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CHAPTER ONE

	Luane

	

	"The Only Thing Worse Than a Bad Assignment Is a Great One You Can't Accept"

	The pinboard needed reorganizing.

	Luane Carvell knew this was a procrastination tactic. She recognized it the same way she recognized all her procrastination tactics, which was to say clearly, with full self-awareness, and without any intention of stopping. She pulled a clipping from the board, realigned it two inches to the left, and stepped back to assess. Better. She moved it back. Also better. She left it where it had been in the first place and went to make coffee.

	It was seven fourteen in the morning. The Veltham Press Room smelled the way it always smelled in late August: old ink, the particular plastic warmth of machines that had been running since before she got here, and a faint trace of the lemon cleaner the facilities staff used on weeknights. The overhead lights buzzed softly. Outside the tall windows, the live oaks were still dark against a sky the color of old brass.

	Everyone else was still finding their dorm rooms.

	Luane had been here since six forty-five.

	She made her coffee strong and stood at the counter while it brewed, looking at the board. It was a good board. Three semesters of work mapped out in color-coded pushpins: the Title IX funding gap piece she'd published in the spring, two source follow-ups still pending, the outline for a longform she'd been sitting with since June. Clippings from pieces she admired, not because she wanted to imitate them but because she needed to remember that the thing she was reaching for was achievable. Someone had done it. Someone could do it again.

	The coffee maker finished. She poured a mug and sat down at her standing desk, which she was using as a regular desk this morning because her lower back ached and also because some days the performance of productivity felt like more than she had in her.

	She opened her laptop. Read the piece she'd published last week about the university's facilities budget and the inequities in how it was distributed across women's and men's programs. It was good. It was also, she could now see, about four hundred words too long in the middle section, where she'd been thorough at the expense of being readable. She made a note. Closed the tab. Opened a new document and stared at the blinking cursor.

	The door at the top of the stairs opened.

	Vesper Tindalle moved through the world like someone who had places to be and had stopped apologizing for it two decades ago. She was forty-one, the Veltham Press faculty advisor, and the kind of editor who handed you feedback so specific and honest that it felt like surgery. She wore her reading glasses on top of her head even when she wasn't reading, carried a thermos she never refilled, and had a habit of pausing in doorways a half-second longer than necessary, as though she was already composing her opening line.

	She paused in the doorway now.

	"You're here early," she said.

	"I'm here when I'm always here."

	"Most people aren't here when you're always here. That's what I'm noting." Vesper descended the rest of the stairs and sat in the chair across from Luane's desk, which was the chair designated for sources and nervous freshmen, neither of which Vesper resembled. She set her untouched thermos on the desk. "The centennial feature got reassigned."

	Luane looked up. "To who?"

	"To you."

	The thing about Vesper was that she announced difficult things with precisely the same inflection she used for all other things. It was a deliberate technique. It gave you no emotional runway.

	"Who had it before?" Luane asked.

	"Denny Prall."

	"Denny dropped it?"

	"Denny transferred to community radio on Friday. Effective immediately. So." Vesper spread her hands in a small gesture that meant: this is the landscape, orient yourself accordingly. "You have six weeks to a first draft. The subject is Halverton's centennial football season, with an anchor profile on the current starting quarterback. It's immersive access, which the athletics department has already agreed to. Practices, film sessions, press conferences. You'd be on the inside."

	Luane set down her coffee.

	She knew the name before Vesper said it. She knew because there was only one starting quarterback, and she had been aware of him the way you were aware of weather systems that hadn't reached you yet: tracking, monitoring, maintaining a careful distance.

	"Nolan Felding," Vesper said.

	"I know who the quarterback is."

	"I know you know." There was a small pause. "I also know what you're thinking."

	"Then you already know what I'm going to say."

	"I know what you want to say." Vesper picked up her thermos and put it down again without opening it. "What I need you to hear is the other thing. The thing that matters as much as your concern about the conflict."

	"There isn't a conflict," Luane said carefully. "I didn't write that piece."

	"You were on the masthead."

	"I flagged issues with the framing. I was overruled. You know that."

	"I do know that." Vesper met her eyes. "Which is why I'm giving this to you."

	Luane turned back to her monitor. On the screen, the blank document still blinked at her. She had not yet typed a single word.

	Thirteen months ago. That was how long she had been carrying it. Not constantly, not as an open wound, but the way you carry a thing that settled wrong in you and never fully settled out. A follow-up piece about a viral video of Nolan Felding on the Halverton practice field. Two and a half minutes of footage cut to forty-five seconds. A practice argument stripped of everything that would have explained it, compressed into a clip that traveled the kind of distance only bad news travels, and a follow-up piece in the Veltham Press that treated the stripped version as the complete one.

	She had read the draft. She had written three separate notes about what was missing. She had been told it was timely and the framing was fine and they needed to run it before the other campus outlets did.

	Her name was on the masthead.

	She had reread that piece so many times in the year since that she could still locate the exact sentences that bothered her most. Not because they were false, exactly. Because they weren't full. And the difference between a true sentence and a full one was something she had learned from her father, long before she learned it from any journalism class.

	"The piece on the women's track program," Vesper said. "The Title IX piece. Do you know how many schools have cited it in their internal budget reviews this summer?"

	Luane said nothing.

	"Seven. A piece published by a student at a mid-sized Southern university has been cited in the internal policy discussions of seven other athletic departments. That's not a minor thing. That's what careful, fair, thoroughly sourced journalism does." Vesper stood up, retrieving her thermos. "The centennial feature is your chance to do that for the program as a whole. And yes, that includes Nolan Felding. Which means he deserves your best work, not your guilt."

	She was at the stairs when Luane said, "You said it was reassigned. But you were going to give it to me anyway, weren't you."

	Vesper paused. "Denny made my timeline more convenient."

	She went up the stairs and the door closed behind her.

	Luane sat for a moment. Then she pulled out her phone and opened her messages.

	They gave me Felding.

	Petro Wylde replied in forty-five seconds, which meant she was already awake and probably in the middle of something involving chemicals or stop-bath solution.

	Oh this is genuinely wonderful for your character development.

	The Caldwen Clarion is entering the same competition. Vesper just told me.

	A pause. Longer than usual.

	. . . okay so it's a little bit bad.

	It's fine. I'm fine.

	Luane.

	I am professionally and personally fine. I'll call you later.

	She put the phone face-down on the desk and looked at the blank document again.

	The Caldwen Clarion ran the best student sports section in the conference. Their football coverage was consistent, well-reported, warm in the way that made readers feel invited in. They had a senior writer named Bex Hollowell who had three national collegiate bylines already and was, by all observable metrics, extremely good at her job.

	Luane was also extremely good at her job.

	The difference, she had always believed, was not talent. Talent was widespread. The difference was what you were willing to look at directly.

	She pulled up Nolan Felding's press record and read it from the beginning. The early coverage from his freshman year. The sophomore breakout season. The junior year that should have been his best and instead became the year of the video. The careful, calibrated responses he'd given to every reporter since. She read them the way she read everything, which was against the grain, looking for the shape of what wasn't being said.

	He gave good quotes. He was warm to interviewers, responsive, technically thorough about game analysis. He never said anything that could be taken out of context. Every sentence he offered to the press was structured to be complete in isolation, requiring no surrounding information to land cleanly.

	That, she noted, was the language of someone who had learned that context could be removed.

	She looked at the blank document.

	Then she typed, at the top: The Rivalry Play: Notes, Sources, Working Draft.

	Pressed save.

	Opened a second tab and started reading the university archives' index of Halverton football records going back to 1924.

	If she was going to write the full story of this program, she was going to need to know the full story. Everything Denny Prall hadn't gotten to. Everything a forty-five-second clip had no room for.

	She was still reading three hours later when the press room started filling up around her, the first staff members of the semester drifting in with iced coffee and summer tans and that particular energy of people who had spent two months not doing this and were glad to be back.

	She barely noticed. She had found something in the 1944 records: a player listed in the pre-season roster who did not appear in any game program. No explanation. No follow-up mention. Just a name that entered the record and then vanished from it, as though the space he'd occupied had been quietly filled in.

	She wrote: Clement Vourney. 1943-44. Find primary sources.

	Underlined it twice.

	Then she sat back, looked at the live oaks outside the tall windows, now gold in the late morning light, and thought about how every story she had ever cared about had started exactly this way. Not with a headline or a hook or a competition deadline.

	With a name that someone else had left out.

	She was deep enough in the 1944 roster records that she forgot to eat lunch. This was not unusual. Petro had once taped a sticky note to Luane's monitor that read food is also a form of research and Luane had read it, appreciated it, and continued forgetting anyway.

	By one in the afternoon she had found three more phantom names in the pre-1950 records: players who appeared in pre-season documents and vanished before the first game of their season. One in 1938. One in 1944, which was Clement Vourney. One in 1947. All three were listed without scholarship documentation in the records she could access here. All three, she noted, shared something else.

	She sat back and stared at the screen for a long moment.

	Then she wrote three words in her working notes and underlined them, the same way she had underlined Clement Vourney's name. She didn't have enough yet to say anything out loud. But she had enough to know she was looking at the edge of something real, and the edge of something real was where every story she had ever cared about lived.

	She saved the document. Opened her email. Found the press release from the athletics department confirming her immersive access for the centennial feature: practices beginning Thursday, press conferences after home games, scheduled interview time with the quarterback twice weekly throughout the season.

	She read it twice, the way she read anything official: first for what it said, second for what it assumed.

	What it assumed was that she would arrive Thursday, gather color and quotes, and build a warm celebratory piece about the current team and its exceptional quarterback. What it assumed was that the quarterback would cooperate, because athletes cooperated with access journalism when the institution told them to. What it assumed was that this was a feature about football.

	Luane pulled up a fresh notes page and started making a list.

	Things she needed from this piece: the historical thread, going back to the beginning. The current team and how it connected to that history, or failed to. The man at the center of it, honestly. Not the press version. Not the version that required forty-five seconds of footage.

	Things she was going to have to do: walk into a room with Nolan Felding knowing she had failed him once already, not because she wrote a bad piece but because she was on the masthead of one. Acknowledge that, somehow, in the first meeting. Not as a disclaimer or a strategic opening move but because the story she wanted to tell required his real voice, and she could not ask for a real voice while sitting on the thing she knew and he didn't know she knew.

	She pressed both palms flat on the desk.

	She had been a journalist for three years, which in student terms was a long time. She had been her father's daughter for twenty-two years, which was the whole time. And what she understood, from both of those experiences, was that the quality of what you wrote was only ever as good as the quality of what you were willing to face.

	She picked up her phone and texted Petro again.

	I'm going to call him today and request an early interview. Before Thursday.

	Bold.

	If I wait I'll overthink it.

	You're already overthinking it.

	I know. I'd like to begin overthinking it from a position of momentum.

	This is genuinely the most Luane thing you've ever said.

	She smiled in spite of herself. Then she opened her contacts, found the athletics department media relations line, and called it before she could run the sentence through her head one more time.

	The coordinator, a cheerful junior named Brantley, confirmed that Thursday worked and that the quarterback had been fully briefed on the assignment. He said this with the energy of someone confirming a dentist appointment rather than brokering access between a journalist and a person who had been burned by journalism. Luane thanked him. Hung up.

	Looked at her notes page.

	At the top, above everything else, she had written: Tell him. First meeting. Before anything else.

	She didn't write what she would say. She would figure out the exact sentences when she got there. That was how she worked: the structure first, the language in the room. You couldn't script a conversation that mattered. You could only walk into it prepared to be honest.

	She pulled the pinboard back toward her and found the clipping she was looking for: a piece from the national collegiate sports archive about a football program at a Tennessee school that had deliberately erased four players from its official history between 1941 and 1949. The piece was seven years old. It had won an award. She had pinned it three years ago as a reminder of what thorough looked like.

	She unpinned it, smoothed it flat, and placed it in the folder she had already labeled: Halverton Centennial. Primary Sources. Begin Here.

	Then she finally went to get something to eat.

	The press room was fully occupied now, the particular productive hum of a dozen people doing different things in the same space. Two freshmen were arguing at the design station about font sizes. A sophomore she knew vaguely from the spring semester was on the phone with what sounded like an unhappy source. The overhead lights had stopped buzzing; someone must have hit the fixture.

	Luane took her lunch, which was a sandwich from the campus dining hall that she ate standing at the counter the same way she drank her coffee, and watched the room.

	She had chosen this room. Not the program specifically, not the school exactly, though both were fine. She had chosen rooms that felt like this: full of people trying to get things right, trying to find the words, arguing about the small stuff and trusting each other with the big stuff. She had chosen a career in which the standard for good enough was never good enough, in which the best piece you had ever written was only important insofar as it pointed you toward the next one.

	Her father had built something like that. And then, in a single season, in a conference that had not been paying attention to what was actually true, it had been taken from him. Not through malice, exactly. Through carelessness. Through someone writing the story they had the time for instead of the story that was actually there.

	She had been fourteen. She had watched him read the piece. She had watched him understand that the words on the page were not going to change, that they were already printed and distributed and believed, and she had understood something then that no journalism class had ever needed to teach her: the difference between a story that is fast and a story that is true was not a matter of style. It was a matter of choice.

	She was going to make the right choice on this feature.

	Even if it was the harder one.

	She finished the sandwich, rinsed the wrapper, went back to her desk, and started reading game tape analysis.

	Outside the tall windows, the live oaks held the last of the afternoon light. The season was starting. So was something else, though she didn't know it yet.

	She pulled her notes page back up. Found Clement Vourney's name. Two lines below it, she typed: Full story. All of it. Nothing left out.

	Then she pressed save and got back to work.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Nolan

	
	"My Grandfather Told Me You Can Always Tell What a Person Values by What They Won't Let Go Of"

	The thing about film sessions was that they were never really about film.

	Nolan had understood this since his freshman year, when he sat in the back of the team room and watched Coach Bertrand Lussac dismantle a senior quarterback's fourth quarter decision-making in front of forty-three people who all needed to believe in that quarterback on Saturday. The film was accurate. The footage was right there on the screen, unambiguous, the wrong read frozen in high definition. None of that was the point.

	The point was the room. Who was watching. Who laughed when they weren't supposed to. Who held still.

	Nolan had spent three years learning to hold still.

	Today's session was the first of the pre-season, which meant it was technically a review of last year's conference championship loss rather than preparation for anything immediate. This was Lussac's tradition: before you could move forward, you sat with what you had failed to do. Nolan did not disagree with the philosophy. He disagreed, quietly and precisely, with the way Lussac applied it.

	"Felding." Lussac tapped the screen with his laser pointer. The frozen frame showed Nolan in the pocket, weight slightly back, eyes going left when the right side had been open. "Walk us through the read."

	Nolan walked them through the read. He knew exactly what he had done wrong. He had known it before the snap because he had felt the coverage shifting and made a judgment call that the shift was a disguise, and the shift had not been a disguise. He explained this accurately and without editorializing.

	"And you chose to trust your read over the pre-snap alignment because?" Lussac said.

	"Because the coverage had disguised on that formation twice in the first half."

	"And the third time?"

	"It wasn't a disguise."

	"It wasn't a disguise," Lussac repeated, to the room. Not to Nolan specifically. To the forty-three people who would walk out of here and remember this moment, the way you remembered things that happened in front of an audience whether you wanted to or not.

	Solen Marchette, two seats to Nolan's left, shifted almost imperceptibly. Not in sympathy. Solen was too smart for sympathy gestures in a team meeting. It was more like the particular stillness of someone who has noticed something and is keeping that observation to himself for later.

	Nolan kept his face neutral. He was good at this. He had gotten good at it the same way you got good at anything: through enough repetition that it became automatic, through enough mornings of deciding what kind of person he was going to be and then being that person before he had finished the thought.

	The session ran another forty minutes. Lussac covered three other players with roughly the same energy he'd used on Nolan, which was either reassuring or not, depending on how you looked at it. Nolan looked at it from the position of someone who had learned to notice patterns, and the pattern here was consistent: Lussac corrected everyone, but with Nolan there was always that extra beat. The pause before he moved on. The repetition of the wrong answer to the room. It was a small thing. It was also not nothing.

	After, in the corridor outside the team room, Solen fell into step beside him.

	"Good session," Solen said.

	"Productive," Nolan said.

	"The part where he said 'it wasn't a disguise' like six times was really productive."

	"Twice."

	"It felt like six."

	Nolan said nothing. They walked out into the August heat, which was the specific aggressive kind that southern Louisiana sent as a preview of what the whole season was going to feel like. The practice facility sat at the east end of the athletics complex, separated from Galvere Stadium by a wide service road and a line of old live oaks that had been there longer than the stadium. Nolan had always liked that the trees were older than the building. He wasn't entirely sure why.

	"Athletics comm called this morning," Solen said. "About the centennial thing."

	"I know."

	"You already talked to them?"

	"I already knew."

	Solen glanced at him sideways. "And?"

	"And it's a student journalist from Veltham. Six weeks of access starting Thursday." Nolan stopped at his truck, which was parked in the corner of the lot nearest the trees because he liked the shade and also because he had backed into a light pole his freshman year and still maintained an instinctive distance from them. "Her name is Luane Carvell."

	There was a small pause.

	"I know that name," Solen said.

	"Most people who read the follow-up piece do."

	"She wrote it?"

	"She was on the masthead." Nolan pulled out his keys. "She didn't write it."

	Solen had the grace to wait. This was one of the things Nolan valued most about him: the ability to sit inside a silence without filling it with something unnecessary. Most people couldn't do that. Most people, faced with a silence that felt loaded, reached for the nearest available word and threw it in just to have something landing.

	"You looked her up," Solen said eventually.

	"I looked up everything. Same as I always do."

	"And?"

	Nolan considered how to say the next thing accurately. "Her work is careful. Her sourcing is thorough. The pieces she's written that I could find are the kind that treat the subject like the subject deserves to understand what's being said about them before the reader does." He unlocked the truck. "The follow-up piece reads differently from everything else on the masthead."

	"Different how?"

	"Like it was written in a hurry by someone else and not fully checked."

	Solen leaned against the truck bed. He was quiet for a moment, doing the thing he did when he was genuinely thinking rather than performing thinking, which involved looking slightly to the left and going very still. "So you're saying she might be okay."

	"I'm saying her track record suggests she's capable of being okay. What she does on this particular assignment is a separate question."

	"That's a lot of qualifications."

	"It's an accurate number of qualifications."

	Solen shook his head, but he was almost smiling. "I'm just saying. You could give her a chance before you decide she's the enemy."

	"I haven't decided she's the enemy."

	"You haven't decided she's not."

	Nolan got in the truck. "I'll see you at Thursday practice."

	"That's not a response to what I said."

	"I know."

	He drove home with the windows down because the AC in his truck had been inconsistent since June and he kept meaning to get it fixed and kept not doing it, which was the kind of small domestic failure that accumulated quietly in the background of a football season. His apartment was twelve minutes from campus on a good day, fourteen on a normal one, and he used the drive the way he used most transitional time: to let whatever had been sitting in the back of his mind come forward.

	What was sitting in the back of his mind was, in order: the film session, the specific two-second pause before Lussac moved on, and Luane Carvell's published body of work.

	The film session and the pause he could manage. He had been managing versions of them for two years. The managing was not the same as not noticing, and the noticing was not the same as distress. It was just a thing he knew. He filed it and kept moving.

	Luane Carvell's work was more complicated.

	He had been prepared to find competent journalism with a student publication's usual limitations. Solid reporting, maybe, constrained by access and inexperience. He had read two pieces from her archive. The first was the Title IX funding gap analysis, which was not the kind of piece most twenty-two-year-olds could write because most twenty-two-year-olds didn't have the patience to read six years of budget documents and then figure out how to make the numbers tell a story rather than just reporting that the numbers existed. The second was a piece about a former Halverton track athlete who had walked away from a scholarship mid-season, which tracked the real reasons behind the withdrawal against the official university statement and did so without cruelty or sensationalism. The athlete came across, on the page, as a person who had made a hard choice for real reasons. Not a cautionary tale. Not a controversy. A person.

	He had closed both tabs and sat there for a moment.

	Then he had opened the follow-up piece from thirteen months ago.

	It read like a different writer. The sourcing was thin. The framing relied entirely on the viral footage as its factual basis without attempting to contextualize the footage or seek out anyone who had been in that practice. It was the kind of piece that happened when someone with a deadline saw something trending and ran toward it. He did not think it had been written by the same person who'd written the track athlete piece. He thought, reading the bylines carefully, that he might be right about that.

	He pulled into his parking spot and sat in the truck for another minute.

	His apartment was on the second floor of a building two blocks from the edge of campus, in the kind of neighborhood that had been student housing for sixty years and showed it. The stairwell smelled like the building's age. The windows were original to the 1960s construction, which meant they fogged in winter and stuck in summer and let in a draft that was, in some ways, the apartment's best ventilation system. He had lived here for two years and had no particular desire to move. The neighbors were quiet and the walk to the stadium took nine minutes.

	He went upstairs, changed out of practice clothes, and called his grandfather.

	Griff picked up on the second ring, the way he always did, because Griff had never in Nolan's memory let a call go to voicemail from someone he cared about. He said it was a habit from the years before cell phones, when you could not call back as easily and a missed call sometimes meant something.

	"How's the knee?" Nolan said, because that was always first.

	"The knee is a knee," Griff said. "Knees are not interesting at any age. How's the season look?"

	"Pre-season. Haven't played anything yet."

	"I know what pre-season is. I asked how it looks."

	Nolan sat down on the edge of the couch. From here he could see the framed photographs on the wall above the TV: four of them, arranged the way his grandmother had arranged things, with the sense that each one should be visible from multiple points in the room. Two were football related, though not his football. One was the team photo from the 1953 Louisiana semi-pro circuit, a league that had no official record and no trophy case and existed now only in the memory of the people who had played in it and in photographs like this one. His grandfather was in the back row, third from the left, twenty-two years old and looking directly at the camera with an expression that Nolan had studied his whole life and still couldn't fully name.

	"It looks like a season," Nolan said. "We're good on the line. Secondary is young but fast. The offense runs through me, which is the same as it was."

	"And Lussac?"

	"Same as he was."

	Griff made a sound that was not quite agreement and not quite judgment. It was the sound of someone who had lived long enough to know that some situations resolved on their own timeline and that saying so out loud was rarely helpful. "I heard about the centennial thing. Athletics department sent a letter to season ticket holders about it."

	"They sent letters?"

	"We're old. We get letters." A pause. "The student
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