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  For everyone who has ever had to fight for the right to stay, to belong, or to be believed when they said it’s fine.

And for anyone still waiting to find out that the terms you write for yourself can become the truest thing you ever choose.






  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        1. Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        2. Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        3. Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        4. Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        5. Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        6. Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        7. Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        8. Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        9. Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        10. Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        11. Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        12. Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        13. Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        14. Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        15. Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        16. Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        17. Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        18. Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        19. Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        20. Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        21. Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        22. Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        23. Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        24. Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        25. Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        26. Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        27. Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        28. Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        29. Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        30. Chapter 30
        
      

    
    


  



  Acknowledgments



To everyone who read early pages and told me the truth about them.

To the youth hockey programs and the people who quietly run them, whose work inspired the heart of this story.

And to my family, for their patience through every late night this book demanded.








  
  1

  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The lease was written in language designed to be misunderstood, and Ted Halvorsen had clearly counted on nobody reading it as carefully as I had.

“Section fourteen doesn’t say what you think it says,” I told him.

“Section fourteen says the city retains right of review for community use permits on properties under municipal easement.” He said it the way people say things they’ve memorized without understanding, flat and a little too fast, like if he slowed down the words might fall apart on him. “Which this building falls under.”

“This building was donated to the program in 2019. There’s no municipal easement.”

“There’s a parking easement.”

“For six spaces. Not the building.”

He shifted the folder in his hands, and I watched him do the thing men in his position always did when they ran out of actual argument, which was to look past me at something in the middle distance like he had somewhere better to be. Behind him, through the propped door of the rec center, I could hear skate blades on the practice sheet, that particular scrape and hiss that had become the sound my whole life ran on, and underneath it, muffled, a kid’s laugh I recognized as either Dae-Hyun or his sister, I could never tell which of them laughed louder.

“Look,” Ted said. “I’m not the enemy here.”

“You’re standing in a doorway with an eviction notice.”

“It’s a notice of review. Not an eviction.”

“It says review of continued occupancy pending compliance assessment. I’ve read enough of these to know what that means when it comes from your office in October instead of, say, March, when a compliance assessment might actually mean something.”

He didn’t answer that, which told me I was right, and also told me it didn’t matter that I was right, because someone above him had already decided something and Ted was just the version of the decision with a face and a rehearsed sentence.

“I’ll need you to have your board reach out to my office,” he said. “In writing.”

“You have my board’s information.”

“Then I’ll expect to hear from them.”

He left the way people like him always left, unhurried, like the whole conversation had been a formality he was performing out of courtesy rather than the actual mechanism by which forty kids might lose the only place in the neighborhood that wasn’t a gas station parking lot or somebody’s older cousin’s car. I watched him get into a city vehicle that was somehow both anonymous and smug, and I stood in the doorway until it pulled away, because I didn’t trust my face yet to walk back inside.

The building had been a hardware store once, long enough ago that you could still see the ghost of the sign if the light hit the brick right, and it had come to the program the way most good things came to us, through somebody’s grief. A man named Arthur Voelker had donated it after his son died in a car accident on 494, a kid who’d played house league here for four years and never made varsity and hadn’t cared, according to his father, hadn’t cared even a little, he’d just liked being on the ice with his friends on Tuesday nights. Arthur gave us the building two years after the funeral and told me, the one time I asked him why, that he didn’t want anyone else’s kid to lose the thing that had made his son happiest, not the game, the place. The ice. The particular kind of tired you got from an hour of skating badly with people who didn’t care that you skated badly.

I thought about Arthur Voelker for exactly as long as it took me to walk back through the door, because if I thought about him any longer I was going to cry in front of the front desk, and I had promised myself years ago that I would never let anyone here see me cry about money. Cry about a loss on the ice, sure. Cry about a bad call from a ref, absolutely, cry your whole heart out, that’s what the game is for. Money you cried about alone, later, in your car, with the engine off so nobody would hear it idling and come check on you.

Priya was behind the desk when I came in, sorting registration forms into a stack that never seemed to get smaller no matter how many times she sorted it, and she looked up at my face and set the forms down without being asked.

“That bad?”

“He called it a notice of review.”

“Is that better or worse than the thing before?”

“It’s the same thing wearing a better shirt.”

She exhaled through her nose, a habit I’d learned meant she was doing math in her head, the kind of math that always ended somewhere close to how many weeks of payroll we had left versus how many weeks until whatever crisis currently threatened us actually resolved. Priya had been with the program for three years, since she was twenty-two, and she had a master’s degree in social work she wasn’t using because we couldn’t pay her what a real social work job paid, and some mornings I resented that fact so completely on her behalf that I couldn’t look at her directly until I’d had coffee.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay. We’ve survived a notice of review before.”

“We survived it because Marisol’s firm did the paperwork for free. Marisol’s firm doesn’t do that anymore.”

“Right.”

“Right.”

We stood there for a second in the kind of silence that wasn’t really about the lease anymore, and then, because there is always a small mercy built into a day that’s about to get worse, my phone buzzed in my back pocket, and for one whole breath I let myself believe it might be good news, might be the county calling back about the equipment grant, might be nothing at all, might be my aunt asking whether I was coming for Sunday dinner.

It was an email. The subject line said, in the bloodless font of institutional correspondence everywhere, NOTICE OF SPONSORSHIP DISCONTINUATION.

I read it standing at the front desk with Priya still watching my face, and I made myself read it twice before I let any part of my expression change, because I had learned a long time ago that the first read of bad news is never the accurate one. The first read is just your body flinching. The second read is where you find out what actually happened.

The second read told me that the nonprofit that had sponsored my work visa for the last four years, a modest little organization out of St. Paul called Lakes Region Youth Initiative, had lost its primary federal grant funding effective the end of the fiscal year, and as a result was formally withdrawing its sponsorship of all outstanding visa petitions, effective in thirty days, per the attached documentation, and I should consult with an immigration attorney regarding my options going forward, and they wished me the very best, and there was a signature block from someone named Deb Ostrander whom I had spoken to exactly twice in four years, both times about paperwork.

Thirty days.

I did not know, standing there, exactly how many days I had before thirty days became a legal problem instead of an administrative one, because visa law was not something I had ever needed to memorize in detail, I had simply trusted, the way you trust a bridge you drive over every day, that the structure under me was sound because someone qualified had built it. And now the bridge had a notice taped to it. Under review.

“Anouk.”

Priya’s voice came from somewhere slightly outside the version of the room I was currently standing in.

“What is it,” she said. “You went white.”

“It’s fine.”

“You’re doing the thing.”

“What thing.”

“The thing where you say it’s fine in a voice that means the opposite of fine.”

I put the phone face down on the desk, which was a childish thing to do, as if the email might lose potency if I stopped looking at it, and I made myself smile in the specific way I had practiced for exactly these situations, the smile that said everything is under control even when everything was, very much, not.

“It’s a scheduling thing,” I said. “I’ll deal with it tonight.”

Priya looked at me for a second longer than I liked, the way she’d started looking at me over the last year whenever I said something was fine, a look that had grief in it already, preemptive grief, like she was rehearsing for the day I told her the truth about something. I hated that look. I hated that I had apparently earned it.

“Okay,” she said, which was Priya for I don’t believe you but I’m not going to fight you on it right now, and she went back to sorting the registration forms, and I went into the back office and closed the door and sat down at the desk that had come with the building, an old steel thing with a drawer that stuck, and I put both hands flat on the surface of it and breathed.

The math wasn’t complicated, which somehow made it worse. Thirty days to find a new sponsor, or a new visa category, or a legal argument for why I should be allowed to stay in a country that had, as of an email from a woman named Deb, decided I was someone else’s problem now. Thirty days to keep running a program that a city official had just handed a notice of review to, using an office phone I wasn’t sure we’d still have the money to keep connected past January, in a building that was standing entirely on the goodwill of a grieving father who had already given us everything he had to give.

I thought about calling my mother, and then didn’t, because my mother would ask the one question I didn’t have an answer for yet, which was what happens if you can’t fix it, and I did not currently have the emotional infrastructure to survive answering that question out loud.

Instead I opened the drawer that stuck, the one where I kept a folder labeled, in handwriting from three years ago that already looked like it belonged to someone younger and less tired, IMPORTANT, and I pulled out the original sponsorship paperwork from Lakes Region Youth Initiative and I read it front to back like the answer might be hiding in a clause I’d missed, the way I’d read Ted Halvorsen’s lease an hour ago, and it wasn’t. There was no clause. There was just an organization that had run out of money, and a woman whose entire legal right to be in the country and run a hockey program for other people’s kids had been, as of this morning, quietly repossessed.

Someone knocked on the office door, two short knocks, not Priya’s rhythm.

“Yeah,” I said, without looking up.

The door opened, and it was Dae-Hyun’s sister, Soo-Ah, eleven years old, still in her practice gear, helmet under one arm, cheeks red from the ice.

“Coach Anouk, is it true we might lose the building?”

I put the folder down slowly enough that my hands didn’t shake doing it.

“Where’d you hear that?”

“Dae-Hyun said the city guy was here.”

Eleven-year-olds, I had learned in three years of running this place, were somehow both the most protected people in the building and the ones who found out everything first, because adults forgot to lower their voices around them and then acted shocked when information traveled.

“The city guy was here,” I said. “But nobody’s losing anything. Okay? That’s my job to worry about, not yours. Your job is to work on your backhand, which, last I saw, needs some work.”

She grinned at that, the particular grin of a kid who liked being teased about the thing she was actually good at, and she said, “It does not,” and I said, “It does, ask your brother,” and she rolled her eyes and left, and the door swung shut, and the smile dropped off my face the second it did, the way it always did, like it had never been anything but a costume I put on for the fifteen seconds a kid needed to see it.

I sat there for a long time after that, long enough that the light through the small office window shifted from the flat gray of early afternoon to something dimmer, and I thought, not about immigration law, not about Ted Halvorsen’s easement, but about the actual shape of the thing underneath both problems, which was this: everything I had built here, every kid who’d learned to skate on ice I’d scraped together grant money to resurface, every form Priya sorted with a master’s degree she wasn’t using, all of it existed because I had spent four years assuming the ground under it was solid. And today, in the space of about ninety minutes, two different institutions had informed me, in polite and bloodless language, that the ground had never really been mine to stand on. It was borrowed. It had always been borrowed, and the people who’d lent it to me had just decided, separately, on the same afternoon, that they wanted it back.

My phone buzzed again. A text this time, from Priya. You okay in there? Practice ends in 20, parents starting to show up, one of them is asking about “the notice.” Word travels fast in this building.

I typed back, On my way out. Tell them it’s a paperwork issue, nothing final. Which was true in the way that a diagnosis is true before you know if it’s terminal.

I stood up, and I looked at myself for a second in the small mirror I kept propped against the filing cabinet, more out of habit than vanity, checking whether my face gave anything away, and it didn’t, because I had practiced this face for a long time, the face that says I am handling it, the face I’d worn through worse things than this, though at the moment I couldn’t actually name a worse thing, not off the top of my head, not with thirty days sitting in my chest like a stone I’d swallowed whole.

I put the sponsorship folder back in the drawer, and I put the lease folder on top of it, two problems stacked on top of each other in a drawer that stuck, and I went back out to the front, where a handful of parents were starting to gather by the door, coats still on, the particular posture of people who’d heard a rumor and wanted it either confirmed or denied, and Priya caught my eye over their heads with an expression that said I’ve got the small talk, you’ve got the actual answer, and I put the smile back on, the fifteen-second one, and I walked toward them like the ground was exactly as solid as it had always claimed to be.
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The building where Reuben Castellano worked was the kind of building that made you feel poor just for having walked through the lobby, all glass and brushed steel, a fountain that ran even in October like water was something this particular company had an infinite supply of. I sat in a leather chair that was too soft to be comfortable and read, for the fourth time, the text he’d sent two days earlier.

Have a proposal that could help with your situation. Nothing to do with the program, this one’s personal. Can you come by Thursday at 2?

I still didn’t know how Reuben Castellano knew I had a situation.

I’d met him exactly once before, at a fundraiser eighteen months ago where he’d been trailing one of the Frost’s younger defensemen around like a handler with a show dog, and the extent of our conversation had been him asking whether the program took corporate sponsorships and me saying yes, absolutely, here’s a card, and nothing had ever come of it. I did not remember giving him my personal cell number. I did not remember mentioning, to him or to anyone in his general orbit, that my visa sponsorship had collapsed nine days ago and I had twenty-one days left to solve a problem I had no legal training to solve.

But somebody had told him. Somebody on the funding board, probably, since Reuben’s firm handled community relations for half the corporate sponsors that kept our grant applications afloat, and boards talked to each other the way boards always did, in a low continuous murmur of who’s-in-trouble-now that never quite reached the person actually in trouble until it was useful to somebody else that it did.

A woman in a blazer that cost more than my monthly rent came to get me at 2:04 and led me down a hallway lined with framed magazine covers, and I recognized some of the faces on them, mostly hockey players, the good ones, the ones whose jerseys sold out in September, and then we turned a corner into a conference room with a view of the river, and I saw him.

I knew who he was before anyone said his name, because everyone in Minneapolis knew who Soren Kade was, the same way everyone knew which highway to avoid at rush hour, an unavoidable fact of local geography. He was sitting at the far end of the table with his arms crossed and his jaw doing something tight and controlled, the exact posture of a man who had been told to be somewhere and had shown up purely out of professional obligation, and when I walked in he looked at me for about half a second longer than a stranger usually looks at another stranger, a flicker of the same confusion I was feeling, and then his face went back to unreadable.

“Anouk.” Reuben stood up and extended a hand like we were old friends, which we were not. “Thanks for coming in. This is Soren Kade, I don’t know if introductions are necessary.”

“They’re not,” I said. “I’ve seen the billboard on 35W.”

Something moved at the corner of Soren’s mouth that might have been the beginning of a laugh, if he’d let it get that far, which he didn’t.

“Sit, sit.” Reuben gestured at the chair across from Soren like he was staging a photograph. “Can I get you anything? Water, coffee?”

“I’m fine. I have to be back by four.”

“This won’t take long.” He sat down, folded his hands on the table, and looked at the two of us with the particular expression of a man who believed he was about to solve both our problems in one elegant stroke, the expression of someone who has rehearsed a pitch in the mirror. “I’m going to be direct, because I think you’re both direct people, and I don’t want to waste anyone’s time dressing this up as something it isn’t.”

“That would be a first for this industry,” I said, mostly to see what would happen, and Soren’s eyes flicked toward me again, and this time I was almost sure it was approval.

“Fair,” Reuben said, unbothered. “Here’s the situation. Anouk, your visa sponsorship fell through three weeks ago. You have, by my count, about three weeks left before you’re out of legal options that don’t involve leaving the country. I know because Deb Ostrander sits on the same regional funders’ council as two of our clients, and these things travel.”

I felt my spine straighten, an involuntary correction, the posture you take when you realize a stranger has been discussing your legal status over coffee with people you’ve never met.

“That’s not really something I authorized anyone to discuss.”

“You’re right, and I apologize, it’s not my information to have had. But I have it, and I think I can help, so I’m going to use it, and if you want to be angry with me afterward, that’s more than fair.” He didn’t wait for permission before continuing. “Soren, you know your situation. Morality clause, one incident from a voided contract, agent, meaning me, has been trying for four months to find a way to make you look less like a man on probation and more like a man who’s settled down. Nothing’s worked. The team’s PR office has floated three different community initiatives and you’ve turned down all of them.”

“They wanted me doing hospital visits with a camera crew,” Soren said. It was the first full sentence I’d heard him say, and his voice was lower than I expected, flat in a way that didn’t sound cold so much as economical, like he only spent words he judged necessary. “I’m not doing that.”

“Right, and you were right not to, it would’ve read as exactly what it was. But the underlying problem hasn’t gone away. The league office wants to see stability. Actual, or at minimum, convincing.” Reuben looked between the two of us, and I understood, half a second before he said it, exactly where this was going, and the understanding arrived in my stomach like something cold.

“I think you two should get married.”

The room went quiet in the specific way a room goes quiet when someone has said something so outlandish that everyone in it needs a second to confirm they heard it correctly.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “What?”

“Hear me out.”

“I don’t think there’s a version of hearing you out that ends with me agreeing to this.”

“Anouk, a marriage to a U.S. citizen resolves your visa problem in a way that no work sponsorship ever fully will, permanently, not on a renewable clock that some funding board can pull out from under you every few years. And Soren, a stable marriage, a real one, on paper, with a woman who runs a youth hockey program, no less, is exactly the kind of stability narrative the league wants to see. It solves both your problems in one document.”

I looked at Soren, expecting to find on his face some version of the calculation I was already running in my own head, the cold assessment of whether this insane thing might actually be less insane than it sounded, but what I found instead was something closer to disgust, controlled, but real.

“No,” he said.

“Soren.”

“No.” He said it again, flatter, and pushed his chair back slightly from the table, a physical retreat even though he hadn’t stood up yet. “I’m not doing that to somebody.”

“Doing what, exactly,” Reuben said, in the patient tone of a man who had clearly had this fight with him before and lost it more than once. “I’m not talking about tricking anyone. She’d know exactly what it was.”

“That’s not the part I’m talking about.”

“Then what part are you talking about?”

Soren didn’t answer right away. He looked at the table instead of at either of us, and something moved through his jaw again, that same tight, controlled thing I’d clocked when I first walked in, and when he finally spoke his voice had dropped even further, quiet enough that I had to lean in slightly to catch all of it.

“You remember Dmitri.”

Reuben’s face changed. Whatever confidence he’d walked in with dimmed a shade. “That’s not the same situation.”

“It’s exactly the same situation. Team wanted a stability story, agent set him up with somebody, everybody smiled for the cameras for two years, and by the time it fell apart she’d lost her job, lost her apartment, because it turned out to be a lot harder to walk away from a fake marriage than it was to walk into one. He got a new contract out of it. She got a lawsuit and a broken lease.” His eyes came up, finally, and landed on me, direct, almost apologetic, though not quite. “I’m not doing that to a stranger. I don’t care how good it looks on paper.”

I sat there for a second longer than I meant to, absorbing the fact that Soren Kade, a man I had met four minutes ago, was refusing to enter a fraudulent legal contract on my behalf, out of some kind of principle, while I was the one whose actual life was on the line, and something about that, the fact that he got to have the principle and I was the one who had to sit here and watch him exercise it, made heat rise up the back of my neck.

“You could ask me,” I said.

Both of them looked at me.

“You’re sitting here deciding, for me, whether this is something I’d survive,” I said, “based on what happened to a woman you’ve never introduced me to, in a situation you haven’t described in enough detail for me to know if it’s even comparable. I’m not Dmitri’s girlfriend. I have a lawyer, or I will by Thursday. I have a program I’ve run successfully for three years without either of your help. I’m capable of deciding for myself whether a bad deal is worth taking.”

“It’s not about whether you’re capable,” Soren said. “It’s about whether it’s something I’m willing to do to someone, capable or not.”

“That’s not your decision to protect me from. That’s mine.”

“It’s my name on the contract too.”

“Then say no because you don’t want to,” I said, and I heard my own voice go sharper than I’d intended, though I didn’t take it back. “Don’t say no on my behalf like I wasn’t in the room.”

Something flickered across his face, not quite surprise, something closer to being caught, and for a second neither of us said anything, and Reuben, sensing an opening, leaned forward like a man trying to relight a fire he’d been sure was already out.

“Look, nobody’s deciding anything today. I just wanted to put the idea on the table, because I think it’s a real solution to two real problems, and I’d rather you both hate the idea in a conference room than find out about it too late to consider.”

“I don’t hate the idea,” I said, which surprised me slightly as it left my mouth, because up until that sentence I would have said I did. “I think it’s insulting that you brought it up in front of both of us like a done deal, and I think it’s insulting that he gets to refuse it on the grounds of protecting me without asking me a single question about what I actually need. But I don’t hate the math. The math might be the only thing in this room that isn’t insulting.”

Soren was looking at me again, harder this time, like he was trying to work out whether I meant what I’d said or whether it was a performance for Reuben’s benefit, and I let him look, because I wasn’t entirely sure myself.

“I have twenty-one days,” I said, mostly to the table, mostly to no one. “I have a program with forty kids in it and a lease that’s under review by the city and a visa sponsor that folded without warning. I don’t have room right now to be offended on principle. I have room to ask whether an option is real or not, and then decide.”

“It’s real,” Reuben said.

“I said no,” Soren said, at the same time, and the two sentences landed on top of each other, and for a second the room held both possibilities at once, his refusal and my willingness to consider the thing he was refusing, sitting side by side, neither one canceling the other out.

I looked at him. He was still angled slightly away from the table, arms crossed again, and up close I could see something in his face that hadn’t been visible from across the room, a kind of exhaustion that didn’t look like it belonged to this specific conversation, like it had been there for months and this was just the version of it currently on display.

“You don’t know anything about me,” I said. “You’re protecting a version of me that doesn’t exist yet. I’m not Dmitri’s girlfriend and I’m not going to pretend I understand exactly what happened to her, because I don’t, you haven’t told either of us the actual story, just the moral of it. But I’d like the chance to hear the actual story before you decide it applies to me.”

He didn’t answer that right away. He looked at me for a long moment, long enough that Reuben shifted in his chair, uncomfortable with the silence in a way neither Soren nor I seemed to be, and then Soren stood up, the chair scraping back against the floor, and buttoned his jacket with the kind of finality that meant the meeting, for him, was over.

“I’m not doing it,” he said, to Reuben, though his eyes were still on me. “Find another way to fix my problem. Don’t fix it with hers.”

“Soren.”

“I have practice.”

He left without saying anything else to me, no goodbye, no acknowledgment that I’d asked him a direct question he’d chosen not to answer, and I sat there in the too-soft leather chair and watched the door close behind him, and I noticed, with a kind of detached clarity that felt more useful than the anger underneath it, that I had twenty-one days, and I had just watched the fastest solution to my problem walk out of a room because a man I’d known for eleven minutes had decided, without asking me, that I couldn’t handle the risk.

“I’m sorry about that,” Reuben said. “He’s stubborn about this particular thing. It’s not personal.”

“It felt fairly personal from where I was sitting.”

“He’ll come around. He usually does, eventually, once he’s had time to think it through on his own terms instead of mine.”

I stood up and gathered my coat, and I did the math again, the same math I’d been doing for nine days now, twenty-one days, forty kids, one lease under review, one visa with no sponsor, and underneath all of it, now, a new variable I hadn’t had this morning: a man who apparently thought his own guilt over someone else’s story was reason enough to take an option off the table before I’d even had the chance to weigh it myself.

“Thank you for the water I didn’t have,” I said to Reuben, and I left before he could say anything else, and in the elevator down, alone, watching the floor numbers count backward, I found myself doing something I hadn’t expected to do walking into this building an hour ago, which was seriously, coldly, calculate exactly how I might change Soren Kade’s mind.














