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To all of those who are fighting to keep us safe during this pandemic: the first responders, the health professionals, those who believe good government must be based on scientific evidence, and those who tell the stories that matter. Thank you.
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2 p.m. Sunday, Nov. 15, 2020, Portland, Oregon, Eyewitness News newsroom — Cage wheeled Sarah’s chair into the elevator and pressed the button to the second floor. The elevator was creaky and slow, as to be expected in a building built in the 1940s intended to be a storage facility for the university. But student media had negotiated a trade a decade or so ago when the university administration really, really wanted its prime location in the student union building. The white-brick exterior hadn’t changed much.

Inside? Inside was a modern newsroom befitting a university that proclaimed the City is our Campus. Personally, Cage believed blackmail had been involved.

“Do you know what Emily wants to talk about?” Sarah asked him. 

Sarah King was chief copyeditor. She’d been on crutches when she arrived at the newsroom a month ago to apply for the copyediting job. Emily Andersen, the news editor, had hired her before she’d even found out her name. She’d been the fourth copyeditor since fall term started. She was back to using her chair — and staying with Cage temporarily — because she’d strained all of her damaged muscles saving a young videographer who had tried to hang himself in the newsroom bathroom. Cage thought she was the strongest, most amazing woman he’d ever known.

Too bad she was gay, or he’d have moved on her.

He looked at the reflection of the two of them in the wavy yellowed glass panels of the elevator. A tall Black man wearing black trousers, black boots, black T-shirt, and a black Eyewitness News mask that arrived in the mail just yesterday. A woman with frizzy, shoulder-length red-brown hair in a wheelchair. She had on an Eyewitness News mask too, and wore light-weight chinos and a long-sleeved, front-buttoned blue shirt. He’d never seen her with bare arms or legs and suspected the clothes covered a lot of scars. She’d been nearly blown up by a suicide bomber outside Kabul. She never complained, but he knew she was never without pain. Especially now. Especially since she’d rescued J.J. by holding him up for a freaking 30 minutes before Cage had come in and helped cut him down. She’d saved the kid’s life.

He glanced at the bathrooms to his right. Still gave him the creeps to go in there. Still gave him flashbacks of finding Sarah, a woman who could barely stand on her own without crutches, holding up J.J. so he wouldn’t die. He shuddered at the thought.

In answer to her question, he just shook his head. Emily Andersen had asked to meet the two of them in the newsroom, but she hadn’t said why. He was dreading it, and he hated that. Emily Andersen had been one of his best friends for four years.

And then he’d blown it all up when he kissed her in the newsroom. He’d walked in on a kiss between Emily and Sarah, and well, it hadn’t been one of his finest moments.

But they hadn’t had the time or the energy to deal with personal things since then. They were short-handed. Not having Ryan Matthews around had increased the burden on them all. The Media Board had appointed him and Emily as interim editors-in-chief to replace Ryan when he stepped down. No one had listened to his objections.

That seemed to be a theme lately. 

He pushed Sarah through the gate to the newsroom. The lights were off except in the living area where Emily was seated, waiting for them. Light streamed in from the 16-foot arched windows along the east wall, of course. But somehow that light never penetrated the deep recesses of the newsroom. It was a spooky place when it was empty with the lights off. Cage didn’t like it. He started to turn on the lights, but Sarah shook her head. He acquiesced. 

The living room, as staffers called it, was slightly off center in the big open loft-like space. It held two deep-green velvet couches and some over-stuffed chairs snagged from the Alumni Association Office’s last remodel. The glass tables came from a remodel of the presidential suites, he believed. The lights? He wasn’t sure, but he thought they’d come from a previous editor. Media staffers were good at scrounging. Hell, they’d essentially scrounged the building itself, hadn’t they?

Emily had sandwiches laid out on a tray. Napkins. Bottled water. 

Warily Cage sat down on a couch and took a sandwich. Sarah took one too, but she didn’t take a bite. She just watched Emily.

“This the lunch we talked about, girlfriend?” Sarah said softly. 

Cage swallowed. He set the sandwich aside. It tasted like ashes now.

Emily was poised. She wasn’t eating, her body was quiet. Not for the first time, he could picture her as a dancer. She looked as if she was about to take flight. A blue heron perhaps, he thought whimsically, thin, all long legs, with brilliant blue eyes, and almost-black hair cut short around her face.

“You asked me when I knew what I wanted, I should let you know,” she said almost defiantly. “Lunch out was a nice thought, but who goes out for lunch these days? So here we are.”

Cage sat back. He wasn’t going to like this. He’d been attracted to this woman since he’d first met her four years ago. He still was. She was his best friend. There had been the three of them then: her and Ryan and him. They’d started at the newsroom together. Risen through the ranks. Now Ryan was gone, and he and Emily were running the show.

He didn’t know what he would do when Emily kicked his butt to the curb. How could he continue to work here with her if she did? How could he leave?

“And do you know what you want?” Sarah asked. She sounded as if it was just a matter of curiosity for her, not gut-wrenching like it was for him. Or maybe she already knew what the answer was.

“I want you,” she said to Sarah.

Cage got up to leave. “This is cruel, Em,” he said. “I didn’t think you were mad enough at me to be cruel.”

“I’m not done, Cage,” she said. She had stood when he did, and now linked her arm through his to hold him. “And I want you.”

He looked down at her confused. She was tall for a woman, but he was over 6-feet tall himself. “What does that even mean?”

“I love you both. I want you both,” Em said, and now her voice shook. This was harder for her than she had let on. “And I don’t want to have to choose between you. I’ve thought about this a lot. Well, as much as we’ve had time for anything personal lately. But it keeps me up at night, trying to figure out the answer to that question. Who do I want? And finally, I realized I can’t choose because I love you both.”

Cage thought he might be having his first migraine. Had he caught them from Ryan? Did they come with the office? 

“So, you want a threesome?” he asked, incredulously. This was a surreal conversation. 

“I want it all,” Emily said. “I want us to live together. Sleep together. And yes, have sex together. And I think the two of you want that too. There’s a reason why you don’t want to go back to your room in the residence hall, Sarah. And Cage, don’t think I haven’t seen the way you take care of her.”

“Emily,” Sarah said. “Are you sure, girl? Because people could get hurt here, if you’re not sure.”

Emily was still holding onto Cage, as if she was afraid he’d leave if she let go. She might be right, he thought.

He looked at Sarah. There had been moments between them. Moments they had refused to confront, to even acknowledge. Because she was gay, and so he’d just ignored it. He liked having her in his apartment that he also shared with his kid brother. Liked it a lot, and he’d just ignored that too.

He’d always been pretty vanilla sexually. A few girlfriends. A few more hookups. But he wasn’t a player. That was Ryan. And this was definitely out in Ryan’s country. Nobody would blink if Ryan hooked up with two women. But Ryan was in Mexico, blast him, committed to monogamy. And it was Cage who was staring down two determined women? Why wasn’t Ryan here when he needed him? He’d be laughing his fool head off.

Which reminded him. He was so going to hell if his family ever figured this out. 

“So I evict Corey? Ryan’s old loft is looking for a roommate,” he said. One of Ryan’s loft-mates had approached him about moving in, but he wasn’t really interested. The three-bedroom apartment in Goose Hollow was perfect for him. Cheap because it was right up against the embankment of Sunset Highway, and no amount of soundproofing could completely shut out the noise. Great location, a 5-minute walk over the overpass to the newsroom. He’d passed on moving into the loft, but Corey would jump at the chance.

Emily’s smile could light up a room, he thought. 

Sarah started laughing. “Oh God. Wait until people figure this out.”

“Un-uh,” Cage said. “Rule 1. No one talks to people. Because as soon as someone does? My family will know. And there goes Thanksgiving dinner.”

His father was a Baptist minister for God’s sake in the Portsmouth neighborhood in north Portland. This was not going to go well if he heard.

“I like your mother’s turkey,” Emily said wistfully. “I’d miss dinner with them.”

“Exactly. So then, we’re in agreement? Corey is leaving, and Emily wants to be closer to the office, and that’s our story?”

“That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it,” Sarah sang.

“Sarah, this is not funny. My parents cannot know about this. Emily! Tell her. It isn’t funny.”

Both women grinned at him, and he groaned. Then he kissed his soon-to-be roommate. “Since you’re into voyeurism,” he said to Sarah; he took his time kissing Emily thoroughly and let Sarah watch.

And then he kissed Sarah too.

Thoroughly.

For a gay woman, she seemed just fine with that. Huh, he thought.
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10 a.m., Tuesday, Dec. 1, 2020, Goose Hollow — Of course, nothing goes smoothly. Not when you’re running one of the largest media outlets in the city, a city that had nightly Black Lives Matter protests, police riots (Cage admitted he was biased), ICE running amok (more bias) and a Covid pandemic. And the fact that their media outlet was student-run college media made it more difficult, not less.

With Ryan gone, they needed to reshuffle management. Promote Miguel to Cage’s position as chief videographer, a position Cage was reluctant to give up. He liked being on the streets filming. But he’d finally conceded Emily had been right from the beginning; he could not do both. Which wasn’t fair, because she’d retained her role as news editor. Grant you, that was an in-office job, and she’d made Will Bristol her assistant news editor. But still.

Then there were moving logistics.

First Corey had to be moved out. No mean feat, since he too worked at Eyewitness News and kept insane middle-of-the-night hours as Chief Geek. Cage not only loved his younger brother, but he liked him — red-tipped short braids and all. But my God, his room practically had to be fumigated to get rid of what Sarah called the “funky, dirty-sock smell men leave behind.” He would have resented that, except that was exactly what Corey’s room smelled like.

And then, Corey announced he would need to take all the computer equipment with him, because the loft had nothing acceptable. Cage could keep his laptop, of course.

Thank you very much, Cage had said, and pointed out he had helped buy that computer workstation, powerful enough to edit video, and stocked with all kinds of wonderful software. Corey argued Cage could be in the newsroom in five minutes and use the state-of-the-art computers there. He, on the other hand, was going to the NW warehouse district, and would now have to drive in to the office.

“What if there is a computer crash? What if I need to fix things remotely? You think I’m going to do that on a laptop?” Corey demanded.

Fine. Cage lost that battle and was still grumpy about it.

Then Sarah had to give notice at the residence halls, which apparently took their term-long leases very seriously. She’d ended up paying December rent there, as well as her share in the Goose Hollow apartment. That didn’t bug her as much as the fact that the residence hall would close for Christmas break on the 12th and she still had to pay for a whole month. For an apartment she hadn’t lived in since October, didn’t need now, and even if she did, couldn’t be in for more than 10 days. So, yeah, she was grumpy.

Emily had been able to give her 20-day notice and only pay rent through Dec. 5. But she couldn’t move into the Goose Hollow apartment until Corey moved out and the fumigation had been done to Sarah’s satisfaction — standards drilled into her by sergeants in the military. Even Corey obeyed.

Cage felt like he’d become a professional mover. He’d borrowed a pickup from one of his father’s parishioners for Thanksgiving weekend, and with the help of a lot of the newsroom staff, they got everyone shuffled about.

So here it was, the first morning the three of them had been in their apartment together. And no one was speaking to each other. No one was making eye contact. Cage felt himself wanting to laugh hysterically. Who knows? Maybe that would break the ice at least, he thought. That made him grin.

“What are you laughing at?” Emily said grumpily. She was not a morning person.

“Us,” he said. “Here I am, living every man’s fantasy, and all I’ve gotten out of it is a good cup of coffee.” And it was good. Sarah made good coffee.

Sarah cracked up, as he’d known she would. Odd that he understood what made her tick better after six weeks than he understood Emily who he had known four years.

Emily didn’t laugh. Instead, she teared up, tossed her napkin on the table and fled toward the back of the apartment. He heard her bedroom door slam shut.

He and Sarah looked at each other. “Do you know her story at all?” Sarah mouthed at him.

He shook his head.

“You broke it, cowboy, you fix it,” she said, and wheeled herself into the living room.

Cage sighed. Damn it. He took his coffee with him. Be a shame to waste it.

He tapped lightly on Emily’s door and opened it before she could tell him to go away. She was face down on her bed. A perfectly made bed. At 10 a.m. He rolled his eyes.

Emily was shaking. He didn’t think she was crying, just... shaking. And that was somehow worse.

He sat on the edge of the bed, put his coffee cup down on the nightstand. Tentatively he touched her, and when she didn’t scream at him, he rubbed her back, as if he might soothe an upset child.

Cage didn’t know how long it was they were like that, her relaxing, him enjoying touching her. No demands — just touch.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, still face down on the bed. 

“It was me being the emotional klutz,” he said. “But Em, it’s obvious I touched a nerve, and I don’t know what it was I said. Can you talk to me?”

She turned her head toward him, so she could look at his face. He just kept up the slow circles. Damn it, it made him hard to do even this. He wanted her. He knew she could read that hunger on his face. He didn’t know if she found that arousing or whether it scared her.

“You know, we’ve been friends for four years. Probably spent 30 plus hours a week together making that place work,” he said. “And I know nothing about you, nothing about your past, your family. Nothing about who you are outside the newsroom, really.

“And yet? I know your humor, your giggle. I love that you ask questions, all the damn time. I’ve seen how patient you are with the newbies. How committed you are to good journalism and to the newsroom. I’ve watched you learn, and grow, and flourish. And I love all of it.

“But I don’t feel like I know you at all.”

She closed her eyes and nodded. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“You’ve nothing to be sorry for,” Cage said firmly. “How about a game? Every morning over coffee,” and he couldn’t help but look longingly at his cup growing cold, “you tell us one story. One story about you growing up, about something you like to do, one thing no one else knows about you. We’ve got all the time in the world, Em, my jokes aside. We do. And we’ll get Sarah to tell a story too. And I’ll do the same.” He frowned and tipped his head. “Is there anything you don’t already know about me? That my mother or my brothers haven’t spilled already?”

She giggled at that. “Since I think your mother is still hopeful you’re saving yourself for marriage, there are probably a few stories I haven’t heard at your house,” she teased.

He grinned. “God, I hope so,” he said with feeling.

There was a knock at the door. “Guys, hate to interrupt something — something interesting I hope? — but we’ve got a problem,” Sarah said, anxiety showing in her voice.

Cage got up and opened the door, inviting her in. She wheeled into the doorway but didn’t come in any further.

“Everyone’s clothes are still on, pity that,” she wisecracked, and then sobered.

“Gregory just called. One of his ad reps tested positive. We need to talk quarantine.”

“Shit,” Cage whispered. Nearly 100 people were involved in the newsroom as staff, students, and volunteers. Every day of the last 10 months that they’d been Covid-free had been a miracle. Emily had seen what was coming, and she had nailed down the newsroom immediately. They’d reconfigured the computer pods to get more distance. Mandated masks at all times. Hand sanitizer was everywhere. And Emily had been a tyrant about the precautions.

Even when the university had shut down and taken classes to online format, Eyewitness News had stayed live. That decision had been driven by the Black Lives Matter protests to a large degree. Go virtual? When there were massive protests a mile from the newsroom? Ryan had found money somewhere to keep EWN running full-time during the summer, instead of the more truncated version of previous years. Cage kept hoping he’d find some hidden file of all of Ryan’s tricks because he was afraid they were going need them. He could barely read the budget, much less find extra money in it.

So here they were. The biggest success story in Covid containment in town. Well, they had been the biggest success story.

“Who?” Emily asked, sitting up, putting her editor face on.

“Not a name I know, Brandon Childers?” Sarah said. “He wasn’t feeling good yesterday, so Gregory sent him to get tested at Health Services. They kept him overnight, and the results came in today. Gregory, I might add, is freaked. Cage?”

Cage tamped down his fears. Detach and deal, he told himself. You can hyperventilate later. Gregory. His older brother. Conservative, married to Bianica, with a 3-year-old son, John Lewis. Cage and Corey had decided that Gregory’s choice of name for his son was a sign his conservativism was just a phase.  But it was a long phase. Gregory was ad manager, because money mattered, and the EWN ad reps made very good money. Why wouldn’t they? EWN reached the coveted 18-30 crowd daily. Even with businesses shut down, and the clubs and bars closed, people were still buying ads. Thank God.

If Gregory had been exposed, and he apparently had been, then his wife and son had been.

And their parents. And that was what scared him the most. Their parents, Rev. Clyde Washington and Martha Washington. They weren’t young anymore, and his father had high blood pressure and was pre-diabetic, although Cage thought he might be the only of the three sons who knew about that. 

“We need to contact Professor Cooper,” Cage said, referring to their faculty advisor. “And we need to get Corey to set up a Zoom meeting for all of the department heads and Cooper. And I wouldn’t have thought I’d ever say this even two months ago, we need to notify Provost McShane. And the head of Health Services if he’ll join in.”

Sarah nodded. “I can get Corey in gear,” she promised. “You need to call Gregory.”

Cage swallowed. “Em? Are we good?”

“Silly,” she said, swatting his butt as she crawled up off her bed. “Of course we are. I’m heading over to the newsroom. We’ve got to shut that place down. Send everything remote. Sarah? When you talk to Corey, tell him I need him.”

Cage started to protest but swallowed it. She was right, she was the best person to do all that. She already had her phone out, talking to the station manager for Eyewitness News, Ben Waters. 

Sarah backed out of her way. 
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11 a.m., Tuesday, Dec. 1, 2020, Goose Hollow — “Eyewitness News Advertising, this is Gregory Washington, how can I help you?”

“Gregory, it’s Cage. I just heard. Anyone besides Brandon with symptoms?”

“Not yet,” Gregory said grimly. “I’ve asked Health Services to come test everyone. I’m not going home until I know I’m clear. Even if I’m camping out on the couches in the newsroom.”

Well, they could do better than that if it came to it, Cage thought, but that was for later. “When are they going to test?”

“Apparently, they are short on test kits,” Gregory said softly as if he didn’t want to be overheard. “I thought Brandon might have picked it up from a client. But it’s worse than that. His roommate is on the basketball team. They’ve had an outbreak there. Picked it up at the tournament last weekend in Boise.”

Cage closed his eyes. He’d seen the stories about other campuses. Sports tended to be super-spreader events. He didn’t know why schools — at all levels — kept insisting on sports. Gov. Brown had shut the state down two weeks ago — again — because numbers were high, but schools kept right on with football and now basketball.

Who was he to point fingers? EWN had continued on, too.

“OK. Have you called Bianica yet?” he asked. “Mom or Dad?”

“I was waiting to know more,” Gregory said. Cage ached for him. This was what love did, it made you truly know what fear was. “But now? I don’t know when I’m going to know more.”

“Sarah is working with Corey to set up a Zoom meeting for all of the department heads including Cooper and McShane. Getting tests for you and your staff has to be a priority,” Cage reassured his older brother. “We’ll start there.”

“OK,” Gregory said. “What do I do about staff?”

Quarantine in place? Send them home? God, he just didn’t know. “Emily is on her way over there to send people home if they haven’t been exposed and move as much to a virtual newsroom as possible. Only essential staff in the office. I think Ben and Corey are going there to help. But your staff has been exposed. Let me make a call, and I’ll get back to you.”

Cage hung up and blessed the fact the newsroom crew and the ad staff did not mix. Not at all. He doubted most of the ad staff had even been up to the second floor. And that might contain this. Might.

He found his wallet on the top of his dresser where he normally tossed it at night. Inside was a business card Ryan had handed to him when he’d left to go riding off to save the damsel like some knight on a white horse. A more unlikely knight, he couldn’t imagine. And he rather suspected it was the damsel who had saved Ryan.

The business card had all the numbers for Provost Andrew McShane on it. He took a deep breath. He’d never been the one to hobnob with the powers that be at the university. He was more comfortable down at the protests with the BLM activists, independent journalists and all of the others in Portland’s protest community. He fit in there. 

He did not fit in with the number two man at the university and his fancy suits and prestigious office. Andrew McShane was the face of the university. Cameras liked him. He came across as reassuring and smart. Ryan said the university president was actually a good president, but no one wanted him on camera. He looked like an absent-minded grandfather who someone had to check to make sure his shoes were tied. So, he did whatever presidents did — Cage wasn’t really sure — and let McShane speak in public.

Ryan had been able to mix with the powerful. He didn’t know the whole story, but he’d eavesdropped on Ryan and McShane talking once. It had been eye-opening and hot. Sexually hot. Two men, just talking. He shook his head. He was never going to let on to McShane he knew about that. He’d also been there when McShane had killed a man. That made an impression on a person. Not that he thought McShane would shoot him. No, of course not. He took a deep breath. Organized his thoughts. Made a list of questions.

And dialed the cell phone of the most powerful man on campus.

“McShane,” the voice said.

“Provost McShane, this is Cage Washington, interim editor-in-chief of EWN,” he said in as businesslike a voice as he’d ever used. Just channel Gregory, he thought nervously. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but one of our advertising reps tested positive for Covid-19 this morning. We’ll be inviting you to a formal Zoom meeting shortly to discuss what we need to do moving forward, but I wanted to give you a heads up.”

“Shit,” McShane said. “I assume Ryan passed this number on.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh, can the formality, Washington,” he said impatiently. “You were the guy who hauled Ryan out of there after I shot Ian Black, weren’t you? I think we can be a bit more blunt than formal, hey?”

“Thank God,” Cage muttered. “So, here’s the problem. We’ve got about 10 people who have been exposed that we know about. But Health Services says they don’t have enough tests to come cover them all. Guess basketball players get priority treatment? Now I’ve got an office full of people who are just anxiously waiting to see if any symptoms show up. That’s not acceptable. And we need to start contact tracing immediately.”

“You’re more sensible than half the staff I’ve dealt with in the last 24 hours,” McShane said with approval. “But we are short on test kits. I don’t know what the Health Services director was thinking. We should have been stockpiling those suckers. Right now, the only people getting tested are those who have shown symptoms.”

Cage frowned. “But we know they are sick,” he objected. “Or we can guess. Wouldn’t it be more useful to test those they were in contact with who aren’t symptomatic yet? Then we can quarantine and stop the spread.”

“Make that smarter than most of the staff, including the head of Health Services,” McShane muttered. He sounded tired. “How many tests do you need?”

Cage swallowed. “A dozen?”

“OK, I’ll get someone over to administer the tests to your advertising staff. We’re pushing the lab for faster turn-around, so we should know something by the end of the day, tomorrow morning for sure. If someone tests positive, do you have any place to help with quarantine?”

Cage thought of their secret third floor space. “Yes.”

McShane grunted. “Who does the tester ask for?”

“Gregory Washington. He’s the advertising manager. I’ll tell him.”

“Related to you?”

“Brother.”

“Good luck, then,” McShane said, and then Cage was listening to dial tone.

He called Gregory back and told him the plan. “Thank you, Cage,” Gregory said with relief. “I’ll call you when they show up.”

Cage snorted. Mama didn’t raise no fools. He would be watching closely to see if the Health Services director followed through, too. Didn’t sound like McShane had much faith in the director either, wasn’t that worrisome?

“Gregory? Cage said. “When did you last see Mom and Dad?”

There was a pause, and then Gregory whispered, “Dinner last night.” And he hung up.

Cage closed his eyes and said a prayer to a God he hadn’t believed in since he was 14. “Please, God, take care of your own,” he whispered.

He blew out a breath, and then went out to update Sarah. He was a bit shaky, but he’d done it. He had called the university provost and negotiated on behalf of his staff. And they could worry together about Emily, who was heading over to the newsroom.
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Noon, Tuesday, Dec. 1, EWN newsroom — Emily Andersen looked at the newsroom building and smiled. It was her favorite place in the world. It had once been a university warehouse, and like a lot of buildings built in the ‘40s it had more character than modern buildings. And it had been a warehouse! The building was white-painted brick, three stories high. Arches formed a portico along the street. Until Covid closed them, there had been several shops there — a copy shop, a café, and a nail salon — and the main entrance which led directly to Eyewitness News. 

She didn’t stop on the ground floor where advertising and business offices were located. The front door had been locked. The business office had a closed sign on it. No lights, no sign of their bookkeeper. For good or for ill, she was no longer Emily’s problem. Advertising also had a closed sign, but there were people in there. Where could they go? They could be contagious. If just one of them was contagious, the rest would be by the end of the day. She wondered if Gregory was strong enough to sit on them until they’d been tested. Surely it wouldn’t take long? She frowned.

She took the stairs to the second floor — her domain. People rarely took the elevator. It was creaky and slow. And you so did not want to use it when they were broadcasting the 10 p.m. newscast. Ben Waters was a quiet, contained young man, but noisy elevators in the background of the broadcast — his broadcast — was one of the things that could really set him off.

The newsroom was her responsibility, her primary focus at least, because as editor-in-chief — interim co-editor-chief — she was actually responsible for all three floors and wasn’t that enough to freak a person out?

The newsroom looked like some glossy ad for a high-tech office space in the Pearl District. And well, now that she thought about it, they were a high-tech office — just nestled at the south end of downtown Portland not the north. The walls were red brick here, the ceilings were 20 feet tall at least, and the east wall had windows with arches that echoed the portico arches below. And as gorgeous as they were, those windows had been cursed by every station manager to run a show in the newsroom.

When the university remodeled the space, the architects had visited Arizona State’s Cronkite School of Journalism, and they came back and built a white shell that took up about a fourth of the floor but provided the perfect space for a broadcast stage. Behind the brick wall that separated the space from the main newsroom was an office for the station manager, a green room, the sound booth and a number of other rooms that Emily kept meaning to find out what they were used for.

It was quiet, but then it generally was this time of day. People would begin drifting in soon. Shit, she thought, today was the newbie class, first thing was to email them all and cancel class. She so did not need 40 students from all majors congregating here.

She looked around. Ben Waters, the station manager for the public-access news show, was in. Good. Lam Deng, the Folio editor, was in, working at the design workstation on Thursday’s edition. Will Bristol, her assistant now, was also in, pacing between the computer pods. Miguel, Cage’s replacement as head videographer, was watching him pace. So was J.J., the youngest videographer on staff. She scowled at him. He shrugged unrepentantly.

They were clustered at the main editing pod of the newsroom, five computer workstations that had the high-end video-editing software and page design software. Emily had always used a station there as news editor so she could see who was coming into the newsroom. Cage had sat where Miguel was, and Sarah had staked out a third computer when she became copyeditor. There were more pods that cupped around the living room space. In the back were three glassed offices: The Geek Room with all the servers and Corey’s domain, the faculty adviser’s office, and the office for the EIC. She didn’t like being in there, but she was using it more and more. Act as if, she reminded herself. It had been Ryan’s motto, and she’d seen it work for him. She hoped fervently it would work as well for her.

She surveyed her staff. “The meeting is supposed to be a Zoom meeting, guys,” Emily said with exasperation.

“We can Zoom,” Ben said. “Right here.”

She shook her head at the young man and got a rare smile from the tall young Native American. He was double majoring in Indigenous Studies and Film Studies, two extremely intense and competitive programs at the university. And he ran the broadcast side of EWN. So he took things seriously, and usually calmly, for which she was grateful for on a nightly basis.

“OK, we’ve got two problems,” she said. No one crowded closer. Good, she’d gotten that much instilled into them in the last 10 months. “One, we’ve got a positive test among our own. So, we need to think about how to contain that. But bigger? How do we cover this story? I think it’s going to be bad.”

Cage had called her as she walked down Clay Street, ready to cut over to the newsroom building. He told her what he knew: Basketball team. No tests. Health Services director was an idiot. Emily relayed his briefing on to the assembled staff members. Will we all be alive in 72 hours? In two weeks? She shook her head.

“Anyone heard from Joanna?” she asked. “Who covered that fucking tournament?”

“She did,” Ben said. He swallowed. “She’s not answering her phone.”

There was a silence. “All right. Who lives with her? Near her? We need to do a wellness check,” Emily said. “Did sports post copy last night?”

Normally she would know if they hadn’t. Normally she would have been here late. Normally she would have checked the website first thing this morning.

Nothing about this day was normal.

Will Bristol called up the website. “Yeah, it was updated last night at midnight,” he said, relief in his voice. “Not much, it was a Monday night. A new lead story and a new column.”

Sports did their own thing. They were on a different schedule. Technically they answered to the EIC, but in practice, sports editors ran their own show. They even had their own copyeditor, not trusting a news copyeditor to do it right. Emily had always felt vaguely insulted by that.

She was relieved too. At least as of 12 hours ago, the sports staff was OK. 

“OK, Ben? You know Joanna. How do we track her roommates down? Do a wellness check?”

“Not as well as Robert does,” he murmured, referring to the editor of the Portland Review, the literary magazine housed on the third floor. Everyone who had been at Ryan Matthews’ party earlier in the fall snickered. Even Emily grinned, although she hadn’t been there. Robert had gotten a new piercing, a penis ring no less, and all the women who wrote sports had decided to try it out. 

“Make some calls,” she ordered. He nodded.

“OK. Will, I need you to find the Health Services director and find out what the plan is. Scuttlebutt, there is no plan, and the provost is pissed because we’ve had 10 freaking months to prepare. There may be no tests, or not enough anyway.”

Will nodded. “Does that mean I’m demoted back to reporter?” he asked. It didn’t sound like he was bothered by the idea. Emily rolled her eyes.

“J.J.? You shot sports in high school, didn’t you?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Good. Take a camera and go over the gym. See what they know. Apparently, the outbreak started with the tournament in Boise.”

“And why were we playing basketball in Boise during a pandemic?” Bianca Parks asked from the doorway. Bianca was their best student anchor even as a sophomore. One of the most beautiful women Emily had seen, Bianca was of both Mexican and Black heritage, and she had the presence and the brains to go big time. She was already fielding offers from Portland media. So far, she’d declined them. She wanted her degree.

“Good question. Find the answer,” Emily said. She didn’t bother to scold her for coming in. Where else would a reporter go when rumors started? If you didn’t show up at the newsroom, then you weren’t really a reporter.
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