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Chapter 1: January






The new year came to the Midwest as it always did, quietly. The ground was frozen, the sky looked like old concrete, and holiday decorations still hung in the neighborhoods because no one had taken them down yet. On January second, Diane drove to the athletic center for the first day of the reduced-hours coaching schedule. She let herself in with her badge, which always took two tries in the cold since the reader was sensitive to temperature and had gone unfixed for six years.

The building was quiet. She liked it this way, enjoying the stillness that came between seasons. The equipment rooms were locked, the locker rooms smelled only of industrial cleaner, and the field was visible through the hallway windows under its winter cover. She made coffee in the break room with the machine that was technically the team's, but the coaches had taken it over during the off-season. She carried her mug to her office and sat down at her desk.

The legal pad was in the center drawer where she had left it at the end of December. She pulled it out and looked at the four lines and the fifth page with its single note: Next season. Bring the whole thing. She felt the connection between them, a thread running from August to now. She had been someone in August. Now she was someone different. The lines on the pad showed how far she had come.

She put the pad on the corner of the desk where she could see it and opened her laptop.

There were forty-seven emails. This was normal for January second—the administrative machinery of the university and the athletic department had generated its usual backlog over the break, and she worked through it the way she always did, quickly and in order of urgency. Budget request confirmations. The spring schedule final approval from Carl Patton's office. Three recruits who had sent follow-up emails during the break, which she flagged to respond to this afternoon. Two coaching conference registrations she'd meant to complete in December.

And, at the bottom of the flagged queue, an email from the athletic department's compliance officer.

Diane read the subject line twice. The compliance office handled eligibility, academic standards, and institutional policy. She had interacted with them three times in six years, all routine matters. The subject line read: Re: Coaching Staff Professional Relationships – Policy Review. The emails were reviewed before sending, with each word placed deliberately. The compliance office was requesting a meeting to discuss university policy regarding professional relationships between coaches at conference-affiliated institutions. The meeting was suggested for the week of January eighth. She was asked to confirm her availability.

She read it twice. She set down her coffee mug.

She thought about what she knew. The conference had an ethics policy that covered a range of professional conduct issues, including language about relationships between coaching staff at competing institutions that could create conflicts of interest or even the appearance of conflicts. She had looked this up briefly in November and then not thought about it again. The language was intentionally broad. It had never applied to her before.

It was going to apply to her now.

She sat at her desk for several minutes without moving. The athletic center was quiet around her. The field through the window was gray and still under its winter blanket.

She picked up her phone and called Paula.

While she waited for the call to connect, she looked at the legal pad on the corner of her desk. The four lines. The fifth page. She had put it there to remind herself of where she had arrived, the thread running from August to now. She looked at it and thought about the word compliance, the word relationship, and how institutional language could turn living things into categories to be managed.

She was not going to be managed.

She didn't know exactly what she was going to do yet. But she knew that much.








