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The score is four to one, Kirkbride losing, and I am already drafting the post in my head before the second period even starts.

“You’re doing the thing,” Jessy says, not looking up from her nachos. “The squinting thing. That’s your caption face.”

“I don’t have a caption face.”

“You have three faces. Bored face, caption face, and the face you make when Coach Brzezicki yells and you pretend you’re not writing it down.” She points a chip at me. “This is caption face.”

I am, in fact, composing a caption. Casimir Delacroix-Whitfield just iced the puck for the second time in six minutes, which by my count ties his personal record for most avoidable penalties drawn in a single period without actually taking one, and there is a joke in that if I can find the right angle. Something about how the team’s alternate captain plays hockey like a man settling a grudge with the puck itself. Something that sounds effortless and took me four minutes to make sound effortless.

Halloway Rink smells like popcorn and cold metal, the way it always does, and from our seats two rows up from the glass I can see Casimir’s jaw doing the thing it does when he’s angry and refusing to show it, a small hard clench that nobody else in this building is close enough to notice. I notice. It’s basically my job to notice, even though nobody’s paying me for it, not yet, not until Higgins actually gives me the editor slot instead of dangling it in front of me like a chew toy.

“He’s going to snap,” I say.

“He’s not going to snap. He never snaps. That’s the whole thing about him, he’s like a Roomba, just quietly recalculating his route around every obstacle.”

“A very tall, extremely irritated Roomba.”

“Extremely irritated Roombas don’t get NHL scouts flying in to watch them vacuum.” Jessy steals my soda without asking, which is her right as my roommate and the only person who has read every single post on that account before I hit publish. “You gonna post the Roomba thing?”

“I’m workshopping it.”

“Workshop faster, the period’s about to end and your engagement dies after the horn.”

She’s not wrong. I’ve built two years of a following on being fast, faster than the Crier’s actual sports desk, faster than the team’s own Instagram, which mostly posts blurry practice photos captioned with an alarming number of exclamation points. @SinBinConfessions doesn’t do blurry. @SinBinConfessions doesn’t do exclamation points. @SinBinConfessions posts one clean, cutting line about whatever just happened on that ice, and fifteen thousand people wait for it like it’s a weather report.

I open the account, thumb hovering. Casimir’s line comes back out for the last shift of the period, and I watch him take a hit into the boards that should have drawn a penalty and didn’t, watch him get back up without looking at the ref, without looking at anyone, and something about the total blankness of his face while he does it gives me the actual line, the one that’s better than the Roomba joke.

Delacroix-Whitfield takes hits like a man collecting receipts. One day someone’s going to owe him for all of them at once.

I post it. It’s fine. It’s good, actually, better than fine, sharp enough that I feel the small mean satisfaction of a joke landing exactly where I aimed it, and I put my phone face down on my knee and go back to watching the game like a person who has better things to do than refresh her own notifications, which I do, for approximately ninety seconds.

The horn sounds. Second period starts sloppy, both teams skating like they’re mad at the ice itself, and it’s maybe four minutes in when it happens.

I don’t see the first hit. Nobody does, not really, not clean, because it happens in that scrum in front of Kirkbride’s net where three bodies collapse into each other and the whistle is a half second too slow. What I see is the second part, the part everyone sees, the part that’s going to be the only part that matters by tomorrow morning. Casimir comes off the pile first, and he’s not skating away, he’s turning back into it, gloves already gone, and the guy from Ashcombe State who threw the first elbow gets Casimir’s fist across the side of his helmet before either linesman gets a hand on either of them.

The whole section stands up at once. Jessy grabs my arm hard enough to leave a mark and says something I don’t process because I am watching Casimir Delacroix-Whitfield, alternate captain, the single most controlled human being I have ever profiled in two years of profiling controlled human beings, throw three more punches before the officials pull him off, and none of them look like the accident everyone’s going to want it to be.

“Oh my god,” Jessy says, which is doing a lot of work for two words.

“Yeah.”

“Billie.”

“I see it.”

I see it, and some small cold professional part of my brain that never fully shuts off is already doing math. Phones are up all around us, dozens of them, the blue-white flicker of a hundred people recording instead of watching, and I know without needing to check that at least six different angles of this are going to exist online within the hour. I know because I’ve watched smaller things than this go viral off worse footage. I know because building an audience out of exactly this kind of moment is, functionally, my whole personality now.

What I don’t do, in that first stretch of minutes while officials separate players and the crowd noise turns into one long confused roar, is post anything. I actually put my phone in my pocket. I tell myself it’s because I want to watch, want to actually see what’s happening instead of narrating it, and that’s true, but underneath it there’s something else, something that doesn’t have words yet, just a small flat drop in my stomach every time the broadcast replay shows Casimir’s face in the second before he turns around and throws that first punch. He doesn’t look angry in the way people look angry when they’ve lost control. He looks like someone doing math of his own.

They give him a major and a game misconduct. He skates off alone, past the bench, past Coach Brzezicki, who has his arms crossed and his mouth set in a line I’ve learned to read as somewhere between fury and fear, and Casimir doesn’t look at any of them. He looks at the ice the whole way to the tunnel like it’s the only thing in the building he trusts right now.

Kirkbride loses six to one. Nobody in the crowd is talking about the score.

By the time Jessy and I are shuffling out with everyone else, my phone has already started buzzing in a way it doesn’t usually buzz, short and repetitive, and when I check it in the parking lot the notification count on the account has more than tripled since the second period started. I open it expecting the usual post-game spike, forty or fifty new comments arguing about the refs, and instead what I find is my Roomba post, my careful little line about receipts, sitting directly above three different reposts of the brawl footage, stitched together by strangers I’ve never interacted with, captioned with things like called it and this account is a prophet and someone finally said it.

“Okay,” Jessy says slowly, reading over my shoulder, “that is not what you meant.”

“I know that’s not what I meant.”

“But it reads like you meant it.”

It does. That’s the problem. Collecting receipts, posted forty minutes before a man collects an actual assault charge’s worth of receipts in front of three thousand people and a dozen cameras, doesn’t read like an observation anymore. It reads like a prediction. It reads like I knew. And I can already see, scrolling, that other people are starting to think I knew too, that the account that’s been quietly picking apart the hockey team for two years just called the biggest incident of the season before it happened, which means every single person who’s ever half wondered who runs @SinBinConfessions is suddenly a lot more interested in finding out.

I don’t sleep well that night, not because I feel guilty, not exactly, guilt would require me to believe I did something wrong, and I didn’t, I posted a joke about a guy who has been getting away with exactly this kind of controlled aggression for three years without anyone calling it what it is. But I lie there running the numbers anyway, watching the follower count climb in increments that used to take a week happen in an hour, watching my own words get quoted back at me stripped of the joke and left with just the sting, and somewhere around two in the morning I stop being able to tell the difference between smug and scared.

By seven the next morning it’s not just my corner of the internet anymore. Jessy shoves her laptop at me over cereal, wordless, and there it is, a clip from a regional sports blog with sixty thousand more followers than I have, embedding the brawl footage next to a screenshot of my post, captioned Kirkbride hockey’s anonymous critic may have called this one. The Crier’s own Twitter has picked it up too, not naming the account, just a link and a line about “campus commentary predicting the incident,” which is worse somehow, because it means someone on my own staff is going to read that and start asking questions in the group chat by lunch.

“You need to take it down,” Jessy says.

“If I take it down now it looks like I’m hiding something.”

“You are hiding something. You’re hiding the entire identity of the account.”

“That’s different hiding.”

“Is it?”

I don’t have an answer for that one, which is new. I always have an answer. It’s the whole reason the account works, the reason I can watch a hundred and fifty people play out their worst nights on that ice and turn it into fifteen seconds of clean, quotable cruelty before anyone else has finished typing their first draft. I have never once, in two years, not known what to say.

I open the Crier’s internal messaging app out of habit, the way I check it every morning before I check anything else, and there’s a note from Higgins already sitting at the top, timestamped six forty five a.m., which means he was awake and thinking about this before most of campus had coffee.

Sorenstrand. Athletic department’s already fielding calls about the brawl. This is bigger than a game recap. Come by my office at nine, I want you on this story. Bring ideas.

I read it twice. There’s a version of this morning where that message is the best thing that’s happened to me all semester, the byline I’ve been circling for two years finally within reach, attached to the biggest hockey story Kirkbride’s had since the conference finals. I let myself feel that for exactly four seconds.

Then I open the account again, because I can’t help it, the way you can’t help checking a bruise to see if it still hurts, and the follower count has climbed another eight hundred since I last looked, and buried in the newest wave of comments, half a dozen of them now, are people asking the same question in slightly different words. Who even runs this account. Someone find out who this is. This account clearly knows something we don’t.

I sit at the kitchen table with my cereal going soft in front of me, my phone in one hand and Higgins’s message glowing on my laptop screen, and I understand, with the specific cold clarity of a joke that has stopped being funny, that I am about to be assigned to write the redemption story of the exact person my own words just helped turn into a punchline. And somewhere out there, someone is going to want very badly to know how the account that predicted his worst night knew to be watching so closely in the first place.

I put the phone face down on the table. It doesn’t stop it from buzzing.
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Higgins’s office smells like burnt coffee and the particular stress sweat of a man who has already had four phone calls before nine in the morning, and he does not look up when I knock on the open door.

“Sit,” he says. “Don’t talk yet, I’m losing an argument with compliance.”

I sit. His phone is wedged between his shoulder and his ear, and from what I can hear of the other side of the conversation, which is not much, whoever’s on the line is talking fast and Higgins is doing the thing where he agrees with someone’s tone without agreeing to anything they’ve actually asked for. Yeah. No, I hear you. We’ll be responsible. Absolutely, we want the same thing.

I have never once believed a person saying we want the same thing actually means it.

He hangs up and drags both hands down his face like he’s trying to physically relocate his exhaustion somewhere else. “Athletic department is losing their minds,” he says. “You’ve seen the footage by now, obviously, everyone’s seen the footage, my mother’s seen the footage and she doesn’t know what a power play is.”

“I was there. I saw it live.”

“Right, of course, you cover the beat.” He finally looks at me properly, and something in his expression shifts, calculating in a way I don’t love. “Which is actually good, that’s good, that’s why I want you on this. You’ve got the closest eyes on this team of anyone on staff.” He slides a printed sheet across the desk, still warm from the printer, an internal athletic department memo that somebody clearly wasn’t supposed to forward outside official channels but did anyway, because Kirkbride’s compliance office leaks like a screen door.

I read it twice.

The first half is about Casimir. A formal disciplinary hearing, scheduled for three weeks out, conduct code violation, potential suspension pending review, language stiff enough to have been written by someone terrified of a lawsuit. The second half is the part that makes my stomach drop somewhere south of my shoes.

Compliance office has also opened an inquiry into the anonymous social media account known as @SinBinConfessions regarding its role in escalating public reaction to the incident, and will be coordinating with the university’s student conduct office to determine the account’s affiliation with any current student.

I keep my face very still. I have had two years of practice keeping my face very still, mostly for the benefit of a phone camera, and it turns out the skill transfers fine to a professor’s office with bad lighting and a man watching me for a reaction he clearly expects to be professional curiosity and nothing more.

“They’re investigating the account,” I say, in a voice I am proud of, flat and mildly interested, the voice of someone reading a memo about a stranger.

“Yeah, apparently it’s not the first time that page has caused a headache for the department, just the first time it’s caused this big of one.” Higgins taps the paper. “Anyway, not our problem, that’s compliance’s mess to sort out. Our story is the hearing. I want a profile, not a hit piece, something that actually gets inside what’s going on with this kid before three weeks from now when the board decides whether he plays another game for this school.”

“Define inside.”

“I mean I want you talking to him. Actual access. Not a locker room quote, not a press release, I mean sitting across from Casimir Delacroix-Whitfield and getting him to say something real before some blog out of Boston beats us to the punch with a hatchet job.” He leans back, chair creaking under him. “You interested?”

There is exactly one honest answer to this question, which is no, absolutely not, because the person he wants me to sit across from is a person whose worst possible night I turned into a punchline twelve hours before it fully happened, and every hour that account stays anonymous is an hour I get to keep pretending those two facts don’t touch each other. And there is exactly one answer I’m capable of giving out loud, sitting in this office, three semesters away from graduating with nothing but unpaid clips and a personality to show for it.

“Yes,” I say. “Obviously yes.”

“Good. Athletic department’s setting something up, mandatory media stuff for him before the hearing, some kind of joint session with comms. I’ll get you looped in.” He’s already turning back to his monitor, already three thoughts past this conversation, which is very Higgins, and it means I get to leave without having to hold my face still for one second longer than necessary.

I don’t remember the walk back to the newsroom bullpen. I remember sitting down at my desk, and I remember opening my laptop, and I remember staring at the account’s dashboard for a long, long minute before I do anything else.

The follower count is at nineteen thousand.

Two days ago it was fourteen.

I open the analytics, which I almost never bother with because the account was never supposed to be a project, it was supposed to be a joke that got out of hand in exactly the harmless way jokes are allowed to, and the analytics tell me something I already knew from the buzzing but hadn’t let myself really look at yet. My last post has been screenshotted four hundred and some times. It’s been quoted in at least three sports blogs that I can find with a five minute search, none of which I follow, none of which have any idea who I am, all of which have decided the anonymous account that predicted the Delacroix-Whitfield incident is now a character in the story, worth a paragraph of speculation, worth a line like sources close to the program have long suspected the account is run by someone inside the athletic department itself, which is wrong, spectacularly wrong, and also close enough to something true that reading it makes my hands go cold.

I start scrolling backward through two years of posts, which I have never done in one sitting, because I have never had a reason to. It is a strange, dislocating experience, like reading someone else’s diary and recognizing your own handwriting on every page. There’s the one about the goalie who cried in his car after a loss and I filmed it through a fogged window from the next row of the parking lot without him ever knowing, a post I was proud of at the time for its precision and now can’t look at without feeling something curdle in my chest. There’s the one about a freshman’s disastrous first start that got him benched for a month, a post that got four thousand likes and, I remember now with a specific, ugly clarity, got quoted by his own teammates in the locker room the next day, because Jessy told me that, because Jessy has a cousin on the equipment staff who hears things.

There’s a folder of posts about Casimir specifically. I didn’t realize until this exact moment, scrolling with my thumb going faster than my brain wants it to, how many there actually are. Nineteen. Nineteen posts in two years, more than any other single player on the roster, which I could have told myself was because he’s the most quotable, the most controlled, the easiest target precisely because he never gives anyone anything to work with except that one flicker of jaw. I could have told myself that. I did tell myself that, for two years, and it was even true, mostly.

I don’t delete anything yet. That comes later, that specific decision, but right now I just sit there with the scroll wheel under my thumb and a strange tight feeling behind my sternum that I don’t examine too closely, because examining it means admitting that nineteen posts about one guy over two years isn’t the neutral output of an impartial observer, it’s a pattern, and patterns are the first thing any competent investigator looks for.

Which brings me, with an unpleasant lurch, to Deacon Osei-Halloran.

I don’t know him well. I know him the way you know anyone whose job intersects with the parts of campus you’d rather stay invisible in, which is to say I know his face from two different disciplinary panels I covered as a sophomore, both times sitting in the back of a fluorescent-lit room while he read policy numbers out loud in a voice that made even routine violations sound like felonies. I know he’s thorough. I know the account has come up before, twice, both times as a footnote in some other complaint that fizzled out because nobody could prove anything, and both times I remember feeling that same cold drop, quieter, easier to ignore because the stakes were smaller and nobody outside the athletic department cared.

This time fifteen, no, nineteen thousand people care.

Jessy finds me at the desk an hour later, holding two coffees, and takes one look at my face before she even sets either of them down. “You look like you saw a ghost that also owes you money.”

“They’re investigating the account.”

“The Sin Bin thing? Investigating how?”

“Compliance office, student conduct, the whole apparatus. It’s in an internal memo Higgins showed me, they’re trying to figure out who’s affiliated with it, whether it’s a current student, whether it’s, and I’m quoting here, ‘causing reputational harm to the athletic program.’” I hear my own voice going thin and fast, the way it does right before I say something I’ll regret, and I make myself slow down. “And Higgins wants me to write the redemption profile on Casimir. Sit across from him. Get him to open up.”

Jessy sets both coffees down very carefully, like she needs the extra second to process. “Okay. Okay, that’s, wow. That’s a lot of irony for one Tuesday.”

“It’s not funny.”

“I didn’t say it was funny, I said it was a lot.” She sits on the edge of my desk, which she’s not supposed to do, campus furniture policy be damned, and lowers her voice even though the bullpen is mostly empty this early. “Billie. How close is this investigation actually going to get?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is there anything that connects it to you? Like actually connects it, not just, I don’t know, vibes.”

I think about the burner email I set up freshman year that I’ve never logged into from any campus wifi. I think about the account never once being posted from anywhere near a game in progress, always after, always from off campus or from my own room with location services off, a discipline I built early and never once broke, not even for the brawl post, which I typed sitting in the stands with my location turned off out of two years of pure habit before I even knew it would matter. I think about how careful I have always been, and how none of that careful ever accounted for nineteen thousand strangers deciding to become amateur detectives on my behalf in the space of one night.

“No,” I say. “Nothing that connects it to me specifically. But there’s a pattern. If anyone actually pulls the account apart post by post instead of just skimming it, they’re going to see how many of these are about him. And once they see that, it stops being random.”

“So what are you going to do?”

I look at my laptop, at the folder of nineteen posts still open in a tab, at the follower count still climbing in the corner of my eye even while we sit here talking about it, and something in me that has spent two years being fast, being decisive, being the person who always knows exactly what line to post before anyone else finishes their first draft, finally makes a decision that has nothing to do with being clever.

“I’m going to clean it up,” I say. “Not delete the account, that would be worse, that would look exactly like what it is. Just take down the ones that are the most, I don’t know, identifiable. The specific ones. Anything with too much detail, anything that could only have come from someone who was actually there, close, watching.”

“That’s still deleting evidence, Bills.”

“It’s deleting jokes,” I say, and even as it leaves my mouth I hear how thin it sounds, how much it sounds like exactly the kind of sentence a guilty person tells themselves right before they do something guilty. “I’m not destroying anything anyone’s subpoenaed. I’m cleaning up my own social media account before a story about it gets bigger, which is a completely normal thing people do.”

Jessy doesn’t argue further, which somehow feels worse than if she had. She just watches me open the account’s post history on my phone, thumb hovering over the first one I’ve already decided has to go, the parking lot post about the goalie crying in his car, the one that was never about Casimir at all but is close enough, specific enough, cruel enough in a way that feels different now that I’ve spent a whole morning imagining someone like Deacon Osei-Halloran reading it out loud in a fluorescent conference room, using it as evidence of a pattern of harm.

I delete it. Delete confirmed. Post removed.

It’s a strange thing, deleting your own words. I expect relief and I don’t get it, I get a small ugly lurch instead, the sensation of taking something back that fifteen hundred people already saw, already screenshotted probably, already have sitting in someone’s camera roll where deletion means nothing at all except that I, Billie Sorenstrand, made the decision to hide it after the fact.

I delete four more over the next twenty minutes, careful, surgical, choosing the ones with the most specific detail, the ones that read less like commentary and more like surveillance, and each one goes a little easier than the last, which bothers me more than the first one did.

I don’t delete any of the Casimir posts. I tell myself it’s strategic, that deleting a cluster of posts about one specific player right as an investigation into that player’s incident opens would be its own kind of confession, worse than leaving them up, and that’s true, that’s genuinely a smart, defensible reason.

It’s not the only reason. I know it’s not the only reason even as I close the laptop and pick up the coffee Jessy brought, even as I sit there in the bullpen with my hands wrapped around a paper cup that’s already gone lukewarm, feeling the particular vertigo of having spent an entire morning being defensive about a story I haven’t even started reporting yet, about a man I haven’t spoken to in two years except through a screen and a fake name and nineteen carefully aimed jokes I am, apparently, not currently willing to give up.

My phone buzzes on the desk. A calendar notification, official, from an address I don’t recognize at first and then do, athletics-comms@kirkbride.edu, subject line Mandatory Media Session, Delacroix-Whitfield / Sorenstrand, first meeting scheduled for tomorrow at four in the athletic department’s media office.

I stare at it for a long time before I let myself close the notification.















