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The Man After the Fall

Before the fireworks, before the playoff run and the sugar rush of national attention and the kind of winning that makes people conveniently forget everything that came before it, there was a man holding a cracked program together with his bare hands. His name was Matt Luke. He did not walk into a dream job. He walked into wreckage — the smoking kind, the kind that is still hot when you put your hands in it — and he handled it with more grace than the moment deserved and more love for a place than most people in his position are able to sustain.

When Hugh Freeze resigned from Ole Miss in July of 2017, the program was not simply bruised. It was radioactive. The scholarship limits were already cutting into the roster. The two-year bowl ban was hanging over every recruiting conversation like a cloud that would not move. The investigation had laid bare a culture of corner-cutting that went far enough and deep enough that the national media had turned Ole Miss into a cautionary tale about what happens when ambition outpaces integrity. Players who had signed up for one version of Ole Miss football found themselves standing in the middle of something that looked nothing like what had been sold to them. The men who had sold it were gone.

Matt Luke answered the phone. Not because he had a brilliant rescue plan or a powerful agent working the phones on his behalf, but because he was an Ole Miss man in the deepest sense of that phrase — son of a man who played here, a former Rebel lineman himself, a person for whom this program was not a career stop but the place his family had been connected to across generations. When his program needed someone to stand in the gap, he stood there. No grand entrance. No promises he could not keep. Just a man who loved the place showing up every day and doing the work that needed to be done.

This book starts with him because you cannot understand what followed without understanding what he built first. You cannot understand Lane Kiffin's arrival, or the promises Lane made with the smile of a man who had already made other plans, or the smoke that drifted through the Grove on fall Saturdays while the fan base half-celebrated and half-worried, or Pete Golding stepping into a burning building on the eve of Ole Miss's first-ever Playoff game and somehow not getting burned — you cannot understand any of it without first understanding the ground it was all built on. That ground was Matt Luke's doing.

This is also a book about a larger question that college football keeps failing to answer honestly: what does loyalty actually mean in a sport that has systematically stripped the word of its substance? The sport asks players to be loyal to programs that can pull their scholarships without warning. It asks coaches to honor contracts while inserting buyout clauses that make those contracts optional for anyone with sufficient resources. It asks fans to invest everything — money, emotion, time, Saturday after Saturday, pieces of their identity — in organizations whose principals reserve the right to leave whenever the market offers something better. Matt Luke was loyal the old way, the way that costs you personally. Lane Kiffin operated the modern way, the way that costs everyone else. Pete Golding is writing a third version in real time, and the writing is still in progress.

These three men are at the center of what follows. One left too soon and received too little credit. One left too fast and said too many things that turned out not to be true. One was pushed to the front of a burning building and discovered, under pressure, that he was more than anyone had given him credit for being. Their stories together tell us something important about what Ole Miss football is, what the sport has become, and what the people who love both are really signing up for every fall when they pack the Grove and open the bourbon and send their hope down the Walk of Champions with the young men in the suits.

Let me be honest about one more thing before we begin. I am not a neutral observer. There is no neutral observer of Ole Miss football, and if there were, they would not be the right person to write this book. What this book requires is honesty — the willingness to tell the full truth about the good years and the bad years, about the heroes and the people who fell short of heroism, about the moments of genuine transcendence and the moments of genuine failure. That honesty comes with love attached. I love this program. The love does not prevent the honesty. In a functioning relationship between a fan and a team, it demands it.

Hotty Toddy. Let us get into it.

— PART I: AFTER THE FALL — THE MATT LUKE ERA —
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Scandal and Ashes — The Freeze Collapse

You have to understand what Hugh Freeze built before you can understand what he burned down, because the burning was worse for how high the building had gotten. He arrived in Oxford in December 2011 carrying the specific credentials of a man who had done the improbable thing at Arkansas State — taking a program with no national footprint and delivering a conference championship in three seasons — and he landed in a community that had been hungry for exactly this kind of energy for exactly this long. He was young. He was eloquent. He talked about faith in the way that resonated in north Mississippi, not as a talking point but as the apparent organizing principle of how he understood coaching and competition and the responsibility that came with the job. The Ole Miss fan base looked at Hugh Freeze in December 2011 and decided to believe in him completely.

The recruiting classes improved immediately and dramatically. By year three, Ole Miss was signing players that Alabama and Georgia and LSU were also pursuing, which was not normal for a program in a state with Mississippi's population and Mississippi's financial profile. The names being committed were names that appeared on the national recruiting services' lists of the country's best prospects. The 2013 and 2014 classes were particularly significant, featuring players who would go on to professional careers and who chose Ole Miss over programs with every structural advantage because Freeze and his staff had been in their living rooms and sold them on something that felt real.

October 4, 2014. Tuscaloosa. Alabama ranked number one in the country. Ole Miss, ranked third and undefeated through five games, walked into Bryant-Denny Stadium and beat the Crimson Tide 23-17. When the final whistle blew, the Ole Miss players on the field lost their collective minds in the beautiful way of young men who have just done something nobody expected them to do. The Grove in Oxford erupted. People who had been Ole Miss fans for thirty and forty years wept in their tailgate tents. The program had not simply beaten Alabama. It had announced, in the loudest possible venue against the largest possible opponent, that it had arrived at the level it always believed it deserved.

The following October, the Rebels beat Alabama again. 43-37 in overtime in Oxford. The goalposts came down for the second consecutive year. The Grove filled until midnight and the Square filled until later, and people walked through Oxford that Saturday night with the euphoric disbelief of a community that had been told for years that this was not possible and had just watched it become possible twice. Ole Miss was ranked in the top five nationally. The program felt not just competitive but genuinely dangerous, capable of beating anyone on any Saturday, which is the feeling that college football fans dream about and which is almost always more fragile than it looks from the inside.

The NCAA investigation had been building since the peak. The enforcement process
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