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Be the Change

“I am no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I am changing the things I cannot accept.”

― Angela Y. Davis
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8 p.m., Wednesday, Jan. 6, 2021, Eyewitness newsroom, Portland, Oregon — The front door to the Eyewitness News building buzzed upstairs in the newsroom. It had been a long freaking day, Emily Andersen thought as she tapped the app on the computer to see who needed to be let in. And they were hours from being done. The events in D.C. had made them scrap their plans for the evening newscast and start over. Then they’d decided to lengthen it. 

Emily looked at the computer to see who was at the front door. Some guy wearing a Covid mask who had a pizza box.

“Pizza delivery,” he said.

“Wait. We’ll be down as soon as we figure out who ordered it,” Emily said.

He started to say something but she cut him off. 

“Guys? Who ordered pizza? And why didn’t you call it out so we could all order?” She shouted out.

No one responded.

“Ask Miguel,” she said to Cage Washington, her co-editor-in-chief. He was sitting next to her, editing video for the night newscast which went live in an hour. She loved looking at him; their relationship was still so new, and they’d been through some rough times. He was 6 foot 2 inches tall, a Black man with a close-trimmed beard and shoulders that proved working out did do wonders for the body.

She might be biased, she admitted to herself, with a private smile. If only she wasn’t so freaking tired. Whose bright idea was it that they’d need to do a two-hour show tonight because of the riots in D.C. and Salem?

Oh yeah. Hers.

“Nope, not him,” Cage said. “But he said he wants a piece.”

“Anybody? Listen up! Who ordered the pizza?” Emily said again and louder. Everyone shook their heads. She frowned.

“Fine,” she muttered. “I’m buying.”

She headed toward the elevator. Editor-in-chief and pizza girl. That’s me, she thought tiredly.

“Wait! Emily, stop!” Corey Washington shouted from the back of the newsroom.

Everyone froze.

“Call campus security,” he said.

“What the hell?” Cage said looking at his brother. Corey was standing in the door of the Geek Cave, his fiefdom as the Eyewitness News chief systems manager — Chief Geek in EWN slang. He looked freaked.

Corey swallowed. “Em, open the elevator, press one, and get out, OK? Send the elevator down empty.”

Cage frowned as Emily did what Corey said. He pulled up the app that let them see who was buzzing the door. The man stood there with a Covid mask on and a ski cap pulled down. He was moving as if it was cold or maybe he was nervous.

The elevator made its creaky way down to the first floor. The door pinged. The man whirled, pulled up a gun from under the box. He shot through the glass in the door and into the elevator as its door opened. 

“Fuck!” Cage shouted.

“Campus cops are on their way,” Will Bristol said shakily. The news editor had made the call as soon as Corey said it. “But they won’t get here in time to do anything.”

Emily stood at the counter in the front of the newsroom just feet from the elevator, her arms wrapped around herself for comfort. A tall, slender woman, with short black hair and blue eyes wide right now in shock, Emily had been unflappable through a lot, but this shook her. Literally, shook her. She couldn’t stop trembling.

Cage grabbed her, pulled her back into the newsroom and tightened his embrace. He could have lost her. Just that fast. She could have been killed. She felt so fragile in his arms. He closed his eyes.

“That would have gotten me,” she said shaky. She looked over to Corey. “You saved my life. What did you see?”

“He kept moving around,” Corey said. He had the post-adrenaline jitters, Cage saw. He was rubbing his forearms as he almost bounced in place. His red-tipped short-braids bounced, making Cage want to smile. But smiling was beyond him right now.

“I’ve been a pizza delivery guy, and you don’t do that,” Corey was saying. “Pizzas are heavy and they slide and customers get mad. So, it puzzled me, and I was watching him. Then I realized he had something in his hand under the box. Light glinted off it, I think. And I thought, ‘gun!’”

“Bless you,” Cage said fervently.

“Well, if this doesn’t put the fucking icing on the fucking cake of a week, I don’t know what does,” Ryan Matthews said from the computer where he’d been editing copy. He looked shook, too. They all did.

“The week’s not over yet,” Cage said grimly, still holding Emily. She was trembling. He pulled her close. “It’s not over yet.”
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4 p.m. Sunday, Jan. 3, 2021, Portland, OR — Cage wasn’t sure when the “fucking cake of a week” started for everyone else. For him it started with the frustration of watching downtown burn over New Year’s Eve while he was stuck at home because he didn’t have the stamina to cover it. Getting shot freaking hurt. And his bullet wound was taking its own God-damned time to heal. But Emily was adamant; he could not go downtown and videotape the turmoil.

“You’d be a liability to all the other staff,” she said bluntly. “They’d have to watch out for you. And when you collapse in exhaustion, someone has to leave and bring you home. You can’t go.”

Cage accepted the Washington men’s axiom: no point in arguing with a strong-willed woman who has made up her mind. Especially when she was right, Cage acknowledged grumpily.

So, he haunted the video feed from his teams — Karin, Jason, and Miguel on New Year’s Eve, then J.J. followed up New Year’s Day. When Miguel and Jason went back that night, they wouldn’t let Karin join them.

Cage understood, and even agreed, but Karin was pissed. So, Karin and J.J. had teamed up to cover the downtown on Saturday morning, January 2, and turned in a damn fine story about the aftermath.

Finally, Cage couldn’t stay home any longer. He went down and covered Mayor Ted Wheeler’s press conference himself on Sunday. Angry at Wheeler for blaming the protesters, he went “walkabout” as he called it, until he came across a bar owner who was cleaning up the mess. It was one of those small bars that were scattered throughout Portland’s downtown, maybe 30 feet wide, but deep. This one was two stories tall, with a great dark wood bar below the smaller second floor. It reminded Cage of the pictures of the original Vat and Tonsure — the model for a lot of these small bars that wanted to appeal to a select and devoted clientele.

If Cage ever had free time in his future, he’d like to have a bar like this one to go to.

So, he hung out for an hour, and they chatted. The bar owner recognized him.

“I’d help clean up,” Cage said apologetically. “But I’ve over-extended myself. I’m going to have to call my girlfriend to come get me as it is.” And he was resigned to the fact she wasn’t going to refrain from telling him I told you so.

The bar owner shook off his comment. “You saved this city that night,” he said somberly. “If Dr. King’s daughter had been shot? This city would have gone up in flames, and I’d have lit one of the torches. You did what the cops should have done, man. I’m proud to meet you.”

“So, what happened here?” Cage said, changing the subject. He would never get comfortable with people talking like that.

The bar owner, a white man in his 40s with a trim mustache, wearing a polo shirt and blue jeans, shook his head. “Someone shoved a teargas canister through the plate glass window,” he said.

He and his partner had been home. “First New Year’s Eve I’ve not worked in a bar since I was 21 — first for others, then my own,” he said. “It was kind of nice.”

Or it was until there on television were scenes from the protest, and he saw the canister go through the window of his own bar. And of course, then looters had helped themselves to his liquor.

“But you look at that footage? Those weren’t Black Lives Matter folks. They were white guys. Young, white guys. Left? Right? Who knows? But they weren’t down here to support Black activists or to call for police reform. They were here to pick fights with each other, and rampage and loot. And then the fucking mayor blames BLM? Fuck that shit.”

He grinned sheepishly. “Guess you can’t broadcast that part, can you? So, then our clueless mayor blames Black Lives Matter when he should be blaming cops for not doing their jobs. For allowing white militia groups to come down here and shoot people. For letting young white guys spoiling for a fight get out of control.”

“Better,” Cage said, laughing. “Although I agree with the first version, myself.”

And then he’d called Ryan to come get him, because it was getting close to the Zoom time, and Emily needed to be there to run the editor’s meeting. 

Ryan had come, dropped him off at the Newsroom, and driven off. Cage took the elevator without anyone nagging him and wondered where Ryan went.

Ryan knew exactly when the clusterfuck of a week started for him. It came in the form of an invitation from President McShane to come to his home. He hadn’t been sure what to expect when he arrived at the McShanes’ home in Portland’s Eastmoreland neighborhood. Not sure what their house might look like. Not sure why he was here. But McShane had asked him to come. And so here he was.

He did think it was interesting they chose to live near Reed College, where Dr. Abigail McShane was an associate professor, rather than near Portland State University where Dr. Andrew McShane was president. It was a large, three-story colonial house painted gray with white trim on a large lot — which might very well explain why they’d chosen to buy here. There were very few large lots near the PSU campus downtown.

He rang the doorbell, and it was Andrew McShane who opened the door and let him in. He was tall, as tall as Ryan, well-groomed as always, with dark hair going gray. He was as casually dressed as Ryan had ever seen him: heavy, dark-khaki trousers and a light blue, long-sleeved shirt. Ryan felt less insecure about his own white shirt and dark trousers. He also had a black leather jacket on. It was one of those bright cold winter days that had lifted the gray, wet Portland winter for a brief moment. He welcomed the sun, but he needed the jacket. Or so he told himself when he shivered.

“We’re in the sunroom out back,” McShane said. “Would you like something to drink? We have iced tea.”

“Yes, thank you,” Ryan said automatically. It would give him something to do with his hands. Why was he here? He followed the man through the house with barely the focus to appreciate the oak floors and wood trim. It was a beautiful house and furnished in a more modern, comfortable style than his grandparents’ house. That observation made him relax a bit. These people are not like those people, he thought with irony.

In the sunroom, Abigail McShane, a woman he’d known for years as Ruby, sat at a rattan table. “Ryan,” she said warmly, obviously not embarrassed about their past relationship in front of her husband. A relationship born in the world of BDSM sex play and scenes, where they’d been frequent partners while Andrew McShane played in deeper waters. Then Ryan nearly died, and a psychiatrist convinced him that he would be dead soon enough if he didn’t give up alcohol and drugs. So, he did, and then he quit the BDSM parties too. But he hadn’t known who Ruby was until last fall, two years later. It was still weird, but he would always have a soft spot for Abigail ‘Ruby’ McShane who it turned out was not only the president’s wife, but a highly regarded linguist and scholar at Reed College.

“It’s good to see you,” she said now. “Have a seat.”

He sat, noting a large artist’s portfolio in the center of the table. It made him feel queasy. “I’m not sure I can do this,” he muttered, and he turned to leave.

“Yes, you can,” McShane said firmly. And Ryan sat down.

An hour later, Ryan looked up from the legacy the Maestro had left him: BDSM sketches worth a fortune — with him as the star — that he never wanted to see the light of day, and more questions about his grandparents and how they raised him. 

Ryan looked to McShane. “Advice?” he asked helplessly. “I have no place for these. We’re staying with Emily and Cage right now. And I don’t want Teresa to see these. What little she does know is already difficult for her. And I never ever want my son to find them! I would destroy them, but....” He looked again and shook his head.

“They can go back in our safe,” McShane said. “Until you do know. But advice?” He shrugged. “I’d advise you to take it all to Rita Morales. Pay her a lot of money and tell her to have at it. Let her unravel your grandparents, and this...,” and he gestured to the sketches and the letter, “and the Maestro’s will. All of it. She knows the players. Her father was a good man, but he was wealthy, and he knew them all. Let her develop a comprehensive report, with recommendations, for how you should proceed. She’s a shark of an attorney, and a good person to have on your side. And you need a shark for this.

“And you can get on with your life. With your wife and son. Get a home of your own. Start graduate school — and not at Reed,” he said with a glare at his wife. “A wise mentor once told me the best revenge is living well. I pass that on to you.”

“Not that he’s ever passed up an opportunity for a more immediate revenge if it presented itself,” Abigail said, smiling at her husband. “And what’s wrong with him doing his master’s at Reed? You’d be the first to tell him he shouldn’t do his post-grad work at his undergrad institution.”

McShane glared at her, his dominant side in full display. It didn’t work on her. Ryan watched with a grin. He needed popcorn. 

“That’s a decision for later,” Ryan said diplomatically, when he’d really rather add fuel to the fire. Then he added with a smirk, “This term? I’m thinking of taking a class in the Honors College at PSU from Dr. McGee. You know? That seminar he’s offering on Men’s Rights — the Movement for Our Times?”

McShane grunted. “Maybe Reed wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all.”

Ryan laughed.

“Will you stay for dinner, Ryan?” Abigail asked him, as she put the portfolio back together. She handed the letter to him. “You need to give that to Rita, I think,” she said. “This, too.” She handed him a thumb-drive. Ryan was too tired to even be curious.

Ryan hesitated. He wanted to get back to Teresa, to his light, to use McShane’s phrase for Abigail. 

McShane caught his eye. Stay, he said silently, from where Abigail couldn’t see. 

Ryan nodded. If Ruby needed him, he owed her. And if she was McShane’s light? Well, she had been his light, too, through a very dark time. “I’d like that, Abigail Ruby McShane,” he said. “I’d like that very much.”

It was dark when he drove home — back to the Goose Hollow apartment where they were staying with Emily and Cage. He was very tired. Drained. Dinner had been nice, though, and they had talked about graduate schools and possible programs. He saw Abigail relax into the professor role, and that pleased him.

Pleased President McShane too. 

It had started out as a way to jerk McShane’s chain, but the more he considered the master’s at Reed, the more he liked the idea. In its own way, it would bring prestige to his vita, and really, it was the name of his doctoral institution that would matter. University of Washington, perhaps, or Stanford. The McShanes had argued about that, too. He smiled.

He parked his rental car on the street. Now that he and Teresa back for good, he needed to see about getting a car. And a house. He unlocked the door, and it wasn’t until he was inside, he realized there was a guest.

The stranger was a man, probably under 50 but they had been some rough years. He was tall, as tall as Ryan, but even broader through the shoulders and chest. Ryan thought he’d gotten that build from doing hard work, most certainly not at a gym. His skin was sun damaged, he had lines at the corners of his eyes. His hands were calloused, and his knuckles scarred from manual labor, Ryan noticed when he shook the man’s hand. 

And he was holding Rafi in his other arm.

He must have been sitting in the leather chair holding Rafael which startled Ryan. He wouldn’t have thought Teresa would let a strange man hold their son. She was sitting on the couch, curled into a corner. Emily was in the other corner. Cage, who looked both grim and in pain, was sitting at the table. He hadn’t been out of the hospital very long; really, he needed to be laying down, Ryan thought worriedly. What he was doing sitting out here?

“I’m Ryan Matthews,” he said to the guest. He did look familiar. As Ryan looked from him to his son, he saw the resemblance. It was the eyes. And he knew what was coming.

“Yes,” the man said, acknowledging the awareness in Ryan’s face. “I’m David Peters. Your father. I heard you had a son — that I had a grandson — and it worried me. It’s time we had a talk.”

“I thought you were still in jail,” Ryan said. He took his son from him and hugged him tight. Looking over at Teresa, he said, “Bedtime for him?” She nodded and got up to take him into the back room. “I’ll read you a story in a moment, Rafael,” Ryan promised. He gestured toward the chair, and David Peters sat back down. Ryan took the couch seat Teresa had vacated.

Emily looked torn. He wondered which would win... good manners or her endless curiosity? She sighed. “Come on Cage, let’s give them some privacy.” She tugged at his hand, and truly he looked like he should be laying down, and they walked back toward their bedroom.

“Holler if you need me, Ryan,” Cage said in his rumbling bass voice. And even recovering from a gunshot wound, he’d be back out there for backup, if Ryan needed him. Ryan was profoundly grateful for that.

He looked at his guest. His father. “So, jail?” he prompted.

“I’ve been out since you were 12,” he said. “I finally convinced the courts that I did indeed have an alibi for the deaths, and the conviction was overturned.”

“It took you six years?”

His father sighed. “I’ve often thought about how I’d explain all this, but now that we’re sitting here? It’s not easy. I met your mother when we were both students at Portland State. I was studying engineering. I was born and raised in Alaska and worked on the North Slope. When I realized I was never going to be anything but a roustabout without a college degree, I took a leave of absence and came here.

“Four years later, I had a college degree, a wife, a son on the way, and a job offer from my wife’s father. I turned down the job offer. I felt like I owed Arco, and I was leery of being completely at the mercy of Bill Matthews. Maybe if I’d taken his job....”

He shook his head and paused as if he expected Ryan to say something, but Ryan just nodded. He didn’t like being beholden to Bill Matthews either.

“So, I’m working two weeks on and two weeks off. And, yes, it did seem like you were more injury prone than normal, but I had had a rough-and-tumble childhood myself. You really didn’t look any more banged up than I had,” he continued. “And it’s so very easy to be oblivious when you love someone. I accepted Madeline’s explanations. You seemed fine when I was home, and then David came along. For a couple of years, the injuries subsided. And we seemed happy. I was glad her parents were right here to help with the child rearing when I was gone.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t know,” he repeated. “But they did. They had to. Quite frankly I think they were the abusers. Probably with Madeline, or at least with her knowledge.”

On one trip back from the Slope David was arrested at the airport on charges of murder, attempted murder, and a dozen other things. And that’s how he learned his youngest son was dead, and his oldest was fighting for his life in the hospital. He tried to tell the DA then that he had an alibi, that he’d been working on the Slope. But the DA got the company schedule, and he wasn’t on it.

“And it looked like I was lying,” David said bitterly.

“Were you?” Ryan asked neutrally.

“No. I’d taken on another man’s shift. But that doesn’t always show up on the schedule — it shows up in payroll, which is really the only place that matters. I wasn’t scheduled to work, but I did work, and had the payroll stub to prove it.”

“But you were sentenced anyway.” 

“Yeah, I was the designated fall guy,” he said bitterly. “I think it astounded the old man that his daughter was convicted too. He expected his money to talk as it always did. But I was sentenced to life. And I was a mess. It took a couple of years before I wasn’t thinking suicide on a nightly basis. My youngest son was dead, the other son, God knew who was caring for him, and I was terrified it was your grandparents. My wife lied about me being in town and set me up. Jail didn’t seem all that bad.”

At Ryan’s surprised look, he smiled. “I’d been living on the North Slope, Ryan, two weeks crammed into a dorm room not much bigger than a jail cell and with a hundred other guys down the hall? The Slope did feed us better. And there was more privacy. But then, I grew up in the Alaskan foster care system. No family. So, jail wasn’t the hardship for me that it would be for some.

“My attorney told me Madeline was convicted, too, and you were in foster care, and I was OK with that. Then your grandmother showed up on visitor’s day to tell me they’d gotten custody of you, and I should behave myself, because it would be so easy for you to pay the price. Ten-year-old’s had accidents too.”

That had woken him up, David Peters said. He’d pushed his attorney to get the payroll records. He pushed him to file an appeal, and make the court order the release of the payroll records. “And all that takes time,” he said with a sigh. “Especially with a court-appointed attorney. And once a month, your grandmother paid me a visit to talk about you. To tell me about the artist who was using you as a model. About things that should never happen to a young boy.”

David Peters looked at him. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have protected you better.”

“I don’t remember,” Ryan said, his eyes burning with unshed tears. “Literally, I don’t remember. My memories are fragmented — I often compare them to a kaleidoscope — and it’s only been in the last few months that I’ve come to realize my grandparents weren’t the kindly couple I loved. A combo of drugs and hypnosis was used to fog my memory, my therapist thinks now.”

David Peters swallowed hard. “Yes,” he said. “Your grandmother told me on those damnable visits. And I’d get more frantic. But she threatened your life if I got out or if I told anyone. And I believed her.”

He glanced at his watch. “OK, I’m going to hurry this up a bit, because I’ve got a flight to catch, and to be honest, I worry they have someone watching me — or you — for just such a conversation. When I finally got out, I found you. I checked up, I did. But you seemed happy. I watched you play soccer once,” he said, smiling. And Ryan smiled back at him. A bit shaky, but it was there.

David Peters had gotten another job on the North Slope — it was what he knew. And his grandmother had paid him a last visit to promise that if he went back to Alaska and kept his mouth shut, he’d be fine. And his son would be fine. But if he attempted to make waves, he’d be destroyed, and so would Ryan.

“I believed her,” he said. “She said no one would believe me. And I believed that too.”

He took a deep breath. “I found a guy I knew in their business and got him to promise me regular reports. And then every couple of months I’d come down and checkup. But I didn’t see any physical signs of abuse. You were wild, no lie, but then so was I at that age. I told myself that your grandmother’s visits had been a form of torture, but torture of me, not you. They moved to San Diego, and you stayed here to go to college with a significant trust fund, although you didn’t seem to be using it much. I was proud of you for that.”

“Then someone told you about Rafael coming into my life,” Ryan said. He thought he could guess who David Peters’ source was — someone who managed his trust? He didn’t ask.

He nodded. “And I was afraid that they would get their hands on him. Because that kindly older couple you referred to? They’re evil.”

“I know,” Ryan whispered. “I found some of the art two weeks ago. One was a nude of me age 11 or 12 with whip marks.”

David Peters clenched his fists, and Ryan saw tears in his eyes. And Ryan thought he believed him and this story. 

“Then I have something for you,” David Peters said with difficulty. “First, here’s my contact information. I live in Alaska. I’m remarried, and we have a couple of small children. Someday I’d like you to meet them, your half-brother and sister. If you need me? Or if you need a place to go? You call. Buy a ticket and get on that plane with your wife and son. You hear?”

Ryan nodded.

“And second?” He pulled out an old battered journal. “After every visit, I’d write down what your grandmother said to me. My attorney at the time said it wouldn’t be of any use — the creative ramblings of a convicted murderer. Maybe it would be looked at differently now, I don’t know. But given what you just said about not having memories? And seeing a therapist? They may be of use to you in that regard. Be warned, they’re ugly. Don’t read them until you’ve talked to that therapist.”

He looked at his watch again. “And now I do have to go,” he said. “Walk me out?”

Ryan nodded. And they stood outside on the sidewalk for a moment.

“You may not want anything to do with me, and I wouldn’t blame you,” David Peters said slowly. “But if you do, you can call me. Lots of time for phone conversations on the Slope.”

He patted Ryan on the shoulder, and with a hesitancy that said he was unsure of his reception, he hugged him. Ryan hesitated, and then he hugged him back.

“Be safe, son,” he said as he got into the car.

“David?” Ryan said. “You know Madeline is out?”

He nodded.

Ryan watched him drive off. And then he just stood there.

Cage came out and got him. “Hell of a story, bro,” he said.

Ryan nodded. “I thought I saw your door was open,” he said. “Teresa’s, too.”

Cage shrugged and winced. His side wasn’t healed enough for that movement, apparently.

“Saves you from having to repeat it,” he said. “Come on, I think there’s some dessert left.”

And Ryan walked back into the apartment with the man he knew he could trust. Trusted more than he trusted himself.

“Hell of a story,” Cage repeated. “Checkable, though.”

Ryan nodded. He looked at the journal and shuddered. He went into his son’s bedroom to read him a story and then to the bedroom where he could hold his wife.
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9 a.m. Monday, Jan. 4, 2021, PSU — And then it was Monday. Classes started. They were supposed to start virtually. Nothing went as planned, of course.

In the nearly 10 years John Cooper had been advisor to the student media at Portland State University, he didn’t think he’d ever been inside the president’s suite. And to be honest, he would have been happy to finish out his tenure as advisor without such a visit. 

But Andrew McShane’s secretary had called and scheduled a meeting. So here he was. He took the coffee the secretary offered him and was grateful it was good coffee. With most of the coffee shops shuttered because of Covid he appreciated the offer of good coffee even more. 

“Come in, Professor Cooper,” President McShane said, giving him the brief head nod that had replaced handshakes. “Thank you for coming over.” 

“Of course,” Cooper said, noting the professor honorific. Wondering what the man wanted enough to use it. He knew it grated on McShane — and indeed, it was one of the reasons the editor-in-chief — former editor-in-chief — used it. He took the chair in the seating area that McShane had gestured to. McShane took the opposite chair.

There was silence.

Cooper had been a reporter for the Oregonian for 35 years before retiring and taking the part-time advising job. He knew the value of waiting out a source. So, he sipped his coffee and waited for McShane to tell him what was on his mind.

McShane sighed. “First, I owe you an apology,” he said. “I know you’re aware I didn’t think you should be advisor when I first got here. I was used to a more academic structure for student media.  I mistakenly thought the academic affairs division had been unfair to the students not to provide them with a full-time faculty member, preferably tenured, as advisor.

“I was wrong. I didn’t understand the significant differences in the makeup of the student body. You treat the students as if they are colleagues — younger ones, but colleagues — not students. And they respond to that in a way that they probably wouldn’t to an academic.”

“Not even that much younger,” Cooper interjected. “This is the youngest leadership I’ve dealt with in 10 years, and Ryan Matthews is 25. And you’ve met some of the alumni now.”

McShane snorted. “Kevin Tighe would eat most academics alive.”

Cooper laughed. “He did at that. That was the year before I started,” he said. “And the admin was still in a state of shock by the time I came aboard.”

“So, I apologize,” McShane said. “What I see coming? You and I cannot afford to be at odds.”

Cooper nodded slowly. So, he saw it too, he thought.

“That was some of it,” he agreed. “Natural for me to wary of someone who wants to eliminate me and replace me with a kind of advising I quite frankly think would be a big mistake.”

“I agree,” McShane said.

“But that’s not all of it,” Cooper said. He took a deep breath. “Sharon Kingsolver is my younger, much younger, step-sister.”

McShane looked startled. “Oh.”

Cooper continued, “And for all of the age difference we’re quite close. So, I’ve heard stories of — what is her phrase? — the night world. It fascinates me; I always wished I could find a way to write about it, but Portland is too small, and even disguised, people could figure out who some of the prominent players were in the ‘daylight world.’ I have been a bit ill at ease because I’ve known of your ‘other life’ and you didn’t know I knew.” Cooper frowned. “If that makes sense.”

McShane was silent. He thought of Sharon for a moment, then refocused on the conversation.

“So, you think I did wrong by your sister?” he asked.

“Quite the contrary,” Cooper said. “Sharon speaks highly of you. It’s not a relationship I can fully understand, but she credits you with being able to trust again. She came out of an ugly marriage, and I still can’t quite forgive myself for not realizing how ugly it was. For not helping her get out much sooner.”

Cooper paused, unclenched his jaw, and added, “I told Sharon we were meeting, and asked her permission to talk about this, which made her laugh. But she said I shouldn’t tell you the name of the bastard she was married to unless I wanted you to demolish the man.”

McShane studied the other man. “Which you do want,” he said with a laugh. “Not all dominants play, Professor. You’re as dominant as I am. We protect our own.”

“Is that what it means? To you, maybe. From the stories I heard about the Maestro — Sharon was not a fan — I’m not sure it’s true for others.” Cooper relaxed his shoulders a bit. “He’s a good example of someone who’s so prominent it didn’t take long to figure out who it must be. One day it dawned on me Ryan had been one of his... proteges. I’ve watched Ryan Matthews struggle to put himself together, piece by piece. And if the Maestro wasn’t dead, he’d be high on my ‘demolish the man’ list.”

“Professor, you have no idea,” McShane said. He still woke up in a cold sweat wanting to kill the man, a man who had been dead for five years.

“Oh please, call me, John,” Cooper said impatiently. “Ryan started that to tweak your nose — successfully I might add. It’s not a title I’ve earned.”

McShane snorted. “Feel complimented. It is a token of the respect the newsroom has for you, and you should be honored. That crew barely call their classroom professors ‘professor.’ When Ryan wants to provoke me? He calls me ‘sir’ and given your awareness of the night world; you might have a glimmer of how infuriating that is.”

Cooper laughed. 

“And call me Andrew,” McShane said, offering an intimacy he granted few on campus. One he hadn’t really expected to offer when he’d planned this meeting. But... Sharon’s older brother? Wasn’t that interesting?

“Moving to my issues of concern,” McShane said. “Were you notified of who is being proposed to fill the media board vacancies?”

Cooper rolled his eyes. “The president of the new student club, the Men’s Rights Interest Group? Oh yes, Student Affairs made sure I was given a copy of the student’s application. And the Faculty Senate emailed me to say Professor McGee had volunteered to fill the faculty vacancy. The professor advising the Men’s Rights Interest Group? Yes, I’ve been alerted.”

McShane laughed.

“How will that affect the balance of the board?” he asked.

Cooper shrugged. “We need Ryan in here for that kind of analysis,” he admitted. “Probably along with the current editors. But it isn’t good.”

“I could block them, I do have final appointing authority,” McShane said. He’d been thinking of doing that.

“No, that will make it a political issue,” Cooper said. “Let’s not waste political capital on this. Honestly? The board doesn’t have the power these people think it does. But you could delay approval if you would. The board approves the student fee proposal and the budget for the next year on Jan. 7.”

“You have quorum?” 

Cooper nodded. “I don’t know if you read Eugene Cathcart’s application letter? He kindly lays out his agenda: a half-hour conservative commentary show nightly and earmarked student fees to get it.”

“So, if he’s not on the board, the fees can’t be earmarked?”

“Oh, the fee committee could do it,” he said. “And they may. But it would be better for it not to come from the Media Board — I think the editors would see it as betrayal, and they need to be able to trust the board. I’m not sure if you know how the board is set up, but it’s designed so no appointing authorities can appoint a majority. That’s good. But the editors are non-voting members only. We’ve debated that at length over the years. But picture Cage fighting back, and you can see why I’d avoid it if I can.”

McShane rubbed his forehead between his eyes. Cooper started at the familiar gesture. Did Ryan get it from McShane? Or the reverse? 

“And the half-hour commentary? What will you advise them?”

“To do it, of course,” Cooper said more cheerfully than he actually felt. He’d been thinking about the ramifications of this for the last 24 hours since he got the copy of the letter. 

“Seriously?”

“When in doubt, print,” Cooper said tiredly. “It’s what I’ve taught them.”

“I’ve heard that a couple of times,” McShane’s tone was dry. “Those Zoom meetings were enlightening.”

Cooper laughed. “Emily is going to be an outstanding editor,” he said. “I expect her to run the Oregonian one day.”

“She and Cage together are formidable as a team,” McShane agreed. “And they’re going to need to be, if I’m right about what’s coming. Did you pick up on the details of that picketer?”

Blue Lives Matter had picketed the newsroom one Saturday, and one of its members had seen Emily and Cage approaching. He had thrown a punch, not at Cage, but at Emily. Cooper nodded. “He went after Emily, called her a race traitor, spat at her. Cage was furious. Couldn’t believe he went for her, instead of him, the Black man.”

“That in a nutshell is the incel movement,” McShane said. “And between you and me? McGee is a piece of work.”

“As bad as Ian Black?” Cooper asked, referring to the last professor to come after the newsroom and after Ryan Matthews personally. McShane had killed him. Admittedly, after Black took a shot at Ryan, but still. 

“More annoying, less violently crazy,” McShane said, tiredly. “And has more allies.”

Cooper nodded. He wished he could take notes. 

“Back to the Media Board,” Cooper said. “Two things. One, editor selection in March. New editor-in-chief starts spring term. That way they have an experienced staff to work with, and by fall when they have an inexperienced staff? The editor has a few months under his or her belt.

“That is when the board has the most influence. Emily is a shoo-in, unless something goes badly awry. Occasionally there have been attempts on other campuses by conservatives to take over the campus newspaper with an outsider. They usually don’t survive the first term. I doubt they’d survive a week with our crew. But we don’t want to go there during this increase in operations. Or in this tense political climate. This city is about ready to blow.”

McShane nodded.

“Second? Budget allocations and the student fee committee. I was really hoping Davis would be gone for that.”

“You and me both,” McShane muttered. He’d done his best. Davis’s original “resignation” letter had been for January 1, 2021. The board had asked him to stay until July 1. McShane was still feeling testy about it.

“Be prepared,” Cooper warned. “I expect problems. The president’s office can recommend to the Board of Trustees that certain items of the fee committee’s proposal be overturned. Presidents in the past have been unwilling to do that for small stuff — even the $7,000 cut to the Portland Review budget when they don’t fund the Review in the first place.”

McShane winced. “The president didn’t fix that?”

“Told Kevin Tighe to live with it.” Cooper’s tone was dry. “And that’s how student media ended up with its own reserves fund, its own equipment replacement fund, and a pretty building remodeled to be a state-of-the-art media facility.”
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