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  For anyone who has ever mistaken competence for love, and found out, eventually, that they are not the same thing.
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  Preface



This is a story about two people who are very good at their jobs and very bad at being known.

It is not a story about hockey, though hockey is in it the way weather is in most lives, present, occasionally dangerous, never actually the point. It is not a story about publicity, though publicity is the language both of its people speak fluently and neither of them trusts.

It is a story about the difference between managing someone and loving them, which looks identical from a distance and is not the same thing at all.

Ivy counts rooms. Rhys stops at doors. Neither of them can tell you, at the start, why they do it. By the end, they can, and so, I hope, will you.
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The first thing Ivy Callendar heard through the door of the Rebellion’s practice facility was a folder hitting a wall.

Not thrown hard. Thrown precisely, which was worse. The kind of throw that meant the person doing it had excellent hand-eye coordination and had made a decision, somewhere in the last two seconds, not to use it on a person instead.

“I don’t care whose cousin owns the bar. I care that there’s a photograph of me at one forty in the morning looking like I strangled someone’s grandmother.”

“You look like you were in a bar fight.” A woman’s voice, dry, unimpressed. “Which you were.”

“I was pulled into a bar fight.”

“The caption doesn’t come with a nuance setting.”

Ivy stopped six feet short of the office door and did what she always did before walking into a mess, which was nothing. She stood still and she listened, because people told you more with a closed door between you than they would ever tell you across a conference table with a lawyer in the room.

Rhys Ambrose’s voice was lower than she’d expected. Every clip she’d watched, and she’d watched forty-one of them over the weekend, had him pitched up and tight, snapping at reporters in the tunnel with a towel around his neck. This was different. Flatter. It didn’t sound like a man performing outrage for a room. It sounded like a man having the same conversation for the fortieth time this calendar year and finding it as boring as everyone else did.

Down the hall, someone laughed. A door swung and shut. The building smelled like industrial cleaner and cold, that specific arena cold that got into the concrete and never fully left, even in September, even three floors up from the ice.

Ivy adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder, checked the time on her phone, and knocked once.

She opened the door without waiting for an answer, because waiting was a courtesy you extended to people who hadn’t already burned forty minutes of your morning by starting the meeting without you.

Two heads turned.

The first belonged to a woman in her mid-forties in a blazer sharp enough to file a formal complaint against, standing behind a desk with her arms crossed and the specific expression of a person who had already had her patience surgically removed for the day. The nameplate on the desk read D. RASHFORD, GENERAL MANAGER, and under it, in smaller type, someone had taped a strip of paper that said AND YES, I HAVE SEEN THE VIDEO.

The second belonged to him.

Ivy had done the reading. She knew he was six foot two and two hundred and six pounds and twenty-nine years old and had worn the C on his chest for four seasons, longer than any captain in the league under thirty. She knew he’d broken his left hand twice and his nose three times. She knew, from a Rolling Stone profile eighteen months old, that he collected vinyl and could not drive stick, which was the kind of humanizing detail a good publicist plants and a great one plants twice.

None of that had prepared her for the fact that he was not doing anything.

That was the thing. He wasn’t posturing. He was leaning against the windowsill with his arms crossed and his ankles crossed, dressed in a gray team quarter-zip with the sleeves shoved to the elbows, and he was so completely still that the room had rearranged itself around him without asking permission. There were two chairs and a sofa and a desk in this office and every one of them felt like it had been placed in relation to where he was standing.

He looked at her the way you look at weather.

“You’re the fixer,” he said.

Ivy set her bag down on the chair nearest the door. Not the one nearest him. That was deliberate and he probably clocked it, and that was fine, because she’d meant him to.

“I’m the reputation strategist your organization retained. Ivy Callendar, Bellweather Strategies.”

“Fixer’s shorter.”

“Fixer implies I bend things back into shape.” She pulled the chair out and still didn’t sit in it. “I don’t do that. I take what’s true and make sure it’s the only version that survives contact with the public. If what’s true is bad, Mr. Ambrose, then I can’t help you. I can only help people who are capable of surviving their own facts.”

Something moved behind his eyes. It was there and then it wasn’t, fast enough that she’d have missed it if she hadn’t spent nine years training herself to watch for exactly that, the half second where a person stopped performing and accidentally told you something.

“Sounds like you’ve already decided about my facts.”

“I read the file.”

“You say that like you memorized it.”

“I did.”

He tilted his head about a degree. “Of course you did.”

“Ivy,” Rashford said, from behind the desk, “sit down before he makes you do this standing for the next hour. He’ll try. He does it to referees.”

“Referees deserve it.”

“Referees have a union.” Rashford dropped into her own chair and dragged a hand down her face. “Sit, both of you. Please. I have a board call at eleven and I would like to go into it having accomplished exactly one thing today.”

Ivy sat.

Rhys did not. He stayed at the window, and she made a note of it, filed under the same heading as the door thing, which she’d noticed in the first four seconds and had been turning over since: he’d put a solid wall at his back. Not the sofa, not the middle of the room, not the chair. The window ledge, with his shoulders against the frame and clear sight of the door.

Athletes did that sometimes. So did people who’d been ambushed enough times to stop pretending it wouldn’t happen again.

She opened the folder on her knee and did not look down at it.

“Three incidents in eight months,” she said. “March fourteenth, a physical altercation outside a bar in the Meatpacking District, captured on four separate phones from three angles. May second, a postgame media availability in which you told a reporter from the Post, and I am quoting the transcript, to go find a real question. And two weeks ago, Rebound Sports terminated a four-year endorsement agreement, citing conduct inconsistent with brand values, which is contract language for we found a cheaper way out and your face gave it to us.”

“That’s a summary.”

“It’s the summary that ran on three networks.”

“It’s not what happened.”

“That’s the part that doesn’t matter yet.”

He looked at her then, actually looked, and it was the first moment in the conversation where she had his full attention rather than the polite fraction he’d been renting out.

“Say that again.”

“It doesn’t matter yet,” Ivy said. “What happened and what ran are two different objects. Eventually we will need them to be the same object. Right now they are not, and pretending otherwise costs us time we don’t have. So for the next ninety days I am going to work with what ran, because what ran is what the league’s discipline committee is going to have open on a screen in front of them when they revisit your captaincy in December.”

The room went quiet enough that she could hear the ice being resurfaced two floors down, that low grinding hum through the floor, and under it somebody’s music, something with too much bass, leaking up from a locker room.

Rhys pushed off the windowsill.

He crossed to the chair opposite hers and sat, finally, and up close she catalogued things the photographs hadn’t given her. A scar through the outer third of his left eyebrow, faint, silvered, old enough that it had stopped being a story he told. Knuckles that had been broken and reset and broken again. A jaw that worked once, briefly, when he sat, like he was chewing on something he’d decided not to say.

“Ninety days,” he said.

“Ninety days. That’s what the league gave the organization before they revisit the C. It’s also, not coincidentally, the window Rebound gave before they decide whether the rest of your deals go with it, and the window your national broadcaster is using to decide whether you’re still a person they put in a studio chair during intermissions.” She turned a page she didn’t need to turn. “Ninety days is not a long runway for a man with your last eight months. So I’d suggest you spend less energy deciding whether you like me and more deciding whether you’d like to still be wearing the letter in December.”

“You think this is about liking you.”

“Most of my clients start there.”

“I’m not most of your clients.”

“Everyone says that. Two of them were right.”

That got something. Not a smile. The suggestion of the architecture that a smile would require, briefly assembled and then dismantled.

“I don’t need you to like me,” he said. “I need you to fix the story before somebody fixes it on me. There’s a difference.”

And that, irritatingly, was the first entirely honest sentence he’d produced since she came through the door.

Ivy had built nine years and an unbroken client record on catching the exact half second when a person stopped performing, and she’d just caught two of them inside four minutes from a man the league’s own PR office had described to her, in writing, as fundamentally uncoachable. She kept her face where it was. She’d had practice.

“Then we agree on the objective,” she said. “We disagree on whether I work for free while you decide if you trust me.”

“I don’t trust people the team hires to manage me.”

“Good.”

He blinked. “Good?”

“Trust would slow us down. Trust makes people negotiate. I’m not looking for a partner, Mr. Ambrose, I’m looking for compliance, and compliance is faster. I don’t need you to trust me. I need you to do precisely what I tell you, when I tell you, for ninety days, without editorial commentary.”

“And after ninety days?”

“After ninety days you can go back to telling reporters to find a real question and I’ll have already cashed the check.”

Rashford made a small sound behind the desk that might have been a laugh strangled at birth.

Rhys didn’t look away from her. “Fine. What’s precisely.”

Ivy set the folder on the low table between them and turned it toward him, and this part she did from memory, because she’d written it on the train and rewritten it twice.

“No bars. Not for a drink, not for a teammate’s birthday, not to pick someone up at the door. If a licensed premises has a line outside it, you are not going in it. Second: no unscripted answers to press. You get four approved lines per availability, you use them, you repeat them if you have to, you look bored doing it. Bored is fine. Bored is our friend. Third: no grand gestures. If you feel the urge to prove a point publicly, you call me first and I will talk you out of it. Fourth: you don’t so much as jaywalk without checking with me.”

“That’s four.”

“There are eleven.”

“Eleven.”

“You want to hear all eleven or you want to trust me on nine of them?”

“You just said you don’t want me to trust you.”

“I said I don’t need it. Try to keep the two separate, it’ll help you in interviews.”

He laughed.

It was one syllable and it was clearly involuntary and he shut it down immediately, but it had happened, and both of them knew it had happened, and something in the temperature of the room adjusted by a degree or two.

“You want to run my life,” he said.

“I want to run your next ninety days so that you still have a life to run afterward. Those are different scales of ambition and I’d like credit for choosing the smaller one.”

He sat back. Studied her for a moment, and it was the first time she’d been looked at in this room rather than looked past, and she found she did not entirely enjoy the difference. Being invisible was operationally convenient. It was most of the job. You made a client the story, you made yourself the furniture, and you did not sit in a chair in a general manager’s office being examined by a professional athlete who had apparently decided to actually pay attention.

“You’ve done this before,” he said. “This exact conversation.”

“Twenty-two times.”

“How many worked.”

“All of them.”

“That’s a lie.”

“It’s a matter of record. Bellweather publishes outcomes. You can look it up, or you can save yourself the trouble and take the number, which is twenty-two.” She closed the folder. “That’s why the organization hired me rather than any of the four cheaper firms who wanted this account. It’s not because I’m nice. You’ve probably worked that part out.”

“I figured it out around the folder.”

“You threw the folder.”

“I threw a different folder.”

“There’s more than one?”

“Sweetheart,” Rhys said, “there are so many folders.”

The word landed in the room like a dropped glass. He heard it as it left his mouth, she watched him hear it, and he did not apologize for it, which was interesting, and he did not repeat it, which was more interesting.

Ivy let it sit there for exactly two seconds.

“That’s rule five,” she said. “You don’t call me that in front of anyone with a phone.”

“And in front of people without phones?”

“Everyone has a phone, Mr. Ambrose. That’s the entire problem. That’s the whole industry.”

Rashford’s chair creaked as she leaned forward, and something about the sound changed the room. Ivy had been in enough of these to feel the shift before she could name it. The GM had gone from spectator to participant, and people only did that when they were about to hand you something they hadn’t finished pricing.

“There’s one more thing,” Rashford said. “Before you two start.”

Rhys went still.

Not the arranged stillness from the window. This was different, and Ivy caught it in her peripheral vision and did not turn her head, because turning her head would have told him she’d caught it. His hands had stopped moving. He’d had one thumb working slowly against the knuckle of the other since he sat down, a small unconscious grinding motion, and it had stopped.

“Ivy,” Rashford said. “The bar. The presser. Rebound. That’s not why ownership called your firm.”

Ivy looked up.

“I was told the mandate was reputational rehabilitation ahead of the December review.”

“I know what you were told.”

“I was told it by your president of business operations. In writing. Twice.”

“I know.” Rashford wasn’t looking at Rhys. She was looking at a manila folder squared up on the left side of her desk, an ordinary folder, unlabeled, and the only remarkable thing about it was how soft the edge had gone. Handled. Repeatedly. That folder had been opened and closed more times than a folder that new had any business being. “That’s the version we’re letting the league believe it’s about.”

The building hummed under the floor. Somebody in the hallway called a name and got an answer.

Ivy set her pen down, which was the largest gesture she permitted herself in a room like this one, and it worked, because both of them looked at it.

“I want to be precise about what’s happening,” she said. “Because in about four seconds one of you is going to tell me something that changes the scope of my engagement, and I’d like it on the record that I’m hearing it for the first time now, and not in March, when someone asks me under oath.”

“Nobody’s going under oath,” Rashford said.

“People always say that. Two of them were right.”

Rhys made a sound that was almost the laugh again. He was looking at the window now. Not out of it. At it. At the reflection in it, maybe, which from where Ivy sat would have shown him the desk and the folder and the back of her head.

“So what is it actually about,” Ivy said.

Rashford slid the folder two inches across the desk. She didn’t open it. She didn’t turn it around. She put two fingers on it and moved it two inches and then took her hand back, and the whole gesture had the awful careful quality of somebody setting down something that might go off.

“Ask him.”

Ivy turned.

And for the first time since she’d walked into this office, Rhys Ambrose wasn’t bored, or cornered, or armored, or performing any of the eleven things he’d been performing in rotation for the last twenty minutes. His face had gone somewhere else entirely. He was looking at the folder the way you look at a diagnosis in an envelope you haven’t opened yet.

“No,” he said.

Rashford exhaled through her nose. “Rhys.”

“I said no.”

“She can’t build a plan around a hole.”

“Then she builds a bad plan.” He stood up. Not fast. That was the thing that got her, that he did it slowly, that whatever this was hadn’t spiked his adrenaline, it had drained it. “She’ll be good at it. She’s got twenty-two of them.”

“Twenty-two clean ones,” Ivy said.

He looked down at her.

“Twenty-two clean ones,” she repeated, “because I was never operating on a file I hadn’t read. That’s not a character trait, Mr. Ambrose, it’s a method. You are asking me to walk into the most heavily surveilled ninety days of your professional life with one hand tied and my eyes shut, and I want you to understand clearly that people who do that don’t fail slowly. They fail on a Tuesday afternoon with no warning, in front of everyone.”

“I understand that.”

“Do you.”

“Better than you do.” Something in his voice had shortened. She noticed the shape of it before she noticed the meaning, the way his sentences had been running eleven, twelve words and were now running five, four. “You’ve been in this room twenty minutes.”

“And you’ve been in it eight months.”

“Twenty-nine years.”

That stopped her.

He seemed to hear it too, the way it had come out, and his jaw did the thing again, once, hard. He picked his jacket up off the back of the chair.

“I’ll do your rules,” he said. “All eleven. I won’t fight you on the bars or the press or the jaywalking. You can have my calendar, you can have my phone if you want it, I’ll sit in a room and say four approved lines until my mouth stops working. But you’re not getting that file today.”

“Because you don’t trust me.”

“Because you’re not ready for it.”

Ivy stood, because she was not going to have the rest of this conversation from a seated position.

“That’s an extraordinary thing to say to somebody hired to protect you.”

“It’s the only true thing I’ve said all morning.”

“It’s the third.”

He paused. She saw it register, that she’d been counting, that she’d been counting the whole time, and something crossed his face that she didn’t have a category for and didn’t like being without a category for.

“Ninety days,” he said. “You’ll get it inside ninety days. That’s the deal I’m offering and it’s the only one I’ve got.”

“And if it comes out before then? On somebody else’s schedule?”

“Then you’ll have learned something about the job.”

He crossed to the door. He was close enough passing her that she caught the cold coming off him, that rink smell in the fabric of the quarter-zip, and he stopped, one hand on the frame, and did not turn around all the way.

“For what it’s worth,” he said, “I didn’t want them to hire anyone.”

“Most people don’t.”

“No. You misunderstand.” Now he turned, and he was too close, and neither of them adjusted for it, which she would think about later on the train and would decide not to think about. “I didn’t want them to hire anyone because there’s exactly one thing worse than the story everybody already hates me for.”

Ivy did not step back. “Which is?”

Rhys Ambrose looked at her for a moment, and whatever he’d been doing with his face for the last twenty minutes, he stopped doing it.

“The true one.”

The door shut behind him.

Ivy stayed exactly where she was for four full seconds, which was three and a half seconds longer than she generally allowed, and then she turned around.

Rashford had her elbows on the desk and her hands over her mouth.

“That went about how I thought,” the GM said.

“Is it criminal?”

“No.”

“Is anyone hurt?”

Rashford took a breath, and the pause before she answered lasted long enough to be its own answer.

“Not the way you mean.”

Ivy picked up her bag. Her hands were steady, which she noted with the detached approval of someone checking equipment before a jump, and she made herself walk to the door at a normal speed rather than the speed she wanted, which was faster, and then she stopped with her fingers on the handle.

“Can I ask you something off the engagement?”

“You can ask.”

“The folder.” Ivy nodded at it, still sitting two inches out of square on the desk, that soft worn edge catching the fluorescent light. “How long have you known?”

Rashford’s hands came down. She looked older with them down.

“Two years.”

“And you’ve kept it.”

“I’ve kept it.”

“Why?”

The general manager of the New York Rebellion looked at the closed door, and then at the folder, and then, finally, at Ivy.

“Because he asked me to,” she said. “And because if you’d seen his face when he asked, you’d have kept it too.”
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Ivy arrived at the practice facility at seven forty on Tuesday morning with eleven rules printed on card stock, and by eight fifteen she had lost four of them.

The card stock had been a decision. She’d thought about it on the train, somewhere under the East River with her reflection sitting across from her in the dark glass, and she had concluded that paper was better than a phone because paper could be set down in front of a person and left there. You could not scroll away from card stock. You could not put card stock face down and claim you’d read it. Card stock sat on a table and accused you.

She had printed twelve copies. She had no idea why twelve. She had printed twelve and then stood in her kitchen at six in the morning with her coffee going cold and looked at the stack and thought about the way he had said the true one, flat, with the door already half open, and then she had put the stack in her bag and gone to the subway.

The meeting room they’d given her was on the second floor, glass on two sides, a long table, sixteen chairs, and a whiteboard that still had someone’s line combinations on it in three colors. The building was awake by the time she got up there. Somebody was already on the ice. She could hear it through the floor, that particular sound of blades that she was going to have to get used to, a kind of tearing, like fabric.

She wiped the whiteboard. She set out two waters. She put one card at the head of the table and one card at the seat to its immediate right, and then she moved the second card three seats down, and then she moved it back.

At eight oh two she checked her phone.

At eight oh nine she checked it again.

At eight fourteen the door opened and Rhys Ambrose came in wearing a backwards cap and a hooded sweatshirt with the sleeves cut off at the shoulder, holding a paper cup of coffee in one hand and a second paper cup in the other, and he was not alone.

There were three of them.

“This is a closed session,” Ivy said.

“This is Teo.” Rhys set one of the coffees down in front of her, which she had not asked for and did not want and immediately resented the existence of. “That’s Kovach. The tall one’s Sundstrom, he doesn’t talk in the morning, you’ll like him.”

“Morning,” said the tall one.

“He talks a little,” Rhys said.

Ivy did not sit down. She had learned early that the person standing controls the tempo of a room for approximately ninety seconds, and she intended to use all ninety.

“Gentlemen. I’m Ivy Callendar. I’m running the captain’s media program for the next ninety days, and this session is one on one, so I’m going to ask you to find somewhere else to be.”

The one called Teo, who was maybe twenty-three and had the build of a fire hydrant and the face of a choirboy, put a hand on his chest. “We’re moral support.”

“You’re a liability.”

“That’s what my agent says.”

“Your agent is correct and probably underpaid.” She looked at Rhys. “Out.”

“They’ve got skate in forty minutes anyway.”

“Then they can wait for it in the room where players wait, which I assume exists, because this building cost four hundred million dollars.”

Kovach made a low ooh sound in the back of his throat, the universal sound of a man watching someone else take a hit. Sundstrom was already turning to leave, because Sundstrom, it seemed, had sense. Teo lingered in the doorway long enough to point two fingers at his own eyes and then at Rhys, and then the door swung shut and it was the two of them and sixteen chairs.

Rhys sat down. Not at the seat with the card in front of it. Two seats past it, at the corner, with his back to the glass wall that faced the corridor and a clear line to the door.

Ivy picked up the card from the empty seat, walked it down two chairs, and set it in front of him.

“That’s mine?”

“That’s yours.”

He read the top line out loud. “Ambrose Protocol.”

“It’s a working title.”

“It sounds like a movie where a guy jumps off a building.”

“It’s eleven bullet points on one side of a card, Mr. Ambrose, please try to contain yourself.”

“You could just call it the rules.”

“I could.” She sat down at the head of the table, opened her laptop, and did not look up. “But then people would call them the rules, and rules invite negotiation, and protocols do not. It’s a language decision. Everything I do is a language decision. That’s the entire job.”

He turned the card over. Turned it back. Drank his coffee.

“Rule one,” he read. “No licensed premises.”

“Correct.”

“Define licensed premises.”

“Anywhere that sells alcohol for consumption on site.”

“Restaurants sell alcohol.”

“Restaurants with a bar area where people stand are bars with food. Restaurants where every patron is seated at a table with a reservation are restaurants. You know the difference. Everyone knows the difference. Nobody has ever been confused about this in the history of the world.”

“So dinner’s fine.”

“Dinner is fine if the reservation is under someone else’s name and you are seated before eight and you leave before eleven.”

“What happens at eleven?”

“The people with phones get drunk,” Ivy said. “The photograph that ended your Rebound contract was taken at eleven fifty on a Thursday by a twenty-six year old paralegal who had been in that bar for four hours. She wasn’t hunting you. She was leaving. You happened to be there when a stranger walked past a doorway with her camera already open.”

Rhys was quiet for a second.

“Huh,” he said.

“That’s it? Huh?”

“I didn’t know that part.”

“You didn’t ask. Nobody ever asks. Everyone thinks it’s the professionals who get them and it’s almost never the professionals, the professionals want an appointment and a quote, they’d rather be handed the story than dig it up.” She turned her laptop around and showed him the frame, timestamped, cropped, with the metadata sidebar open. “The professionals are the second wave. The first wave is always somebody going home.”

He looked at the screen for longer than he needed to.

“Rule two,” he said, and pushed the laptop back. “Four approved lines per availability.”

“Yes.”

“What if they ask five questions?”

“They’ll ask forty. You have four lines. You repeat them.”

“That’s how you look like an idiot.”

“That’s how you look boring. Boring is a shield. You’ve been operating for eight months on the theory that being interesting protects you, and I want to be clear that the exact opposite is true, and that interesting is why we are sitting in this room.”

“Interesting is why I have a career.”

“Interesting is why you have a countdown.”

His jaw did the thing. She’d noticed it Monday and here it was again, once, hard, and then gone.

“Rule three,” he said. “No grand gestures. You want to define that one too?”

“If you feel a strong impulse to prove a point publicly, you call me and I talk you out of it.”

“What if you’re asleep?”

“I’ll be awake.”

“What if I call at four in the morning?”

“Then I’ll be awake at four in the morning.”

He looked at her over the rim of the coffee cup. “You’re going to regret saying that.”

“I’ve said it twenty-two times. I’ve been called eleven times. Nobody’s ever called twice.” She made a note in the margin of her own card, in pen, because she liked the way it looked when a client watched you write something down about them. “Would you like to be the first?”

“I’d like to see what you do when someone actually does it.”

“Then we’re both going to have an interesting quarter.”

He laughed at that. Same as Monday, one syllable, out before he could catch it, and this time he didn’t bother shutting it down so fast, and Ivy felt the small ugly flare of satisfaction that came with landing something and put it away where she kept things like that, which was nowhere.

“Rule four,” she said. “Your calendar. I want it shared by end of day.”

“Done.”

“Your public calendar and your actual calendar. I’ve done this before. There are always two.”

“There’s three.”

“Then I want three.”

“You get two,” Rhys said. “The third one’s not yours.”

She wrote that down as well, and this time she let him see her do it, and she watched him watch her hand move and clock exactly what she was recording, and neither of them said anything about the folder in Rashford’s office, and the folder sat in the room anyway, unmentioned, taking up a chair.

“Rule five,” he said. “No terms of endearment in public.”

“In public or in private.”

“That’s not what it says.”

“It says in public.”

“So in private, sweetheart’s fine.”

“Mr. Ambrose.”

“Just clarifying the protocol.”

“The protocol,” Ivy said, “is that you do not do anything in private that you would have to remember not to do in public, because under pressure people default to habit, and you are going to be under pressure for ninety consecutive days. That’s not a rule about manners. It’s a rule about muscle memory. You’re an athlete. You should understand it better than most of my clients did.”

He set the coffee cup down.

“Okay,” he said. “That’s actually a good answer.”

“I have others.”

“How many of these do you have memorized?”

“All of them.”

“How many did you write this morning?”

“Six of them,” Ivy said, “at five forty, at my kitchen counter, because you’re a harder file than the ones I usually take and I wanted the language tight before I sat in a room with you.”

She had not meant to say that.

It was true, and it was also more than she gave people, and she heard it land in the quiet the way you hear a coin drop in the next room. She had been doing this nine years and she did not hand clients unnecessary information, ever, because information was leverage and leverage went one direction only.

Rhys didn’t say anything for a second. He just looked at her, and it was the same looking as Monday, the thing where he actually did it instead of skimming past her the way athletes generally skimmed past staff.

“Five forty,” he said.

“Rule six.”

“You get up at five forty?”

“Rule six is no direct engagement with anything about you online. Not comments, not replies, not likes, not follows, not unfollows. Especially not unfollows, an unfollow is a press release with a timestamp on it.”

“Ivy.”

She looked up before she could stop herself, and that was a mistake, because he had used her first name for the first time and she had responded to it like it was a hand on her shoulder, immediately, physically, before any part of her brain got a vote.

She put her pen down. She picked it back up.

“That’s not on the card,” she said.

“Which part.”

“My name isn’t on the card.”

“It’s on the top of the card. Prepared by Ivy Callendar, Bellweather Strategies.” He turned it around and held it up for her, and there it was, twelve point type, her own name in her own layout, being used against her at eight thirty in the morning. “You wrote it there.”

“That’s an attribution line.”

“It’s your name.”

“Ms. Callendar is fine.”

“Is it a rule?”

“It’s a preference.”

“So it’s not a rule.”

Ivy closed her laptop three inches and opened it again, which was not a thing she did, and she noticed herself doing it and stopped.

“Rule seven,” she said.

Rhys sat back in his chair with his coffee, entirely at ease, one ankle coming up to rest on the opposite knee, and she understood with complete clarity that he had just learned something about her and had decided to file it rather than use it, and that filing it was worse.

“Rule seven,” he said. “Go ahead.”

She got through seven, eight, and nine without incident.

Seven was about his phone, which he agreed to instantly and with a shrug that told her the agreement was worth nothing. Eight was about family, which he agreed to slightly too fast. Nine was about charity appearances, and he pushed back on nine, but he pushed back on the substance rather than on her, wanting to know why she was cutting the children’s hospital visit from the schedule when it was the only thing on there that made him look like a human being.

“Because it’s the only thing on there that makes you look like a human being,” Ivy said.

“That’s an argument for doing it.”

“It’s an argument for doing it in week nine, not week one. If you show up at a children’s hospital eleven days after a sponsor drops you, every outlet in this city runs the same eight hundred words about a disgraced captain hugging sick kids for the cameras, and then you have burned the hospital, which means you can’t go back, which means the actual good version of that visit is gone forever.” She scrolled. “There are two hundred and ten kids in that building. They don’t deserve to be your credibility strategy in the same news cycle as a bar fight. So we move it to November and we do it with no press at all, and if it leaks, it leaks from a nurse, which is a thousand times better than if it leaks from us.”

Rhys was quiet.

“That’s what you do,” he said.

“That’s what I do.”

“You think about it like that all the time?”

“There’s no other way to think about it once you’ve learned how.” She was still scrolling and she was aware that her voice had gone somewhere she hadn’t planned. “It’s a bad thing to know. You can’t un know it. You go to a wedding and you find yourself counting exits.”

“Do you?”

“Rule ten,” Ivy said.

He let it go. She noticed him let it go, and she noticed that he noticed her noticing, and the whole thing took under a second and left her irritated for reasons she could not have written on a card.

Rule ten was about the beat reporter, whose name was Dessa Kwan, who had been covering the Rebellion for six years and had broken three of the four stories that had put Ivy in this building. Rule ten was that Rhys did not speak to Dessa Kwan under any circumstances without Ivy present.

“She’s not the problem,” Rhys said.

“She’s absolutely the problem.”

“She’s the only one who called me before she ran anything.”

“Which is why she is the problem. The hostile ones are easy. The hostile ones write something stupid and I correct it and they lose a little credibility and eventually they stop. The fair ones are lethal, because when a fair reporter runs something, everybody believes it, including me.” She looked at him. “Dessa Kwan has a source inside this organization. I’ve been here two days and I already know that, and it means that at some point in the next ninety days she is going to know something before I do, and when that happens I need you to have zero relationship with her that I can’t see.”

“You want me to burn somebody who’s been straight with me.”

“I want you to not call her back.”

“That’s not nothing to me.”

“It shouldn’t be nothing. It should cost you.” Ivy shut the laptop the rest of the way. “That’s rule ten. It’s the only one I’d resign over.”

The building hummed. Somewhere below them a whistle went, two short blasts, and a door slammed on some hallway, and Rhys Ambrose sat looking at a piece of card stock in a room with sixteen chairs in it.

“Fine,” he said.

“Say it back.”

“Seriously?”

“Say it back, please.”

“I don’t talk to Dessa Kwan without you in the room.”

“Thank you.”

“That’s the one you’d quit over,” he said. “Not the file.”

Ivy did not answer that, because the honest answer was that she had thought about the file for most of the night and had not yet decided what she’d do about it, and because a client should never watch you decide anything in real time.

“Rule eleven,” she said instead.

“There’s eleven?”

“You’ve been holding the card for forty minutes.”

“I’ve been holding it. I didn’t say I read it.” He flipped it over, found the last line, and read it, and then he read it again, and then something in his face changed in a way she couldn’t file.

“Rule eleven,” he read. “No personal relationships with anyone connected to this engagement, including but not limited to team staff, league officials, media personnel, and the client.”

“That’s standard.”

“Is it.”

“It’s in every engagement letter Bellweather has written since 2019.”

“You put it on the card.”

“I put everything on the card.”

“You put it on the card,” Rhys said, “and you handed the card to me.”

Ivy felt the room get about four degrees smaller and she did the only thing she had ever done in a room that was getting smaller, which was to make herself larger and colder and more precise, the way you do with a dog.

“It’s item eleven of eleven,” she said. “It’s below the jaywalking. If you’d like to read something into the ordering, I’d suggest reading that it was the least of my concerns when I drafted it at five forty this morning.”

“I didn’t read anything into it.”

“You read it twice.”

“I read all of them twice,” he said. “Except the ones I didn’t read at all.”

And then he grinned, fully, for the first time in two days, and it was not a nice grin, it was the grin of a man who had located the one loose board in an otherwise sound floor and had decided to step on it once, lightly, just to hear the noise it made.

Ivy stood up.

“We’re done for today.”

“It’s eight fifty.”

“We were scheduled until nine thirty.”

“So we’ve got forty minutes.”

“We had forty minutes when you brought three teammates into a closed session, and we lost eleven of them to your interest in whether restaurants count as bars.” She was stacking her things, and she was doing it faster than the situation required, and she knew it, and could not slow down. “Tomorrow, seven thirty, this room, alone. Bring the card. I will know if you’ve lost it, because I printed twelve.”

“Twelve.”

“Bring the card, Mr. Ambrose.”

He got up. He picked up the coffee he’d brought her, which she hadn’t touched, which had gone cold on the table between them for the better part of an hour, and he looked at it and set it back down without comment, and somehow that was worse than if he’d said something.

At the door he stopped.

“Callendar.”

She kept packing. “That’s the surname. You’ve gone backwards.”

“You were right about the hospital.”

Ivy’s hands stopped for a half second on the laptop sleeve.

“I know,” she said.

“I wasn’t going to tell you that, and then I thought about it, and I decided you’d probably had a lot of people tell you that you were cold and not a lot of people tell you that you were right.” He pulled the door open with his shoulder. “So. There it is. You were right.”

“Rule five,” Ivy said.

“Rule five is about nicknames.”

“Rule five is about muscle memory.”

Rhys considered that.

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s what I figured.”

And he left, and the door swung shut, and Ivy Callendar stood alone in a glass room on the second floor of a four hundred million dollar building with eleven laminated cards she didn’t need and one cold coffee she hadn’t ordered, and she stood there for eight seconds doing absolutely nothing at all.

Then she sat down, opened the laptop, and made a note at the bottom of the file.

Subject responds to being told the reasoning behind an instruction. Recommend leading with reasoning going forward. Compliance improves.

She looked at it.

She read it three times.

Then she deleted the word compliance and typed engagement, and then she deleted engagement and typed compliance again, and then she closed the laptop and went to find Rashford, because it was not yet nine in the morning and she had already broken her own rule about not thinking about a client after the meeting ended, and she wanted very badly to be given something else to do.
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The camera was the point.

Ivy had learned that in her second year, working a corporate account where a chief executive had spent four sessions being charming across a table and then had melted like a candle the instant a red light came on. People did not need practice talking. They needed practice being watched.

So on Thursday morning she had the equipment manager wheel a tripod into the glass room on the second floor, and she set a chair against the blank wall, and she borrowed a light from the video coaches downstairs, one of those flat panel things on a stand, and she angled it slightly wrong on purpose. Slightly wrong was what he would get in a hallway at eleven at night after a loss. Slightly wrong was the real condition.

She was still adjusting it when Rhys came in.

He was alone this time, which she counted as a win and refused to feel good about. He had the card. He put it on the table without being asked, face up, and she noticed a coffee ring on the corner of it and a crease down the middle where it had been folded and unfolded more than once.

“You folded it.”

“It goes in my pocket.”

“It’s card stock. It’s designed not to fold.”

“Then it’s badly designed,” Rhys said, “because I have pockets.”

He looked at the chair against the wall, and the light, and the tripod, and he stopped where he was.

“No.”

“Sit down.”

“What is this.”

“This is Thursday.” Ivy checked the frame on the small screen, adjusted a half degree, and stepped back. “You have a media availability in nine days. Home opener. Between forty and sixty credentialed people in that room, four cameras, two of them live. You’ve done it a hundred times.”

“I’ve done it three hundred times.”

“Then this will be easy.”

“Then I don’t need to do it in a room with you and a tripod.”

“You told a reporter from the Post to find a real question, on camera, in May.” She sat down behind the tripod and folded her hands. “So yes, Mr. Ambrose, you do.”

He stood there for a moment, and she watched him do the arithmetic that all of them did, the calculation about whether the humiliation of complying was smaller than the humiliation of arguing about it, and then he crossed the room and dropped into the chair with the specific graceless thud of a man making a point about how little he cared.

The light hit him wrong, exactly as designed. It carved a hard shadow under his cheekbone and lit the scar through his eyebrow into silver.

“Move your chair back four inches,” Ivy said.

“Why.”

“Because you’re too close to the wall and it makes a shadow behind your head like a bad passport photo.”

He moved it two.

“Four.”

He moved it two more, with enormous ceremony.

“Thank you.” She hit record. “Nine days from now, that room is going to open with three softballs, because they always open soft. Then someone will go for the throat around question four. I’m going to give you the whole shape of it so you know what it feels like. You have four approved lines. Do you have them?”

“I have them.”

“Say them.”

Rhys recited them flatly, staring somewhere over her left shoulder. Focused on the season. Grateful to the organization for their support. Learned a lot in the last few months. The guys in this room deserve my best and that’s what they’re going to get.

“Good.”

“They’re terrible.”

“They’re supposed to be terrible. Terrible is quotable in exactly one direction.” Ivy sat forward. “Here we go. Rhys, first home game with the C after a difficult summer. How are you feeling?”

“Focused on the season.”

“Any nerves?”

“Focused on the season.”

“That’s twice.”

“You told me to repeat them.”

“I told you to repeat them, I didn’t tell you to repeat them in a row.” She kept her voice level. “Vary the packaging. Same content, different wrapping paper. Nerves, sure, everyone’s got nerves week one. Focused on the season. That’s the same answer with a human being attached to the front of it.”

He tried it. It came out stiff, but it came out.

“Better. Rhys, the league is reviewing your captaincy in December. Do you expect to still be wearing the letter?”

“That’s not up to me.”

“That’s not one of the four.”

“It’s true.”

“It’s an answer that invites the follow up, who is it up to, and now you’re commenting on the discipline process. Try again.”

“The guys in this room deserve my best and that’s what they’re going to get.”

“Good. Rhys, Rebound Sports terminated your endorsement in August. Did they give you a reason?”

“Grateful to the organization for their support.”

“That’s a non sequitur but it’ll survive. Rhys, in March you were filmed outside a bar on Gansevoort Street putting a man on the ground. Do you regret it?”

Something in his shoulders changed.

“Learned a lot in the last few months.”

“Good. Rhys, do you think you got special treatment because you’re the captain?”

“Learned a lot in the last few months.”

“Good. Rhys, some people in this city think you’re the most hated man in the league. Does that bother you?”

“Focused on the season.”

“Good. Rhys, your father was at that bar, wasn’t he?”

Rhys went absolutely still.

It happened so fast and so completely that Ivy heard the change before she saw it, the small sound of a chair leg shifting on the floor and then nothing at all. The light didn’t move. The room didn’t move. He sat in the wrong shadow with his hands on his knees and he did not blink for what felt like a long time.

“What did you say.”

Ivy kept her hands folded. Her pulse had gone up and she was aware of it and disregarded it.

“I said, your father was at that bar.”

“Where did you get that.”

“I didn’t get it anywhere. That’s the point of this exercise.” She held his eyes. “I made it up.”

“You made it up.”

“I invented a question that would hurt, because in nine days somebody in that room is going to invent one too, and if the first time you hear it is on live television then everything we’ve done in this building is worthless. This is what the session is. I hit you with the worst thing I can think of, and you say one of four boring sentences, and then we go get lunch.”

“You don’t get to do that.”

“I do, actually. It’s what you’re paying for.”

“You don’t get to use my father as a training exercise.”

“I used a man in a bar. There were nine men in that bar.” Ivy did not look away. “I picked the one that would land. If it landed, that’s information, and it’s information I need.”

Rhys stood up.

The chair went back a foot and caught on the floor and stayed upright, which was somehow worse than if it had gone over. He crossed to the window, put his back to the frame, and stood with his hands on his hips and his head down, breathing like a man at the end of a shift.

Ivy reached over and stopped the recording.

She noted that she’d done that, and she noted that she hadn’t decided to do it. Her hand had gone out and pressed the button and her brain had arrived afterward with a justification, which was that footage of this would be a liability if it ever left the building, and the justification was true, and it was also not why she’d done it.

She had done it because he had looked like that.

“Sit down,” she said.

“No.”

“Then stand. But we’re not done.”

“We’re done.”

“Mr. Ambrose.”

“Don’t.” He turned around. “Don’t do the surname thing. Not right now. You do that when you want somebody to remember you’re in charge and I already know you’re in charge, you’ve made it extremely clear, you laminated it.”

“I did not laminate it.”

“You printed twelve.”

“That’s not lamination.”

“It’s the spirit of lamination.”

And the horrible thing, the genuinely inconvenient thing, was that she almost laughed. It came up out of nowhere, the way a hiccup does, and she put it down hard and it left a mark going down.

Rhys ran a hand over his jaw.

“He was there,” he said.

Ivy did not move. She had been doing this nine years and she knew, with total clarity, that the correct professional action











































































































