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“The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” 

― Edmund Burke
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6 a.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, Matthew’s residence, SE Portland — “Wake up, Ryan,” Teresa Valdez-Matthews said, shaking her husband. It was 6 a.m., and he wasn’t a morning person. At all.

Ryan groaned, and then shot up in bed. “You’re OK?” he said panicked.

“Of course I am,” she said laughing. She was about eight weeks pregnant. Fortunately, she thought his panic was cute.

“I’m fine,” she repeated. “It’s Andrew McShane, he’s on the phone for you. And he said, “President McShane, so it must be official, not personal.” She handed him her phone. McShane knew it was futile to call him directly at 6 a.m. apparently.

Ryan took the phone, unmuted the call. “President McShane,” he said, his voice a bit rough. He cleared his throat. 

“Ryan, I need you to come to the EWN newsroom immediately,” McShane said.

“What’s wrong?” Something had to be very wrong if McShane wanted him at EWN. He graduated last month, and he was in his second week at Reed College in their master’s program. He wasn’t a PSU student anymore.

There was a hesitation, and then McShane sighed. “John Cooper had a heart attack,” he said. “He’s going to be fine. But they had to do emergency surgery at midnight.” He paused again. “Can you come?”

Ryan was already pulling on clothes. “I’m on my way,” he said. 

He handed Teresa her phone back. “Professor Cooper had a heart attack,” he said. She knew him too. “He’s going to be OK,” he added quickly, when he saw her tear up. She cried easily these days, but he was also on the edge of tears at the thought of losing John Cooper. He kissed her. “I’ll let you know when I hear anything more,” he promised as he left the house to drive across the river to PSU.

Cooper had been the advisor to the EWN for the five years he worked on it. He’d been one of the people Ryan looked to for advice and for support. He didn’t have very many of those kinds of people in his life. It was terrifying to think he might lose him, he thought with anguish as he pulled up in front of the EWN newsroom building.

But John Cooper was 70. He’d said last January he was getting tired, and he’d be stepping down. He’d stayed on because of the crises EWN had faced. And then he stayed on because EWN had the least experienced editor they’d ever had and a young staff. A very young staff. Was that what had caused the heart attack? The extra stress he’d taken on this year because EWN needed him?

Ryan parked across the street from the old whitewashed-brick warehouse turned newsroom. The first floor had a wide porch with arched brick uprights to match the arched windows on the second floor — the newsroom floor. The ground floor had small shops, closed by Covid, and the entrance to Eyewitness News.

Ryan found President McShane and Dr. Michelle Stewart, the chair of the Student Media Board, in the first-floor conference room. They were alone. “Any more news?” Ryan asked as he walked in.

They shook their heads.

“Thank you for coming,” Michelle Stewart said, her voice hoarse as if she’d been crying. Ryan knew she and Cooper had been friends. 

He nodded and took a seat. And he waited. Cooper had taught the newsroom that, he thought with anguish. Taught them that silence was a tool that could get people to talk.

Finally, Michelle Stewart said, “We want you to serve as interim advisor while we conduct a search.”

Ryan shook his head. “No,” he said simply. “I’m not even a part of PSU anymore. I’m in the master’s program at Reed College. I have a wife who is pregnant, and we have a 3-year-old son. You need someone else.”

“There’s no one else, Ryan,” McShane said. “No one the newsroom would accept. No one who can do the job.”

“We’ve got an extremely inexperienced editor,” Michelle Stewart admitted. “And that’s my fault. If we’d seen this coming? I wouldn’t have talked Emily out of being editor. Even though it was the right thing for her.”

“I know I’m inexperienced, Dr. Stewart,” said a voice from the doorway. Ryan had never heard Will Bristol sound so hostile. “But I didn’t think you’d be convening a star chamber the second week of the term.”

“It’s not about you,” Ryan said sharply. “Cooper had a heart attack. So, stop with the self-pity, get in here and sit down.”

McShane hid a smile, not particularly successfully, and he and Michelle Stewart exchanged glances. Ryan ignored them to focus on his favorite investigative reporter. Which was the problem, he thought, Will was a reporter, not an editor. Under normal circumstances, he’d do a competent job. This last year hadn’t been normal by any stretch of the imagination. And now? It had just gotten worse.

Will dropped into a chair. He was disheveled, which given the early morning hour, wasn’t surprising. But he had stress lines on his face he hadn’t had at the end-of-the-term party three weeks ago — the last time Ryan had seen him. Well, Ryan had gained a few stress lines in that time too. He shelved that thought hastily or he’d have a meltdown right here and now.

“How is he?” Will asked.

“They did bypass surgery at midnight,” McShane answered. “He’s going to be fine. But he won’t be coming back as advisor.”

Will closed his eyes. “Hence your comments about inexperienced editor and a young staff,” he said. “Sorry, Dr. Stewart. I overreacted. Given the circumstances, you’re exactly right. In fact, I’d probably characterize me as inexperienced and incompetent.”

“Cooper didn’t think so,” she replied. “He told me that although you were inexperienced, you knew what mattered, and you had the confidence of your staff. And you would be a fine editor.”

Will sat up straighter. “When did he say that?” he asked.

“We talked before the term started. We were discussing plans to conduct a search for his replacement,” she said. “Which bring me back to the conversation at hand. Ryan, you just demonstrated why it has to be you who serves as interim advisor. I’d say as advisor if I thought you’d take it on permanently. But President McShane didn’t think you would. We need you. We need you right now.”

Ryan thought about alternatives. Who else was there? Dr. Stewart? But she was a tenured faculty member in Media Studies. A busy woman. The faculty advisor position might be considered half-time by payroll, but in reality, it was full-time and you were on call 24/7. Another alum? Possible. But there it got back to how young the staff was. They wouldn’t know the alum, and it would take time to build trust and rapport. And that led into the second issue of an inexperienced editor. He bit his lip, feeling like he was backed into a corner.

He looked at Will Bristol. He’d known him since Will had walked into the newsroom. A slightly nerdy young man, Will stood around 6-feet tall, with dark brown hair, and brown eyes hidden behind wire-framed glasses that — as usual — had fingerprints on them. He had a bit of stubble, but Ryan was sure it was because it was too fucking early to be in the office and not some fashion statement. He liked him. Respected him. And he thought those feelings were mutual. He sighed.

“Will?” he said. “Up to you.”

Will’s eyes widened, and he sat up a bit straighter. “You’d come back?” he said, his voice cracking. 

“As faculty advisor,” Ryan said firmly. “You’re the EIC; it’s your newsroom. I would just be your coach.”

“Like you were for Emily and Cage,” Will said, nodding. Ryan shook his head no.

“No, I was on their staff,” he said. “So yeah, I gave them advice. But that’s a bit different than being advisor. I won’t be editing copy for you. Or filling in because you’re short-handed. I’d be your advisor, outside of the newsroom structure. Just like John Cooper was.”

Will sighed with relief. Ryan wondered if he’d even heard him. Shit.

“Please?” Will said. “Please come back. We need you. I need you.” He looked like he was going to say something more, then glanced at the other two people in the room and shut his mouth. Ryan wondered what he wasn’t willing to say.

He chewed his lip, and then he turned to Michelle Stewart. “All right, Dr. Stewart,” he said slowly. “I’ll do it. But just until you do a search and find someone permanent.”

She smiled at him. “I think it’s time you call me Michelle,” she said. She pulled out a form from the folder she had on the table in front of her and passed it over to him. “This makes you an adjunct faculty member. I assume payroll has all the other information they need,” she said. “Just fill out this form and turn it in to payroll.” 

Then she grinned, with a sideways glance at McShane. “And welcome aboard, Professor Matthews.”

That made Ryan laugh, and the sour look on McShane’s face made him laugh some more. “Thank you, Michelle,” he managed to say her first name. It didn’t come easy. She’d been his academic advisor for his major. One of his majors anyway. “So, who’s going to brief me and get me up to speed?”

Turned out that would be Will’s job, because he was the only one who really knew anything. Ryan promised to meet him in 30 minutes, as soon as he turned in the form to payroll. He glanced at it. There was something strange about the signature block, he thought. But he was too bleary-eyed himself to make sense of it.

“You might want to bring in Gregory Washington to discuss advertising and budget,” Ryan said. “And Ben, Robert and Sam, if you can get them up.”

Will nodded and went up the stairs. He seemed less stressed than he had when he entered the room, Ryan thought. God help him, because Ryan wasn’t. The magnitude of what he had taken on was beginning to hit him. And he hadn’t even thought to consult Teresa about it.

“Walk with me,” McShane said. Ryan nodded.

“Michelle? Can we meet later when I have a better sense of what’s going on with the newsroom?” Ryan asked. “And do you have the contact info for where Professor Cooper is?”

She jotted down the hospital and room number and handed them to him. “I don’t think he’s coherent, yet,” she warned.

“Was someone with him?” he asked. “Karen?”

Michelle looked surprised and shook her head ruefully. “I was warned you saw more than people realized,” she said. “Yes, Karen was there. She was the one who called 911.”

Ryan wanted to ask more questions, but McShane was scowling a bit. Impatient bastard, Ryan thought.

“What’s really going on?” Ryan asked McShane as they crossed the street.

“Davis, of course,” he said. “He wants to gut the charter.”

Ryan was silent for a few steps. The charter protected student media from interference, as much as any document could. Didn’t mean people didn’t try. But so far, they hadn’t succeeded. But go after the charter itself?

Ryan nodded. He knew the charter. He’d been better at the politics of being the EIC than he was at content. But that’s what he had Emily and Cage for. He wondered who Will had? Who was his team? Blair Williams for sure.

“President McShane?” Ryan said just as he was ready to get in the elevator. “Why were you called into the meeting? Why was it you that called me in the first place?” he asked, beginning to realize that this ad hoc meeting at 7:30 a.m. was just a bit strange.

“Ask Dr. Stewart, Professor Matthews,” he replied, and got in the elevator headed to his office on the top floor. “Then come see me after your Zoom meeting today.”

“Sir,” Ryan said, just to tweak him a bit. He had the right to call him that, after all, he thought with some amusement.

McShane grimaced. “Welcome back,” he said sourly. Ryan grinned.

Ryan went in search of the payroll office wondering just what shit he had gotten himself into. What have I done? Ryan thought again. But what else could he have done? He put ‘call Teresa’ at the top of his mental to-do list. Shit.
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8 a.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, EWN building — When Ryan got back from the administration building, Will Bristol and five bleary — and teary — eyed people were sitting in the conference room: Ben Waters, television station manager, Robert Smithson, editor of the Portland Review, Sam Bartholomew, radio station manager, Gregory Washington, advertising manager, and Blair Williams, the news editor. All familiar faces.

“OK, it’s normal for us all to be freaked out,” Ryan said, as he took a chair on the side of the table, not the end, as everyone had expected him to apparently. Nope, he thought. Make it clear in all ways possible: Will was EIC, not him. “But I’m told he will be fine. Everyone got that? Because we’re going to have 100 upset staff to console and reassure by the end of the day. So get it in your head: he had a heart attack, they did surgery, and he’s recovering nicely. And it was not your fault.”

He looked around the table. Ben Waters looked grim, but he nodded. A tall poised young man from the Yakama Nation in Washington state, he was double majoring in Film Studies and Indigenous Studies, both highly regarded and competitive programs. And he ran the television station here. At 20. Ryan had hired him when he became EIC, and he still congratulated himself for it.

Sam, a slim Black man, was a music major and ran the radio station. He had done so for a couple of years. Last winter, he and his staff had added talk radio during the Covid spike and kept it, because Sam thought doing liberal talk radio was a hoot. But the radio station was mostly music with short news bursts on the hour, and the main news desk provided those.

Robert was as piercing free as he’d ever seen him — at least where it showed, and Ryan wasn’t going to ask him about the others. Robert would probably strip and show him. He was white, in his late-30s, and, quite frankly, Ryan was surprised he was here. The Portland Review had gotten its winter issue out last month; the call for spring submissions had gone out and nothing much would happen for another month. But he was obviously upset by the news.

And Gregory? The older brother of his best friend Cage, Gregory Washington had been running the advertising department for two years. Ryan had promoted him when he became EIC. A Black man, Gregory was as conservative as his two younger brothers were liberal. He was married and had a son — John Lewis — who was the best friend of Ryan’s own son Rafael. Close ties between the Matthews family and the Washingtons, he thought with a smile. Gregory was due to graduate in June. Ryan hoped he had a successor lined up. He was sure he did. Things ran smoothly when Gregory ran them.

And Blair Williams, the news editor and Will’s girlfriend. That wouldn’t happen in the professional world, but then the professional world wasn’t run by single twenty-somethings either. And the last person who would be talking to them about this would be Ryan. He laughed to himself, and then smiled at Blair. She looked like this perky cheerleader with blonde hair in a ponytail, but she was as cutthroat a reporter as Will himself.

He shook his head slightly. Get in the game, he thought.

“OK,” Ryan said. “Let’s back up to last March and you can walk me through everything. Because you all are looking grim. So? March 8, the Media Board hires Will on an 6-2-1 vote. And he’s set to take over March 15. That went smoothly enough, considering. I was here for that.

“And then March 16 and 17 was the Teach-In Project, and it went extraordinarily well.”

“Too well,” Ben said. “They want us to do it again next year.”

“Nope,” Ryan said. “We did it once, now they can hire Tabitha Lake permanently to run the program. I’m sure EWN will co-sponsor it and help, but it’s not part of our mission statement. Unless you want it to be?”

Everyone shook their heads no — vigorously no. Telling the story of Oregon’s racist past — the exclusionary act, the KKK, the sundown laws — that made the state one of the whitest in the country had been important. But as an on-going program? Someone else’s job.

It had been a great event, though, Ryan thought with a smile. Oh, some things worked better than others. And juggling virtual and on-site events had been a nightmare; if it hadn’t been for Corey Washington’s technical expertise, it would never have worked. But 5,000 eighth graders had joined 12,000 — nearly half the student body — college students to learn about the racism in Oregon’s history. He and Cage and Emily had wandered around the events, and Cage would get mobbed. They had postcards Corey had made up of Cage striding off to cover the Black Lives Matter protests with Emily, Corey and Ryan following — all dressed in black because they’d been at a memorial service for Rev. Washington. The EWN Avengers, Emily had said with a giggle. The postcards were a hit, especially if Cage would autograph them. Ryan and Emily had signed quite a few as well, and Corey, the youngest of the Washington brothers, with his red dye tipped braids, had a cult following among college freshmen, apparently. 

“OK, so we get through that, things are winding down, we cut back the broadcast hours for spring break, people pass their finals. We threw one hell-of-a end-of-term party at the Loft,” Ryan summarized.

Everyone nodded.

“And that’s where I go away to Reed,” Ryan said. Well, there had been a whole lot of other events in March that had distracted him from EWN.

He shook his head and focused on the people in the room.

“So, what the hell has happened in the last two weeks that makes you all look so haggard? I realize John Cooper’s heart attack just hit you hard, but you haven’t had time to get this bad in the last hour.”

Will sighed and nodded. “So, everyone comes back, and we just follow the plan? Plan the work, work the plan. We do Zoom meetings at 4 p.m., and people run their divisions. I can see why EWN has the new EIC start spring term. I have an experienced staff teaching me how to be EIC. Then next fall, I can teach the next round of staff.” 

He looked around the table. “Although I think most of the leadership are coming back. Sorry. Back to the last two weeks. I start hearing odd rumors. Police Chief Ramirez stopped to chat with me on campus and had some questions that left me scratching my head. A professor I know and like asked how I was doing, and said he thought it would work out for the best. Those kinds of things. You know?”

Ryan nodded. He did know. It was what he’d excelled at, and he was relieved Will had that ability. Sounded like they would need it.

“Then two things happened,” Will said. “First, I got an invitation from Vice President of Student Affairs Benjamin Davis — known in the newsroom as that bastard Davis after last winter — to meet with him. Instead, I invite him to a Zoom meeting. I don’t really want to meet with him one-on-one without witnesses, right? We agree he will join us on the first Thursday of classes.”

He closed his eyes and sighed. “Second, on Wednesday, we have the first newbie class meeting — 45 students signed up, our largest class yet. I’m nervous, but I figure I’ve seen it done now nearly a dozen times. I ought to be able to recite it in my sleep. And after talking to Professor Cooper — are we going to call you Professor Matthews now?” he interrupted himself to ask.

“No,” Ryan said laughing. He’d started the Professor Cooper title years ago because it annoyed McShane. Cooper wasn’t a real professor, didn’t have the credentials to be one. But it had been a sign of respect from the staff — one given to few classroom professors. Cooper had repeatedly told them to call him John. They’d ignored him. “Not unless you need to make President McShane turn a nice puce color sometime. So, you and Professor Cooper decide?” he prompted.

“We decide Emily’s model was a good one there too: one big intro session, break everyone up into small groups for the rest of the term. I do my spiel, Professor Cooper does his, and I break them up into groups. I just counted them off, not letting them give any input. I did give the returning group to Blair, but other than that?”

He paused for breath and shrugged. “And there was near mutiny.”

“What?” Ryan said, incredulously.

“First one guy said he was only interested in writing sports, so he didn’t want to be in Joe Conte’s group, which is weird because photogs pretty much are sports driven, right? I say fine, ask Carrie to raise her hand, and send the guy to her group.

“And he says, ‘The sports editor is a girl?’”

“Carrie looks at him, looks him up and down, and she says, “Where have you been that you didn’t know that? Do you read our sports? Watch our sports? And I’m a woman, not a girl.”

The guy mutters, “fucking dyke” under his breath, and Carrie says, “Throw him out of the class, Will.”

“And I do,” Will said. “I tell the class we don’t allow slurs, and I’d be filing a conduct code violation against him. Cooper nods at me, and I’m like ‘OK, I can do this.’ And another guy stands up to protest that guy number one’s 1st Amendment rights are being violated.”

“That’s when I realize this is synchronized,” Ben interjected. “Cooper steps in, and says, Let’s talk about the 1st Amendment, because that’s essential to what we do here. And no, it doesn’t allow you to say crap like that in a class to your TA for the term.”

“Crap? He cleaned up his language,” Ryan observed. Cooper could be as blunt as any of them. Everyone laughed.

“So 1st Amendment guy stomps out, too, because he’s in Miguel’s group. And that’s when I look around and realize that all of the team leaders are POC or women, and some of these guys can’t handle it,” Will said, then added as explanation — “I had decided that I wouldn’t take a group, by the way, because I’m in over my head as it is.”

“Smart,” Ryan said, and saw the relief in Will’s eyes.

“So, we had a mini-walk out, and they have filed a complaint against us both with the Judicial Code Committee and with the Media Board,” Will said. “We counter-filed, of course, and Professor Cooper filed his own complaint. He said he’d handle it because he was the professor on record. I don’t know where that’s at. I guess we’ll know more tomorrow when we see who shows up for their small groups.”

“OK,” Ryan said. “Sounds like you all handled it well. I’ll follow up on it.”

Will sighed with relief. 

Was he that uncertain of his own decisions? That was worrisome. Ryan frowned.

“And then it’s the Thursday Zoom meeting,” Will said. He started to say more, and then shook his head. “Robert?” he asked.

Robert rolled his eyes. “I usually just watch, right? I feel like I have a responsibility to show up, but nothing ever really involves me. Unless it’s hiring a copyeditor. Which we still need more of.” 

Sam nodded. He rarely had anything to say either, but he attended.

“So, I’m in my little Zoom window, and Will runs the meeting just like Emily does. He’s even got her inflections. It’s pretty cute.” He grinned at the younger man. Will snorted, but he smiled back.

“Will welcomes Dr. Davis as a guest and has everyone introduce themselves because Dr. Davis might not know everyone. And he asks Dr. Davis if he has anything specific, he’d like to ask the editing team.”

Robert shook his head in amazement. “I have never seen anything like it,” he said. “And I’m almost a professional student, right? I thought I’d seen it all. He goes off on a tirade. And Corey? He calls up Dr. Stewart and President McShane and logs them into the meeting so they can hear it.”

Ryan starts laughing. “I assume he taped it, too?” Ryan asked. Will nodded, looking reassured by Ryan’s laughter. “I’ll listen to it,” Ryan promised. “Key points?”

“That we’ve been allowed to run wild for too long. We are going to be reined in, that we can’t be discriminating against white men in our News 101 class, that without the president’s protégé — who is that? You, Ryan? — to tattle on everything, we don’t have the clout we thought we did, and he closed by saying he was going to find the student fee committee hearings very interesting this year.”

Ben Waters laughed. “And Robert says, does that mean you’re going to cut the Portland Review again? Last time we got a new building out of it. A heads up would be nice, so we can start building our equipment needs list early.”

“Robert!” Ryan scolded, still laughing. 

Robert shrugged. “I was here when that happened,” he said. “Not an editor; I was in the newbie class, but still.”

Twelve years before, a student fee committee had cut $7,000 from the student fee budget to try to shut the Review down. Problem was student fees didn’t pay for the literary magazine. The English Department did, along with some other sources — a grant, some donations, magazine sales. The president had refused to override the cut because he didn’t want to alienate student government and told the EIC at the time “to live with it.” Within a year, EWN had this nicely remodeled building with state-of-the-art equipment, separate budgets and reserves, and the university had a new president. And that EIC, Kevin Tighe, became a superhero to the generations of students to follow.

Don’t mess with the press, indeed, Ryan thought.

“We knew the student fee committee would be a battle this year,” Gregory said. “So be it.”

“You were on Zoom for this?” Ryan asked him. Gregory, as ad manager, was the numbers man of the crew.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “And it was every bit as bad as they’re making it sound. I think I saw spittle fly.”

Huh, he hadn’t realized Gregory had a sense of humor. Ryan looked at him. 

Not joking? OK, then.

“So, what did McShane and Stewart say?” Ryan asked.

“After Davis dropped off, Stewart made soothing noises,” Will said, shaky still from having been yelled at. “She said obviously Davis was under a lot of stress, and we should just go ahead and do the work of putting out EWN. McShane looked grim and dropped off without saying anything. He requested a copy of Corey’s recording in an email though. He didn’t even have to ask if Corey made one.”

“McShane says he learned a lot about us from watching Zoom meetings through last winter’s Covid spike,” Ryan said.

Everyone laughed. They’d learned a few things about McShane’s management style too. 

“But Ryan? Dr. Stewart is wrong,” Will said anxiously. “That’s not academic politics as usual. Academics mess each other up with long, written screeds that are impossible to read. They put snarky footnotes to boring reports. They don’t go on a Zoom meeting and rant at students. And I’m hearing disturbing snippets from students that it wasn’t the first rant.”

Ryan nodded slowly. He’d seen more than one academic battle. Long emails? Check. Petty sniping at department meetings? Check. Crackpot Faculty Senate proposals to prevent faculty from wearing jeans in the classroom? Check and Check. But spittle-flying rants at students? That was not normal.

“So, Ryan? Why did they rush your appointment as interim advisor like this? This isn’t normal either is it?” Will asked.

“I don’t know why,” he said. “And it worries me. I asked McShane, and he said to ask Dr. Stewart. I’ll do that later today. So, answer this. Do you have everything you need to get the news out today?”

They looked at each other and nodded. “We’re good,” Will said. “Blair?”

Blair nodded. “We’ll do a small piece about Professor Cooper on the web,” she said. “We’ve finally got a follow-up on the University Health Center, that will be the keystone for the broadcast. Will, you need to watch that in its entirety before it runs. It’s pretty explosive. They’ve still got all their administrative overhead, but no money for drugs or even bandages, much less Covid tests.”

“What about Covid vaccines?” Ryan asked.

“Not yet,” she replied. “Faculty are getting them from their personal doctors. Students aren’t on the list yet.”

“Do we have a plan? What are other institutions doing?” Ryan pursued.

She nodded and made some notes.

“And we did go in and look at policing stats,” Will told him. “I’m not through looking at them yet. But it does look like students of color’s complaints were dismissed more often than white students.”

“And Judicial Code Committee? Their proceedings are private, but their stats aren’t,” Ryan suggested. Blair added that to her list.

All the talk of story ideas calmed everyone. This was business as usual, Ryan thought, although all of the stories were about things going badly in Student Affairs. No wonder Davis was on edge.

“OK, then you need to email your respective staff and update them about Professor Cooper,” Ryan said. “Be reassuring! And tell them I’m their interim advisor.”

They all nodded.

“Then let’s look at the rest of the week,” Ryan continued, and he started a list of things to do. “Tomorrow’s the newbie class again. Small groups, right? How many are on-site and how many are virtual?”

Will thought about it, and he looked at Ben for a moment. “I think they’re all meeting on-site, but maybe not in the newsroom itself,” he said. “I’ll ask that today at the 4 p.m. editor’s meeting. And that is still a Zoom meeting.”

Ben nodded in agreement.

“All right,” Ryan said. “I’d like to introduce myself to the newbie class, so let’s have everyone bring their small groups back to the newsroom for the first 10 minutes, and then they can break up again. I want to make sure everyone is clear that Will is their boss and the EIC, and I’m his advisor, and by extension, the professor for that class, and advisor to you all.”

More head nods.

“I’m taking two classes at Reed,” he continued, mostly thinking out loud. “Western Political Thought is Thursday evenings, and Critical Race Theory is on Wednesday evenings. That means I’m available for the newbie class, and I’ll attend the Zoom meetings like Cooper did. Will and I will rough out times that he thinks my on-site presence will be the most beneficial. If you have times in mind, let Will know.”

Ryan looked around. “Questions for me?”

No one seemed to have any. Ryan looked at Will and waited for him to get the message. 

“OK, then,” Will said, still shaky from reliving the last week. “Thanks for coming in this early, guys. I’ll update you at the 4 p.m. meeting.”

Everyone filed out, smiling at Ryan, but also at Will. They liked him, Ryan thought. And that was the most important piece of information of the meeting. Will didn’t get up, but waited until they were gone.

“Eugene Cathcart filed a challenge with the Board of Trustees over my selection as editor,” he said in a low voice, referring to a conservative student who had run for editor-in-chief from outside EWN without any experience. He was also on the Media Board. “I haven’t told them. The week was bad enough without that. But you need to know.”

“He went directly to the Trustees?” Ryan asked. “That’s interesting. In spite of the Trustees resolution praising EWN? I wonder who sent him there?” He frowned thoughtfully.

Will smiled. “And that’s why we need you as advisor,” he said. “You see those kinds of connections. Professor Cooper saw a lot of things, but he didn’t understand university politics — you do. Welcome back.”

“Gee, thanks,” Ryan said, and grinned at Will. “By the way? So far, near as I can tell you’ve done everything right. And more important? Those guys who just left here think you have, too.”

Will’s smile was still sweet, Ryan saw.
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Chapter 3
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11 a.m., Tuesday, April 6, 2021, EWN building — Ryan wandered up to the newsroom and into the advisor’s office. It was one of three glass offices at the north end of the newsroom: Geek Cave with the computer servers that no one was allowed to enter but Chief Geek Corey Washington. Then the smallest of the three offices — the advisor’s office. And in the northeast corner, the editor-in-chief’s office. That had been his once — just six months ago actually.

Weird to think this was his office now, he thought as he looked at the desk in front of him. Act as if, he reminded himself as he forced himself to take a seat behind it. Act as if. It had always been his mantra, back to the days when he was getting into bars with a fake ID at 16. And then into the party circuit. Act as if. Make yourself believe it and everyone else would too. It was an amazingly successful mantra.

Ryan closed his eyes briefly. The last month had been hellish for him too and now this?

He’d started working with a new therapist, who was hopeful that hypnosis might recover some of his missing memories. Wouldn’t that be ironic? It was thought it had been a combination of hypnosis and drugs that had erased them in the first place. But he’d been having nightmares, and some of them felt like memories. He had a hard time reconciling the memories he thought he had of his teen years with the memories that were beginning to surface. Really, he couldn’t trust anything before age 16 because his adopted parents — his biological grandparents — were abusing him, and fogging the memories. And after that? Well, he’d fogged his own memories with drugs and alcohol as he played in Portland’s BDSM community.

Then his grandparents — the only people who might have had answers if he’d been brave enough to question them — were murdered. His mother, who was now dead as well, had killed them. That hit him hard for a number of reasons, even though he hadn’t seen any of them in nearly eight years. He shied away from thinking about that. He’d already had a meltdown over that. If it hadn’t been for McShane’s ability to pull him out of the flashbacks, he’d probably have ended up in a 30-day mental-health hold.

Well that would have prevented him getting sucked into this clusterfuck. 

But he’d started having a personal life that was separate from EWN, damn it. He and Teresa were going to have another baby. And they and the McShanes had become.... something. He snorted. That relationship was weird as hell, and he didn’t want to have to explain it, but it was giving him enough stability to actually tackle his own identity.

Besides, weird-as-hell relationships were kind of his forte.

And then there was Teresa. He smiled at the thought of her. What was the phrase McShane had used to describe his wife Abigail? She was his light. Yes. Teresa was Ryan’s light in the dark labyrinth of his past.

But this place — this building and the people who inhabited it — was one of the touchstones of his life. He couldn’t abandon them. Couldn’t walk away.

The newsroom building was an old university warehouse — in fact the back half of the building still was warehouse space. The ground floor had some commercial spaces, mostly shuttered, although Ryan had noticed a sign on the coffee shop when he came in earlier that said opening Wednesday. Good news for coffee addicts like him. They now had a deluxe espresso machine and coffee maker upstairs, it wasn’t the same.

The EWN main entrance led to the business office and the advertising offices, as well as the conference room he’d just spent hours in. A clunky elevator or the stairs allowed people to reach the second floor where the newsroom was, and then on up to the third floor for the radio station, the Review offices, and storage. And, if you had the right key, you could open up the elevator to the back half of the building, and EWN’s secret hideout, the Crow’s Nest. Ryan grinned reminiscently. He’d been the one to steal a copy of that elevator key. Of course, the Crow’s Nest wasn’t so secret anymore. It surprised him the university hadn’t shut it down.

But the main part of EWN happened in the newsroom on the second floor. The south end of the building was partially partitioned off for the television station, the center was open space with pods of computer workstations cupped around a seating area called the living room. Ryan glanced at the green-velvet couches scrounged from Alumni Affairs — hence the school colors — five years or so ago when they’d upgraded their offices. About time to find some new ones, he thought absently, these were showing some wear. The east wall was a bank of two-story arched windows that reflected the architecture of the 1940s when the facility was built. The exterior of the building had been painted white, but the interior was red brick with two-story ceilings. Ryan had always thought it looked like some set for TV show about a Portland high-tech start-up.

He loved it. He always had. This was as much a home as any he’d had until the one he and Teresa were making for their family. EWN had been his family. And wasn’t that a scary thought? Most people had an oddball aunt or a crazy uncle — in the EWN family, they were all off-the-wall crazy. Brilliant, erratic, creative — and incapable of coloring within the lines. One editor before him had said it was more like herding cats. Feral cats. Like you were herding drunk, feral cats — in heat — and on deadline. And it was the biggest high in the world. Ryan smiled.

Ryan had done it for nearly a year and a half, and he was still going through adrenaline withdrawal; as his wife could attest, he had a major adrenaline addiction.

Shit, he thought. He needed to call Teresa. And then he realized who was sitting on those couches reading. He smiled. For a moment he just sat there and savored the sight of her. A petite woman with curves thanks to their son’s birth, even now after three years. Teressa was a serious person, given to blunt assessments and terrorizing her professors, especially the ones in the Honors College. She was scary smart. And he adored her. She took his breath away. He still couldn’t believe he got a second chance with her after he’d fucked things up so badly. But here they were, married, living in a house near Reed College with their son and a baby on the way. He had a family. A real one. He walked out of the office that he didn’t feel at ease in anyway and headed toward the seating area.

She looked up and saw him and smiled at him. “Hello, mi amor,” she said. “I thought I should track you down, before they swept you away, and I never saw you again. How is Professor Cooper?”

“He will be fine,” Ryan told her. He dropped onto the couch next to her, pulled her in close, and wrapped his arm around her. “But he won’t be coming back as advisor. They’ve asked me to do it.”

“And you’ve said yes,” she said. “I heard. People are worried about Professor Cooper but relieved you’ve stepped in.”

He smiled at her. She’d worked at EWN her sophomore year; they’d met here. “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I should have consulted with you, but I didn’t see what else I could say. And something’s got the admin all stirred up. So, I agreed. I am sorry.”

She shook her head. “Of course, you had to say yes,” she said. “But we may need to get a second car.”

He looked at her in dismay. “How did you get here? I forgot about your classes! And Rafael? Teresa, I am so sorry!”

“Love, it is fine,” she said. “I called Bianica. She had already heard because Will called Gregory to come in early. She came and picked up Rafael to play with John Lewis, and I caught the bus. It was no big deal, truly.”

He sighed. He could trust Teresa to solve her own problems, he acknowledged. And his, too, for that matter. Maybe they hired the wrong Matthews to step in.

“I have to go talk to Michelle Stewart,” Ryan said. “But we could find some lunch first.”

She smiled at him, and stood up, pulling him up with her. “Good,” she said. “I’m hungry.”

They walked over to the student union building which was running a truncated food service. Masks were required, of course, and the lines were spaced out six feet apart. They held hands, announcing to the world that they were a ‘pod.’ Forget dating or marriage, Ryan thought with amusement. Real commitment these days were pods — the groups of people whose lives were so intertwined that they could abandon their masks and social distancing. He felt blessed to have more than one such group in his life.

They got some sandwiches and went to the tables outside to eat. Spring in Portland was generally wet and cool, but everyone was now used to the outdoor life that Covid had shoved into their lives. It didn’t matter if the weather wasn’t welcoming. If you didn’t want to be in it, you could stay home.

And truthfully, Ryan thought, Portland had always been a city of people who lived outside and ignored the damp and rain. You added an REI jacket, if you had the money, or Army surplus if you didn’t, and went about your life.

“I’m going to meet with Michelle Stewart, then go back to the newsroom,” Ryan said. “I’ll need to hang around until after the 4 p.m. editor’s meeting. Do you want to take the car home? I can catch the bus.”

Teresa cocked her head to the side as she did when she considered their schedules. “Si,” she said. “I should take the car, so that I can go get Rafael. No telling when you will be done.”
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