
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Hero

        

        
        
          Newsroom PDX, Volume 17

        

        
        
          L.J. Breedlove

        

        
          Published by L.J. Breedlove, 2022.

        

    


Hero

Would you like a free story?

Subscribe to the newsletter Telling Stories to hear about more books like this, 

and get a signing bonus. You can sign up here.

Hero

By L.J. Breedlove

Published by L.J. Breedlove

Copyright 2022 L.J. Breedlove

License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, 

or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase a copy. 

Thank you for respecting the work this author.

Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. While place descriptions and news events may coincide with 

the real world, all characters and the plot are fictional.

Contact Information

For more information about this author, please visit www.ljbreedlove.com. 

Email address is lois@ljbreedlove.com.


Hero

Book 16 in Newsroom PDX

Year 3, Book 2

When You're the Hero

Miguel Garcia saved the day in January. His quick thinking stopped the Eyewitness News building from going up in flames with all of his friends and co-workers still inside. And he relives that moment almost nightly in his nightmares.

But it's not the only nightmare he's facing. He wants to do some video reporting of the escalating homelessness situation in downtown Portland. 

And someone seems to be trying to kill him. 

Or is that just another nightmare?

The 16th book in the Newsroom PDX suspense series about a college newsroom in downtown Portland during the pandemic and protests, and now its aftermath. There's a new editor, and new stories to be told. But it's still Portland: foul language, some sex, and lot's of politics.

"Dystopian fiction from today's headlines."
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Prologue
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5 p.m., Tuesday, Jan. 11, 2022, Portland State University — Miguel Garcia was shaking. He needed to find Will, Ryan, Cage and Chief Ramirez. In any order. 

He had been in a relatively quiet cubbyhole in the student union building for the editors’ Zoom meeting. Now he peered outside to the Park Blocks. It was getting dark, and the Park Blocks looked full of people, protesters angry about the Critical Race Theory symposium going on this week. Of all the fool things to protest, he thought with disgust, they’re protesting history?

He considered the challenge of getting from here to there. Then he went up to the third floor of the Student Union, over the bridge to the Student Services building, down the south flight of stairs, and out that door. That put him on the small patio next to the Campus Security building. He walked rapidly across it and ducked inside the one-story ramshackle building. It looked like it was built out of the same material they built Quonset huts — and about that era. For a building right on Broadway, it wasn’t an attractive look.

Inside, it was a madhouse too. He spotted Ren Meyer, the EWN cop reporter, which was good. 

“Where’s the Chief?” he asked the gangly young reporter. Ren made J.J. Jones look mature. Damn the staff was young. Ren gestured toward the back offices. “I’ve been listening to the radio,” Ren said. “It’s getting worse out there.”

Miguel nodded. “Send Blair whatever you know through text.” 

He pushed toward the desk, and a dispatcher he knew spotted him. “Delores,” he said quietly, “I need the Chief. Now.”

She didn’t ask questions, bless her heart, just opened the gate and let him through. He knew where Ramirez’s office was, although the building wasn’t large enough to miss his office even if he hadn’t known where it was. He wondered when the decrepit building would finally get a remodel? He shunted that thought aside and knocked on Ramirez door.

“We’ve got a problem,” he said, when Ramirez looked up. “Protesters just threw a brick through the outside door at EWN.”

Ramirez got up, shrugged into a harness that held his pistol and then added a jacket. It said POLICE on it. “Let’s go,” he said. “Did they call it in?”

Miguel shrugged. “Don’t know. They said find you, I found you.”

Ramirez paused at the front where Delores was holding down the fort. “Call PPB for reinforcements,” he said quietly. “We’re going to need them in the Park Blocks. And I need some backup at the EWN building.”

She nodded. 

“And if you could put out a word to your officers to watch for Will Bristol, Ryan Matthews or Cage Washington?” Miguel asked. “That would be good.”

“Who’s at EWN then?” Ramirez asked. He looked at the mass of people in the Park Blocks and turned south instead of north. Miguel just followed him.

“Blair Williams,” Miguel said. “Ben Waters and Corey Washington. Joe Castro maybe? Most people are out here covering something or had the sense to stay home.”

“Try your phone, send out text to the missing three. Tell them to report in to you,” Ramirez ordered. Miguel had already sent them texts, but he didn’t argue. He did it again. 

It was damp out and getting colder. Sunset this week was at 5 p.m. so it was dark. Miguel swallowed hard. It was hard to fight against flashbacks to last year’s Blue Lives Matter protests where the far-right white militia had built a scaffold and hung a noose outside the EWN offices inspired by the January 6 insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. Miguel took a deep breath and shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his REI reject jacket with all of its pockets. He would wear it until it fell off him in tatters. There was no better jacket for a photographer or videographer. He had his videocamera around his neck, and they were moving fast enough that it bounced against his chest. He normally moved slower, trained by the camera for the optimal speed. But Ramirez was moving rapidly, although he didn’t look like he was hurrying. Quite the trick. Don’t spark panic or even get noticed but cover ground. Miguel just worked to keep pace. And he kept his cell in his hand, so he could watch to see if he got a return text.

Nada.

He swallowed. It was unlike the three of them to not be in contact. He thought Ryan had the phone surgically attached to his body. He had never sent a message before that didn’t come back with ‘what’d you need?’ He could see Cage having his camera up and filming — for OPB tonight, he thought — and not hearing the text come in. 

Will? The last time Will went dark, someone had kidnapped him.

Come to think about it, the last time Ryan went dark, he’d been rescuing Will. 

That didn’t help. Miguel controlled his breathing. He’d hyperventilate soon if he wasn’t careful and be of no help to anyone. Worse, he’d slow Ramirez down. Wherever Ramirez was going. Miguel narrowed his eyes and squinted through the misty dark. Oh. He was taking the walking path around to the parking structures down by 13th Street. They’d be able to cut between a couple of buildings and end up at the alley door without being seen. Smart. He wondered how many hours Ramirez had walked the campus during the last year to know it this well.

Then Ramirez detoured, and it turned out that wasn’t where he was going at all. 

“I want you to go to the alley door, and get everyone down,” Ramirez said in a low voice.

“Chief, they won’t go,” Miguel told him. “They’ll block the stairs and stay no matter what. Stay on the air. Stay to protect the equipment. There’s a million dollars worth of equipment in that building. We would be off the air all term replacing it. They won’t leave. Trust me.”

Miguel had heard Ramirez swear before, and his swearing abilities were much admired among EWN staff, but he’d never heard him switch to Spanish. 

“It’s not worth their lives,” Ramirez said finally.

“Here’s the plan the editors devised last summer,” Miguel said rapidly. “I suspect they’re following it now. Everyone non-essential has already left. Either out the alley, or down the fire-escape. Sam will stay on the air up in the radio station. He’s last out, and only if there’s an actual fire, because he is on the third floor. Ben makes the call on what happens because he’s always there. He’ll try to convince the women to leave, and Blair and Bianca will laugh in his face. By now there’s Joe — I think — Ben, Corey, Bianca and Blair left in the newsroom. Maybe a couple of other stragglers. That’s it. But as long as they are there? We’re live, and the bad guys can’t win.”

Miguel tapped his phone and called up the channel where EWN would broadcast later tonight. “See? Ben’s already secured airtime, and they’re live now.” Miguel kept the sound muted. Ramirez glanced at his phone and muttered more Spanish cuss words. Miguel laughed.

“Fine,” Ramirez said resignedly. “Stay across the street, then?”

Miguel raised an eyebrow in question, but he did as he was told. He glanced at his phone for texts. Nothing. He stood across Mill Street, blending into the bushes along the buildings there — another reason he liked the REI olive drab jacket — and he raised his video camera up to view Ramirez through it. He set it to livestream and watched as the police chief stopped in the center of the street.

“All right,” Ramirez said. “Back away from the building. Hands where I can see them.”

There was some muttering. A few people complied. 

“This is Police Chief Ramirez,” he continued, and repeated his instructions. Miguel was impressed. His voice was level, and he projected it, but he wasn’t shouting. He was calm. “I need you to back away from the building, hands where I can see them. Sit down on the curb, please.”

Some of them, maybe even most, were complying. Miguel hoped his mic was picking it all up. He wanted to move closer, but he was afraid movement would distract from Ramirez’s control of the situation. 

He saw two men moving swiftly toward EWN from campus. He swung his camera in their direction, recognized Lt. Jordan and swung back toward the chief. Ramirez had backup coming. 

Not fast enough. Miguel saw the guy who was standing to the north of the building lean back as if he was going to throw something — he was arched like an outfielder winding up for a throw to second base. “Incoming!” Miguel shouted. Ramirez pulled his gun. A Molotov cocktail glanced off the bricks of the EWN building and bounced inside through the broken door. Either the guy had an amazing arm or the best luck in the word, Miguel thought, as he started running toward the building.

Protesters shouted and scattered. Ramirez dropped to a crouch. He grabbed his radio, said something into it. Miguel ran toward him, his camera in the air so Lt. Jordan and the other officer would recognize him.

Miguel heard a siren in the distance. He couldn’t hear anything else above the beating of his own heart as he ran for the door. He pulled Ramirez to his feet as he went by, thrusting his camera into Ramirez’s arms. 

Then he pulled off his jacket and beat at the flames that were finding purchase around the shattered door. He paused, punched the button to be let inside, glanced at the camera so they could see who it was. When he heard the door buzzer, he jerked the door open, and smothered the remaining flames with his jacket. He saw the line of unlit gasoline as it spread out from the bottle across the entrance floor. No fire followed. He swallowed, his eyes closing in relief. That had been too close.

“Damn fool,” someone growled as they pulled him back out of the entrance to the building.

Miguel shivered as the adrenaline left as quickly as it arrived. He wrapped his arms around himself, as he watched the officers make sure the fire was out.

Damn it, he thought. Another REI jacket bites the dust.
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2 a.m., Wednesday, February 9, 2022, The Loft in NW Portland — Miguel Garcia woke up shouting, “Fire!”

“Shush,” a gentle female voice soothed. She stroked her hands over his shoulders and back. He shuddered. For a moment he couldn’t remember who she was.

Who he was. Or where. For a moment, he could only remember the flash of a Molotov cocktail breaking against the bricks of the EWN building and bouncing inside the broken front door. Picketers had thrown a brick through it earlier that evening. The gas-and-wick flame wouldn’t harm the brick much, but inside? Inside was wood. The entryway to the EWN building had wood floors, wood paneling, a wood counter to the advertising department, and wood steps leading to the second-floor newsroom. An old building like that? The inside of the warehouse would go up in flames. 

And upstairs was staff of Eyewitness News, barricaded against the picketers, and they too would go up in flames.

I am Miguel Garcia y Mendoza, and they didn’t go up in flames. I didn’t go up in flames. There is no fire, he chanted over and over in his mind, hoping he would eventually believe it.

The soft hands belonged to a woman named Cindy Keller, the woman he’d been dating since last October. And they were in the Loft, another converted warehouse, this one L-shaped and in Northwest Portland instead of on the edge of the Portland State University campus.

He shuddered. He was drenched in sweat, and she probably was drenched in his sweat too. This wasn’t the first night like this in the last month either. A month? About that. A very long month.

There was a knock on the door. As if his humiliation wasn’t complete.

“Miguel?” Kevin Tighe said. “Are you OK?”

“Si,” he said, then cleared his throat. “I’m fine. Sorry. I hope I didn’t wake anyone up.”

“You wouldn’t the be the first Loft resident to wake people up with nightmares,” Kevin said. “I was still up.”

Miguel glanced at the clock by his bed: 2 a.m. He grinned. Typical of the Loft, home to maybe a dozen people under Kevin Tighe’s benign care. He wasn’t sure who actually owned the building, but Kevin managed it. Two stories and a basement shaped like an L with a parking lot inside it. People moved in and out, most of them connected to EWN or to some alum of EWN. Some stayed. Some would probably always stay. 

The word among EWN staff was that the more erratic of the EWN alums found a home here. Extraordinarily bright people, but well, you couldn’t necessarily count on them remembering what day it was. Miguel wasn’t sure a couple of them knew what year it was. 

He’d moved in a year ago when he lost his apartment during the Covid flare. Not having a place to go back to, he’d been living in the Crow’s Nest too miserable to make the effort to find another place. Cage Washington figured it out and called Kevin. And 24 hours later he had a new home — a corner bedroom and shared bathroom on the north end of the second floor. It had once been Ryan Matthew’s room — Ryan had lived in this room for four years before he had 3-year-old Rafael to care for. The Loft was no place for a 3-year-old, Ryan had said. No shit.

It worked for him. Well it had, until he started seeing Cindy who probably found the Loft and the people in it pretty strange. And a shared bathroom with a cross-dressing dancer who had worked for Darcelle before Covid had to be startling for a girl who still lived with her parents in the conservative, blue-collar Mount Tabor neighborhood. 

She insisted it was fine. He had his doubts, but he didn’t know what to do about it. Maybe there’d be a day when they were ready to live together, and he could talk to Ryan about renting an apartment in the Goose Hollow apartment complex. But he wasn’t ready to make that commitment — not when he woke up screaming ‘fire’ most nights. Why would she want to commit to someone who was doing that?

He and everyone else at EWN were watching right now what happened when you committed to someone and found out they weren’t the person you thought they were. Or maybe they changed. Either way, you were trapped by a security deposit and a lease agreement —marriage was easier dissolved than that. So, no, he wasn’t ready for that, and he doubted Cindy was either.

Cindy Keller was one of EWN’s news anchors. She was quiet, especially by EWN newsroom standards. Poised, he thought, was a better word than quiet. He’d seen her keep her cool through some rough times, and still smile at the camera and tell viewers the news. God knew they’d had rough times this past year. She was pretty with brown hair and brown eyes, but not flashy. He’d had a crush on her for months, too shy and too awkward to know what to do about it.

And then one night, Ryan Matthews took it upon himself to coach Miguel through asking a woman out. He laughed whenever he thought about it, but no question Ryan Matthews had the experience to know how it was done... and done successfully. He and Cindy had ended up here that night. It might be a weird thing to be grateful to your faculty advisor for, but he was. He and Cindy had laughed about it frequently over the last six months. Always good for Ryan to have a backup career, Miguel joked. 

She’d been the one to comfort him in the studio’s Green Room when he’d gotten the shakes after he put out the fire that had threatened the EWN building and had time to realize what could have happened. And she’d been here a lot of the nights since. But he wouldn’t think less of her if she decided she hadn’t signed on for this. 

He closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “Come on,” he said tiredly. “You should probably go home and get some sleep.”

Cindy just kept rubbing his back. It made him feel like a toddler, and that embarrassed him. At the same time, it felt too good for him to tell her to stop. “Take a shower,” she suggested softly. “And make sure the coast is clear, and I’ll take one too. I’m not going anywhere.”

He didn’t argue. For all of her soft voice, gentle hands and ways, the woman had a backbone of steel. He just grabbed his shower kit and went to the bathroom. He showered, and then stood guard while she did too. Giggling, she grabbed his hand and they ran for the privacy of his bedroom.

The Loft had rules. One, if you don’t want company, lock your doors. There had been a time when loft-mates, as they called themselves, had trouble with PTSD and would often wander looking for a warm body. Not for sex, Kevin had explained when Miguel moved in, but warmth against the nightmares. So, if you already had company and didn’t want more? Lock your door. If you thought it disconcerting to have someone in bed when you woke up who hadn’t been there when you went to sleep? Lock the door. 

Miguel had shrugged and locked his door. He was too shy to ask if Kevin had been serious or not. Living in the Loft was a revelation. Corey Washington, who was his age, also lived in the Loft, and they had talked about it. They had thought old people got conservative! And they had been wrong, really wrong. Turned out, the loft-mates had been concerned about their youth — their innocence. Corey said he’d bristled at that term when he first moved in — about a month before Miguel. He didn’t bristle anymore. Miguel grinned. He didn’t either.

The Loft had a second rule: keep each other’s secrets. So, no one was going to rat Miguel out to Ryan or anyone else about these nightmares — even though Ryan had once lived here, he didn’t now. The loft-mates might gossip like his abuela and her hermanas within the Loft, but stories didn’t leave. Nothing. It was the rule.

But rule one was causing Miguel problems. With Cindy here, he didn’t want one of the sleepwalkers to end up in their bed. But he couldn’t stand to have the door locked either. Not with those nightmares. He could barely stand to have the door closed.

In the nightmare, people were trapped inside a burning building because he hesitated. Or sometimes he was trapped in the burning building and couldn’t get out. And everything went up in flames. He’d finally gone to Kevin who listened to him stammer out the problem. 

“If there’s anything the people of this place understand it’s nightmares, Miguel,” he had said quietly. “I’ll tell them. You leave your door open. No one will bother you. I promise.”

He had nodded. It had made him want to cry, actually, to be understood. To know that there were people in this place who really understood. Who struggled with the same things he did. No one said, nightmares are for sissies. No, they understood. Nightmares, night after night, nightmares of burning and watching your friends burn? It was horrible.

He pulled Cindy against him, and she snuggled in close, and was asleep again. He held her, protecting her. She had been upstairs that night. He bit his lip and thought of all that he could have lost.

He didn’t go back to sleep until the early hours of the morning. The loft kept geek hours, as Corey called them. He heard Corey come in about 4 a.m. from EWN. As the computer systems manager he was often there very late. For some reason, knowing Corey was back gave him permission to sleep. He didn’t understand that. But he’d come to accept it as true. He’d sleep for a while now, and then he’d go on campus and attend whatever class he showed up in time for. 

Cindy was gone when he did get up. She left him a note as she usually did. Something funny or sweet. He smiled when he found this morning’s message: ‘Hide your eyes! The girl is in the shower again! See you at 4 p.m. Cindy.’ There was a little drawing of the three monkeys of see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil, with the ‘see no evil’ monkey peaking between his fingers.

Miguel carefully added it to all the other messages she’d left since they’d started seeing each other. Then he got dressed: blue jeans, a bit long, because he wasn’t a tall man, a long-sleeved T-shirt, also a bit long, that hung over his jeans. His latest REI jacket from Goodwill. His videocamera and gear bags — one for camera stuff, the other had a gas mask and protective gear. Cage’s rule since the Black Lives Matter protests started almost two years ago, now. 

He went to the kitchen downstairs to see if there was coffee — there usually was. And if there wasn’t, you used the beans to make some. He’d offered to pitch in for coffee beans, but Kevin had just said not to worry about it. So, he hadn’t. Money was tight, even as cheap as the rent was here. He filled his travel mug and let himself outside.

The inside of the L shape was an old parking lot. It was mostly used for parties. The Loft was famous for them, and EWN staff and alumni were always welcome. Miguel had been here when there were 500 people partying. But now, in the gray drizzle of Portland winter, it looked a bit forlorn, weeds popping up in the cracks between the pavement, puddles randomly scattered across the space. Miguel was used to the sunnier, drier weather of California’s valleys where his family ranched, and had for centuries. Hispanos — Indigenous Mexicans and Spaniards who had been in California before Anglos brought their first wagons across the plains. It was a rich heritage, and he was proud of it. 

He didn’t talk about it much, because Latino and Hispanic culture in Oregon and Washington was that of migrant laborers from the Michoacán region of northern Mexico. They struggled with poverty, and worked hard, damned hard, to make a better life for their children. It was a tough life, migrant work. The second generation might settle in a place, maybe buy into a business — maybe a trucking company, like Teresa Valdez-Matthews’ family in Yakima for instance — and build it into a prosperous business. Then they’d save their money and send their children, the third generation, to college to become professionals.

He admired them, respected their stories. But it wasn’t his story. Talking about his heritage felt like throwing his family’s wealth in their faces. And truth be told, they were land rich, not cash rich. So, he was eating rice and beans toward the end of every paycheck and scrimping for gas money like everyone else. But still.

It was the way of things, he thought. That was what his father said — about everything. He smiled. He needed to go home this spring break. Someone else could ride herd on the videographers for a week.

He’d become chief videographer a year ago when Cage Washington had moved up to be co-EIC. When Will Bristol inherited the EIC job, he just kept everyone in place. Thinking of Will made Miguel a bit grim. Will had been injured during the same protest when Miguel had put out the Molotov cocktail fire. He still wasn’t back to work. Blair Williams and Ben Waters were interim co-EICs, and they were doing a good job. Miguel doubted Will would be back as editor — he was doing some reporting, he’d heard. That sounded like something Will would prefer actually.

Miguel drove across town to PSU and parked on 13th Street in a spot he’d discovered his first year here. No meter. He didn’t know why. No one else parked out here either. It was his spot — a forgotten place, much like the homeless camp that was at the end of the street. It had been left behind when I-405 had gone in, about a half-story below the street level, leveraged out over the highway. No homeless had reclaimed the camp that emptied when Covid hit it a year ago. He didn’t blame anyone — it was an eerie place. Hard to believe people had ever lived down there.

But this parking spot was good, or he’d be walking to work, because campus parking was expensive. And it was only two blocks from EWN. He often gave Karin and Jason, two of his videographers, rides home when they’d been down covering the protests late, so he liked to have the car nearby if he could.

He went to class without checking in with EWN first. He found if he went there, he stayed there. So he went to a photography class he was taking on Joe Castro’s recommendation. Joe had said one night that learning to tell a story with still photos would make him a better storyteller with video. And he was right. This was his second term in the photography sequence. He liked it, and it was one of the few classes he rarely missed. It helped that it wasn’t early in the morning. 

Miguel wasn’t a particularly good student. He got decent grades, mostly because he picked his classes wisely. But he was a visual person. He learned visually, he thought visually, and he told stories visually. Most classes were for wordy people, or for numbers people. He actually wasn’t sure he knew any numbers people. Maybe Becca downstairs in advertising? Corey? Although Corey denied that computers and data were about numbers. Looked like numbers to him.

Actually, he did know one — Kevin Tighe. He thought that might be Kevin’s deepest, darkest secret. Kevin Tighe had been editor-in-chief of EWN, and he’d made the university backdown and then remodel the warehouse for them. EWN said he was a superhero. But truth was he did it with accounting knowledge, which wasn’t anywhere near as exciting as taking on the university and winning sounded. Miguel grinned. 

After class he walked back across campus to EWN. It was kind of a saunter, really, looking around, seeing if there were interesting things to shoot.

“Miguel?” someone called. He flinched a bit, then looked around. Chief Ramirez.

“Hi, Chief,” he said. He liked the man. He was 38 years old, a former Army soldier, who had come to Portland to become a cop after he got out of the service. About a year ago, he’d been injured taking down a Patriot Front white supremacist who had worked out of Campus Security. He’d been persuaded to become interim chief for the university while he was on medical leave from the Portland Police Bureau. He was about the only cop Miguel trusted — even before some of Campus Security tried to bomb the EWN building last year, Miguel hadn’t much cared for cops.

But then he’d never met a Latino cop before either.

“What’s going on?” Miguel asked. Cage had taught him that. Always ask people that, you’d be surprised what they might tell you.

“I was hoping to talk to the EICs before the editor’s meeting,” Ramirez said. Miguel grimaced. That didn’t sound good. 

“Is there a problem?” he asked cautiously. 

Ramirez didn’t say anything, and Miguel didn’t bother to ask a second time. Of course, there was a problem. When wasn’t there one? He had a flash image of fire, and he closed his eyes briefly. 

“You doing OK, Miguel?” Ramirez asked, his voice soft with concern.

Miguel nodded. “Sure, Chief,” he said. He buzzed to be let in. They’d tightened down on keys and access this last school year. Too many people had had access to the building. He had a key but buzzing the crew upstairs let them know he had someone with him. Someone official.

Miguel often came in through the back door so he could avoid the scorch marks on the entryway floor. The broken entry door had been replaced, but the university had agreed to a major remodel of the entrance to EWN this summer and decided that they could live with some scorch marks until then.

Miguel disagreed, but no one asked him. He looked everywhere but the floor.

Ramirez took the time to stick his head in and say hello to Tabitha Lake, who ran the TIP program. Miguel didn’t blame him, he liked Tabitha too. She was a Black woman in her mid-30s, a former schoolteacher — and Miguel had to admit if his middle-school teachers had looked like her, he would have been a better student. Or at least had better attendance. He liked Harmony Jones too. The entryway didn’t feel so bleak now that there were full-time people down here. Advertising always stayed in their offices to the right of the front door, as if they were afraid they’d get newsroom cooties if they had to interact with anyone upstairs. But now, Tabitha and TIP occupied the conference room, and Harmony Jones, the new administrative assistant, had the business office full-time. They both kept their doors open, and you could hear them laughing and talking together. Even advertising was leaving its door open more often.

“You got a minute?” Ramirez asked Tabitha. “Can you join me upstairs? I need to talk to you and the editors at the same time.”

Miguel didn’t like the sound of that. He glanced at Tabitha who raised her eyebrows slightly. He shook his head. He had no clue. Silently they followed the chief upstairs to the newsroom.

“Chief,” Blair said. She was interim editor-in-chief, but she still preferred to sit at the news editor’s desk just inside the newsroom entrance. “You usually just join us through Zoom. What’s up?”

He looked around the newsroom and frowned. “Not much privacy here,” he said. 

Ryan Matthews laughed from where he was leaning out his doorway. “You’re just now realizing that?”

Miguel grinned. The newsroom was basically just one large warehouse loft. There were three offices on the north wall — with glass walls — and a big white clamshell on the south wall to give light control to the television studio and anchor desk. The two-story arched windows on the west wall were beautiful, but they gave the studio designers fits. In between the studio and glass-walled offices were pods of computers. The most high-powered ones were those right in front where Blair was seated. His was opposite hers. The copy editor had the one with her back to the entrance; Joe Castro used the fourth one when he was on production for Folio. Otherwise he tended to retreat back to the photo computer back by Corey’s Geek Cave in the corner. Joe had reigned over photos for two years; the new photo editor, Linda Peabody, was too intimidated to make him give the computer up. She worked at the second computer in that corner if they were both there at the same time. 

Corey’s Geek Cave, Ryan’s advisor office, and the EIC office in the east corner formed the north wall. Ben Waters, television station manager and the other interim co-EIC, had an office with real walls back in the studio rooms. Miguel knew Ryan was envious of an office with real walls — now as advisor, and before when he’d held the EIC office in the corner. Miguel thought it was funny.

Ramirez sighed, and ran his hand over his head. He was worried about something, Miguel thought. “Use the Crow’s Nest,” he said quietly. “Will that work?”

Ramirez glanced at him gratefully. “That would help. Blair? Just you, Ben, Ryan and Tabitha?”

Corey came up the stairs behind Ramirez and glanced at him as he went by. “This about the rumblings among the rabid right, Chief? We already know.”

Ramirez closed his eyes as if his head hurt. “Should have just joined with Zoom and saved myself the walk,” he muttered.

Ryan laughed. “Come on, Chief,” he said. “Tabitha? We’ll go up to the Crow’s Nest. Blair? Ben? Corey? Could you join us? We’ve got a half-hour to listen to what the Chief has to say before Zoom.”

Miguel frowned. He wanted to hear too. He started to say something but stopped. Corey would tell him later. He sat down at his computer and called up the video his people had filed for the evening newscast. He could get a lot of editing done in 30 minutes.
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3:30 p.m., Wednesday, February 9, 2022, EWN Crow’s Nest — Jorge Ramirez followed the EWN editors up the stairs to the third floor. Blair pressed the elevator button, and when the door opened, she entered it, pressed the button on the back door. It opened to a wall of boxes. She slipped around the side of them and disappeared. 

He wondered if these kids had ever seen Get Smart, the ‘60s sitcom? They were probably too young to even have seen the 2008 movie. Lucky them.

Maybe Men in Black, he thought. Surely they saw that one. He thought about it. Hell, he’d been in high school. They hadn’t been born yet. He almost asked them if they’d seen it but thought better of it. Instead he sighed and followed them into the secret space they’d carved out from the warehouse side of their building still in use by Facilities for storage. He shook his head. He felt someone behind him and glanced back to see Cage Washington. 

“I called Pete and suggested he might need to join us,” Corey said, pulling up chairs around the table in the center of the space. It had a definite club house vibe now, Ramirez thought. “He said for us to link him in if he was really needed.”

Pete? Pete Madison knew about this? Ramirez could feel the headache starting. He always ended up with a headache when he dealt with these kids. He grimaced. They weren’t kids. And he shouldn’t treat them as if they were. They brought out his protective streak, no lie. He liked them. But as Blair had pointed out, last month during the CRT protest, when he was their age he’d been fighting in Iraq.

He didn’t feel like sitting, but he did. He knew enough psychology to know better than to stay standing when he was in uniform and trying to fit in with students who were half his age. He caught the amused look on Ryan Matthew’s face. That man saw way too much.

“PPB called me today,” he began. “They’re recommending we cancel TIP this year. There is rumbling on the right that they will be back for revenge over the failure of the symposium protests. And jeopardizing eighth graders can’t be allowed.”

“Portland Police Bureau looked like fools because they refused to engage with protesters in the Park Block and then had three old people march down Broadway to the ‘Saints Come Marching in,’” Cage Washington said.

“Be careful about that word old,” Ryan murmured. “I think Planck is only 40 — about the same age as Chief Ramirez here.”

And Ryan would pause Armageddon to stir up shit, Ramirez thought. He chose to be amused by it. Right?

“Chief?” Blair said, in that courteous voice of hers. “We heard the chatter — well Corey did — a week ago. Where has the Portland Police Bureau been?”

Well now, that was an interesting question. He considered it briefly. Did it change the advice? No.

“Does it change the issue? You risking the lives of thousands of eighth graders?”

“We’re not risking their lives,” Ben said. Ramirez didn’t know him as well as he did Ryan or Cage. Ben Waters usually stayed in his office and ran the television station, and he had done it a year ago even when there was a ticking bomb just feet away — which took major cojones. He’d also seen him fight once. He’d take him as backup into a barfight anytime anywhere. 

“No?” he asked.

“No,” Ben said firmly. “We’re providing an educational opportunity for eighth graders and college students. It isn’t our job to protect their lives. That’s PPB’s job. And I suggest you tell them so and tell them to do their fucking job for a change!”

Ramirez smirked a bit. OK, he now officially liked the guy. And he’d be delighted to tape this discussion and play it for some of the pinche pendejos that ran PPB. “Agreed,” he said. He saw the surprise on Ben’s face. “But that doesn’t change the fact that students will be at risk.”

“They’re at risk every time they walk into a school building, Chief,” Ryan pointed out. “And PPB won’t do a damn thing to make them safe there either.”

“Can we back up a bit?” Tabitha said. “Maybe someone wants to tell me — the supposed director of TIP — what the hell you all are talking about?”

There were some shame-faced looks among the EWN staff at that statement. Ramirez waited. 

Corey sighed. “Sorry, Tabitha, we should have told you,” he said. “A week ago, I picked up some chatter out in the rabid right chat forums that they were pissed that the protests didn’t shut down the CRT symposium. Proud Boys said if they’d had more warning, they would have been there and it would have been a different story.”

“Is that true?” Tabitha asked. “They weren’t there? Who was?”

“Suburban types, you know — those good church-goers from Portland Heights Community Church, out to protest the wickedness of the world,” Ryan said, his sarcasm obvious. Nothing unusual about that, Ramirez thought. “At least, the protesters in the Park Blocks were. The ones up here were younger; some of our Blue Lives Matter college boys would be my guess.”

“Maybe not the one who threw the IED, but the others,” Ramirez agreed. Ryan was better at intelligence synthesis than most anyone the military had fielded in Iraq, he thought sourly. “We’ve been able to identify a lot of the protesters and haul them in for questioning — sent them to the Judicial Committee primarily. I can’t find the IED thrower. I know he was a student last spring, but he’s not now.”

Everyone nodded at that. They knew about that guy. It was EWN video the Chief was using to identify him after all.

“OK,” Tabitha said. “So Proud Boys want a rematch? And they think eighth graders are more their speed?”

Ramirez hid a smile. He could see why she got along so well with EWN.

“They’re probably outmatched there too,” he said. “But weapons unfortunately give them the advantage.”

“I still don’t see why this is our problem,” Ben said stubbornly. “PPB has a heads up. Six weeks warning? And their answer is to recommend we cancel? Maybe they can do their jobs and find the bastards who are making the threats instead?”

Another very good point, Ramirez thought. He sighed. “Corey? Sounds like you’re more informed than PPB. What else do you know?”

Corey chuckled. “It’s mostly hot air, Chief,” he said. “So far? They’re aiming at us, not the eighth graders. They have a real hard-on for us. Even they aren’t crazy enough to harm a bunch of school kids here for a campus visit. They’re trolling the cops, mostly, with that.”
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