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Dedication

To those who have the vision to lead, and to those who tell their stories. Black Lives Matter. Say their names. 
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Chapter 1
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8 p.m. Saturday, Dec. 5, Washingtons’ house, Portsmouth neighborhood, Portland, Oregon — Cage Washington parked his car across the street from the Portsmouth Baptist Church and the old parsonage connected to it. Home.

At least, it was the house he’d grown up in. He had barely lasted through high school before he moved out. With enough scholarships and loans, he could live in residence housing at the university. He’d seen to it he had them, because he would have lived on the streets rather than stay home one day longer. Thank God he got them.

He snorted. He hadn’t believed in God since he was 14 which had made it difficult since he was the middle child of the pastor of the Portsmouth Baptist Church. His father was a Black man who stood six-foot-two and thundered from the pulpit about the love of God and His coming judgment. The Rev. Washington had been there to help lead the Black community when it struggled for fairer treatment from police in the 1990s. Had been there fighting for better housing in the 2000s. He was the champion the Black community had needed him to be.

Cage admired his father. But he had grown to hate this place. 

He loved his family, he did. But he got along a lot better with a little distance between him and the saintly preacher — he rolled his eyes — and his lovely wife — more eye-rolling. And the congregation who was so thrilled with the leadership the oldest son Gregory was showing! And the youngest boy, Corey? So creative and charming. Even when that paragon of an eldest son married his girlfriend right after she graduated from high school? The church women sighed, so romantic — marrying his childhood sweetheart like that. Blessed be the Lord.

Right. And apparently Cage was the only one who could count when John Lewis was born, seven months later. When he said something to his mother, she’d just laughed and said all first-born come early, Cage J. Washington. It took him a while to figure out what she meant by that, and he’d been a bit scandalized to realize she knew.

Not that he begrudged Gregory and Bianica their happiness. And John Lewis was one of those happy children you couldn’t resist loving. (When the couple had named him that, he’d decided maybe Gregory wasn’t just a conservative, Bible-believing hypocritical prick. Maybe.) A graduation-party-surprise baby. That still made him laugh.

But the congregation had less positive things to say about the middle son, Cage, who was sullen. Rebellious. A troublemaker. Sigh. Every family has one. He’ll be in prison or dead, that one. He’ll be the sorrow of his parents.

And he had been that one.

Strong-willed, rebellious? Cage snorted. He could stand toe-to-toe with his father and stare him down. Literally as well as figuratively. Cage looked his father in the eye the year he turned 14. Took him another seven-eight years to fill out across the shoulders, but he knew what his future body was going to look like — he was going to look like his father. And to be honest, he was OK with that. Even at 50, the Rev. Washington had been a strong, good-looking man. 

Back then? Cage might have been the only person in the entire city of Portland who could do that. He could even stare down his mother. Defying her was actually the harder of the two. He’d just recently watched the university president bow his head in concession to the formidable Mrs. Washington.

What he wouldn’t give to be able to walk into that house and go at it with the old man one more time.

The Rev. Clyde Washington had died two hours ago of Covid-19.

Cage closed his eyes against the tears that formed. He should get out and go inside. Mama needed him. Would need them all.

Gregory was still in quarantine at the Eyewitness News building. This was yet another blow to his older brother, to not be here, to not be the strong son his mother could lean on. Cage wished Gregory was here for their mother. Cage was a poor substitute.

In the last few weeks, he’d gained new appreciation for his older brother and those leadership skills the church had so admired. If Eyewitness News survived the Covid surge that was taking down the university — and the city — it would be because of Gregory’s abilities. Even though he’d been one of the first to test positive.

The Rev. Clyde Washington was dead.

Cage had never seen a chain of events quite so clearly. He heard Pete Seeger singing in his head: There was an old woman who swallowed a fly. I don’t know why she swallowed a fly. She swallowed a bat to catch the fly. I don’t know why....

Fine, he thought sourly. Now I’ve got that as an ear bug. Pete Seeger? Lawd.

But truly: PSU alumni insisted the basketball team continue to compete, and the president acquiesced because of the recommendation of the vice president for Student Affairs. The team went to a Thanksgiving tournament in Boise and brought the virus home — on a crowded airplane. One player had an advertising rep for a roommate. The roommate came to work; he didn’t even know he’d been exposed. The advertising manager, a PSU senior named Gregory Washington, took his wife and son to dinner with his parents, Clyde and Martha Washington.

The player was dead. He’d not even been told he was exposed until three days after the tournament.

The advertising rep was dead. He’d started showing symptoms at the office, went to the University Health Clinic and tested positive on a Tuesday.

Gregory, and eventually his entire advertising staff, came down with Covid-19. Mild to moderate cases. But Gregory was already contagious that Monday night at dinner.

And now? The Rev. Washington was dead.

Gregory blamed himself. It wasn’t his fault. Cage had told him so. Everyone had. But it didn’t matter.

Cage had been working the Covid surge story for the last week. Seemed like he’d done little else. 

Well, not quite true, he thought. But he couldn’t think about that either. There was another person on the other side of town fighting for her life at the Veterans Hospital. He couldn’t be there either. Covid victims fought it alone.

And that was breaking his heart.

And they died alone. Just like his father had died two hours ago.

He put the blame squarely on the Vice President for Student Affairs Benjamin Davis, or as his co-Editor-in-Chief Emily Andersen referred to him, that bastard Davis, who decided not to tell anyone on the tournament trip that they had been exposed.

He blamed that bastard Davis for the whole mess, starting with his decision that the tournament was necessary to keep alumni financial support flowing to athletics. He blamed him for the three-day delay in testing because he didn’t notify the team they’d been exposed. He blamed him because he’d been siphoning off funds from the Health Center fees for his own office, so the Center wasn’t equipped to cope with the surge in cases on campus.

But he didn’t blame Gregory. Gregory blamed Gregory. But he didn’t.

Well, the prodigal son needed to go inside that house and comfort his mother best he could.

He opened the car door. Locked it behind him. He walked up the sidewalk, climbed the three steps to a porch that always seemed to need a coat of paint. The parsonage had seen better days — and had seen them a century ago. The church was a Portland landmark with its roots going back to practically the beginning of the Black community in Portland. It’s brick façade and the two-story cross on the front was imposing. The parsonage had the same brick face, but it wasn’t imposing. It was home.

The screen door still creaked when he opened it. The front door opened before he could knock. He had keys. Somewhere. 

Bianica opened the door. Her eyes were swollen from crying. John Lewis clung to the side of her jeans. She was a sweet woman, short with hair cornrowed tightly against her head, and he loved her like a sister. She’d always been part of the family and loved his father as much as she loved her own. Considering her own father? She might actually love his father more, or at least like him better.

She hugged him. “Oh God, Cage,” she said. “Thank God you’re here.” She pulled him inside. 

Cage hugged her back and picked up John Lewis when he lifted up his arms to be held. The door closed behind him. He avoided looking at the living room with the big recliner his father used to sit in while watching the elderly television set. His mother claimed the couch where she could read and do the handiwork that always seemed nearby. Read a bit, knit a bit. She was the director of We Help, a non-profit organization that served the homeless population in Portland, but she also was a preacher’s wife. And preacher’s wives, at least to Cage’s limited knowledge, were always making something for those in need.

But she wasn’t sitting there now, Cage knew without even looking. He walked toward the back of the house to the kitchen table. That was the hub of the family, that was where his mother would be.

She was sitting at the table, an oblong wooden thing that had leaves stored in a closet allowing it to stretch out big enough to accommodate the world if need be. There was always room at Mama’s table.

A cup of tea was in front of her. Cage figured Bianica had made it for her. A thoughtful thing to do, but he knew his mother didn’t even see the cup, or smell the bergamot of the Earl Grey tea, also a favorite of his housemate’s.

Don’t think about her, he admonished himself. You cannot think about Sarah now. Or Emily. Or Eyewitness News or anything else. 

Think about your mother.

Martha Washington was in her late 40s, tall, slim, beautiful. It had been his best friend Ryan who had pointed out she was a beautiful woman to him the first time he’d brought him home. Said it matter-of-factly. “So that’s where you get your looks,” Ryan had said. “Both your parents. Your mother is beautiful.”

Cage had been taken aback, had to really look at his mother the next time he went home. And holy cow, Ryan was right. His mother was a beautiful woman.

Tonight, she looked 10 years older, but she was composed. No tears. No weeping and wailing. Just sitting there, staring at nothing, letting her tea get cold.

Cage set John Lewis down. He crouched beside her, his arm stretching out across her back. “I love you,” he said tenderly. “I love you, and I love Dad. And I’m so sorry he’s gone.”

And his mother turned into his arms and buried her head into his shoulder. He could feel the sobs wrack through her entire body. Panicked he looked up at Bianica. She smiled at him and nodded.

“Let her cry,” she said. “She needs to cry.”

Cage held his mother and said soothing nonsense in her ear until she’d cried herself out and rested in his arms.

“Come on, Mama,” Bianica said gently. “Let’s get you to bed. There’s nothing to be done tonight that can’t wait until morning.”

Cage stood up, lifting his mother up with him. She was tall, and he wasn’t going to even try something so undignified as to carry her. But he kept his arm wrapped around her and guided her down to the bedroom she had shared with his father. She hesitated at the door, but then she set her shoulders and went into the room. Cage let go of her, and he stood in the doorway.

She stood there bewildered, until Bianica came in and handed her a couple of pills and a glass of water. “You’ll be better if you sleep,” she said. 

His mother obediently took the pills and drank the water.

“Thank you, Cage,” his mother said, looking up at him. “Thank you for letting me cry on your shoulder.”

“No problem, Mama,” he said, as he turned away. Except he wanted to cry too. Whose shoulder could he cry on?

He read a picture book with John Lewis until Bianica came back out to the living room. He looked up, raised an eyebrow in question.

Bianica nodded. “She’s sleeping. That’s good. I didn’t know how to help her. Thank God you came.”

The back door opened. Corey stuck his head in. “Good, you’re here,” he said. His eyes were red; he’d been crying. Cage didn’t say anything about it. He wished he could find the release of tears.

“Help me carry in this stuff, will you?” Corey said.

Cage frowned in confusion. “What?”

He snorted when he saw what Corey had: the high-powered computer system from his house. “Moving in?” Cage asked.

Corey nodded, setting off the beads in his red-tipped short-braids. He’d worn his hair like that since high school. It suited him. Tonight, he was wearing black.  Black pants, a black turtleneck, and a black leather jacket. Usually there was silver bling, but he’d left that off for his trip back home.

“I thought I’d set up shop and stay here a few days,” Corey said. For all his hip-hop look, he was actually the Eyewitness News computer systems manager — Chief Geek in EWN slang — for the newsroom. Cage nodded and grabbed the big screen monitor. They’d bought this together and had just fought over who got custody of it when Corey moved out of the apartment he shared with Cage. 

Cage lost the custody battle over the computer.

But he’d gained the apartment so Emily could move in. Emily and Sarah and Cage.

Except Sarah King was dying in the VA hospital, and Cage knew she wasn’t coming home. Covid would finish the work a car bomb in Kabul had started nearly two years ago in only a couple of days. He closed his eyes briefly.

That left him and Emily Andersen, and he didn’t even know whether Emily would want him without Sarah. Can’t think about all that now, he told himself.

He spent an hour helping his brother get the computer set up in his old room.

Then he paced, feeling the walls close in on him. He looked in his own room. It was tidy, waiting for him if he wanted it for the night. For as long as he wanted it. He shuddered.

“I’ve got to go,” he said softly to Bianica. He gave John Lewis another hug. “Call me if you need anything. If Mama needs anything.”

“All she needs is her son,” Bianica said, looking at him with a worried frown.

He nodded. The baby son was back, and Gregory would be able to be here soon. “I’ll check back in,” he promised. 

He was practically running by the time he left the porch. 

He drove aimlessly which was stupid. Portland had been poised over a precipice for months now. The Black Lives Matter protests had highlighted not only the need for police reform country wide, but for the need right here in one of the more liberal of the country’s cities, at least to hear the president tell it, that’s what Portland was. Cops here — both local and federal — had gotten more brutal as the protests continued. More emboldened as the city and state leaders scolded but did nothing to stop the brutality against the BLM protesters. And protesters were bitter, enraged, disillusioned.

He’d been down at the protests most nights since May. He had watched the anger — the rage — growing. Not just in the protesters, he admitted. It was growing in him as well.

Cops just across the border in Washington had killed another young Black man a month ago. And Rev. Washington went to comfort the family and came back grim. He’d made his sons promise to be careful, to not take risks. Driving aimlessly at night was taking risks. Too easy to get pulled over for the crime of Driving While Black. Too easy for some cop to get antsy at such a stop and shoot.

But his Dad was dead, and he couldn’t lecture him for it.

That made him want to cry, but his eyes were still dry. He headed back to downtown Portland, to Goose Hollow where Emily would be back from EWN by now. He could crawl into bed with her, and she would hold him. Let him make love to her.

He shouldn’t. All he felt was rage. You weren’t supposed to make love to a woman when you were angry. 

And he was very angry.

But Emily would take him in, would hold him. Would grieve with him. And maybe he could cry. Maybe the rage he felt building inside him would ease with her arms around him.

Maybe.
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10 a.m., Wednesday, Dec. 16, 2020, Portland — It took Ryan Matthews a while to track his best friend down.

He flew out of Mexico City to Los Angeles — and wasn’t that a nightmare going through customs at LAX, compounded by Covid protocols and cranky people who wanted to argue about Covid protocols? So, he missed his connecting flight to Portland and had to spend the night in an airport hotel before continuing on to Portland. The trip, which used to be nine hours with a changeover, or so he was told, had taken two days.

He went to his friends’ Goose Hollow apartment; no ménage à trois now, he mourned. He would have liked to have seen how that turned out.

No one was there at all. Ryan shrugged and used the key he’d been given a long time ago to let himself in. He took a shower and crashed for a while. Cage’s sweats would fit him. No surprise. They were of a similar build.

Cage was Black, possibly an inch taller than he was, and maybe broader through the shoulders. Maybe. Ryan was white. But photograph them in silhouette, they’d be alike, Ryan thought. Two big men who liked to work out, and it showed. Tall, broad through the shoulders, lean through the abs and hips.

But in real life, people didn’t notice the similarities. People saw differences, the color of Cage’s skin or his own blue eyes. Those differences influenced how they reacted to the two men. Both wore beards for instance: Cage’s was black and cut close along his jaw; Ryan’s was a bit fuller and brown. He’d heard people say they thought Cage’s beard made him look angry — scary. But he’d been told by women that his beard made them want to touch it. Why he’d kept it, actually.

The difference was black and white.

If people saw his tattoo of a dragon that started along his shoulder blade and peered over his shoulder before presiding over a tattoo sleeve, they were intrigued by it. Women saw it as sexy. If Cage had a similar tattoo? They’d call him a gang member. But Cage was tattoo and piercing free, not surprising since he’d been raised a preacher’s son. Ryan snorted. A preacher’s son who was — briefly — a member of a ménage à trois. Before Covid hit campus. Before Sarah died. 

Truth was, Cage just wasn’t into pain.

And Ryan had once liked pain. Not wanting to think about those years, he set his alarm and took a nap.

When he woke up shortly after 2 p.m., he went into the Eyewitness News newsroom. He didn’t expect to find people there that early, but he had to start his hunt somewhere.  

Emily was there, though, which he should have guessed seeing she wasn’t at the Goose Hollow apartment. Where else would she be? Classes had wrapped up for fall term — they’d gone virtual right after Thanksgiving anyway, in a too-little, too-late effort to stop the Covid surge. 

Restaurants were closed. Coffee shops were closed. Gyms — a more likely place to find Emily — were closed.

Even before Covid, Emily Andersen was most likely found at the newsroom, in a class, or at the gym. Or sometimes out with Cage and him. Ryan had joked — once — about them being the three musketeers when they were sophomores and just starting out in the newsroom. And Emily had shut that down, right quick.

“Un-uh,” she said. “That is not going to get started. You hear me? I’m not going through my college years being teased about being a musketeer.”

Said something about the three of them that it was never joked about again, Ryan thought.

She was sitting in the editor-in-chief’s office in the dark. The only one here, and while it was still a bit early for staff to be in, he was surprised there was no one else at all. He wondered just how much staff was left since Covid surged through here?

A few months before that had been his office, had been for 18 months, a long time for a student editor. A few months ago, he would have come through here, and Emily Andersen, then the news editor, would have been at the computer pod closest to the entrance to the newsroom. She’d be answering reporter’s questions, discussing video for the nightly newscast, and laughing with the copyeditor, all at the same time.

Today no one sat at her old computer. No one sat at the video editing workstation Cage Washington claimed as chief videographer either. Before Ryan had resigned and dumped the editorship on his two best friends.

And now, the copyeditor was dead of Covid-19.

He didn’t regret his decision to prioritize the mother of his child over Eyewitness News. But there was no denying it had been a tough two months for Emily and Cage to learn the ropes of being EIC. He wished he could have helped, wished he could have been here. Thanks to ICE, he’d been in Mexico with his wife waiting for her to get papers that would allow her to return to the United States — the country she’d grown up in. And wasn’t that fucked up? But he thought now it was unlikely to happen until the new administration took over. Six weeks? About that. He’d be back in time to graduate at the end of winter term. His wife, Teresa, could start classes again in the spring. If there were classes.

Well, he was here now.

He opened the gate at the entrance to the newsroom and walked through the dark office. He’d always thought the newsroom was spooky in the dark. It was a large cavernous space that started its life as a university warehouse and was remodeled for Eyewitness News when university administration had wanted their old space in the student union. There were other institutions, Arizona State University’s Cronkite School in Phoenix, for instance, that surpassed what Portland State had done here. Didn’t matter. Ryan loved this place. It had been his home, his work, his obsession for five years. Then the woman he’d loved and lost had walked into the newsroom and introduced him to his son. And his priorities changed in an instant.

But those new priorities didn’t mean he was going to abandon his friend — friends. Because really? If they lost Cage, they’d lose Emily too. Cage Washington was in trouble, Cage’s brother Gregory had said when he called. Come.

So here he was. But before he could figure out what was going on with Cage, he had to find him.

And he obviously wasn’t here. The newsroom was at its best around 7 p.m. when everyone was busy — writing stories for the website or the weekly newspaper Folio or editing video for the nightly newscast. Station manager Ben Waters would be working on the newscast with Bianca Parks and the other anchors. People would be asking questions over the top of each other, sometimes even listening to the answers, arguing with the copyeditor — always a losing proposition — and sharing gossip.

There would be people on the couches that formed the center of the newsroom, eating, arguing; sometimes someone would be asleep there — even through all the noise of a newsroom in full swing. His co-workers here were eclectic, to be polite. Weird as hell, if he was being honest.

There might even have been someone getting it on in the Green Room. Four months ago, that might have been him. He grinned at the memory.

Today, there was none of that. The Covid surge had hit the newsroom hard. Sarah King, the copyeditor, was dead. Joanna Montgomery, the giggliest editor sports EWN ever had, was dead.  Most of the sports staff were still sick; Carrie was still in ICU. Miguel Garcia, who had taken Cage’s place as chief videographer, was still sick. He didn’t know who had stepped up to do that job now. Jason and Karin, he supposed.

“Em?” he called out softly.

He still thought the glass offices along the north wall of the open space were dumb. But at least, with glass, you could see them coming for you.

She looked up. Blinked, and recognized him. She flew out of the office and into his arms. “Oh my God. Ryan, you’re here,” she said, with a sob. 

And for a while he just held her while she cried.

“Where’s Cage?” he asked gently.

She shook her head and sniffled. “I don’t know,” she said miserably. 

She paused, pushed herself tighter into Ryan’s embrace. “Sometimes he comes back to the apartment and crawls into bed with me. We make love, but it’s all desperation and something dark. And he’s gone when I wake up. Sometimes I know he’s been here in the newsroom, because we find his video stories on the server. Have you seen them?”

“Yes,” Ryan said quietly.

“They’re wonderful,” she said, with a mix of pride and wistfulness.

The videos captured how Covid was changing the city, changing the people. Sometimes they were dark. And sometimes? It was as if he had found a glimmer of hope. Like the video story about the Christmas Boats that were keeping the tradition alive this year. He’d somehow even gotten a ride on one. Ryan smiled. He wanted that part of his friend to survive.

He had to find him first.

“Ben Waters is trying to find him, because he’s fielding calls from videographers and filmmakers up and down the coast wanting to talk to Cage about jobs,” Emily added. “Ben’s a bit freaked, because he’s talking to his idols, and he can’t deliver Cage to them.”

Emily choked on a laugh. “I can’t find him either. Neither can his brothers. He’s been by to check on his mother a couple of times. But then he’s gone again. 

“Carroll says they saw him at the protests last Friday night. And there was footage for us to use. It’s like he’s a ghost. No one knows this city like he does.”

“And you? How are you?” he asked, using a finger to tip her face up for him to see. He didn’t like it. She was thinner, and she’d always been too thin. Black circles under her eyes.

She shuddered, and his arms tightened about her.

“I work,” she whispered. “I’m here most of the time, because I can’t go home to that empty apartment. Can’t look at the bed Sarah’s never going to be in again. Can’t sit there and wonder if Cage will come back.” 

She choked back a sob. “Some nights I don’t go home at all. Because we really are short-handed. It’s not just Sarah who died. We lost Joanna as well.” 

She closed her eyes for a moment, struggling for composure. “The sports staff is still sick; Carrie will probably recover, but it will be a long road. We lost ad rep Brian Childers as well. People think because they’re young, they can catch it and it won’t matter. They’re wrong.”

“And the university?”

“The president is dead. McShane is interim president. The VP for Student Affairs, the bastard, was angling for it. Some of the alumni association were lobbying the trustees, and it got weird before it got sorted out. But the trustees voted in McShane 5-1-1, thank God.”

She choked back a sob or maybe a laugh, Ryan wasn’t sure. “Did you read Will’s stories? The VP for Student Affairs got us into this mess. He’s the one that helped the alumni twist the president’s arm to let our teams continue travelling to games and to compete in that Boise basketball tournament. He’s the one who decided not to tell people they’d been exposed, even when a coach had to stay behind in Boise because he was too sick to fly home.”

Her face hardened as it did when she was ready to go on a mission. He had always joked that if she ever looked at him like that, all intent and contained anger, he’d leave town until she forgot. He didn’t think she’d ever forget this one. VP for Student Affairs Benjamin Davis should just leave the state now.

“So, all these people were exposed; some people are sick but with mild symptoms and some are asymptomatic but contagious. And none of them were told! And they came home to roommates and co-workers. And those roommates and co-workers came onto campus or went home to their parents for dinner. Because none of them were told.”

She swallowed a sob. Cage Washington was wandering the city, lost in grief and rage, because someone had done exactly that: now his father was dead, and the third in their barely-started ménage à trois was dead.

“And that same VP oversees the Health Clinic which then failed to contain the problem. They had no test kits. Not enough nurses. Because the health fee was used in the VP’s office, not in the clinic. And they wanted to promote him? Make him university president?”

He smiled at her indignation. And she glared at him. “It’s not funny,” she said. “I’d put him in jail if I could.”

Ryan believed her. She’d probably bury him if she could.

“I read Will’s stories,” he said. “And watched all the videos. You all have been doing amazing stuff. I’ve been in awe.”

“What are you doing here? Are Teresa and Rafael with you?” Emily demanded.

“No, they stayed in Mexico,” Ryan said. “We’re still waiting on approval of her paperwork. But believe it or not, Gregory called me. Said Cage was in trouble and could I come?”

“And here you are,” she said, still sniffing. “Find him,” she ordered.

“I will. You’re doing great as EIC, Emily,” he said. “What you and the team have accomplished in just a couple of weeks? It’s astounding. Have you started thinking what’s next? The Covid numbers started dropping.”

“I know. But once you’ve developed a 24/7 media system, it’s hard to go back. First of the year we’ll assess where we are, and what’s next,” she said, then stopped. “Listen to me ramble on! But there’s been no one for me to talk to. They,” and she gestured toward the still empty newsroom, “they need me to be strong. And so, I am. Normally I’d have Cage. I’ve always had you and Cage. And then Sarah and Cage. Now I have no one. I’m not cut out to do things alone like this. I can’t do this without Cage, Ryan. I know he thinks I can, but he’s wrong. I try to tell him that, but he won’t listen. I need him.”

She hesitated. “I love him. He doesn’t listen to that either.”

“He’s grieving,” Ryan said. 

“He’s angry,” Emily whispered. “He’s so full of rage.”

Ryan frowned. “He hasn’t hurt you, has he?” Even if Cage didn’t mean to, he might have. He wasn’t sure if Emily was prepared for how aggressive sex could be. Three months ago, he wouldn’t have been sure she was prepared for sex at all. And then she was proposing a ménage à trois with Cage and Sarah and making it happen. He grinned at the thought.

But now Sarah was dead. And Cage?

“No! Of course, he hasn’t hurt me.” She was indignant, but also tired and worried. “He wouldn’t hurt me. I worry he might hurt himself. Or take risks that end up with him dead. His BLM protest video last weekend? Ryan, he was filming the white Patriots. He can’t be doing that! He’s a Black man; does he think they’re not going to notice?”

She shook her head. “He blames himself. Especially for Sarah.”

“That’s why I came home,” Ryan said. “Time for him to move forward. With a little help from his friends.”

“Yes! That’s exactly it. He’s stuck in this trap, and I can’t get him out.”

Ryan stroked her hair, holding her — which Cage should be doing, blast him, because she needed to mourn too — and thinking. Where would Cage go?

Finally, he looked at Emily. “You need to go home, take a nap,” he said gently, releasing her. “I was there, and took a shower, just so you know.”

“You have a key?” she said, then laughed. “Of course, you do.”

He grinned. “There’s nothing you need to do here, Emily. You don’t need to be here until 4 p.m. at the earliest. Go home. Get some rest. This place won’t survive if you go down.” 

He hesitated. “If he shows up? Text me.”

“But you think you know where he is?” She looked at him sharply.

“I think I know where he will go at some point today, yes. But I’ll start with his mother. I need to pay my respects anyway.” He had a good idea at least of what Cage’s rounds would be. He would hit the spots until he found him. Hopefully. Because as Em said, Cage knew this city. He could trail along behind him for days unless he got lucky.

“Find him, Ryan. Bring him back to me.”
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3 p.m., Wednesday, Dec. 16, 2020, EWN Crow’s Nest — Ryan took the elevator to the third floor to see Gregory Washington. It had been Gregory who had reached out to Ryan, to convince him to come home. The surprise of the desperate call had been as convincing as Gregory’s words. Ryan had hired Gregory as EWN ad manager, but they weren’t friends. Hell, Gregory was hardly friends with his own brothers. So, if Gregory was worried about Cage, it was serious.

“He’s taking Dad’s death hard,” Gregory had said. “We all are. It’s hit us all hard. But Cage is beyond reaching. Not that I ever could. But something is driving him, Ryan, and I’m afraid he’s going someplace so dark he won’t find his way out.”

Ryan mourned the Rev. Clyde Washington’s death, too. He was glad he could get back here in time for his funeral. The Washingtons had taken him in last fall when he’d been handed a son to care for. He would never forget that.

Ryan didn’t think Gregory was aware of what Sarah’s death had meant to Cage. It was the dual blows, coupled with all the devastation Covid was leaving behind that had pushed Cage over the edge. And there was no one to blame, no one to put in jail, Emily’s threat aside. So, Cage blamed himself.

Cage didn’t handle helplessness well.

Ryan pushed the open-door button at the back of the elevator that let him into the Crow’s Nest. It had once been a secret space, carved out by enterprising students (he might have been one of them) by re-stacking the cardboard boxes the university stored here. They’d created a 30-foot open space that stretched the length of the building. He had no clue what was in the boxes that formed the fake wall. In his more cynical moments, he wondered if anyone in the university knew what was in them.

The university continued to use its loading docks and freight elevators on the back side of the EWN building to store more boxes. They’d never noticed the shorted space of the third floor.

EWN’s staff parties up here had been epic. Nothing like a secret club house to add fun to a party. He grinned, reminiscent. Then Cage turned the place into a hostel for wayward, independent journalists covering the Black Lives Matter protests downtown. Cage had made the BLM protests a cornerstone of EWN’s nightly newscast. He’d developed a delayed livestream documentary style of reporting that started after the newscast and ran for hours. It had been compelling work.

Ryan might have been editor-in-chief, but he’d be the first to acknowledge it was Cage who had raised PSU student media to a new level, and Emily who had backed him up with the stories she assigned, and the sense she made out of stories done by an all-student staff.

And now the Crow’s Nest was in its third life as a convalescent ward for EWN staff who needed a place to quarantine.

Gregory Washington had been its first occupant. After testing positive, he couldn’t go home to his wife and son. Unfortunately, because that bastard of a vice president didn’t alert anyone they were exposed, Gregory had already passed the virus on to his father before he even tested positive for Covid. Gregory’s symptoms were mild; his father’s symptoms were fatal.

Cage and Emily had assigned Gregory responsibility for the Crow’s Nest recovery ward.

It was amazing what he had done, Ryan thought, as he stepped out of the elevator and looked around. There was a red square painted on the cement floor, delineating where visitors should stay. He laughed, but he stopped within it. He was wearing a mask, of course, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He wanted to be back in Mexico City with his wife and son as soon as he could be, not quarantined in the Crow’s Nest with Gregory.

But really? They’d turned a space with some mattresses and a microwave — a flophouse vibe — into a convalescent home. A sitting area, kitchen space, and then, still using the university’s boxes, they’d partitioned off wards: for exposed, for positive, for no place to go.

“Gregory?” Ryan called out.

Gregory came out of one of the ward spaces. He was a tall, slim black man — probably as tall as Cage or himself but not as broad. Working out wasn’t on his to-do list, never had been. Ryan didn’t think he’d ever seen Gregory dressed in anything but a suit and tie before, but he was wearing sweats now. He looked haggard, as if Covid had aged him. He’d lost weight, and his face was lined from pain. He may have had a mild case, but it still had taken its toll. And from what Ryan was hearing about the disease, it might continue to take a toll.

Although guilt and grief probably changed him more than Covid had.

Gregory hadn’t known he’d been exposed when he and his family had dinner with his father. One of his ad reps had exposed him. The rep hadn’t known he was contagious either. But the rep’s roommate was a basketball player who had been on the tournament trip. The rep was dead. So was the basketball player. And the player’s coach.

And hundreds more.

Which was why Emily was ready to go after the VP for Student Affairs with a butcher knife if he hung around. Ryan had heard he’d already resigned. Probably the minute the trustees voted Provost McShane in as interim president.

Gregory was struggling with the guilt of having taken the virus home to his father. Not your fault, Ryan had assured him when he’d called. No one’s fault. Which was not quite true, he thought. But the accountability was far up the ladder from a student advertising manager who happened to a have a staff member with a basketball player for a roommate.

Wear a damn mask, Ryan thought bitterly. Practice social distancing. Wash your hands. How hard was that?

And don’t go haring off to a basketball tournament in fucking Idaho.

Maybe Emily would let him writes some editorials.

He chatted with Gregory and one of Ryan’s former loft-mates Kevin Tighe, an EWN alum who had been instrumental in converting the Crow’s Nest into the convalescent ward. And if he mourned the loss of the secret club house? Ryan wasn’t going to tell anyone.

“Mom is worried sick,” Gregory said. “Things are hard for her on so many fronts, and she needs Cage. I’m stuck here for two more days.”

Ryan raised an eyebrow questioningly.

“You’ll have to ask her. Not my place.”

Ryan could tell Gregory was furious about something. Fine. The Washington home was his next stop anyway.

He drove up to north Portland, to the Portsmouth neighborhood, central to Portland’s Black community. The Washingtons had raised their three sons in a parsonage here, making it a welcoming home for their sons and for all of their son’s friends, including him. When he needed help last fall, they took him in. They were amazing people.

He didn’t expect to find Cage at the parsonage, but he’d feel stupid if that’s where he was, and he hadn’t looked. Besides he wanted to see Martha Washington.

He started to knock on the parsonage door, but on a whim, he went into the church instead. The sanctuary was empty, rows of wooden pews facing a pulpit with a choir loft behind it. A wood cross hung above it. Ryan walked through the quiet sanctuary to the door leading to offices and classrooms. Rev. Washington’s secretary, a black woman probably in her 50s, hard to tell her age, sat at a desk outside the preacher’s old office. She looked up when he entered. 

“Oh, thank God,” she said with relief. “I didn’t know who to call.”

“Cage?” Ryan asked. He didn’t know the secretary, but he’d gone to Christmas services a few times. And of course, everyone had known about him staying with the Washingtons for a while. He suspected churches gossiped as much as newsrooms did.

She nodded. “He comes here most days. Just sits in his dad’s office. Poor kid.”

Ryan took a deep breath and went into the office. It was a dark room, no window to the outside; all the walls were lined with books. Someday he’d have a study like this. He admired people who had this type of love for books. It wasn’t surprising Rev. Washington had been one of them. The desk lamp was on. He expected to see Cage sitting at his father’s desk, but he wasn’t. He sat in the visitor’s chair, facing the empty desk, as if he’d just dropped in to chat with his father.

And maybe he had, Ryan thought with pity.

Cage turned when the door creaked and stared.

“Ryan?” he said.

“It’s me, bro,” Ryan said gently.

Cage flung himself at Ryan. Ryan staggered a bit. He was a big man, but so was Cage. 

“I am so lost.” 

Ryan held him.

“It’s going to be OK,” Ryan said. “It’s going to be OK.”

And then as he held his friend Cage finally cried, and Ryan just kept repeating “It’s going to be OK.”

When Cage stopped sobbing, he looked away. “Sorry,” he said.

“For what?” Ryan asked. “For grieving for one of the finest men you or I have known? You damn better be crying for him. Because I sure as hell have been.”

He paused to let that sink in. “Let’s go find your mom,” Ryan said. “I haven’t seen her yet.”

Cage nodded, and Ryan followed Cage as he led the way out the back of the church, heading to the parsonage.

The secretary’s eyes widened in alarm. “No, don’t let him go over there,” she whispered. “Not today.”

Ryan frowned at her, but whatever she was concerned about, it was too late now. He caught up with his friend at the back door of the parsonage. Cage opened it, stepped inside, and said slowly, “What the hell?”

Ryan rolled his eyes and shoved him. “Move,” he ordered. And then he stopped too.

The kitchen cupboard doors were all open, and moving boxes sat on the countertops, mostly filled. Art had been removed from the walls in the living room. More boxes were partially filled. A box sat on the piano bench, packed with hymnals and sheet music.

Cage walked slowly through the rooms, Ryan trailing behind him, a litany of “shit, shit, shit” running through his head. This couldn’t be good.

“Mama?” Cage called and headed upstairs, following the sounds of women talking.

“Cage?” Martha Washington called back. “Son, don’t....”

“Don’t what, Mama? Don’t notice that you’re getting ready to move out?” Cage asked when he found his mother in Gregory’s old room. Gregory’s wife, Bianica, and their 3-year-old son John Lewis were there too, helping her sort and pack things into boxes. For a brief time, it had been Ryan’s room with his own son, just a bit younger than John Lewis. The reminder made him ache to be back with Teresa and Rafael.

“Well, now that you’re here, you can pack up your old room,” Mrs. Washington told her middle son. “Sort out the things you want to take home. Put the rest in boxes for the storage unit.”

Bianica saw Ryan hovering behind Cage. “Hey there, Ryan,” she said. “You’re back!”

“Just for a visit,” he said. “Mrs. Washington, I am so sorry about Rev. Washington’s death. He meant a lot to me.”

“I know,” she said, standing up and engulfing him in a hug. “He thought highly of you, too.”

“Mama?” Cage said. “What’s going on?”

Martha Washington let go of Ryan and turned to face her son. “You know that the parsonage is part of the compensation for the pastor of the church,” she said gently.

“Yes. Of course, I know that!” Cage said impatiently. “You mean to tell me they’re making you leave? Two weeks before Christmas? Dad’s not even buried yet!”

He turned to go find someone, anyone. Ryan blocked his way, and Mrs. Washington smiled at him gratefully.

“Cage, the deacons had a chance to hire a wonderful young preacher as Clyde’s replacement,” she said. “But they didn’t feel they could afford to pay for him to stay elsewhere, and the parsonage is really his by right.”

Bianica met Ryan’s eyes, and he could tell this wasn’t the norm, nor did she think it was right.

“So. I’m getting it all packed up, and some brothers in the church are coming tomorrow to haul the boxes to a storage unit I’ve rented. And then I’m staying with Bianica and John Lewis for a while,” she said briskly. “Having you two here will make things go a lot faster.”

Cage started to explode, and Ryan shook his head. Don’t, he mouthed. She’s barely holding it together. 

Cage took a deep breath, then let it out. “OK, Mama,” he said gently. “What do you want me to do?”

“Pack up your room,” she said, turning back to the closet she’d been pulling things out of. Relief showed in the lines of her back as the tension in her shoulders loosened. “Corey said he’d come by and pack his stuff up this evening.”

“Good, because I’ve already moved that guy’s stuff once this fall, and I don’t want to have to get near his smelly-ass stuff again,” Cage said, stalking out of the room and down the hall.

“Mrs. Washington,” Ryan began. “This doesn’t seem right.”

“It’s not,” Bianica snapped. “And I’m so angry I’m spitting. But the deacons have the legal right to do it. I can tell you, me and mine will never step back into that church. There’s another Baptist church blocks from my house that preaches a welcoming message, and we’ll be attending there. And they can just do without our presence and without our tithe.”

“Hush, girl,” Mrs. Washington said. “It’s hasty. But it’s a gift really. I can’t sleep. I keep waiting for Clyde to come to bed. I hear his voice, I swear, as if he’s just in another room. Every time I turn around, I feel as if I’m bumping into ghosts. There’s more than 25 years of memories here, good years, but I won’t be able to move on until I’m out of here.”

Bianica hugged her mother-in-law. Ryan closed his eyes and nodded.

“Let’s get it done then,” he said.

Turned out that the furniture, except for personal things, stayed with the parsonage. Ryan grew grimmer as Cage got closer to exploding with each new revelation.

At 7 p.m. Ryan texted Emily to explain what was going on; they’d be home late.

Emily: WTF?

Ryan: Exactly.

Then he called and placed an order at Mike’s BBQ, a place he knew was well-liked by the Washington family. A variety of meats, sides, and peach cobbler, because he needed peach cobbler after all this; they could pick it up on the way to Bianica’s and Gregory’s home — it wasn’t far. He ushered everyone into their respective cars and got them moving. Cage stood in the mudroom, looking a bit lost.

“Hard to say goodbye?” Ryan asked gently. 

“No. Well, yeah,” he said. “But I can’t remember how I got here. Or where my car is.”

Ryan snorted. “I don’t know how you got here, but your car is at your apartment; I saw it when I stopped in this morning. So, put that box in my rental car, and let’s get out of here.”

Cage nodded.

Food helped. Corey showed up at Bianica’s too.

“Trust you to know where there’s food,” Bianica teased. Corey, 21, and youngest of the three Washington sons, grinned and ducked his head which made him look like a Raggedy Andy doll with his red-tipped short braids, something Ryan had managed not to say to the young man in the years he’d known him. He was wearing a black leather jacket that had an oversized silver zipper, a silver cross, also over-sized, and a wide silver cuff on his left wrist. In spite of the look, Corey was the EWN’s computer specialist, running the servers that was the backbone of all they did at EWN.

Corey had left the Goose Hollow apartment so Emily could move in. He was now occupying Ryan’s old room in a loft in the warehouse district. Ryan wondered how that was working out, and who he could ask to get the scoop? He grinned just thinking about it. Corey had an innocence about him that the loft-mates would just love to play with.

Ryan waited until everyone had eaten before bringing up Rev. Washington’s funeral.

“Won’t be a funeral per se,” Mrs. Washington said steadily. “Too many deaths for that, Ryan. They’re recommending cremation to everyone. I followed that advice. His ashes are waiting for me to pick up just as soon as we decide as a family what we want to do with them.”

Ryan nodded. That struck him as out of character for the family, but Covid had changed all kinds of traditions. “Will you hold a memorial service at the church then?” he asked.

She hesitated. Tears filled her eyes. “Can’t do that,” she whispered. “Town’s in lockdown. Might be months before we can come together for a memorial.”

Ryan started to ask why it had been so urgent to get a new pastor if they couldn’t hold services, but he set that thought aside. Wasn’t his place. And it was done. But this? This he could do something about.

“Corey?” Ryan said, standing up. “You’ve got kitchen duty. Cage and I need to hit the newsroom.”

He hugged Mrs. Washington and just held her. “Thank you for this,” she whispered. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Ryan didn’t trust himself to speak.
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Chapter 4

[image: ]




8:30 p.m., Wednesday, Dec. 16, 2020, EWN newsroom — Cage didn’t want to go up, but Ryan didn’t give him a choice.

“Suck it up,” Ryan said. “You’ve got a job to do, running this place. So, go do it.”

“And you?” Cage asked.

“I’ve got a project I want to talk to Ben about,” he answered.

To Cage’s relief, no one made a big deal about him being back. Even Emily just gave him a big grin and then asked him about the video J.J. had shot of the Safe Haven project.

Safe Haven was going to use vacant rooms in residence housing to help the homeless who were sick with Covid. Cage couldn’t reject the request to edit the story: he’d been the one who had set up the project when a homeless man he knew reached out for help. So, he introduced President McShane to his mother, who ran We Help, a homeless outreach group, and let his mother take over.

McShane never knew what hit him, Cage thought with a private grin. And that didn’t happen to McShane often enough.

“I’m thinking we shouldn’t show their faces,” Emily said about J.J.’s video story. “But I don’t know how to edit it so that they aren’t visible.”

She didn’t add that Miguel, who did know how to edit, hadn’t been here to do it. He was upstairs still recovering from Covid. It looked like Karen Stolnik and Jason Brown, his best videographers, were getting the job done providing video for the newscast, but neither were editors. And J.J., their newest videographer, would be phenomenal someday, but he currently had all of eight-weeks experience and required a fair amount of editing. 

Cage just nodded and sat down at the editing computer. He liked the feeling of being back at the editing station. He’d missed it when he’d become co-EIC, probably the most reluctant EIC in the history of this place, he thought with a snort. It was good to be back doing something he felt he knew well.

Something he had control over. He felt a moment of guilt that he hadn’t been here before, that he hadn’t thought about the fact that they’d be short people who could edit video. Among other things. He’d told himself he was providing content, and that was enough.

Face it, he thought, you haven’t been thinking at all. He could feel the rage surge, and he shut it down. Video-editing took a steady hand and a peaceful, patient mind.

Ryan watched his friend settle into his editing and gave Emily an approving nod. He wondered how long she’d been holding the story, waiting for Cage, knowing he’d need something like this to do. Because really? If it had been important, Miguel had an editing station upstairs. He was sick, but not that sick.

Ben Waters, television station manager, was where he always was — in a small office, between the sound booth and Green Room. It too, had glass walls, but at least he got real walls to about waist-height. Ryan laughed at himself. He really needed to let the glass walls of the EIC office go. Wasn’t even his office anymore.

Ben came around the desk and hugged him, social distancing be damned. “Thank God,” he said. 

“Just here for a short visit,” Ryan said. He wanted no rumors that he was back to run things.

Understood,” Ben said, after a short pause.

Ben Waters might have been one of the best hires Ryan had made — outside of Cage and Emily, and they didn’t count. They were more part of the package deal: appoint Ryan EIC and the other two came with him. 

But Ben had actually gone through an interview process. He was 20 years old, a member of the Yakama Nation in Washington state, and was at PSU to double major in Film and Indigenous Studies, both demanding programs PSU was known for. In other words, the young man was smart, talented and competitive.

And he produced the nightly newscast that went out on EWN’s public access channel. If that wasn’t enough, he’d been presiding over the expansion to a full, 24/7 channel that was using the creative techniques of social media expanded to television. They were doing some amazing things. And Ben was the man at the center of it.

As Covid had ravaged the newsroom, he had not only been the center, but gradually, the only man. The sound engineer was up in the Covid recovery ward. So were most of the others who ran the technical side. Out front, Bianca Park remained on camera. Others had gone home for break or were quarantined somewhere.

Both of them: age 20. Ryan shook his head. They needed more staff, but they were doing the job anyway. He was so very proud to have been part of this newsroom.

“How are you holding up?” Ryan asked him, as he plopped down into the visitor’s chair, and Ben returned to his chair behind the gunmetal colored, ubiquitous metal desk that filled the university’s storage and surplus areas. It might be the only remaining one on the PSU campus.

They caught up, both on gossip, because a newsroom ran on gossip, and the details of the expansion.

“I’ve got a project I need you for,” Ryan said.

Ben groaned. “Haven’t you been listening? I’ve got all the projects I can handle.” He looked at the clock. “And one of them goes live in 35 minutes.”

“You’ll like this one.” And he used five of those minutes to detail it out.

“Doable,” Ben said. “Get me the video, get Corey to build the website, and we can do it. Friday, you said?”

Ryan nodded. 

“OK, now get out of here, so I can get this show on the road,” he ordered. “No streaking tonight either!”

Ryan laughed as he left. He’d gotten caught on camera half-dressed coming out of the Green Room one night celebrating his appointment as EIC. Earned the station an FCC violation. And added to Ryan’s unfortunately well-deserved rep as a man-ho.

Well, he wasn’t one anymore, he thought. He was a monogamous, married man. And wasn’t that a hoot?

The newscast went smoothly. Karin and Jason had shot some video of the protest at the ICE facility and uploaded it to the server to run following the newscast. The BLM protests were now happening on Friday, Saturday and Wednesday nights to reduce the possibility of Covid exposure. So, the protesters at ICE, who had been out there for years now, decided to protest Thursdays and Sundays. If Ryan was still here, he might go out and talk to the ICE protesters, he thought. He wondered if they knew ICE was emptying the detention centers, deporting everyone before the new administration came in and could stop them.

Maybe he’d pay his immigration lawyer a visit and have that chat with him, too. Or invite him out for a beer and save money. They would bill him the full rate for an office visit.

Speaking of a beer, he should go see the woman who had convinced him that his future beers had to be non-alcoholic. Psychiatrist Dr. Erica Clarke had saved his life.

And he was due for more conversations with her about his past.

For someone who had just come back to pull his best friend out of a dangerous funk, he was developing quite the to-do list.

“Home?” he said hopefully.

He got an identical response from both of his friends.

“Home?” Cage said, his voice a bit growly. “You got one of those, bro?”

“Home?” Emily said, her head cocked as she did when she was laughing at him. Ryan was pretty sure that’s what it meant, anyway. “You mean our home? Where you dumped your stuff, and left wet towels on the floor? That home?”

He grinned, not the least bit worried. “That’s the one,” he said. If there was one thing that he was confident of, it was that as long one of the three of them had a roof over their heads, the other two would as well.
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Midnight, Wednesday, Dec. 16, 2020, Goose Hollow — Emily had been right about the wet towels, Cage saw. He snorted. In his room, no less. And Ryan was wearing his sweats. The man brings in a suitcase and then steals his sweats?

God, it was good to have him back.

Ryan grabbed the big leather chair in the living room, leaving the matching couch for Emily and Cage. Cage eyed it as if it were a trap; but when he sat down, Emily slipped in beside him, head on his shoulder, as if they’d practiced the move. It felt so good, and Cage could feel the tension leave his back muscles. He groaned. 

“So, your dad,” Ryan said. “You know that he wasn’t just your father, right? He’s been a civil rights leader in this town for nearly 30 years. We are a better city because of him. You know that, right?”

Cage thought about it a moment. “Well, yeah,” he said. “Maybe we take it for granted?”

“You think?” Ryan said with an eye roll. “So even during Covid, it’s important the city note his passing.”

“OK,” Cage said slowly, not sure where his best friend was going with this.

“So, I talked to Ben, and he says this is doable, if you and Corey do your parts.”

The man was relentless. “Which is?” Cage asked suspiciously.

“I want you to build an hour-long documentary of your father, both the public man and the private man,” Ryan said. “I snagged the family photo albums from the boxes,” he admitted without any guilt. “And I’m sure you’ve got video. And there’s probably more online.”

“Why is this so important to you?” Emily asked. Cage thought that was a very good question.

Ryan was silent for a moment. “Because I’m very angry at how the church is treating your mother,” he said finally. “I’m angry because your parents aren’t getting the respect they’re due. So, if the church won’t pay tribute, we will do it.”

Cage looked thoughtful. “OK, a video is doable,” he decided. “What do you want Corey to do?”

“I want him to build a website, attached to EWN, where people can post their tributes. And then I want EWN to run the documentary, run an hour of the tributes, run the documentary again, and keep that up until the newscast.”

Cage smiled. “You’re creating a call and response,” he said. 

“I am?”

Cage laughed. “Yeah. It’s traditional in black public discourse,” he said. He’d learned the practice at his father’s knee, but the Introduction to Black History course he’d taken his freshman year had given him context and theory. “Best example is a sermon when the preacher will say ‘Can I get an Amen?’ and the congregation replies, ‘Amen!’ But it’s used a lot.”

“Huh,” Ryan said. “I asked your mom what she wanted for a memorial. And she said, she wanted to hear her sons sing together in that church one last time. She said she wanted you all to sing him home.”

Cage felt tears form, and he struggled not to cry. He couldn’t cry. He didn’t dare. He wasn’t sure he would stop. Emily tugged at him. She swung a leg across his lap as she often did. “I’d like to hear that,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you sing.”

Ryan just waited. Finally Cage nodded. “If Corey and Gregory agree,” he said, knowing they would. For Mama? Of course, they would. “Do you have any idea what she’s asking for?” he asked Ryan, laughing a bit.

“Nope,” Ryan said, cheerfully. “But you’re going to do it at 7 p.m. Friday in the church. I figure we run the documentary at 6 p.m. on EWN. Then with the tributes streaming across the screen behind the pulpit, you all sing your father home.”

Cage thought Ryan was having trouble with tears too. He found that reassuring. Or maybe not. He’d never known Ryan to cry.

“Then we can run the documentary again at 8 p.m. also on the church screen. And the tributes, again on EWN, leading into the 10 p.m. newscast.”

“Got it all figured out, have you? Cleared this with the EICs?” Cage asked.

Ryan laughed. “That’s what I’m doing right now,” he pointed out.

Emily was thinking it through and nodded. “My only concern is the university, and the city is so destroyed by this Covid surge, they might not respond. Might not even see it. If we do this, we don’t want it to be lame.”

“I figure that’s my job tomorrow,” Ryan agreed. “I’m going to seed the feed, so to speak.” And the rhyme cracked him up.

Cage shook his head. “Not going to sit here and watch you get the giggles, my friend,” he said. “You can have my room. Wet, musty towels and all.”

He looked at Emily, hope written across his face, and she smiled. “Come to bed, my love,” she said softly. She stood up and reached out a hand to him. He took it, stood up, and wrapped his arm around her.

“Night, bro,” he said, as the two of them walked towards the back bedrooms. “And thanks.”

Cage was silent until they were in Emily’s room, and the door was closed. 

“Em,” he began, knowing he should apologize or explain or something.

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “You’re still messed up, and that’s OK. You don’t need to do anything here. I’m not waiting for an apology. I understand. I’m grieving Sarah’s death too. And the death of the possibility she represented for us. And all the death around us.

“But your Dad? Oh Cage, he meant so much to you! That sorrow on top of everything else? I understood.” She paused. “I wish we hadn’t been so new together. Maybe you would have turned to me then, instead of away. That hurt. Still hurts.”

She came up close to him, put her hands on either side of his face. And what he saw in her eyes wasn’t anger or even the hurt she was talking about. What he saw was love.

He nodded slowly. “I’m sorry,” he offered.

She just smiled, and then she reached up and kissed him. “Here I am, love,” she said. “I’m not turning away.”

And he held her tightly, his cheek resting on her head. He felt a shudder run through him. He didn’t deserve this love, but he’d take it. And he’d cling to it until he found his footing again.

He started pulling off his own clothes, and she stood there and watched him. “Well, woman?” he said crossly. “Get your clothes off!”

“Or what?” she said teasingly. “You’ll do it?”

He grinned. “I could do that.”

Later, he held her as she went to sleep. Making love was still a new thing with them, and he found himself holding back, afraid he’d hurt her. She was so thin. So very thin. They had just begun to address that, the three of them, and then Sarah was gone. And Cage didn’t know how to restart the conversation.

Well, he’d have to be here to start it, wouldn’t he? He winced. His inner voice could be damned brutal at times.

He missed Sarah. Missed her humor and her earthiness. Her knowledge! Like all good copyeditors, she had this bottomless pit of information tidbits — newsroom maxim: never play Trivial Pursuit against a copyeditor. If Sarah were here, by now they would be talking about anorexia and the need for Em to see a new doctor. Things didn’t go unsaid with Sarah. The three of them had made a whole that was different from just the two of them, even in the short time they were together.

He loved Emily. She’d been his best friend for over five years now, along with Ryan. Also, a threesome, he thought amused. A platonic one, probably the only platonic relationships Ryan had ever had. Was that irony? Or something deeper? Was something missing in him, that he couldn’t handle a relationship on his own?

Or Emily couldn’t?

He didn’t know, and he needed to figure it out. Because he’d loved Emily, had wanted her for years, and now he wasn’t going to give her up.

But damn, he missed Sarah more than he dreamed he could.

He kissed the top of Emily’s head and willed himself to sleep. Something told him Ryan fully expected to keep him busy in the morning.

Cage got up and let Emily sleep, while he started breakfast. It was 7 a.m. and he grunted at the clock. He hated mornings. Hated getting up and eating breakfast at 7 a.m. 

But his mother had put breakfast on the table at 7 a.m. and you’d best be there, showered and dressed, or you faced her wrath — and the chance of going without breakfast. Neither was a welcome fate when you were a teenaged boy, he remembered with amusement. 

And now the practice was so ingrained, that even when it was his home, and he could set his hours? It was rare for him not to make breakfast at 7 a.m.

He could hear a shower. One was up. Ah, there went the other shower. Good. He was making waffles. And he wanted people to be ready to eat when the waffles were done, damn it.

Emily came out and kissed his cheek. Ryan was trailing behind her. 

“Do I get a kiss, too?” he asked. 

“Sorry, bro, but you should have brought that wife of yours along if you wanted breakfast kisses,” Cage retorted.

Ryan sighed. “Low blow,” he said. “I miss her, and I’ve only been gone three days.” 

Cage put the waffles on the table. Emily got the butter and syrup. He went back for the orange juice.

Ryan made himself useful by pouring coffee. Black for Em, with cream for the two men. Cage took note that Em avoided even the few calories of cream in her coffee.

And she wouldn’t eat much for breakfast, either. More than she used to, but he doubted she’d eat half a waffle. Maybe a bit of syrup, but no butter. And half a glass of juice.

And this was a woman who worked out and ran five miles daily — at least she used to when gyms were still open — and ran the EWN newsroom. And she was getting thinner. He closed his eyes briefly. He’d been neglecting to care for his love in his own grief. And she was grieving too. And running EWN not only alone as EIC — he’d been shocked at how few people were left last night. Ben was practically running the tech side by himself. The video crew was doing well, but there was no one to do more than simple edits.

“Where was Will last night?” he asked abruptly as he did a mental run-down of staff.

“Took a few days to go home and see his family,” Emily said. She was nibbling on the waffle. Woman took smaller bites than anyone he’d ever seen.

He looked up and saw that Ryan was watching her too, his eyes narrowed in concern. Cage shook his head, and Ryan nodded once.

“Will was running pretty much 24/7 to get those stories out about that bastard Benjamin Davis,” Emily went on. “He was burned out. But Blair is stepping up, doing a good job as assistant news editor. We just lack people, because it’s break, and because....” She trailed off.

“Do we need to cut back until after Jan. 1?” Cage asked. He took a second waffle.

“I thought about that, but if we cut back, we’ll have a hard time gearing back up. It feels like whatever we decide is permanent,” she said. “What do you think?”

Cage considered it. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “What do you think we should look like, say, the 10th of January? We figure that out and that’s what we aim for now.”

“Running television from 6 p.m. to 2 a.m.?” she mused out loud. “We’re getting good feedback on the new format on the radio too. We could beef up the morning drive time with some news. Mix in more talk radio. Sam’s getting a kick out of doing liberal talk radio.” Everyone grinned. Talk radio was usually a conservative medium.

“Beef up the news staff, this term, with the intention that some of the best get paid to work spring break,” Emily went on, thinking out loud. “We need more reporters, more videographers.”

He nodded. “We’re short-handed on the tech side too,” he said. “Is Ben really running that station single-handedly?”

“Yeah, close,” Em said. “Corey helped him automate some of it. J.J. has been helping, but he’s basically just an extra pair of hands at this point. Not that he isn’t a help. Miguel was able to help out as well until he got sick. Joe Castro is helping with some of the video-editing. He at least knows the software. But we could use 10, maybe a dozen more people. Especially when classes start and we’re back to keeping people below 20 hours per week.”

“Money?” Cage asked her.

“I have no clue,” Emily said. She looked at Ryan, with a gleam in her eye. That scary smile came. Ryan swallowed his food and got ready.

“What?” he said suspiciously.

“The budget,” she said. “I can’t make heads or tails of it, or how it was developed. The student fee request is due in three weeks, and I can’t make sense of last year’s request either. I just figured I’d update it for this year, but it really doesn’t make any sense. So, while you’re here, you can tutor the both of us in budgeting.”

Ryan didn’t say anything.

Emily’s eyes narrowed. “Ryan?” she said, drawing the name out.

Cage looked at Emily, then Ryan. “Bro?”

“It doesn’t make sense, because it has never made sense,” he admitted. “The numbers are bogus.”

There was silence. 

“I heard the words, but I don’t know what they mean,” Emily admitted.

“OK. So, it goes back a few years, maybe 10?” Ryan thought about it. “That sounds about right. About the time EWN moved into the new building.”

“Oh God, Kevin Tighe,” Cage groaned. “He figures into this doesn’t he?”

Ryan laughed. “Yeah. So, it was a banner advertising year. We were rolling in the dough. And the university wanted to take the surplus away, use it for God knows what, because that’s what happens at the end of the fiscal year. Everything gets funneled back into the main accounts, and departments that have a little surplus lose it, and those who are in the red get covered.”

“July 1,” Emily said.

“Yeah. To top that, the student fee committee was pissed about something, and zero-funded the literary magazine. Except they didn’t fund the magazine in the first place, the English department does. So now student media had a deficit that the university wouldn’t fix because they didn’t want to piss off the fee committee.”

“Doug was talking about that,” Cage said.

Ryan did the math. “Yeah, he would have been around then.”

“So, what did they do? I can’t see Kevin taking that?” Emily asked.

Ryan sighed. “He cooked the books.”

Cage looked at him skeptically. “Say again?”

“First, that’s how we came to have a state-of-the-art shell for the newscast,” Ryan said. “I’m told that if you wanted something that spring, Kevin bought it for you. But that was only a short-stop measure, because if he bought computers and such, they’d be out of date in five years, maybe even three. So, he convinced the director of university budgeting that we needed our own funds for equipment replacement, that we should use the university’s allocation formulas to set aside funds for upgrades, and that we also needed a rainy-day formula, just like the university had. But separate from the university. That was key. He pointed out that without it, the university would be forced to cover our losses in a year, just as they uh, I forget the nice term he used, but ‘stole’ our profits. Appropriated,” Ryan said.

“And they bought that?” Emily asked. 

“Kevin had the numbers, he had examples of other college media, he’s quite good at what he does,” Ryan said. Then frowned. “If anyone actually knows what that is.” Kevin had been Ryan’s loft-mate until Teresa had re-entered his life with Rafael. He’d taken Rafael to stay with the Washingtons. That warehouse loft was no place for a 3-year-old.

“So that was ten years ago,” Cage said. “What happens annually now?”

Ryan sighed. “I’ll help you write it up while I’m here,” he conceded. “It’s only fair. The previous editor helped me write mine. But it’s the finest work of creative fiction on campus.”

His eyes narrowed. “I think.”

“We just make it up?” Emily said, sounding bewildered.

“Well kind of,” Ryan said. “See we’re the only large unit on campus that projects revenue as well as expenses, right? Most departments figure out their expenses, and they don’t change much from year to year, because it’s faculty payroll, and then the university gets state dollars to pay for them. Only a small fraction of our budget works like that. The Portland Review, primarily. The rest? It’s based on the revenue we raise. Just like your personal budget.”

“Do you have a personal budget?” Cage asked Emily.

“Sure,” she said. “Don’t you?”

“Not a budget per se. I pay my bills when I get my check from EWN. What’s left over is mine,” Cage said.

“And that’s about how it works for EWN,” Ryan said. “We see how much money is coming in, and we spend it. If money stops coming in, we cut back. If lots of money comes in and we can’t spend it? It goes in the rainy-day account.”

“So, it’s all guess work?” Emily said. “That can’t be right.”

Ryan laughed. “You’re talking about a process set up by the man who scrounged the EWN building, Em,” he pointed out. 

“Seriously though?” Ryan continued. “You talk to Gregory. He’s done this before. He estimates how much money we’re likely to make the rest of this year and next year. It’s an estimate — a projection. You set expenses to match those estimates. Gregory will be conservative....”

“That’s no surprise,” Cage muttered about his brother. He was ignored.

“And you will be generous,” Ryan continued. “And then you negotiate so they match.”

“And the student fee proposal?” Emily asked. Since they’d just finished pissing off the VP who worked with the student fee committee, she’d been anxious about that process.

Ryan shrugged. He started clearing the table. “I took the previous proposal, added 10 percent for projected increases in supplies and wages. I added a request for an additional $10,000 for....” He frowned as he thought about it. “For something. I forget. Expanded staff for tech side of the newscast? We didn’t get it. You have to give them something to cut. And now we can point out that we were right, we did need that, because look! But we did get the 10 percent.”

“OK, I’ve got to think about that,” Emily conceded, as she loaded the dishwasher. “It doesn’t sound right.”

“Essentially we’re trying to fit a business model into the formats of a government budgeting process,” Ryan said with more seriousness. “And you don’t present the request to the fee committee, either. Gregory does. You and Cage, Professor Cooper and our bookkeeper attend the session to answer any questions. But you do not let them to grill you about content. It’s illegal for them to base their decisions on content. Hasn’t stopped them on occasion. But they got overruled when they did it. But Professor Cooper will go over all of that with you.”

Cage had been listening to it all, and he thought he even understood it. The notion of a business model and a government model made sense. Didn’t mean he could write a budget. But he understood it. But it left him with a big question.

“So,” he said slowly. “Do we have money for staff expansion or not? And how can we tell?”

Ryan grinned at him, as if he’d just aced the big test.

“You ask Gregory,” he said. “You know that monthly report he gives you about actual sales vs. projected sales?”

Both nodded. They’d seen it. Hadn’t read it.

“That’s your real budget. If your expenses are under revenues? Spend more. If they’re over revenues? Cut back.”

“Does Cooper know this?” Emily demanded. “Does the bookkeeper?”

“That isn’t as simple a question to answer as you think it is,” Ryan said. “Short answer? Yes. Longer answer? Cooper just checks to make sure we’re not going in the red. The bookkeeper makes sure that we’re not overspending our payroll or supplies accounts. She isn’t involved with the revenue side at all. If she says we’re overspending, then we — Gregory — submits a budget adjustment form to raise the limits on those two big accounts, based on increased revenue.”

“So, can I hire more staff for winter term or not?” Emily asked. “Do you know how thin we really are?”

“We’ll look at the reports for the last few months and see,” Ryan promised. “Or you could just ask Gregory.”

Cage studied his friend. “So why do I think this leaves a big question unanswered? How did you fund the expansion to a full summer session to cover the Black Lives Matter protests? Because the money to pay for that wouldn’t come in until after the expenses.”

Ryan looked guilty.  “I’ll tackle that another time,” he promised. “We’ve gone over enough for today.”

Cage rolled his eyes. He was convinced there was a blackmail file that editors handed down from year to year. And when you needed money? Someone had the money you needed.

Ryan didn’t meet his eyes.

Huh.

Emily looked at the former EIC consideringly. “Ryan, did you drop out of fall term?” she asked.

“No,” Ryan said. “McShane told me I should get everything done early in case I needed to go after Teresa. I was mostly taking honors seminars and working on my thesis anyway.”

“So technically you’re a student and eligible to work on EWN?” she pursued.

Ryan backpedaled. “Well,” he began. 

Cage laughed at him, and Ryan conceded, “Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “I need an experienced writer.”

“I don’t get a choice in this?” he asked meekly. 

She looked at him. “About the same amount of choice Cage and I got in being EIC,” she said dryly. “I need a major profile of McShane as incoming president. We can use it for the first issue of Folio next term. Cover for the website. Send along a videographer.” Now she looked at Cage.

Ryan shook his head. “No, no, that’s not one I can do,” he said. “There are secrets I hold that make it risky for me to try and juggle what is public and what is private.”

“He’s right on that one, babe,” Cage said, laughing. “Whatever the history is between those two? It’s intense.”

“But I will help you with the budget and student fee proposal,” Ryan promised hastily before Emily’s penchant for questions focused in on McShane and their past. “You know who you should send? J.J. he could do both written and video. Where is he anyway?”

Cage frowned and looked at Emily. “He wasn’t at Mom’s or the newsroom or here last night.”

She shrugged. “He comes here when he’s in town and needs a place. He does anything I assign him. He’s a big boy, guys,” she said in exasperation at their looks of concern.

“Emily?” Ryan said, dragging out each syllable. “What aren’t you telling us?”

“Fine,” she said. “He’s hanging out with Turk and Carroll a lot. He’s been out to Turk’s place in Cedar Hills. I don’t ask. I gave him keys to the newsroom and to here.”

Ryan raised his eyebrows. “That’s an interesting crowd for the little boy from West Linn,” he said neutrally.

She snorted. “Do you really think either of those two would do anything to hurt J.J.? Even by accident?” 

Well, put like that? Cage laughed. Turk and Carroll were two independent journalists who were making names for themselves covering the BLM protests. They’d taken J.J. under their wings at the protests. Apparently, it was now extended to the kid’s private life.

“You’re in good spirits, this morning,” Ryan said. “I expected you to be aggravated with me about the memorial and you singing.”

“Bro, we’ve been singing in that church since we were John Lewis’s age,” Cage said, referring to his 3-year-old nephew. “If there is one thing I’m not sweating about, it’s singing with Gregory and Corey. We need to talk to Gregory about a song list. I might need to brush up on some lyrics because it’s been a while. But we’re good.”

“Besides he got laid last night,” Emily said. “He’d better be in good spirits.”

“Emily Jane Andersen!” Cage said. 

Ryan started laughing. 

“What? You think he didn’t know? It’s not like we were even trying to be quiet,” Emily said, hands on her hips. “Good lord, man! It’s Ryan. He would have assumed it to be true, regardless.”

Ryan was still laughing so hard he couldn’t speak. Cage looked at him. Looked at Emily.

“Whatever,” he muttered, and stomped off to take his own shower. But he was grinning as he went down the hallway.

“Prude,” Emily called after him.

“Thank you,” Emily told Ryan when they could hear Cage start the shower.

Ryan wiped tears of laughter from his eyes. “No problem,” he managed. “I missed you.”

“And J.J. is a good suggestion for the McShane piece,” she said.

“I might have an editorial or two I’d like to write,” he offered.

“How long are you here, Ryan?” she asked softly, now that the shower was running.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “It occurs to me that I need to check on whether I need to be registered for next term in order to graduate. Seems like that might be the case. I want to go see Dr. Clarke. See a few other people. In fact, I may go see Dr. Clarke today, while you all do EIC things. But I miss Teresa, and I worry about her being in Mexico without me,” he admitted.

“Is it so dangerous?” she asked. “Teresa made Mexico City sound very cosmopolitan.”

“It is,” he said. “But any cosmopolitan city has a crime problem. But it’s more her father and grandfather, and their old troubles with the cartel. Apparently, the drug cartels have long memories. I want to get them all out of there as soon as possible. And the embassy is so slow. Things are backed up. Hell, Mexico didn’t have a confirmed ambassador for most of the last four years. 

“And it’s that way throughout the state department at every level. It’s incredibly backlogged. Not the fault of the career state department people; they’ve been holding it together best they can. But it’s worse than people realize. And ICE is emptying the camps. They’re deporting everyone they can. That’s what happened to Teresa’s father. It’s going to blow up along the border, Em, and I want to be with Teresa if it happens.”

She nodded.

“But you all are important to me too,” Ryan said softly. “I’m glad I came.”

“You done talking about me?” Cage asked with suspicion as he walked out, wrapped in a white towel. He really had to decide which bedroom he was going to live in. His clothes were never where he needed them to be.

Emily looked at him and smiled. “What?” he asked, looking down.

“She told me,” she admitted. 

Cage pulled her into his arms and held her. “I miss her, too,” he said.

Ryan smiled at Cage and nodded. Then he quietly let himself out the front door.
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Chapter 6
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10 a.m., Thursday, Dec. 17, 2020, Goose Hollow — Cage held Emily in his arms and thought about another woman. Wasn’t that weird? And he figured the woman he held was thinking about her too.

He’d been skeptical. Probably they had all been, but Emily said she wasn’t going to choose who she loved most, that she loved both of them. And so, Sarah, openly gay, and Cage, who had always thought of himself as pretty vanilla, and Emily, who wouldn’t choose, formed a ménage à trois. And for a short wonderful time, they’d started to cleave to one another, as his father talked about when he married people.

His father never had a three-way in mind, he was sure. But the three of them fit. He still felt like something was missing when he held Emily at night. Like there should be another body snuggled up against his back — or hers. When he woke up this morning, he and Emily were snuggled together tightly. But in spite of being a big man, and the bed only a queen, there was room left over, as if a third person might have gotten up to use the bathroom or to start breakfast.

Someone was missing during the daytime too. Sarah. Such a brave, strong person. She’d swept into the newsroom, staked her claim as Copyeditor Goddess, and then, when she could hardly stand on her own without her crutches, she managed to hold J.J. up so he couldn’t die when he’d tried to hang himself. Held a 150-pound kid up for 30 minutes until Cage had shown up and could cut him down.

He still stood in awe of her strength of will.

The strain on her damaged muscles had put her back on some powerful pain meds; her doctor had wanted her to stay with someone while she had to be on them. Cage had this ground-floor apartment he was sharing with his brother, so with a little adjustment, Sarah had moved in — just temporarily, they said.

But God, she’d been easy to live with. She might have been a lesbian, but she liked men. She liked the Army barracks, she’d said, and if a car bomb outside Kabul hadn’t nearly killed her, she might have made a career out of the Army.

So, when Emily had issued her ultimatum about not choosing, they’d moved Corey out, and Emily in, and set about to see if a three-way friendship could become something more.

And the answer had appeared to be yes, it could.

Then Covid hit the university and then it hit the newsroom. Sarah had fought a lot of battles and won, but Covid was an enemy she couldn’t defeat.

She’d died at the VA hospital the day after his Dad had died at Emanuel.

And it was that death, even more than his father’s, that had sent him on walkabout looking for answers. He wandered, he filmed. Then he’d often end up in his father’s office, talking to an empty chair about what he’d seen. And wasn’t that weird? He might have talked more to his father after his death than in the years preceding it.

Cage closed his eyes as a shudder hit him.

“Thinking about Sarah?” Emily asked softly.

He nodded. He tried to resist the urge to walk away. Go walkabout again. His mother had coined it when he was a teen. She had said it was an Australian Aborigine term. There were just times when he couldn’t stand it anymore. Then he’d go out with his camera, walking until he was too tired to think, using his camera to see, really see, what the world was doing that day.

He’d done a lot of that in the last week. Gone walkabout. Walked until he was tired enough to sleep and come here and find Emily. Or if the guilt of what he was doing to her was great enough, he went to the newsroom and found a bed to sleep on. Or to his parents’ place. His mother never said anything, just set another plate for breakfast.

Once he’d slept in an empty homeless camp he knew about under the viaduct.

He’d walked and he filmed. And then in the early morning hours he’d go to the newsroom and edit what he’d captured into a story for the nightly newscast.

He gone down and found the boat owners who were determined to continue the Christmas boats tradition despite the Covid shutdown. They’d figured out how to do it within guidelines and so most nights there was a fleet of decorated boats, large and small, on the Willamette River. They took him along one night. A gay couple, one in his 50s, who had fished commercially for a while, and his partner, who was much younger and laughed a lot. They told stories about going up the Inland Passage together in this 40-foot boat. And they’d served him hot chocolate, spiked with Everclear, an Alaskan tradition, they assured him. He’d slept that one off on the newsroom couch, drunk on his ass, before editing the piece. He’d left before anyone came in.

He’d gone back down to the Salvation Army’s shelter and showed the kids the news story he’d done of them singing Silent Night and Joy to the World. They’d insisted on singing Away in a Manger for him, and they demanded he film that too. He did.

“I heard of your father’s passing,” the commander said. “I’m so sorry.”

He had nodded and drifted on. He could publicly mourn his father’s death, but where could he mourn the death of his friend and lover?

And now, as he thought back to those lost days, he thought that might be what he’d been looking for, a place he could mourn, not just for his father, but for his love.

Odd, because that place had been waiting right here the whole time.

“I miss her,” he said to Emily, knowing she did too. “I miss her so much.”

She nodded. She didn’t say anything just stood in his embrace, her head against his shoulder.

He couldn’t even form the question that haunted him yet. And he was afraid to ask it: do you still want me? With Sarah gone, is what we have enough? Will we ever get past the feeling that a vital part has been amputated from our relationship?

Do you love me? That was the question he was afraid to ask. Afraid to find out she welcomed him home out of pity, not love. Because he could not stand to lose her.

There was such rage burning inside him. Emily gave him balance, and he felt guilty taking when he knew he wasn’t giving back to her what he should. He was afraid of that rage. Afraid of what might happen if he let it loose.

He wanted to destroy the VP for Student Affairs. He wanted to rage at the church that was turning his mother out of her home of 25 years. He wanted to rage at the universe for the unfairness that took two fine people like his Dad and Sarah but spared him. He almost picked up a paint ball to throw back at the cops the last night he was down there. Appalled that he was losing his ability to tell the story without participating, he’d left, and he hadn’t been back. He’d gone to the ICE protest instead; he could feel the rage building.

And building.

They were living in a city under siege. One where police felt they had the right to terrorize people because they were demanding accountability. 

He’d heard a rumor of blue flu — when cops called in sick because they were angry at the protesters. Calls to 911 were going unanswered. The Black community was torn. Crime went up if the cops wouldn’t come. At the same time, sometimes when they came, they did more harm than good.

Sometimes when the cops came, Black people died.

He thought defund the police was a silly phrase. But something needed to be done. The more he learned and the more he saw, the more he realized it wasn’t about a few bad apples or even lack of accountability that allowed those bad apples to remain. The whole system needed to be examined, starting with what was the purpose of policing? What were we asking them to do? Because right now? The system was making bad apples; that was becoming the norm, starting with the militarization of the police and their black matte gear that made them anonymous like stormtroopers. So, they acted like stormtroopers. They had more weapons than soldiers in Afghanistan did.

And that would make him think of Sarah. And so, he walked.

He’d done some interviews with BLM leaders, store owners and city officials, just asking them what they thought must be done. He interspersed their answers with the footage of the anger and the frustration he saw at the protests.

And the cruelty he was seeing among the cops.

A Reed professor down protesting last Saturday had been willing to be filmed talking about Juvenal's question quis custodiet ipsos custodes: who guards the guardians? She said every civil society had to answer that question: Who keeps those in power in check? Socrates had said it had to come from within the guardians themselves.

“That’s not working,” she pointed out. “Cops don’t lose their jobs. Cops aren’t holding each other accountable in spite of Internal Affairs investigations. The Police Unions are too strong. We have to invent new ways to check the power of the powerful.”

He had such a wealth of video footage that it was easy to find footage to match what people talked about. He could merge the two....

“What are you thinking about?” Emily asked, and he could hear the smile in her voice.

“I’m thinking about the stories I want to tell,” he said truthfully. “And I’m thinking about Sarah, and how we have no place to publicly mourn our loss. And that’s important. I can see how important it is to Mama about my father. And I’m wondering if there are others who are having to struggle with loss, and mourning, and not being able to publicly mourn.”

And he smiled down at her. “And I’m thinking about hot chocolate with Everclear and how good it tastes on a boat and what a hell of a hangover it gives.”

And he was rewarded with the clear bell-sounds of her laughter. And he just stood there, holding her tight, and let it comfort him.
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10 a.m., Thursday, Dec. 17, 2020, OHSU — Ryan drove the winding, twisty road up to the top of Pill Hill, the home of the large complex of the Oregon Health Sciences University. It took the bulk of the mountain top, blending into the Veteran’s Hospital on the south side. But the place he wanted was a small building set off to one side, the Adolescent Psychiatric Clinic, a place he’d been coming to for a long time. Longer than he could remember.

And wasn’t that an apt phrase for a man who couldn’t remember anything before age 10?

He parked his rental car and made it beep with the fob. The sound made him mourn for his old Prius, now with new owners in Eugene, a casualty of his and Teresa’s efforts to stay ahead of ICE last month. It hadn’t beeped at him. He hated things that beeped. He sighed.

Dr. Erica Clarke’s nurse recognized him when he walked in.

“Is she here?” he asked. “Or should I make an appointment? I’m only in town for a few days.”

She ran a thermometer across his forehead before she answered. The new handshake among health professionals, Ryan thought wryly.

“She’s here,” the nurse said. “Take a seat; I’ll let her know.”

Ryan went into the waiting room, but he didn’t sit. Coming here made him edgy. He looked at the art on the walls, all designed with her younger clientele in mind. He was a bit old for her practice, he admitted. But she didn’t bring it up, and he couldn’t envision going to anyone else.

“Ryan Matthews!” Dr. Clarke exclaimed behind him. He whirled around to see her welcoming smile. She was in her 40s, her dark hair streaked with gray. She wore a white doctor’s coat over a dark dress just as she usually dressed.

“Hi, Doc,” he said. “You got a bit of time?”

“Come in,” she said. She gestured him to the seating area by the door, and he took the couch. She sat in the chair catty-corner to him. “President McShane called to tell me what happened,” she said. “I think he thought he owed me after I got him the results from when you had your stomach pumped.”

“Glad someone told you,” he said. It seemed a bit odd to have these two keeping each other informed, but then his life was odd.

“And I got your wedding picture,” she added, smiling at him. “How has it been?”

“Good,” he said with a smile.

“Hard,” he added.

“Start with the hard?” Dr. Clarke suggested. “I gather you might not be here for long this visit.”

“I keep looking at my son, Rafael, who is 3,” Ryan said slowly. “And I wonder how could someone kill their own child like that? And then I wonder how could people — my grandparents — take her in?”

“And leave you out,” Dr. Clarke said, with sympathy.

He nodded. 

“We don’t really know what makes people abuse children,” she said slowly. “Commonly held belief is that the abusers were abused as children.” At the horror in Ryan’s eyes, she shook her head no, vigorously. “No, I’m not worried about you doing that,” she said. “And that’s the flaw in that belief. It is true that most abusers were abused — but not all. But it is also true than nine out 10 children who are abused do not grow up to be abusers.”

He had to parse that one a bit. “OK, so what makes some break toward abuse and the rest don’t?”

“We don’t know,” she said. “Some genetic studies have been promising, although I remain skeptical that we can differentiate between nature and nurture on that one. Are you worried you might abuse your son?”

He shook his head. “No, I’m not inclined like that,” he said and noted her puzzlement. “Ah, God, Doc, I forgot you didn’t know about exactly what kind of partying I was into when I had to get my stomach pumped.”

She raised an eyebrow, and he briefly described his late teens-early 20s partying into deeper and deeper circles of BDSM. “So, I’m confident that if sadism interested me at all, I’d know,” he said. “And it doesn’t. I can get pleasure from receiving pain in certain circumstances, but not the giving.”

She sat quietly for a moment, processing that information. “That’s what you meant when you talked about how you were the opposite of asexual,” she said. “I believe we were talking about Carroll and J.J.”

He snorted. “Yeah, so very much not asexual. Pansexual I think it’s called.”

“Does your wife know all this? Somehow I’d gotten the impression she might have been a traditionally raised Mexican American girl?”

“Yes, and yes. And not all of it,” he said, and laughed. “Like that made sense. I was still partying when we were together before Rafael was born. And I cheated on her, probably nightly. And then I went off the deep end when she left. I deserved her leaving. I knew it then, and I still believe it was the right thing for her to do. That fall was when I met you.”

Met her because Professor Black had tried to overdose him at a party, and Cage had hauled him up the hill to Dr. Clarke and saved his life. It took Dr. Clark nearly six months to convince him he was an alcoholic and that he’d be dead in a year if he didn’t stop drinking. He’d been clean and sober for almost three years. Three years this Valentine’s Day.

“So how much have you told her since the two of you have reunited?”

Ryan smiled appreciatively. “You do get to the heart of things,” he said. “That’s a problem. In several ways. She feels insecure that she can’t satisfy me, and that I’ll have to choose between straying or being unsatisfied. I’ve assured her I am neither unsatisfied nor planning to stray even if I was.”

She winced.

“What?”

“Men,” she muttered. “But go on, we’ll come back to your notion of reassurance.”

Ryan smiled uneasily... a bit confused. “So, she wants more details about what I did, what I like. But Dr. Clarke, I don’t remember — my memory is shot full of holes, mostly drug and alcohol induced. And what I do remember aren’t things I want to do now with a woman I love. I love making love to her. But I don’t feel a need to have her wear a collar and handcuffs!”

Dr. Clarke laughed. “Maybe there is a happy medium?” she suggested. “You do realize this is not my field, right?”

He nodded. “But you have my trust,” he said. “So, I come here.”

“And I’m honored. And I wouldn’t dream of turning you away,” she reassured him. He relaxed against the couch. “It’s too entertaining for one thing.”

He grinned at her.

“As you talk about what she’s trying to tell you, I’m hearing something different than you do,” Dr. Clarke began. “What I hear is a conventional young woman, married to a much more sexually-experienced man, who is intrigued by what might be possible beyond missionary sex.”

“Whoa,” Ryan said. “I did not see that coming. At all.” He considered what she said. “We are more adventuresome than missionary,” he added absently.

“Glad to hear it,” she said, and he could hear laughter lurking under the words. “Have you taken her out dancing in a club in Mexico City? Not a bondage club, just a night club? Have you tried a bit of voyeurism? Rented an X rated movie? I wonder if you haven’t drawn the circle around normal a bit too tightly?”

“I’ll have to give that some thought,” Ryan said. He would have to think about that indeed. Huh.

“So older issues? Picking up where we left off,” Ryan said, changing the subject. “Should I try to get my own childhood memories back? Should I confront my grandparents and say what the hell? Is there any value in meeting my birth mother at this point?”

“So, you’re curious as well,” Dr. Clarke observed. “What do you think?”

“It’s like a sore tooth I keep worrying at,” he admitted. “It makes no sense to me, and I keep trying to make it make sense.”

“Nightmares?”

He nodded.

“Do the nightmares feel like remembrances, or are they unreal?’

“Both? They feel like remembrances,” he whispered. “But then I think they can’t be real. But I’m beginning to recall some things.” And they made no sense.

She nodded. “That doesn’t surprise me.” She considered him. “You know I have your files. From my interviews with you at age 6, and at age 10. And I have the court and CPS files. It paints a complete, and appalling, picture. If you want to read them, I will release them to you. That is always an option. Did you ever google your parents’ trial?” she asked.

Ryan shook his head. “I needed to be settled. As stable as possible,” he said. “I had Rafael, and I needed to be able to go after Teresa at a moment’s notice. I was afraid it would push me off balance too much when I needed my balance. Such as it is.”

“And now?”

He shrugged. “I’m afraid of what I will find.”

She nodded. “You could just call your grandparents and ask them why they left you. But you haven’t.”

“No.”

“Have you thought about why not?”

He was silent. She waited on him.

“They rejected me at 18 for my mother. I don’t want to be rejected again?” he said with difficulty.

“Reasonable. A starting point,” she agreed. “Let’s leave it there. And you should think about that question. Why haven’t you investigated the trials? Why haven’t you confronted your grandparents? And we should talk again before you leave if we can.”

She stood, and so did he. He started to shake her hand, then realized he couldn’t and did the short bow that had replaced handshakes and hugs. She nodded back. “I’ll even make an appointment,” he promised.

Then he paused. “Did you hear? Rev. Washington died of Covid.”

“I had not heard that,” she said. “I am so sorry.”

“We’re doing an online memorial tomorrow.” He explained about the testimonials and memorials that could be posted.

“I will do that,” she said decisively. “He was a good man.”

“Yes, he was,” Ryan said. He made an appointment and left the building feeling a bit shaky as he always did after a session. He started the car. It was almost noon, but he wasn’t hungry. Then, not wanting to over-think it, he drove up to the house where he grew up in Portland Heights.
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Noon, Thursday, Dec. 17, 2020, Portland Heights — For some reason, the memory of his first sex party came to mind. He must have been 16 — he’d had a driver’s license, at least. His grandparents had season tickets to all the major cultural events in town, symphony, ballet, music series on campus. They did opening night — his grandmother in a designer gown, he and his grandfather in tuxes. What other 16-year-old owned a tux? He shook his head, amused at the memory. If his grandfather was busy, he escorted his grandmother alone. One night at intermission at the Arlene Schnitzer Hall, a woman approached him. “When you’ve finished your escort employment for the evening, perhaps you’d like to join us at a party,” she said. “An after-party party, so to speak.” She’d been attractive, old enough to be his mother probably, and she’d handed him a business card with an address on it. She was gone before he realized she thought he was a paid escort. He had laughed at his staid, adoptive mother paying for an escort.

He’d taken his adoptive mother home. Then he’d left again, found the address not too far from his own. And his hostess met him with a smile. “I thought you might come.”

The party was arranged in three stages. The first was more of the same as the symphony, white-haired people drinking champagne while a chamber quartet played. His hostess led him to the next area, where the music was livelier, and the crowd was younger. People were dancing. He liked it.

“You can come back here,” she promised, her eyes laughing at him. “But finish the tour first.” 

And the third space was her playroom. Sex play. She explained safe words. His safe word would be elephant, as in elephant in the room, he’d thought. But if he used it, he had to leave the playroom. He could stay to dance, but he couldn’t re-enter.

He hadn’t used the word. 

To give the woman the benefit of the doubt, he already had a beard and topped six feet tall. And a tux gave a young man some maturity. Still, she couldn’t have possibly thought him over 21. It hadn’t seemed to worry her.

He’d moved rapidly into the party world from there. That first one had been kind of innocent, in retrospect, he thought now. No one tried to kill him or anything.

The house he’d called home was 5,000, maybe 6,000, square feet, and like many of the homes of the wealthy in Portland it clung to the hillside, and stair-stepped down, four floors in all. Ryan had always liked the house. It was Northwest style, a wood house, that, except for its size, would not have looked out of place in Japan. It had a dark roof with a wide overhang, wood walls that framed large, glass windows on the side of the house overlooking the city, and slate tiles at the entrance.

Ryan pulled off the road that ran along the back side of the house and punched in the gate code. It was the same code it had always been. He pulled into the drive, and the black iron gate closed behind him. The sound of it latching made him shiver. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, he thought. But he was here, he might as well go inside.

Besides, he needed a black suit for the memorial service.

Another code for the lock pad at the door. Ryan wondered why his heart was pounding so hard. This had been his home. A home he hadn’t entered in six, maybe seven years? He frowned. That seemed weird, now that he thought about it. Why hadn’t he thought about it?

The top floor held the entrance space, a kitchen and dining room. Outside the dining room was a deck that had a glorious view of the city. Maybe he should host a party here. He envisioned the people he knew partying here, and it made him smile. 

While the view might draw him, the inside was another matter. All the furniture was still in place. More formal than his tastes, high-gloss cherry with curved legs and trim on the tables. Harp-shaped backs on the chairs with upholstered seats in deep green silk. A matching china cabinet, still home to white china from France, Limoges perhaps? Service for 24, in a house of three people. His grandparents had entertained, of course.

A memory fragment surfaced of breaking a saucer and crying when they said he would have to be punished for it. He wondered how old he’d been?

The house looked as if its owners were just in another room. There wasn’t even any dust. Apparently, the property manager had housecleaners come through. But he’d never suggested it be rented. And Ryan never brought it up. Had he hoped the people he’d loved as his parents would come back if he left it empty?

He found the elevator and took it down a floor. His adopted parents — his biological grandparents — had it installed when stairs got to be too much for them. The next floor was the biggest floor. It had a large living room — Cage’s three-bedroom apartment would fit in it, he thought — and another large wood deck. To the left was Ryan’s suite of rooms: a bedroom, bath, and sitting room. To the right was his grandfather’s den and his grandmother’s study. He wandered through the rooms, the living room with its rugs from France, and formal — and therefore uncomfortable — couches and chairs. All were priceless antiques because they impressed his grandfather’s colleagues and competitors when they hosted their large gatherings and made his grandmother’s women friends jealous over afternoon bridge games. 

Ryan drifted through their individual rooms and then into his own. It was cleaner than he remembered. But he hadn’t been here since he was 18 so there was that. Nothing triggered any memories. He rummaged through his closet, found a black three-piece suit. He tried on the jacket and laughed. Nope. He’d gotten broader through the shoulders since he was 18. But the black vest was still wearable and so were the pants. He found a white dress shirt — same problem with the shoulders. He’d borrow from Cage. And a black tie. Good enough. 

He hung them over the top of the door and took the elevator down one more level. He was curious. He didn’t remember visiting it before — his grandparents’ bedroom. It was accompanied by a luxurious master bath and another sitting room. Ryan shook his head. There were enough spaces in the house for a half-dozen couples to live in. Which actually might be kind of fun. A mini-apartment building with some of the most spectacular views in the city?

And wouldn’t that put his grandparents in a mood?

He laughed at the thought.

At the foot of their bed was an old trunk. It looked out of place. It lacked the curves of Louis XV furniture that filled the house. Instead, it was more in keeping with the Japanese lines of the house itself.  And probably it was an antique from Japan, he thought. Curious, he opened it.

Photo albums.

He considered them for a moment. This was not a good idea. No one knew where he was. No one could reach him if he triggered some mental breakdown.

The memory vault in his head existed for a reason, he reminded himself. 

And yet. He couldn’t resist lifting them out. There were a lot of them, and they were dated, going back to before he was born. Decades before. His mother and her siblings when they were kids?

He picked out the albums that were dated from when he was a child. He hesitated. And then he pulled out his phone and sent a text to Cage with the house’s address and the entry codes.

Cage texted back: Bro?

Ryan replied: Come. And knew he would.

He opened the first one. He paged through them, a smile on his face. He was posing on tricycle. Another picture of him and a younger boy — his brother, he assumed — posed in front of a Christmas tree. A photo album composed by Norman Rockwell but in the late 90s. Then something caught his eye. And he squinted for a closer look at the little boy on the tricycle and saw a bruise that covered the left side of his face. He looked at other pictures. A bruise here. Stitches on a chin there. A cast on a 3-year-old’s leg in a family portrait of father, mother and son. 

Ryan rocked back on his haunches. His grandparents had known their grandsons were being battered. He tried to imagine knowing and not doing something about it. And then, he wondered who had taken the family picture? His grandmother? His grandfather? Not just knowing after the fact, but participating?

He heard Dr. Clarke saying not all abused children become abusers, but almost all abusers were abused. Had his mother been abused? He looked at the albums from her childhood as if they might house snakes.

There were no albums for him between 6 and 10, the years he’d been in foster care. But at age 10 they started again. Curious, he pulled one out. He didn’t remember photos being taken.

He didn’t remember much, now that he thought about it. He didn’t have any memories before age 10, which concerned Dr. Clarke, and had been the focus of their conversations. His memories between 16-22 were fragmented by alcohol and drugs — a kaleidoscope he often described it. Sometimes bright pictures, and then a twist and it was fragments.

But in between 10 and 16? He hadn’t really even thought about those years. He loved his adopted parents, and they loved him. He remembered school, and that he liked it. Could he remember the details of, say, his 12th birthday? He frowned. He couldn’t. Somehow, he didn’t think that was normal.

He opened up the first album. Whoever had shot these photos was an artist, not someone shooting snapshots of a kid’s birthday party. Moody pictures of himself, close ups of his face. And then he turned the page and stared stunned. 

It was a photo of himself, naked, standing with his back to a mirror, looking over his shoulder at the reddened whip marks that crossed his back. No pubic hair, so age 12? No more than 13.

Ryan threw up in the bathroom. 
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Noon, Thursday, Dec. 17, 2020, Goose Hollow — Cage knew he should use the rapport that had formed this morning to address some things with Emily. He knew they needed to talk about a whole host of things, he should probably make a list. He shuddered. Nope, no lists.

But truthfully, he just wanted to be. It was as if they had managed to create a bit of sanctuary where he didn’t have to fight the rage. He didn’t need to try and sort out all the turmoil that bubbled inside. He could breathe.

So, they did chores. They laughed a bit over doing the laundry. Emily swatted him with a pillow, and he pushed her onto the bed and kissed her until she cried uncle. And they lay there, breathless and smiling.

He heard his phone ping. He had come to hate his phone. It was no longer a communication device or a connection with his friends. It had become a sound of doom, and he flinched when he heard it. Yet there were too many crises for him to turn it off.

He found it on the dresser in Emily’s room and it had a message from Ryan.

An address. Up in the pricy neighborhoods.

Some codes, to a gate?

He frowned and texted: Bro?

Ryan replied: Come.

“What is it?” Emily asked from the bed.

“It’s Ryan,” Cage said. “Something’s wrong. Want take a drive to see where the rich people live?”

Emily nodded and put on her running shoes, ran a comb through her hair. He put on his boots.

“He seems so strong; we’ve always let him lead,” she observed as she pulled the seatbelt across her. “But he’s fragile, isn’t he?”

Cage considered that. He didn’t think fragile was the right word. “He’s dealing with some shit,” he agreed. He was afraid for him. Afraid that his desire to understand his past might fragment him beyond repair. Cage trusted Dr. Clarke. But sometimes broken things couldn’t be put back together. And what Ryan was doing? It was like rebreaking something that had been glued together in the hopes of gluing it better the second time.
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