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A Literary Life

PDX Year 3, Book 6

The Literary World Upstairs

The second-floor EWN newsroom was full of eccentric, bright, diverse news junkies. The first-floor business and advertising staff stayed away from there. Ad staff prided themselves on never having even seen the second floor.

But everyone agreed that the real weird lived on the third floor, home to the literary magazine, radio station and a new Center for Innovative Journalism.

There is nothing so essentially Portland as a literary magazine. The Review had been run by a perennial student, Robert Smithson, for nearly a decade. But the English department threatened his credits if he didn't graduate with his M.A. or start his PhD. Since a PhD in English meant a job teaching English in some rural college for the rest of his career, he reluctantly took his M.A. and went out to teach sixth graders in Portland instead.

Robert Smithson had made the Review a magazine of national status. Its marriage of literature and art, coupled with cutting-edge design, was much admired and won national awards. Even more impressive, it actually sold out every issue, and people read it.

So, everyone at EWN grinned at the idea of the much tattooed and pierced punk with his yellow-blonde Mohawk teaching sixth graders, but they wished him well. Until they found out that his replacement wasn't going to be Joe Castro, the editor of Folio, the weekly newspaper of EWN, who Robert had been training to be his successor. No, the English faculty had lost their collective minds and chosen Mayra Cantwell, a master's student and self-proclaimed award-winning poet, who promised to return the Review to its roots — a magazine focused on literature and poetry. Leave the art and design to art magazines, she told the English faculty. It was music to their ears since most of them mourned for an era of quill pens and bottles of ink.

The EWN staff knew Mayra. She had, as they say, a history with EWN and it wasn't a pretty one. Now she'd be in their building? Turning their beloved and admired magazine into something that looked like it had been done on a mimeograph? (Most of the staff didn't know what that looked like. Chief Geek Corey Washington sighed, found some images and sent them out during the editors' Zoom meeting.) The editors looked at each other in disbelief. Seriously? That's what she wanted to do? They weren't going to let that happen.

Something must be done, they said, and turned their gaze to their faculty advisor, whose own hijinks as a former EWN staffer were still gossiped about — not only in the newsroom, but across campus. 'Devious bastard' was one of the kinder labels administrators and faculty muttered under their breaths.

But EWN faculty advisor Ryan Matthews had his own history with Mayra Cantwell. He knew her well. (No, not in the Biblical sense. Mayra was one of the few women he hadn't slept with during those years.) She'd targeted him for his humiliation of her at a Powell's poetry slam six years ago when he was a cocky sophomore EWN writer.

Her vendetta had gone on for three years and sucked in EWN staff and editors, PSU student government and Portland's literary community, before she just disappeared. People shrugged it off as the stay-home orders of the pandemic, but Ryan wasn't so sure.

She was back, now, though. She still had an axe to grind. And she thought the Review was the perfect platform to get her revenge. Even if she burnt it all down in the process. She'd happily pour on the fuel and feed the flames.

And dear God, Ryan was faced with being her advisor?

Well this should be fun.

A Literary Life is book 6 in Year 3 of Newsroom PDX, a series of political thrillers set in downtown Portland, Oregon. Foul language, some sex, lots of politics. Portland weird at its finest.
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Prologue
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9 p.m., Monday, June 27, 2022, Portland Heights house — Ryan and Teresa Matthews took the elevator down to their condo in the Portland Heights house. Ryan was so tired he could barely stand up straight, and Teresa was actually leaning against the elevator wall for support. 

When they entered their apartment, Ryan could see a shadowy figure sitting in a chair on their deck overlooking the city. He sighed. It looked like his day wasn’t over with yet. Teresa squeezed his hand in sympathy. “I’ll check on the children,” she said, and disappeared down the stairs to the level below.

Ryan rotated his shoulders, trying to shrug off some of the tension and stress that always seemed to settle there. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Time to be the faculty advisor one last time today. Because if Joe Castro sitting out there was a work of art it would be titled ‘Dejected’.

Well he had a right to be, Ryan thought. What Ryan felt was more like horror, except he was too tired to feel much of anything right now. Earlier in the day, however, Robert Smithson, outgoing editor of the Portland Review, a part of the student media Ryan advised, had caught him at the Eyewitness News building to tell him the bad news.

“The English Department met Friday to choose my successor,” Robert had said grimly. “And I’m beyond pissed. Did they ask you for a recommendation?”

“Joe did,” Ryan said slowly. “They didn’t pick him? I thought he was a shoo-in.”

“They decided that it was time for a fresh direction,” Robert said. Ryan could feel his rage — so more than just ignoring his recommendation. Robert had been instrumental in developing the direction of the literary magazine for a decade — made it a much admired literary and art magazine. It won awards, national ones even. 

Hell, it even got read. Ryan wanted to snicker at his own joke, but he didn’t think Robert wasn’t in the mood.

Robert was mad. More than just the disrespect of all he’d worked for. More than just not choosing Joe Castro. 

Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen Joe in several days. Not down at EWN. Not at the Portland Heights house where Joe and his siblings had one of the four apartments. This might be why.

“Robert, spit it out. Who did they choose?” Ryan demanded.

“Mayra Cantwell,” he said grimly. 

Ryan clamped down hard to prevent an outburst. He knew Mayra. 

“They chose Mayra over Joe?” Ryan said finally. “Does she have any design skills? Editing skills? Photo skills?”

“Nope,” Robert said. “And if I hadn’t already accepted a teaching job at Ainsworth, I’d just sit back down in this chair and stay put. Let them try to oust me. Start on that damn PhD they were pushing at me.”

“She wants to take it in a new direction?” Ryan asked. It did please him to think of Robert at Ainsworth Middle School, the school he’d gone to growing up in Portland Heights. It made him laugh, really.

“She said it was time for the Review to return to the traditions of literary magazines,” he said with little affect. 

“And they being English faculty who still begrudge the loss of the quill and ink ate it up,” Ryan muttered.

Robert nodded. “It’s a weird arrangement,” he said. “English faculty pick the editor because they fund the magazine. But the Media Board oversees the Review. And you’re the advisor.”

Ryan frowned. “And the Review editor answers to the EWN editor-in-chief.”

Robert started laughing. “Maybe I do need to hang around,” he said, chuckling. “Because the thought of Mayra trying her shit on Blair Williams? I could sell tickets, and then we could tell the English faculty to go fuck themselves.”

Whoa, he was pissed, Ryan thought, a bit startled. It had been a while since he’d seen the rough side of Robert Smithson. But once upon a time Robert Smithson had been a rough character indeed.

“Let me think about this,” he said with a sigh. “When does the handoff occur?”

Robert shrugged. “I volunteered to help her with a transition,” he said. “She refused. In front of the faculty, no less. She’ll be in charge Sept. 1.”

“Don’t give her a key,” Ryan said suddenly. “Tell her I have to approve it. I don’t want her in your archives. Those coveted issues from the last decades? I want them down in my office ASAP. Pack up everything, Robert. That’s your summer project.”

He nodded. “And Joe?”

Ryan’s heart hurt for the guy. “He’ll always have a place as an editor downstairs, you know that. He knows that,” he said slowly. “But damn it. He was perfect for this. Why can’t they see that?”

“Because Mayra is a pathological liar, among other things,” Robert said matter-of-factly. “She told them what they wanted to hear. And because she’s a pathological liar, she was convincing. Convinced herself first.”

Ryan ground his teeth. He knew her. What Robert said was just facts. Damn it.

“I’ll find Joe,” Ryan said with a sigh. “I need to talk to Blair ASAP too. Damn it.”

Ryan turned to go. “Ryan?” Robert said, and he sounded troubled. “She’s coming after you. You know that, right?”

“Figured,” Ryan said. “Does she want me gone? Or does she want the advisor position? Because I might just let her have it.”

“No you wouldn’t,” Robert said with certainty. “You care about EWN as much as I do. More. And she’d destroy it in a month.”

Ryan nodded. “I just get tired, you know?”

“Better do something about that,” Robert advised. “Because it’s about to get rough.”

Ryan thought about that conversation as he stood in the darkened living room of his home and stared out at Joe and the city lights beyond. He loved Portland, loved this view of Portland, but damn the city lived up to its reputation as Portland Weird.

He went out and sat in the deck chair next to Joe’s and sighed. 

“I put the kids to bed, and I’ve been listening for them,” Joe said.

“So tell me,” Ryan said when Joe didn’t seem inclined to talk. Not surprising. Joe Castro wasn’t much of a talker. “What do you know about what happened with the English department? Robert was spitting nails, and I’m not sure I got all the details I need.”

Joe shrugged. “They had two candidates. Me and Mayra Cantwell. They chose her.”

“Succinct,” Ryan approved. “Good headline. Now give me the lead.”

Joe laughed at that. “I don’t know, Ryan,” he said. “I had the letter of recommendation from you. I had one from a professor in English and another in Art. I put together a portfolio of my work. Robert rehearsed me for the interview, because I’m not good at that. Asking questions, sure. Answer them?” He shook his head. “But I thought I did OK. Robert recommended me — he said he did, anyway. And then they came out and thanked me for applying, but they’d chosen Mayra.”

“Do you know her?” Ryan asked. He stretched out and tipped his head back.

“Not really,” Joe said. “I’ve seen her around — at art gallery openings and department functions. But she’s a graduate student, and I’m still an undergraduate. So we don’t have classes together. I know her partner a bit more. Had some classes with him. Weird dude.”

Understatement, Ryan thought. He supposed Bryce Greco would be coming aboard with Mayra. 

He tried to remember when he first met them. Back in his drinking days, he thought. So, four, maybe five years ago? Probably. He’d gone to an open-mic night at Powell’s — some girl he was dating wanted to go to a poetry slam, and he was fine with taking her. It was where he was taking her later that mattered to him. And as he often was, he was a functional drunk that night. Sober enough to know they needed to walk. Drunk enough to be a bit too loud and rowdy for a poetry reading, even by Powell’s standards.

Mayra was reading some of her poetry. She’d been an undergraduate back then, and Ryan didn’t think she’d hooked up with Bryce yet. Probably not. Mayra was in her 40s, now. And Bryce? He was probably Joe’s age. Not that he was casting any stones about May-December relationships. He smiled reminiscently. He’d played with plenty of older women back then.

But he’d gotten bored at the poetry reading. And Mayra struck him as particularly pretentious. She had dark hair, dyed to make it pitch black, and thick dark brows. A heavy woman, Mayra had been wearing all black — a black top over a black layered skirt that ended at her ankles, and then black laced-up boots. She looked like a witch. The Halloween kind, not the Wiccan ones. He thought it was deliberate, but maybe not. Hard to remember exactly. 

If he’d just snickered and whispered to his date, it might have never mattered. But oh no, when Ryan was drunk he liked attention. Liked to be the star of the show. Exhibitionist? Yeah, in spades. So when they opened up the mic for a free slam, he’d jumped up. And he’d done a parody of Mayra’s poem — an epic of being a woman in Portland as he recalled — a recognizable parody. He’d pulled out all the charisma too.

Not one of his finest hours. Well, five minutes. Mayra had marched up, jerked the mic out of his hands, and reamed him out. Deservedly so. But there was no competition between the appeal of Ryan Matthews in his heyday, and Mayra Cantwell being pretentious as hell. He’d laughed at her. She got angrier.

Powell’s tossed them both out and suspended their return privileges for a month. 

And that should have been the end of it. Ryan paid a price — his date ditched him in disgust, and he didn’t get laid that night like he expected to. Penalty enough, really.

But Mayra recognized him. And she’d filed a student conduct code violation against him, even though they weren’t at a school function, or on school property. And then she went to EWN and demanded to have a guest column in the paper as “equal time.” The editor shrugged, and said, ‘sure, submit whatever you want.’

Who had the editor been? Kevin? No, someone later. Tom, maybe. So Bill the Copyediting God read the thing, and thought it was the funniest thing ever. Bill went to Powell’s, did some interviewing, and wrote a piece for the entertainment section of Folio. It was wickedly funny. Was Robert the editor of Folio then? Maybe. Talk about your chickens coming home to roost. They ran Mayra’s guest column down the side of the page with Bill’s piece.

By that time, Ryan was actually out of the picture. He was trying to keep a low profile so that the Conduct Code Committee didn’t use his behavior on campus to come after him. And to be honest, he kinda felt bad.

“And then what happened?” Joe asked. Ryan started. He hadn’t realized he was saying all of that out loud. He really was tired. Well, if anyone deserved to know it was Joe.

“The Conduct Code Committee ruled it was outside of their jurisdiction, but that if I’d done that at a campus function, I would have been reprimanded,” he said. “She tried to get EWN funding jerked. That’s about when she met Bryce, I guess. He had that starving Italian artist look going — wore all black clothes, black mop of hair. He was probably 19 or 20. He was in student government, and he was quite indignant at how she’d been treated. And the two of them ran a vendetta over it for two years.”

“What stopped them?” 

Ryan shrugged. “Not sure,” he admitted. “I mean I was covering student government, and like most EWN students I was saving on my food bill by attending every free event at the student union that I could. So we kept bumping into each other. And the more I tried to be polite, the more she accused me of being a condescending asshole. Usually at the top of her lungs in the art gallery.”

Joe laughed. “Not that you’d ever be an asshole in the gallery,” he teased.

Ryan grinned. “Right?” he said. He’d been quite the asshole a year ago, as a matter of fact. And it had been so much fun — until the recipients of that escapade followed him to his car and beat the shit out of him.

“So she’s back, she’s a grad student, and she’s now going to be the editor of the Portland Review,” Joe summarized.

“Something like that,” Ryan agreed. “I wonder if she realizes she will be answering to Blair? And to the Media Board? And that she has no say over me at all?”

“Do you think it’s revenge?”

“Oh some, maybe. She probably really does want to be the editor. And she probably wants to put out one of those literary reviews that look like they were done on a typewriter without any art or design whatsoever. Or maybe she’ll let Bryce have some say over the design. And she’ll host readings that no one will go to. Somehow that will be my fault too.” Ryan sighed. “Next year’s problem. She doesn’t actually start until Sept. 1. Robert says she rejected his offer of a transition. So I told him to lock everything down, pack it all up, and cart it downstairs. There’s some collector items up there, and she’d torch them.”

“Literally? Even, the tattoo issue?” Joe was appalled. 

Ryan grinned. “Don’t think she wouldn’t,” he said. 

One of the issues from the 1990s that set the standard for the magazine as a literary and art magazine had a feature piece by a Portland photographer who had done a series of people with their tattoos. Some were full-body tattoos. There was no denying it was art. But man, he was glad he didn’t have to answer for that issue today. Which was a hell of thing, wasn’t it?

“I feel like I let you down,” Joe admitted.

“What? Why?” Ryan was startled.

“If I’d interviewed better, maybe they wouldn’t have given it to her,” he said. “I hear she was really persuasive. I asked around today.”

“I’m sure she was,” Ryan said dryly. “Pathological liars usually are persuasive.”

“Is she one?” 

Ryan nodded. “Oh yeah. Trust me, my story is fairly tame by comparison to some. The two of them fought back-to-back all the way through PSU. It does make me wonder where she’s been the last year.”

“Holed up at home because of Covid like everyone else,” Joe suggested.

“Probably,” Ryan agreed. But he wondered. When was the last time he’d seen her? “So you’ll stay on as Folio editor, right?” he asked, a bit anxiously. Joe was really good at it.

Joe snorted. “I’ve already had texts from Kari, Blair, Bianca, and Robert informing I would be. Oh, and Ben and Miguel. Robert must have spread the word tonight. Trust me, I just said yes, ma’am, and licked my wounds. It was a pipe dream anyway.”

“Nothing wrong with pipe dreams, Joe,” Ryan said. His heart hurt for the guy. “And there’s always the next year. It’s unlikely Mayra is going to stay around for a second year.” He’d see to it, he thought grimly. “You weren’t in a hurry to graduate, were you?”

“No,” Joe said, with a laugh. “Kari informs me I’m not in a hurry.”

Ryan grinned at that.

“Which brings up something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Joe said. “Would you have a problem with Kari moving in with me?”

Ryan raised his eyebrows in surprise. “It’s your apartment,” he said. “You’re entitled to have a roommate if you want. And let’s face it, Kari would fit right in up here.”

Joe snorted. “She sure would. OK, I’m going to bed. I guess it helps to know the backstory. But man, I feel sorry for you.”

Ryan laughed. “I’m going to law school in the fall,” he said. “I’ve got better things to do than freak out over Mayra Cantwell.”

Joe got up and started inside. “Thanks,” he said, his back to Ryan. “It hit me hard, you know? I don’t think I’d ever put myself out there for anything? And they slammed the door in my face.”

“That’s the problem,” Ryan said gently. “You have to put yourself out there so many times that one slammed door isn’t statistically significant. Kind of like dating.”

“Yeah? Well I never took risks there either,” he said. “Not until Kari.” He paused. “Actually, I didn’t with Kari, either. She did.”

Ryan laughed. He was still laughing when he went to lock the door behind Joe and go down to find Teresa. He could tell her that Mayra was back in the morning. Because there was a part of the story that wasn’t Joe’s business.
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3 p.m., Thursday, Sept. 1, 2022, Center for Innovative Journalism, EWN building — Doris Torres angled her computer workstation in the Center for Innovative Journalism so she could watch the goings-on across the hall. The new editor of the Portland Review was throwing a hissy fit.

“Where are the archives?” the editor screamed. “Where is everything? This room is empty!”

The new editor was a large woman in her 40s with coal-black hair and dark eyes. Mayra Cantwell was wearing a black dress that came down almost to her ankles, over black lace-up boots. And lots of jewelry — a long necklace with a pendant of turquoise, silver bracelets, long dangling earrings. She’d had a deep purple cape on earlier.

Doris Torres thought she looked great.

She wasn’t brave enough to dress like that. She had on a pair of brown cord trousers and a plaid shirt that matched. At least she thought they did. She had on brown running shoes — Portland’s pavement was hard on her feet. Doris didn’t think she even owned as much jewelry as Mayra had on.

Doris knew she looked like a nerd. She’d heard some of the women downstairs talking, and they’d called her that. Well, she was a nerd. So it made sense that she looked like one, right? She didn’t see why that was a problem.

She and Myra hadn’t been introduced yet, but Doris had heard all about Mayra Cantwell from J.J. Jones, one of the Eyewitness News videographers. The EWN staff had been gossiping about her all summer; J.J. seemed to think it was his responsibility to keep her informed. She frowned, thinking about J.J. She didn’t understand him at all. Why was he hanging around up here? Didn’t he have better things to do than interrupt her?

Doris admitted to herself that she didn’t understand anyone very well, so J.J. wasn’t unusual in that regard. People didn’t make sense! But data about people did. And she understood data. It spoke to her in ways individuals never did.

She’d been a graduate student in the Center for almost a year, and she liked it here. The student staff of EWN was so crazy she almost felt like she fit in. They respected her abilities as a data reporter and sought her out to help with very interesting stories. The latest had been a look at why downtown Portland was so empty. It wasn’t because people were afraid to come downtown like some claimed. No, it had to do with people who would rather work at home than spend hours and money to commute.

Doris was very proud of that story. She’d been taken aback when City Hall had thrown a fit over it. Tourism was down! Shoppers were afraid! And that was all probably true — the epidemic had made people stay home. Shoppers learned to shop online. But that had been a trend for some time. Some data suggested some of the big stores had used the pandemic to get out of leases they no longer wanted. She was still researching that.

And tourism was down. They’d done stories about that. Tourists viewed You Tube videos of places instead of going there. Hotels, in particular, were hurting.

But the data didn’t lie: Most of the people who came downtown did so to work — and then they went out for lunch, shopped at the stores, had drinks with coworkers, stayed down for dinner, went to a movie or the theater. Without that consistent, five-days-a-week presence, the downtown felt empty.

Doris didn’t think people were ever going to return to downtown offices. But she might be wrong. It was on her research list. She’d seen stories done that suggested that. Experts were talking about it. But where was the data?

She hadn’t seen any yet. She wasn’t sure what to look for, really. And before you got good answers you had to ask the right questions.

City Hall said all kinds of nasty things about their stories. Doris had been outraged. How dare they say she manipulated the data! However, Blair Williams, the editor-in-chief of EWN, just said cover what they said. “When in doubt, print,” she said firmly. It was a rule. The newsroom had rules, something she found funny. Most the people who worked for EWN would flout any rule they found just on principle.

But they had rules they held to — rules like, ‘No one goes into the Geek Cave where the computers are stored except the Chief Geek.’ Doris thought that one was sensible. Or the rule, ‘We take care of each other and our friends.’ After the last few years when EWN seemed to be under constant attack, that rule made sense too.

Then there were sayings like, ‘Are we journalists, or aren’t we?’ The answer, of course, was supposed to be yes, and it led to the rule, ‘When in doubt, print.’

So the staff had done more stories — all summer long, they did stories about downtown, about why it was empty, what homelessness had — and didn’t have — to do with it, the changing trends in employment, all kinds of stories. Sometimes Doris saw an interesting question, and went to look at the data. Then she’d save it to a thumb drive, and take it down to the second-floor newsroom and hand it to Blair. And Blair would run the story. Other times, reporters would come up here and ask her a question. She found she liked helping them.

One day on a Zoom editors’ meeting, the university president had joined them. “Are the data accurate?” he asked. 

Doris thought President McShane was beyond intimidating into the downright scary range. Of course, she found most men intimidating — even Joe Castro, who the women in the newsroom assured her was the least-intimidating man around. She was really impressed though, that President McShane knew the word data was plural. “Yes, sir,” she had said softly from her computer up here.

“Very good, then,” McShane had said. “Carry on.” And he’d dropped out of the call. Doris had buried her head in her hands and shook.

Eventually, City Hall realized they were just creating more headlines, and they shut up. And the news of the summer moved on to something else. Doris was relieved. Well, kind of relieved. Being in the thick of a story like that? She grinned. Yes, she decided. This was what she wanted to do.

She looked around the small office that the Center called their own. It was on the third floor of the EWN building, a remodeled warehouse just off campus. It had been a storeroom, she’d been told. She shared it with two other grad students: Cage Washington worked with video. She thought what he was doing was amazing. He had all this footage of the Black Lives Matter and George Floyd protests from two years ago. He was trying to figure out how to use it to tell the story of the protests. Last school year he’d set up an interactive experience for visiting eighth graders that she’d really liked. But he was frustrated because he had so much material. 

Doris had been considering how a database might help him with that. It would take some serious computing power, however. Well, Cage’s kid brother was the Chief Geek who ran the EWN computers. She thought maybe she’d talk to him about it.

The other grad student, Turk, had just gotten back from Ukraine. Turk had been one of the independent journalists during the protests. They were writing a manual for immersive journalists who were telling the stories in real time as they saw it. Turk had 50K followers on Twitter — that made them one of the largest media outlets in the city, Ryan Matthews had said. But little of it was archived and available. So he was encouraging Turk to figure out how to do that. Doris liked listening to Turk, Cage and Ryan argue about all these issues. She didn’t participate — arguing made her sick to her stomach. But she was wondering what would happen if you combined an immersive experience like Cage’s with some of Turk’s reporting?

Two databases....

. Both of them had Macs with big monitors to better edit video. Doris cared more about how fast her computer could compute — and she liked a PC for that. Their faculty advisor, Ryan Matthews, had approved it. “It’s the only PC in the building outside of the business office,” he’d said.

The second-best thing about working on a PC was that no one else in the newsroom would touch it. Well, maybe Corey Washington would. She thought he was really smart. There wasn’t much he couldn’t do on a computer; she worried a bit that he might be doing things he shouldn’t. She found tracks of him on the Internet, sometimes, in places she didn’t think he should be.

Since she wasn’t supposed to be there either, she hadn’t said anything. She fretted that maybe she should? But that would mean talking to Ryan Matthews, and well, she found him intimidating.

Right now, Ryan Matthews was leaning on the wall outside the Center office listening to the new Review editor pitch her fit. He had a lazy smile on his face as if her tirade didn’t bother him at all. She thought he was one of the best-looking men she’d ever seen, although she would never say anything like that — not even at the women’s spa days. Well, probably especially not then, since Ryan’s wife Teresa often was the host.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair, blue eyes, and a close-cropped beard. He had dimples too. She didn’t think he was all that much older than she was — 26ish? But maybe more important than his looks, or the fact that he was really smart, she found that he was kind.

Most of the time. She wasn’t sure he was being kind right now.

“Mayra, Robert said you wanted to have a clean start,” Ryan Matthews said patiently — not for the first time either. “So we cleaned up the room for you. You told the English faculty you wanted to take the Review in a new direction, right?”

“I want to burn all those old rags,” Mayra Cantwell said venomously. “I’m going to host a bonfire, and we’re going to burn them, celebrating the return of a real literary journal to Portland State University. Where are they?”

“All the magazines and files are in archival storage at the library,” Ryan said easily. “They were delighted to get it. It really is an amazing heritage of literary criticism in Portland. We may put together an exhibit of it in the library sometime this year.”

“Not without my permission,” Mayra said. 

Ryan shrugged. “Well it’s really up to the library. They own them now,” he said. “If there is anything else you need, you can request it from the EIC, Blair Williams. We have a Zoom editors’ meeting at 4 p.m. every day. Don’t forget you’re expected to attend those.”

“Why would I do that?” Mayra demanded.

“Because you’re an editor and you answer to Blair,” he replied. “She’s your boss.”

There was silence.

“I answer to the English faculty,” she said.

“No, you don’t,” Ryan said firmly. “They do the interviews and hire the editor of the Review. But the Review editor answers to the EWN Editor-in-Chief, just like the TV station manager, the radio station manager, and the Folio editor. And the EIC answers to the Media Board.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Ryan shrugged and stepped away from the wall. “I sent you a copy of the Student Media charter and all the documents — code of ethics, all that stuff. Didn’t you read it? I suggest you should. I’ll see you at the 4 p.m. meeting.”

Ryan glanced into the Center office and saw her. He winked, and then he sauntered away, his hands in his pockets. She heard him go down the stairs rapidly. He’d known she was listening, she thought amused. They called him a ‘devious bastard.’ 

She was pretty sure the students at least meant it as a compliment.

But Mayra wasn’t finished shouting.

“Who does he think he is?” Mayra said. Doris heard something hit the wall with a crash. Was she throwing things? Doris was almost impressed — she’d never thrown anything because she was mad since she was 6 years old. Her Dad had been firm. No throwing!

Mayra was still ranting though. “Does he really think I’m going to answer to that bitch? What does she know about literature or poetry? Those whackos down there barely know what day of the week it is.”

There was another thud. Whatever she threw that time didn’t break. Doris grinned as she heard Mayra swear. But who was she talking to? Not her, surely! Doris started toward the door when she heard a male voice say, “I’ll attend for you, if you like.”

She paused. It was a very nice voice. Low, with a hint of accent she couldn’t place. She continued on to the door to see who it was. She didn’t recognize it at all. 

Standing in the hallway with Mayra was a tall, slim man about Doris’s age. He had big, dark eyes, and his black hair badly needed a haircut. She sympathized; her hair did too. Like Mayra, he was wearing black — a black shirt like the guayabera her Dad liked to wear over black skinny jeans, and pointed black shoes. Was he Mayra’s son? She frowned, puzzled.

He spotted her over Mayra’s shoulder. “Well, hello,” he said. “Who are you?”

“Doris Torres,” she said automatically. “Who are you?”

“Bryce Greco,” he replied. “And this is Mayra Cantwell. We’re the new editors of the Portland Review.”

Mayra turned around and looked Doris up and down. “I’m the new editor,” she corrected. Doris saw some expression pass over the man’s face. She couldn’t put a name to it, but she thought he hadn’t like Mayra correcting him. What did he say his name was? Bryce Greco? That wasn’t a Mexican name in spite of the guayabera. 

“Were you eavesdropping on me?” Mayra demanded. “Skulking about in the storage room?”

Doris stared at her. “This isn’t a storage room anymore,” she stammered out. “It’s the Center for Innovative Journalism. And I....”

Mayra interrupted her. “Whatever,” she said dismissively. She peered over Doris’s shoulder to look around the room. “Whoa,” she said. “Bryce, check out the computers they’ve got. We can just take one of those.”

“I don’t think...,” Doris began, alarmed at this turn of events. 

“No you probably don’t,” Mayra said, interrupting her again. “Bryce? You can set it up in our office, can’t you?”

“Probably,” he agreed, leaning against the open doorway. “Which one do you want?”

“The nicest one, of course,” Mayra said. 

“No!” Doris shouted at them. “These aren’t yours. They’re ours. You have your own computer.”

“Well, it’s old,” Bryce said, smiling at her. “You don’t need three, do you?”

“We have three because there are three graduate students here,” Doris said, pleased that she got a complete sentence out without being interrupted. “If you need a better computer, you need to talk to Blair Williams. Or Ryan Matthews. These are ours.”

“Really? You own them?” Mayra said derisively. “They aren’t yours. They’re part of EWN’s equipment, right? And we only have one computer — an old one as Bryce said — and we need another one. So we’ll take one of these. Bryce is an artist. He needs a good computer for his art.”

“Then get one from Blair,” Doris said. She positioned herself in between the computers and the two Review editors. “I thought you weren’t going to do art in the Review anyway.”

“The Review will focus on literature and poetry,” Mayra said. “But Bryce’s artistry can’t be denied. He’s going to have a show in the art gallery for the first issue of the Review. So we’ll need this.” She pointed to the Mac next to the door.

“No!” Doris yelled. “It’s not yours!”

Then from the hallway, she heard Cage Washington’s rumbling bass voice. “What’s going on?”

“They want to take the computer!” Doris said. She tried to calm down; she knew she was hyperventilating. She’d need to blow into a paper bag here soon. And wouldn’t that be humiliating?
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