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    For the women who had to be twice as good
to be taken half as seriously.
You earned every inch of it.

  Chapter 1

The Incident

(MMC)

The version of events that would run on ESPN the next morning was technically accurate in the way that surveillance footage was technically accurate: it showed what happened without explaining why, and the why was the part that mattered.

What the footage showed: Jace Callahan, first baseman for the Atlanta Currents, engaged in a verbal altercation with another man at the hotel bar at the Meridian Denver at 11:47pm on a Thursday. The altercation escalated to physical contact — his hand on the other man's lapel, specifically — before three Currents teammates intervened. No charges were filed. The other man declined to give his name to the hotel security staff.

What the footage did not show: the forty minutes before, during which the man in question — Brooks Waverly, sports agent, who represented three players on the opposing Colorado franchise and had made a comment in the second inning about what he called Currents management's "roster management philosophy" in a way that had specifically and deliberately targeted Tomás Rivera, the team's twenty-two-year-old trainer who had nothing to do with roster management and everything to do with being in the wrong place when someone more senior needed a scapegoat — had been working his way through the hotel bar making that same comment to different audiences.

Jace had heard him make it three times. The fourth time, he had been standing close enough to say something.

He didn't throw a punch. He didn't throw anything. He put his hand on the man's lapel in the precise way of someone who has decided that the conversation is over and needs to communicate this physically rather than verbally. Then Marco and Darius and Sal had materialized on either side of him and the moment had passed.

The footage showed twelve seconds. ESPN ran twenty-two seconds of it, which required a bit of creative editing.

He sat in his hotel room and watched the morning coverage on his phone at 6am and felt the familiar settling weight of being a story again. He had been a story three times in two months. The weight was different from what it had been at the beginning — less sharp, more like the particular tired of something that had gone on long enough to lose its original shape.

His agent called at six-fifteen.

"Don't say anything," David said.

"I wasn't going to."

"To anyone. Including your teammates. Including Dana."

"David."

"I mean it, Jace. This is the third one. They're going to want to put something in place and the best position you can be in is cooperative and quiet." A pause. "Cooperative and quiet, Jace. Not your natural state."

"I know."

He hung up and looked out at Denver in the early morning, which was overcast and cold for July, and thought about what cooperative and quiet would look like for ninety days, because that was going to be the timeline. He'd been in this business long enough to know the timeline.

His phone was blowing up. He silenced it. He ordered coffee from room service, which arrived at six forty-five, and he sat at the hotel room desk and drank it and thought about Tomás Rivera and the comment that had been made four times at a hotel bar and about the fact that nobody except him and three teammates had been within earshot of any of it.

The footage would show what it showed. The footage always showed what it showed.

He went down to the lobby at seven-thirty for the bus to the stadium. Darius fell into step beside him without being asked.

"You all right?" Darius said.

"Fine."

Darius looked at him the way Darius looked at things: carefully, without announcing the looking. "Tomás is fine too, for what it's worth. I talked to him this morning."

"Good." He paused. "He shouldn't have been anywhere near it."

"No," Darius agreed. "He shouldn't have."

They got on the bus. Marco raised an eyebrow at him from across the aisle and he gave the slight head nod that meant: handled, moving on. The bus pulled out. Outside, Denver was becoming morning, and somewhere in Atlanta a PR director was waking up to the same twenty-two seconds he'd just watched, and ninety days was going to feel like a long time.

He had been doing this for twelve years. Being a story. Being the version of himself that existed in other people's coverage of him, which was accurate in the way that evidence was accurate — it showed what was there without explaining the conditions that produced what was there.

The thirty seconds in Denver had been preceded by forty-two minutes of Brooks Waverly moving through a hotel bar. Jace had arrived at the bar at eleven-fifteen after the game, which the Currents had won, which was the kind of night that made a beer at the hotel bar feel like a reasonable human activity rather than a choice that required justification. He had found a spot at the end of the bar and had been there for eight minutes when Brooks Waverly sat two seats down.

He had not known, at that point, who Brooks Waverly was. He had understood, over the following minutes, that the man was a sports agent — the conversations he was having with the various people at the bar had the quality of a man networking in the exact aggressive way of someone who believed that all social situations were professional situations wearing leisure clothing.

Then the Callahan comment had started. Not about him specifically, not at first — about the Currents' roster management, which was a legitimate sports conversation. Brooks had opinions about the Currents' roster management and was willing to share them with anyone in the general vicinity of the bar, which was most of the hotel's guests at eleven-fifteen.

The comment had migrated, in the way that comments migrated when their origin was strategic rather than accidental, toward specifics. And the distinct it had landed on was Tomás Rivera, who was sitting three seats from Jace and who had been nursing the same beer for forty minutes and who had nothing to do with roster management. He was twenty-two years old. He was good at his job. He was also, Jace had understood in real time, serving as a proxy for something Brooks Waverly needed to communicate about the Currents' organization that he couldn't communicate directly.

The fourth repetition was the one that finished things. Not because Jace had lost control — that was not what the footage showed, regardless of what the coverage implied. He had made a deliberate choice to stand up and move toward the man and put his hand on his lapel in the defined way that communicated: this conversation is over.

The footage showed twelve seconds. The footage was correct about those twelve seconds. The footage was irrelevant to the forty minutes before them, which was the actual information.

He thought about this on the bus to the stadium, while Darius talked to Marco about something that had nothing to do with hotels or sports agents or the clear way that limited information became a story that ran on ESPN. He had learned, over twelve years, not to engage with the story while the story was running. You let it run. You were quiet. You waited for the next thing.

The next thing, in this case, was going to be ninety days of cooperative and quiet in the company of the person who had described his defensive play most accurately of anyone who had covered him in the past two seasons. He had complicated feelings about this. The feelings were going to have to wait.

The bus pulled into the stadium lot at eight-fifteen. The pre-game preparation for the third Houston game was already in motion — the batting practice pitchers were warming up, the infield crew was raking, the visiting clubhouse had the organized energy of a team that had won two of three and needed to finish the series correctly.

He went through the pre-game with the deliberate attention of someone who understood that the attention was the job. Not the performance of the job, the job itself. This distinction had taken him years to understand clearly. When he had been younger, in the minor leagues and in the first two big-league seasons, he had confused performing well with being well, and the confusion had cost him in ways that were only visible in retrospect.

The play in the fourth inning was the kind of play that he made without thinking in the sense that the thinking was complete before the play required it. He had been tracking the Houston left fielder's tendency to pull the ball slightly for six innings, and he had been tracking the infield texture, and when the ball came off the bat he had the calculation before the ball had bounced. He moved to where the ball was going to be.

He did not know, in that moment, that Waverly Kane was describing the calculation in real time in the booth above him. He found out after the game.

Il charter era atterrato ad Atlanta alle due del mattino. Lui era andato direttamente dall'aeroporto all'appartamento, aveva dormito cinque ore, e alle sette era già in piedi con il telefono in mano che si aggiornava in tempo reale sulla copertura.

La copertura era quello che la copertura era sempre quando c'era poco da dire sul perché: speculazione vestita da analisi. Qualcuno aveva parlato di problemi di temperamento. Qualcuno aveva tirato fuori le statistiche sull'inning della brawl come se le statistiche spiegassero la brawl. Qualcuno aveva interpellato un esperto di psicologia dello sport che non aveva mai incontrato Jace Callahan e aveva offerto una valutazione con la sicurezza di chi valuta qualcosa che non conosce.

Lui aveva spento il telefono alle sette e quaranta e aveva fatto colazione.

Alle dieci aveva ricevuto la chiamata di David. Alle dieci e venti aveva ricevuto la chiamata di Dana. Alle undici aveva fatto la riunione con Peter. A mezzogiorno aveva detto sì all'arrangement.

Questo era il ritmo delle cose quando erano grandi: arrivavano tutte insieme, e tu decidevi tutto nello stesso arco di tempo, e poi aspettavi di vedere cosa ne veniva fuori. Aveva imparato questo presto, nel primo anno di big league, quando era stato scambiato in luglio e aveva avuto settantadue ore per spostare la sua vita da una città all'altra. Le grandi cose arrivavano in blocco e richiedevano decisioni in blocco e il blocco era parte della cosa.

L'arrangement era una decisione grande in un blocco di cose grandi. La stava gestendo come aveva imparato a gestire il blocco: una cosa alla volta, nell'ordine in cui arrivavano, senza anticipare la risposta emotiva finché la risposta non era necessaria.

Il ritmo delle notizie nel baseball aveva una qualità specifica: si muoveva velocemente nel momento dell'evento e poi aveva bisogno di nuovo materiale per continuare. In assenza di nuovo materiale, il ciclo tornava al vecchio materiale e lo rielaborava sotto nuove angolazioni. La sesta settimana della storia dell'hotel bar era questo: rielaborazioni, angolazioni nuove su vecchi fatti, interviste a persone che non erano state presenti.

Lui aveva smesso di leggere la copertura dopo la seconda settimana, che era quanto bastava per capire la struttura del ciclo e non serviva di più. Aveva letto abbastanza da sapere che la copertura non stava producendo nuove informazioni — stava circolando quelle esistenti in formati diversi. Questo era il ciclo che faceva.

David gli aveva detto: il silenzio è la tua unica mossa in questo momento. Lui aveva detto: lo so. David aveva detto: lo so che lo sai, te lo sto dicendo comunque perché il ciclo finisce quando non c'è nuovo materiale e tu non stai dando nuovo materiale. Jace aveva detto: capito. David aveva detto: bene.

Il silenzio non era naturale per lui nel senso che stare in silenzio mentre qualcosa di falso circolava richiedeva uno sforzo attivo. Non era il tipo di silenzio che veniva dalla mancanza di cose da dire. Era il tipo di silenzio che richiedeva di trattenere attivamente le cose che aveva da dire, il che era diverso e più costoso energeticamente.

Stava pagando il costo. Non era il costo più alto che aveva pagato. Non era nemmeno vicino.

Il bus si era fermato al garage del Coors Field alle sette e quarantadue. Era sceso con gli altri, aveva recuperato il bag della partita dal vano portabagagli, aveva camminato verso l'ingresso del visitatore con la qualità di qualcuno che aveva fatto questa stessa cosa in dieci diversi stadi e sapeva come si faceva. Il corpo sapeva la sequenza. La mente era altrove abbastanza da permettere al corpo di fare il suo lavoro senza interferenze. Darius aveva detto qualcosa a Marco sulla rotazione di Colorado e lui aveva ascoltato con la parte del cervello che processava l'audio senza richiedere attenzione primaria. Aveva risposto quando era necessario. Era entrato nello spogliatoio. Aveva trovato il suo locker. Aveva iniziato la routine.

Aveva pensato, quella mattina a Denver mentre guardava la copertura, che c'era qualcosa di specifico nel modo in cui le storie di questo tipo si muovevano: cominciavano con l'evento, cercavano il personaggio, e si fermavano quando trovavano un personaggio che era abbastanza riconoscibile da funzionare come il personaggio della storia. Lui era riconoscibile come il personaggio del problema player da due mesi di copertura, il che lo rendeva il punto di arrivo naturale di qualsiasi storia che richiedesse quel tipo di personaggio. La comodità della narrativa preesistente era il problema principale delle narrative preesistenti.

Chapter 2

The Broadcast

(FMC)

The segment was four minutes and twelve seconds. She had written it herself the night before, after the ESPN clip surfaced, and had rewritten it twice because the first version was too sympathetic and the second version was too harsh and neither of those was what she was trying to do.

What she was trying to do was be correct.

"Jace Callahan is a very good baseball player," she said, on camera, at the desk at the Currents regional network studio at eight in the morning, with her notes on the desk in front of her that she did not look at, because she had written them to organize her thinking rather than to read from. "His defensive numbers at first base this season are among the best in the league. His contact percentage is four points above his career average. In a year when the Currents are genuinely in playoff contention for the first time since 2014, Callahan has been a significant part of why."

She paused, which she did when she wanted to signal that the next thing was going to be different.

"He is also, at this point, a pattern. Three incidents in sixty days. The hotel bar situation in Denver last night is the most recent and the most visible, but it follows an argument with an umpire in May that cost the team a game and a confrontation with a batting practice pitcher in June that the team handled internally. Each of these incidents has been attributed to a player who is, by every professional metric, performing extremely well. That combination — the high performance and the pattern — is worth examining rather than explaining away."

She had been careful about the word pattern. She had used it twice, which was enough to make the point without making it the conclusion.

"What the footage from Denver shows is incomplete, and that incompleteness is worth noting. What happened in the forty-plus minutes before the twelve seconds we can all see on our phones this morning is unknown. The Currents organization has not commented. Callahan's agent has not commented. The man involved has declined to be identified." She looked directly at the camera. "What I am not going to do is speculate about what happened before those twelve seconds, because speculation in the absence of information is not analysis. What I am going to note is that three incidents in sixty days is a number the organization needs to address — not for the optics, but because a player performing at this level deserves to be in a stable enough environment to keep performing."

She wrapped the segment cleanly and handed back to the desk anchor without editorial comment.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Dana Osei, the Currents' director of communications, before she had finished removing her mic: Can you come in tomorrow morning? Flex your network commitment. I'll work it out on our end.

She looked at the text for a moment. Dana did not make casual requests.

What time, she wrote back.

Nine, Dana said. Bring your agent if you want.

She put the phone away and went to get more coffee, which she drank at the makeup counter while the studio recycled to the next segment, and thought about what bring your agent if you want meant, which was: this is significant enough that you might want representation in the room.

She had not brought her agent. She had been representing her own interests in rooms since she was twenty-three years old and had walked into a sports network office in Charlotte with a demo reel and a list of every game statistic she had memorized in the preceding month and had said, politely and precisely, that she would like to work here. She was not starting now.

She called her agent anyway, on the drive home, to tell him she had a meeting. He told her to be careful. She told him she was always careful. He said: with them, specifically, you need to be more careful than usual. She thought about that for the rest of the drive.

The Currents' broadcast deal was the best professional thing that had ever happened to her. She was not going to do anything stupid with it.

The piece had taken three hours. She had drafted it once at midnight, slept four hours, and rewritten it at five in the morning with the targeted clarity that arrived after a short sleep when the problem had been working in her unconscious. The second version was better. She rewrote it once more, in the hour before she needed to be at the studio, to get the word pattern positioned correctly.

The word pattern was the most important word in the piece. She had considered: repeated, recurring, habitual, consistent. All of these were technically accurate and all of them implied something about intention or character that she was not in a position to establish. Pattern was descriptive rather than interpretive. A pattern was what you saw from the outside. What produced the pattern was the inside. She did not have access to the inside.

She also considered omitting the pattern analysis entirely and sticking to description of the Denver incident. She had rejected this because the Denver incident, described in isolation, was incomplete. Three incidents in sixty days was the context. Describing the incident without the context was less accurate than describing both.

The discipline of this was what she had been trained in and had trained herself in since she was twenty-three and had walked into the Charlotte sports network with her demo reel. The men in that office had not been hostile, exactly. They had been indifferent in the way that people were indifferent when they had not yet calibrated whether you were relevant. She had spent six months making herself relevant, which in her industry meant being right about things, publicly, in ways that proved over time to be right.

She had been right about enough things often enough that the indifference had converted into respect, and the respect into opportunity, and the opportunity into the Atlanta position. She understood the mechanism. She maintained the mechanism. Precision was not a personality trait; it was a professional methodology, and she maintained it the same way a first baseman maintained their footwork: through repetition and discipline and the quiet refusal to let shortcuts become habits.

Dana Osei's text arrived before she had taken off the mic.

She had known Dana for three years. Dana did not ask for casual meetings. If Dana was asking her to come in with her agent, the meeting was the kind of meeting that warranted preparation. She texted back the confirmation and drove home through Atlanta's morning traffic, which was a different kind of obstacle course than the one she had just navigated in the studio, and thought about what come in tomorrow and bring your agent if you want added up to.

It added up to: something significant. Something that had been structured before she got the call. Something that had an arrangement already attached to it, probably a person-shaped one, and the person was probably the first baseman whose defensive play she had described three times this season with a precision she had not described to anyone else.

She drove home and made a list.

The drive from the studio to her apartment was twenty-two minutes in morning traffic. She had been doing this drive for two seasons and had calibrated her departure time so that she arrived home by ten, which was early enough to do the morning analysis she kept for herself and late enough that the traffic had thinned.

She used the drive to decompress from the on-air state, which required a different kind of attention than the off-air state and which needed a transition period. The transition period was the drive, during which she did not listen to the radio or take calls unless they were from people she had specifically told were allowed to interrupt the transition period.

Dana was not on the list. When Dana called at eight forty-seven she had answered because Dana's calls, on the morning after an incident, were professional information rather than social contact.

She had been right about the arrangement. She had known, receiving Dana's call, that the arrangement was going to be the offer, and she had spent the remaining four minutes of the drive preparing for what she was going to say when they got to the specifics.

The specifics were: what he got, what she got, and what the conditions were. She had arrived home and made more coffee and written the conditions list on the back of an envelope she had on her kitchen counter and had gone into the meeting with the envelope in her bag. The envelope was not for reference. It was for the tactile confirmation that she had already thought through the thing she was thinking through.

Kenny Marsh la chiamò mentre era in macchina verso casa dopo il broadcast per dirle che aveva sentito il segmento.

Kenny non chiamava mai dopo un segmento. Chiamava per cose logistiche — cambi di scaletta, problemi tecnici, coordinamento pre-game. Non per i contenuti. Il fatto che avesse chiamato per il contenuto era informazione.

Aveva risposto. Kenny aveva detto: era preciso. Lei aveva detto: lo so. Kenny aveva detto: il tono era giusto. Aveva detto: lo so. Kenny aveva detto: Dana mi ha già chiamato. Lei aveva detto: lo immaginavo.

Kenny era in questa business da undici anni con i Currents e sapeva quando un segmento aveva conseguenze. Questo ne avrebbe avute. La questione era del tipo e della direzione.

Lei aveva guidato verso casa pensando al tipo e alla direzione. Il tipo era: o le conseguenze andavano nella direzione della conversazione che la rete aveva già voluto avere sull'arrangement, oppure andavano nella direzione di qualcosa che la rete non aveva previsto quando aveva costruito l'arrangement. La rete aveva costruito l'arrangement per proteggersi. Il segmento sulla pattern era accurato, ma era il tipo di accurato che richiedeva risposta.

La risposta era arrivata sotto forma di Dana che chiamava Kenny. Questo era il meccanismo: Dana chiamava le persone intorno al problema prima di chiamare il problema stesso. Lei era il problema in questo contesto, o almeno era la variabile attiva.

Aveva parcheggiato e era entrata in casa e aveva fatto caffè e aveva aspettato la chiamata di Dana, che era arrivata diciotto minuti dopo.

Il segmento del mattino dopo Denver era stato il terzo pezzo su Jace Callahan che aveva scritto in sessanta giorni. Il primo era stato il commento sull'incidente con l'umpire in maggio, che era stato breve e fattuale perché l'incidente era breve e fattuale. Il secondo era stato l'analisi dell'episodio con il lanciatore di batting practice in giugno, che era stato più lungo perché l'episodio aveva avuto più contesto disponibile.

Il terzo era il più complicato perché era il terzo. Il pattern era l'elemento che i primi due non avevano avuto.

Aveva pensato a questa complicazione mentre aspettava in makeup. La complicazione non era nel descrivere l'evento — descrivere l'evento era semplice. La complicazione era nel descrivere l'evento in modo che il terzo evento fosse riconoscibile come terzo evento senza che la descrizione producesse una conclusione che le evidenze disponibili non supportavano ancora.

La conclusione disponibile era: tre episodi in sessanta giorni, pattern. La conclusione non disponibile era: il pattern indica problemi di temperamento non gestiti. La seconda conclusione richiedeva informazioni sull'interno del pattern che lei non aveva.

Aveva usato la parola pattern due volte. Aveva evitato tutte le parole che avrebbero implicato causalità. Aveva descritto il contesto assente — i quaranta minuti prima dei dodici secondi — senza speculare su cosa contenessero. Questo era il broadcast corretto.

Il problema con il broadcast corretto era che produceva audience frustrazione. La audience voleva la spiegazione, non la descrizione. Lei forniva la descrizione perché era quello che aveva. L'audience avrebbe dovuto aspettare la spiegazione fino a quando la spiegazione fosse disponibile.

Non sarebbe stato un'attesa lunga, si era rivelato.

Il morning show del regional network aveva un'audience di circa 180.000 spettatori nel mercato di Atlanta nelle fasce orarie in cui lei parlava di baseball. Non era un numero enorme nel senso assoluto ma era un numero significativo nel senso relativo: erano 180.000 persone che avevano scelto specificamente di guardarla invece di qualsiasi altra cosa disponibile in quel momento.

Questa era la responsabilità. Non la responsabilità astratta del giornalismo — quella la capiva teoricamente da quando aveva ventitré anni. La responsabilità concreta: 180.000 persone, ogni mattina in cui andava in onda, che ricevevano la sua versione di quello che era successo e che usavano quella versione per formarsi un'opinione.

Il pezzo su Callahan raggiungeva 180.000 persone più il rimbalzo online, che avrebbe moltiplicato il numero per un fattore difficile da stimare ma che nella sua esperienza era tra cinque e venti. Quello che diceva mattina era quello che pensavano decine o centinaia di migliaia di persone nel pomeriggio.

Aveva sempre portato questo peso. Ma questa mattina lo portava in modo più conscio perché la persona di cui stava parlando era qualcuno che aveva visto in persona, con cui aveva parlato brevemente dopo una partita tre settimane fa, e del quale stava formando un'opinione che era separata dall'evidenza pubblica disponibile.

Aveva tenuto l'opinione personale separata dall'evidenza pubblica. Il pezzo conteneva solo l'evidenza pubblica. Ma il peso era lì lo stesso.

Quello che non aveva detto nel segmento, e che aveva pensato mentre guidava verso lo studio quella mattina, era: non capiva completamente cosa stava succedendo nell'hotel bar di Denver. Non come valutazione critica — come fatto. I dodici secondi mostravano un risultato. Il risultato era che Jace Callahan aveva messo una mano sul bavero di qualcuno. Il perché del risultato non era nelle dodici secondi. Lei descriveva i risultati con precisione. Non inventava i perché quando i perché non erano disponibili. Il perché sarebbe diventato disponibile o non sarebbe diventato disponibile. Nel frattempo: la descrizione del risultato con la nota sull'assenza del contesto.

Le persone con cui aveva parlato dell'hotel bar incident nei giorni successivi, in modo professionale, avevano tutti la stessa posizione di default: terzo incident, tre in sessanta giorni, questo è il dato significativo. Il dato era significativo. Ma il dato significativo e il significato del dato non erano la stessa cosa, e il significato del dato richiedeva il contesto che nessuno aveva ancora. Aveva tenuto questa distinzione nel segmento. Era la distinzione più importante che aveva fatto in quel pezzo.

Chapter 3

The Meeting

(FMC)

Dana Osei had been the Currents' director of communications for seven years and had the direct posture of someone who had spent those seven years being the calmest person in rooms that were not calm. She was forty-one, meticulous, and had a reputation in the Atlanta sports community for being entirely unmovable once she had decided on a course of action, which was a quality Waverly respected and was now finding slightly alarming.

The meeting was in Dana's office at the Currents' front office building, which was separate from the stadium. The GM, Peter Finch, was there. This was the alarming part.

"We appreciate you coming in," Dana said.

"You were identifiable about the time," Waverly said. "I was curious."

Peter smiled, which was the kind of smile that preceded something you were not going to like. "Your segment yesterday morning," he said.

"Yes."

"It was fair," Dana said. "It was precise. That's why we're here, actually." She had a folder open on the desk in front of her, which was for reference rather than effect — Waverly understood that Dana already knew everything in the folder. "We need something deliberate from you and we're prepared to offer something precise in exchange."

Waverly had been in this kind of meeting before. She kept her face neutral and said: "I'm listening."

Dana explained the arrangement. The broad outlines: Waverly and Jace Callahan, structured together-time over the next ninety days, enough public presence to shift the dominant narrative from pattern to grounded. Not romantic in any explicit way. Just: adjacent in public, available for the same events, visible in contexts that were not stadiums or press boxes. A story that was not the hotel bar story.

"I'm a journalist," Waverly said.

"You're a broadcaster," Dana corrected, gently. "There's overlap and there's also distinction."

"The distinction you're relying on."

"The distinction we're offering you something significant in exchange for." Dana folded her hands on the desk. "Your contract is up in November. We'd like to extend you to lead analyst through 2029."

Waverly had known the extension was coming eventually. She had not known Dana was going to use it in this meeting. She absorbed this.

"Through 2029 is a long time," she said.

"It is," Peter said. "We think you're worth it."

"And this is tied to the arrangement."

"The arrangement makes the extension possible more immediately," Dana said. "Our ownership group has some concerns about stability on the roster narrative. If we can demonstrate that the organization is actively managing the Callahan situation constructively, those concerns ease. Which makes the longer commitment to broadcasting infrastructure, including your contract, easier to approve."

Waverly looked at the window behind Dana's head, which faced out at the parking lot and, beyond it, a stretch of the city that was doing what Atlanta did in July: glittering and overheated.

"What does he get out of it?" she said.

"A cleaner narrative going into the playoffs. His contract is also up at the end of the season — this arrangement improves his negotiating position considerably."

"Does he know about the extension offer?"

"He knows we're offering you something. He doesn't know the specifics."

She thought about her segment. The word pattern. The thing she had been careful not to say, which was: this organization is not managing this correctly. She had been careful because being careful was what had gotten her here and she was not going to stop being careful.

"I need to think about it," she said.

"Of course," Dana said.

"I need seventy-two hours."

"You have forty-eight."

She drove home through the overheated city and called her agent from the car and told him what they had offered. He was quiet for a long moment. "You're going to do it," he said finally.

"I haven't decided."

"You're going to do it," he said again. "You already know you're going to do it. The question is what you want to negotiate for first."

She did not tell him that she was already building the list.

The list had seven items. She revised it to five before she went to the meeting.

The items she removed were the ones that were about her feelings about the arrangement rather than about her interests in the arrangement. Her feelings were real but they were not negotiating leverage. Her interests were: the extension timeline, the scope of the public commitment, the duration, the exit clause, and the explicit protection of her editorial independence.

The editorial independence item was the one she spent the most time on. The arrangement, as she understood it from Dana's text, was going to require her to be seen in proximity to a player she covered. She covered this player's team for a regional network that was owned, ultimately, by the same corporate entity that was connected to the team's ownership structure. The independence concern was not theoretical.

She had worked through this on the drive in: the arrangement did not require her to change her coverage. It required her to be present in certain situations, to not actively contradict the narrative being built, and to be seen. It did not require her to say favorable things about Jace Callahan that she did not believe to be accurate. It did not require her to omit unfavorable things she did believe to be accurate.

If those conditions held — if the arrangement was genuinely about presence rather than content — then the editorial independence concern was manageable. If they did not hold, she was not doing it.

She had said this to Dana directly, in the first meeting, which was the meeting that had also included Peter and which had felt like a job interview in the sense that all the information-gathering was going one way. Dana had said: we're not asking you to change your coverage. She had said: I need that in writing.

Dana had said: that can be arranged.

She had said: put the extension on the table and I'll tell you if we can make
























