit them.”

      “I hope so.” She grinned, and made a mental note to send Mandi flowers. It wasn’t every day the sisterhood united like this.

      Thirty minutes later she stood in a park overlooking Calgary’s cityscape, tugging at the back of her pale pink silk shirt so it didn’t stick to her back in the mild sunshine. It wasn’t the weather making her sweat.

      Royce, the cameraman, hoisted the camera on his shoulder as Jason, the producer who was also responsible for sound, listened to his earpiece and adjusted levels on his computer. “Love the color,” Royce called.

      She grinned, her nerves settling a little as she swiped on lip gloss. Okay, so she didn’t want to look like an overly made-up doll, but neither did she want to tick off Dirk. The pink shirt was proof of her effort to demonstrate her femininity like Dirk seemed to want her to.

      “Want to run through it again?” Jason asked.

      “Sure.” She tugged out her notes and scanned them quickly.

      He thrust a microphone in her hand then stepped back beside Royce. “In your own time.”

      She shifted, planting her feet more firmly as she gazed at the camera and nodded.

      “In three, two,” one, Jason mouthed, before pointing at her.

      “Hello, I’m Hannah Wade from Calgary News and Sports TV and I’m here today to meet with the newest member of the Flames, Franklin James.”

      “You could smile a bit more,” Royce called. “Maybe it’s the new hair color but you look a little too serious.”

      She lifted her lips high. “Like this?”

      “Aim for something less Joker-like.”

      She dimmed her smile by half. “Better?”

      “Think casual happy, not forced happy.”

      Her cheeks twitched as she worked to find something that felt natural. Then her breath hitched as a figure walked into view.

      Franklin James. She swallowed. He wore a gray suit that looked like it had come straight from the expert tailors at Henry Singer, his broad shoulders filling it out to perfection.

      “Are you Hannah?”

      “Yes.” He didn’t recognize her? Maybe it was the new hair color. She held out a hand which he grasped. “Hi Franklin. Good to see you again.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      His deep voice seemed to rumble right through her, carving a path for a spurt of disappointment that he obviously did not remember her. Okay, fine. No way was she going to admit to meeting him once upon a time. Maybe teenage her had truly been forgettable. She resisted the urge to fluff her curls, instead pasting on a smile. “Thank you for your time today. I hope this won’t take long.”

      “No problem.”

      He smiled, and a shiver of…something…rolled through her. Oh, how unprofessional. Her clothes might make her look like a principled career reporter, but there was no hiding the truth. She was as much a sucker for this hockey player’s humble charm as thousands of women across North America. Yes, she might’ve read some comments online about his “flaming hot” good looks—hello, it was called research—and she knew there were plenty of women who’d kill for a chance to interview him. So she had to play it cool, act professional, and tamp such feelings down. She’d done it before, after all.

      She lifted her chin, glancing at Jason as he held up a finger as he listened to his phone.

      “What is it?”

      Jason nodded, murmured something then shoved it in his pocket. “That was Dirk.”

      Her chest squeezed. Had he heard about her altered appearance? She swallowed. “And?”

      “We’re doing this live instead.”

      “Live?” Franklin asked, glancing at her with wide eyes.

      Just breathe. She tilted her chin higher. “It’ll be fine,” she assured, as if she’d done this a million times before. “Just think of it as like when you’ve come off the ice and have an interview straight away.”

      “Apparently they want it for the early news,” Jason said. “They think doing it live will bring more energy. My guess is they want to get the first interview of Calgary’s latest import and putting it on the Monday news will make a statement.” He glanced at her. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if Dirk is wondering whether you’d be a better fit for exactly that kind of interview, and is using this to test you out.”

      Breath constricted, and she wiggled her fingers in a vain attempt to release the tension. To actually be involved in real-time sideline interviews, rather than the soft fluff pieces they’d mentioned during the production meeting? She would pray it could come true, if she remembered how to pray.

      “It’ll be fine,” Franklin murmured, echoing her words from before.

      She nodded, heart easing a little at his encouraging smile. She might not have seen the man for ten years, but all she knew from what she’d seen in other news items and articles was that the man was as kind and unassuming now as he was back then.

      “All right then.” She straightened her shoulders. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      The next minutes saw them sorting out the best way to frame the shot as Royce insisted on capturing a sliver of Calgary’s famous Saddledome arena in the background.

      She glanced up at Franklin, appreciating the way the sun picked out his blond waves, his strong jaw, his smile. Her heels meant that Franklin wasn’t too much taller than her, which actually made him kind of perfect for—

      Seriously? She dragged her gaze from his lips. How could she be thinking like that when this was her most important moment in years? She had to make a good impression. On her bosses, on the viewers, not just the subject of her interview. And being the station’s first female sports reporter added new weight to her shoulders. This was her chance to prove women were equally worthy of owning an interest in sports, that a woman’s voice should be heard as much as any man’s. Her focus had to be on that, not on impressing Franklin.

      “We’ve got two minutes, Hannah,” Jason called.

      Two minutes? Nerves tingled along her skin. Nausea sloshed within.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,” Franklin murmured.

      Hannah glanced up sharply at him. Did he know this was her first time doing live reporting for CNSTV? She might’ve done so for college, but never had the stakes been as high as this. She wiped her sweaty hands on the sides of her pants.

      She pulled out her questions again, and just the action of reading over them again helped settle her stress. Normal things. Questions about his family, his career, about Franklin moving back to the province of his birth. Normal questions.

      “Hey, you’ve got this,” Franklin said again.

      “You bet your sweet mama I do.” She turned to face the camera, ignoring a sound from him that gave stifled-chuckle vibes, and touched her earpiece. Drew Anderson, the station’s sports anchor for both the afternoon and evening news, was talking.

      “…and now we have an interview with Alberta’s own Franklin James, newly recruited to the Calgary lineup, here talking with CNSTV’s Hannah Wade. Take it away, Hannah.”

      Here went nothing. She lifted the microphone and smiled at the camera. “Hello. I’m here with Franklin James who has just been signed with Calgary after a long stint of playing for Boston in the NHL. Welcome back to Cowtown, Franklin.”

      He grinned. “Thanks for having me.”

      Oops. She should’ve placed the microphone in front of him. Rookie mistake. Her smile wavered. “So, can you tell us how you felt upon hearing the news you’d been traded to Calgary?” This time she remembered to point the microphone in his direction.

      “I’m super pumped, as I’ve wanted to play here for years. And now to be here near my family, playing with people like Mike Vaughan again, is awesome.”

      “Your family live nearby?” she asked, as if she didn’t know.

      “My parents and sisters live near a small town just outside the city limits.”

      On a ranch that had its own movie set consisting of a real western town and backlot. She’d never forget when Franklin’s sister Cassie had first told her about it. “They must be excited to have you back.”

      “It’ll be great to see them way more often than I could before.”

      She nodded, trying to ignore his blue gaze that seemed to bore into her as she struggled to remember her other questions. Family? Nope. Just asked that. “You mentioned you’d played with Mike Vaughan.”

      He dipped his chin. “In Boston. He’s a great player, a quality defenseman and teammate, and I’m stoked he’s just been made captain.”

      “He’ll make a good change.” Wait. She hadn’t meant to say it quite like that. “I mean yes, we all know Mike is stable and steady. Not that Alex Kapaulenyuk wasn’t, except in his home life of course, so really it wasn’t a surprise he was stripped of the captaincy.” She froze. Kill me now. Had she really said that out loud? Could this get any worse? Maybe nobody had heard it. Or they could somehow suddenly kill airwaves and prevent her last comments from being heard. She cleared her throat. “But anyway, yes, you’re right, Mike will be a good captain.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      Judging from Franklin’s stunned expression, and the dropped jaws of Royce and Jason, her hope that she’d just imagined her overshare was a dream that hadn’t come true.

      Quick, what were her other questions? “So, are you looking forward to meeting the rest of the team?”

      Too late she realized she hadn’t passed over the microphone, so she did. Only, the sweat slicking her palms made it slide from her grasp to land on the ground. She gasped, then bent to pick it up, reaching for it at precisely the same time as Franklin.

      “Here—”

      “Let me—”

      She snatched the mike and jerked her head upright, only to crash into something solid. Or not so solid, as a grunt was followed by a wheezing sound, and her hair grew sticky. She touched it, glanced at her fingers—was that blood?—then turned to see Franklin pinching his nose as blood spatters decorated his beautiful suit. A non-PG word escaped, and she covered her mouth. Then realized Royce was still filming—had filmed the entirety of this debacle—spurring her into new frantic mode. What could she do?

      “I’m so sorry, Franklin.” She faced the camera, gritting out a smile. “Wow. What can I say but that’s not quite the welcome home any of us anticipated today. But hey, it’s probably good that Franklin knows we like to play tough here in Calgary. And with that, it looks like it’s back to you in the studio.”

      And it looked like that was the end of her TV career.
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        * * *

      

      Franklin drew back his hand and gazed at the blood smearing it with horrified fascination. He wasn’t a stranger to bloodied noses—a life playing hockey didn’t allow for that luxury—but never had he received one from a pretty brunette. The past two minutes felt surreal.

      “I’m so, so sorry, Franklin,” Hannah said, her eyes glistening, her hand rubbing her head where he’d bumped her. She wore his blood on her cheek. Had that been there during the last of the television interview when she’d crossed to the studio? If she didn’t look like she might cry and if he wasn’t in so much pain he might laugh at the ridiculousness of it all.

      “Here.” Jason, the dude who’d set up this interview and was doing sound, passed him a box of tissues, before drawing Hannah to one side where he began an urgent, low-voiced conversation.

      “It’s not the first time I’ve busted my nose,” Franklin offered, his voice sounding weak and clogged as he leaned forward to reduce the blood draining into his throat.

      “But the first time in an interview, am I right?” the camera guy—Royce?—said, chuckling quietly. “Sorry man, but that was epic.”

      Epically awful for Hannah. Had he ever had such a bad interview?

      “Sorry we don’t have any ice,” Royce continued, shaking his head. “I didn’t figure her for such a klutz. She seemed so switched on before.”

      “It was an accident,” he muttered, wiping away the blood as best he could. He stole a look at where Hannah stood with the other guy, one hand over her mouth, the other clasping her elbow as she shook her head.

      “I can’t believe they hired her,” Royce said. “She only got the role because the boss has a thing for blondes.” He laughed out loud again. “And then she dyes her hair brown!” He chuckled as he packed away his equipment. “Don’t worry. After this episode she won’t be back to bother you again. She won’t be bothering anyone again, so you’ll be safe.”

      “It wasn’t her fault,” Franklin insisted. “If I hadn’t bent down at the same time—”

      “Because she dropped the mike.” Royce swore. “Amateur hour if you ask me. But then, it was her first day on the job, so I guess that counts. First and last, probably.”

      Aw, man. Now he felt bad for her. And truth be told, he’d enjoyed talking with her, her green eyes sparkling as she talked. It was hard to imagine her as a blonde—he’d always preferred brunettes anyway. Although there’d once been a blonde who had made an impression…

      “Sorry, man,” Royce said. “I hope you didn’t have big plans after this. You were looking so sharp too.”

      Franklin winced. Truth be told he’d been planning to meet Mike and his wife Bree at their house for a welcome-to-the-team dinner. “I’ll make a detour via my apartment and get cleaned up.”

      Hannah broke off her conversation and rushed to him. “Franklin, truly, I’m so, so sorry about everything. I can take you to a doctor or the hospital if you prefer. And please, let me pay for your dry-cleaning. I really didn’t mean—”

      “Hey, stuff happens. And honestly, I’ve broken my nose more times than I care to remember, so I know what to do.” He carefully wiggled the cartilage and felt it shift into place. “See?”

      Her jaw sagged. “Doesn’t that hurt?”

      “We play tough in Calgary, am I right?”

      “You heard that?” She shook her head. “I really didn’t mean to sound so glib. I just didn’t know what to do, and I knew it was such a bad interview, and I—”

      “It’s okay. I’ll be fine. And so will you.”

      Her lips pressed together as if she tried to hold back a million words of doubt. Then her head tilted, as her earpiece squawked. Her eyes widened, her chin wobbled, and she glanced at him with a whispered “I’m so sorry” and pulled out her phone and shifted back to where Jason stood, his arms crossed, forehead plunged into misgiving, mouth pulled into a frown.

      She winced, listening on the phone to whoever was berating her—even he could tell as much from the angry screeches—with a downcast head, her lips in a flat line, all vivacity from earlier drained away.

      Poor thing.

      He was tempted to stay and try to help her but knew he needed ice to stop this swelling into Elephant-Man proportions. With one hand on his nose he lifted the other and offered a wave. “Thanks.”

      “Thanks for nothing, right?” Royce grimaced. “Sorry, dude. Welcome to Cowtown.”

      “See ya, Hannah,” Franklin called.

      She glanced at him, and the distressed look in her eyes punched him in the gut. Still, he had to admire her grit as she managed a wobbly smile and mouthed a “So sorry” at him again.

      “It’s okay. Sorry about all…that,” he tried to reassure her, although he knew his appearance wasn’t helping.

      Jason shifted closer. “You got my number. Send me the dry-cleaning receipt and we’ll take care of it.”

      “Sure,” he said, more to put an end to it than because he would. His salary was likely at least ten times what these guys were making.

      Back in his truck he studied his face in the mirror. Yep, it was swelling already. With any luck he’d have two black eyes like what had happened before, which would mean avoiding contact sports for the next few weeks—not exactly ideal when he was supposed to be jelling with a new team.

      Still, he couldn’t blame her. Stuff happened, after all.

      He drove to his apartment, shocking one of his new neighbors as he exited the elevator on his floor. “War wound,” he said, pointing to his face.

      “Thank you for your service,” she called, forcing him to stifle a chuckle as he rounded the corner and unlocked his apartment door. Five minutes later he was lying on his leather sofa, head tilted with a carefully positioned ice pack on his face, as he texted Mike. Sorry, gonna be a little late.

      A few seconds later came the reply: Just caught the interview. You okay? Can postpone if you like.

      A man still has to eat, he tapped back. Just gonna be delayed a bit.

      Remember where we are?

      Nope, but Mike seemed to have figured that might be the case as he re-sent his address. Good. Siri would know where to guide him.

      An hour later he was knocking on the big wooden door of Mike and Bree Vaughan’s home in their gated community. From the outside it seemed a nice place, modern with its clean lines and angled roof lines, but with homey touches, like the use of honey-colored wood and stone, and tiny shoes scattered near the front steps.

      The door opened. “Franklin, you made it.” Mike held out a hand.

      Franklin gripped it. “Thanks for having me.”

      “Good to see you. Although that looks like that hurt,” Mike pointed to his nose.

      “Yeah, not the way I’d planned the day to go, but what can you do?”

      “Is he here?” a feminine voice called. Seconds later, Bree Vaughan’s dark hair was swinging around her shoulders as she peered around her husband. Her mouth fell open. “You poor thing!” She winced. “I saw it on TV and it looked so painful. Please, come in.”

      Bree led him into the living room, the black-and-white wedding photo over the mantlepiece showing the joy of Mike and Bree. He still remembered the day from six years ago, and it had set the benchmark for what he wanted in life. A partner who cheered him on and whom he cheered on too, whose life blended with his, and who shared similar goals, values, and faith.

      It was funny, but faith hadn’t been a big priority until lately when a return to his native province had seen a return to his roots in other ways as well. As soon as he got settled he’d have to find a church.

      “Have you seen a doctor yet?” Mike asked.

      “No need. I’m an expert these days in putting things back where they belong.”

      “You should probably get it checked over by the team doctor, Dr. Willis, tomorrow, anyway.”

      Franklin nodded. “I won’t say no to any ice if you’ve got some spare.”

      Bree hurried away, returning soon with an ice pack not dissimilar to the one he’d used earlier.

      “Thanks.”

      He took a seat on a leather sofa, and gingerly placed the pack on his nose. He probably looked like a fool, but Mike had seen him looking worse, and the times he’d met Bree before made him feel comfortable to be real.

      “You poor thing,” she sympathized again now.

      He peeked at her, caught her looking at him in a way that reminded him of Hannah earlier. “It must’ve looked pretty crazy on TV.”

      “Definitely not what that poor reporter expected, I’m sure.”

      “Hannah.” The name suited her. Unpretentious, honest, hardworking. It reminded him of something…

      “I rarely watch CNSTV, but when Mike mentioned you were going to be on it, and then when I heard they finally had a female reporter, well, I knew I had to see it for myself.” Her smile was wry. “I don’t normally enjoy watching those men on that channel’s sports shows—they can seem pretty immature sometimes—and I have to admit I was surprised when they finally got a woman in. She seemed nervous, but nice.”

      He started to nod, but the pain in his head put paid to that, and he winced. “She was nice.”

      “Oh, do you need ibuprofen?” Bree asked.

      “I wouldn’t say no.”

      As she went away to collect it, Mike checked everything the team had promised had been undertaken.

      “Gotta say I was impressed. I didn’t expect the apartment fridge to be filled, so that was classy.”

      “They’re a classy organization.”

      “Especially now they got rid of Alex as captain, huh?”

      Mike blew out a breath. “It wasn’t a popular move with everyone, but some of us felt it was overdue.”

      “I know that I’m the newbie here, but even on the east coast we could see things weren’t right. He always came across as a selfish player, then what he did to Todd Devin.”

      Mike shook his head. “Poor dude. Such a mess.”

      “They did the right thing in promoting you.”

      “It’s been a bit of a learning curve, but so far so good.”

      “Here you go, Franklin,” Bree said, returning to the room, and handing him the medication, a fresh ice pack, and a glass of water.

      “Thanks.” He swallowed, then placed the glass on the side table, next to a photo of Mike and Bree with a bunch of grinning Asian kids and a handmade sign that said Mission Possible for Future Generations.

      Bree sat on the arm of Mike’s chair. “So, what are you two talking about?”

      “Your husband’s captaincy.”

      She beamed. “I’m so proud of him!” She pressed a kiss to Mike’s blond hair. “You’re the right man for the job, babe.”

      “You’re biased, but I’ll take it.”

      Franklin’s chest tightened. He wasn’t jealous, but there was a sweetness between these two he wanted.

      “Mommy!” A little boy wandered into the room, rubbing his eyes. He glanced at Franklin and his face puckered. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Franklin. I’m a friend of your dad.”

      “He plays hockey with me, Ethan,” Mike said, rubbing a hand over the boy’s tousled fair curls.

      “Why do you have that on you?” Ethan pointed to the ice pack.

      “I hurt my nose.”

      “How?”

      For some reason, trying to explain to a little kid who couldn’t yet be four years old seemed hard to do. “I, uh, had an accident.”

      “It looks hurty.”

      “Yeah.”

      Fortunately, Ethan didn’t seem to require any further details as he nodded, then wandered off to a bookshelf filled with kids’ books and toys.

      “Have you seen the interview yet?” Bree asked, pulling out her phone.

      “Nope.” And he had no intention to.

      “I think—oh dear.”

      “What?”

      Bree glanced at him. “I’m afraid you’re trending on social media.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Franklin drew his phone from his pocket and saw #HockeyHunkHammered and #ReporterFail climbing. His heart sank. “Man. It wasn’t her fault.”

      He clicked on a link that showcased the interview in its entirety. Just as he remembered, Hannah had looked sparkly and excited, and yeah, she’d forgotten to give him the microphone, but that wasn’t a biggie. He tensed, watching the back-and-forth, waiting for the moment when—

      There! Ouch. Even though he’d already gone through the collision he felt secondary pain just watching it again. But he hadn’t seen the look of shock on Hannah’s face. The way she’d winced as if the impact had hurt her too. And he’d never asked if she was all right.

      “Ugh.”

      “What is it, hon?” Mike asked his wife.

      “I can’t believe the people demanding she get sacked.” Her violet-gray gaze met his. “Sorry, Franklin, but it looked like an accident to me, and yet there are all these people saying all kinds of horrible things about her.”

      “One of the crew with us thought she’d get fired.” Or had Royce only wished it?

      “That’s so unfair!” Bree exclaimed.

      “Come on, honey. You know you need to not get upset.” Mike clasped her hand.

      Bree placed a hand on her stomach. “You’re right.”

      Whoa. Was she pregnant? He knew better than to ask personal questions. Three sisters had taught him that. She could tell him if she wanted.

      Mike and Bree held a wordless conversation then glanced at him. “You’re a praying man. I was going to tell the guys on the group chat tomorrow, but seeing you’re here, well—”

      “I’m pregnant,” Bree announced. “And it’s a bit of a surprise, because it came soon after little Ellison was born last year. We found out yesterday that it’s twins.”

      “Bree is a twin,” Mike said. “Brent Karlsson is her brother.”

      Franklin nodded. “Congratulations. On the babies, I mean.”

      Bree’s lips twisted. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure at times that brother of mine would think I should be congratulated for sharing his gene pool.”

      Mike draped an arm around her shoulders. “We’re still coming to terms with things, as there’s been a lot to wrap our heads around. So, I might end up leaning on some friends a little more this year.”

      “Anything I can do to help, you only need to ask,” Franklin assured.

      “Hey, that reminds me, are you interested in joining the group chat tomorrow? It’s for Christian hockey players, and because there’s a few of us now we’ve started a new one for those of us in the northwest.” Mike rattled off some names, and Franklin recognized a few of them. Ryan Guillemette from Edmonton—they’d played together a million years ago. Luc Blanchard from Winnipeg. Chris Thomas from Vancouver. Jai Mullins, an alternate captain at San Jose. “You mentioned last time that you might be looking for a church too, so we can help you out. Or not.” Mike grinned. “I know this is not exactly your first rodeo in Cowtown.”

      “You’re so funny.” Bree rolled her eyes. “Anyway, enough of that. I bet the man is hungry, right? Mike will get the barbecue started, so come on out to the patio, while I get the salad and things ready.”

      “Let me help,” he said, pushing upright. “I can carry something.”

      The next minutes passed in cooking, conversation, and more catching up, as he and Mike shared over their time together at Boston. “But you’re enjoying being home?” Mike asked.

      “It’s awesome to have Mom and Dad and the girls nearby.”

      “You’ve got three sisters, right?” Bree asked.

      “All younger than me.”

      “What do they do?”

      “Cassie manages part of the ranch that deals with movies and stuff.”

      “Movies?” Bree asked.

      “Yeah, our ranch has a western town attached to it. We’ve had a number of movies and TV shows filmed there. Lincoln Cash did a western movie, and Ainsley Beckett did the historical series As the Heart Draws.”

      “Oh, I love both of them. Wow!”

      “Jessica is in her last year of vet medicine and Poppy has been studying dance in Winnipeg.”

      “Three sisters must’ve kept you busy growing up.”

      “I’ve always been the protective older brother, so it’s been fun to reconnect and find out what’s going on in their worlds.”

      Bree sighed. “I have two older brothers—Dean lives in Vancouver, and Brent is older by only fifteen minutes—and it wasn’t easy being the only girl. They were always looking out for me.”

      “You’ve done okay for yourself though, haven’t you?” Mike teased.

      “Only just.” She winked at Franklin. “Once we convinced a certain someone that his best friend might be an acceptable match for his sister.”

      “More than acceptable,” Mike said, clasping her hand and kissing it. “The best.”

      Bree grinned. “I bet having all those sisters means you’re a gentleman.”

      “I try to be.”

      She nodded. Her phone buzzed, and she winced. “Poor girl.”

      “Who?” Mike asked.

      “Hannah. One of the Calgary WAGs just sent a message to our chat group, calling for the team to blackball Hannah from further interviews.”

      “What?” Mike’s brow lowered. “Let me guess: Alex’s girlfriend.”

      “Yeah. Not his wife.” Bree shook her head. “How Kristen thinks she has any right to criticize when she broke up a marriage I don’t know. Poor Hannah. It’s so unfair. I feel like I should do something to help but I don’t know what.”

      “If Franklin isn’t blaming her then I don’t see how anyone else can get upset,” Mike said.

      Bree’s forehead furrowed. “I can’t believe the horrible things people are saying about her.”

      “Pray for her, honey,” Mike advised. “It sounds like she needs all the support she can get.”

      Protectiveness surged. Maybe he should reach out and ask for an interview redo. But only with Hannah. That might show them. And help her. Maybe it was the old-fashioned gentlemanly traits his mom had instilled in him, but it seemed time the “Reporter fail” label changed.
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      “And I’m afraid this has proved to be an experiment gone wrong.” Dirk folded his hands. “I really can’t see any way of coming back from such a debacle.”

      Will Sanchez, the station’s media manager, shook his head. “The comments on our social media are calling us unprofessional, and are nearly all negative.” He arched a shaped eyebrow as he glanced at her. “One simply doesn’t want to become a meme on one’s first day on the job.”

      Hannah gripped her knees under the table. How had things escalated into this? She’d barely slept a wink last night, running over the failed interview in her mind, fielding concern and cruel comments on her social media—including featuring in several awful memes, one that had her looking wild-eyed and open-mouthed as she stared at her bloodied hand like a crazy lady—and rehearsing her defense in today’s meeting. But the icy reception and frosty remarks tossed her way since her arrival this morning had diminished her to mouselike behavior. So much for Mandi describing her as fire yesterday.

      Lisa, her agent, had reminded her several times in their phone call last night that it was something that could have happened to anyone, that the station needed her more than she needed them, and that Hannah needed to remember her worth. Lisa’s pep talk ran through her mind, reminding her to find courage as much as any time she’d faced a screaming puck. She regathered battered emotions and lifted her chin.

      Drew Anderson shook his head. “You should’ve seen the messages on my socials. I’ve even had Alex Kapaulenyuk message me saying he would refuse to have anything more to do with our station if we keep her.”

      Hannah froze. No, they couldn’t do that, could they? Lisa had reassured her that the terms of the contract stated she couldn’t be fired unless for “professional incompetence.” Did this count as that? Oh, if only Lisa was here instead of halfway across the country talking to the next Serena Williams wannabe! And anyway, Franklin had seemed so good about it. Had he had a change of heart? She swallowed, and finally found her voice. “Franklin didn’t seem too upset yester—”

      Dirk held up a hand, stopping her. “I cannot think of a worse outcome. How could Calgary’s premier sports TV station operate without direct interaction with Calgary’s top sports team?”

      The room filled with loud complaints. Bob Patresky, who co-anchored Hockey Hour with Drew Anderson—the station’s top-rated program and a show known for its caustic observations as much as the sexist personalities of its upper middle-aged anchors—shot her a glare. “It can’t.”

      But it wasn’t her fault! Sure, she perhaps shouldn’t have announced her opinion of Alex’s loose morals on TV, but she’d only said what most of the chats and blog posts had been saying since news of his affair first broke. She glanced at Dirk. “Of course Alex is not going to be happy about having his personal inadequacies mentioned, but that message was from just one person,” she pointed out. “Have you heard anything from the team themselves?”

      “‘One person,’ she says.” Bob’s teeth glinted as he smiled without humor. “Only the captain of the team.”

      “Former captain,” Jason muttered, from where he was studying his phone.

      Drew rolled his eyes. “Who still would be if it weren’t for one mistake.”

      Heat rose, along with memories of her own father’s betrayal. “One mistake? You mean a married man sleeping with a teammate’s girlfriend, and then carrying on a secret affair for six months is just ‘a mistake’? Excuse me for having a different understanding of what a mistake is.” Her fingers clenched. “We’re not talking about a onetime thing, like ‘oops, I accidentally kissed someone I’m not married to,’ although how anyone can do that and excuse it I don’t know. Instead, we’re talking about a person in a position of influence, whom thousands of people look up to, who should’ve had an awareness of his responsibility to his team as much as his fans, who then deliberately lied and manipulated others and deceived Todd Devin and the rest of his teammates in order to protect his selfishness. That’s not a mistake. That’s a character flaw.”

      “Sheesh.” Bob hissed out a breath, eyeing her like she was a leper. “You don’t need to get hysterical.”

      Hysterical? “I beg your pard—”

      “Look,” Drew interrupted her again. “We knew it was a risk adding a girl to the lineup—”

      A girl? Excuse me?

      “—and we were proved right.”

      Jason cut her a look then faced Dirk. “To be fair I don’t think she intended to belt Franklin in the nose, did you Hannah?”

      Her frustration at being talked about instead of included faded. “Of course not,” she snapped. “And Franklin knew that. He even apologized—”

      “It’s such an awful—”

      “He apologized to me!” she finished loudly, cutting off Drew.

      The men all reared back in their seats, their expressions ranging from dismay to disapproval to disdain. A whispered “See? Hysterical” wafted around the room.

      Will sat back in his seat and mouthed a “wow.”

      “There is no need to raise your voice,” Dirk said primly.

      “Except when it seems nobody is listening to me, or letting me finish my sentences.” Frustration gripped her, and she shifted in her seat, her shoulders back, chin up, as she eyed Dirk, her agent’s words singing faintly in her head. “You told me that the station needed to be seen as inclusive, that it was way too white-bread and chauvinistic, and that viewers were tired of the same old antics.”

      Drew swiveled a look at Dirk. “You said that?”

      Dirk held up a hand, cutting him off. Well, maybe equal opportunities existed in some measure, at least. “Go on, Hannah.”

      She drew in a deep breath she hoped might calm her. “Yesterday, my first day, was supposed to be a normal interview, but someone somewhere decided to make it live, and we all know a live interview has way more potential for mishaps.”

      “In hindsight, that perhaps was not the wisest course,” Dirk admitted, with a glance at Drew.

      Her chest tightened. Wait. Did that mean Drew had pushed for the live interview? Indignation rose, but it probably wouldn’t help to pursue it, not when someone here was finally taking a degree of accountability. She scanned the room. “If I’d had the chance to do the interview as originally intended, all of those mistakes could have been edited out. But it’s like someone was trying to sabotage my opportunities before I’d even had a chance.”

      Someone seated opposite wearing a sports coat and a sneer. “If you can’t handle the heat, stay out of the kitchen,” Drew said.

      “Or maybe stay in there,” Bob’s mutter was edged with growl.

      “Do you mean to sound so sexist?” she demanded.

      Judging from his smirk it seemed he did. She returned her attention to Dirk. “If you don’t want this station to be regarded as sexist then you need to do something about comments like that.” She pointed at Bob. “I’m sure a TV station with a reputation for misogyny wouldn’t want to be seen as undermining and then firing someone, when it might appear that they are trying to make a woman look bad. That sure wouldn’t look good on your socials.”

      “She’s got a point,” Will said, brow furrowed.

      Dirk looked thoughtful.

      “It doesn’t change the fact that she is clearly not up to the job—”

      “I am sitting right here, Drew. You don’t need to speak about me as if I’m not in the room. My name is Hannah, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      He breathed out a foul word, and sent her a look that if looks could kill was no doubt designed to pulverize her.

      She forced herself to meet Drew’s gaze, raising her eyebrows, and reminded herself of the many times when others had tried to shut her up or shut her down. And while some might question why she might want to continue to work in this environment, she was not about to let him intimidate her. She’d never been a fan of letting bullies win.

      “Dude,” Jason murmured.

      “Yes, that is not how we speak when ladies are in the room,” Dirk reprimanded Drew.

      Drew bristled, shooting her another scathing look.

      It shouldn’t be how people spoke ever, but now was not the time to mention their unprofessionalism.

      “What I want to know is why you changed your look without telling us,” Will said. “We shot all this promo with you as a blonde and then you’re brunette.” He crossed his arms. “You’re gonna cost the station a lot of money if we have to redo the promotions.”

      “I’m sorry I did not make my objections to being objectified more clear,” she said stiffly. “But the outfit someone chose for me made me uncomfortable, and I’m not prepared to lower my personal moral standards when what I wore was clearly professional and appropriate.”

      “But your hair—”

      “I did not like feeling like I was here to be a stereotype. However, I see your point about the advertising, and I’m sorry I did not think that through more.” She glanced at Dirk. “Truly.”

      His chin dipped, then he glanced at Will. “How much of that is released?”

      “We froze it after the interview, when we weren’t sure what would happen with her.”

      She blinked. They really thought they’d get rid of her so quickly? “I’m sorry Dirk, but I didn’t want to look like a ditzy blonde, which again is how I felt I was being set up to be portrayed.”

      “Instead you looked like a ditzy brunette,” Drew muttered.

      She clenched her fingers. What she wouldn’t do to smack that smirk off his face. “Well, it’s not like people here are all free of mistakes live on air, is it?”

      Drew blustered. “Well, I really must take exception—”

      “How about a different nose incident?” Jason murmured.

      Tension eased a fraction as subtle smiles and smothered chuckles of amusement rippled around those assembled. Drew’s nasal hygiene habits caught on camera had caused a media frenzy two years back.

      “How many times do I have to tell you it was just a bad camera angle?”

      Sure it was.

      Drew glared at Jason, then at Hannah. “And a bad camera angle is a heck of a lot different to a girl who drops a mike, swears on TV, then belts a hockey star in the face.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Drew guffawed. “What? Are you denying it?”

      “Yes.”

      Mouths swung open.

      “What part? That’s all true. You can’t deny it.”

      “I can.” She angled her chin higher. “I’m not a girl. I’m twenty-six years old. The term you’re looking for is woman.”

      Will chuckled and glanced at Dirk, who wore his own look of bemusement. Jason’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at it, eyebrows pushing up.

      “I don’t care what you are,” Drew snapped. “You’re not right for the job.”

      “Actually, for a newbie, I thought she handled the situation as well as she could,” Jason said, his gaze on his phone. Now it was her turn to feel stunned. That certainly hadn’t been the impression she got yesterday when he’d chewed her out.

      “What do you mean?” Dirk asked.

      “Well, she was able to think pretty quickly on her feet. That line at the end about being tough in Calgary, that was kinda cool.”

      “Cool?” Bob scoffed. “That was—”

      “And she did seem to establish a rapport pretty quickly with Franklin,” Jason continued smoothly, glancing up, his dark eyes flicking to her then back to Dirk.

      Her chest tightened. There was a reason for that. It helped when she had met the guy before.

      “She better not start thinking she’s gonna steal my rinkside interviews,” Bob grouched, refusing to look at her.

      “Or my features,” Drew added with a frown.

      “Actually,” Jason held up his phone, “I just got a message from Franklin, asking for an interview do-over.”

      “What?”

      Her question joined the others.

      Jason pushed up from a slouch in the chair. “Apparently he only wants to speak with you, Hannah. As an exclusive.”

      “Really?”

      “He must be a glutton for punishment,” Bob scoffed.

      Or a genuinely good guy. She lowered her head, blinking back an unfamiliar sting. What was happening to her? Only a couple of days on the job and she kept wanting to cry like the little girl these men obviously thought she was. But showing her emotions had never got her anywhere. Mandi might call her fire, but Hannah had to appear as cool as ice.

      Another phone buzzed, and Will glanced at Dirk before picking it up. “Huh.”

      “Yes?” Dirk asked.

      Will looked at Hannah then back at Dirk. “Looks like she’s got some fans.”

      “Hannah is here in the room with us,” Jason murmured.

      Will glanced at the ceiling then back at her. “Hannah, it looks like you’ve got some fans. Instead of ‘Reporter fail’ and ‘Fire
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