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  For everyone who’s ever mistaken managing something for loving it. You can put it down now.
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  Preface



This book started with a hit that shouldn’t have happened.

Not a real one. A fictional captain, a rookie who wasn’t his to protect, a whistle that had already gone. But somewhere underneath that scene is a question I kept circling while writing every chapter after it: what does it cost a person to be handled instead of known? And what does it cost the person doing the handling, when handling is the only kind of closeness they’ve ever let themselves have?

Calder and Juno both spend this book mistaking control for safety. He controls it by refusing to give anyone anything real. She controls it by managing everyone else’s reality so thoroughly that her own never has to be seen. Neither of them is wrong to be careful. The world they’re both operating in has actually hurt them, more than once, for being honest at the wrong moment in front of the wrong people. But careful, held long enough, stops being protection and starts being a wall, and this is a book about two people slowly, stubbornly, taking that wall down brick by brick, mostly against their own better judgment.

It’s set in a hockey world, and I hope that world feels real on the page, the locker room, the suspensions, the sponsors, the terrible cafeteria coffee. But it’s not really a book about hockey. It’s about the particular grief of loving someone in public, and the particular courage it takes to stop being fast enough, sharp enough, or careful enough, and just be honest instead.
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Juno had been in the suite for eleven minutes when the man she hadn’t even signed yet ended someone’s night on national television.

She saw it before her phone did. That was the only mercy in it. The screens along the back wall were muted, four of them running the same feed at slightly different delays, so she watched the hit happen three separate times in the space of a second and a half, like the building itself couldn’t decide whether to believe it.

Marchetti, number nine, coming across the ice with his shoulder already turning. A rookie in a Kraken sweater with his back to the play, head down, no idea. The whistle had gone. She knew the whistle had gone because the linesman’s arm was still up in the second replay, frozen mid air, an entire second of dead time between the stoppage and the impact.

That second was the whole problem.

Temper was fast. Temper was a man who’d already committed and couldn’t stop his own body in time. She’d spent the last nine days watching tape of Calder Marchetti in a rented conference room with a legal pad and a growing sense of dread, and she knew what his temper looked like on film. It looked like a freight train that had left the station before his brain got on board.

This didn’t look like that. This looked like a decision.

Beside her, Warrick Halloran set down his wine glass with the specific care of a man who was about to say something expensive.

“Juniper.”

“I saw it.”

“Is this the guy?” He didn’t look away from the screen. On the ice, two officials had Marchetti by the elbows and he wasn’t fighting them, which somehow made it worse. He looked bored. He looked like a man waiting for an elevator. “Is this the guy we’re supposed to be, what did your deck call it, rehabilitating?”

Behind them, someone from Halloran’s group laughed. Not cruelly. That was the part Juno’s stomach registered first. Nobody in this suite was angry. They were entertained, which meant they’d already stopped taking the Forge seriously as a partner, and the distance between entertained and gone was about two more incidents and one board meeting.

She turned around. Gave them the face she’d built over eleven years, the one that said nothing here is wrong and I would tell you if it were.

“Give me five minutes,” she said.

“Five minutes for what?”

“Five minutes,” Juno repeated, warm as a hostess, and left before anyone could ask her to define it more precisely than that.

The suite door closed behind her and the noise of nineteen thousand people came up through the concrete like weather. She got eleven steps down the corridor before her phone started going, and by the time she reached the service elevator she had four texts, two missed calls, and a voicemail from a number she recognized as belonging to the Forge’s head of communications, a man named Petrossian who had, in their one meeting, referred to Marchetti exclusively as the situation.

She didn’t listen to it. She already knew what it said.

The elevator smelled like cold rubber and someone’s cologne. Juno stood in it alone, watching the floor numbers drop, and did the thing she always did in the ninety seconds before a room she needed to own.

Three things.

One: this was not, technically, her problem yet. She had a term sheet, not a signature. She could be on a plane Tuesday and let Petrossian handle it and the only cost would be the phone call to Desmond, which would be unpleasant and short.

Two: she had never in her professional life walked away from something because it got difficult in the first week, and the reason she hadn’t was not admirable. It was closer to a compulsion. She was aware of that.

Three, and this was the one that mattered, and the one she’d have to think about later when there was time: she had watched that hit four times in four seconds and what she felt was not what she was supposed to feel. She was supposed to feel the sponsor money walking out of the room. She had felt that too, sure, in the part of her brain that generated invoices.

But underneath it, quieter, more inconvenient, had been the flat click of recognition.

He meant that.

Not lost control. Meant it. Which meant there was a reason, and a reason was a thing she could work with, and the fact that she’d gone straight to that instead of straight to damage control was a small piece of information about herself she chose not to examine in an elevator.

The doors opened.

The tunnel outside the Forge locker room was the same in every arena she’d ever worked, and she’d worked eleven of them. Fluorescent light with a hum in it. Rubber mats scuffed pale in the middle. That smell, which she had never been able to name properly, of ice and sweat and old popcorn grease and something faintly industrial underneath.

Two equipment staff went past her at speed and didn’t ask who she was, which told her Petrossian had at least done that much.

And then, on a folding chair against the cinderblock wall, twenty feet from the locker room door he wasn’t allowed to go through until the horn, in full gear with his helmet off and his gloves still in one fist, was Calder Marchetti.

He didn’t look up.

Juno had been doing this long enough to have a taxonomy of how men behaved in the first ninety seconds after they’d wrecked something. Most of them performed. The smart ones performed contrition. The dumb ones performed outrage. A specific subset, usually the very wealthy, performed nothing at all as a way of communicating that you were not senior enough to warrant a performance.

Marchetti wasn’t doing any of those. He was sitting forward with his elbows on his knees, staring at a spot on the rubber matting about four feet ahead of him, and the stillness in him had nothing to do with her at all. He genuinely had not registered that anyone had walked in.

That was worse, somehow. She’d have preferred the arrogance. Arrogance had handles on it.

She stopped six feet away and let her heels announce her, which they did, because she’d bought them for exactly that.

“There he is.”

He didn’t look up. “I’m serving a misconduct.”

“I’m aware.”

“Then you’re aware they leave me out here till the horn. It’s not a punishment thing. It’s a rule.” He turned the gloves over once in his fist. “You don’t have to babysit this part. Nobody does.”

“I’m not here to babysit.”

“That’s what they said about the last one.”

“The last one lasted nine weeks and is currently doing communications for a minor league baseball team in Rhode Island.” Juno took two steps closer. “So let’s agree I’m not the last one and save ourselves an hour.”

That got her a look.

He tipped his head up and she got her first real one of him, unmediated, not through a laptop screen at eleven at night with a legal pad in her lap. The tape had not been accurate. The tape made him look bigger and flatter, the way tape did. In person there was a rawness around his eyes that no highlight package had ever caught, and a small white scar through one eyebrow, and the distinct impression of a man running on about four hours of sleep and a great deal of restraint.

He looked at her for two full seconds. She let him.

“You’re the fixer,” he said.

“That’s not the job title.”

“It’s what Petrossian called you.”

“Petrossian also called you the situation, so I’d hold his vocabulary loosely.” She let that land. Watched something move across his face that might, in better light, have been the beginning of amusement, and then got shut down before it could finish. “Juniper Winslow.”

“I know.”

“Then you know why I’m down here.”

“Because a man in a suite asked you a question you couldn’t answer.”

Juno kept her expression exactly where it was. It was a good guess. It was, in fact, an excellent guess, delivered without heat, and she filed it under a heading she hadn’t expected to open this early, which was: do not assume he isn’t paying attention.

“Four men in a suite,” she said. “One of whom I have been working on since August. He asked me, and I’m quoting, whether you’re the guy we’re supposed to be un cancelling. In front of his entire table. And then somebody laughed, Marchetti, and that’s the part you should care about, because angry sponsors renegotiate. Amused ones just leave.”

“Sounds like a suite problem.”

“It’s a payroll problem. Yours is down the hall.” She came another step. “But we can start with the ice, if you’d rather. Because I’ve got a question and I’d like it answered before the horn.”

“Ask it.”

“The whistle went a full second before you got there.”

He said nothing.

“I watched it four times,” Juno said. “You had time. That’s not a temper hit. A temper hit is a man who’s already committed. That was a man who saw the whistle, did the math, and went anyway.” She held his eyes. “So I want to know what the math was.”

Something changed in his face.

It was small. She almost missed it. He’d been sitting there absorbing everything she said with the same flat patience he’d shown the officials, and then she’d said did the math and for half a second he looked at her the way a man looks at a door that just opened in a wall he thought was solid.

Then it was gone, and he stood up.

She’d known he was tall. Everybody knew he was tall. But he stood up in full gear from a folding chair three feet in front of her and the corridor got measurably smaller, and Juno, who had once told a sitting senator to shut up in his own office, discovered she had to tip her chin to keep his eyes.

She did not step back.

He noticed that. She watched him notice it.

“Kid’s been running our goalie all season,” he said. “Four games. Every one of them, he finds a way to get a stick in Prazek’s ribs after the whistle. Reffed it twice, called it neither time. League’s got the tape. Nothing.” A shrug that wasn’t a shrug, more a resettling of weight. “So somebody answers it.”

“Somebody. Not you. Not tonight.”

“Why not tonight?”

“Because tonight I had Warrick Halloran in a suite.” She heard her own voice go quieter and let it. Volume was for people who hadn’t learned yet what it cost you in a room. “Because you’re at eleven games suspended this season and it’s December. Because the Department of Player Safety has a hearing threshold and you crossed it about four minutes ago and every single person in this building knows it except, apparently, you.”

“I know it.”

“Then explain the decision to me.”

“I did.”

“You gave me a reason. That’s not the same thing.” Juno took the last step, close enough now that she could see the sweat still drying at his hairline and the fact that his hands, around the gloves, hadn’t loosened once since she got there. “A reason is what you tell people afterward. A decision is what you did with the second you had. And you had a second, Marchetti. You had a whole second and you used it to go anyway, and I need to know whether that’s a man who lost his temper or a man who thinks the rules are optional, because those are two completely different problems and I fix them two completely different ways.”

He looked down at her.

For a moment she thought he wasn’t going to answer at all, and she’d already started assembling the next thing, the one about Desmond and the trade board, when he said, very evenly:

“Maybe I don’t want it fixed.”

And that, she’d admit later, was the one that got through.

Not because it was clever. Because he said it without any heat at all. Men said versions of this to her constantly, usually loudly, usually in the first meeting, and it was almost always fear wearing a costume. This wasn’t. This was a man stating a preference the way you’d state a dietary restriction.

Juno let herself feel it for exactly as long as it took to reclassify it as information.

“Then we have a problem,” she said, “because I’ve never lost one.”

“That supposed to impress me?”

“It’s supposed to inform you.” She counted them off, because she always did, because structure was the thing her hands did when the rest of her wanted to shout. “Two senators. An Olympic medalist with a video problem. A CEO who woke up Tuesday thinking his career was over and had a job again by Friday. None of them wanted it fixed either. That’s not a distinguishing feature, Marchetti, that’s the intake form.”

“Congratulations.”

“I’m not looking for congratulations. I’m looking for seven a.m.” She pulled her phone, checked nothing, put it away, a movement she used the way other people used a pause. “My office. Tomorrow. We build a plan and you follow it, or Desmond stops paying me to fix your image and starts paying me to make your buyout look like your idea. And I’ll do that job too. I’ll do it well. I’d just rather not.”

“Why?”

The question came out fast enough that she thought it might have surprised him too.

“Why what?”

“Why’d you rather not.”

Juno opened her mouth.

And found, briefly, that she did not have a line ready, which had not happened to her in a corridor in about six years. Because the honest answer was sitting right there and it was because I watched a second of dead time and you went anyway and I want to know what the math was, and that was not a professional answer, that was curiosity, and curiosity was not a thing she brought into buildings like this.

“Because a buyout is a failure with paperwork,” she said. “Seven a.m.”

She turned.

Got six steps. Heard, behind her, low enough that she could have kept walking and pretended the tunnel noise ate it:

“You didn’t ask if he’s okay.”

Juno stopped.

She didn’t turn immediately. She gave herself the half second she needed to decide what her face was going to do, which was a thing she’d been doing since she was twenty three years old and had learned it in a hallway outside a compliance office with her brother’s name coming out of a stranger’s mouth.

Then she turned.

He hadn’t moved. Still standing, gloves in his fist, the same flat patience, except that now there was something underneath it she couldn’t read at all.

“Is he?” she said.

“Concussion protocol. He’ll clear it. Back Thursday, probably.” A pause. “I asked their trainer through our trainer. About ninety seconds after I got off the ice.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not saying it to make you feel bad.”

“I don’t feel bad. I’m doing my job.”

“Didn’t say you should.” He turned the gloves over once more. “Just noticed you didn’t ask. That’s all. Everybody down here asked. You came down here with four sponsors and a hearing threshold and a whole speech, and you didn’t ask.”

Juno stood very still.

There was a version of this where she said that’s not what I’m paid for, and it was true, and it would have been the right professional answer, and it would have cost her something she wasn’t willing to spend in the first ninety seconds of knowing a man.

“No,” she said. “I didn’t.”

He nodded slowly. Like she’d handed him something.

Above them the crowd noise swelled and broke, some late scoring chance dying against a pad, and the sound came through the concrete like something unfinished. Neither of them moved for a second longer than the conversation required.

“Seven a.m.,” Juno said.

“You said.”

“I don’t repeat myself for people who already heard me. That was for me, not you.”

And she walked, and she did not look back, and she did not let herself notice until she was almost at the elevator that she had been holding her own hands very still the entire time.

The phone went off in the lobby.

Desmond Okafor Hale (9:41 PM): You’re not a consultant as of tonight. Full operational authority. Media, schedule, appearances, discipline strategy, all of it, through end of season. Petrossian reports to you on anything with his name on it.

Desmond Okafor Hale (9:41 PM): Don’t let him test you. I mean it this time.

Juno read it twice, standing under the escalator with people streaming past her in Forge sweaters, the game apparently having ended without her noticing which was its own small professional humiliation.

Operational.

She turned the word over. Desmond had gone to Wharton and then built a shipping company from nothing and had never in his life used a five syllable word by accident. Operational was not total. Operational was the part of the car you were allowed to steer, and somewhere above it, undefined, unmentioned, sat everything he’d chosen not to hand over.

She’d find out what that was eventually. Everyone always found out eventually. The only variable was whether you found out on a good day or a bad one.

She was drafting the reply, three things, structured, when the second message came in.

Unknown number. Boston area code.

Unknown (9:44 PM): Seven a.m. Don’t be late.

Juno stood in the middle of a thinning lobby with her thumb hovering over the screen.

She had not given him her number. She had not given it to Petrossian either, only to Desmond’s assistant and the legal team, which meant Calder Marchetti had gone into the org directory himself, tonight, in gear, in the twenty minutes between a tunnel conversation and the final horn, and looked her up.

A man who didn’t want it fixed. Who’d told her so, flatly, and meant it.

She read the four words again.

Seven a.m. Don’t be late.

Her own line, handed back to her.

Juno put the phone in her coat pocket and walked out into the December air on Causeway Street, and there was a thing sitting under her ribs that she did not have a professional category for, and she decided, with the full authority Desmond had just given her, not to open that file tonight.








  
  Two

  
  
  Seven A.M.

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




At 7:04, Juno stopped watching the door.

She’d given herself a rule about this years ago, back when she still had a supervisor and a shared office and a habit of taking lateness personally. The rule was four minutes. Four minutes was traffic. Four minutes was a parking garage, a slow elevator, a phone call that ran long. Anything past four minutes was a message, and the correct response to a message was to receive it and adjust, not to sit there refreshing your own irritation like a stock ticker.

So at 7:04 she opened her laptop, pulled up the media grid, and started working.

The office they’d given her was on the third floor of the Forge’s practice facility in Brighton, a glass box that had clearly belonged to somebody in analytics until approximately Thursday. There was still a whiteboard on the far wall with somebody’s expected goals model half erased on it, ghost numbers under her own handwriting. The chair was too low. The radiator made a sound like a man clearing his throat.

She’d been here since 6:15.

By 7:20 she had the December grid rebuilt, the January skeleton roughed in, and a list of eleven things she needed from Petrossian that he was going to hate giving her.

By 7:35 she had stopped noticing the radiator.

At 7:52, the door opened.

Juno did not look up.

“Sit down.”

“You want coffee?”

“I want you to sit down.”

There was a pause. Then the sound of a paper cup being set on the desk in front of her, and the scrape of the other chair, and the specific settling noise of a very large man arranging himself into furniture that had not been built with him in mind.

She finished the sentence she was typing. Then she closed the laptop halfway, which was not closing it, and looked up.

Calder Marchetti looked considerably worse than he had in the tunnel, and considerably better than he had any right to. Hair still wet from the shower, or from the shower he’d taken before whatever he’d done between then and now. Grey hoodie, Forge crest peeling at one corner. A duffel dumped by the door like he’d come straight from somewhere and intended to leave for somewhere else immediately.

There was a second coffee in his hand, and a third sitting on her desk, which she had not asked for and did not intend to touch.

“You’re fifty two minutes late.”

“Traffic.”

“From where?”

He drank his coffee.

“Marchetti.”

“You said seven. I’m here.”

“You’re here at 7:52.” Juno leaned back. “Which is a choice, and I want to be clear that I’ve received it. You wanted me to know that seven a.m. was a suggestion. Message received. Well done. Now sit forward, because we’re going to spend the next forty minutes on the only thing I actually need from you today, and then you can go do whatever it is you had to do at 7:04 that was so pressing.”

“You want to know where I was.”

“Not particularly.”

That got the smallest reaction out of him. A twitch at one side of the mouth that died before it could commit.

Juno slid a folder across the desk. Physical paper, deliberately. Half the men she’d worked with in the last five years would sign anything on a screen without reading it and then be shocked in three months. Paper made them slow down.

“Media plan through the All Star break. Twelve pages. You don’t have to read it now.”

He didn’t touch it.

“Page one is the schedule. Page four is the language. Page nine is the part you’ll hate, which is a sit down interview with a national outlet in the third week of January, one hour, my choice of interviewer, my questions submitted in advance.” She kept her voice completely level. “Page eleven is the hearing prep for Player Safety, which is Thursday, and which is the actual reason we’re both in this room at eight in the morning.”

He looked at the folder. Then at her.

“No.”

“That’s the whole answer?”

“You want a longer one?”

“I want a usable one. No is not usable. No is a wall, and I’m not going to sit here and interpret a wall for the next four months and bill Desmond for the privilege.” Juno tapped the folder once. “Which page.”

“All of them.”

“You haven’t opened it.”

“Don’t need to.”

“You don’t know what’s in it.”

“I know what’s in every one of them,” Calder said. “There’s always a sit down. There’s always a guy who’s supposed to be tough on me but isn’t. There’s a part where I say the thing about how I’ve had time to reflect, and there’s a part where somebody puts a camera on me in a hospital, and then everybody goes home and the number goes up and next season we do it again.” He drank his coffee. “That’s not a guess. That’s the fourth one of those folders I’ve had put in front of me.”

Juno absorbed that.

It was, she noted with some annoyance, an accurate description of pages one through nine. Not page eleven. But one through nine, yes.

“Alright,” she said. “Then let’s do something different.”

“There isn’t a different.”

“There’s always a different. There’s just usually a reason nobody offers it.” She pushed the folder aside, out of the way, off the table between them. “Forget the plan. I want to talk about Tuesday night.”

“We talked about Tuesday night.”

“We talked for four minutes in a tunnel and then you went and looked up my phone number.” She watched him for that one. Got nothing. “Here’s my problem with Tuesday. It’s not the suspension. Suspensions are arithmetic, I can work with arithmetic. My problem is that you told me you did it because Ollerenshaw has been running your goalie all season and nobody’s called it.”

“That’s what happened.”

“Right. And I believed you. That’s the thing, Marchetti, I actually believed you, which is not something I do reflexively.” She leaned forward. “So I went and watched the tape. All four games.”

Something in his posture changed. Very slightly. He’d been sitting the way big men sit in small chairs, at an angle, half out of it. He came square.

“Okay.”

“You were right. He does it every game. Twice in the November 4th, once with the linesman four feet away and no call. You were completely right and it’s completely infuriating and if I’d been on your bench I’d have thrown something.” Juno held his eyes. “And here’s where I stop understanding you. Because I also watched the rest of the tape.”

“There’s a lot of tape.”

“Twenty two hours of it.” She didn’t blink. “You’ve had eleven games of suspension this season and thirty one over your career, which is the most of anyone currently playing. I read every one of the league’s decisions. And here’s what I found, and I want you to tell me I’m wrong, because I’ve been carrying this around for nine days and it doesn’t fit.”

She counted them off. Because she always did.

“One. In thirty one incidents, you have never once retaliated for something done to you. Not once. Somebody puts you into the boards, cross checks your kidney, says whatever they say, and you get up and you skate away like it didn’t happen. There’s a clip from March where a guy from Calgary breaks your nose and you shake his hand at the handshake line. It’s on YouTube. It has four hundred thousand views and the comments think it’s because you’re a psychopath.”

Nothing from him. But he was listening. She could feel him listening the way you can feel a room get quiet.

“Two. Every single one of the thirty one is a response to something done to a teammate. Every one. Not most. All of them. And in twenty six of the thirty one it’s specifically a teammate who was either a rookie, a goalie, or someone playing hurt.”

“You made a spreadsheet.”

“I made three.” She kept going. “Three. And this is the part I actually can’t get past. Twice, that I can find, you’ve been in a position to do the exact same thing in the third period of a one goal game, and both times you didn’t. December before last, in Nashville, someone runs your goalie in the third with the Forge up by one, and you skate past it. You skate past it and you look like you’re going to come out of your skin, and you skate past it anyway.”

Calder set his coffee down.

“So here’s what I’ve got,” Juno said. “You have a code. You clearly have a code. You will burn a game down for a teammate, but you will not burn down a game the team is winning. That’s not chaos. That’s a man with two rules and a very specific idea of which one outranks the other.”

“That’s a nice theory.”

“It’s not a theory, it’s the tape.” She let a beat go by. “And that’s why Tuesday makes no sense.”

He didn’t move.

“Tuesday,” Juno said, “was 2 to 2 in the second period against a wild card team you needed to beat. You were not up by one. You were not out of it. It was a live game in a playoff race and you cost your own team a two minute five on three and a game misconduct and, if Thursday goes badly, six more games in the middle of December.”

She spread her hands.

“You broke your own rule. In the first game I ever watched you play in person, in front of the four sponsors I’d spent four months on, you broke the only rule I could find in twenty two hours of tape. So no, I don’t think you’re unmanageable. I think you’re extremely consistent, and I think Tuesday was the exception, and I have been sitting in this room since 6:15 trying to work out which of those two men I’m actually managing.”

The radiator cleared its throat.

Calder Marchetti looked at her for a long moment with an expression she genuinely could not read, and Juno held it, and did not fill the silence, which was the single hardest professional skill she had ever learned and the one that had made her most of her money.

“You watched twenty two hours of tape,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Nobody watches the tape.”

“I’m not nobody. That’s the entire product.” She kept her hands still on the desk. “So. Tuesday.”

He picked his coffee back up. Turned it once. Set it down again without drinking.

And said: “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

Which was, Juno thought, the most obvious lie she had heard in a very long time, and also, unmistakably, not a denial.

“Try the true thing.”

“That is the true thing.”

“Marchetti.”

“I said what happened. Kid’s been running Prazek. I answered it.” He shrugged, and this time it was a real shrug, deliberate, aimed at her. “You’ve got a spreadsheet that says I usually wait. Great. Maybe I got tired of waiting. Maybe there’s no code and you built one out of thirty one games because that’s what you do for a living, you find the story and then you sell it back to people. That’s the job, right? Reputation management. You manage the reputation. You don’t manage the guy.”

The temperature in the room dropped several degrees, and Juno was aware that she had let it.

“That’s a fairly cheap shot for eight in the morning.”

“Is it wrong?”

“It’s not wrong. It’s cheap and not wrong, which is a combination I actually respect.” She closed the laptop the rest of the way. Slow. “But let’s be precise about what just happened, because I want us both looking at the same thing.”

“Go ahead.”

“I gave you a way out.”

He didn’t answer.

“I sat here and handed you the best version of yourself, sourced, documented, in a form I could put in front of the Department of Player Safety on Thursday, and it’s not even spin, it’s true. A man who has never once retaliated for himself in a thirty one incident history. Do you understand what that is? Do you understand that if I can put that in front of a hearing officer with the tape cut properly, Thursday becomes two games instead of six?”

Something flickered.

“And you just told me you don’t have a code,” Juno said, “rather than tell me what happened Tuesday. Which means whatever happened Tuesday is worth more to you than four games.”

The silence went on for a while.

Then Calder stood up, picked his duffel off the floor, and said, “Are we done?”

“No.”

“I’ve got a skate at nine.”

“You’ve got a skate at ten fifteen, the schedule’s on page one of the folder you didn’t open.” Juno stood too, because she was not going to have the last thirty seconds of this conversation from a chair that was too low. “Sit down. We’ve got Thursday to prep and you’ve given me nothing to prep with.”

“Then prep without me. You’re the expert.”

“That’s not how a hearing works.”

“It’s how everything else works.” He got the door open. Stopped in it, which she hadn’t expected, half turned, the strap of the duffel over one shoulder. “For what it’s worth.”

“What.”

“The twenty two hours.” He looked at some point slightly past her left shoulder. “That’s more than anybody’s done. So.”

And then he was gone, and the door swung shut on its slow hydraulic hinge, and Juno stood in the middle of a borrowed office with an unopened folder on the desk and a cup of coffee she hadn’t asked for going cold beside her laptop.

She stood there for about ten seconds.

Then she sat down, opened the laptop, and started rebuilding Thursday from scratch, because he’d given her nothing and she was going to have to do it anyway, and because underneath the very clean, very cold fury currently organizing itself in her chest was a thing she could not get rid of and did not want to.

Whatever happened Tuesday is worth more to him than four games.

She wrote that on a legal pad. Underlined it once.

Then she picked up the coffee, and found that it was exactly how she took it, which she had not told him, and which meant he had asked somebody, and she put it back down on the desk with more force than the cup deserved.
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She built it anyway.

Thursday came and went and the Department of Player Safety gave him four games, which was two better than the six Petrossian had been quietly predicting and two worse than the two Juno could have gotten if Calder Marchetti had opened his mouth once during the hearing, which he had not. He had sat in a conference room in a suit that fit him badly and answered every question in under nine words, and at one point had said the phrase “I don’t have anything to add to that” three times in four minutes, and Juno had sat beside him with a folder of tape cuts she’d stayed up until two in the morning building and had not been permitted to use, because the man they were about was the only person in the room who could authorize the argument and he wouldn’t.

Four games. December 11 through December 18. He’d be back for the Sunday against Montreal.

Which gave her nine days.

By day three she’d stopped asking.

“He’s not answering,” Petrossian said, in the doorway of the analytics box she was still occupying, with the expression of a man delivering news he found personally enjoyable. “You want me to keep trying?”

“No.”

“You sure? Because Desmond’s going to ask if we tried.”

“Tell Desmond we tried eleven times across six days and I have the log.” Juno didn’t look up. “Then tell him the plan’s coming Friday regardless.”

“Without the player.”

“Without the player.”

Petrossian made a small sound. “That’s a choice.”

“It’s not a choice, it’s a deadline. Halloran’s people want to see something by the fifteenth or they start the conversation they’ve been avoiding since November.” She turned the laptop toward him, briefly, then back. “The plan exists Friday. He can object to it in writing.”

“He won’t.”

“I’m aware.”

So she built it alone, which she had done before, for people in comas and people in custody and one man who had genuinely fled to Lisbon. It was not the preferred method and it was not unusual.

She built it clean.

The core of it was one idea, and the idea was good, and she knew it was good because she’d fought with herself about it for two full days before committing. Every previous administration had tried to soften him. Four folders, four attempts to file the edges off Calder Marchetti and produce something a cereal company could put on a box. All four had failed, because the man was not soft and photographed like a knife.

So don’t soften him. Reframe him.

Not the league’s most suspended player. The league’s most protective one.

The tape supported it. Thirty one incidents, zero of them retaliation for himself, twenty six of them in defense of a rookie or a goalie or someone playing hurt. It wasn’t spin. That was the part that made it viable and the part that made her want it. It was simply the true thing nobody had bothered to assemble, sitting there in twenty two hours of footage that nobody, in eight years, had watched.

She wrote the language herself. Six lines total, which was five more than most athletes could hold under pressure.

I don’t apologize for standing up for my teammates. I apologize for the timing.

The way I did it Tuesday cost my team. That’s the part I got wrong.

Ask anyone in that room what happens when someone goes after Prazek. I’m not the only one who feels that way. I’m just the one who did something about it in the wrong second.

And so on. Six lines, all in his register, none of them contrition theater, none of them the reflection thing he’d predicted she’d write. She’d deliberately built a script that answered the objection he’d made in her office at 7:52 in the morning, and she was aware, while doing it, that she was arguing with a man who was not in the room.

She sent the plan Friday at 9 a.m. to Calder, Desmond, Petrossian, and legal.

Desmond replied in eleven minutes: This is the first version of this I’ve seen that sounds like him. Approved.

Petrossian replied in an hour with three notes, all cosmetic.

Legal cleared it Monday.

Calder Marchetti did not reply at all.

He came off suspension on the Sunday




















































































