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Cut to B-Roll 

––––––––
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THE CLIP WAS THIRTEEN seconds long, and they kept using the same frame: Elena Torres in profile, chin up, mouth about to form a consonant, the council chamber’s brass clock a halo behind her. No one ever let it play long enough to include the next sentence, where she’d pivoted to the part that mattered. Thirteen seconds was easier to be furious at, and easier to share.

By eight forty, Comms had boiled. The bullpen took on the smell of burnt espresso and ozone from printer drums. Someone’s foam stress-donut bobbed beside a monitor like a little tube on rough water. The Mayor—Priya Dhillon, blouse rolled to elbows—stood in the doorway of the glass fishbowl they called the war room, looking as if she’d been awake since the invention of electricity.

“Elena.” Priya waved her in. “Thirty seconds.”

Elena tucked her notebook under her arm and went. The notebook mattered; paper was ballast. In a day of feeds and flames, paper did not ping.

On the screen: a subtitled post that paired Elena’s voice to a caption about Better Shore. Better Tomorrow. The phrase had been in an old binder, a ghost line she’d tried to sand down. Out here, sandpaper didn’t work. Out here, anything could be a spark.

“Say it isn’t ours,” Priya said. It wasn’t an accusation; it was triage.

“It’s our clip,” Elena said. “It’s not our meaning.” She didn’t look away. “That line’s historic. It carried a lot we didn’t intend.”

“Intent isn’t the metric this morning.” Priya rubbed her eyes. “We need oxygen. A change of scene. If we look like we’re hiding, we’re done.”

A change of scene. Elena thought of cameras. B-roll. She thought of air that wasn’t this room.

“Let me get out into the stacks,” she said. “We do a research-day slice of life. Not performance. Quiet competence. The narrative is that we’re doing the work—doing it carefully.”

Priya’s gaze cut sharp. “Optics that say substance.”

Elena nodded. “And context. If the story’s going to be about words, let’s put them where words live correctly.”

“Take a staff photographer. Don’t smile at the wrong moment. Don’t touch anything you’re not allowed to touch.” Priya’s mouth tilted, just barely. “And Elena? No solo statements today. Media lines only.”

“Understood.”

Out in the bullpen, the junior press secretary raised a hand like a student. “We need a line, Elena.”

Elena kept her tone calm. “Use this for now: We’re listening and reviewing historical language to ensure our words serve every resident. We’ll share more context when we have it.” She paused. “And turn off replies.”

She stepped into the rain with the city photographer, Miguel, who kept the lens capped, waiting for the ask. The morning was steel—slate towers, gulls slicing the air over the museum lawn, a bridge ribcage in the mist. The Archives sat low and stubborn by the water, concrete and glass and an honesty she wished the internet respected.

Inside, the reading room light was a gentler weather. Tables, lamps, a hush with teeth. A sign at the desk: PENCILS ONLY. Another: NO BAGS IN READING ROOM. LOCKERS PROVIDED.

“Hi,” Elena said to the person behind the desk. “We called ahead.”

He looked up. Dark hair, neat shirt sleeves, an expression like a carefully arranged tray—everything in its place. His name tag: G. PARK.

“You’re the city archivist?” she asked.

“One of them.” His voice was mild. “You must be Elena Torres.”

She waited for judgment and got protocol. “Researcher registration is quick,” he said, turning the clipboard. “Your ID, please. No pens beyond this point. If you have metal clips on your notebook, we’ll ask you to use the reading-room pads instead.”

Miguel glanced at the PENCILS sign and lifted his lens in a little salute.

“It’s not just about marks on paper,” the archivist added when Elena hesitated over her pen. “Ink bleeds and transfers. Pencils erase. Our job is to make sure a hundred years from now, someone else can read what you read today.”

“Understood,” she said, and meant it.

He slid a locker key across, then, softer, as if to himself: “Also pencils are kinder when you’re nervous.”

She liked that he said it without looking up.

Locker, sign-in, soft shuffle back to the desk. He handed her a call slip and a pencil already sharpened. The wood smelled like a school hallway after rain. She put her notebook aside and took a gray pad stamped READING ROOM.

“I’m looking for council communications around shoreline redevelopment,” she said. “Seventies, eighties, anything with that—” she almost said Better Shore out loud, then didn’t. “—with slogan language. Donor collections too.”

He considered, then nodded once and wrote on another slip. “We have Accession 86-042, the Planning Committee communications file; and a donor estate from a PR aide, unprocessed but safe to consult under supervision.” He slid the slip over. “I’ll bring one box at a time. Please keep documents in order. Use the flags if you see something you want copied.”

“Thank you,” she said.

When he returned with the gray Hollinger box, Miguel raised his brows. “Do I shoot?”

“Only wide,” Gabe said—she knew his name now; Miguel had taken a label shot of the desk and nameplate for notes. “No close-ups of documents. No flash.”

The lid sighed off. Folders like spines. Elena’s pulse slowed to a pace she could trust. She handled the first folder as if it might go fragile under impatience. The room held its breath with her.

She found minutes typed on onionskin; a mass-mailing plan for a “citizen letter” template; a memo about “shoring our messaging.” The word shore landed like a nickel on a table—small, metallic, undeniably there.

“Elena?” Miguel whispered. “Want the over-shoulder shot?”

She nodded. The shutter sounded like a respectful cough. She felt the archivist’s presence to her left: not looming, just a horizon. The rules haloed her hands; the quiet made her brave.

In the third folder, a pink carbon copy. At the bottom, a note in a confident slant: shore tomorrow underlined twice.

She circled it with air, not pencil. “Can I flag this for copying?”

“You can flag it,” Gabe said. “We’ll review for access conditions.”

His fingertips placed the yellow flag on the table, not the document. He let her pick it up. The care was a choreography she understood instantly.

“Do you ever get angry,” she asked, eyes still on the page, “at the ways someone tries to hide the real meaning of a phrase?”

He didn’t answer at first. She heard him set the second box on the retrieval cart with a soft thud. “The pages don’t lie,” he said finally. “But the order they’re in—that can be made to lie. We try to put them back.”

Outside, the rain brightened the window glass as if polishing it. Inside, Elena breathed through the tightness at her ribs. Put them back. That was the job. That was the day.

By the time she left, she had three call numbers, a stack of copy requests, and the first sentence of a speech that would refuse to be content. She put the pencil in her notebook’s spine and, on impulse, left it there when she walked into the wet light.

“Any statement?” a stringer called from the curb.

Elena kept moving. “We’re reviewing the historical record,” she said, and the words felt like a promise. “We’ll share what we learn.”

Gabe watched from the vestibule. Rules first, then people. He checked the sign again—PENCILS ONLY—as if it mattered more on days like this.
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Reading Room Rules 

––––––––
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THE SECOND DAY, SHE came back without the photographer. No optics, no escort, just Elena with damp hair and the posture of someone who had chosen a quieter fight.

Gabe noticed the pencil first. Same one from yesterday, tucked into the coil of her notebook. He noticed the way she kept her voice low even at the desk; people took their cues from the loudest thing in the room.

“Good morning,” he said. “We set aside the donor estate box. You’ll be at Table Three again.”

“Thank you.” She hesitated. “Yesterday I almost said a phrase out loud that I shouldn’t have said out loud. Do people confess to you in here?”

“Sometimes,” he said. “If they do, I ask if they want the reading-room copy or the researcher registration form.”

She laughed, barely. “Registration. Again.”

He slid her the form. She filled the date carefully, the letters even. Her hand shook once and then stopped.

Box on table. Gloves for the negatives, cradles for the bound items, weights like soft, bean-filled commas to hold curling pages. She mirrored him without needing to be told twice. When she reached with a pen by habit, she paused, grimaced, and swapped to the city’s stubby golf pencil he’d laid by her pad.

“Do you ever feel like the city is a person,” she said, “and you either keep your promises to them or you don’t?”

“That’s not in the description of duties,” he said. “But yes.”

The donor estate box smelled faintly of cellulose and old perfume. Inside, a tangle of policy drafts, clipping envelopes, photo sleeves, and a reel-to-reel index card with three entries in tidy blue ink. One read: SHORE MESSAGING—PANEL PREP. Another: CLOSED SESSION PRACTICE. A third: HYDROLOGY ADDENDUM—PARKS?

Elena felt heat bloom at her collarbones. “This is—” She stopped herself from saying something. Words could end up on someone else’s clipboard with the wrong verb attached.

“Flag,” Gabe said gently, as if he’d seen the thought shape behind her eyes. She placed a yellow marker on the pad, not the card, and wrote the call number down in slow, dark strokes.

He brought a book cradle for a bound volume: Council Communications 1970–1975. In the margin of a typed page, a curl of pencil—and two words in a different hand. Better Shore. The pencil looked modern only because pencil didn’t age the way ink did. It could have been yesterday’s note. It could have been a ghost note.

She looked up at Gabe, the breath leaving the room between them for a second.

“Margins aren’t the record,” he said. “But sometimes they’re the map.”

They broke for the coffee shop across the plaza, the one that did the quiet lattes and the too-salty croissants. Outside, the rain was the patient kind that made a city green and a comms team tired. Elena cradled the paper cup like it could warm more than her hands.

“I’m not supposed to be here as a person,” she said. “I’m here as the job. But the margins made me furious.”

“If you weren’t angry,” he said, “you wouldn’t notice the difference between context and spin.”

“Spin is just context you don’t like,” she said reflexively, then shook her head. “That’s what I say when I’m being lazy.”

They stood under the awning, the museum lawn dark as felt, the distant bridge picking a bony line out of fog. A busker played something minor and careful. Elena glanced at Gabe’s hands; he had archivist hands—careful with corners, strong without show.

Back inside, she found a clipping service sheet addressed to Northbank Partners—the riverside developer that dominated half the skyline’s cranes now. The template letter read, As a longtime resident, I support moving forward without delay... The sentences were manufactured to look like sincerity.

“Can I copy this?” she asked.

“We’ll need to review third-party privacy,” he said. “But you can take a citation.” He pushed the slip toward her: box, folder, item. Chain of custody for the mind.

She wrote, slow enough to make the lines legible in shaky light: Acc. 86-042, Donor Estate—PR Aide—Box 2, Folder 7, Clipping Service Template. She didn’t know yet what she’d do with the stubborn facts. She only knew facts had weight and she was tired of arguing about balloons.

On her way out, she paused. “If I wanted to talk about... not optics. About the thing itself. Would that be a conflict for you?”

He looked over her shoulder to the room and back. “My job is to keep the record accessible and authentic,” he said. “It doesn’t say ‘untouched by living people.’ The rule is: no pens. The rest is judgment.”

She smiled, and this time it reached her eyes. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”

When she was gone, he checked out the reel-to-reel deck they kept in Special Collections and tested the belts with a sacrificial tape. It still ran smooth. Good. Some days you needed the old machines to tell the new city what it had promised.
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Media Lines 

––––––––

[image: ]


BY NOON, THE COMMS schedule was a chessboard with six queens and a toddler. Elena had three drafts of a holding statement, none of them quite honest enough to bear her name.

HOLDING LINES (for approvals):

We regret any harm caused by historical language. We are reviewing to ensure alignment with our values.

Context matters. We’re gathering documents for a fuller picture.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
. "BETTER *
“SCANDAL

= A'city, an archlve and ar s






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





