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2 p.m., Thursday, June 3, 2021, Portland State University — Ryan Matthews was sitting in the same chair outside the Judicial Code Committee meeting room as he had been a month ago. At least he could lean back in the chair this time. He had coffee. But he also still had the pain meds in his pocket like last time, just in case. Really, he didn’t think his doctor would approve of these long days. He considered trying that as an excuse with his professor tonight, but his teacher would probably ask for a doctor’s note. He sighed.

In truth, Ryan looked forward to class, he admitted. Master’s level courses were different. Better. Tonight’s was Modern Political Thought. He liked going to classes where he wasn’t the only one who had done the readings, when he didn’t have to hold back — much — in class discussions. He liked Wednesday’s evening seminar Critical Race Theory even better. Whining to himself was just a way to take him mind off this meeting which he fully expected to be a clusterfuck.

J.J. sat next to him clutching the same thumb drive he’d taken to the professors on the committee last week. He looked anxious, and Ryan was reminded of how young he was. He was still 18, Ryan thought, a kid from the suburbs who was turning into one of their finest videographers. So, suck it up, he told himself, you’re the adult in the room. “You’ll do fine,” he murmured.

“What if I screw it up? Can they kick me out of school? Kick Will out?” J.J. whispered.

“What makes you even think that’s even a consideration?” Ryan said startled. He looked at Will Bristol, editor-in-chief of Eyewitness News. Will was looking at J.J. too. Ryan almost smiled. He always had to resist the urge to take Will’s glasses and clean the fingerprints off them. Give him 30 years, and he’d have the classic absent-minded, somewhat nerdy professor look down. Hell, he had it down now, complete with suburban dad clothes — corduroy pants, a bit too big, a button-down shirt, that at least, was a good color for him. Ryan had a flash of the body beneath the clothes, and he shook it way. Damn the flashbacks to that kidnapping and torture scene. Damn them all.

“You two are the victims. The complaint isn’t against you at all,” Ryan said to reassure them both.

“That’s not what the professor — the math prof —said,” J.J. mumbled. “He said he’d file the complaint himself if we went public about this.”

Ryan raised an eyebrow at Will who shrugged. He hadn’t noticed that exchange either. “Didn’t see that,” Ryan said. 

“It didn’t make it into the final edit, because that’s when the committee chair showed up and tried to grab my camera. The video got all bouncy and blurry,” J.J. said. “I should have said something earlier.”

“Not a worry,” Ryan said, comforting him. “Relax. Trust me. You’ll be fine.”

J.J. nodded. 

He’s growing up, Ryan thought. He doesn’t trust that reassurance completely. He would have last fall. And he probably shouldn’t trust it. Ryan felt like he was going into the lions’ den, and he was supposed to be the adult? When did that happen?

“J.J. Jones?” Dr. Noches said, as he opened the door. “Ryan Matthews. Will Bristol. We’re ready for you now.”

The first surprise was that the student running the meeting wasn’t the same chair as last time. Probably a good sign, Ryan thought.

“I’m Kevin Akers,” the young man said. “Thank you for coming. J.J.? Could you play the video of what you saw that night?”

J.J. nodded. He found the audiovisual panel, plugged in the thumb drive. As it loaded, he explained how he came to be there. “I wasn’t close enough to intervene, and there were four of them,” he said. “So, I started filming. I knew Will wouldn’t go off somewhere at that time of night, not with Eugene Cathcart. I followed them. Then I lost them. I hid my camera, made enough noise for them to catch me, and they tied me up and gagged me — down in that homeless pit that Randy Daily used as a hideout. They left us there. A homeless man came down to the camp there in the early afternoon to smoke, and he cut us lose. He helped me get Will to some friends’ home. We called Ryan from there. They’d drugged Will pretty badly.”

The video loaded, and J.J. hit play and sat back down. They watched the 20-minute film in silence.

“Has this been edited?” the math professor asked when it was done.

J.J. shook his head. “No, sir.”

“Why do you say they drugged Will?” the ex-chair said. “I see no signs of that.”

J.J. looked puzzled. “Did you see him collapse at the very beginning?” he asked. “And then periodically he stops and argues. They made him drink — beer, I think. It was laced with roofies.”

“And you could tell that from a distance?” the math professor said, somewhat sarcastically.

Ryan interrupted. “Professor Callahan, were you not given the toxicology reports from the lab? I took both of them up to OHSU immediately. Will’s bloodwork was extremely compromised. He’d been hit with some kind of tranquilizer — she thought maybe a horse tranq, probably when he collapses at the beginning — and then given roofies. The doctor kept him overnight because of it, and then required that he be under observation for an additional 72 hours. I’m sure that was in the original complaint.”

Ryan looked at Will, who nodded. “I included it,” he said. “Of course, I did. That’s key to the complaint. This wasn’t a prank. They drugged me. Dangerously so.”

The math professor threw his pencil onto the table in disgust. “Dr. Planck, how the hell did this happen? Why weren’t we provided a complete complaint? The complaint we received was redacted, and we weren’t told? Where was the guidance on this?”

Why you fuckers, Ryan thought coldly, looking at the ex-chair’s smirk and the guilty expressions on the other two. He looked at Steve Planck and saw him start to accept the blame.

“Will?” Ryan said gently, and Professor Callahan flinched at the sound. Ryan had taken statistics from him. He was a good teacher, Ryan had thought, especially considering Ryan hated statistics. But he was in the wrong now. And professors who had Ryan in class developed a twitch at that tone in a question. That’s right, you bastard, Ryan thought now. I’m coming for you. “Who did you deliver the complaint to?”

“The process calls for the complaint to be delivered to the chair of the committee,” Will said. “I filled it out, attached my statement, attached J.J.’s complaint and statement. I walked it over, handed it to the Chair, Richard Cross, now the ex-chair I take it? I had him give me a receipt for it. That’s the process as laid out in the complaint.”

“You didn’t give it to Student Affairs?” Ryan asked.

Will shook his head. “Richard said he would take care of it. That he would make the copies so that it came out of the committee budget, not my personal budget. That seemed consistent with what the Judicial Code handbook said, so I took my receipt, and left.”

“Do you have the receipt?”

He nodded and pulled it out of his notebook. He handed it to the nearest committee member who happened to be Professor Callahan. “You can see the number of pages on the receipt. And his signature,” Will added. “I insisted on that.”

Professor Callahan offered it up silently to anyone else. When no one said anything, he handed it back to Will. “Thank you, Will,” he said. “I apologize. I should have been more aware of the nuances of the procedures. I was given the impression that perhaps the document had been incomplete when it left Student Affairs for the committee.”

Will just nodded.

“This process has been completely compromised,” Professor Noches said with disgust. “And it appears to have been deliberately done by the student members of the committee at the behest of their friends who are the subjects of this complaint. Is there any disagreement to that?”

“I wasn’t in the loop,” Kevin said. “But I should have known something was up. And I shouldn’t have voted to table last month. We could have ended it then.”

“How do we move forward?” Noches asked. He looked at Will. “Will, you’re the victim, and you as well, J.J. What do you want to see as an outcome here?”

J.J. just looked at Will and waited. Smart boy, Ryan thought with amusement. 

Will thought about it. “I feel like this has exposed a lot of flaws in the process,” he said slowly. “I support Cinder’s call for a review of the committee by the Student Senate. I understand the Faculty Senate is looking at such a review as well. And if you’ve read our website, you can see a multiple-part story that looks at the inequities in the judgments of the committee. That too needs to be addressed by the committee. Probably should be looked at by the Student Senate and the university as a whole. But as far as my personal complaint goes?”

Will shrugged. “They have criminal charges pending against them. The possible penalties there are much more severe than here. What is at stake here is your credibility. What do you think should be done to four students — leaders of student government, one of whom is now incoming student body president — who gave a student roofies, tied him up for the night, intending to keep him another night, with the goal of undermining his credibility by dumping him in some prominent place?”

He looked at each of them. “That is your job to decide,” he said firmly. “Not mine. You are the ones who have other cases to compare this to. That’s why we have such a committee.”

In the pause that followed, the ex-chair, Richard Cross, pulled out a stack of documents and passed them around. “This is a complaint that I am personally filing against Will Bristol and Jacob Jones,” he said. “For defamation of character: of me, the committee members and the student body leaders.”

Ryan held out his hand for a copy of it. He looked through it rapidly. He sighed. “What do you allege that Will has said publicly?” he asked. “I don’t see that anywhere.”

“He filed this complaint!” Richard said indignantly. 

“That’s not public,” Ryan pointed out. “Defamation has several components. Public. Harm to the reputation. False. You’ve not shown any evidence of that. You haven’t even tried to. This primarily says, ‘mom, they’re being mean to me, make them stop.’ That’s not a valid complaint. And you’re asking for expulsion? What was your recommended punishment for drugging a student and kidnapping?”

“We recommend it be ruled a prank, and that the students be cautioned against such pranks in the future,” said the third student who had been silent until now.

“Were you a part of this complaint Richard Cross just handed out?” Ryan asked.

The student shook his head. 

“Kevin?”

He shook his head as well. 

Ryan shrugged. He tore it up. “It is incorrectly filed,” he said. “It wasn’t submitted to the committee chair. It didn’t follow the timeline stated in the handbook. It isn’t a complaint; it is the whining of an ignorant and malicious fool. Will may not have a recommendation for what is a proper conclusion to this mess, but I do — the resignations of all the committee members, and the suspension of the committee until the Student Senate completes its review of the committee and its recent judgments. I would also recommend that the complaint Will and J.J. filed — correctly, I might add — be sent to the university president for adjudication with no recommendation. It is obvious this committee is incapable of rendering an impartial verdict.”

“Sure, send it to your pederast,” Cross muttered.

“And Steve? Would someone please give your student government execs a history lesson on pederasty, and the correct usage of the term? I am fucking done with hearing it!” Ryan said with disgust. 

Steve Planck’s lips twitched as if he was trying not to laugh, and Ryan glared at him. “That can be done,” he said quietly.

“I move we adopt the recommendations of Ryan Matthews as presented,” Professor Noches said. “That this board be dissolved, pending a review of procedures and past judgments. That this particular case be forwarded to the president for his determination with no recommendation. And that full cooperation be given to the Student Senate and Faculty Senate inquiries.”

“I second it,” said Professor Corrigan.

“Any discussion?” Kevin asked as chair.

“Call for the question,” Noches said.

“All in favor, say aye,” Kevin said. 

There were three ayes — from the three professors. 

“Nays?” 

Two nays — from the student members. 

“With a vote of 3-2, the Ayes, have it,” Kevin said. “However, as chair? I cast my vote in support of the motion. I would not have it go forward from here looking like a student-faculty split. The minutes will reflect a 4-2 vote. The committee is disbanded, and the case will be sent to the president’s office.”

Ryan got up and walked out.

Behind him, Will and J.J. looked at each other. J.J. got his thumb drive and retrieved his camera. “My editor asked if I could collect an interview with the committee chair about this,” he said. “Do you have anything to say?”

Kevin Akers hesitated, and then he nodded. “It won’t be much,” he warned. “But I will give you the motion that was just passed.”

Will watched as J.J. conducted the interview. So did everyone else.

“Anyone else?” J.J. said. “I’m happy to let anyone else speak.”

Everyone shook their heads, except for Richard Cross. But when he opened his mouth, Kevin cut him off. “Richard? Shut up.”

Will started laughing, and he walked out. He was surprised, however, that Ryan wasn’t waiting for them. Planck followed him out. “Where did he go?” Planck murmured.

“I don’t know,” Will said, troubled.

“It wasn’t an act then?” Planck asked softly.

“I guess not.” 

Planck chewed on his lip. “Call me if you hear from him?”

Will nodded. He looked at the time.

“Shit,” Will said. “Editor’s meeting. Gotta go.”

He and J.J. headed for the door. Will paused, pulled out his phone. Sent a text to Cage: Ryan’s upset. Find him?
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4 p.m., Thursday, June 3, 2021, Portland State University — Cage Washington didn’t have far to look to find Ryan. He was sitting on the front steps of Cage’s apartment when he got home. “This time it was Will who called out the troops to find you,” Cage observed. He sat down on the step next to him. “What happened?”

Ryan shook his head. He tried to speak, but his throat was tight. He swallowed. “Made a fool of myself,” he said. 

“Not according to Will,” Cage said, who had called the EIC back when he got his text. “The committee adopted your suggestions. J.J. thinks you’re the smartest thing since sliced bread — which may be true, given bread’s pretty stupid when you think about it — and most everyone thinks you did it as an act to get your point across. Having a reputation as a devious bastard has its uses.”

Ryan smiled briefly.

“So, what pushed you over the edge?”

“The pure maliciousness of the students in student government,” Ryan said tiredly. 

Cage looked at him for a moment. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go for a run.”

Ryan followed him into the apartment, then shook his head. “Shit, I can’t,” he said. “I have class at 6:30 p.m. at Reed.”

“You can, for a half-hour,” Cage countered. “You’re in no shape to go to class like this. They can put up with some fresh sweat. Hell, at Reed? It will be the cleanest scent in the room.”

Ryan smiled at the standard PSU jab at Reed students, who were perceived as pot-smoking young men who wore too much black and talked about Proust. Which, except for the Proust bit, wasn’t all that different than PSU students. But still.

Ryan obediently changed into some of Cage’s sweats, and they headed out for a loop around campus. Cage didn’t talk, just set a pace that kept Ryan too occupied with breathing to brood. 

Two 20-something men out running. And still turning heads, Cage thought complacently. Sure, he was engaged, and Ryan was married and committed to monogamy. A thought that still made him laugh. But it was nice to know that they were still worth looking at. Some days, working at Oregon Public Broadcasting made him feel like he’d turned invisible — and how that could happen to a Black man who stood 6-foot-2 and bench pressed 250, he didn’t know.

“You getting out of shape, there, bro?” Cage teased, when they got back to the Goose Hollow apartment. Which wasn’t true. He’d set a brisk pace. Ryan wasn’t as strong as he was and — in spite of his repeated assertions to the contrary — not quite as broad through the shoulders. But he was probably faster, quicker. “We need to go for a run three or four times per week.”

Ryan nodded, took a deep breath and let it out. “Thanks,” he said sincerely. “I needed that.”

“Come over for dinner tomorrow night and we can talk,” he invited.

“Maybe,” Ryan said. “I’ll ask Teresa. But maybe not to talk? Just to be? To have fun?”

Cage nodded slowly. “I could use a night like that myself.”

Ryan nodded and jogged back to his car parked outside the newsroom, leaving Cage looking after him with concern. Ryan headed home to drop off the car, and then walked to Reed, sweats and all. As Cage said, they’d smelled worse in the classrooms at Reed College.

“They what?” University President Andrew McShane said incredulously to his interim VP for Student Affairs, who at least had the balls to come to him and tell him face-to-face, not through an email or over the phone. That was good; if he wanted to strangle him before the conversation was over, he could.

Steve Planck smiled briefly. “It was...,” he trailed off, and shook his head. “I tried to find Ryan so he could add his perspective to the memo, but he disappeared.”

McShane looked at the clock. “He’s got class at Reed tonight,” he said absently. Then he frowned. “He missed the Zoom meeting?”

“Apparently,” Planck said. “Will said he sent out an SOS to Cage. Cage let Will know that he had Ryan and was taking him for a run. I remember when most problems could be improved by going for a run.”

McShane grunted. He’d never been an athlete particularly. Blessed with good genes, he was tall, and even pushing 60, he had a fit, strong body. And it wasn’t from clean living. But he could remember when most of his problems could be improved by using a flogger on a willing sub. Covid had put a damper on that release for his stress as president; now his outlets seemed to be sarcasm and Ryan Matthews, God help them all.

“So, you still want me to chair your Innovation Task Force?” Planck asked. He nodded at the memo laying out the committee’s actions and decision. “Because that looks like I’ve fucked up student development big time. The first thing those fuckers did was try to throw me under the bus. When Ryan stopped them from doing that — with Will’s help — they tried to expel Will from the university for ‘defamation.’ And Ryan went off. I thought it was staged at first, but Will doesn’t seem think so. And then they called him a pederast — or you a pederast, I’m still not sure what that term means exactly. Ryan said I needed to do a workshop on the word and historical concept with all of student government because he was tired of hearing it. The committee adopted his recommendations. Then he walked out.”

Plank closed his eyes and shook his head. “I can see why Ryan said Student Affairs doesn’t care if we make megalomaniacs and sociopaths out of our student leaders as long as we get control of their money. I’m not sure he’s wrong.”

McShane regarded the younger man. A Black man surviving in Student Affairs under Benjamin Davis? How had he even managed it? 

“Ryan told me I needed to look at employment stats for the Student Affairs division before I passed judgment on you,” he said finally. “So I did. Turnover in every unit but yours was 10 times higher than the university norm — and I’m not exaggerating. Yours has been actually stable, more so than would be expected in a student development unit. You also represent most of the diversity in the whole division. Without your diversity, Student Affairs is almost completely white. We might have realized earlier that we had a bigger problem if we’d looked more closely.”

“Lucy Zhao and me,” he agreed, referring to the housing director who now was in charge of all student services. Another person who barely survived Davis. “No one to talk to about it. Couldn’t go over his head, not to the old president; he wouldn’t listen. Chain of command, he barked. HR? Not their bailiwick. Affirmative Action? I had no standing, because he hadn’t fired me. And the others wouldn’t file complaints, because they were job hunting and afraid Davis would retaliate — justifiably afraid. We’re not part of any union. Davis destroyed careers of some good people. He destroyed lives. And then? When a crisis hit? He couldn’t step up and do the job.”

“And people died,” McShane said bitterly. “And that description is exactly why I want you to chair the task force. So that it won’t happen again. I think it is happening, in small ways at least, throughout the university. We’re so focused on hierarchy and chain of command that people are ground to bits, and no one even notices. Dr. Michelle Stewart? You know her?”

Planck nodded.

“She told me what it would take to reach out and compliment a colleague in another department on an article that intersected her field of study,” McShane said. He summarized the conversation.

Planck just shook his head. “We’re not that bad,” he said. “We have regular luncheons, invite faculty, do some cross-fertilization. But our training retreats? As you found out with Chief Wilson, they quickly became indoctrination sessions into the Student Affairs way of doing things.”

“Not just here,” McShane said. 

“No,” Planck agreed. “But particularly bad here, thanks to an ambitious administrator who failed the biggest challenges of our time.”

McShane decided he liked the man. The Ryan Matthews stamp of approval, he thought with a laugh. Which reminded him of the mess that bastard dumped in his lap.

“So, what do we do about this?” he gestured to the memo on his desk.

“Punt?” Planck said. “Or from my neighborhood, kick the can down the road?”

“In my neighborhood, too,” McShane said. 

Planck smiled politely. “Look, we’re two weeks out from the end of the term. Take it under advisement. Ask Cinder to do her investigation. Task the Faculty Senate into working with her. Their presiding officer, Roger Bellamy, is good with students. He can work with her, and it will go well. She’s respected among the students.”

“And truly? It’s just Cinder?” McShane asked curiously. She was the newly elected chair of the Student Senate. And apparently, she used only one name. That was about all he knew about her.

He nodded. “Don’t know the story,” he said. “But it’s her legal name.”

“Interesting,” McShane said. “Let’s invite her, Bellamy, you and Ryan to breakfast one day next week, and get acquainted. Steering committee for the task force.”

“Breakfast? Ryan?” Planck asked and laughed. 

“Maybe not on a day he’s got a Reed class that night,” McShane admitted. “That’s just mean.”

“Seeing that we’re having this frank conversation, the whole pederast thing has me flummoxed,” Planck said. He walked to the window and looked out so that he didn’t have to look at McShane. “It came out of the Honors College, of all places. From Professor McGee? And Eugene Cathcart carried it to student government and to Davis. It’s like athlete’s foot in a bad gym — it won’t go away.”

McShane looked at his back. Damn it, he was usually the one who stood at that window and looked out. “That’s probably what set Ryan off today,” he agreed. “McGee was part of a pedophile ring 20 years ago — probably started before then actually. But 20 years ago, Ryan was one of his victims. His own grandparents were part of the ring. They used drugs, and hypnosis of all things, to fog his memories. It’s a horrific story, that’s been kept out of the public eye — mostly. You could google and get pieces of it, if you knew how to look. Ryan’s grandparents were murdered near the end of winter term; then McGee showed up at my place and threatened Ryan’s son with a butcher knife. All those blocked memories of his have started leaking back into his consciousness these last 10 months. So, to imply he was abusing Will’s trust? Or that he had been, or is, a willing participant in a pedophilic relationship? I’d guess he reached his limit.”

Steve Planck had turned around and stared at him open-mouthed. “What the fuck?”

McShane laughed, without any amusement. “Ryan Matthews runs on intuition and close observation of people,” he said. “He can’t trust his memories. Doesn’t trust his past. As the Honors Dean said in the meeting last week, he’s very astute about people. He picks up on things that the rest of us wouldn’t because he had to. He learned it as a child to avoid the abuse. And then? As a teen, he learned he didn’t need to figure out the oddities of the past if he could just predict the present closely enough. So of course, he fit in among all those social anarchists at EWN. First safe home he’d ever had.”

“Damn it,” Planck said. “I may have made some missteps there, too.”

McShane shook his head. “He seems to think highly of you,” he said. “Last winter I came to trust his judgment and that of all EWN student leadership. Odd as that sounds, it was even odder to experience. I’m comfortable in a hierarchy, especially because I’m likely to be running it.” The two men shared tight grins, because Planck was the same, just younger. “That crew? Someday I’d like to see an org chart for EWN, although I have my doubts one exists. Have you ever observed one of their Zoom editor meetings?”

Planck shook his head mutely.

“You should. In fact, I’ll require you to in preparation for this task force,” McShane said. “But last winter? I didn’t know who I could trust among the administration, and we were in deep trouble. It kept getting worse. But EWN produced. They had ideas, solutions. And good God, they think fast and creatively. Outside the box? I don’t think they recognize a box exists.”

McShane thought back to the Covid crisis, then the white supremacist takeover of their own Campus Security that resulted in bombs being placed in the EWN newsroom, a crazed sociopath as VP for Student Affairs. He shook his head. “Anyway, Ryan Matthews said to give you a chance. So, you got one.”

Planck nodded slowly. “Not sure I deserve one,” he said. “Honestly? I was worried the rumors might be true, and I was worried about Will. Because that is one innocent young man.”

“Not anymore,” McShane said, grimly. “Your former boss saw to that. So, delay deciding on Will’s case? Pending reorganization of the Judicial Code Committee?” he said, returning to business.

“Then make the decision over the summer when no one will be around to squawk about it,” Planck said pragmatically.

“EWN runs year-round now,” McShane said morosely.

Planck laughed.

“And the student body president?” McShane asked. “Is there any precedent in requiring him to resign?”

Planck grimaced. “Not here, not that I recall,” he said. “I’ll put out some calls to other campuses. You can expel him for a term, though. He’d have to surrender the position then for at least a term.”

McShane nodded. He’d have to think about that. 

“Thanks for delivering this in person,” McShane said. “Speaks well of you.”

Planck looked at him with a half-smile. “Georgia?”

McShane laughed. “It only creeps out when I’m stressed or tired.” 

“Well, maybe we did play kick the can down the same road, then,” Planck said.

He left, closing the door behind him. Carol came in to say goodnight, and McShane decided he’d had enough for one day. Maybe he’d get a walk in himself tonight.

At 9 p.m. he timed the walk to intersect with Ryan’s route home. Ryan glanced up at him as he trudged toward his house. McShane fell in step. “Planck brought the memo of the results over in person,” he said conversationally. “You were right. I can work with him. That took guts.”

Ryan nodded. “He tell you I lost it?”

“He thought you staged it to make a point at first,” McShane said. “I wouldn’t sweat it.”

Ryan walked farther. “I don’t know why it set me off so badly,” he admitted.

“Don’t you? McGee planted that term in Cathcart’s mind, who then spread it throughout student government and to Davis himself,” he said. “And every time you heard it; more shadowy memories of McGee leaked out of that memory vault of yours. And then some sociopathic fucker suggests you’re doing that to your students, who are adults not children, but still? The notion that you might be requiring sexual submission from your students? And you wonder why it pushed your buttons today?”

Ryan laughed, and if there was a half-sob to it, McShane didn’t point it out. “Well, if you put it that way.” 

They walked silently until they almost reached Ryan’s home. “You did well,” McShane said. “And you even made it to class tonight. Who can ask for more?”

“Missed Zoom,” Ryan observed. “Need to check with Will before the newscast.”

He smiled at the older man, who was turning around to walk back. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “I guess I needed the walk and talk.”

“We all do on occasion,” McShane said. 
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9:30 p.m., Thursday, June 3, 2021, Matthews’ home in SE Portland — Ryan still felt like shit when he let himself into the bungalow he shared with his wife, Teresa, and their 3-year-old son. The bungalow still had all the original wood trim, and he and Teresa were gradually stripping it and refinishing it. Teresa, more than him, because he was a klutz with tools, but he was learning. Someone had painted each room a different color with the unifying dark wood trim. He’d planned to repaint it white before they moved in, but Teresa loved the colors. She said it reminded her of Mexico. So, the colors had stayed. The entry way had a light sage green paint. The living room was pale blue. Ryan started to de-stress with the familiar environment.

“How did the Judicial Code Committee hearing go?” Teresa asked as he tossed his jacket on a chair and went to the kitchen to rummage for sandwich makings. 

Apparently, Rafael was already in bed. Damn, he’d missed reading to his son at bedtime. Again.

“Ryan?” she asked, a bit of accent to how she said his name. He liked the sound of his name on her lips. He always had.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said. He made a turkey sandwich, put it on a plate and took it to the table to eat it. As a single guy, he would have eaten it standing up in the kitchen. Being married changed a lot of things, small and large.

“But maybe you need to?” she said.

“Why? Did someone call you? Did Ruby? ‘Teresa, your husband is losing it, he’s not doing well, you need to talk to him?’” he said, almost savagely. He put the sandwich down. “I need to call EWN. I missed the Zoom call.”

“I do not need someone to call and tell me to talk to my husband,” Teresa said, hands on her hips, glaring at him. “Most certainly I do not need your Ruby — Abigail McShane — to tell me! I can look at you and say, ‘my husband has had a bad day’ all on my own.”

She turned away from him, saw his jacket and picked it up to put in the closet.

“I can pick up after myself,” Ryan said coldly. “Fuck.” He took the jacket from her and hung it up. Then he found his phone and sent a text to Will, not trusting himself to talk to anyone. He’d already hurt Teresa with that jab about Abigail. And calling her by the name she’d been known in the kink world? Shit. Way to rub Teresa’s nose in ancient history.

Will sent back a text: We’re good.

He put the phone away, keeping his back to Teresa so she couldn’t see his face. “Sorry,” he muttered.

“Sorry doesn’t work, Ryan,” Teresa said firmly. “You are off-kilter about something, and you are taking it out on me. And that is not OK.”

He nodded but didn’t turn to face her.

She slid her arms around him from behind and pressed her face against his back. She held him tightly, saying nothing more.

His eyes burned with tears, and he choked them back. He should talk to her, he knew. She was his best listener. But he couldn’t. He was afraid he would break. She didn’t need that. Hell, she’d already had to call McShane a week ago to pull him out of a flashback. He was disintegrating; he knew it. He didn’t want the pieces to splash all over her. 

He was so broken.

“Come to bed, love,” she said gently. 

He shuddered. “Teresa,” he began.

“No,” she said. “I was wrong. You don’t need to talk, not yet. You need to love me. Come to bed. I promise it will be fine.”

He swallowed. He wanted to turn and run. To leave this woman before he damaged her — damaged her further — with his flashbacks and leaking memories, with all of his scars, literal and figurative. She deserved better. Deserved someone whole.

“Come,” she said.

He hesitated, but when she took his hand and pulled him upstairs, he didn’t resist.

“Love me,” she said, standing in the middle of their bedroom. “Ryan? Make love to me.”

He looked at this woman he loved and then he closed his eyes. She was so strong. And she loved him. It showed in her face. But it also showed in all the small ways she cared for him, the way she teased him. And when he’d been laid up — with whip lashes across his back from a whacko from his past — she’d cared for EWN, simply because she knew how much the newsroom meant to him. A fierce, passionate woman in this petite package with the brown hair she despaired of controlling. Her body was rounding out with pregnancy, and he delighted in each change. He’d not been there for Rafael’s birth.

Another way he’d fucked up, he thought with despair.

“Ryan?” she asked, and he heard the anxiousness in her voice. And that was his fault too. Her uncertainty about her own sexuality? He’d done that to her.

“I love you,” he whispered. “I don’t deserve you. You deserve someone better, someone whole.”

“It’s not about ‘deserve,’” Teresa said. “You’re the man I want. The only man I have ever wanted. And if you don’t make love to me right now, I think I will die.”

He laughed a bit at that. He looked at her and smiled, a one-dimple smile that had gotten him into the beds of hundreds of people. “Can’t have that,” he teased, finally surrendering to her desire.

She laughed, and she came to him. She pulled off his T-shirt and frowned. “This is not yours,” she observed.

“Cage’s,” he said. He kicked off the running shoes and sweats that also belonged to Cage. “He made me go for a run tonight.”

“Good,” she said, she pressed herself against his body. “I like how you smell when you’ve been for a run. Or played soccer with my cutthroat cousins.”

He laughed at that. He’d barely survived the Memorial Day soccer tournament when they’d gone to Yakima to visit her family. But the survival was a badge of honor in itself, and he was proud of it. Not that he would admit it. Not out loud.

He unbuttoned her blouse and pushed it off her shoulders, and then he undid her bra and freed her breasts. He bent over and tongued a nipple to arousal, and then the other. His hands slid her jeans and panties off, his mouth following down her body as he pushed her clothes away. This, at least, he knew he could give her. He could give her pleasure.

She pulled him to bed, and then into her body; he let her take charge, as he almost always did, letting her determine how the play would go, how the sex would build. Suddenly it wasn’t enough, and he took control. He slid down her body, holding her still, as he used his mouth to bring her to climax, and then he stroked her, teasing her, letting the heat build in her again.

He heard her call his name, and he used his fingers to bring her off again. He loved a woman’s body, he always had because they were so responsive to pleasure, to the touch of another. You could always bring a woman to climax one more time, he believed. A belief that had stood him well in the kink clubs and parties he’d frequented in his late teens and early 20s.

And now, it served him well to please his wife, to arouse her body and then satisfy it. And repeat it. He moved up her body, touching and kissing, finding all the little sensitive spots that made her gasp and moan, and then he plunged inside her. Driving hard, again and again, until he felt her come, and it brought on his own release. And he let the pleasure take him. 

God, what did I just do, he thought as he surfaced from the near-unconscious levels of lethargy of after-sex release. He was usually more restrained with her. With her lack of experience. Shit. 

He looked at her as they still lay there, their bodies connected, limbs entwined.

“Teresa?” he asked hesitantly.

She looked at him, and then she grinned. She kissed him lingeringly. “Again,” she said. “Let’s do that again.”

“Now?” he asked startled, although he could feel his body respond just to her words and to the satiated expression on her face.

“Now,” she said firmly. “I don’t have class until 11 a.m., and you don’t have classes at all tomorrow.”

He laughed. Trust his pragmatic wife to think about the day ahead before extending a night of lovemaking. “As my beloved commands,” he murmured, and he kissed her, taking it slow, exploring her mouth. She was right. Who needed sleep?

Rafael, of course, didn’t get the memo about his parents’ need to sleep in. The 3-year-old bounced on the bed between them at a 6 a.m. saying, “Hola, hello, áay,” his latest version of his greeting. Ben Waters, EWN’s station manager and a member of the Yakama Nation, had decided he needed his traditional greeting to go trilingual. Rafael had been delighted.
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