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My Body

A Conservative Voice

Luke Kent had come to the student-run Eyewitness News in downtown Portland with a chip on his shoulder. He freely admitted it: he thought EWN was a bunch of ignorant liberals who were going to hell if they didn't repent. And he told his boss that the first day of class. She'd just laughed and asked if he was staying or going.

He stayed. How could he not? These liberal flakes were the first people to accept that he was blind and he wanted to write sports. The first to argue with him rather than say he shouldn't argue at all. He now had his own radio show where they did just that. Even with the advisor — on critical race theory, and wasn't that a hoot? And no hard feelings afterwards either.

And then the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade.

Book 4 in PDX Year 3, the 19th book in the Newsroom PDX books. Warning: triggers, foul language, some sex, lots of politics. It's Portland.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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3 p.m., Friday, June 24, 2022, downtown Portland  — The Portland State University student-run newsroom was beginning to fill up. Ryan Matthews, the faculty advisor, watched from his office — his glass-walled office — and shook his head. He still found it hard to remember that he was no longer a student here. A year and a half ago, he’d been in the editor-in-chief’s office next to this one. Then events compelled him to graduate. When everything settled down, he started his master’s degree at Reed College. 

A month later, John Cooper, the former advisor, had a heart attack, and Ryan had been asked to step in. 

The university president really hadn’t left him much choice, but Ryan was glad he’d done it. This last year had been the best in his life. He was happily married to Teresa with two children and another on the way. He was wrapping up his master’s at Reed College and would start law school at Lewis and Clark University in the fall. 

And he was a half-time faculty advisor to the newsroom he’d spent six years in. Half-time as in half-pay and on-call 24/7. Well he didn’t need the money, now did he?

The newsroom was on the second floor of a university warehouse. They were tight for space with the addition of the Teach-In Project on the ground floor and the Center for Experimental Journalism on the third. The university had agreed to do some remodeling of the ground floor, and Ryan was trying to figure out how to include some refurbishing upstairs. The place was getting old; the equipment was breaking down more. He’d come up here more than once recently to find the television studio director Ben Waters underneath the sound board fixing it. He jotted that down on his list of things that needed repairs.

But mostly he was just watching the EWN editors show up. Even though they were in between spring and summer terms, EWN now ran year-round. There were probably fewer students this week than there had been a month ago when spring term was going, but there were a lot of students who worked at EWN no matter what time of year it was. And they managed to make enough in advertising sales to do it. 

But this was the time of the day when it was fullest. It was getting close to deadline, and to the 4 p.m. editor’s meeting held both on Zoom and in the newsroom. 

They were as eclectic a bunch of students as you could find anywhere, he thought with amusement. A former editor had said it was a sanctuary for students who never could learn to color between the lines. 

The chief videographer Miguel Garcia wasn’t much better dressed than the homeless people he covered regularly with his REI olive-drab jacket that he probably got from Goodwill. 

Corey Washington was just entering the newsroom to get ready for the Zoom meeting — he was their Chief Geek, a Black man with red-tipped braids and an oversized silver cross against a black T-shirt and black trousers. Ryan started another list. He’d been meaning to have a conversation with Corey about the rumors that he was becoming a renowned hacker. He might be, Ryan conceded, but he had a hard time putting that together with the kid with the happy smile he’d watched grow up. Corey’s older brother, Cage, was Ryan’s best friend, and their home had been Ryan’s only real exposure to what a happy home looked like. The Rev. Clyde and Martha Washington were good people. He felt a moment of sorrow as always at the thought of Rev. Washington’s death during the pandemic. Corey headed to the Geek Cave to the right of where Ryan was sitting. He practically had to step over Joe Castro who was sitting at the photo editing station even though he hadn’t been photo editor in over a year. The current photo editor insisted it was fine. Just fine. And she took the second station in that corner of the room.

Cage Washington was coming down the stairs from the third floor  — he was getting his MFA through the Center for Experimental Journalism — and he was probably headed to Ryan’s office. Ryan looked around, the editor-in-chief was here — Blair Williams, a tall, quiet blonde, who ran things with peak efficiency. She was going to be one of their best EICs, Ryan thought. He mourned a little bit that she was no longer the perky cheerleader she’d been when she came to the newsroom.  

Well, people dropped their disguises and grew into themselves. If they were lucky at least.

Blair had the glass office to the left of him. And some day he’d like to find the architect who thought glass walled offices worked in a newsroom!

The newsroom was primarily a two-story-tall second floor of a brick warehouse with cool arched windows on the east wall, and a white clam-shell over the anchors desk. Bianca Parks, one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen, with her mix of Latino and Black heritage, was talking to a tall Eurasian young man, Ellison Lee, who could give her a run for her money in the beauty component. 

While the anchors were beautiful, the set and the shell desperately needed a coat of paint. He added it to his repairs list. 

Cage knocked on his door and slouched inside to sit in one of his guest chairs. They were of a height and size — both 6-foot-2, Cage might — might — be a bit bigger through the shoulders. They both worked out; Ryan did more running, while Cage liked the weight room. 

There was a shout from the sports corner tucked away between the television studio shell and the wall of windows. The voice was male, which meant it was Luke Kent, their sole male sports writer. 

And token conservative.

The fact that he was blind hardly registered with the rest of the staff, except they all agreed that it was kind of cool that they had a blind sports writer, but the conservative part had caused some friction. Ryan snorted. More than some. Luke had ended up in the emergency room and on probation before the end of week one. 

Until Luke walked in with his pro-Trump backpack, conservative in the newsroom meant someone who willingly supported Joe Biden.

Ryan, as liberal as the rest of them, privately thought having a conservative voice in the newsroom was good for everyone. Good for the news they produced. Good for the staff who needed to broaden their horizons. 

Now, Luke Kent came out into the newsroom and with his cane and did a happy dance. He was a tall blond guy, a bit pudgy. What he lacked for dancing skill, he made up with enthusiasm.

Well this was new, Ryan thought, and he and Cage both got up to see what was going on.

“They did it!” Luke was crowing. “The Supreme Court did it! They overturned Roe v. Wade! Yes! The murder of the unborn is no longer the law of the land.”

Ryan figured Luke knew he was picking a fight. He wasn’t sure Luke knew just how volatile the fight might become. 

Nor did he think anyone expected the fight to come from Jennifer Blake, their copyeditor.

Jennifer had shown up around Christmas time, and she anchored the desk right inside the newsroom entrance. There were four computer stations there in that pod: Kari Dow, the news editor, Miguel with his video-editing station, Bianca as the television news director, and Jennifer. She and Kari turned reams of beginning work from semi-literate reporters into readable copy — more or less. Ryan had done both jobs in his day, and he wasn’t even joking.

Copyeditors were hard to find, and harder to keep. Anyone who was good enough to do the job ran from it when they realized just how daunting the copy was. As copyeditors had said for decades: how did students get admitted to college who wrote this badly?

Emily Andersen replied when she was news editor: It’s a mystery.

There was silence in the rest of the newsroom, as people called up the newswire and read the story Luke was crowing about. Kari Dow picked up her phone and was talking to someone, a reporter, Ryan guessed, and she was typing at the same time. Story assignments. Reaction pieces. They’d known this was coming. But it was still hard to believe.

Abortion had been legal for longer than any of them had been alive. No one really thought that would change. And then it had been leaked a month ago that yes, the Supreme Court was considering a ruling that abortion was a matter for the states to decide — that the U.S. Constitution didn’t guarantee a woman the right to an abortion.

It wouldn’t affect them personally. Oregon was a blue state. Abortion-rights was in the state constitution. Blair was talking to Miguel about some story ideas as well. Both of them kept looking at the clock. Ben came out of his office to see what the commotion was about. He leaned against the wall, and just watched, shaking his head.

And then Jennifer stood up, knocking over her chair. “Shut up!” she screamed. “Shut the fuck up, Luke. The Supreme Court just ruled that women no longer have the right to make their own health care decisions. We’re no longer people with the full rights of citizens. And you’re dancing out here, rubbing it in? Well, fuck you!”

“Don’t want to have a baby, don’t have sex,” Luke said. He stopped dancing and took a belligerent stance. “Not the baby’s fault.”

“Not a baby,” Jennifer said, her voice trembling. “It’s a fetus. It can’t live on its own. And not everyone has that sex willingly. And for some, they might want that baby, and something is wrong with it, or wrong for the mother. And it doesn’t matter! It’s my body, my right to choose.”

Jennifer was a quiet mouse of a woman, usually. She was friendly enough, but Ryan had rarely heard her say anything except to Kari Dow and they usually just commiserated about bad copy and possible stories. He knew nothing about her. A woman of medium height, with brown hair, a bit straggly, and brown eyes. She carried some extra pounds, and usually wore loose pants and T-shirts that probably should have been looser. But Ryan was fine with women who wore tight T-shirts. She never wore makeup. He didn’t think he’d ever seen jewelry on her. He knew she was his age, 26, but only because he signed hire papers and payroll. She never talked about herself.

Or anything else.

Well she was talking now.

“You of all people should understand what that means,” she was saying, talking over the top of Luke. “What right do you have to accommodations because you’re blind? Why do you get to have the freedom to live your own life? In previous generations? You’d be in a home somewhere. Why shouldn’t you be?”

“I didn’t choose to be blind!” Luke shouted back at her.

“Doesn’t your God heal believers?” she taunted him. “You must have done something horrible for Him not to heal you. Why should I pay taxes for your sins? Or maybe it was your mother’s sins?”

“Leave my mother out of this!”

“Why? Why should you have a private life?” Jennifer said, speaking quietly now. “That’s what this does, you know. It says there is no right to privacy anymore. That women don’t have the right to privacy with their doctor on health care concerns. You think they won’t come for other rights of privacy? Have you considered how much of our law is based on that right? Disability rights? Gay marriage? Oh right, you don’t believe in that either, do you?”

She gathered up her things. “No you think your rights are special. Because you’re a white man. A God-fearing white man. So dance now, Luke. But trust me, soon they won’t let tax dollars pour out to programs that allow you to live an independent life either.”

She walked out. She was half-way down the stairs, when Ryan looked at Kari. “Go after her!” he ordered. “We cannot afford to lose our copyeditor!”

Kari, after a furious scowl in Luke’s direction — which of course he couldn’t see — nodded and flew down the stairs after her. Ryan listened carefully. Sounded like Harmony Jones, the Eyewitness News office manager, had intercepted Jennifer. He felt a sense of relief.

EWN didn’t have many rules. But one of the most sacrosanct was don’t piss off the copyeditor. 

Luke had lost his belligerence. He was standing there, his cane moving around him as if he had lost his bearings. Carrie, his sports editor was leaning against the divider that gave sports some privacy, and she didn’t look happy. Neither did her partner Lynn who was standing behind her.

None of the women in the newsroom looked happy, and that included the EIC. Ryan looked at her and raised his eyebrows. She glanced at the big clock above the anchor desk. They were closing in on 4 p.m. — the editor’s meeting time, and since she ran it, Luke was going to be his problem.

“Luke?” Ryan said with a sigh. “Can I see you in my office?”
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Cage laughed and got up to go out to a terminal in the newsroom. Whatever he had wanted wasn’t urgent, apparently. And he wasn’t going to get involved in the conversation with Luke either.

Smart man.

Luke tapped his way across the newsroom dodging computer stations, the couch and chairs that formed the living room, and the espresso machine that sat outside Ryan’s office. After nine months in the newsroom, Luke had gotten the obstacle course down. And woe be to someone who decided to move things around. Luke wasn’t the least bit shy about expressing himself.

He came into Ryan’s office, and plopped down into the chair that Cage had just vacated and let the door close behind him.

“Is she pretty?” Luke asked.

Ryan shook his head, flummoxed by the question. 

“Is who pretty?” Ryan asked. 

“Jennifer!” Luke said impatiently. “Is she pretty?”

Ryan considered the question. It was all kinds of wrong. And he couldn’t see any answer that was in the least bit appropriate. Even though newsroom standards of appropriate behavior was iffy at best, he was pretty sure that the university would have a dim view of a faculty member — even a part-time advisor like him — discussing the physical appearance of one student with another student. 

Besides....

“Ah, Luke?” Ryan started, because he was baffled. “Why would it matter to you? You’re blind.”

“I am aware of that,” Luke said dryly. “But that was impressive. And I’d ask her out. Is she pretty?”

“So ask her out,” Ryan said. “I think she’d slap you if you did after that performance out there. But I don’t see why her looks have anything to do with it. Especially since, you, are, you know, blind.”

“Just because I’m blind doesn’t mean I don’t want to be seen with a beautiful woman,” Luke protested. “It matters to you, doesn’t it? That the woman on your arm is beautiful?”

Ryan regarded the man in front of him. They’d become friends of a sort. There weren’t many people on campus who would take Ryan on in an argument, and that included faculty. But Luke, among other things, did a debate show on the radio, and EWN staff members signed up to take him on over different topics. He and Luke had debated critical race theory last winter. That debate was still being downloaded and listened to. And periodically, Luke slouched in here to talk.

An administrator who was a devout Christian had told him once that Luke was perceived as difficult in Christian circles. He was impatient, argumentative — things that weren’t seen as much a problem in the newsroom, weren’t acceptable in evangelical Bible studies and campus Christian organizations. So in some ways, Luke fit in better here, than he did in those groups —in spite of the fact that he’d told his editor that she was an abomination and going to hell for being gay on his first day in the newsroom. Carrie had just shrugged. She didn’t take second-hand quotes, she told him. If God wanted to chew her out about being gay, God would have to do it to her face. Was he staying or going?

And Luke had stayed.

He’d stayed even after he got into a physical battle with a radio station talk show host who was interviewing a person about God being a hermaphrodite — ‘in his image he create both man and woman,’ Carroll had been pointing out over the phone. Luke had been incensed, not realizing that Carroll was a hermaphrodite. He beat the radio host with his cane, but the host got in a few good licks himself. They both ended up in the student health center. And Luke was charged with assault, commuted to probation if he got therapy. Ryan had seen to it that he did.

Luke wrote sports, covering games by listening to them on the radio — something Carrie approved of. Said it showed he knew sports. Last fall, he’d developed a program with the radio station where he listened to the game on PSU’s broadcast channel with headphones, and then provided commentary over EWN’s radio station. EWN’s radio station had been primarily a music station three years ago before moving into news and commentary during the pandemic, and now into sports because they all thought it was funny. So Luke would text the station manager the questions to ask him, in real time, then answer them over the air. 

Corey had likened it to a one-man band, and when only about half the editors on the Zoom meeting had known what a one-man band was, Corey had sighed, and sent out pictures for everyone to get it. And well, it did fit.

So Luke had made a home for himself here. And maybe they’d all forgotten that he was still a Trump-supporting conservative, and an evangelical Christian. Who apparently thought overturning Roe v. Wade was a good thing.

Ryan sighed. “No,” he said. “Having to have a beautiful woman on my arm was never my thing.”

“I don’t believe you,” Luke said. “Every man wants a beautiful woman on his arm.”

Ryan shrugged, then remembered Luke couldn’t see it. “Luke, have you heard the gossip about my college years here?” he asked curiously. 

Luke frowned. “No? Who would gossip about the advisor with me?”

“Carrie, for starters,” Ryan said. “Anyone in the sports staff. Pretty much anyone in the newsroom, actually. Although there has been some turnover.”

EWN staff members were infamous for taking their time toward graduation. But they did get there, eventually. On the six-year plan, most of them. Ryan had been. “Or the Portland Review editor. He’ll give you an earful,” Ryan said with a laugh.

“No, why? What does that have to do with anything? Is your wife pretty?”

“Teresa?” Ryan asked, startled. “She’s beautiful — to me. She’s this amazing woman, Luke. She’s wicked smart. And she stands firm on her convictions. I’ve seen her argue with Honors faculty and win. Everyone agrees she’ll be a professor of bilingual education someday, and she’ll change the field forever.”

“Right,” Luke said. Ryan suspected he’d rolled his eyes, but Luke wore thick, black sunglasses, so it was hard to tell. “You fell in love with her mind. Gotcha. And I don’t believe it.”

Ryan thought back to the first time he’d seen Teresa. She’d been in News 101, the 1 credit introductory class for EWN. He’d been a sophomore, and there to help lead the workshops. She caught his eye, this self-contained woman who was watching everyone around her with amusement. 

“Ah, Luke,” Ryan said. “You’ve got a lot to learn. But that’s neither here nor there. If you’re attracted to Jennifer because she can hold her own in an argument, why would it matter what she looks like? I mean, she’s attractive. Of course, I was notorious for finding everyone attractive back in the day.”

“Everyone? You found all women attractive?” Luke asked.

“And more than a few men,” Ryan agreed. He saw Luke sit back a bit at that. Ryan laughed. “I used to say I was an omnisexual — I’d eat anything.”

And then he realized that Luke didn’t get the joke. Well, he wasn’t going to be one who explained it to him either.

“So you didn’t care whether they were tall or short. Whether they were older than you, or younger. Didn’t care about their hair color, or skin color,” Luke said. “Sorry. I still don’t believe you.”

Ryan snorted. “I celebrated my 18th birthday with a woman in her 50s and it was the best sex of my life,” he said. “I’m serious, Luke, you really need to get plugged into the gossip.”

Luke was silent for a moment. “So what does Jennifer look like, then?” he asked. Ryan couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His voice was too complex to sort out.

“She’s about 5-foot-7, with brown hair and brown eyes,” Ryan said with a shrug. “Her hair is long, goes below her shoulders. She’s probably carrying an 30 extra pounds, but a lot of it is in her chest, so given I was a self-proclaimed breast man, I wouldn’t have complained. She doesn’t wear makeup or jewelry, but she does use glasses for the computer. She dresses like most people in Portland do — jeans, T-shirts, sweaters. She usually wears a men’s hoodie. Navy or gray. I don’t know if it’s because she prefers them or if she’s living cheap and shops at Goodwill a lot. But really Luke? If you can’t see her, don’t you care more about your other senses? She looks like she’d give good hugs,” Ryan offered.

“She smells good,” Luke mumbled. “I can always smell her when I squeeze by her station on the way to the sports’ corner.”

Ryan smiled at him. Hope for the boy yet, he thought. He wondered if he was a virgin. He might be. He was pretty devout. 

But then Cage and Corey had been raised in a Baptist parsonage and it hadn’t stopped them from experimenting. Ryan had to admit his understanding of evangelical Christianity was hazy. He’d taken several classes on the Bible. Bible as literature, Bible in politics. He could even read the New Testament in the original Greek if he’d been so inclined. But none of that seemed to help him understand evangelical Christianity today.

Cage was better at that kind of discussion. Maybe he should get him in here.

“So what was with that song and dance?” Ryan asked, hoping Luke was ready to leave the topic of girls and get to the reason he had actually been called into Ryan’s office. “You had to have known that it wouldn’t go over well with the women on staff.”

Luke shrugged. “Abortion is wrong,” he said. “This is the first step to seeing that it’s outlawed everywhere. We need a national ban on abortion. And for the first time, I think it will happen in my lifetime.”

“And you lack empathy to the point that you don’t consider that most of your female coworkers see it quite differently?” Ryan asked.

“Right is right, and wrong is wrong, Ryan,” Luke replied. “It’s hardly a matter of debate.”

Ryan frowned. He sent Cage a text. Cage looked up and shook his head. Ryan nodded vigorously. Cage sighed. He got up and headed to Ryan’s office.

“Hey,” Cage said when he came in. He leaned against the wall that separated Ryan from Corey. “What’s up?”

“Luke was telling me that right is right and wrong is wrong in terms of abortion,” Ryan said. “That it’s not a matter of debate. But I was under the impression that it was under debate — even among churches. But you’re better at this kind of discussion than I am.”

Cage grimaced. He looked at Luke. “So where does it say abortion is wrong?” he asked.

“What?” Luke asked. “Thou shall not kill, for starters.”

“So no military service, no going to war. No death penalty. No guns. No cops with guns.”

“Well there are exceptions,” Luke began, and stopped. 

“You know that the Jewish faith does allow for abortion?” Cage asked. “The faith that produced Jesus?”

“Why do you know all of this?” Luke demanded.

“Meet Cage Washington, preacher’s kid,” Ryan said with a laugh. “His father was a Baptist preacher.”

“Was?” 

“He died of Covid,” Cage said briefly. “And to be honest, he probably preached against abortion in a way you’d approve of. I learned most of this so that I could argue with him. Dinner table conversations at the preacher’s house.”

Ryan snorted. The Washingtons loved each other. But raising those three sons couldn’t have been easy.

“So before you go on a rampage over your co-workers feelings, you might want to do a bit of research outside of your own narrow little echo chamber,” Cage said. Ryan’s eyes widened. “It isn’t as cut and dried as you seem to think. And if you really want to stop abortion, you’d be advocating for a robust, tax-funded safety net including health care for all so that women could afford to have children and to raise them. Really? You are excited because your Team Red won one. You don’t know anything about the issue.”

Cage looked at Ryan. “You about ready to go home?” he asked.

Ryan nodded, and then said it out loud for Luke. “Yes. Let me check with Blair, and we can get out of here.”

“Wow,” Luke said. “So much for tolerance.”

“Whatever gave you the idea that people were going to be tolerant toward you when you’re anything but tolerant toward them?” Ryan asked curiously. “Stick to sports, Luke. At least there you know what you’re talking about. Or so they tell me.”

He escorted Luke out of his office and locked it behind them. And then he escaped into Blair’s office. “You owe me,” Ryan said grimly. He shook his head. “He asked me if she was pretty?”

Blair started laughing. “Turned him on, did it?” she asked.

“Blair, that is not an image I needed, ever,” he said severely, but he was laughing too. “Everything good? Can I go home? Something’s bugging Cage, and he just chewed Luke a new one.”

“Well, someone should,” Blair muttered. “Surprised it was him, though. No we’re good. Most of our coverage will be on abortion rights. And what it means to us in Oregon.” 

She hesitated. “Have you talked to Harmony Jones lately?” 

Ryan sighed and closed his eyes momentarily. “No, she’s on my list,” he said morosely. “But she’s been on my list for too long. Monday,” he promised. “I’ll talk to her on Monday.”

“Something’s bugging her,” Blair observed. “Something she doesn’t want to discuss with students.”

Ryan nodded. 

“And we need to keep her, Ryan,” Blair added. “She’s been such an asset.”

“Especially to me,” Ryan agreed. “Monday.”

“Then get out of here,” she ordered.

“Gone.”

It was after 5 p.m. and on a Friday, so it was no surprise that Harmony Jones had gone home for the day. Her office on the first floor was closed and locked. Ryan grimaced. He kept thinking he’d bump into her, and they could talk. Obviously he was going to have to be more ‘proactive’ than that.

Harmony had come to them when Ryan had negotiated for a part-time office manager last year. She had been a godsend to EWN, bringing a stability they hadn’t known they needed, really. Paperwork got done on time, and correctly. Ryan didn’t think he’d been yelled at for bad paperwork or missed deadlines all year. He just signed what she gave him — while she was standing there waiting for it.

Yes, of course, he read it first! 

Harmony was a 30-year-old single mom who was embroiled in a nasty custody battle with Portland’s own version of Rush Limbaugh, a man named Larson Jones, who had a grudge against EWN to start with. Ryan had hooked Harmony up with his own attorney and let Rita Morales take care of things.

But apparently, the students — especially the women — were picking up on some distress. And they wanted him to ‘do something!’ And they fully expected he would. 

And they weren’t wrong. He meddled in all of their lives. They saw no reason he shouldn’t meddle in Harmony’s.

He just hoped Harmony felt the same way.

Outside, the two men got into Ryan’s Subaru. Cage tipped his head back against the headrest. “Sorry about that in there,” he said.

Ryan looked at him. “About what?”

Cage snorted. “About stomping all over Luke?”

“Stomp away,” Ryan said with a shrug. “Maybe you’ll get through to him. You OK? Something wrong?”

Cage was silent for a bit.

“Cage?” Ryan said with some alarm. Cage, Emily and Ryan had come into EWN together, and been inseparable for seven years now. Sure, they graduated. But Ryan had converted his grandparents’ house into condos after they’d died. Cage and Emily, now married, had the top one. Teresa and Ryan had the bottom one. A small studio on the north side of the elevator belonged to a single mother. And Joe Castro and his siblings had the lower north apartment.

“Emily is having a difficult time with her pregnancy,” Cage said at last. “The doctor says everything is OK, but she should take it easy. Telling a journalist to take it easy is bad enough. Telling Emily? It didn’t go well. And now she’s being stubborn.”

Ryan frowned. “Time for dinner with the four of us,” he said. “Maybe Teresa can give her better advice than the doctor did. I mean, telling Emily to take it easy is meaningless. She’d think it meant cutting back to 4-mile runs from 5. And working 50-hour weeks instead of 60.”

“Got that right,” Cage muttered. “But Ryan? I think it’s worse than that. She isn’t gaining enough weight. I don’t think so at least. I think gaining weight is freaking her out. But she has to! But I don’t know how to talk to her about it.”

Ryan frowned. That was troubling. Emily had been anorexic all through college — and they had never realized it. It had taken Sarah King to notice, and to say something. Sarah had died with Covid, and both Emily and Cage had been devasted. But it pushed Cage to propose, and then to insist on Emily seeing a doctor. And gradually, Emily had mastered her anorexia.

“Maybe she needs to see her old doctor again for a check-in?” Ryan asked, as he pulled into the garage of the Portland Heights house. They were home. Ryan could feel some of the tension in his shoulders dissolve — a feeling he didn’t think he’d ever have about this house. Oh it was gorgeous — a 6,000-square-foot house that stair-stepped down the hillside and overlooked the city out to the river and the mountains beyond. But it was also the site of some horrible memories — memories half-buried in Ryan’s mind. He’d been afraid of the triggers here.

Turned out that filling a house with people you loved chased away the ghosts.

“Find Emily and come downstairs,” Ryan said. “You’re invited for dinner. Teresa was going to make enchiladas. And she always makes enough to freeze the leftovers.”

Cage nodded. “Sounds good,” he said. “Really good.”
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Chapter 3
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Luke Kent finished his sports column back in the sports corner. Friday night was a big night for sports, even in the spring, when it was mostly baseball and track to cover. But it was dead silent. And one thing he’d learned by working with an all-female sports department was that they were never silent.

They teased each other, gossiped, fought over headlines, and made plans for the weekend. And after the first two weeks or so, they’d accepted him as part of the team — or the furniture, he suspected — and their chatter resumed. 

It had been eye-opening.

He had a brother, no sisters. And he hadn’t dated much. He’d been involved in church youth-group activities growing up, and here at college, but he’d never been around girls — women — talking with each other. 

At church things, the women focused on the men and getting them to talk, he thought now, with some amusement. Something he’d never noticed until he came to EWN. It had been disconcerting at first to be ignored. 

Subconsciously, he had expected they would focus on him now that there was a man in the group. He didn’t know really what he’d expected, to be honest. But he hadn’t expected to be ignored.

Oh, he could toss in a comment if he wanted. He wasn’t shut out. They’d laugh if he said something funny. But he wasn’t the focus. Truthfully, he didn’t think there was a focus. The talk just ebbed and flowed from woman to woman. 

Not today. And it was his fault. As Cage had said, what had he expected his female co-workers to think about his little dance of joy? 

Well, he hadn’t expected that their support of Roe v Wade went as deep as his opposition to it, for one thing. He thought about that. His positions on issues were born out of religious conviction. They were God-given. How could someone’s political stances be as deep? They couldn’t be, right?

But he felt like he was missing something. Because Jennifer’s reaction was as strong as his was when he thought God’s law was being attacked. 

He chewed on his lip as he finished his column on his computer. His mother had insisted that he learn to touch type practically as soon as he’d mastered the alphabet. He blessed her regularly, although at the time he’d been sullen. There were ways around typing, but why make life harder than it had to be? He put his earphones in, and had the computer read his column back to him. The downside was if he got his fingers off the home positions, he wouldn’t know. Nope. He was good.

The corner was silent. That didn’t mean they weren’t rolling their eyes, mouthing words about him. They probably were, he thought sourly, because the sports corner was rarely silent. All kinds of things could be communicated behind his back right now and he’d never know.

And people wondered why he was paranoid? 

“You’re good, Kathy,” Carrie said. “Get out of here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kathy replied. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

Or they could just be on deadline, and wanting to get everything done, he thought, amused at himself. Maybe I am paranoid. But with good reason! It was hard not to be — he literally couldn’t know what gestures were being made, what words might be mouthed, what their expressions were. A lot of communication was non-verbal, and he couldn’t pick up on it.

It was kind of wild. Carrie was the sports editor. He pictured her as a blonde with a bouncy ponytail, although he didn’t know. He should ask someone to describe his coworkers to him, he guessed. She got things done, people liked her — he liked her. She was firm about deadlines and assignments. After that? She was pretty easy-going.

Even if she was going to burn in hell for being a lesbian. 

Well, he’d done his duty and told her that — on the first day of classes, fall term. He snorted. Probably not the way to make a good impression. He’d shown up with a pro-Trump backpack too. He’d been operating on the principle that the best defense was a good offense. Not a principle he'd take into the real world.

Although this newsroom sure felt like the real world. People had gotten shot at! He didn’t know the full story. He rarely did. Maybe Ryan was right, and he needed to get plugged into the gossip better.

Carrie’s partner, Lynn, was the assistant sports editor. EWN didn’t have a non-fraternization policy. There were several people who were managing their partners. He didn’t approve, but then, there were a lot of things he didn’t approve of. That was the least of it, actually. Most of those couple were living in sin to start with. That was the problem, not the management structure.
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