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“The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” 

― Edmund Burke
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Chapter 1
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6 a.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, Matthew’s residence, SE Portland — “Wake up, Ryan,” Teresa Valdez-Matthews said, shaking her husband. It was 6 a.m., and he wasn’t a morning person. At all.

Ryan groaned, and then shot up in bed. “You’re OK?” he said panicked.

“Of course I am,” she said laughing. She was about eight weeks pregnant. Fortunately, she thought his panic was cute.

“I’m fine,” she repeated. “It’s Andrew McShane, he’s on the phone for you. And he said, “President McShane, so it must be official, not personal.” She handed him her phone. McShane knew it was futile to call him directly at 6 a.m. apparently.

Ryan took the phone, unmuted the call. “President McShane,” he said, his voice a bit rough. He cleared his throat. 

“Ryan, I need you to come to the EWN newsroom immediately,” McShane said.

“What’s wrong?” Something had to be very wrong if McShane wanted him at EWN. He graduated last month, and he was in his second week at Reed College in their master’s program. He wasn’t a PSU student anymore.

There was a hesitation, and then McShane sighed. “John Cooper had a heart attack,” he said. “He’s going to be fine. But they had to do emergency surgery at midnight.” He paused again. “Can you come?”

Ryan was already pulling on clothes. “I’m on my way,” he said. 

He handed Teresa her phone back. “Professor Cooper had a heart attack,” he said. She knew him too. “He’s going to be OK,” he added quickly, when he saw her tear up. She cried easily these days, but he was also on the edge of tears at the thought of losing John Cooper. He kissed her. “I’ll let you know when I hear anything more,” he promised as he left the house to drive across the river to PSU.

Cooper had been the advisor to the EWN for the five years he worked on it. He’d been one of the people Ryan looked to for advice and for support. He didn’t have very many of those kinds of people in his life. It was terrifying to think he might lose him, he thought with anguish as he pulled up in front of the EWN newsroom building.

But John Cooper was 70. He’d said last January he was getting tired, and he’d be stepping down. He’d stayed on because of the crises EWN had faced. And then he stayed on because EWN had the least experienced editor they’d ever had and a young staff. A very young staff. Was that what had caused the heart attack? The extra stress he’d taken on this year because EWN needed him?

Ryan parked across the street from the old whitewashed-brick warehouse turned newsroom. The first floor had a wide porch with arched brick uprights to match the arched windows on the second floor — the newsroom floor. The ground floor had small shops, closed by Covid, and the entrance to Eyewitness News.

Ryan found President McShane and Dr. Michelle Stewart, the chair of the Student Media Board, in the first-floor conference room. They were alone. “Any more news?” Ryan asked as he walked in.

They shook their heads.

“Thank you for coming,” Michelle Stewart said, her voice hoarse as if she’d been crying. Ryan knew she and Cooper had been friends. 

He nodded and took a seat. And he waited. Cooper had taught the newsroom that, he thought with anguish. Taught them that silence was a tool that could get people to talk.

Finally, Michelle Stewart said, “We want you to serve as interim advisor while we conduct a search.”

Ryan shook his head. “No,” he said simply. “I’m not even a part of PSU anymore. I’m in the master’s program at Reed College. I have a wife who is pregnant, and we have a 3-year-old son. You need someone else.”

“There’s no one else, Ryan,” McShane said. “No one the newsroom would accept. No one who can do the job.”

“We’ve got an extremely inexperienced editor,” Michelle Stewart admitted. “And that’s my fault. If we’d seen this coming? I wouldn’t have talked Emily out of being editor. Even though it was the right thing for her.”

“I know I’m inexperienced, Dr. Stewart,” said a voice from the doorway. Ryan had never heard Will Bristol sound so hostile. “But I didn’t think you’d be convening a star chamber the second week of the term.”

“It’s not about you,” Ryan said sharply. “Cooper had a heart attack. So, stop with the self-pity, get in here and sit down.”

McShane hid a smile, not particularly successfully, and he and Michelle Stewart exchanged glances. Ryan ignored them to focus on his favorite investigative reporter. Which was the problem, he thought, Will was a reporter, not an editor. Under normal circumstances, he’d do a competent job. This last year hadn’t been normal by any stretch of the imagination. And now? It had just gotten worse.

Will dropped into a chair. He was disheveled, which given the early morning hour, wasn’t surprising. But he had stress lines on his face he hadn’t had at the end-of-the-term party three weeks ago — the last time Ryan had seen him. Well, Ryan had gained a few stress lines in that time too. He shelved that thought hastily or he’d have a meltdown right here and now.

“How is he?” Will asked.

“They did bypass surgery at midnight,” McShane answered. “He’s going to be fine. But he won’t be coming back as advisor.”

Will closed his eyes. “Hence your comments about inexperienced editor and a young staff,” he said. “Sorry, Dr. Stewart. I overreacted. Given the circumstances, you’re exactly right. In fact, I’d probably characterize me as inexperienced and incompetent.”

“Cooper didn’t think so,” she replied. “He told me that although you were inexperienced, you knew what mattered, and you had the confidence of your staff. And you would be a fine editor.”

Will sat up straighter. “When did he say that?” he asked.

“We talked before the term started. We were discussing plans to conduct a search for his replacement,” she said. “Which bring me back to the conversation at hand. Ryan, you just demonstrated why it has to be you who serves as interim advisor. I’d say as advisor if I thought you’d take it on permanently. But President McShane didn’t think you would. We need you. We need you right now.”

Ryan thought about alternatives. Who else was there? Dr. Stewart? But she was a tenured faculty member in Media Studies. A busy woman. The faculty advisor position might be considered half-time by payroll, but in reality, it was full-time and you were on call 24/7. Another alum? Possible. But there it got back to how young the staff was. They wouldn’t know the alum, and it would take time to build trust and rapport. And that led into the second issue of an inexperienced editor. He bit his lip, feeling like he was backed into a corner.

He looked at Will Bristol. He’d known him since Will had walked into the newsroom. A slightly nerdy young man, Will stood around 6-feet tall, with dark brown hair, and brown eyes hidden behind wire-framed glasses that — as usual — had fingerprints on them. He had a bit of stubble, but Ryan was sure it was because it was too fucking early to be in the office and not some fashion statement. He liked him. Respected him. And he thought those feelings were mutual. He sighed.

“Will?” he said. “Up to you.”

Will’s eyes widened, and he sat up a bit straighter. “You’d come back?” he said, his voice cracking. 

“As faculty advisor,” Ryan said firmly. “You’re the EIC; it’s your newsroom. I would just be your coach.”

“Like you were for Emily and Cage,” Will said, nodding. Ryan shook his head no.

“No, I was on their staff,” he said. “So yeah, I gave them advice. But that’s a bit different than being advisor. I won’t be editing copy for you. Or filling in because you’re short-handed. I’d be your advisor, outside of the newsroom structure. Just like John Cooper was.”

Will sighed with relief. Ryan wondered if he’d even heard him. Shit.

“Please?” Will said. “Please come back. We need you. I need you.” He looked like he was going to say something more, then glanced at the other two people in the room and shut his mouth. Ryan wondered what he wasn’t willing to say.

He chewed his lip, and then he turned to Michelle Stewart. “All right, Dr. Stewart,” he said slowly. “I’ll do it. But just until you do a search and find someone permanent.”

She smiled at him. “I think it’s time you call me Michelle,” she said. She pulled out a form from the folder she had on the table in front of her and passed it over to him. “This makes you an adjunct faculty member. I assume payroll has all the other information they need,” she said. “Just fill out this form and turn it in to payroll.” 

Then she grinned, with a sideways glance at McShane. “And welcome aboard, Professor Matthews.”

That made Ryan laugh, and the sour look on McShane’s face made him laugh some more. “Thank you, Michelle,” he managed to say her first name. It didn’t come easy. She’d been his academic advisor for his major. One of his majors anyway. “So, who’s going to brief me and get me up to speed?”

Turned out that would be Will’s job, because he was the only one who really knew anything. Ryan promised to meet him in 30 minutes, as soon as he turned in the form to payroll. He glanced at it. There was something strange about the signature block, he thought. But he was too bleary-eyed himself to make sense of it.

“You might want to bring in Gregory Washington to discuss advertising and budget,” Ryan said. “And Ben, Robert and Sam, if you can get them up.”

Will nodded and went up the stairs. He seemed less stressed than he had when he entered the room, Ryan thought. God help him, because Ryan wasn’t. The magnitude of what he had taken on was beginning to hit him. And he hadn’t even thought to consult Teresa about it.

“Walk with me,” McShane said. Ryan nodded.

“Michelle? Can we meet later when I have a better sense of what’s going on with the newsroom?” Ryan asked. “And do you have the contact info for where Professor Cooper is?”

She jotted down the hospital and room number and handed them to him. “I don’t think he’s coherent, yet,” she warned.

“Was someone with him?” he asked. “Karen?”

Michelle looked surprised and shook her head ruefully. “I was warned you saw more than people realized,” she said. “Yes, Karen was there. She was the one who called 911.”

Ryan wanted to ask more questions, but McShane was scowling a bit. Impatient bastard, Ryan thought.

“What’s really going on?” Ryan asked McShane as they crossed the street.

“Davis, of course,” he said. “He wants to gut the charter.”

Ryan was silent for a few steps. The charter protected student media from interference, as much as any document could. Didn’t mean people didn’t try. But so far, they hadn’t succeeded. But go after the charter itself?

Ryan nodded. He knew the charter. He’d been better at the politics of being the EIC than he was at content. But that’s what he had Emily and Cage for. He wondered who Will had? Who was his team? Blair Williams for sure.

“President McShane?” Ryan said just as he was ready to get in the elevator. “Why were you called into the meeting? Why was it you that called me in the first place?” he asked, beginning to realize that this ad hoc meeting at 7:30 a.m. was just a bit strange.

“Ask Dr. Stewart, Professor Matthews,” he replied, and got in the elevator headed to his office on the top floor. “Then come see me after your Zoom meeting today.”

“Sir,” Ryan said, just to tweak him a bit. He had the right to call him that, after all, he thought with some amusement.

McShane grimaced. “Welcome back,” he said sourly. Ryan grinned.

Ryan went in search of the payroll office wondering just what shit he had gotten himself into. What have I done? Ryan thought again. But what else could he have done? He put ‘call Teresa’ at the top of his mental to-do list. Shit.
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8 a.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, EWN building — When Ryan got back from the administration building, Will Bristol and five bleary — and teary — eyed people were sitting in the conference room: Ben Waters, television station manager, Robert Smithson, editor of the Portland Review, Sam Bartholomew, radio station manager, Gregory Washington, advertising manager, and Blair Williams, the news editor. All familiar faces.

“OK, it’s normal for us all to be freaked out,” Ryan said, as he took a chair on the side of the table, not the end, as everyone had expected him to apparently. Nope, he thought. Make it clear in all ways possible: Will was EIC, not him. “But I’m told he will be fine. Everyone got that? Because we’re going to have 100 upset staff to console and reassure by the end of the day. So get it in your head: he had a heart attack, they did surgery, and he’s recovering nicely. And it was not your fault.”

He looked around the table. Ben Waters looked grim, but he nodded. A tall poised young man from the Yakama Nation in Washington state, he was double majoring in Film Studies and Indigenous Studies, both highly regarded and competitive programs. And he ran the television station here. At 20. Ryan had hired him when he became EIC, and he still congratulated himself for it.

Sam, a slim Black man, was a music major and ran the radio station. He had done so for a couple of years. Last winter, he and his staff had added talk radio during the Covid spike and kept it, because Sam thought doing liberal talk radio was a hoot. But the radio station was mostly music with short news bursts on the hour, and the main news desk provided those.

Robert was as piercing free as he’d ever seen him — at least where it showed, and Ryan wasn’t going to ask him about the others. Robert would probably strip and show him. He was white, in his late-30s, and, quite frankly, Ryan was surprised he was here. The Portland Review had gotten its winter issue out last month; the call for spring submissions had gone out and nothing much would happen for another month. But he was obviously upset by the news.

And Gregory? The older brother of his best friend Cage, Gregory Washington had been running the advertising department for two years. Ryan had promoted him when he became EIC. A Black man, Gregory was as conservative as his two younger brothers were liberal. He was married and had a son — John Lewis — who was the best friend of Ryan’s own son Rafael. Close ties between the Matthews family and the Washingtons, he thought with a smile. Gregory was due to graduate in June. Ryan hoped he had a successor lined up. He was sure he did. Things ran smoothly when Gregory ran them.

And Blair Williams, the news editor and Will’s girlfriend. That wouldn’t happen in the professional world, but then the professional world wasn’t run by single twenty-somethings either. And the last person who would be talking to them about this would be Ryan. He laughed to himself, and then smiled at Blair. She looked like this perky cheerleader with blonde hair in a ponytail, but she was as cutthroat a reporter as Will himself.

He shook his head slightly. Get in the game, he thought.

“OK,” Ryan said. “Let’s back up to last March and you can walk me through everything. Because you all are looking grim. So? March 8, the Media Board hires Will on an 6-2-1 vote. And he’s set to take over March 15. That went smoothly enough, considering. I was here for that.

“And then March 16 and 17 was the Teach-In Project, and it went extraordinarily well.”

“Too well,” Ben said. “They want us to do it again next year.”

“Nope,” Ryan said. “We did it once, now they can hire Tabitha Lake permanently to run the program. I’m sure EWN will co-sponsor it and help, but it’s not part of our mission statement. Unless you want it to be?”

Everyone shook their heads no — vigorously no. Telling the story of Oregon’s racist past — the exclusionary act, the KKK, the sundown laws — that made the state one of the whitest in the country had been important. But as an on-going program? Someone else’s job.

It had been a great event, though, Ryan thought with a smile. Oh, some things worked better than others. And juggling virtual and on-site events had been a nightmare; if it hadn’t been for Corey Washington’s technical expertise, it would never have worked. But 5,000 eighth graders had joined 12,000 — nearly half the student body — college students to learn about the racism in Oregon’s history. He and Cage and Emily had wandered around the events, and Cage would get mobbed. They had postcards Corey had made up of Cage striding off to cover the Black Lives Matter protests with Emily, Corey and Ryan following — all dressed in black because they’d been at a memorial service for Rev. Washington. The EWN Avengers, Emily had said with a giggle. The postcards were a hit, especially if Cage would autograph them. Ryan and Emily had signed quite a few as well, and Corey, the youngest of the Washington brothers, with his red dye tipped braids, had a cult following among college freshmen, apparently. 

“OK, so we get through that, things are winding down, we cut back the broadcast hours for spring break, people pass their finals. We threw one hell-of-a end-of-term party at the Loft,” Ryan summarized.

Everyone nodded.

“And that’s where I go away to Reed,” Ryan said. Well, there had been a whole lot of other events in March that had distracted him from EWN.

He shook his head and focused on the people in the room.

“So, what the hell has happened in the last two weeks that makes you all look so haggard? I realize John Cooper’s heart attack just hit you hard, but you haven’t had time to get this bad in the last hour.”

Will sighed and nodded. “So, everyone comes back, and we just follow the plan? Plan the work, work the plan. We do Zoom meetings at 4 p.m., and people run their divisions. I can see why EWN has the new EIC start spring term. I have an experienced staff teaching me how to be EIC. Then next fall, I can teach the next round of staff.” 

He looked around the table. “Although I think most of the leadership are coming back. Sorry. Back to the last two weeks. I start hearing odd rumors. Police Chief Ramirez stopped to chat with me on campus and had some questions that left me scratching my head. A professor I know and like asked how I was doing, and said he thought it would work out for the best. Those kinds of things. You know?”

Ryan nodded. He did know. It was what he’d excelled at, and he was relieved Will had that ability. Sounded like they would need it.

“Then two things happened,” Will said. “First, I got an invitation from Vice President of Student Affairs Benjamin Davis — known in the newsroom as that bastard Davis after last winter — to meet with him. Instead, I invite him to a Zoom meeting. I don’t really want to meet with him one-on-one without witnesses, right? We agree he will join us on the first Thursday of classes.”

He closed his eyes and sighed. “Second, on Wednesday, we have the first newbie class meeting — 45 students signed up, our largest class yet. I’m nervous, but I figure I’ve seen it done now nearly a dozen times. I ought to be able to recite it in my sleep. And after talking to Professor Cooper — are we going to call you Professor Matthews now?” he interrupted himself to ask.

“No,” Ryan said laughing. He’d started the Professor Cooper title years ago because it annoyed McShane. Cooper wasn’t a real professor, didn’t have the credentials to be one. But it had been a sign of respect from the staff — one given to few classroom professors. Cooper had repeatedly told them to call him John. They’d ignored him. “Not unless you need to make President McShane turn a nice puce color sometime. So, you and Professor Cooper decide?” he prompted.

“We decide Emily’s model was a good one there too: one big intro session, break everyone up into small groups for the rest of the term. I do my spiel, Professor Cooper does his, and I break them up into groups. I just counted them off, not letting them give any input. I did give the returning group to Blair, but other than that?”

He paused for breath and shrugged. “And there was near mutiny.”

“What?” Ryan said, incredulously.

“First one guy said he was only interested in writing sports, so he didn’t want to be in Joe Conte’s group, which is weird because photogs pretty much are sports driven, right? I say fine, ask Carrie to raise her hand, and send the guy to her group.

“And he says, ‘The sports editor is a girl?’”

“Carrie looks at him, looks him up and down, and she says, “Where have you been that you didn’t know that? Do you read our sports? Watch our sports? And I’m a woman, not a girl.”

The guy mutters, “fucking dyke” under his breath, and Carrie says, “Throw him out of the class, Will.”

“And I do,” Will said. “I tell the class we don’t allow slurs, and I’d be filing a conduct code violation against him. Cooper nods at me, and I’m like ‘OK, I can do this.’ And another guy stands up to protest that guy number one’s 1st Amendment rights are being violated.”

“That’s when I realize this is synchronized,” Ben interjected. “Cooper steps in, and says, Let’s talk about the 1st Amendment, because that’s essential to what we do here. And no, it doesn’t allow you to say crap like that in a class to your TA for the term.”

“Crap? He cleaned up his language,” Ryan observed. Cooper could be as blunt as any of them. Everyone laughed.

“So 1st Amendment guy stomps out, too, because he’s in Miguel’s group. And that’s when I look around and realize that all of the team leaders are POC or women, and some of these guys can’t handle it,” Will said, then added as explanation — “I had decided that I wouldn’t take a group, by the way, because I’m in over my head as it is.”

“Smart,” Ryan said, and saw the relief in Will’s eyes.

“So, we had a mini-walk out, and they have filed a complaint against us both with the Judicial Code Committee and with the Media Board,” Will said. “We counter-filed, of course, and Professor Cooper filed his own complaint. He said he’d handle it because he was the professor on record. I don’t know where that’s at. I guess we’ll know more tomorrow when we see who shows up for their small groups.”

“OK,” Ryan said. “Sounds like you all handled it well. I’ll follow up on it.”

Will sighed with relief. 

Was he that uncertain of his own decisions? That was worrisome. Ryan frowned.

“And then it’s the Thursday Zoom meeting,” Will said. He started to say more, and then shook his head. “Robert?” he asked.

Robert rolled his eyes. “I usually just watch, right? I feel like I have a responsibility to show up, but nothing ever really involves me. Unless it’s hiring a copyeditor. Which we still need more of.” 

Sam nodded. He rarely had anything to say either, but he attended.

“So, I’m in my little Zoom window, and Will runs the meeting just like Emily does. He’s even got her inflections. It’s pretty cute.” He grinned at the younger man. Will snorted, but he smiled back.

“Will welcomes Dr. Davis as a guest and has everyone introduce themselves because Dr. Davis might not know everyone. And he asks Dr. Davis if he has anything specific, he’d like to ask the editing team.”

Robert shook his head in amazement. “I have never seen anything like it,” he said. “And I’m almost a professional student, right? I thought I’d seen it all. He goes off on a tirade. And Corey? He calls up Dr. Stewart and President McShane and logs them into the meeting so they can hear it.”

Ryan starts laughing. “I assume he taped it, too?” Ryan asked. Will nodded, looking reassured by Ryan’s laughter. “I’ll listen to it,” Ryan promised. “Key points?”

“That we’ve been allowed to run wild for too long. We are going to be reined in, that we can’t be discriminating against white men in our News 101 class, that without the president’s protégé — who is that? You, Ryan? — to tattle on everything, we don’t have the clout we thought we did, and he closed by saying he was going to find the student fee committee hearings very interesting this year.”

Ben Waters laughed. “And Robert says, does that mean you’re going to cut the Portland Review again? Last time we got a new building out of it. A heads up would be nice, so we can start building our equipment needs list early.”

“Robert!” Ryan scolded, still laughing. 

Robert shrugged. “I was here when that happened,” he said. “Not an editor; I was in the newbie class, but still.”

Twelve years before, a student fee committee had cut $7,000 from the student fee budget to try to shut the Review down. Problem was student fees didn’t pay for the literary magazine. The English Department did, along with some other sources — a grant, some donations, magazine sales. The president had refused to override the cut because he didn’t want to alienate student government and told the EIC at the time “to live with it.” Within a year, EWN had this nicely remodeled building with state-of-the-art equipment, separate budgets and reserves, and the university had a new president. And that EIC, Kevin Tighe, became a superhero to the generations of students to follow.

Don’t mess with the press, indeed, Ryan thought.

“We knew the student fee committee would be a battle this year,” Gregory said. “So be it.”

“You were on Zoom for this?” Ryan asked him. Gregory, as ad manager, was the numbers man of the crew.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “And it was every bit as bad as they’re making it sound. I think I saw spittle fly.”

Huh, he hadn’t realized Gregory had a sense of humor. Ryan looked at him. 

Not joking? OK, then.

“So, what did McShane and Stewart say?” Ryan asked.

“After Davis dropped off, Stewart made soothing noises,” Will said, shaky still from having been yelled at. “She said obviously Davis was under a lot of stress, and we should just go ahead and do the work of putting out EWN. McShane looked grim and dropped off without saying anything. He requested a copy of Corey’s recording in an email though. He didn’t even have to ask if Corey made one.”

“McShane says he learned a lot about us from watching Zoom meetings through last winter’s Covid spike,” Ryan said.

Everyone laughed. They’d learned a few things about McShane’s management style too. 

“But Ryan? Dr. Stewart is wrong,” Will said anxiously. “That’s not academic politics as usual. Academics mess each other up with long, written screeds that are impossible to read. They put snarky footnotes to boring reports. They don’t go on a Zoom meeting and rant at students. And I’m hearing disturbing snippets from students that it wasn’t the first rant.”

Ryan nodded slowly. He’d seen more than one academic battle. Long emails? Check. Petty sniping at department meetings? Check. Crackpot Faculty Senate proposals to prevent faculty from wearing jeans in the classroom? Check and Check. But spittle-flying rants at students? That was not normal.

“So, Ryan? Why did they rush your appointment as interim advisor like this? This isn’t normal either is it?” Will asked.

“I don’t know why,” he said. “And it worries me. I asked McShane, and he said to ask Dr. Stewart. I’ll do that later today. So, answer this. Do you have everything you need to get the news out today?”

They looked at each other and nodded. “We’re good,” Will said. “Blair?”

Blair nodded. “We’ll do a small piece about Professor Cooper on the web,” she said. “We’ve finally got a follow-up on the University Health Center, that will be the keystone for the broadcast. Will, you need to watch that in its entirety before it runs. It’s pretty explosive. They’ve still got all their administrative overhead, but no money for drugs or even bandages, much less Covid tests.”

“What about Covid vaccines?” Ryan asked.

“Not yet,” she replied. “Faculty are getting them from their personal doctors. Students aren’t on the list yet.”

“Do we have a plan? What are other institutions doing?” Ryan pursued.

She nodded and made some notes.

“And we did go in and look at policing stats,” Will told him. “I’m not through looking at them yet. But it does look like students of color’s complaints were dismissed more often than white students.”

“And Judicial Code Committee? Their proceedings are private, but their stats aren’t,” Ryan suggested. Blair added that to her list.

All the talk of story ideas calmed everyone. This was business as usual, Ryan thought, although all of the stories were about things going badly in Student Affairs. No wonder Davis was on edge.

“OK, then you need to email your respective staff and update them about Professor Cooper,” Ryan said. “Be reassuring! And tell them I’m their interim advisor.”

They all nodded.

“Then let’s look at the rest of the week,” Ryan continued, and he started a list of things to do. “Tomorrow’s the newbie class again. Small groups, right? How many are on-site and how many are virtual?”

Will thought about it, and he looked at Ben for a moment. “I think they’re all meeting on-site, but maybe not in the newsroom itself,” he said. “I’ll ask that today at the 4 p.m. editor’s meeting. And that is still a Zoom meeting.”

Ben nodded in agreement.

“All right,” Ryan said. “I’d like to introduce myself to the newbie class, so let’s have everyone bring their small groups back to the newsroom for the first 10 minutes, and then they can break up again. I want to make sure everyone is clear that Will is their boss and the EIC, and I’m his advisor, and by extension, the professor for that class, and advisor to you all.”

More head nods.

“I’m taking two classes at Reed,” he continued, mostly thinking out loud. “Western Political Thought is Thursday evenings, and Critical Race Theory is on Wednesday evenings. That means I’m available for the newbie class, and I’ll attend the Zoom meetings like Cooper did. Will and I will rough out times that he thinks my on-site presence will be the most beneficial. If you have times in mind, let Will know.”

Ryan looked around. “Questions for me?”

No one seemed to have any. Ryan looked at Will and waited for him to get the message. 

“OK, then,” Will said, still shaky from reliving the last week. “Thanks for coming in this early, guys. I’ll update you at the 4 p.m. meeting.”

Everyone filed out, smiling at Ryan, but also at Will. They liked him, Ryan thought. And that was the most important piece of information of the meeting. Will didn’t get up, but waited until they were gone.

“Eugene Cathcart filed a challenge with the Board of Trustees over my selection as editor,” he said in a low voice, referring to a conservative student who had run for editor-in-chief from outside EWN without any experience. He was also on the Media Board. “I haven’t told them. The week was bad enough without that. But you need to know.”

“He went directly to the Trustees?” Ryan asked. “That’s interesting. In spite of the Trustees resolution praising EWN? I wonder who sent him there?” He frowned thoughtfully.

Will smiled. “And that’s why we need you as advisor,” he said. “You see those kinds of connections. Professor Cooper saw a lot of things, but he didn’t understand university politics — you do. Welcome back.”

“Gee, thanks,” Ryan said, and grinned at Will. “By the way? So far, near as I can tell you’ve done everything right. And more important? Those guys who just left here think you have, too.”

Will’s smile was still sweet, Ryan saw.
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Chapter 3
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11 a.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, EWN building — Ryan wandered up to the newsroom and into the advisor’s office. It was one of three glass offices at the north end of the newsroom: Geek Cave with the computer servers that no one was allowed to enter but Chief Geek Corey Washington. Then the smallest of the three offices — the advisor’s office. And in the northeast corner, the editor-in-chief’s office. That had been his once — just six months ago actually.

Weird to think this was his office now, he thought as he looked at the desk in front of him. Act as if, he reminded himself as he forced himself to take a seat behind it. Act as if. It had always been his mantra, back to the days when he was getting into bars with a fake ID at 16. And then into the party circuit. Act as if. Make yourself believe it and everyone else would too. It was an amazingly successful mantra.

Ryan closed his eyes briefly. The last month had been hellish for him too and now this?

He’d started working with a new therapist, who was hopeful that hypnosis might recover some of his missing memories. Wouldn’t that be ironic? It was thought it had been a combination of hypnosis and drugs that had erased them in the first place. But he’d been having nightmares, and some of them felt like memories. He had a hard time reconciling the memories he thought he had of his teen years with the memories that were beginning to surface. Really, he couldn’t trust anything before age 16 because his adopted parents — his biological grandparents — were abusing him, and fogging the memories. And after that? Well, he’d fogged his own memories with drugs and alcohol as he played in Portland’s BDSM community.

Then his grandparents — the only people who might have had answers if he’d been brave enough to question them — were murdered. His mother, who was now dead as well, had killed them. That hit him hard for a number of reasons, even though he hadn’t seen any of them in nearly eight years. He shied away from thinking about that. He’d already had a meltdown over that. If it hadn’t been for McShane’s ability to pull him out of the flashbacks, he’d probably have ended up in a 30-day mental-health hold.

Well that would have prevented him getting sucked into this clusterfuck. 

But he’d started having a personal life that was separate from EWN, damn it. He and Teresa were going to have another baby. And they and the McShanes had become.... something. He snorted. That relationship was weird as hell, and he didn’t want to have to explain it, but it was giving him enough stability to actually tackle his own identity.

Besides, weird-as-hell relationships were kind of his forte.

And then there was Teresa. He smiled at the thought of her. What was the phrase McShane had used to describe his wife Abigail? She was his light. Yes. Teresa was Ryan’s light in the dark labyrinth of his past.

But this place — this building and the people who inhabited it — was one of the touchstones of his life. He couldn’t abandon them. Couldn’t walk away.

The newsroom building was an old university warehouse — in fact the back half of the building still was warehouse space. The ground floor had some commercial spaces, mostly shuttered, although Ryan had noticed a sign on the coffee shop when he came in earlier that said opening Wednesday. Good news for coffee addicts like him. They now had a deluxe espresso machine and coffee maker upstairs, it wasn’t the same.

The EWN main entrance led to the business office and the advertising offices, as well as the conference room he’d just spent hours in. A clunky elevator or the stairs allowed people to reach the second floor where the newsroom was, and then on up to the third floor for the radio station, the Review offices, and storage. And, if you had the right key, you could open up the elevator to the back half of the building, and EWN’s secret hideout, the Crow’s Nest. Ryan grinned reminiscently. He’d been the one to steal a copy of that elevator key. Of course, the Crow’s Nest wasn’t so secret anymore. It surprised him the university hadn’t shut it down.

But the main part of EWN happened in the newsroom on the second floor. The south end of the building was partially partitioned off for the television station, the center was open space with pods of computer workstations cupped around a seating area called the living room. Ryan glanced at the green-velvet couches scrounged from Alumni Affairs — hence the school colors — five years or so ago when they’d upgraded their offices. About time to find some new ones, he thought absently, these were showing some wear. The east wall was a bank of two-story arched windows that reflected the architecture of the 1940s when the facility was built. The exterior of the building had been painted white, but the interior was red brick with two-story ceilings. Ryan had always thought it looked like some set for TV show about a Portland high-tech start-up.

He loved it. He always had. This was as much a home as any he’d had until the one he and Teresa were making for their family. EWN had been his family. And wasn’t that a scary thought? Most people had an oddball aunt or a crazy uncle — in the EWN family, they were all off-the-wall crazy. Brilliant, erratic, creative — and incapable of coloring within the lines. One editor before him had said it was more like herding cats. Feral cats. Like you were herding drunk, feral cats — in heat — and on deadline. And it was the biggest high in the world. Ryan smiled.

Ryan had done it for nearly a year and a half, and he was still going through adrenaline withdrawal; as his wife could attest, he had a major adrenaline addiction.

Shit, he thought. He needed to call Teresa. And then he realized who was sitting on those couches reading. He smiled. For a moment he just sat there and savored the sight of her. A petite woman with curves thanks to their son’s birth, even now after three years. Teressa was a serious person, given to blunt assessments and terrorizing her professors, especially the ones in the Honors College. She was scary smart. And he adored her. She took his breath away. He still couldn’t believe he got a second chance with her after he’d fucked things up so badly. But here they were, married, living in a house near Reed College with their son and a baby on the way. He had a family. A real one. He walked out of the office that he didn’t feel at ease in anyway and headed toward the seating area.

She looked up and saw him and smiled at him. “Hello, mi amor,” she said. “I thought I should track you down, before they swept you away, and I never saw you again. How is Professor Cooper?”

“He will be fine,” Ryan told her. He dropped onto the couch next to her, pulled her in close, and wrapped his arm around her. “But he won’t be coming back as advisor. They’ve asked me to do it.”

“And you’ve said yes,” she said. “I heard. People are worried about Professor Cooper but relieved you’ve stepped in.”

He smiled at her. She’d worked at EWN her sophomore year; they’d met here. “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I should have consulted with you, but I didn’t see what else I could say. And something’s got the admin all stirred up. So, I agreed. I am sorry.”

She shook her head. “Of course, you had to say yes,” she said. “But we may need to get a second car.”

He looked at her in dismay. “How did you get here? I forgot about your classes! And Rafael? Teresa, I am so sorry!”

“Love, it is fine,” she said. “I called Bianica. She had already heard because Will called Gregory to come in early. She came and picked up Rafael to play with John Lewis, and I caught the bus. It was no big deal, truly.”

He sighed. He could trust Teresa to solve her own problems, he acknowledged. And his, too, for that matter. Maybe they hired the wrong Matthews to step in.

“I have to go talk to Michelle Stewart,” Ryan said. “But we could find some lunch first.”

She smiled at him, and stood up, pulling him up with her. “Good,” she said. “I’m hungry.”

They walked over to the student union building which was running a truncated food service. Masks were required, of course, and the lines were spaced out six feet apart. They held hands, announcing to the world that they were a ‘pod.’ Forget dating or marriage, Ryan thought with amusement. Real commitment these days were pods — the groups of people whose lives were so intertwined that they could abandon their masks and social distancing. He felt blessed to have more than one such group in his life.

They got some sandwiches and went to the tables outside to eat. Spring in Portland was generally wet and cool, but everyone was now used to the outdoor life that Covid had shoved into their lives. It didn’t matter if the weather wasn’t welcoming. If you didn’t want to be in it, you could stay home.

And truthfully, Ryan thought, Portland had always been a city of people who lived outside and ignored the damp and rain. You added an REI jacket, if you had the money, or Army surplus if you didn’t, and went about your life.

“I’m going to meet with Michelle Stewart, then go back to the newsroom,” Ryan said. “I’ll need to hang around until after the 4 p.m. editor’s meeting. Do you want to take the car home? I can catch the bus.”

Teresa cocked her head to the side as she did when she considered their schedules. “Si,” she said. “I should take the car, so that I can go get Rafael. No telling when you will be done.”

“And I have a meeting with McShane after the Zoom meeting,” he listed.

“Then let’s do this: you go see Dr. Stewart,” she said. “We have time to drive home, get Rafael, and you can drive back for the editor’s meeting. Then it won’t matter how late your meetings go.”

He contentedly let her organize things. “You are done with your classes for the day?” he asked. She nodded. “We will need to redo our calendar tonight.”

“We will,” she said. “Things will be busy, but that is not a bad thing. Have you called Cage and Emily about Professor Cooper?”

He shook his head. “I’ve been meeting with Will all morning,” he said.

“I will call them while I wait for you in the newsroom,” she said. “Go on now.”

“Thank you, beloved,” he said. He kissed her forehead and headed off to the Communication Building on Hall Street where Media Studies was located. He knocked on Michelle Stewart’s door, and she invited him in.

“Have you heard anything new?” he asked.

“Talked to Karen,” she said. “And sometime you can tell me how you knew about that,” she said with a laugh. “Karen says you only saw them together once.”

He grinned. “Body language.”

She laughed again. “Karen says she was able to talk to him, she reassured him you were in charge, and he relaxed and went back to sleep. But he was coherent and talking, all good signs.”

“Good,” Ryan said. “So, I got caught up, including the story about the Zoom meeting with Davis. I gather you got to hear some — most — of that?”

She nodded. “That’s a concern. Did Will tell you Eugene is challenging his appointment as EIC?”

“He did,” Ryan said. “He has not shared that with his staff, however. He will need to soon.”

She frowned at that but didn’t argue. 

“So why was it so important to have me in place before offices opened this morning?” Ryan asked.

She smiled appreciatively. “You spotted the timing?” she sighed. “I have the appointing authority, because I sign John’s teaching contract for the News 101 class, among other things, and I’m his supervisor. The charter sets it up that way. But then things get murky. As Media Board chair, I report to the provost. Normally, he would sign next. Two signatures needed. We used the emergency nature of things to have McShane sign in his place.”

“The provost wouldn’t have signed it?” Ryan asked slowly.

She shrugged. “He might have wanted a mini-search, or suggested we use someone who is already on staff at the university. And he’d be right: Both of those are usual methods for handling something like this. But it would have left the position open for days, if not weeks. And McShane felt that would not work.”

“No,” Ryan said. “For any number of reasons.”

She nodded. “As you know, the provost is currently an interim appointment because McShane has the right to go back to that position when he’s done being interim president — if the trustees are foolish enough not to hire him permanently.”

He nodded. He knew this much. The interim provost was a man named George Raines, a non-descript man from Geography who was nearing retirement. Perfect for a seat warmer.

“George Raines and Davis have become friends,” she said bluntly. “And Raines has been talking lately about needing a thorough revisit to the structure of EWN and especially its reporting and oversight processes. There is concern he may suggest that I report to Davis instead of him. Or, worse, that the advisor report to Student Affairs, and the Media Board become advisory instead of supervisory.”

“I see,” Ryan said. He did see, and he was appalled. This was what the charter was designed to prevent. “Could he do that?”

“Have you seen what Andrew just did to the org chart for the university?” Michelle Stewart said. She was one of very few people who could call President McShane by his first name comfortably. 

“I saw,” he said with a laugh. “The interim police chief described it as something torn apart and given to a 3-year-old to glue back together.”

“About right,” she said. “So, could the provost do it without Andrew’s approval? No. Does he want that battle right now? No. So I called him when I heard, and we sorted this out between us.”

“Back up a bit,” Ryan said, thinking over what she’d said. “Davis and Raines are friends? How did that happen? Raines is 15 years older, comes out of Geography. What do they have in common to even know each other?”

She smiled. “Might ask McShane for his take on that. I’d guess the friendship didn’t start until Raines joined the cabinet as interim provost. But it’s a guess.”

Ryan nodded. One more question for a growing list.

“So, first impressions?” she asked.

“Things are in pretty good shape internally,” Ryan said. “Will has the support of his key staff. I can’t tell you just how important that is. If the university administrators leave them alone, they’ll do just fine.”

“Davis is making it very clear he’s not going to do that,” she observed.

“No, he’s not,” Ryan said. “Do you have a clue what set him off at the Zoom meeting?”

“No,” she said. “Andrew thinks he may have received word he is no longer in consideration for a job he’d applied for. He speculated someone found the coverage from last winter. Will’s stories do not flatter Davis. His contract here runs out June 30, you know.”

“Will BOT offer him another extension?” Ryan asked. Will’s stories had revealed how incompetent Davis was. He wouldn’t hire him after those stories either. “His original letter of resignation was for January 1.” Damned Board of Trustees had asked him to extend it, because the campus was facing such challenges with Covid. Most of the challenges Davis had caused, in Ryan’s opinion. Will’s stories had laid that out clearly.

“Out of my league there,” she said, with a head shake. “You and Andrew should talk those politics.”

“Oh, I’m sure we will,” Ryan said. “And won’t that be a joy? McShane must be about ready to bite off someone’s head, and I’d prefer it wasn’t mine.”

She laughed. “He’s getting a bit testy,” she admitted.

“Testy?” Ryan teased her. “You have a higher capacity for male rage than most of campus then.”

“I’m a tenured full professor, Ryan,” she said tartly. “That’s not an easy path for a woman, even now. I know all about testy academic men. At least he’s a competent one.” She shrugged. “There’s damn little anyone can do to a tenured full professor. It’s why the Media Board chair has to be one.”

“You’d tell me if pressure is brought to bear though, right?” Ryan asked soberly. 

“I will,” she promised. “And I’m not up for renewal in this position for another year. So, you talk to me, and I’ll talk to you? And that’s a formidable team, don’t you think?”

“I do,” he said. He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to get going. I’ve got the car, and we’ve got to pick up our son from daycare, before I get back here for the 4 p.m. editor’s meeting.”

He handed her a list of phone numbers. “The last one is my wife’s,” he said. “It’s the one McShane called to have her wake me up. Like most of EWN, I’m not on speaking terms with mornings. But use any of them or all, if you need me. I’m used to a field where minutes count, and it’s a 24/7 news cycle.”

She jotted down a couple of numbers on the back of a business card and handed it to him. 

“Let’s hope we won’t need them,” she said.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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4 p.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, EWN building — Will Bristol was anxiously watching the stairs for his new advisor. He felt like he’d been in a state of high anxiety for a month now, ever since he found out he was going to have to step into the EIC position. He knew it would be a hard job, but honestly? Running EWN wasn’t the problem, it was the politics. 

He was deeply glad he had Ryan back to help deal with them. He thought highly of Professor Cooper; he’d learned a lot about journalism from him. And he felt guilty even thinking like this — but Cooper didn’t know university politics. And those politics could destroy EWN if someone didn’t do something.

The thing was, Will did understand university politics. He’d been the chief reporter covering the administration and Board of Trustees for a year before Emily had pulled him into covering all of the issues around Covid. And last fall and winter, he saw how university politics could have a devastating effect on the lives of students. People died because of decisions made by a bureaucrat who cared more about his career advancement than he did about stepping up in a crisis — a crisis he had created.

Vice President Benjamin Davis had argued for the basketball team to compete in a Thanksgiving weekend tournament in Boise. He had the backing of the Alumni Association — who threatened to pull funding for athletics if the teams didn’t continue to compete. The president at the time gave the go-ahead.

A decision that the president himself had died from. Along with the head coach and 20 or so of the alumni who went along. There were still bitter arguments in the league about whether the team took Covid to Boise or got it there and brought it back. But whichever way it happened; the Boise tournament became a super-spreader event.

Then Davis decided not to alert the team. Didn’t order testing or contact tracing or do anything really for 72 hours, crucial hours. He hoped it would blow over, Will thought now. By that time the team and all of the others who had gone on the trip came home, gave it to their roommates and loved ones.

And people died. People like the EWN sports editor who had gone on the trip. And the copyeditor who had vulnerable lungs from being blown up in Afghanistan. And an ad rep who had a basketball player for a roommate. It kept spreading. The ad rep had given it to Gregory, for instance, who had only minor symptoms. But before the symptoms showed, he’d had dinner with his parents. And his father, the Rev. Washington, died from it. That pattern happened again and again all over campus. Covid closed the entire city down.

On campus it got worse. The Health Clinic didn’t have the resources to meet demand. Students couldn’t get tests. There was no contact tracing. It too reported to the same VP — Davis. Davis lied about it all, blamed everyone but himself.

Will had broken that story. Last Thursday wasn’t the first time Davis had threatened him. He wondered what was going on behind the scenes that had prompted an outburst now. It troubled him. People weren’t behaving like they normally did. He couldn’t even find the words for it. But he’d heard rumors of others on campus who’d had meltdowns. A bookkeeper who had cooked the books and then shrugged when they got caught. A professor who had a psychotic breakdown and they found him huddled in his closet at home. Another professor who tried to commit suicide. Pressure. Stress. Covid isolation had been hard. But there was another aspect to it beyond that. Something... he laughed to himself. Something Wicked This Way Comes? He’d been 13 when he read Ray Bradbury’s dark novel about two 13-year-olds. Gave him nightmares then. Still made him shiver.

He’d have to think about why he was so troubled about what was coming. So far? He’d barely had time to think about what was happening today. Even tomorrow seemed a ways off. Ryan would be a good person to talk it out with.

So, he understood university politics — as a reporter. Will was already thinking of questions that someone needed to ask to figure out what was going on. And he was a good investigative reporter. People he respected had told him so enough times he’d come to accept it.

EWN was the first time in his life someone had thought he was good at anything. Oh, back home, his family acknowledged he was good at all that book stuff, but what good did that do a person? Amity might be an hour away by car, but it was in a completely different world, Will thought. For the last three years he’d been a part of an EWN team that valued him. He couldn’t begin to express what that meant to him.

And he was going to fuck it up for everyone. Because Will Bristol the reporter could see the shit headed their way. But Will Bristol the EIC didn’t know fuck-all about what to do about it. He sighed.

Just as Will gave up on Ryan and signaled Corey Washington — Chief Geek aka the systems manager — to start the Zoom meeting, Ryan came running up the stairs. 

“Had to get my son from daycare,” he said.

Ryan Matthews with daycare challenges. Well if that didn’t make a person grin, nothing would, even on a day as grim as this one. Ryan Matthews, the player to beat all players, had a 3-year-old at daycare. Will smiled.

“We’re live,” he told his editors over Zoom. Many of them were in the newsroom, and a few more were scattered around the building. But a lot of people still Zoomed in from home. It was a very efficient way to hold a meeting. He hoped they’d keep it, even post-Covid, if that day ever came.

“It’s just us, today,” Will said. “First, you all know by now that Professor Cooper had a heart attack last night. He’s going to be fine, we’re told, but he won’t be returning as our advisor. This morning, the Media Board chair hired Ryan Matthews — you all do remember him? — to be the interim advisor.”

There was laughter, some clapping, a few thumbs up. Will always felt a flush of success if he got them to laugh. He wasn’t known for being a funny guy. And the relief on their faces was noticeable too. Everyone would be glad to have Ryan back — everyone here at least.

“Ryan? Do you have an update about Professor Cooper?” he asked.

Ryan nodded. “I talked to Dr. Stewart this afternoon,” he said. “Professor Cooper is awake, and talking, both good signs I’m told. His first thoughts were for you all.”

“Should we send flowers?” Blair asked. 

“Flowers might not be allowed in the ICU,” Ryan said slowly. Then he brightened. “How about we take up a collection and buy him an e-reader and load it with books? All kinds of books: your favorites, books you think he might like, trashy novels, spy thrillers, the works.”

They laughed, and Gregory volunteered to take in the donations and handle the purchase. “I’m not going to let newsroom morons handle money,” he joked. 

“If you have books to recommend, leave a list with Gregory,” Ryan added. “If you have money but no imagination, you can choose one of those. I’m thinking I’m going to raid my wife’s list of romance novels....”

More laughter. “She’s going to kill you for that remark when she finds out,” Gregory said.

“Who is going to tell her?” Ryan asked laughing.

Gregory grinned.

“You wouldn’t do that, would you?” Ryan said.

His grin got bigger.

“OK, moving on from our entertainment section,” Will said, laughing, “Anything else from you, Ryan?”

Ryan was silent for a second, then he said quietly, “I’m honored by the trust shown in asking me to do this. I follow a man we all respect and admire. I hope to do half as well. I do want to be clear, though. I’m back as the advisor, not the EIC, and not the fill-in copyeditor — thank you, God. You’ve got an EIC who’s doing a great job. And God damn it, someone hire copyeditors!”

Rueful laughter. The copyeditor position was hard to fill, harder to keep filled. And Will had tried. But anyone good enough to do the job knew better than to take a job editing the copy of beginning news writers.

“Will?” Ryan said, turning it back to him.

“Managers? Any issues?” There were none, thankfully, and Will asked, “Stories? Blair?”

She was talking through her list — there were still faculty arguing over the mask mandate — when Ryan got up and went to the Geek Cave, Corey’s computer room. Will frowned, but he kept the meeting going. Do the job, he told himself. Just do the fucking job.

He shut down the meeting shortly afterwards. Ryan and Corey were still talking. Ryan waved him back to the corner. “What’s up?” he asked as he joined them.

“You’ve had a lurker in your Zoom meeting,” Ryan said. Corey shook his head.

“I’m sorry, Will,” Corey said apologetically. “I didn’t even realize it was possible.”

“Tell me,” Will said quietly. 

“I looked to see how many editors were on,” Ryan began, “but the number Zoom gave me didn’t match the number of windows on my screen. So, I asked for a list, and there was an extra one.”

“Who?”

“Davis,” Corey said, disturbed by it. “I think. His office, anyway. That day he logged in? He got all the protocols. He knows what time the meeting is, so apparently Zoom recognized him when he logs in with everyone. He blanked his window, and no one noticed.”

Will was silent, thinking about what had been discussed during the last week. “No harm done,” he said. “I can’t think of anything we’ve discussed that would create problems, can you?”

Corey thought about it. “No,” he said. “Unless just having McShane as a guest would be an issue. But he’s only joined once, and I think he answered a question about enrollment? We’re pretty businesslike on Zoom.”

Will nodded. Emily had started the meetings on Zoom when Covid hit, and she’d run it pretty formally because McShane had been a frequent visitor. Will stuck to her example. “Can you drop him off the accepted list?” he asked. “And can we tighten security so you have to approve anyone joining the meeting?”

Corey nodded. “Now that I know it’s possible,” he agreed. “But it’s weird, right? Like a stalker.”

“I think he wanted to know what stories you all are working on,” Ryan said slowly. “Is there something he doesn’t want us to know about? Report on?”

Will thought it was pretty creepy. And for a university vice president? It was beyond weird. He thought about Ryan’s comment on stories. “The Health Center update runs tonight,” Will said slowly. “But we talked about that offline, so he won’t see it coming. Are we missing something?” he muttered, thinking of who to talk to.

Corey hesitated. “While I have both of you? We’re still getting cyber-bombed on Facebook. University Computing has an open case for us, and they still trace it back to the Honors College computing lab. Honors is still denying it. But there’s a new thread that’s not technically hate speech, and I don’t know how to handle it.”

“What’s the theme?” Will asked.

“A call for stronger leadership,” Corey said. “They want to start a recall petition for you as EIC.”

“Can they?” Will asked Ryan.

“Can they? I suppose. Will it work? No,” Ryan said easily. “The charter allows for them to file individual grievances and complaints about specific stories or actions to be heard by the Board. I suppose the staff could have a vote of no-confidence, and the Board might — might — listen to that. I assume the calls are from outside EWN, right?”

“Oh hell, yeah,” Corey said, sounding shocked. “No one inside feels that way.”

His shock made Will feel better. “Let them post,” he said. “That’s within fair comment.”

Ryan smiled at him and nodded. “Good decision,” he said with approval.

Will nodded, and he left them for his own office. Ryan’s approval had always mattered to him. Ryan was, and always would be, Will’s editor. He’d been news editor when Will had shown up in the newbie class, and then EIC for most of his reporting career. He respected Em and Cage tremendously, but Ryan was his editor.

He was everything Will wasn’t. Will watched him as he moved through the newsroom from the EIC office — a glass-walled office, so EICs couldn’t hide, he guessed. The Geek Cave was to his right, the advisor’s office in between them. Ryan was a tall, broad-shouldered man, with brown hair, a brown beard, and blue eyes. He smiled easily, flirted constantly, and probably had more sex in the Green Room behind the TV studio than Will had had anywhere in his entire life. Well, given how little sex he’d had, there was no probably about it. Ryan got caught on television more times than Will had sex partners. He’d heard Ryan was monogamous now that he was married which astounded Will. Gossip about Ryan Matthews had been EWN’s number one form of entertainment for years. Word was he’d screw anyone who said yes, male or female.

Then Teresa returned, in trouble with ICE over her immigration status, and handed him a 3-year-old son. Now they were married, and he’d heard, expecting another child. It still made him blink. Could people change that much? In such a short period of time? Because it had been just the beginning of last fall term than Ryan had last gotten caught on camera with a woman coming out of the Green Room — again. At least this time they were dressed. 

He’d heard the woman was McShane’s granddaughter. Which truly took balls.

Ryan knocked on his door, and he waved him in.

“How did you stand these glass walls?” Will asked irritably.

“I hated them. No privacy,” Ryan replied. “You OK? I’m going to head out if you are. I’ve got an appointment with McShane, and then Teresa and I have to work out a new schedule. Grad school is horrible. They actually expect me to attend the classes!” Ryan said with mock horror.

Will laughed. EWN folks were notorious for missing class. They had to stay in school to stay on EWN, but EWN always took precedence over classes. Looked like that wasn’t going to fly in a master’s program.

“New experience for you?” Will teased. “I think we’re fine. I’ll call if there’s an emergency. But we need to talk university politics soon,” he said. “As a reporter? I can see the stories developing. But as editor-in-chief? I haven’t a clue as to what we do to protect EWN from the politics.”

Ryan nodded with approval. “Helps that you see what’s coming,” he said. “Helps a lot. I still know the players, and we can build a strategy. We’ve got support from Michelle Stewart and others. But I won’t have my ear to the gossip like I used to. That’s your job now.”

He turned to leave. “One last question. When is the Media Board’s meeting for beginning of the term? I meant to ask Dr. Stewart, and I didn’t.”

“Next Tuesday evening,” Will said. “We’re going to do a live broadcast like the last two have been. Just in time to discuss the student fee committee hearing. They start that the following Thursday. We’re on first thing that Saturday.”

“I’ll factor that into my calendar,” Ryan promised. He waved at him and headed down the stairs.

Will sat back in his chair and felt relief flood over him. He wasn’t worried about surviving as editor, either he did or he didn’t — life would go on. What he’d been terrified of was that EWN wouldn’t survive him being editor. And he didn’t think he could bear being the editor who lost EWN to the administration predators.
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5 p.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, PSU administration building — McShane was standing at the window that overlooked the Park Blocks when his secretary escorted Ryan into the room. He often stood there to think, Ryan knew.

“I’m leaving, Dr. McShane, unless you need me to stay,” the secretary said.

He turned and smiled at her. “Go home,” he said. “Thank you.”

She smiled at Ryan before leaving the office quietly.

“You got to hear what Davis did at the EWN Zoom meeting,” Ryan said without any preamble.

“Yes.”

“He left a backdoor so he could eavesdrop on the editors in their Zoom meetings,” he continued. “I found it tonight just by chance. The man has lost any sense of balance or restraint, and he’s coming for EWN.”

Well that was fast, McShane thought. Ryan had figured out more in a day than John Cooper had in weeks. He had grown to like John, but he didn’t have the gamesmanship skills Ryan had. And John knew it; he’d relied on Ryan for that even though Ryan had been a student.

“And?” McShane said.

“George Raines,” Ryan said.

“You ever take a class from him?” 

“No. I took a couple of geography classes — they’re actually pretty interesting — but Raines was known as a poor teacher, so I avoided him.”

It amazed McShane how EWN students functioned. Forget the five-year plan. Most of them were on the six-year plan. Double majors, a couple of minors. They took classes they found “interesting” in total disregard for any checklist of what they should take. The academic advisors ran when they saw them coming. He knew Ryan had graduated with a dual major in media studies and political science. Michelle Stewart had mentioned she’d been his advisor — wouldn’t that have been a headache and a half? One of his advisors. And then he’d been in the Honors College. He wondered if Ryan even knew all the various minors. He shook his head.

“No great loss to the classroom,” McShane agreed. “Nearing retirement. The Deans Council recommended him to me as my replacement. It seemed a reasonable choice. If I return to the provost position, he gets to retire at a higher pay rate than otherwise. If I remain president, he retires, and I can search for a more ‘proactive’ provost.”

“He and Davis are friends. How did that happen?” Ryan asked. “They have nothing in common. How would they have even met? They’re discussing the org chart. And they’re thinking the Media Board should be advisory not supervisory with more institutional oversight.”

“You have been busy,” McShane observed. He wished Ryan was further along in his academic career. He’d hire him in a moment. He had more political savvy than most of his cabinet. And more brains. But he was in his first term of a master’s program. He had a long way to go. 

“I don’t know that I can do this,” Ryan said quietly. “As a part-time interim advisor? What if I can’t protect EWN?”

“You don’t do it alone,” McShane said. “You have resources. Connections, partners, alumni. God, do you have alumni. You build on that. No different than what you did as a student editor. You didn’t run EWN alone either.”

Ryan considered that and nodded. He went back to the topic he’d been pursuing. “So, Raines and Davis?”

“I don’t suppose it predates Raines joining the Cabinet,” McShane said with a shrug. “And I suspect Davis courted him.”

“Why?”

McShane snorted. “Because he might be useful,” he said. “That’s Davis’s basic motivation. What’s in it for him? Who might be useful, if not now, then later? How can he amass power? He’s not a complex person, really.”

Ryan nodded. “And he wants control of EWN because it would give him power — at least he thinks so.” Ryan thought about that. “Anyone else?”

When McShane looked askance at that, Ryan elaborated: “Anyone else circling, looking for a chance to snap up EWN?”

McShane looked like he was going to say something, but he shook his head. Ryan interpreted that as he didn’t want to talk about it, not that there weren’t others. He frowned.

“Davis is looking for revenge as well,” McShane said. “He was a finalist for a president’s position at a small, but prestigious liberal arts college in the Midwest. Think Reed-like. They called me for a reference, which is how I know about it.”

“And you told them about last winter?”

“No of course not,” McShane said impatiently. “I want the bastard gone. I described the complexity of his job, the size of his budget, the number of staff he manages.”

“And then?” Ryan asked, frowning. He wasn’t sure what to think about giving a good recommendation to a man who’d fucked it up so badly last winter. Or was that a good recommendation? Maybe just a neutral one?

“And then I think they did a Google search and up popped all the stories you ran,” McShane said. “He wasn’t invited to campus for interviews. Since they’d gotten to the references stage, that’s unusual.”

“Would Davis know why he didn’t advance in the process?”

McShane considered that. “Maybe, maybe not. Someone there might have told him off the record. Or he’s paranoid enough to just assume it was either I gave him a bad recommendation, or because of EWN’s stories. So, he’s furious and looking to take it out on someone.”

“What would have happened if you and Dr. Stewart hadn’t hired me so early this morning?”

McShane smiled. Damn it, this young man was smart. Just what EWN needed. He was torn, though. He wasn’t sure advising EWN was what Ryan Matthews needed. Not in the long term. He sighed, because Ryan Matthews mattered to him, more than he wanted to admit — especially not publicly. But it was just too bad, because this was a time for short-term thinking, and EWN needed him and needed him right now.

“Raines has already been in my office to complain,” McShane said. “He thought it would be the perfect time to reassess the advising structure for EWN. I may have suggested that EWN shouldn’t be allowed to run free without an advisor to provide at least some guidance and restraint.”

Ryan raised an eyebrow. “And Raines bought that? That I, of all people, would provide restraint?”

McShane shrugged. His grin was savage. “I’m not responsible for enlightening him on that topic.”

“And what about you?” Ryan asked. “Are you an ally, or are you thinking about a revised advising structure too?” 

McShane hadn’t liked EWN’s independent structure when he’d first arrived at the university as provost. He thought it needed to be more firmly housed in an academic unit and have faculty for advisors — real faculty, not a part-time retired Oregonian reporter. He’d changed his mind after he adjusted to PSU’s non-traditional student body. Unfortunately, the student body was changing.

McShane sighed. “You know you have my backing against Davis,” he said firmly. “EWN does not, and never will, belong in Student Affairs.”

“But?” Ryan prompted.

“As you and Cooper have both noted, the newsroom is the youngest it ever has been,” he said. “You seem to shrug it off. But it’s not an anomaly, Ryan, it’s a trend. It’s been getting younger each year for a while now. How do I know? Because it’s true of the university as a whole. I’ve had people crunching numbers. There’s a historical pattern. When OSU and UO tighten their enrollment or raise their admission standards, traditional-age students turn to PSU. We’re not allowed to tighten our enrollment. Which is stupid, because it means students are admitted, but all the classes are full. 

“Sorry,” he said. “A rant for another day.” He refocused on the subject at hand.

“So, PSU adjusts to accommodate the needs of the influx of 18-year-olds, and that means it doesn’t appeal as much to 30-year-olds,” McShane continued. “It happened in the ‘90s too. Eventually UO opened up its enrollment, we lost enrollment and scrambled to recruit non-trad students again.”

“So, you’re saying the young newsroom is here to stay for a while,” Ryan said slowly. He made a mental note to sic Blair on the enrollment stories.

“Yes, and you’re going to see faster turnover because of it,” McShane said. “So, having experienced editors who can teach the new staff may be a thing of the past. And that means the advisor may need to have more of a teaching function. News 101 is a relic of the last cycle, by the way. It doesn’t have to be about control. It can be about support and education.”

Ryan nodded. “So, who on the academic side is eyeing us?” he asked, more point blank this time.

“Anyone who should take it on is horrified to even try,” McShane muttered. It was a sore point with him. “And those who would be willing? Shouldn’t or couldn’t.”

Ryan started laughing. “We have that problem with copyeditors. Anyone capable of doing the job is smart enough to run when the job is offered.”

McShane smiled unwillingly.

“I’ll give all that some thought,” Ryan promised. “But my gut says ‘hell no’ and that’s going to be the reaction of all the alumni. Still, it’s not going to happen this term. Right?”

“No,” McShane agreed. “But Ryan? What happens at the EWN this term may determine what faculty think should happen in the future. Even faculty who support your independence.”

“Not to add to the pressure,” Ryan said dryly. 

McShane didn’t laugh. The pressure is only beginning, he thought, as he looked after the young man leaving his office. He shook his head and went home. He needed a drink, his wife, and a place where he could vent his thoughts and feelings without considering the political ramifications of every word.
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6 p.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, Goose Hollow — After the meeting with McShane which had given him a headache, Ryan decided to stop by and see Emily and Cage. As McShane said, he didn’t have to do this alone. He had allies. And Emily Andersen and Cage Washington were at the top of that list. Fortunately, they lived only blocks from EWN — it had been handy to be so close when they practically had to live at EWN, and only staggered home to eat and sleep.

The three of them had been best friends since they’d taken the newbie class themselves. Now the two of them were engaged. Ryan smiled. Took them long enough to figure it out. He wondered if they had talked about a date yet.

He knocked on the door, and Emily opened it and threw her arms around him. “Ryan!” she said. “Have you heard anything more?” She pulled him inside the three-bedroom apartment he’d briefly called home. They’d shared it with Ryan, Teresa and Rafael for a couple of months last winter — months while Cage healed from being shot, and Emily ran EWN. She shooed him toward the big leather chair in the living room and plopped back down on the matching couch where she’d obviously been snuggled up next to her fiancé. Cage lifted his chin at him in greeting and turned off the television.

“He’s doing well; he was coherent and talking,” Ryan said. “Everyone assures me he will be fine, but he won’t be back as advisor. And that I’m stuck with the job.”

Cage snorted. “Well? Who else is there to ask? I mean, you’re perfect for the job, but even if you weren’t? You’re the only one for the job.”

“Thanks for that vote of confidence,” Ryan said dryly. 

Cage laughed. He was working part-time at Oregon Public Broadcasting, a job that would be full-time when he graduated at the end of the term. Emily was interning at the Oregonian, rotating through all the various news teams and bureaus. She’d go full-time as a reporter when she graduated in June as well. So, they were taking the last classes needed for graduation and avoiding the newsroom to let Will establish his own leadership.

And Ryan was sure Emily was still a bit hurt by the shenanigans the Media Board had pulled to deny her a second year as EIC. He didn’t blame her. It was shitty. He’d worked behind the scenes to make it less shitty, but still. He rather thought that had been Davis’s first move in whatever he was up to now. Whatever it was.

“Politics are ugly,” Ryan told his best friends. “That bastard Davis has already come gunning for Will. Dr. Stewart is worried. She and McShane had me hired before the offices on campus opened up this morning. Still not quite sure what they were afraid of.”

“You call, and the alums and the near alums like us will come running,” Cage said, his eyes cold. “That bastard doesn’t get to play games with EWN.”

Ryan nodded, reassured to hear it. Oh, it was what McShane had alluded to, but it still felt good to know they’d stand by him. Stand with him.

“How does it feel to be working journalists?” he said with a smile. 

“Good,” Emily said. “Strange. They have problems, and no one looks to me to solve them. What’s with that?” she said laughing. “You hungry, Ryan? I was just going to fix some supper.”

“Sure,” he said, figuring Teresa had fed Rafael already. “What’s on your menu for tonight?”

“Sandwiches, I think,” Emily said. 

Emily had finally admitted she was anorexic and sought help. She had a meal plan and an exercise limit so that she couldn’t just run off the extra calories. Teresa did the exercise plan with her, because Emily could coach her and not get frustrated by the limits. And Cage ate what Emily ate. Ryan suspected he also ate a very large meal when they weren’t together. But maybe not; Cage was still moving slowly after sepsis from the gunshot wound in December. He probably would be ready for Emily’s coaching club about the time Teresa stopped wanting to run.

So, they made the sandwiches and a salad. It felt good to be here. He missed them. So did Teresa. She was making friends in their new neighborhood, and she still saw Emily and Blair regularly, but she was used to more family about her than they had. 

They were still exploring the topic, because zoning was a bitch up in Portland Heights, but they were intending to ask Cage and Emily to share the house he grew up in. Lord knew it was big enough for two families. Probably big enough for four families, truth be told.

“How goes the eating plan?” he asked, in between bites of the ham and cheese sandwich. 

“Good,” Emily said. “I’m still gaining a pound a week. The doctor is pleased. Everyone is pleased. And Cage reassures me daily that I’m not fat.”

“Hourly if necessary, babe,” Cage reassured her. “We’re in it together.”

In no one’s imagination was Emily fat, Ryan thought. How they’d missed the anorexia for all those years? He felt guilty about it, no lie. “So, what — 10 pounds, now?”

“Thirteen,” she said with satisfaction. “Which leaves 27 to go.”

“Congratulations,” he said sincerely. He’d done some reading on it when she was diagnosed. She faced a hard battle. But she had a doctor, a nutritionist, and a counselor. Most of all she had Cage.

“Have you set a date, yet?” he asked.

“You’re worse than my mother, Ryan,” Cage muttered. 

Emily smiled, but it seemed rather forced. 

“What’s wrong?” Ryan asked gently.

“Coos Bay,” she said with an eyeroll.

“The last time you blamed Coos Bay it was for knowing how to flatten out a guy with a very nice right hook,” Ryan said laughing. “As I recall you said Coos Bay wasn’t for sissies.”

She grinned and relaxed. “It’s not. It’s a blue-collar, hard-working, hard-drinking kind of town,” she said.

“And?”

“And her parents have never met a Black person in their lives, and now their daughter is marrying one,” Cage said bluntly.

“Cage!” she protested. He raised an eyebrow. 

“He’s not wrong,” Emily conceded. “I’d be happy to just send them a wedding announcement, have the wedding some place here, and throw a big party. But he thinks we should try to bring them around.”

“They’re your family,” Cage said gently.

“They are,” she said. “And I love them. I love them best when there is 230 miles between them and me.” 

Emily looked at Ryan. “He doesn’t get that,” she said. “Even when he was fussing with his family, he had dinner every Sunday with them. We still do most of the time.”

Ryan nodded. “Not all families are like the Washington family,” he said to Cage. “Seeing you and your family was really my first experience with what a family could be like. I thought, someday I want this.” Because let’s face it, he won hands down for pathological birth families. 

“And now you have it with Teresa,” Emily said, smiling at him.

“Well it’s not going completely smoothly with them either,” Cage said with a sigh.

Ryan looked completely nonplussed. “Your family doesn’t approve?”

“They approve,” Cage assured him. “But they think we should take our time. That we’re not truly prepared for what it’s like to be a mixed-race couple. Even in Portland. Maybe especially in Portland.”

“Mrs. Washington wasn’t surprised by my parents’ dismay, for instance,” Emily said. “I was, but she wasn’t.”

Ryan considered that aspect. He thought the two of them were the most beautiful couple he’d ever seen. Cage was as tall as he was, probably a bit broader through the shoulders, and had a closely trimmed black beard. Emily had dark hair and startlingly blue eyes. She was 5-foot-9, long-legged enough to match Cage stride for stride. They were striking. And they fit together. They always had. It just had taken them a long time to realize it.

“And so?” he asked at last. Just because they looked good, and they fit together, didn’t mean there wouldn’t be pushback from the world out there.

“And so, we’re playing it by ear,” Cage said easily. “We’re living here, happily a couple. It’s no real problem to give everyone time to come around. And for us to have real paychecks.”

Emily laughed. “Real paychecks would be nice,” she conceded.

“At least you have real jobs ahead,” Ryan complained. “I now have an interim, half-time job that will provide me stress 24/7 and an ulcer before the term is over.”

They laughed at him, and he left, checking his phone for any messages before he crossed the river and headed home. His new reality, he thought with a sigh. Check the messages for pending crises — 24/7.
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11 p.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, PSU campus — Both Will and Blair lived on campus, which meant they had a choice of Will’s 20-by-12-ft. room with a single bed, or Blair’s 20-ft-by-12-ft room with a single bed. After the newscast most nights they headed to Blair’s room. Some nights they got away earlier than that. 

Tonight, with all of the turmoil of the day, Will stayed for the broadcast, so Blair stayed too. He needn’t have bothered — Ben had things running smoothly as usual.

They walked back to Blair’s room, holding hands. She smiled up at him.

“You’re happy Ryan is back,” she said.

He nodded. “Relieved,” he said honestly. “I respected Professor Cooper, but Ryan? Ryan is a devious bastard, for all of that charm. He understands university politics. And he’s been known to fight dirty, if necessary. And I don’t like what I see ahead of us.”

“We took McGee’s class together. He’s a devious bastard all right,” she said. “I don’t know him well except for that. I’ve heard the stories.”

Will laughed. “They’re probably all true.”

She smiled. “I like Teresa, though.” She was silent for a bit. “It must be hard for her to know that her husband has been with so many people.” 

She squeezed his hand. “I like that we’re discovering what we like together,” she said.

He stopped and looked at her. “Really? It doesn’t bother you that I don’t have much experience. That really, I don’t know anything about sex?”

She smiled up at him. “Will? You’re fine just as you are.”

He kissed her. He liked kissing her; it still felt like such a privilege to be able to kiss her when he wanted, and for as long as he wanted. And he liked knowing that she liked kissing him back.

They walked faster toward her room.

Blair had turned her room into this inviting space with vivid blue curtains, a plum comforter, and a brightly colored rag rug her grandmother made for her when she started college. She had a bookcase, just like he did, but she also had piles of books everywhere. She’d replaced her guest chair with a rocking chair and even used it.

Generally, they hung out at her place. But a single bed was still a single bed. He might not have Ryan’s physique, but he was still 6-feet tall. And Blair was 5-foot-6. So, at some point each night, Will walked back to his own room to sleep in his own bed. He was thinking about how to broach the subject of getting an apartment together. As EIC, he wouldn’t be going home to Amity this summer. 

Thank God.

But he didn’t even know how to look for an apartment. And then there was the whole thing of asking Blair. He didn’t know how to do that either.

His room was nothing to look forward to. It was as spartan as the day he moved in. The bed was tidy with matching navy-blue bedding from Walmart. The desk had his laptop and a few books. More books were on shelves against one wall. He had a guest chair, and, until he started dating Blair, the only thing he’d used it for was to dump his backpack. Most students spent a year or less in the residence halls; Will had stayed. He didn’t spend a lot of time there — his days were divided between classes and EWN. The residence hall was convenient. The meal plan meant he didn’t have to grocery shop. It had been just fine.

Until Blair. He smiled at her as she hung up her jacket in her closet and took Will’s away from him. She pulled him toward the rocker, gently pushed him into it, and sat on his lap crosswise, her legs draped over the arm of the chair. She put her head against his shoulder and sighed with satisfaction when he wrapped his arms around her.

God, it felt good to feel another body against his. He’d had a couple of fumbling sexual encounters as a teen; he’d figured out masturbating by listening to older boys talk, and from sex ed in the high school. That had been an informative, if embarrassing, class. Sex wasn’t talked about in the Bristol household.

What no one had told him about was the sheer hunger he had for being held, for holding someone. How could he have not known of the pleasure of body-to-body contact?

He wasn’t very good at it, he suspected. He didn’t really know how to give a hug; it felt less awkward now after a few weeks of practice. He grinned; practice was good. His glasses were still an annoyance when he tried to kiss Blair — one he could solve in her room by just taking them off. But cuddling like this? Feeling someone draped across his body, touching his body everywhere? Just the sheer warmth of it made him want to cry. He rubbed his cheek against Blair’s hair and sighed.

She looked up at him. “What?” she said, relaxed and almost sleepy.

“It feels so good to be touched,” he admitted.

She laughed gently. “Of course, it does, silly,” she said. She studied him for a moment. “You weren’t touched much as a child?”

He shook his head. “My family didn’t,” he said.

She reached up with her hand and stroked his cheek, then across his mouth, lightly touching his lips, then down his chin to his jaw, along the jaw, to his ear, and then along the nape of his neck. He was shaking with need by the time she moved her hand down his neck to the collar of his shirt. How could something so simple be so arousing, he wondered, bewildered.

“Blair?” he said. She looked up at him, smiling.

He kissed her. She pulled back. “Come to bed, Will,” she said. “Let me touch you everywhere. You’ve some lost time to make up for.”

He laughed and nodded, and he sniffled a bit as she tugged him toward the bed.

Usually the campus was quiet at this time of night. Even if he hadn’t liked Blair’s room better than his own, there was no way he would have let her walk home alone after midnight. Sometimes long after midnight. Like tonight.

Tonight, however, he wasn’t alone. He could see someone ahead, standing in the shadows as if they were waiting for him. He gripped his phone. He had campus security on speed dial. He just hoped he’d have time to get them here if he needed their help some night.

“Wanted to talk to you without anyone knowing,” the shadow said. “Figured you’d be headed to your room eventually. Although I was expecting you to come from EWN.”

Will ignored the question in the last statement. “My very own Deep Throat?” he asked, referring to the Watergate inside source.

The man in the shadows, an assistant vice president in Student Affairs, laughed. “Sure. Why not? But you need to know about Dr. Davis’ breakfast with student leaders yesterday morning. Student government leaders. Student fee committee. Student reps on the Media Board. A major topic was getting student media to take its rightful place as another student club rather than being an independent group.”

“And are they going to do the same thing to the athletic teams?” Will asked. He’d wanted to try that analogy for some time. Here was a good chance to see if it worked.

The shadow, Dr. Steve Planck, paused. “Interesting comparison.”

“Was there a quorum of the fee committee? Because that would make it a public meeting, and we should have been notified,” Will asked. He made a mental note to discuss that with Blair. Their student government reporter should have been on this.

“Also an interesting question. But neither are why I decided you needed to know about this. The three student members of the Media Board who were there? They think the charter needed to go, because if there was no charter, you could be treated as another student group.”

Will shrugged. “The charter has withstood challenges before,” he said. “It’s a pretty common model nation-wide.”

“They had a handout,” Planck said. “Two proposed amendments to the charter. One would make the board advisory, not supervisory. I assume you understand the difference?”

“I do,” Will said. “And the second?”

“Would add a representative from Student Affairs staff as a voting member.”

“Student Affairs, not Academic Affairs?” Will asked. “They’re planning a revised org chart too?”

“Davis and Raines might be,” his shadowy source conceded. “It hasn’t been shared with staff or students, though.”

Will thought about that. “And what did this illegal, ad hoc student government meeting say to those proposals?”

“They agreed to support it,” Planck answered. “And they plan to introduce resolutions saying so: Student Senate, ASPSU government, student fee committee. The resolutions will go to the Media Board when the student members bring it up Tuesday night.”

Will would need to give Dr. Stewart a heads up. “And?”

“And the student fee committee members discussed making it a requirement for funding.”

“Well, they can try. Be interesting to see how they make it a requirement for funding us, and not, say football,” Will said. “Interesting. Thanks for the heads up. How come?”

The shadow walked with him for a bit before answering. “Bluntly? I want Davis’s position when he goes,” Steve Planck said. “And I’m looking at allies to get it. I’d like EWN’s support, or at least, I’d like you not to be pissed off. And, if I read things right? Getting your support is likely to bring McShane’s support.”

Will nodded. He wasn’t sure that was true, but it didn’t hurt if EWN’s enemies thought it was. “Do you have any suggestions for countermeasures?”

“Fight the advisory recommendation like hell. Then remind the Board that you all are a part of Academic Affairs, not Student Affairs. So, the staff position should come from there.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” Will said. “But you could have just called.”

“Where would the fun be in that?” he asked as he walked away.

“Steve?” Will called, troubled by the encounter.

Steve stopped.

“Are you OK?”

“So far,” he said grimly. “But not everyone is.”

Steve Planck walked away, and Will watched him go.

Then Will went inside and made notes about the conversation while it was still fresh. Thank God his first class wasn’t until noon. He knew there was a process in the charter for amendments, but off-hand, he thought amendments had to go to the Board of Trustees. He tapped his pencil on his desk as he stared at the notes on his notepad. Maybe it was time to revisit having EWN editors on the board as voting members. He grinned and typed up a proposed amendment for that. It was a simple one: delete non-voting and replace it with voting. How bold did he feel like being, he wondered? He shrugged and added the managers of the radio station and tv station, and the editors of the weekly Folio, and the Portland Review as the voting members. He left the EIC as non-voting. One of the arguments he’d heard was that the board hired the EIC, it was his boss. But student representation from EWN was a different story, wasn’t it?

He wrote an email to Dr. Stewart, attached his proposed amendment, and copied it all to Ryan.

Ryan was going to love this. Not.

He typed a more detailed email to Blair with the story ideas the conversation had prompted. And then he went to bed to get some sleep. Even though his first class was at 11 a.m., he had to be at the dining hall by 10 a.m. if he wanted breakfast.
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8 a.m., Wednesday, April 7, 2021, Matthews residence in SE Portland — Ryan had never been a morning person, but his son was. Rafael woke up, happy and talking, at 6 a.m. and he expected his parents to want to be up with him. There was nothing as insistent as a 3-year-old. So, Ryan was making breakfast. Teresa was having a bout of morning sickness which he found alarming in spite of her assurance that it was normal. He found many aspects of her pregnancy alarming which amused Teresa no end. He grinned ruefully.

He fed Rafael pancakes and ate some himself. Teresa came out of the bedroom, dressed for the day, and made herself some herbal tea. She was off coffee for the next seven months, something else Ryan thought was appalling. She just laughed at him.

“So, you have class this evening,” she said. “I have classes this afternoon. Will that be OK?” 

Ryan nodded. “I think so,” he said. “I need to go over for the noon newbie class. I’ll take the bus. What time is your first afternoon class?”

“2 p.m.”

“Can you bring Rafael to the newsroom?” Ryan asked. “It won’t be the first time we’ve had children in there.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’ll bring him home,” he said. “Do the Zoom meeting from here. But that means you will need to take the bus home. Maybe we do need two cars.”

She kissed him. “I haven’t recovered from the first car-buying venture,” she said.

She was only half-joking. Who knew buying a car was such a stressful thing?

Ryan did a quick check of his newsfeed and glanced through his email. He spotted the one from Will and opened it up. He read it, and sat back, disturbed, not so much by the proposals — because really, those were guessable — but that Steve Planck had sought Will out like that. Why? He grinned at Will’s counter-amendment — and thought his way around the whole ‘the Board is the EIC’s boss’ was interesting. The advisor was non-voting too for the same reason.

His phone rang and he answered it. “Ryan, this is Elizabeth from the Provost’s Office,” a familiar voice said. The Provost’s Office had once been his beat, but it had been a while. “Provost Raines would like to meet with you this morning. At 10 a.m.?”

“I can do that,” he said slowly. He hung up and moved a bit faster. He wondered what this was about? Perhaps it was usual for the Provost to meet a new employee. A part-time interim faculty member? He couldn’t meet them all. He didn’t have that kind of time. He guessed the student media advisor wasn’t just any half-time faculty member.

His thoughts returned to Steve Planck and the university hierarchy as he walked to the bus stop and then rode the bus across the river to campus. He liked taking mass transit. He liked to people watch. And it gave him valuable time to think.

He knew Steve Planck. Of course, he did. Before Will joined the staff, his beats had been Ryan’s beats. Ryan had covered the administration, student affairs, Board of Trustees. Then Will did. He wondered who was now? It wasn’t a highly desired beat by most student reporters. It was seen as a bunch of old white men in suits. Mostly true. Not all of them were old. A few weren’t white. And a couple were women. But in general? It was true, the university was run by a bunch of old white men in suits. The Board of Trustees had one woman and one African American on it. The president’s cabinet of the vice presidents? The university attorney was a Black woman. So was the director of affirmative action. Head of budget and planning was an Iranian-American man. 

Within Student Affairs? Steve Planck was a Black man. The others at his level were mostly white men. It wasn’t until you got down into the program directors that you saw any diversity to speak of — most of them hired by Steve Planck.

And Academic Affairs? He thought most of the deans were white men, but maybe not all. Chairs of departments? He snorted.

Power, position and pay? They belonged to white men. The titles changed. The org charts changed. God knew the university’s website liked pictures of inclusion now. But the 3Ps? Ryan doubted it had changed much in the 75 years of PSU’s existence. Hadn’t changed much in centuries of higher education.

Not all power was formal, however. One of the most powerful people on campus was the woman in purchasing who oversaw faculty computer requests. She knew it, and she used it too. Ryan grinned. As a reporter, he’d liked finding those people because they knew what was really going on and were able to explain it in language he understood. Emily accused him of just wandering around gossiping with people. Guilty as charged, he had told her.

Her editorship had been very different, in part because she had Will who wandered about gossiping with people. She’d had him. And she’d had a pandemic and bombs planted in the newsroom to contend with — let’s not forget that. He snorted.

But someone had to cover those beats. And the EWN reporters who did? Often, they were the ones who got snapped up by the big media outlets when they graduated. So, did others, of course — EWN alums got good jobs when they graduated. They were just in no hurry to graduate. Ryan grinned.

Ryan refocused his thoughts on Steve Planck. He’d always liked the man. He’d been in Student Affairs for maybe 10 years — an amazing record for a division that had incredibly high turnover. Especially under Davis. Davis liked having favorites, teacher’s pets. He groomed them and they preened — while they lasted. But he was ruthless about sacrificing his favorites if he needed a scapegoat. Of course, he destroyed people who challenged him in any way as well. Long-time program directors were gone because they’d protested some decision or other, often minor ones. To survive, you had to both keep your distance and be perceived as a team player. Not easy. Generally, it meant you got very little done from what he’d seen.

True enough of Steve. He maintained the status quo. And quite frankly, under Davis, that was an accomplishment. Davis had been here six years? Seven? Ryan doubted there were many in Student Affairs who predated him. Steve. A woman named Lucy Zhao in charge of housing programs. That idiot who had bungled the Health Center and should be gone. Maybe a couple of others. 

So why was Planck sticking his neck out now? Was it just the fact Davis was perceived as on his way out? Maybe he needed to have a chat with him. Ask him for advice now that he was an advisor. That wasn’t a bad idea all around, Ryan thought. There were a lot of advisors on campus who might have words of wisdom for him.

Or at least good gossip.

Ryan took the elevator to the Provost’s office in the administration building. This, too, had been part of his beat when he’d been an EWN reporter. But that was three years ago when McShane was still provost. Elizabeth looked up at him when he entered the front office, and she smiled. He smiled back. He had always found the secretaries and administrative assistants in administration to be competent and helpful. He suspected they actually ran the day-to-day operations of the university — probably why it functioned as well as it did. God knew the men with the titles were too busy playing politics.

“Congratulations,” she said. “Coffee?”

“Please,” he said. “And I’m not sure ‘congratulations’ is the word you were looking for.”

She laughed. He took a sip of the coffee and sighed with pleasure.

She glanced at her computer and nodded. “They’re ready for you,” she said, with just a slight emphasis on the ‘they’. Ryan frowned, and raised an eyebrow. She shrugged. “Don’t be such a stranger,” she said. “Perhaps you can stop by, and we’ll catch up one of these days.”

“I will,” he promised. He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders.

He opened the office. He assumed the slightly pudgy older man was Provost George Raines, because he knew the other man — Vice President of Student Affairs Benjamin Davis.

“Ryan,” George Raines said. “It’s nice to meet you, although a bit belatedly, I feel. You know Dr. Davis?”

“I do,” Ryan said. He took a seat at the table where the two men were seated. He saw Raines look furtively at Davis. He suspected he was supposed to have stood there like a young boy called to the principal’s office. He stopped himself from rolling his eyes.

“I don’t know if you’ve been updated,” Ryan said courteously. “But John Cooper is doing well. They think he will make full recovery.”

“Good, good,” Raines said. “Never met the man.”

Ryan couldn’t prevent his eyes from widening a bit at that — both at the callousness and the reveal. “Then I’m flattered you’re choosing to meet with me so quickly,” Ryan said.

“Well, Benjamin — Dr. Davis — and I thought we should have a frank conversation about EWN and possible changes that you might find quite beneficial to a career at PSU,” Raines began. 

Ryan pulled out a notebook and started to take notes. “Sorry,” he said with a smile. “Old habit.”

Raines nodded a bit doubtfully, glanced at Davis, and continued to lay out a plan for student media to become a part of Student Affairs. The advisor position to be full-time with more support staff. A clear reporting structure, rather than “the dotted line” that existed now. And of course, plenty of room for advancement for Ryan.

Ryan felt like Jesus must have felt when the devil took him up to the mountaintop and told him all could be his if he was willing to worship at the devil’s feet. Ryan didn’t know whether Raines was stupid or whether Davis thought Ryan was. 

“Well, this is all above my paygrade,” Ryan said comfortably. “Although it seems weird that you’re giving a unit away, Dr. Raines. That’s not how the university usually operates, is it Dr. Davis?”

Davis scowled at him, obviously angered by that comment. More than Ryan had expected, to be honest. He’d been referring to Campus Security. Had McShane followed through to take away more? Ryan met his eyes, let his curiosity show. Davis looked away. Interesting.

“You need to discuss this with the Media Board, especially Dr. Michelle Stewart,” Ryan said. “That’s who I report to, and I’m a bit uncomfortable to be meeting about this without her. It might be perceived as if you’re plotting against her — and I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot with my boss the first week!”

“Well, that is part of the problem, isn’t it?” Davis said. “Your boss is a committee chair, not an administrator.”

“Yes. It’s all pretty clearly laid out in the charter,” Ryan agreed. “You have read it, haven’t you, Dr. Raines?”

“Well,” he said. He looked at Davis. 

Fool, Ryan thought disgustedly. “You should. It’s all clear in there, and it was approved by the Board of Trustees decades ago. And BOT really is above my pay grade,” he said, and he stood up.  He walked to the door, but before he opened it, he turned around.

“Dr. Davis? I don’t think you said, but why are you in this meeting?” he asked.

“Oh, for fuck sake, Ryan, don’t play stupid with me,” Davis said disgustedly. “If you think I bought this act for one moment, think again. I know what you want — you’re out to get me to please your ‘mentor’ and I’m not going to let you take me down. Not you. Not that boy of yours. Jesus, what the fuck is going on in that place over there? Kissing ass is supposed to be a metaphor, not the real thing.”

Raines had a startled expression on his face at Davis’s ranting. When Davis stopped, Raines started to say something, glanced at Davis, and subsided.

Ryan waited to see if Davis had more to add. When he didn’t, Ryan walked out and let the door close behind him.

He took a deep breath and let it out. Handed Elizabeth her coffee mug back. “Did you listen?” he asked quietly. Ryan knew she could.

She nodded and watched him. He smiled. “Good coffee,” he said. “I’ll be back one of these days, and we can have a cup together.”

“Soon,” Elizabeth said. She looked tired and strained, now that he looked closely. He nodded.

Ryan got more coffee at the coffee shop on the ground floor of the EWN building. He was so grateful it was open again. It looked like the copy shop was going to open soon as well. Small signs that they were getting through Covid. He hoped so anyway. Still no indoor seating at the coffee shop, however. He took a seat at the outdoor table to drink his coffee in peace.

He couldn’t think about that bizarre meeting right now. He needed to think about News 101 — the newbie class. He pulled a notebook out of his backpack and jotted down the things he wanted to cover at the noon class. He liked thinking on paper, even though he had no intentions of using the list in front of the class. He tossed the empty cup, adjusted his mask back into place, and started into the building. He needed to give Will and his team leaders a heads up. They were going to see a side of him they’d not seen before.

The newsroom wasn’t really set up to handle 40 people in a class format. Students found seats at the computer pods, leaned against the window wall, or perched on the couch and chairs. Ryan and Will stood near the television shell. The team leaders found spots among their groups.

Will introduced Ryan as their new advisor after telling them about Professor Cooper.

Ryan started off by telling students about the “book drive” downstairs that they were welcome to participate in.

“I’m not going to take long,” he said. “I primarily want to talk about what it means to be a part of student-run media. One, EWN is what the student staff decide it will be. There are 100 students involved in the creation and distribution of information that our readers, viewers and listeners want and need. It ranges from the serious coverage of the issues of the day to the more light-hearted. The best-read story last term was how to date in Covid. People really, really wanted to know exactly how did you find a date or a hookup when you weren’t supposed to get within six feet of someone!”

There were grins and laughs.

“A second aspect of the student-run media is students teach students. It happens daily. A senior editor coaches an assistant editor. A videographer shares a technique with another. A copyeditor drills into a new reporter the importance of spellcheck one more damn time. This class is a part of that tradition. So, while I’m the professor for the class, it is run and taught by the editor-in-chief and the senior leadership. They’ve all been where you are. I sat in this class too. It’s the starting point.”

He paused, looked over the group, and added. “But make no mistake, Will Bristol is the boss. He’s the editor. EWN has a collaborative management structure, but in the end? The EIC runs the show. And he runs this class.

“I’m glad that I can return and help out after Professor Cooper’s heart attack,” Ryan said. “EWN was my home base for years. I hope it will be yours. Questions?”

“Yeah,” said a guy who was perched back by the photo desk. “What if we don’t like how things are run?”

“Then you pay your dues, learn the craft, move up through the ranks and change things,” Ryan answered. “EWN changes with each editor, with each term of new people. You have a voice. And the more experience you gain, the more your voice is listened to and valued.”

“Or we could just file a complaint,” the guy pushed back. 

Ryan had expected someone to challenge him. He guessed this was the one.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“You think I’m going to tell you that?”

Ryan laughed. “Look man, you’re in my class. You’re on the roster, or you’d better be. So, I can either call you that guy back there or I can use your name. Your choice.”

Will said behind him, “Abel Bellows.”

“OK, Abel,” Ryan said. “That’s you?”

The guy nodded. He was standing, his arms folded across his chest. Guys stood like that to make their biceps look bigger. Ryan rolled his eyes. They could just work out and develop some muscle in the first place. Although, Abel looked fit enough.

“If you have a complaint, you take it up with your team leader, then with Will if you’re not satisfied. Then you and Will can come to meet with me if needed. If you’re still not happy, there’s a process laid out in the student handbook for how to file a complaint against a faculty member.”

He looked around again, noting the various reactions: discomfort, boredom, anger. 

“This is a hybrid environment,” Ryan said. “It’s part classroom, part work experience. But mostly? It’s a place where you can be a part of something that makes a difference.”

“Maybe we don’t like the difference you’re making,” Abel said. “Maybe what we want to do is close it down.”

Ryan looked at him. “That’s been tried,” he said. “EWN is still here. They’re not. If you think closing it down is a good idea, why are you even in this class?”

“You going to do something about it, pretty boy?” Abel sneered. 

There was rumble through the class. He’d just crossed the line for most of the students.

Ryan turned to Will and nodded, who picked up his phone and called a number.

“Disrespect isn’t tolerated,” Ryan said firmly. “You’re done. You’ll be dropped from the class, and the Judicial Code Committee will be notified. Time for you to leave.”

He grinned. “Make me.”

Ryan laughed. Abel looked taken aback.

“OK, everyone,” Ryan said. “Break up into your groups. This is week two. You should all have story ideas to discuss.”

People dispersed. A couple of groups went up the elevator to the Crow’s Nest, six people at a time. Another two went down the stairs. Sports was over in their corner. Ben took his back into the television station. Miguel’s group was on the couches.

Ryan waited until the newsroom was mostly empty. He stood a bit straighter, shoulders loose, his hands at his side. And then put command into his voice — a thing learned in a very different environment than this one. It made him smile. Abel looked wary. What? He didn’t like the smile?

“Abel,” he said firmly. “Time for you to leave. Go.”

Abel obeyed. He got to the front desk before he even realized it. He stopped, turned back. Ryan was standing behind him, about six feet back. Social distancing, he thought. And out of punching range.

“You think you’re tough?” Abel asked. “Think I can’t take you?”

“Go,” Ryan ordered. It was his dom voice. He didn’t dom much anymore. He didn’t think he’d ever gone dom in the newsroom. At home, Teresa was in charge in their bedroom. And they were partners elsewhere. But once upon a time, he’d played in the BDSM scene, and he’d been a dom. A powerful one. They called him a chameleon. Dom or sub. Male or female. He played as he saw fit. He saw fit now.

Damn it felt good to stretch out those muscles, as it were, to command and expect obedience. He got the obedience too. Abel sneered, but he went down the steps. Ryan followed. He wasn’t sure where Blair had gone. He didn’t want Abel being disruptive.

He was glad he did. Abel stopped at the table where Blair had her returning student group stretched out and was giving her a bad time. She stood up.

“Abel,” Ryan said. The student looked at him. “Leave them be. You’re done with this class.”

Abel walked up to him. He was actually a bit taller than he was, Ryan noticed. Tall guy, then, because Ryan was 6-foot-2. Not that it mattered. He’d seen women doms who were barely 5 feet tall make big men submit. It was the sense of authority and command, the strength of will that mattered. And Ryan was stronger willed than Abel. 

“Make me,” Abel said, and he threw a punch at Ryan’s jaw. Ryan dodged it, grabbed his fist, twisted him, so that his arm was wrenched behind him in a classic come-along position. 

“Need some help, Ryan?” A familiar voice asked. 

Ryan laughed. “Sure, Chief,” he said. “Happy to let you take over from here.”

Jorge Ramirez, interim chief of Campus Security, took some handcuffs and put them on Abel. Ryan let go and stepped back. “Didn’t know you were a fighter,” Ramirez said. “Rumor has you pegged more as a lover.”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “Rumors,” he muttered. Then he grinned. “Might be some truth to them. But they’re not all of the story.”

Ramirez laughed and read Abel his rights. “OK,” he said. “Since I saw you throw the punch, you’re in trouble. Ryan? You going to swear out a complaint? You could do a criminal charge, not just judicial code.”

“What?” Abel said startled. The handcuffs had taken away some of the belligerence. Ryan looked at him for a moment. 

“You tried to punch someone,” Ramirez said. “That’s assault.”

“But...,” Abel started to protest.

“You don’t seem particularly concerned about a judicial code violation,” Ryan observed. “Why is that?”

Abel just glared at him.

Ryan shrugged. “I’ll sign a criminal complaint,” he said. “Doesn’t look like he’s seen the error of his ways.”

Ramirez chuckled. He motioned to an officer standing nearby. “Take him in,” he said. “Give him some time to think about it. I’ll be along shortly.”

The officer nodded, and firmly moved Abel toward the police car. Abel looked back over his shoulder, but he didn’t say anything more.

“Coffee?” Ramirez asked. Ryan nodded, not mentioning he’d just finished a cup, his third for the day. There was always time for more coffee.

Ramirez pulled out a form, filled it out, quickly wrote down what he’d observed. Asked Ryan how it started. Got Blair to give her two cents worth. Ryan read it and signed.

“Done that a time or two?” Ryan asked dryly at the speed of it.

“A few times,” he admitted. He frowned and tapped his fingers. “Been wanting to talk to you since I heard you were back.”

“Temporarily. Interim,” Ryan said automatically.

“Yeah, ask me about that,” Ramirez said with a snort. He was also interim. Ryan grinned. He didn’t think McShane was going to let Ramirez go back to his position as a lieutenant downtown if he could help it. Apparently, Ramirez had that figured too. “This is off the record. But a reporter can find it easily enough. Your cop reporter is just too new to have spotted it.”

Ryan nodded. “I’m an advisor,” he said. “Not EWN staff. So confidential it is. But I will point the reporter — and the editor — in the right direction.”

Ramirez nodded. Ryan figured that was the point of this.

“So, we got a call for help Monday,” he said conversationally. “From Student Affairs. I sent Lt. Young. Remember him?”

Ryan nodded. He was one of two Black men on the Security staff. Seemed like a good man.

“When he gets there, Davis is having a complete meltdown in the front office. It scared his staff badly enough that one of them discreetly called us for help. He slapped a woman and stomped back to his office. Young thought caring for the victim was more important than confronting Davis — rightly so. We know where to find Davis, after all. He took the woman to a small conference room to get information and ask if she wanted to file a complaint. He called Kristy Gomez over from Student Health. She said she didn’t think the cheekbone was broken, but it was going to be a bad bruise.

“The victim said she’d think about it. That she was going to take sick leave and go home, and she’d call us. Kristy got her to promise she’d call her doctor. Young took a few photos of her face. I’m sure by now she’s got a doozy of a bruise. Davis nailed her.”

“What the fuck?” Ryan asked quietly. Davis had done what?

“Your reporter can get the report, and the blotter entry, but there’s no name,” Ramirez said slowly. “So that’s the confidential part. I shouldn’t tell you, and I wouldn’t have told Cooper or even Will, although I like them both. But I asked the victim for permission: she says you know her. Lucy Zhao.”
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