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A Story Well Told

Book 18 in Newsroom PDX

(Year 3, book 3)

“I like a good story well told. That is the reason I am sometimes forced to tell them myself.”


— Mark Twain
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Chapter 1
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10 a.m., Friday, February 18, 2022, Eyewitness News Building, Portland, OR — Ryan Matthews hadn’t planned on coming to campus at all today. It was Friday, and he was a half-time faculty advisor, albeit no longer an interim one, to the student-run Eyewitness News, and he had clocked enough hours for the work week before the week even started. 

He thought about that statement. Did the math. Yup. It had been a hell of a hard week. 

But Martha Washington asked if he would meet with her and Campus Police Chief Ramirez about the staff... what did you call it? The group session for PTSD therapy?

Something like that, he decided. It was to be held Saturday morning at 10 a.m. and he knew the staff needed it. But he thought they might need a day off even more. He toyed with the idea of loading them up in vans and taking everyone to the coast for their PTSD session. It had appeal. Although the Oregon coast in February was likely to be cold and wet. They could do cold and wet here. He tapped his fingers on his desk thoughtfully.

He decided more heads were better than his, and he called downstairs to Harmony Jones, their administrative assistant, and to Tabitha Lake, the woman who ran the Teach-in Project. You guys up for a 10 a.m. meeting? he asked. They agreed.

More finger tapping. Damn it, he didn’t like having a tell, and it was all Blair Williams’ fault. Could be worse, though. She also tapped pencils against her teeth. 

He called her next. Yes, the Editor-in-Chief should be here for the planning session, damn it. He knew better than to leave out the student leaders of Eyewitness News. What had he been thinking?

Well, that was the problem. He was doing his best not to think at all, these days.

Ryan looked out of his office, a glass box along the north wall of the newsroom, and tried to think. Thinking was hard when you were bone-tired, and yes, suffering for PTSD. Damn it, someone had tried to kill him last Sunday night. He was entitled to be tired and stressed out. And instead of a place of refuge, the Eyewitness newsroom and the building itself seemed like a trap. It had become a shooting gallery out there. He thought more about that. 

They needed to reclaim the building as theirs, he decided. And, not just the building, but the area around it.

Eyewitness News occupied most of a university warehouse, remodeled a decade ago to meet their needs after the university administration took on the student-run media and lost. Don’t pick fights with people who buy their ink by the barrel, Ryan’s predecessor used to say. John Cooper wasn’t wrong; the media usually won in the end. But it could be a painful journey getting there.

So the ground floor housed a small cafe and a copy shop, and the main entrance to EWN. The Teach-In Project (TIP), Harmony and her office, and the advertising offices were just inside the entrance. 

The entrance with scorch marks on the floor from the IED a protester threw through their door in January. Ryan understood the logic in waiting to replace the floor until the major remodel scheduled for summer. But Facilities didn’t walk over the daily reminder that someone had tried to burn the building down — while people were upstairs.

Ryan started a list.

Go up the stairs — or use the ancient, noisy elevator — and you reached the newsroom. And more gouge marks on the floor in the second-floor entryway, caused from when newsroom editors had slid the counter to the top of the stairwell to barricade themselves in against the intruders. And piled the newsroom couches on top. There was now a door — illegally installed — at the bottom of the stairwell, and a rolling steel drop gate at the top. Barriers to entry if needed.

And more reminders the staff walked through daily. Ryan added it to his list.

The second floor was a mostly wide-open space with the television studio at the south end, a bunch of computer desks in pods in the middle, and three offices at the north end — one of which was Ryan’s as faculty advisor. There was a warren of rooms that made up the studio area, and backed up to the bathrooms.

In that warren of rooms was the sound studio where bombs had been planted a year ago. It used to be the newsroom told stories about the Green Room, and Ryan’s exploits there. Well, they still did, he conceded. But now a more recent, grimmer story was also told.

He glanced at the office to his left — the larger Editor-in-Chief office. It had once been his. Just two years ago. Sometimes, if he was preoccupied, he still headed there instead of this one. And to his right was the computer systems office — the Geek Cave. It was locked, and zealously guarded by the Chief Geek. Ryan smiled at the in-house name. No one went into that office. It was a commandment the staff took seriously. They’d had a poltergeist in the system last fall, a bored staff member who was living upstairs, and it had reminded them all forcefully how much damage could be done by someone with access to their systems. And even he hadn’t gotten into the Cave itself — just to the photo server. And there were now more precautions there as well. 

It was only God’s own luck that President McShane hadn’t seen the hitleresque mustache added to a photo of him. Ryan’s lips twitched a bit, and he grinned. He’d saved it to his phone before they’d virtuously replaced it with the original.

Well, he hadn’t been the first to live in the building. You could do it pretty easily actually. Upstairs on the third floor, the EWN staff had a semi-secret space called the Crow’s Nest tucked away behind boxes on the side of the building that University Facilities called theirs. You accessed it through the backdoor of the elevator. It had a bed and dorm refrigerator in it, along with couches and a table and chairs. And the bathrooms down here on this floor had showers. Everything a person could need. 

Beth and her cat had lived in the building for months before someone who was allergic to cats figured it out the hard way.

He smiled. There were a lot of good stories about this building. Shouldn’t they be told?

The building. Really, the building needed healing as much as the staff did, he thought whimsically. Not unlike his own home had. His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. He picked up the phone, and called Bob Costa, director of Facilities Management.

“I know this is short notice,” he began, “but we’re going to have a planning session for the PTSD counseling session tomorrow, and I have some ideas I’d like your input on. Any chance you can join us?”

Bob Costa didn’t get invited to meetings like this very often, Ryan thought with amusement, as the man stuttered a bit, but agreed to come over. “You’ve got me curious now,” Costa said.

Ryan grinned. Curious was the dominant characteristic of all of the EWN staff. Apparently, it was contagious.

He wondered if he should include his graduate students. That was new this year — the Center for Experimental Journalism was on the third floor along with the radio station and the literary magazine. He sent the three of them a text. And an additional text to Cage Washington: This was your idea. Get your butt in here.

He wasn’t sure where Cage was. No one had seen much of him in the last two days. He’d gone walkabout, as he called it. Taken his videocamera and gone out to explore the city he loved, to reclaim it as his. Some of his most powerful work had come from his walkabouts.

Ryan’s eyes burned. Cage was hurting, and Ryan felt helpless. They’d been best friends for years, ever since they both showed up at EWN, along with Emily Andersen, who was now Cage’s fiancé. She was a reporter for the Oregonian now. Cage worked part-time for Oregon Public Broadcasting so that he could also work on his MFA at the Center upstairs. And Ryan was the advisor to EWN, a thought that made most alumni laugh hysterically. 

Well, it made him laugh too.

He glanced at the clock. People would be here soon. He went out to the newsroom entryway and flipped on all the lights. Then he made coffee. He gave the cream a sniff, and decided it wouldn’t kill anyone. 

Impulsively Ryan went downstairs to the main entrance. He hesitated. Then he squared his shoulders, and opened the front door. No one shot at him. Good enough. 

Day five with no work-related shootings. Of course, the day wasn’t over yet.

It was that kind of dark humor that had Martha Washington worried. Which reminded him —the copy editors last spring had a debate about the best way to phrase that: dark humor for bleak days, or bleak humor for dark days. He wondered how that debate had turned out. Maybe Blair would know. Last spring and summer held a lot of fragmented memories for him. That tidbit was the least of his memory problems.

Ramirez was worried because they’d had a day-long planning retreat with triage scenarios. If there’s a shooter, we do this. If protesters actually breach the building, then we do this. Ramirez thought students in downtown Portland shouldn’t have the same matter-of-fact attitude to being attacked that young soldiers fighting in Iraq did.

Blair had declared him sweet.

Ryan grinned.

But he wanted to study the front of their building. It had an overhang — a portico? was that the right term? — that sheltered a picnic table in front of the cafe. The cafe was allowing indoor seating again, after Covid restrictions had been lifted, although Ryan didn’t see many people there yet. 

The building was white-painted brick, three stories tall and took up all of the short block. Across the street was the LDS student center and a parking lot it owned. To the south, across Market Street, was the main campus with its landscaped lawns and flower beds. Ryan frowned. 

EWN’s building didn’t look like the rest of campus, he thought. It looked like an abandoned warehouse.

He was still studying the front of it when Bob Costa walked up. “What are you thinking?” the older man asked warily. There was a university axiom from Ryan’s undergrad days, ‘Do not let Ryan Matthews get bored.’ It still held true, even more so, people said, but not just bored: If you hear him say, I’ve been thinking? Run.

He said the words now. “I’ve been thinking. It’s almost as if the building itself has PTSD, not just the staff,” Ryan said, with a laugh, because it sounded silly even to his own ears. “But look. Over there? On that side of Market Street? Grass, rhodies, flower beds waiting for spring. This side? A picnic table someone rescued from the dump, it looks like. We don’t look like we’re part of the university at all.”

“Most of the time you don’t want to be a part of the university,” Bob Costa observed, but he was looking about, his eyes narrowed in thought as well. 

Ryan laughed, because that was true. “I know we’re planning a major remodel for summer,” he said, nodding to Martha Washington and Chief Ramirez as they approached. “But we need to reclaim our building. Not just the inside, but the outside as well. This area. We need to fumigate the whole block and street of bad juju,” he said, and he was mostly serious. Which was about as serious as he got. “Purification rites.” 

Martha Washington looked thoughtful. “An exorcism?” she said lightly. She’d been a minister’s wife for most of her adult life until Rev. Washington died from Covid a year and a half ago. Although he thought exorcism was Catholic and the Washingtons were more like Baptists, but he was a bit hazy about that. 

Martha Washington ran a non-profit aimed at helping the homeless, and one of her projects was Safe Haven, which used empty rooms in university residence halls to house homeless teens. They worked on their GEDs, had college student mentors. It was quite the success. Maybe a model for other homeless projects? He filed that in his brain under ‘to think about later,’ and returned to the subject at hand.

“Bob?” Ryan asked. “What could be done right now? You said you could hood the parking meters and let us use that space for parking. But we need a space that we use all the time, so that this area becomes an extension of our building, and not a place where we are afraid to go. Can we vacate these spaces all together? Have a popup street patio? What’s that called, when restaurants do that?”

A streatery?” Costa said absently. “Let me think about it.”

Harmony opened the front door. “You all going to stand out in the rain? Or come inside where we can actually meet?”

Obediently, they all headed into the building. Ryan hid a grin. What had they ever done without her?

Upstairs, people shed raincoats, grabbed coffee, and found seats in the newsroom’s ‘living room’ a collection of chairs and a couch centered around a big glass coffee table scrounged from a remodel project of the provost office a decade ago. It was covered with newspapers as usual. Ryan scooped them up and dumped them in the recycling bin.

“So you want to treat PTSD by reclaiming your space?” Martha Washington said as she settled into one of the green velvet chairs. Ryan thought they’d come from the Alumni office remodel a while back. It wasn’t by EWN’s choice to have green — PSU’s school color. The black leather chairs from the library’s upgrade last term were more to their liking.

“Put like that it sounds a bit silly,” Ryan conceded. He took one of the leather chairs. Blair came in then, a slim blonde in jeans and a pink hoodie, and dumped her backpack in her office before joining them. She staked out one corner of the leather couch; one of the grad students, Turk, came in and sat down on the other end. Ryan was surprised Turk was here. Turk didn’t usually participate in EWN stuff.

Cage came in and kissed his mother on the cheek before sitting down in the middle of the couch. He was a 6-foot-2 Black man, with broad shoulders, about the same size as Ryan, actually, but maybe more powerful through the shoulders. It was a matter of on-going debate between the two of them — both Emily and Ryan’s wife Teresa rolled their eyes when it came up. Cage still had that bottled rage that he’d had all week. Walkabout wasn’t helping, apparently.

The other grad student, Doris Torres, sent back a text that she wasn’t on campus. Was she really needed? Tomorrow at 10 a.m. Ryan sent back, and got thumbs up.

“Mrs. Washington? You called the meeting,” Ryan said. “It’s yours.”

She looked around at everyone. “I wasn’t expecting this,” she said laughing. “I should have, I guess.” She paused to organize her thoughts. 

“So Cage approached me Wednesday and asked if I could run a PTSD counseling session for EWN similar to the reconciliation workshop a year ago. And then he went walkabout. I’m happy to do it,” she assured everyone. “But I’m not sure what it is we should do. So Ryan? You were talking about a need to reclaim the building as yours? To feel safe here again? Inside and out?”

Ryan nodded, struck by the juxtaposition of Cage’s walkabout and their needs here. “It’s exactly like Cage’s walkabouts,” he said slowly. “He goes out to reclaim the city as his. To rediscover it and its stories. And he comes back with great pieces. But more than that, he feels right with the world.”

“Can’t say it’s working this time,” Cage said in his rumbling bass. “I can find plenty of stories. But I can’t... find myself, I guess, is how to say it.”

Martha Washington looked at her son with concern. “Maybe because the self you’re looking for is lost here,” she said, thoughtfully. She paused and people waited. “What if we organized this around telling stories? Set it up like a scavenger hunt, maybe, and let everyone explore the building, all of it its nooks and crannies. And tell stories. Stories about the guy who had a drug kitchen in the ductwork, and about the Crow’s Nest, and how that was turned into a recovery ward during the Covid flare. About how EWN got this building in the first place. Maybe invite some alumni? Kevin Tighe and Emily for starters? And what’s his name? The editor of the Portland Review? I bet he knows all the good stories.”

Ryan started to smile. “Robert Smithson? The last remaining punk in Portland? Yeah, he knows some good ones.” 

People were looking at each other as they thought. Finally Blair nodded. “Let’s do it,” she said. “We set up a scavenger hunt that makes people find certain locations. And every 10 minutes, everyone stops wherever they are, and an EWN leader tells a story about that spot. And others share their stories. And then, they explore for 10 minutes to find another location, and tell more stories. At noon we eat.” She paused and looked at Harmony. “Right? We’ve got money for food?”

Harmony glanced at Ryan and he gave her a brief nod. “We’ve got money for food,” she said.

“And then after we eat? Mrs. Washington? Perhaps you could talk more about coping with PTSD. I, for one, can’t go out the back door, and I’ve watched: Ryan and Cage steel themselves to go out the front. We can’t go on like that.”

“Which goes back to what you were talking about outside,” Bob Costa said. “I’ve been thinking about that while you talked. What if I bring over some stuff from facilities, and after lunch and the counseling session, you all landscape the front of the building? I’ll come in and help. We can set up some planter boxes. Extra tables. That sort of thing. Turn it into a popup patio.”

Ramirez looked thoughtful. “Might give Pete a call. We don’t want to create safety hazards.”

“No,” Ryan agreed. “But if the front of the building is a place where we hang out, it’s less likely that the bad guys with AR-15s can get set up unnoticed.”

“True enough,” Chief Ramirez said. “Any chance the cafe might start having evening hours?”

“They would if they got enough traffic,” Ryan said. “Maybe we need a street dance, and invite the neighbors? Not tomorrow, but after we’ve got things set up downstairs. If we create more street life with better lighting, a cafe that’s open in the evenings, people from the neighboring apartment buildings might spend time here too.”

“Not what I was expecting to facilitate,” Martha Washington said with a laugh. “But yes, I think a scavenger hunt, story-time, food, street festival might be the purification rite this building deserves.”

People broke up then to discuss different aspects of the day. Ryan said he’d figure out the scavenger hunt; he’d crawled all over this building his first year on staff — making the building his. Well, time to do it again. And he could write those instructions at home. “Cage, can you draft some of the better story-tellers like Robert, and Emily, and you, to host different spots on the route?” Cage nodded.

Ryan watched everyone get to work, and nodded in satisfaction. Costa and Ramirez were talking safety, he thought. Good enough. Because this conversation had given him an idea, and he wanted to follow up on it before the cafe downstairs closed for the day.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




Noon, Friday, February 18, 2022, Eyewitness News Building, Portland, OR — Ryan stepped inside the cafe, where a middle-aged man was wiping down tables. There was only one couple over by the window. Ryan winced. Hard to make a go of it this way. 

“Are you the owner?” Ryan asked, ordering a coffee with cream. 

“Lease the space, but the rest is mine,” the man said. “You’re from upstairs, aren’t you?”

“Ryan Matthews.” They shook hands. The cafe owner’s name was Mike Owens, he said. He’d managed to weather Covid, but it had been a struggle. 

“I know someone who might be interested in investing,” Ryan said slowly. “Silent partner. In exchange, you stay open evenings. He’ll cover any losses until you build a customer base. The goal is to create some street life on this block — after all EWN is running until nearly midnight every night. And look at all these apartment complexes! And the lightrail ends just a block away.”

The man’s gaze sharpened, as he considered what Ryan was describing. “You want a one-block 23rd Street?” he said with a laugh, referring to the hip street in Northwest Portland. Well it hadn’t always been that kind of place.

Ryan grinned. “Exactly.”

“Would take some funds to do it,” Owens said slowly, but obviously intrigued. “Staff mostly. Your investor might be carrying us for a while. You think your staff would eat here? Where do they eat after I close?”

“Safeway and ordering pizza,” Ryan said, a bit sourly. He was damn tired of Safeway sandwiches. “Could we add pizza to the menu?”

Owens shrugged. “Sure,” he said. “Anything’s doable. So you don’t want just an extension of the lunch menu? But something more?”

“I’m not a cafe owner,” Ryan said. “That’s what you know. I just know someone with money who might see this as a viable thing. Can you work up a proposal? What do you think would work? Maybe in phases? Then I’ll show it to him, see what he thinks.”

“You mean this? There really is an investor?” the man asked, a bit suspiciously.

Ryan nodded. “There really is an investor,” he assured him. “In fact, I’ll have him — or more likely, he’ll send someone — to meet with you on Monday if you think you can have a plan ready by then. But Mike? Dream big.”

Mike Owens snorted. “I’ve had big dreams for years,” he said. “Even on paper. Why would your funder do this?”

Ryan looked out at the street. “He’s an alumni of EWN,” he said slowly. “And we were talking about how this block has become unsafe. And one of the reasons it’s unsafe, is that there’s no street life here. What little there was, Covid closed down. And it’s a testament to your savvy as a cafe owner that you survived. But just barely, right?”

Mike nodded reluctantly. 

“So the alum got rich, and now he’s giving back. And helping revitalize downtown Portland appeals to him.”

“One block at a time,” Mike said, somewhat skeptically. “And he’s starting up here?”

“Well, this isn’t his first project,” Ryan said. “But don’t all projects go one block at a time? You mentioned 23rd Street. When I was growing up, it didn’t extend like it does now. All those stores? And Powell’s? Remember what that neighborhood was like?”

Apparently Mike was a long-time Portlander too, because he nodded. “All right,” he said. “I don’t see any downside to this. How about your investor comes by shortly before the lunch rush. You going to come with him?”

Ryan shrugged. “I’ll see what he wants to do,” he said. “The name of the property manager you’ll probably meet is Joel Parkinson.”

“Not the investor himself.”

“No, the investor has people who does this kind of project for him,” Ryan said with a laugh. He rolled his eyes. “It’d be nice, wouldn’t it?”

“To be that rich?” Owens said. “Yeah. I could get with it. But you come too. Sounds like you’ve got a vision in mind. Ideas are always good.”

Ryan smiled, sat his coffee cup on the counter, and wandered back outside. And suddenly he could envision it. A pedestrian zone, perhaps? Curving up from the rail stop, running past EWN, and down to the next street. Market Street and this one wasn’t used much anyway for traffic. The university was right there. Streets dead-ended into it. He could see patio lights, and people laughing and talking. Maybe a band playing — although not 10 p.m. to 11 p.m. or Ben would have a cow. He smiled as he realized his vision came from his two visits to Mexico City. They had little blocks like that everywhere. During the day, you often didn’t even realize it, because things were shuttered behind garage doors. But after supper the doors would be rolled up, the lights would come on, and you could smell the food cooking. And people would saunter down the street, greeting people they knew. Eating and drinking and listening to music. 

Could it be done? Ryan shrugged. Anything could be done with enough money, and someone with ideas and someone who could implement the ideas. And as Owens said, Ryan had ideas. Joel Parkinson was excellent at implementation. If Owens checked out? 

Ryan crossed the street to his Subaru. He wasn’t surprised that Cage was leaning against it waiting for him. “Ready to go home?” Ryan said. “I need to call Joel Parkinson. You drive.” He tossed him the keys.

Cage just grunted, and got in the car. “I’m really fucked up,” he said as he started the car.

Ryan nodded. “Understandably. I’m no better,” he said. “Do you think tomorrow will help?”

“Maybe,” Cage said. “If nothing else, it sounds like fun. And we can all do with some fun. So what are you calling Parkinson about?”

Ryan grinned. “Listen and learn,” he teased, and called Joel.

Joel Parkinson had been the trust manager for the fund his grandparents had left Ryan when they retired to San Diego. Ryan had used it to pay for tuition and such as an undergrad, but he’d basically lived on his paycheck from EWN like his friends did. It hadn’t been until his grandparents died a year ago and he inherited their Portland holdings that he’d learned just how wealthy he was.

It was a mixed blessing. In some ways, it was blood money and he wanted nothing to do with it. But, he also conceded, the money had its uses. Like funding the Center for Experimental Journalism, something only the university foundation director and McShane knew about. Or like remodeling the house they were headed to in Portland Heights to be condos for Ryan and Teresa, Cage and Emily, and two other families. There was 6,000 square feet for heaven’s sake! What did he need with that much space?

He’d bought an apartment building when he realized there wasn’t any housing near EWN that his editors could afford. He’d learned from that venture not to let anyone know he was behind it. It had changed things between him and people he’d considered friends. Well, becoming advisor was probably part of the change as well, he conceded.

Now this idea? Joel called his approach ‘principled investment.’ Ryan thought of it more as harebrained ideas, but he didn’t tell Joel that. He thought he could get into the idea of revitalizing downtown Portland to incorporate more affordable housing in mixed use development like this one. A pilot project, he thought with satisfaction. And he called Joel.

Joel Parkinson listened while Ryan dumped a stream of consciousness of ideas about the EWN block. Cage glanced at him a couple of times, and finally stopped outside the gate to the Portland Heights house to let him finish.

“Interesting,” Joel said when Ryan ran out of words. Which was what he always said. “So I represent the anonymous donor, meet with this cafe owner Mike Owens, while you sit there as an interested party from EWN? OK. I can do that. Let me check the man out, but you’re right. If his cafe managed to survive Covid, that says a lot. Find some photos of what you’re imagining and send them my way? Is this a direction you’re thinking of moving? Or a one-off solution to a problem?”

“Cage is here too,” Ryan said, as a caution so Joel didn’t reveal the Center’s funding source. Since the Center paid for Cage’s MFA, Cage would take it badly that it came from Ryan.

“It’s a solution to a problem, Joel,” Ryan said slowly. “But the larger problem is the future of downtown Portland. Buildings of office cubicles with people commuting from the suburbs? That’s not a model anyone wants anymore. But what about affordable housing with mixed-use neighborhoods? Try it here, but keep our eye out for some of those cubicle slums going on the market.”

“Might be ambitious even for you,” Joel said. “You might need partners. But yes, I can see your vision.”

Ryan thought of someone who might share his vision. “Anthony Roberts?” Ryan asked. Cage looked at him sharply at the name. Roberts owned hotels. Ryan had met him in Seattle last fall. And apparently Anthony Roberts knew Martha Washington, somewhat to the dismay of her sons.

“That is an interesting name,” Joel said slowly. “Interesting indeed. Do you have reason to believe he might be interested?”

“He said to give him a call,” Ryan said, shrugging. “So we start with this one, see how it goes. And then? Maybe we give him a call?”

“I’ll do a background check on the cafe owner, and run some numbers,” Joel said. “And I’ll see you at the EWN building at 11 a.m. Monday.”

“Thanks, Joel,” Ryan said. Cage put the Subaru back into gear, pulling through the gate and into the garage.

“You’re going to fund the expansion of that cafe so that the street is busier so that we don’t have to leave to a dark, shadowed street?” Cage said neutrally as he tossed Ryan his keys.

“Yes?” Ryan said, uncertainly. It sounded weird when said like that.

Cage shrugged. “Sounds like a plan.”

“A good plan?” 

“Best one I’ve heard, anyway,” Cage said. He grinned. “Besides, I’m damn tired of Safeway’s sandwiches.”

As weird as it may have sounded, the scavenger hunt, story hour, plus PTSD counseling made a difference. And then they’d gone outside and placed flower boxes along both sides of the street and planted flowers in them. Bob Costa worked side by side with everyone, some of whom had never had their hands in dirt — including Ryan. Bob had also found a couple of patio heaters with solar lights. He put them along the front of the building as well. 

And when they all came out from the Saturday broadcast, it had felt better — sure, there had always been street lights, but the patio heaters brought the light down lower. The plants made the street feel friendlier. 

The story hour had been a hoot. Ryan dared Robert Smithson to tell them about the infamous party at the Loft after Robert’s last piercing, and Robert threatened to tell them about Ryan and the Green Room. Ryan had laughed. But Robert had some of the more famous Portland Reviews out on display, including the one from the 1990s of tattoos — full-body tattoos. He told the story to the groups who paused with him, and showed them others with big names — back before they became big names. It was wild to see a punker with a blond-yellow Mohawk, wearing black trousers and T, Doc Martens, and a leather jacket with more zippers than the man had piercings, talk about the importance of literary magazines. Ryan grinned.

The radio station was giving tours, and talking about how it had evolved during Covid from a music-only station to a major news source for the city. And Luke, EWN’s conservative, was up there instead of down in the sports section. He and the station manager would debate during their story-time — mimicking some of the debates that Luke had with others over the radio. Good debates. Ryan had even taken him on a couple of times. And there weren’t many people on campus who could hold their own with Ryan in a debate.

But the best place had been the third-story room the Center for Experimental Journalism called home. Cage and Turk had turned the space into a multimedia experience of covering the Black Lives Matter protests. Ryan wanted to figure out some place to make that permanent, and said so. It had been amazing. Cage had looked thoughtful. He’d been fretting over how all of his footage of the protests could be used to tell the story of the protests. Turk glanced at Cage, and then around the room, and nodded. 

“We need a place for it,” Turk said. “Maybe on the ground floor where people can come. During the remodel? Maybe where the vacant store is?”

“Gives the two of you four months to be ready,” Ryan said, looking around the room again. They’d turned all the walls into screens and projected footage. And somehow if you moved into range, there was sound. And on one wall was a streaming narrative from Turk’s Twitter account. They had 50K followers even still. 

Impressive.

“Did you two work all night on this?” Ryan asked before moving on.

“Got up really early this morning,” Turk said. “I called Cage and woke him up. You didn’t tell me he was as hard to wake up as Corey.”

Ryan grinned. Corey was Cage’s younger brother and ran their computer systems. He kept geek hours — up here until long past midnight. Not available until noon — unless you were willing to let the phone ring. And ring. “Where do you think I learned the trick?” he teased.

Turk laughed, and turned back to answer a question from a newbie — someone who had just signed up for News 101 this term. Damn, the newbies looked young, Ryan thought with a shake of his head. The average age of the staff had gone from 27 to barely 21 in just two years.

True of the university as well. He made a mental note to suggest that as a story they needed to update. He’d have to talk to Kari Dow about it now that she was news editor.

Ryan wandered on, and finally perched in the Crow’s Nest to talk about how it had come to be. He’d done it, actually — short-sheeted the university’s warehouse. He grinned, and told the story on the next go-around.

Monday, Ryan and Joel met with Mike Owens, and that was satisfactory as well. The proposed budget for the expansion seemed reasonable, and Mike promised a grand opening some Friday soon. With pizza. The EWN staff said they looked forward to it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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8 p.m., Wednesday, February 23, 2022, Eyewitness News Building, Portland, OR — The newsroom felt better, Ryan thought as he sat in his office, Wednesday evening, watching the students work. And damn. A whole week and nobody had shot at them.

Ryan shook his head. He needed to check in with Ramirez and see how things were going at the campus level, but their one-block renaissance was going well. He might even get out of here at a decent hour and read to his son before bed.

“I’ve got to go,” J.J. Jones said abruptly, and stood up from the computer where he’d been editing video. J.J. was one of their younger staff members — although he’d been onboard for well over a year now. He’d always be the baby of the family, Ryan thought with some amusement. But he’d grown into a fine videographer, and was responsible for some of their best stories. 

“What’s wrong?” Kari Dow asked from the news editor’s desk. Ryan was still adjusting to her being there rather than Blair Williams. Blair was moving toward J.J. from her EIC office however.

“I need to go home now,” J.J. repeated. “Sorry. Someone else will have to finish the editing.”

“J.J.!” Miguel’s tone was sharp, and it got J.J.’s attention. “Tell us what’s wrong. Did something happen at home?”

“Russia just invaded Ukraine,” J.J. whispered. “I’ve got to get home.”

“It what?” Ben Waters said, coming around the corner from the television studio. 

“Russia invaded Ukraine,” J.J. repeated. 

People were tapping on keyboards now as they found the news feeds. 

“Oh, my God,” Kara said. “They really did it.”

Miguel was swearing under his breath — in Spanish, as he did only when he was particularly angry. He was the chief videographer, J.J.’s boss, such as it was. Chain of command was a nebulous concept to most EWN staff.

“We’ve got to have a story on it, ASAP,” Ben said. “Kara? Bianca?”

“On it,” Bianca said, picking up the phone. “J.J.? We’re going to need someone to go shoot some video. Talking heads. But someone in political science or international affairs knows something.”

J.J. was shaking his head. “Can’t be me,” he said. He sounded frantic as he packed up his backpack. “I’ve got to get home.”

“J.J. I can’t get it all done!” Miguel said sharply. “My homeless series kicks off tonight.”

“I’m sorry Miguel,” J.J. said. “I can’t....”

Turk had come down to the newsroom to see if they’d heard about the invasion just in time to hear J.J. argue with Miguel. Turk frowned, looking at J.J. who was part roommate, part kid brother that Turk felt like they were raising with Carroll. And doing a pretty good job of it, Turk thought with a hidden grin.

Turk knew J.J.’s mother was Eastern European and Jewish. She accounted for J.J.’s looks — a small man, maybe 5-foot-9, with dark curly hair, and dark eyes. About Turk’s size and coloring for that matter. J.J.’s father looked like the poster child for the Aryan Nation — which wasn’t at all funny since he’d been suspended a year ago from the Portland Police Bureau for looking the other way when white supremacists fired on protesters downtown. 

But J.J.’s father and his uncles — his mother’s brothers — had been part of the team that had rescued Turk’s other roommate — Carroll Gilligan — and Ryan, among others, from a forced conversion therapy camp last September. They’d come simply because J.J. had said there was need. 

“Come on,” Turk said abruptly. “I’ll take you. I’ve got the car in town today. It takes forever to get out to West Linn by bus.” Turk looked at Miguel who had thrown up his hands in disbelief.

“Call in Jason and Karin,” Turk suggested. “And get Cage down here to edit for you.”

“Jason’s shooting sports for me!” Carrie said indignantly, coming from around the corner. “So’s Karin.”

“Well, there’s apparently a war going on,” Kari said wryly. “Figure out which one you need the most and have the other one call me.”

Carrie glared at the news editor. Kari glared back. “Fine,” Carrie muttered. “Tell Karin what you need her to do.”

Miguel was already on the phone with Cage. 

J.J. hesitated, still unsure about the ride, about leaving, about everything, it looked like, Turk thought.

But then he gave a quick nod to Turk. “Thanks.” He beat Turk down the stairs.

J.J. was all but bouncing in place as Turk beeped open the car parked in front of the building. “You’ll have to give me directions,” Turk said. “I know you live in West Linn, but not exactly where.”

J.J. had his phone out. “I’m not sure where everyone is,” he said. “They may be at my uncle’s place.”

Turk nodded, and headed toward Macadam. “You have family in Ukraine?” Turk asked.

J.J. looked up from his phone, and blew out a long breath. “It’s more complicated than that,” he said. 

He looked back at his phone. “They’re at my uncle’s. Do you mind?”

“Of course not,” Turk assured him. “They came for Carroll when Carroll was in trouble. The least I can do is give you a ride home.”

J.J. nodded at that. “Uncle Saul’s place. He lives a bit farther out, by Gladstone.”

“Need to be on the other side of the river, then,” Turk said, as they considered which bridge to cross. Sellwood, from where they were now. “So, your mother’s side of the family is from Ukraine?”

J.J. nodded. “My grandmother came over when she was a young woman; she’d married an American. Uncle Eli was born in Ukraine; Uncle Saul and my mother were born here.”

“I don’t even know what their last name is.” 

“Kovalenko,” J.J. said. “A common name in Ukraine. Which is part of the problem. Lots of Kovalenko family in Ukraine.”

“You haven’t told me what the problem is, yet,” Turk pointed out. 

“My great-grandmother is still in the Ukraine,” J.J. said. He was looking at his phone again. “So, my grandmother wants to bring her here. This was weeks ago. They knew this was coming. Not when, of course, but they knew. My grandmother isn’t able to travel so she couldn’t go get her. And neither Uncle Saul or Uncle Eli thought it was a good idea for them to go. A Green Beret and a Navy Seal? Former, but still. If war broke out while they were there, they’d be the first people Russia would round up. And it could become an international incident.”

J.J. frowned. “Actually, Uncle Saul has been talking about going over with the Foreign Legion if there is war. But that would be intentional. They didn’t want to cause an incident unintentionally.”

Turk grinned. Turk understood that kind of thinking. 

“Do you think I should enlist?” J.J. asked abruptly.

Turk blinked. Hadn’t seen that coming. Curve ball warning!

“Do you want to be a soldier?” Turk asked, confused.

“I want to be a videographer,” J.J. said. “But if there’s war, shouldn’t I serve? Shouldn’t I go?”

“I don’t think the U.S. is going to be sending in troops,” Turk said slowly. Admittedly, international politics wasn’t their forte. Their master’s program was interdisciplinary between current U.S. politics and media studies. But Biden had just pulled troops out of Afghanistan. Surely, he wouldn’t turn around and send troops in somewhere else? Ukraine wasn’t a part of NATO, wasn’t a part of the EU, so they wouldn’t be obligated to send in troops. 
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