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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever believed that people are more complicated than the numbers—and for everyone who has ever believed the numbers anyway. 
May you always find someone willing to challenge your certainty, laugh at your best arguments, and remind you that some of life's most important columns can never be measured.
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  Chapter 1: Benched


The model has a name, and her name is Reg, and at 9:14 on a Tuesday morning she asks me to end a man's career in front of eleven people who already hate me. 
I built Reg over fourteen months. I fed her nine seasons of tracking data, every zone entry, every failed clear, every shift a defenseman spent chasing a play he used to be fast enough to reach. She is the most honest thing I own. She does not care who scored the goal that hangs in the rafters, and this morning, without cruelty, because she is incapable of cruelty, she has flagged the single most important recommendation of my professional life.
Bench Sorenson.
I stand at the front of the glass office with a clicker in my hand and my heart doing the thing it does, which is nothing, because I've trained it to behave in rooms like this. The office wraps the corner above the practice rink, all windows, so the whole coaching staff can watch me while behind them, four stories down, the actual team runs actual drills on actual ice. I've been the Director of Hockey Analytics for six days. This is my first report. I have prepared a great deal.
There are eleven of them and one of me, which is a ratio I've made a career out of. Assistant coaches, a video guy, the strength coach, a player development man with a whistle he keeps touching like a rosary. They are arranged around the long table in the loose, territorial way of people who were here before you and intend to be here after. I know four of their names. I know all of their numbers, which is a different and more useful kind of knowing, and which is exactly the thing that makes a room like this go quiet and hostile the second I open my mouth.
I fled a hedge fund for this. That's the part my mother can't understand. I had a corner office and a bonus with a comma in it and a boss who called me his secret weapon, which is a thing men call you right up until they introduce you to the client as the girl who runs the reports. I wanted my spreadsheets to mean something other than a stranger's second boat. I wanted, if I'm being honest, and I try very hard not to be, for the numbers to be about something people love. Hockey is something people love. I did not fully think through the part where the people who love it would be in the room.
"The recommendation on the first slide is the headline," I say. "The rest is evidence. I know how this franchise feels about the name on it. I built the model so that it wouldn't care how you feel, and I'd ask you to extend it the same courtesy."
"Sorenson's expected goals against per sixty has climbed every month for two seasons," I say. "His gap control is a full second slower than his 2022 baseline. He's not losing races. He's declining to enter them."
Nobody says anything. Coach Hollis drinks the same cold coffee he's been holding since I walked in, which I have come to understand is his entire emotional vocabulary.
"The model isn't saying he's a bad person," I add, which is a mistake, because it implies someone in the room thinks the model has opinions about people. "It's saying that in the current system, the team concedes four percent fewer high-danger chances with him on the bench. Over a season, that's a playoff spot."
I click to the next slide. It is a very good slide. I made the confidence bands a soothing blue so that no one would feel attacked by them.
Someone feels attacked by them.
"No," says a voice from the back, warm as a hand on your shoulder and about as welcome right now as a hand on your shoulder from a stranger. "Respectfully. No."
I have not formally met Grady Rourke. I have seen him the way you see weather. He is enormous in the specific way of men who used to hit other men for money, and he is leaning against the far wall with his arms crossed and his jaw set like I've said something about his mother instead of about a winger's neutral-zone efficiency.
"You have a question," I say.
"I have a feeling," he says.
"That's not the same thing."
"It's better than a question." He pushes off the wall. He does not walk so much as arrive. "Here's the thing. Sorenson doesn't play on paper. He plays in the third period of a back-to-back when everybody's legs are gone and somebody has to want it. You can't put wanting it in a spreadsheet."
"You'd be amazed what I can put in a spreadsheet."
"I would," he says, with total sincerity, and it throws me, because it isn't a jab. He genuinely believes I might amaze him. His face is open in a way that no one's face is open in a meeting. "Try me. Put wanting it in a spreadsheet."
"It's called compete rate. Column F."
Something happens in his eyes that I refuse to identify as delight. "You have a column for it."
"I have a column for most things."
"What's the header for love?"
"There isn't one."
"There's your problem."
Hollis sighs. It is a load-bearing sigh. It holds up the whole building.
I turn back to the room, because I did not flee a hedge fund and a corner office and a bonus with a comma in it to lose a franchise's future to a man who dresses like he's about to coach a beer league and win. "The recommendation stands. The data is not close. Sorenson at even strength is costing you games you think he's winning, because the moments you remember are the ones that made you feel something, and the moments the model remembers are all of them."
"That's cold," Grady says, and he says it softly, the way you'd say it about actual weather, an observation, not an insult.
"It's accurate."
"Can't it be both?"
"It's ninety-one percent accurate," I say. "Across four seasons of holdout data. Ninety-one percent."
He nods slowly, like I've told him something true and sad. Then he reaches into the inside pocket of his jacket, and I watch a grown man produce a small, battered spiral notebook, the kind you'd use to take a diner order, its cover soft with handling, and I think, with real clarity, that I am hallucinating.
"You know what has a better number than ninety-one percent?" he says, and he holds up his other hand, and there is a ring on it, and I know without being told what the ring is, because everyone in this city knows what the ring is. "This. One hundred percent of these were won by guys who competed when the math said quit."
"That's not what one hundred percent means."
"It's what it means to me."
"That's the problem with what it means to you."
"Give me a real number," he says. "Not a feeling number. You keep saying he's slow. How slow. Put a coat on it."
"One-point-one seconds," I say. "Average gap at the defensive blue line, this season versus his peak. One-point-one seconds slower to close."
"That's nothing. That's a blink."
"It's eleven feet at NHL speed. It's the difference between a stick check and a goal. Your legend is giving up eleven feet of ice a hundred times a night and smiling at the crowd on his way back to the bench, and the crowd loves him for it, and the crowd doesn't have to kill the two-on-one he just created."
Grady is quiet for a second. Down on the rink below us, faint through the glass, a whistle goes, and a drill resets, and he glances at it the way I glance at a loading bar, checking on something only he can read.
"Eleven feet," he says.
"Eleven feet."
"Okay. That's a good number." He says it grudgingly, like it costs him, and it clearly does, and I hate that watching it cost him is the most satisfying thing that's happened to me in this city. "But here's the thing you're missing about the eleven feet."
"I'm not missing the eleven feet. I found the eleven feet."
"You found it. You don't know what it's for." He spreads his hands, a man about to explain water to a fish. "He gives up the eleven feet on purpose. He bluffs slow so the kid across from him gets greedy. Half those two-on-ones, he's the one who set the trap."
"And the other half?"
"The other half he's just old," Grady admits, and it's so honest it disarms me, and I can see it disarms him too, like he didn't mean to tell the truth in front of the enemy. "But you can't tell which half from a spreadsheet. I can tell from the bench. I've watched him do it ten thousand times. That's my column. Ten thousand times."
And here's the thing I will spend the next several months failing to explain to my sister: it is fun. God help me. Arguing with him is the most fun I've had since I got here, and I got here six days ago, which tells you something about the six days.
"Okay," he says, and he opens the notebook. He opens the actual notebook. He thumbs through pages I can see are covered in his handwriting, dense and slanted and underlined in places, and my whole nervous system leans forward against my will. "Saturday. Before the Rangers game. I wrote, and I'm quoting myself here, Sorenson's got that thing in his shoulders. The good thing. He's going to block a shot in the third that changes the night."
"And did he."
"He blocked two."
"Did you win?"
Grady closes the notebook with the wounded dignity of a man folding away a love letter. "The scoreboard isn't the only ledger."
"It's the only one they pay you for."
That lands. I watch it land. For half a second the openness in his face closes over something, and I feel the small ugly satisfaction of having found the seam and put my thumb in it, and I feel, right behind that, a flick of shame, because he didn't deserve the good version of that sentence and I gave him the sharp one anyway. It's a reflex. Get there first. Cut before you can be cut. It's kept me employed and it's kept me alone and I have long since stopped pretending those are two separate outcomes.
"What's your name," he says. Not unkindly. He knows my name. He wants to make me say it, or he wants to start over, I can't tell.
"Sabrina Vance."
"Grady Rourke."
"I know who you are. There's a banner."
"There's a banner," he agrees, like it embarrasses him, and the worst part, the genuinely unfair part, is that it seems to. "But respectfully, Sabrina Vance, the banner's not why I'm right about Sorenson."
"You're not right about Sorenson."
"I feel very right about Sorenson."
"I've noticed that feelings and rightness aren't correlated for you."
"See, that," he says, pointing at me with the notebook, "is a beautiful thing to say to a person. I mean it. That's a sentence with a spine." He turns to Hollis. "Coach. Roy. Don't bench him. Or bench him, I don't run the room, but if the ice tells me something tonight I'm going to write it down, and when I'm right, I want it noted that I called it in a room full of blue slides."
"The ice doesn't tell you things," I say. "The ice is frozen water."
He looks at me then, fully, the way you look at someone you've just decided is going to be a permanent feature of your life whether you like it or not, and he tilts his head, and the collar of his shirt shifts, and I see it. The tattoo. On the side of his neck, an arrow, small and dark and pointing, as far as I can tell, at nothing.
I should not ask. I ask.
"What is that."
His hand goes to it automatically, protectively, the way mine goes to my laptop when someone reaches for it. "It's a compass."
"It's an arrow."
"A compass is an arrow that knows where it's going."
"It's pointing at your ear."
"Because that's where my instincts live," he says, and he says it the way another man might reveal the location of a safe, or a grave, something you don't show people, and then he seems to realize he's said it out loud in a work meeting, and he does not take it back. He just stands there, enormous and sincere and pointing at his own ear, daring the room to laugh.
The room does not laugh, because Hollis is here, and because half of them would run through that same glass window for this man, and I understand suddenly and completely why the model's first recommendation was always going to be a war. Reg didn't just flag a player. She flagged a religion, and I walked in on day six and told everyone their god has a declining expected-goals share.
"The compass," I say, "is pointing at your ear."
"You already said that."
"It bears repeating. It's the most information your gut has given me all morning."
He laughs. He actually laughs, this big helpless bark that surprises him more than it surprises me, and he covers his mouth like he's ashamed of it, and something in my chest does a thing that is absolutely not in Reg's model and that I resolve to never feed her.
"You're funny," he says, wondering, like he's found money in a coat. "That's a problem. Coach, she's funny, that's going to be a problem."
"I'm not funny. I'm correct in a tone."
"That's the funniest possible way to not be funny."
"Bench Sorenson," I say, to the room, to Hollis, to the blue slide, to anyone but him. "Please. That's the recommendation. That's what I was hired to do, and it's the first true thing this franchise has been told in two years, and if you don't like the way it feels, I'd gently suggest that's exactly the problem the analytics department was created to fix."
Silence. Real silence this time, the kind with weight.
And Grady Rourke, who has a ring and a banner and a notebook full of a frozen lake's private confessions, looks at me across a room full of his believers, and instead of getting angry, which I could have handled, he gets sad, and quiet, and he says the one thing that finds the actual door in me and walks straight through it.
"You know what your number doesn't have," he says. "It doesn't have a single day where Sorenson was the only guy who stayed late to skate with a kid who got sent down. It's got his expected goals. It doesn't have the goals nobody counts." He slides the notebook back into his jacket, over his heart, where he keeps it, of course that's where he keeps it. "You're going to be really good at this job. I can tell. You see everything." A beat. "I just hope somebody built you a column for the stuff that doesn't show up."
He doesn't say it to be cruel. That's what undoes me. A cruel man I could file under known quantities. But he says it like he's worried about me, this stranger, this obstacle, and the thing about being the calculator your whole life, the thing about being the useful one, the smart one, the one they call when the numbers are wrong and never when the party's good, is that you build a lot of armor and you get very fast, and none of it, none of it, does a single thing when a large sincere man in a beer-league jacket looks at you like he can see the column you don't have.
So I do what I always do. I get there first.
"I built myself plenty of columns," I say, and I hear how flat it comes out, how practiced. "The one you're describing has a name. It's called noise. It's the stuff people remember because it made them feel loved. It's not signal. It's grief with good lighting." I click the clicker. The slide advances to nothing, to the blank blue end of the deck, my soothing color, my safe empty field. "Bench Sorenson. Nine games. Reevaluate. That's the whole recommendation. Thank you for your time."
Hollis stands. He sets down the cold coffee for the first time all meeting, which I will later learn is the closest thing to applause he offers.
"We'll try it," he says. "Nine games." He looks at Grady, then at me, and something tired and amused moves behind his eyes. "Try not to kill each other. We can't afford the cap hit."
The staff files out. Grady goes last, because of course he does, ducking slightly under the door frame though he doesn't need to, a habit from being the biggest thing in every room he's ever entered.
At the threshold he stops. He turns. He looks back at me alone at the front of the glass office with my clicker and my blue slides and my model named after nobody, and he smiles, and it's not a winner's smile, it's warmer and worse than that.
"For the record," he says, "I liked the columns."
Then he's gone, and I stand in the quiet with the practice rink humming below me, and I let myself have exactly one breath where I am not correct in a tone, one breath where I am just a person who was called a machine again and got there first before anyone could, and I press the heel of my hand against the sternum where my heart lives and does nothing, and I say, out loud, to the empty room, to Reg, to the ninety-one percent, "Grief with good lighting. That was a good line."
It was a good line.
I'm still congratulating myself on the good line when I notice, on the wall by the door, mounted above the little shelf where the building's in-house broadcast crew parks a camera for coaches' access content, a small red light.
It is on.
It has, I understand with the specific full-body cold of a person watching her own future arrive, been on the entire time.






  
  Chapter 2: The Nerd and the Neanderthal


Ifind out I'm famous the way you find out about weather you slept through, which is that the ground is already wet and everybody's acting like they told you. 
It's 6:40 in the morning and I'm in my kitchen doing the one thing I'm good at outside a rink, which is making eggs for a house that only has me in it. I've got the pan going and the radio on low and the light coming in gray and decent over the water, and I'm thinking about Sorenson, and I'm thinking about eleven feet, which is a number that got into me yesterday and won't leave, when my phone starts buzzing across the counter like it's trying to escape a building.
Fourteen texts. That's not a normal number of texts for a man my age. I get texts from my mother, from Coach, from a group chat of retired defensemen that is mostly photos of fish. Fourteen is a funeral number.
The top one is from Deke, my goalie, twenty-six years old and built entirely out of the internet, and it just says, in a row, with no other words, six little crying-laughing faces and then the word ICON.
I put down the spatula. Here's the thing about a spatula. You should always put it down before you learn something, because a spatula in the hand during bad news becomes a pointer, and you start gesturing at the room, and there's nobody in the room, and then you're just a large man conducting an orchestra of your own dread with a spatula, and I know this because it's happening.
I open the video Deke sent.
It's me.
It's me in the glass office, yesterday, and I look, and I say this with love for myself, like a bison that wandered into a job interview. The camera's up in the corner where the broadcast crew parks it for coaches' content, which I forgot about the way you forget about your own heartbeat, and it caught all of it. Her at the front with the blue slides. Me arriving. The ring. The notebook. My whole chest, out on a table, in high definition.
Somebody has cut it to ninety seconds. Somebody has put words at the bottom. On her side it says THE NERD. On my side it says THE NEANDERTHAL.
I'm the Neanderthal.
I watch myself point at my own ear and explain where my instincts live, and I watch her face do the thing it did, the almost-smile she stomped on, and I watch two hundred thousand strangers decide in the replies that I am a large sad relic who thinks a lake has feelings, and the worst part, the disorienting part, is that I do think a lake has feelings, so it's not even a lie, they've just found me out.
I watch it again. I don't know why. You'd think a man would watch a thing like this once and put the phone in the river, but there's a hook in it, and the hook is her. In the clip she doesn't fidget. She stands at the front of that glass room with her blue slides behind her like weather she ordered, and she lets me talk, and she waits, and then she says the thing that ends it in a voice you'd use to tell a child the dog isn't coming back. Calm. Kind, even, which is worse. I've been yelled at by better men than I'll ever be and it never once landed like that woman being reasonable at me.
I read some of the replies. I shouldn't. It's like touching a stove to confirm the stove. Somebody's captioned a still of my face with four words about a man discovering fire. Somebody else has drawn a little cartoon of me holding a fish and looking at a laptop like the laptop insulted the fish. It's good, honestly. The fish one. I'd frame it if it weren't about me.
I call Deke. He answers on half a ring.
"Coach," he says, joyful, a boy at a fire. "You're trending."
"What did I do."
"You existed on camera. It's beautiful. You're at like four hundred K."
"Four hundred K what."
"Views. It's climbing. Gail's watched it a dozen times, she told me at the rink, she says you come off dignified."
"I come off like a man arguing with a calculator about the concept of Christmas."
"That's the dignified part," Deke says. "Nobody wins against her. You went down swinging. Respectfully, Coach, you're the underdog. The internet loves an underdog who's also a giant. It's confusing for them. They can't decide if they want to protect you or ride you into battle."
"Can I un-viral it."
There's a silence on the line, the specific silence of a young person deciding how to break something to an old one gently.
"No," Deke says.
"There's no button."
"There's no button, Coach."
"Somebody made it go. Somebody can make it stop."
"That's not, um. That's not how it works. It's more like a weather system now. It's got a low-pressure thing. It's got its own momentum. You just kind of live under it until it moves on."
See, that I understand. That's the first thing anybody's said to me all morning that fits in my head. I've lived under weather systems. You don't fight them. You dress right and you keep your feet moving and you wait for the front to pass. I can do that. I can dress right for being a Neanderthal.
"Okay," I tell him. "I'll dress right for it."
"That doesn't mean anything but I love it," Deke says, and hangs up, and my eggs are ruined, which feels correct, which feels like about the size of the morning, and I stand in my gray kitchen holding a phone that will not stop buzzing and I think about the thing I've been not thinking about since yesterday, the thing under all of it.
They benched Sorenson.
A number looked at a man who gave this city eleven years and eleven-hundred blocked shots and it said, without any feeling at all, because it's incapable of feeling, that's the part that gets me, it said he's not worth the ice anymore, and everybody nodded, and they're going to try it for nine games.
And here's the arithmetic I can do without a spreadsheet.
I'm five years older than Sorenson.
If the number can retire the best of us on a Tuesday, in blue, with soothing confidence bands, then somewhere in her model, in a column I'll never be allowed to see, there's a line with my name on it, and it's waiting, patient as ice, for the day the math decides I'm nostalgia. That's the word they use for guys like me when they want to be kind about pushing you out the door. Nostalgia. Like you're a song, not a person. Like the best thing about you already happened and now everybody just wants to feel it one more time before they change the station.
I put the pan in the sink. I get my coat. On the way out I do the thing I do, which I'm not going to apologize for, I put my hand over the pocket where the notebook lives, just to feel it there, the little weight of everything I've noticed that nobody could measure, and I drive to the arena to find out how much trouble I'm in.
The drive is fifteen minutes along the water and I take all of it. There's a fog sitting low on the lake this morning, the kind that doesn't lift so much as decide to be somewhere else, and I watch it and I think about the notebook, which is not a diary, whatever Deke thinks, it's a record. It's things I've seen that a camera would miss. Guys who cheat toward the boards a half second early when they're scared. A kid who taps his stick twice before every faceoff he's about to win and never before the ones he loses. The way Sorenson's shoulders go quiet, actually quiet, in the third period of a one-goal game, quiet like a man who has decided something. You can't feed that to a model. There's no column for a man deciding something. I've built a whole career in the space between what a number can hold and what a body already knows, and the terror of this morning, the real one under the eggs and the fish cartoon, is the growing suspicion that the space is closing, and I'm standing in it.
Turns out, the answer is a meeting.
Hollis's office is small and smells like decades of the same coffee, and Coach is behind his desk looking like a man who has been up since four reading replies, and standing next to him is a woman I've met twice named Renata Ferro, who runs our public relations, and who is holding her phone the way you'd hold a live bird you found in the yard, both careful and thrilled.
"Grady," Coach says. "Sit down."
"I'd rather stand for it."
"Sit down, Grady."
I sit down for it.
"You've seen the clip," Renata says. She's not mad. That's what scares me. I came in braced for mad and instead she's got this shine on her, this light, and I don't trust light on a person in PR any more than I trust a warm day in January. "How are you feeling about it."
"Like a fossil somebody put a hat on," I say. "Honestly. Like they dug me out of a hillside and now I'm doing a bit."
"See, this," Renata says to Hollis, delighted, "this is exactly it. He talks like this. Nobody talks like this."
"I talk normal."
"You said a lake has grudges."
"The ice has grudges. The lake's a separate thing, they're not the same, one's frozen. Respectfully, if we're going to talk about it we should get it right."
Renata makes a small sound like a kettle deciding to boil, and turns her phone around, and shows me a graph, and I hate that it's a graph, because for a second the shape of it, the swoop of it, looks exactly like the blue confidence bands from yesterday, and my whole body goes cold before my brain catches up.
"That clip," she says, "in one night, did more numbers than our last three home games combined. Combined, Grady. People who have never watched hockey watched you. There are teenagers in Ohio who now have opinions about neutral-zone gap control because they wanted more of you and her."
"Her and me aren't a them," I say. "We had a disagreement. In a room. Nobody was supposed to be watching."
"Everybody was watching. That's the asset."
"I don't even know her," I say, which is true and which feels, saying it out loud, like the wrong kind of true, like admitting you don't know the name of a street you've lived on for years. "I know she came in from a fund. I know she's got a model with my whole roster inside it. I sat across a table from her for one meeting and she took a man I've bled next to for eleven years and she moved him to a spreadsheet cell like she was tidying a drawer. That's what I know about her. You want me to make a show with that."
"Yes," Renata says, without a flicker. "That. Exactly that. Say that on camera and we'll have to add servers."
"I'm the asset."
"You're both the asset," she says, and there it is, and I feel the trap close so soft I almost don't feel it, like ice giving under a boot before it cracks. "The two of you together. The nerd and the neanderthal. It's a franchise. It's a brand. People want to see the machine lady and the heart guy go at it again, and again, and we would be leaving money on the table, we would be leaving relevance on the table, if we didn't give them a place to see it."
I look at Coach. Coach is a man I trust. Coach has watched me play hurt and coached me through the year I couldn't sleep, and Coach is looking at his cold coffee like it owes him rent, and won't look at me, and that's how I know it's already decided, and this meeting isn't asking me, it's telling me kindly.
"Roy," I say, quiet, just to him. "What is this."
Hollis sighs. It's the big one. The load-bearing one. It holds up the whole building and today it holds up me too.
"The front office called me at five," he says. "They love it. They love it the way they love anything that makes a number go up. And when the front office loves a thing, Grady, I have learned in thirty years, you can steer it or you can stand in front of it, and the second one leaves a mark."
"So steer it away."
"I can't. It's got the momentum."
"Deke said that too. That it's already moving and nobody's driving." I lean forward. I put both my hands flat on his desk, big and useless. "Roy. Listen to me as a person and not a coach for one second. Yesterday that woman's model told this team to bench a legend, and everybody clapped, and I went home and did the math on myself. You understand? I'm older than the guy the number just retired. I've got maybe two years of gut left before somebody with a blue slide decides I'm the sad part of the highlight reel." My voice does a thing I don't ask it to do, drops and roughs up, and I let it, because it's Roy. "And now you want to put me on camera, next to the number, every week, so people can watch the calculator beat the fossil. That's not a segment. That's a countdown. You're asking me to host my own retirement and smile through it."
The office goes quiet. Renata stops shining, just a little, enough that I know she heard the real thing under it.
And Hollis looks at me for a long moment with the tiredness of a man who has had to be the front office's hand more times than he ever wanted, and he says, gently, "Or you get up there every week and you remind two hundred thousand new people why the gut still matters. You want to fight the numbers, Grady? For once in your life you'd have a microphone."
I sit with that. I want to tell him a microphone isn't a defense, a microphone is just a place to lose out loud where more people can hear it. I want to tell him the number doesn't argue back, that's its whole trick, you can't win a fight with a thing that never raises its voice, and every week I'll walk out there swinging at fog and every week the fog will be exactly where it was. I want to tell him I'm tired in a way that isn't about sleep.
But he's looking at me the way he looked at me the night I told him I couldn't feel my hands anymore and he didn't call the trainer, he just sat with me until I could, and I don't have anything for that. That's the trouble with Roy. Every so often he says a true thing sideways and it gets under the pads.
Which is exactly when the door opens without a knock, because doors are theoretical to him, and in comes Deke Ransom, goalie mask shoved up on his head, phone already out, filming or about to be, radiating the specific chaos of a young man who has found the greatest thing that will ever happen to him.
"Coach. Coach. Both Coaches." He's breathless. "Okay so I didn't do anything, first of all."
"That's how you know he did something," I say.
"I just gave it a name. It didn't have a name. A thing that big needs a name, it's like a hurricane, you have to name a hurricane, it's the law." He turns the phone toward us, and there on the screen is the clip, our clip, my chest on the table, except now above it, in letters somebody built to last, is a hashtag, and it's already got a number next to it climbing like a thermometer in July.
"The Human Algorithm," Deke reads aloud, reverent, like he's naming a child. "Her plus you. It's already the top comment. It's on three of those big pages. Somebody made a graphic. Coach, there's a graphic."
"Un-name it," I say.
"You can't un-name a hurricane."
"That's what you said about the weather."
"Because it's true both times," Deke says, thrilled, and I realize the young are always right about the internet the way the old are always right about the ice, and neither of us can teach the other a thing.
Renata has her hand over her mouth. Her eyes are wet with the joy of a woman watching free money fall out of the sky. "The Human Algorithm," she whispers. "Oh, that's it. That's the whole show. That's the title."
"There's no show," I say.
"There's a show," she says.
I look at Hollis one last time, the way you look at land from a boat that's already left the dock, and Coach sets down his coffee, and stands, and comes around the desk, and puts one heavy hand on my shoulder, the same hand that's benched me and lifted me and pointed me back over the boards a hundred nights of my life.
"It's a good idea, Grady," he says, and he says the two words then, the two I've been dreading since the phone started buzzing in my gray kitchen at 6:40 this morning, the two words that mean the weather isn't passing, the two words that mean I live under it now, indefinitely, next to her.
"Fan segment," Hollis says.






  
  Chapter 3: The Breakdown


There is a particular kind of email that arrives already knowing it has won, and I get one at 8:02 on a Tuesday, and the subject line is a single word, which is "Exciting," and I have learned in my life that when a company puts the word Exciting in a subject line what they mean is that something is about to happen to you and your consent was a rounding error. 
I read it twice. I read it the way I read a model that's outputting a number I don't like, which is slowly, looking for the input I can blame.
The email says that in light of recent engagement, the front office is thrilled to announce a new weekly live segment, and that I will be co-hosting it, and that my co-host will be Grady Rourke, and I sit very still at my desk in my apartment that I chose specifically because it has no television, and I think, with the clean cold clarity I usually reserve for other people's mistakes, that I am being handed to a man who called my model a calculator with a haircut, on camera, in perpetuity, as a treat.
I call the number at the bottom. A woman named Renata answers on the first ring in a voice like a ribbon being tied.
"You've seen the email," she says.
"I've seen the email."
"How do you feel about it."
"I feel," I say, "like I've been drafted into a war I thought I was reporting on."
"See, that. Write that down. That's the show."
I do not write that down. I put my head on my desk, gently, the way you'd set down something you don't want to break, and I do the math I do, which is the only math that has ever really mattered, which is the math of what leaving costs.
Here is the math. I came to this organization from a fund where I was very good and very unhappy, and I came because someone finally offered me a place where being right had a scoreboard attached, an actual scoreboard, with actual light, and if I quit now, eleven days into this job, over a segment, I become a woman who couldn't handle a camera, and that woman does not get hired again to touch a roster, that woman gets hired to optimize the checkout flow on a website that sells vitamins to men. I've watched it happen to sharper people than me. The door out of this only opens one way and it opens onto vitamins.
And leaving would cost me the actual thing, the thing under the salary, which is that I did not come here to file reports that die in a deck. I came to win an argument this sport has been losing for a hundred years, the eye test versus the number, and to win it not in a paper nobody reads but in the lineup, in the standings, in how the team is actually run. I want the model to change decisions, not decorate them. I want to be the person who proved the fight was winnable. That's the ambition, and I keep it quieter than the segment because a want that specific is a target, and there are men on the business floor, the Prewitts, who would rather the analytics department stay a mascot than a hand on the wheel, and a mascot is exactly what you become the day you quit under fire.
So I don't quit. I do the other thing, the worse thing, the thing I'm apparently going to keep doing for the foreseeable future, which is that I show up.
The set is in the media room, which until last week was where they stored folding chairs, and somebody has hung a backdrop the exact blue of a corporate apology and pointed two lights at two stools and called it broadcasting. There's a monitor. There's a young man with a headset and a clipboard and the wired, blissed-out look of a person who has not slept because he was building the thing that is going to ruin my week. There's a camera, red light dark for now, which I clock immediately and do not take my eyes off of again, because I have learned my lesson about red lights, I learned it in ninety seconds and two hundred thousand replies.
And there's Grady Rourke, filling a stool the way a bear fills a canoe, holding a small notebook, and when I walk in he stands up, which nobody does anymore, and it annoys me that it works.
I want to be clear about the notebook, because I've thought about the notebook more than I'd admit under oath. In our one meeting, the meeting that became ninety seconds that became my personality to strangers, he had it out on the table the whole time, this little water-stained thing, and he'd glance at it while I talked, and I assumed it was a prop, a comfort object, a grown man's blanket. I have since revised. I've watched him coach from the bench on the feed. He doesn't take notes during the game. He takes them after, in the tunnel, when everyone else is already thinking about food. Whatever's in there, he collected it on purpose, and a person who collects things on purpose is not a person you get to dismiss, which is inconvenient, because I had already dismissed him, and I hate redoing work.
"Ms. Vance," he says.
"It's Sabrina, we're apparently married now."
He considers this like it's a real proposal. "Okay," he says. "Sabrina."
The producer, whose name is Marcus and who speaks entirely in the future tense, comes over and tells us how this is going to go, and how this is going to go is that it's live, which I already hate, and that we have a segment called The Breakdown where fans send in questions and we answer them, me from the numbers, Grady







