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To Toby Staab, copyeditor extraordinaire. You make all my books better. But even more? You inspired the pranks (the legal ones) of these books with your own college antics long ago. I remember. I was there. 

So this one is for you.
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Noon, Wednesday, Sept. 29, 2021, Portland State University Eyewitness News building — There was something exciting about the start of school, Ryan Matthews thought, whether it was the first grade when everything is new, or 20 years later when you’re a junior faculty member — very junior, very interim faculty member — watching your students show up on campus.

He was sitting in his office in the newsroom of the student-run Eyewitness News at Portland State University. The glass walls of his office allowed him a full view of the newsroom, a converted warehouse on the northeast edge of the downtown campus. The newsroom was a huge space with brick walls except for the eastern wall of 16-foot-tall windows. Those windows had caused the designers of the television studio fits. Their solution was a large white shell that filled most of opposite end of the room from where he sat. The small leftover space under the windows had been claimed by the sports staff. 

In between there and where he sat were a dozen pods of computer desks that cupped around the ‘living room,’ a collection of couches and chairs scrounged from the castoffs of administration offices during their frequent upgrades. And damn it, he needed to contact Surplus — those couches were getting scruffy. Surely some administrator was replacing their furniture soon? He wrote it down. Lists mattered. Thoughts were fleeting, but a list? It would be there — unless he lost it.

The editors for the fall were already here. It was almost noon on Wednesday, the traditional day for News 101, a one-credit introduction to EWN. He’d started here in that class as a newbie reporter; now he was the instructor for it.

Nostalgia? He chastised himself a bit. Get in the game. You wouldn’t go back to those days, not for a minute! Well, part of him probably would, he conceded. But mostly, he was happy with where his life was at: part-time advisor here, full-time master’s student at Reed. Married, with a son, and another child on the way. Life was good — a lot better than he had expected it to be.

“Damn it!” Blair Williams screamed. Everyone jumped. Blair wasn’t a screamer. Ryan rushed toward her like everyone else. She was laughing hysterically and pointing to the ceiling. The 16-foot-high ceiling, where all of her pencils had been thrown and stuck into the acoustical (the much hated acoustical) tiles. A dozen pencils at least.

Ryan snorted. Well, he wasn’t in any position to chastise people for practical jokes. Not when he was responsible for the Crow’s Nest upstairs.

“Well, that will stop you from tapping your pencil on your teeth,” Miguel Garcia observed.

Blair grinned, reached in her bag and pulled out anther pencil. She went back to making notes of story ideas, and shortly was tapping on her teeth again with the pencil.

Oddly endearing, the newsroom had concluded, Ryan thought with a laugh. He wasn’t as happy about the fact that he had picked up her habit of tapping fingers when he was thinking. Having a tell made him nervous.

Never let them see you flinch, he thought grimly. It isn’t paranoia when they really are out to get you.

He glanced up at the pencils. He had no clue how the prankster had gotten them up there — besides throwing them — and he didn’t have any ideas on how to get them down either. He shrugged and went back to his office. They could stay there indefinitely as far as he was concerned. He had this vision of the university declaring them an art installation someday and not allowing it to be tampered with. He snorted at the thought.

He’d barely sat down in his office chair, when suddenly, everyone in the newsroom swiveled toward the stairs that led to the newsroom entryway. Ryan glanced at the clock. A bit early for the newbies, as the 101 students were called, usually not to their faces. He went to the door of his glass-walled office to check out what was happening. Someone was coming up the stairs. They were moving slowly, and there was a tapping sound — that was probably what had caught the editors’ attention. He frowned, then placed the tapping sound... a cane.

It had been nearly a year since Sarah King had come up those stairs using a cane. A different sound, though. She’d used the cane because of her injuries as a soldier in Afghanistan. He swallowed. He missed her. They all did. She and two other staff members had died in the Covid flare last Christmas. 

He looked at his editor-in-chief, a geeky, tall, young man with glasses. Will Bristol was watching to see who was coming with an expressionless face. He’d been talking to Blair. Ryan didn’t think she’d been in the newsroom much when Sarah was the copyeditor here. She was looking a bit puzzled that Will had stopped in mid-sentence. Miguel, who was the chief videographer, knew why, though. He was watching the entryway too.

Ryan moved out where he could see who it was.

A young man appeared. He was short — at least in comparison to Ryan’s 6-foot-2 —probably 5-foot-9. Dark hair, his eyes were hidden behind dark glasses. He was wearing jeans and a button-down blue shirt and he had a black backpack over his shoulder. 

And he was using a cane. A white cane. The young man coming into the newsroom was blind.

“Can I help you?” Blair asked from her computer station just inside the entry counter. She had a pleasant smile and it showed in her voice too. She gave the impression she really would want to help. Her blonde hair pulled into a ponytail, she looked more like a high school cheerleader than cutthroat reporter; Ryan knew she was a good reporter, and he suspected she’d been a cheerleader once too. He grinned.

“I’m here for News 101,” the stranger said. “I thought I’d come up a bit early so we can get all of the ‘Oh, my God, but you’re blind’ crap done before the others get here.”

Ryan had to grin. A bit aggressive, but on target, he acknowledged. That was damn close to his reaction and probably that of everyone out there.

“Do you have a particular section in mind?” Ryan asked from his doorway when no one else spoke up. “I’m Ryan Matthews, by the way, the faculty advisor.”

“Luke Kent,” he responded. “I write sports.”

Carrie, who had taken over sports after the Covid death of last year’s sports editor, popped her head around the divider. 

“How do you cover games when you’re blind?” Will asked. “I’m Will Bristol, editor-in-chief,” he added.

Ryan frowned. Will was usually more tactful that this.

“I listen to them on the radio,” Luke Kent said impatiently.

“Good answer,” Carrie said with approval. “Says you know something about sports. I’m Carrie, the sports editor. We’ll take him, Will,” she added. “Come on back, Luke.”

Luke made his way carefully through the entrance, past the front desk, past the editors’ computer pod where Blair and Miguel were working, past Will who was frowning at him. Ryan was torn between watching Luke’s progress and puzzling over Will. 

Carrie directed him to a chair and introduced the returning sports staff who were hanging out, waiting to see who else might be joining them from the class. Ryan grinned. The all-female returning sports staff. He’d been the EIC two years ago who had hired an all-female staff, just to push people’s buttons on campus. He’d been disappointed. The staff had been so good there had been little pushback. 

Will was scowling, he glanced over at Ryan, and gestured with his head toward Luke’s back. Ryan frowned, and moved closer. And then he saw what Will had apparently seen earlier: on the backpack was a large 8x10-inch patch: God’s Word Trumps Your Politics. Trump was in red, GOP red, leaving no doubt that the word had a double meaning. 

Ryan took a deep breath and blew it out.

A blind sportswriter? They could accommodate that. And Ryan made a mental note to ask Luke what accommodations might make working here easier for him. But a Trump supporter? And apparently an evangelical one? 

In a sports department where the editor was a lesbian and so were half the staff? And in a newsroom famed for its diversity, but where Biden supporters were considered conservative? He suspected Luke Kent well knew that rep and brought his backpack through the door deliberately. 

Well this should be interesting, he thought wryly, as more footsteps could be heard coming up the stairs. Will headed his way, then hesitated as the students appeared. He turned to welcome them. Running this newbie class was his responsibility as editor-in-chief. Ryan’s name was on the grade sheet, but apart from a welcome speech in a few moments, it wasn’t his class.

EWN took ‘student-run’ seriously.

Some more thumping as people came down the stairs from the third floor: the editor of the literary magazine Robert Smithson, punk with a blonde mohawk and black-on-black clothes in spite of being in his late 30s. Actually, maybe all punk were getting older? Ryan didn’t know. He was followed by the radio station manager, a Black music major named Sam Bartholomew, and the newest addition to the third floor and to EWN, two grad students, an independent journalist who went by the name Turk, and Cage Washington, who came up through the ranks with Ryan and was his best friend — one of them, and Cage was marrying the other.

Cage had been the chief videographer who had decided EWN would cover the Black Lives Matter protests last year and fought the administration when they had tried to prevent it because it wasn’t on campus. He was probably the best-known Black man at PSU after his role last winter in saving the life of Bernice King when a white supremacist tried to shoot her at a protest.

He’d graduated in the spring and went full-time for Oregon Public Broadcasting, an experience that seemed to be making him grimmer and more jaded. Ryan ground his teeth. But Cage had cut back at OPB so he could start as a graduate teaching assistant in the new Center for Experimental Journalism. Along with Turk, and a third person they still hadn’t decided on. They needed to do that soon. Like today, he thought, and made a mental note. 

Will was doing the introductory work for the class, and now he looked at Ryan, who began his comments about the power of the press, the importance of student-run media, and his role as advisor, not boss or even teacher. 

“OK, one last thing. We’re requiring all students in EWN to be vaccinated. You need to show your vaccination proof to your team leader to remain in this class. If you have a medical reason why you can’t be vaccinated, a personal letter from your doctor will suffice, but you will have to be masked and practice social distancing both here in the newsroom and anytime you are representing EWN — at an interview, for example, or a meeting. Any questions?”

“What if it’s against my religion?” someone asked.

“Then a signed letter from your local or home-town religious leader about you personally will suffice,” Ryan interjected. “Same rules apply.”

“That’s discrimination,” Luke said.

“No, it isn’t,” Ryan answered. “We’re treating religious objections like medical ones. And we’ve already run it by the university attorney for approval.”

There was some muttering. Ryan frowned. How many religious people did they have?

“You’re going to find that is true for all on-site classes and work experience,” he said slowly. “Is this the first class you’ve attended this week?”

No one responded, and Ryan shrugged.

Will divided people up according to interests and assigned them to section editors and managers as group leaders. Routine. 

And then Will walked into Ryan’s office and waited for him. Ryan raised his eyebrows a bit, then followed him into his own office and closed the door.

“I don’t want him here!” Will said furiously.

Ryan frowned. Will didn’t get angry. He’d never seen this before. “Who?”

“Luke,” Will said. “Did you see his backpack?”

“I did,” Ryan said. “Do you know him?”

Will nodded. “Had a class with him three years ago? More, I guess. He’s in your face, pushes his religion into every discussion, and is obnoxious as hell.”

“Sounds like he’ll fit in well,” Ryan said, only partially joking. Substitute views for religion and that would be most professors’ description of EWN staff in their class — and especially Ryan.

“Ryan, I’m serious. The guy is a troublemaker. He’ll file grievances every time someone swears,” Will said.

Ryan shrugged. “Will, there is nothing you or I can do about it,” he said. “And I don’t want to. It might be good for folks to learn tolerance.”

Will shook his head. “I want him out of here,” he repeated.

“You don’t get to do that,” Ryan said, appalled, really, at the thought. “Will, you can’t expel a student for possibly being trouble in a class! If profs could? I wouldn’t have been allowed into anyone’s class.”

Will had to grin at that.

“Not to be crass, but he’s also blind. That’s discrimination. Both for religious beliefs and disability. Wouldn’t student government have a field day with that? Not to mention that it’s wrong. It’s illegal. And it’s just wrong!” Ryan was starting to get a bit heated.

“I thought this was a student-run newsroom?” Will lashed back.

Ryan looked at him. Let the silence build a bit before speaking. “It’s my name on the class,” he said softly. “And I won’t be party to discrimination, Will. If he’s a troublemaker? Do you really think Carrie can’t deal? That you can’t deal? Do you really think he’s worse than what my editors faced? When I was showing up drunk and having sex in the Green Room? I earned us an FCC warning, Will! I have faith you all can curtail any troublemaking he attempts. And if he gets beyond control? Then Carrie and you can come in, and we’ll talk.”

Will shook his head. “We’re going to regret this,” he muttered and walked out.

Ryan frowned. What the hell was that all about? He grabbed his notepad off his desk and went out to talk to Luke about any needed accommodations.

Luke brushed him off. “My computer is set up for me,” he said dismissively. “I doubt you can do better than University Computing.”

Ryan was sure that the EWN systems manager — Chief Geek — could do better, but if Luke was happy with what he had? Fine. “What about access? There is the elevator, if that’s easier than stairs. And the computer pods? Is that an issue to get back here?”

“It’s fine. I can cope. Are you this intrusive with all your students?” Luke demanded. “Or just ‘handicapped’ ones?”

Carrie started laughing. “He’s that intrusive with all EWN students,” she answered for Ryan while Ryan was trying to figure out what to say. “We aren’t shy around here, Luke. We ask questions for a living. That doesn’t stop because it’s aimed at each other instead of our sources. But he’s trying to be helpful. There’s locker space if you’d like it. Do you want a tour where the restrooms are? That kind of thing. If you don’t, you can just say, ‘I’m good’, and he’ll go away. For a while at least.”

Carrie grinned at Ryan, who reluctantly relaxed and smiled back. “True. I’ve got an office on the back wall. I’ll leave it to you to ask if you do need something. Or as Carrie says, until I think of another intrusive question to ask.”

That struck him funny and made him laugh. Carrie giggled.

“Whatever,” Luke said. But even he had to smile a bit at the sound of Carrie’s giggles.

That done, Ryan headed upstairs to talk to Turk and Cage about the applicants for the third graduate TAship in the new Center.

“We need to get Corey up here to look at these,” Cage growled at him when he walked into their office. It wasn’t much of a place. Until a week ago, it had been an EWN storeroom. Facilities had moved their stuff to the back side of the building which was still a university storage warehouse. They’d boxed it all up, carted it down the elevator, around the block to the alley, and back into the building where they now had a locked cage labeled EWN for their storage.

And no one mentioned the Crow’s Nest, a secret space carved out of the third floor of Facilities space accessed through the back door of the elevator. Ryan, Turk and Cage just helped with the boxing of everything, and watched it happen. When the Facilities crew was gone, they laughed themselves silly.

The Crow’s Nest started because Ryan, back when he was still a newbie himself, got curious about the back door in the elevator. He’d ‘borrowed’ a key from the key shop and opened it up to find a wall of boxes. He had thought about it for a while, and one night, he enlisted a bunch of other staffers and they’d shuffled the boxes around, creating a 30-foot-deep empty space across the width of the building. Short-sheeted the warehouse, as Ryan used to describe it. Facilities put in more boxes from their side never realizing they no longer went all the way to the back wall. As far as pranks went, pencils in the ceiling were no competition at all.

Cage had converted it to a hidey-hole for independent journalists who needed a place after clashes with police — or protesters — downtown. Turk had spent many nights sleeping in the space which developed a flop house vibe instead of secret club house.

And then it got a third life, a much grimmer one, when Covid hit. Too many of EWN staff came down with it and had no place to go where someone could look after them. EWN confessed to the administration what they’d done and turned the space into a hospital ward. 

Last summer, Facilities finally got around to re-claiming the space. Ryan and the staff had let them do it without argument. They waited a month, then they reconfigured the boxes again, this time with a fake wall right in front of the elevator to fool any suspicious inspectors — EWN’s reputation was well known — and they had a smaller version of their club house back.

So, they could have stored their own stuff by walking it out of the room, across the hall, and through the elevator.

But where was the fun in that?

Facilities had done right by them though. They’d thoroughly cleaned the room and gave it a fresh coat of paint. It was a bit sterile looking, but Ryan had faith that would change. In fact? He ran back down the stairs and rummaged in his office until he found a poster created last year of Cage as the EWN avenger striding off to cover the protests with Emily Andersen, news editor at the time, and Ryan behind him. All of them were dressed in black because they’d been at a memorial service for Cage’s father, also dead from Covid. And bringing up the rear was Corey, Cage’s younger brother, with his red-tipped braids — the only real color in the poster.

He tacked it up on the wall. Turk laughed.

“Ryan!” Cage began in protest. Then he just shook his head. “Fine.”

“OK,” Ryan said. “Applicants?”

“We’ve narrowed it down to a dozen interesting people,” Turk said. “But Cage is right. We need Corey or someone else who is computer savvy to look at them.”

Well that wasn’t him, Ryan acknowledged. He pulled out his phone and looked at the time. Almost 1 p.m. Corey should be awake by now. He called and let it ring. And ring. 

Across town, Corey Washington finally gave in and reached for his phone. 

Fuckers, he thought. He’d been up until 4 a.m. working. And now some asshole thinks it’s funny to let his phone ring until he answered it?

He looked at the time first. Noon on a Wednesday meant News 101. He wasn’t supposed to be a group leader, was he? He didn’t think so. 

So, there was some crisis. It involved computers. And so, someone — his bet was on either Ryan or Cage, but it could be Will — called him. And let his phone ring until he answered it. And if he didn’t answer?

Eventually someone would call Kevin Tighe and have him wake him up. Kevin was Corey’s landlord, of sorts, at the Loft, and his personal hero and role model. It was embarrassing when Kevin came in and told him to answer his damn phone. He knew Kevin thought it was funny. Mostly. As long as it wasn’t before 9 a.m. then Kevin got pissy because he kept geek hours like Corey.

Most of the Loft residents did. And most of them — including Kevin Tighe — once worked at EWN. In fact, Kevin Tighe had been the EIC the year they got the new building. He was an EWN superhero.

Corey grinned. If superheroes were middle-aged Latinos built like Santa, Kevin Tighe qualified at least. 

He sighed and grabbed the phone.

“What?” Corey said.

“We need you to vet these applicants for the TAship. We need computer expertise, and none of us have enough,” Ryan said, ignoring the temper. 

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll stop in before my 2 p.m. class.” He hung up.

He looked at the time again and moved. He wished there were more people who could answer computer questions for EWN staff. But that was the point for this particular TAship, he acknowledged. And maybe he could hire some students from his classes. He was the computer systems manager, after all. He had to talk to Will. Being on call 24/7 for 100 students who could barely turn on a computer unassisted was exhausting.

And EWN had bigger problems that needed his attention, he thought grimly. And he needed to talk to Will — and Ryan — about those problems. The ones that were keeping him up at the newsroom until 4 a.m. in the morning.

He grabbed a shower, pulled on clothes that looked clean — thank God for black. A glance in the mirror said he was good to go. He shook his head to make the red-tipped short braids fall into place. He added silver earrings to the small hoop in his nose. An oversized silver cross he’d started wearing to declare his separation from his father’s church — only the church just thought he was declaring his faith. His father had thought that was funny. He smiled. He missed his father.

Corey picked up his rings from the small bowl on his nightstand and slid them on. He grabbed his leather jacket and was out the door.

He had a small Prius, which was good, because the Loft was in the non-trendy part of NW Portland, and by the time he walked to a mass transit site — bus or rail — he might as well have walked into campus. It was only two miles. The problem was, of course, that he’d have to walk the same two miles home — in the middle of the night.

So he drove his car, found parking near the EWN building, and frowned at Ryan’s Subaru parked across the street from the front door. How did he always find the spot available? He scammed the system somehow. He needed to figure it out, because he needed a parking spot himself.

He climbed up the stairs intending to go to the third floor, when he heard a fight in the newsroom. He raised an eyebrow. Wasn’t the first fight he’d heard here. But it was early in the day for one. 

Or it could be News 101. That class was becoming a pain.

So he stopped in the newsroom in time to hear his older brother Cage. 

He was arguing scripture? Cage?

Well, they’d been raised by the same Baptist preacher, so it stood to reason Cage would have absorbed some of it. But still. Cage?



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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1 p.m., Wednesday, September 29, 2021, EWN building — Turk laughed at Ryan’s wakeup call. Cage was still looking at the applicants. He’d woken his baby brother up that way more than once. “There’s one, though, I’d like you to look at,” Cage said. “It’s got an interesting proposal attached. Made me think.”

All the applicants were required to propose a research project for the Center. Ryan read the one Cage handed him. He frowned, read it again. “Is this right?”

Cage half-nodded, half-shrugged. “Went back to Portsmouth and looked. I think it is. The sidewalks have always been awful out there, and now? Parts actually look nice. But it is weird, it’s almost house by house.”

Cage had grown up in Portsmouth, a traditionally Black neighborhood in north Portland. It was undergoing significant pressures and changes due to gentrification. The recent census said that it had seen a decrease of 13 percent in its Black residents while the number of Black residents in Portland overall had increased. That was sad. There was something vibrant about Portsmouth, and it was losing that.

What this proposal said was that sidewalks were being repaired in front of houses that were being rehabbed but not the rest of the block. Probably at the homeowner’s expense? So, this applicant said it would be possible to use computers — they were more specific than that, but Ryan glossed over the details — to map out all the upgrades to public services like sidewalks and curbs down to the house level and see what was happening.

“Really interesting,” Ryan said slowly. “I like this one.”

Turk nodded. “But others are good too, so it may be that we don’t know enough about computers to recognize others that are better. Between us we barely can turn one on.”

That wasn’t quite right, but close. Both of them were highly skilled video editors on a computer. Ryan was pretty good at research, especially after his summer classes. But that wasn’t the same thing as truly understanding computers and what they could do to manipulate data and make it a story.

“Let’s put this in the finalists pile, though,” Ryan said, looking at the proposal one more time. “And see what Corey says about the others.”

Blair stuck her head in the door. “Ryan? You’d better come downstairs,” she said worriedly. Blair Williams was a cut-throat reporter and an outstanding news editor which might be the hardest position on the paper — pencil tapping and perky ponytail notwithstanding. She juggled nearly 70 reporters, all part-time, all students, most of whom still struggled with writing a complete sentence. She rivaled Will as a reporter — and Will was one of the best reporters in recent memory. So when she ran into a problem that she had to ask for help with? That wasn’t good.

Ryan followed her down the stairs, more curious than anything else. He could feel someone, Cage probably, following behind him. Turk didn’t seem to get involved in newsroom antics. Yet, he amended.

Will was standing in the center of the newsroom, listening. Luke was apparently yelling at Carrie, who was yelling back. “What the hell?” Ryan murmured. He thought they’d at least get through the first day of everyone being back before the yelling started. Although, for the paid EWN staff, there hadn’t been a break. They ran year-around now. Had since the George Floyd protests started more than a year ago.

He walked closer, and stopped next to Will, to listen.

“You’re an abomination before God,” Luke was saying. “And it is my duty before God to tell you that. To allow you to feel conviction and turn toward Him or face damnation.”

Carrie was laughing at him. “If God wants me to change, Luke, he can come tell me himself. I don’t go with hearsay.”

Ryan bit on his cheek to keep from laughing.

“God is not mocked,” Luke began.

“She wasn’t mocking God,” Cage said quietly. “She was mocking you.”

Ryan closed his eyes. The preacher’s son had entered the room. Cage might not personally believe what his father had preached from the Black Baptist church in Portsmouth, but Ryan would put him up against anyone when it came to religious knowledge.

“In fact, you’re the one who mocks God by putting words of hate in his mouth,” Cage said, in that quiet voice. “Unless you want to point to a place where Jesus says anything about homosexuality? I assume that’s what you’re yelling about?”

Luke turned around. “Who are you?”

“Cage Washington. My father was the Rev. Clyde Washington. Who are you?”

“Luke Kent,” he said. “You think your father would approve of Carrie’s lifestyle?”

“My father preached that we should look to our own salvation and work it out with fear and trembling,” Cage said. He still hadn’t raised his voice. “Judge not, that you be not judged. Is your life so pure that you can withstand that kind of scrutiny?”

Luke looked at Will. “I won’t work for a homosexual,” he announced.

“We don’t discriminate here,” Will said. He followed Cage’s example and kept his voice even. “You can work for the team leader you’ve been assigned to — at your request — or you can drop the class.”

“And that’s the kind of accommodation you provide, Ryan Matthews? Didn’t you say you would accommodate my needs?”

Ryan shrugged. “The disabilities act provides for physical accommodations,” he said. “I’m unaware that being an asshole is a protected class.” Although he wondered about accommodation for religious practices. Well, no one was asking Luke to practice homosexuality, just work for a lesbian.

There was silence as people absorbed what he’d said. Carrie giggled.

“All right,” she said cheerfully. “Let’s get some stories assigned. Luke? You staying or going?”

“Oh, I’m staying,” he said, and he turned back to the sports group. 

Corey watched as Cage turned back toward the stairs to where he was standing. The two of them exchanged glances. Dad had things to say about gay people that neither of them agreed with. In fact, Cage had probably argued those same words with their father.

Didn’t matter. Dad was dead. Covid got him last winter when Portland faced a major spike. For all that Corey didn’t agree with his father, he missed him. Missed just knowing that he was there in Portsmouth caring for his congregation and the neighborhood that needed him. 

“Well, it doesn’t look like I’ll have to worry about getting bored,” Ryan muttered. 

Corey laughed. ‘Don’t let Ryan get bored’ was one of the axioms of EWN life. Of Loft life too. Corey had inherited Ryan’s bedroom at the Loft when Ryan’s son Rafael came to live with him. No one would think the Loft was a good place for a 3-year-old. 

So, yeah. No boredom. Who was that asshole anyway? Still, it looked like they now had a blind sportswriter. How cool was that?
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Chapter 3
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3 p.m., Wednesday, September 29, 2021, EWN building — Tabitha Lake knocked on the doorframe of Ryan Matthews’ office. He looked up and smiled. He hadn’t seen her come into the newsroom. He was learning to block out everything and focus — the glass office walls didn’t help with that. But obviously he was getting better at it, if a good-looking woman could cross the newsroom without him noticing.

“Hi there,” he said warmly. He liked Tabitha a lot. 

Tabitha was in her mid-30s, a Black woman, who took things in stride — she’d been here the day Randy Daily took a potshot at the university president in front of the building, and she’d barely blinked. They’d worked together on the Teach-in Project last year, and he had pushed the university to hire her away from her middle-school classroom to run the program this year. They’d done so, but only after the EWN leadership made it clear they weren’t doing it a second year. Nope, one year was fun, two would be work, and they already had work to do.

He saw her as a kindred spirit. She’d brought alternatives to boring lectures to help people learn about racism in Oregon’s past. After all, if she could keep 6th graders engaged, college students would be easy. Of course, TIP had grown as ideas kept popping up. He thought the final count was 12,000 PSU students and 5,000 eighth graders who participated. It had been an outstanding success.

“What brings you over here? I thought they’d given you a nice shiny office in the admin building,” he teased, and gestured her toward a chair.

She laughed. “They did,” she said as she sat down. “I came to talk to Cage about something, and he said to talk to you. So here I am.”

“Go for it.”

“What do you know about CRT — critical race theory?”

He frowned and shrugged. “Took a class in it at Reed last spring for my master’s,” he said. “Or do you mean the right wing ‘let’s stir everyone up’ version?”

She laughed and relaxed. “Good, you are the right person to ask,” she said. “Both? I was talking to the district about getting the schools on board for next March, and I’m getting pushback. They’re leery, they said, because TIP smacked too much of CRT, and they didn’t want to get sucked into that.”

Ryan tapped his fingers on the edge of his desk. “Did that get mentioned in any of the reviews from the school last year?” he asked with a frown. He sent off a text to Corey, EWN’s Chief Geek aka systems manager, and asked. Corey should be getting out of class about now.

“No one said anything to me,” she said. “But Ryan I’m not even sure I know what CRT is! And now? I’ve got a nervous school system, a nervous University Advancement boss, and I’ve been called into a meeting tomorrow morning at 8 a.m. with the president. They all want to know how we calm everyone down and explain this isn’t CRT! And I don’t know what to tell them — because I’m not sure it isn’t CRT.”

Ryan thought about it. “Critical Race Theory came out of legal scholarship from the 1980s that basically says our legal institutions and processes have racism built into them,” he said slowly. “For instance mandatory sentencing guidelines in the ‘90s treated crack and cocaine very differently even though it’s the same drug, more or less. But Black people tended toward crack, cocaine was a white people’s drug. So Black users got long sentences, and white people got probation. Not because the law was applied differently based on race, but because the law had it baked in. So injustice happens even though the individuals involved may not be racist. I might take a bit of exception to that last bit, because I think being oblivious is a form of white privilege, but that’s basically it.”

Ryan paused for a moment, considered his summary and added, “It’s been extended as a lens to look at banking, political systems, education, and it’s been applied to other groups — gender, sex, ethnicity. Intersectionality is the term for that. It’s a way to look at how systems perpetuate inequity that goes beyond the actions of individuals.”

She frowned. “And that’s controversial?”

He grinned. “Wasn’t for nearly 40 years. Well, I mean not everyone agreed with it. But you know, it was an academic theory, right? They’ve been writing papers and debating it for decades. I should know; I think my Reed professor made us read most of them.” Only a slight exaggeration.

“But you said something about right-wing CRT rhetoric?”

“They needed another outrage thing. I guess ‘Democrats are socialists’ wasn’t getting the buzz — or the donations, maybe — it used to,” Ryan said sourly. “So they made CRT the buzz word for anything that teaches that a person’s race is used to hold them back or that racism exists today. They say that’s the true racism — blaming white people for what white people did in the past. You know, the past — like last week.”

Tabitha laughed. “OK, so we’re teaching workshops on Oregon’s past, and the racism that existed. And that it affects the present. So they’re not wrong — that is CRT. Right? How do we reassure them that we’re not going to get picketers and everything?”

Ryan glanced at his cell. “Corey says CRT didn’t make it into the criticism list that he compiled. So he did a search of the raw data. No one mentioned CRT or critical race theory. Out of 3,000 comments, plus or minus. You’ve seen the feedback report he put together, right?”

“The one that says the number one complaint was the need for more bathrooms? Yeah, I’ve seen it. Practically have it memorized,” she said with a laugh. “So how is it that it wasn’t a problem six months ago, and now it may torpedo the whole thing?”

“Manufactured outrage, it’s a thing,” he muttered. He tapped his fingers some more. He didn’t used to do that. Damn Blair and her tapping. Now he was doing it. He refocused his thoughts on the topic.

“Ryan? Can you come to the meeting with President McShane in the morning? Explain CRT to everyone?” Tabitha asked. “I still don’t understand the issue well enough to debrief my boss on it, much less Dr. McShane.”

“I hate morning meetings,” Ryan complained. “Has nobody told you that yet?”

“Please?”

“Who all is going to be there?” Ryan asked, as an idea began to form.

“My boss said it’s a Cabinet meeting.”

He frowned. “And your boss is making you defend this to the Cabinet with no warning? And no prep?” he demanded.

“Yes?” she said, uncertainly. She knew public school politics. She was still figuring out university politics.

“He doesn’t like TIP? Or is it you?”

She shrugged. “I started work three weeks ago,” she said. “I don’t see how I could have offended him personally. But it’s a new position, and I have a lot of autonomy. And if the university is like K-12, that’s fertile ground for unhappy administrators.”

She might not know much about university politics, but it sounded like she would be a fast learner. Ryan looked up as Cage leaned against his doorframe. “Go with her, Ryan,” he said. “We don’t let our friends hang out to dry, remember?”

“There’d better be coffee,” Ryan muttered. “All right, Tabitha, I’ll be there. Add me to your guest list as someone who can speak to CRT. But be prepared. I’m not going to wimp around and say TIP isn’t CRT, and that everyone needs to calm down.”
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