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To all strong-minded women who have changed the world. May our daughters know an easier path.
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10 a.m., Tuesday, Jan. 12, 2021, Portland, Oregon — Emily Andersen sat in the waiting room of the women’s clinic on Lovejoy Street waiting for an appointment with a nutritionist. She was so damned scared, she thought, and if Cage hadn’t been sitting there, letting her squeeze his hand so tight it had to hurt, she would have walked out. Given that Covid was still rampant, she was wearing a mask, Cage was wearing a mask, the clerical staff were wearing masks, and she and Cage were the only two people in this small, partitioned-off waiting room. She tried to breathe. Slowly in. Hold. Slowly out. Hold. Slowly in. Hold. What was next? Oh right, Slowly out. Hold. 

She could run a multi-media newsroom, one of the largest in the city, with breaking stories, and a hundred employees, all part-time students, and not break a sweat. But she was sweating now. Because she was going to see a nutritionist. And the nutritionist was going to make her eat.

Breathe, she told herself. Slowly in. Hold. Slowly out. Hold.

She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the glass door, and she knew she didn’t see what others saw. She saw a big girl, too big to do ballet, and if she could just lose a few more pounds? They’d let her dance again.

According to her doctor here at the clinic, she was actually 5-foot-9, and 40 pounds underweight, with only 8 percent body fat. She was anorexic. Exercise-enabled anorexic. Cage said she’d lost weight in the last month, but she couldn’t see it. She was eating more, she protested. Exercising less. She had to be gaining! No, he said, and it was the pain in his eyes that had convinced her he was right. No, you’ve been working 15 hours days to keep the ship afloat during Covid, and you’re losing weight. You’re so thin, so very thin.

So yesterday, he proposed. This big, wonderful, talented man. And then he hauled her in to see the doctor here. And now they were back to see the nutritionist. And then there would be therapy.

How was she going to fit all this in? she thought with a panic. 

Breathe. Slowly in. Hold. Slowly out. Hold. 

The doctor had been honest: Emily wouldn’t like this, any of this. She couldn’t see how thin she was, how little she ate. She would have to rely on Cage’s eyes to see those things. Rely on the team here at the clinic to chart her progress. She would have to trust them.

And what if she failed? What if she couldn’t do this? Would Cage leave her? Did he think she was ugly? That something was wrong with her?

“Babe,” he said gently in the rumbly low voice she loved. “I love you. I will always love you. And together? We’ve got this. We’ve got this.”

She blinked, panicked for a moment, that she had said those fears out loud, and then realized no, he just knew. He loved her. He said so. And one thing you could trust about Cage Washington was that he wouldn’t lie. And she found she could breathe a little easier.

She looked up at him and smiled. “Damn right,” she said fiercely. “Together we’re unstoppable.”

Cage was one of the best-looking men she’d ever known. He was 6-foot-2, broad shoulders, with the physique that came from hours in the gym and long runs. A Black man in his early 20s, he tended to wear black T-shirts and black pleated trousers, and last fall he’d taken to wearing a black hat that had made her smile. She hadn’t seen it in a while. But then, things had gotten grim this winter. He’d lost some of his playfulness. She was sorry about that. Maybe things would get better. There was a vaccine. January’s cases were less than December’s cases which was good. 

But still. His father had died. Their friend and lover Sarah had died. So many deaths. And then he’d been on the stage with Dr. Bernice King at the Black Lives Matter rally when a white supremacist tried to shoot her. Cage had taken the bullet and saved her life. He still had a bandage wrapped around him under that black T he was wearing. The bullet went in and out, and didn’t do any internal damage, the doctors had assured them. But there was a lot of muscle damage. A lot of healing to do.

They’d let that white supremacist out on bail, the bastards. And Randy Daily, former campus cop, had returned to try and take Cage’s life again. To take hers. And all the poison he’d leaked into the Blue Lives Matter student group culminated Saturday night when they’d assembled outside the newsroom building of Eyewitness News, and they built a scaffold and hung a noose.

She closed her eyes in pain at the memory of it. Of cops who stood by and just watched. Of her fellow students who chanted ‘lynch the bitch’ about her because she was the Editor-in-Chief of Eyewitness News and dating a Black man. 

Well the scaffolding was down. Randy Daily was dead, killed when he shot a cop and cops returned fire.

“Ms. Andersen?” the nurse said. “The nutritionist will see you now.”

Cage got up with her and held her hand, as she followed the nurse back into the offices. You can do this, she reminded herself. You can. Cage is right. After the last week? The last month? The last six months? Piece of cake. 

She wondered when was the last time she had a piece of cake? A whole piece? Her 12th birthday? She remembered it. It was chocolate. With chocolate frosting.

The woman stood up to greet them, properly masked, with a short bow that had replaced handshakes. She was probably 60, Emily guessed. Without the clues of lines hidden by the mask, it was harder to tell. The woman wore her gray hair short and probably had even before the pandemic.

“I’m Judy Mason,” she said, and there was warmth in her voice.

“Emily Andersen,” she said. “And my fiancé, Cage Washington.” Just saying the words made her grin at him.

“Have a seat,” she said. “I’m really proud you came back today. We don’t usually let our clients leave without visiting here on their first day. They find all kinds of reasons not to return.”

“Hardest thing I’ve done,” she said seriously. “And you have no idea how hard things have been lately.”

Cage snorted. He started laughing, and she wasn’t sure he could stop. He looked at her, and started laughing again. “Sorry Ms. Mason,” he managed. “But she’s had threats made against her life. She almost got shot last week. And she’s telling you the truth. She’d rather do it all over again than be here today.”

“I believe it,” Judy Mason said laughing herself. “If it helps? I’ve been where you are. And getting well is what made me go into this field. You’re so lucky that your fiancé is with you on this. Going it alone is almost impossible. I know Dr. Smith told you this, but I want to repeat it. You have to trust his eyes. You have to trust us. You think you need to lose weight, and you freak out and want to go for a run, right?”

She nodded, and bit her lip. She wanted to go right now, as a matter of fact. Just talking about it made her need to go for a run. Breathe, she told herself. 

“We’re going to work on that,” the nutritionist said. “So, let’s start. First, please, call me Judy. We’re going to become good friends before this is over. Second? I want you to keep a food and exercise diary for the next week. Log when you eat, how much you eat. How much exercise you’re getting. When you go to bed, when you get up. Did you sleep well?”

She handed her a journal with the pages set up for her. “Bring it back each week when you meet with me. Do you weigh yourself? How often?”

“I used to,” she said. “But when Cage and I moved in together, I lost my scales. And it’s been too hectic to buy another one.”

“Freaks you out a bit?” Judy Mason was sympathetic. Emily nodded. “Well that will make it easier in some ways, because I don’t want you to get weighed except on your visit here each week. We’ll log it in. And you need to realize that even a gain of ounces is a victory. Especially since Cage says you’re losing weight. It may be that it takes a few weeks just to stop losing.”

“The doctor said you’d give me an eating plan,” Emily ventured. “We have a saying at the newsroom, see the hill, take the hill. Cage says that it’s my plan to take the hill.”

“Good,” she approved. “Yes, I have a plan for you. And you’re going to be horrified. But truly? It’s 1,000 calories. Most women who are trying to lose weight would find it too restrictive, and they’d probably lose three pounds a week if they could stay on it at all. You? I’m hopeful you can just eat this much. One caution.” She hesitated, glanced at the file in front of her. “We don’t have any record of vomiting or bulimia. True?”

Emily shook her head. “I just go running,” she said quietly.

“Good,” Judy said with relief. “If you do start having nausea, call me immediately. OK? Even after hours, they’ll forward you to me. It’s important that this few weeks go smoothly for you. Second, you can’t increase your exercise to compensate. So, let’s start with that.”

She handed her a sheet of paper. Cage looked at it too. Three miles, three times a week. A strength workout twice a week. Emily looked up in horror. “Only nine miles a week?” She hadn’t been able to get to the gym with Covid, although she did a routine each morning. “Two strength sessions?”

“That’s it,” Judy said. “That’s a normal exercise plan for a busy young woman. Any more is really counterproductive, even if you aren’t anorexic.”

Cage just nodded.

“Here’s your meal plan. Cage? How are your dietary skills?”

He considered that. “Pretty good, but I’m a guy,” he said. “I eat a lot.”

“But if the plan says a cup of carrots and she doesn’t like carrots, but she likes beans, you can guide that exchange?”

He nodded.

“I know that!” Emily exclaimed, feeling insulted. 

“Yes, probably down to the exact number of beans and carrots,” Judy agreed with a laugh. “But I find that it helps, if you have a partner, for the partner to double-check the exchanges. Otherwise, clients will substitute cucumber for those beans — not the same calorie count at all. Right? After I see your food diary, we can plug in foods you like and dislike and fine tune your eating plan. But this first week, we have to go with the generic plan.”

Emily relaxed a bit in her chair. “OK,” she said. “Like having an editor and a copy editor go over a news story.”

Cage smiled at her.

“And here’s the biggie,” Judy said. “One night this week, I want the two of you to have a dessert. Get takeout from Papa Hayden’s. Make a pie together. You’re newly engaged, right?”

“Yesterday,” Emily said shyly.

“Well, then, this week celebrate that with a dessert. OK? And congratulations.”

“Questions?”

Emily looked up at Cage and raised an eyebrow. He shook his head. She looked at the older woman who would be her lifeline through this. She’d been anorexic? She understood then. Didn’t mean she’d go easy on her, probably the opposite. “No questions,” she said.

“And you have a therapy appointment for Friday, correct?”

She nodded. 

“Good. Cage, it was nice to meet you. Emily, you and I are going to become partners in this, and we can beat it.”

If she saw Cage and Emily both flinch at the word partner, she didn’t say anything.

Emily put her new journal, the eating plan, and the exercise plan in her backpack.

The two of them got in Cage’s Camry and just sat there. “I feel like I’ve just done the whole news hour by myself,” Emily said. “I sweating!”

“But you did it,” he said with approval. And then he shook his hand out. “But my hand may never be the same again.”

She swatted him on the shoulder and laughed.

“While we were waiting, I thought about the last time I ate a whole piece of cake,” she said, and explained the context for the thought. “My 12th birthday, I think. Chocolate, with chocolate icing. Think we can get a piece from Papa Haydn’s to celebrate our engagement?”

“We can,” he assured her. “Papa Haydn’s makes the best chocolate cake in the city.”

And then they headed back across town to Goose Hollow and the apartment they shared. 

I can do this, she thought. Just breathe.

Cage dropped Emily off at the newsroom — she could walk to her 1 p.m. class from there, and he headed back to their apartment in Goose Hollow to drop off the car. He was exhausted from that session, he admitted to himself. He had let Emily do it, just sitting there to give her support, and that alone had been hard. She was so close to losing it. The strongest woman he knew — besides his mother — and she was close to a nervous breakdown over talking about eating with a nutritionist. He couldn’t wait until Friday’s therapy session. Not.

He went inside, checked the time, and decided he had enough time for a nap before the 4 p.m. editor’s meeting over Zoom. That had been started in response to Covid, but like a lot of things, he didn’t think it would end if the pandemic came to an end. When, he corrected himself. Surely it was when the pandemic came to an end?

Teresa and Ryan were in the living room reading while their 3-year-old son Rafael played some game on the floor. It was Rafael who looked up and grinned at him, lifting his arms up to be picked up — something Cage knew better than to try. Damn that wound that seemed to be taking forever to heal, he thought grumpily. He squatted down and let Rafael give him a big hug, making them both happy.

Teresa put down her book. “How did it go?” she asked, her voice soft with concern.

Cage just nodded. “It’s going to be tough on her,” he admitted. 

“Tough on you, too,” Ryan said, looking up. 

Cage nodded again. He got some cold water out of the refrigerator and drank thirstily. The doctors said the best thing he could do to aid healing was drink lots of water and eat plenty of red meat. He did so dutifully. And wasn’t that a bitch when eating a steak became a duty.

“You got anything going on this afternoon, Ryan?” he asked. When Ryan shook his head, he told him what he needed. And then he went into the bedroom to take a much-needed nap.

“Want to go for a drive, you two?” Ryan asked. Teresa nodded, and there was a flurry of getting shoes and coats. The three of them were out of the house and into the rental car in reasonably short order — if there were three of you, and one was a 3-year-old boy who had a penchant for losing his left shoe. Why the left only? Ryan wondered. He had no clue. 

“Is Cage healing like he should?” Teresa asked. 

Ryan frowned. It had been a month. “I think so,” he said, slowly. “It’s compounded by the pace he’s been keeping as EIC. Emily bears as much of that as she can alone, but he won’t let her go unsupported.”

“And you,” his wife said. “You are there for them both.”

“Well, I didn’t carry all of EWN on my back as EIC while the staff succumbed to Covid,” he said uncomfortably. “And I wasn’t shot by a white supremacist aiming for the daughter of Martin Luther King. And I did dump it on them and run out.”

Teresa tilted her head as she did when she was considering something he’d said. “Do you feel guilty about that? Regret it?”

“Regret! Oh, hell no,” he said startled. He’d done it because Teresa needed him and he loved her and their son. “No, I have no regrets. And I have no intention of letting them dump it back in my lap either. But nevertheless, that’s why two inexperienced editors-in-chief faced the biggest challenges Eyewitness News has ever faced. And they did magnificently. I don’t think anyone really understood, maybe even still, how much damage Covid did to the EWN staff. Em told the Media Board last week, that at the low point, there were only 12 healthy, completely exhausted, staff left. Out of 100. Average age? 21? Maybe?”

Teresa nodded. She stayed in the car with Rafael and waited while Ryan ran Cage’s errands. Waiting and thinking.

“Do you think we make it easier or harder on them by being in the apartment?” she asked when he got back. 

“I don’t know,” he said, troubled. “Long term? I think they need some alone time. And to be honest? So do we. But in the short run? I think it’s taking all four of us to manage a household, get food on the table, and keep going. What do you think?”

“I want to be in that house we visited,” she admitted. “But we cannot go yet. Without us — without you especially — they would eat on the run and live over at EWN. And they can’t. They need to come home. They need regular hours. They need meals. And you’re being such a good homemaker,” she teased. 

Ryan laughed. He was only taking two seminars this term while he waited for graduation in March. And there was nothing to do really: no gyms, no restaurants, no coffee shops. So, he was serving as homemaker for the five of them. Primary child care, housekeeping, cooking. He liked it. He studied and copyedited from the couch while his son played. They took naps together most days. When Teresa got home, he went over to EWN for the evening. It was the least stressful of any time he could remember. 

“Do you want to dress me in a frilly apron?” he asked with a grin.

She looked at him as if she were considering it.

“Just joking,” he said hastily. “But truly, I have never been so happy. Turns out I don’t need to keep workaholic hours like I thought I did. I need a wife who loves me and a son to care for.”

Teresa reached over, and squeezed his thigh, and they went back to the Goose Hollow apartment.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




4 p.m., Tuesday, Jan. 12, 2021, Eyewitness News newsroom — The editors popped up on Emily’s screen as Corey Washington, Chief Geek, nodded to her. They talked stories. Ryan had a brief update on the Teach-In Project that he and Cage had gotten coerced into running.

The Teach-In Project — TIP — was to be a multimedia look at Oregon’s history in terms of race. University President McShane had steamrolled it through and promised to fund it. Not that it had taken a lot of persuasion. Cage was completely intrigued with the idea, Emily knew. And then J.J. had turned up with a Black middle-school teacher who had ideas to include eighth graders. Emily worried it was snowballing out of control. But she had to have faith that Cage and Ryan could take care of it. She knew they would. Right?

“Submitted the budget request,” Ryan said. “It’s generous. I guess I should have asked for more, because it came back approved already.”

Everyone laughed. 

And Emily thought they were going to have the second editor’s meeting in a row that was just normal business: stories and how they were going to cover them. Then McShane had joined the session toward the end and asked if he could talk to the two EICs, Ryan, and Cooper. He asked if Media Board Chair Michelle Stewart could be included.

And there went normalcy, she thought tiredly. 

When they were all linked in, he’d laid out the dilemma: Given the behavior of Eugene Cathcart the previous week, he was willing to deny his appointment to the Media Board, that oversaw the EWN. Cathcart had called into the Media Board budget hearing, called Cage the n-word, and talked about ‘cleansing the newsroom’ in a call for more white leadership. The call hadn’t been broadcast, but they had it recorded. A student conduct code violation was filed. He’d also been one of the picketers over the weekend.

The VP for Student Affairs — that bastard, as Emily usually called him — was apparently expecting that McShane would deny Cathcart, and had forwarded a second student name: Trish McCarthy. Ryan groaned. A further problem was he didn’t think he could reject both Cathcart and Professor McGee, the advisor to the Men’s Rights Interest Group that Cathcart was president of. 

“That would truly look like the Media Board is opposed to the conservatives on campus,” he said. They all nodded.

“Ryan? You groaned at Trish McCarthy. Do you know her?” Cooper asked. Ryan’s knowledge of the players in student government, and indeed, faculty government, was considered to be the best in the newsroom. Probably the best on campus, truth be known.

“Sure, you do, too,” Ryan said. He was Zooming in from the apartment. You could hear Rafael’s laughter in the background, and people smiled. “She’s the woman who campaigned two years ago to require the Pledge of Allegiance be said at the end of every broadcast. I believe she petitioned the Faculty Senate that it should be required at the beginning of every class.”

“Shit,” McShane said, and then apologized. Everyone was too busy laughing to mind. “I remember that; I had forgotten her name. Mercifully. Davis has a lot of nerve nominating her.”

“I think we’re all in agreement that VP Davis has a lot of nerve, period,” Ryan said dryly. “Frankly? Eugene isn’t all that smart, and we can always have Emily slug him again.”

Everyone laughed. Eugene had taken a swing at Cage, who had dodged it, and Eugene had hit Emily instead. Startled, she’d turned around, slugged him back and decked him. 

“Trish is loony-tunes, seriously. Not just right-wing conservative. Not even just devout evangelical. Even the Christian groups on campus have ousted her,” Ryan continued.

How did he know that? Emily wondered. She swore the man must do nothing but gossip.

“Eugene is the better choice of the two, and that’s pretty sad, but especially if it means we don’t have McGee on the board. Student appointees are for the academic year. So, five more months? But faculty appointments are for two years,” Ryan concluded.

Everyone absorbed that.

“Any other input?” McShane said. “Cage? His racist attack on you was appalling and unacceptable.”

“Whole bunch of that going on,” Cage said. “Besides we’re filing a conduct complaint. Let that take its course.”

“Michelle?”

“If we can get a different faculty member,” she said. “But can we? Getting faculty to serve is damned difficult.”

Ryan suddenly grinned. “I can,” he said. “Dr. Lopez will do it if she hears the alternative is McGee. She hates him. And I was planning on recruiting her for the Teach-In Project anyway.”

“Give her a call, Ryan,” McShane said. “I’ll ask the Faculty Senate to reconsider because we don’t want one club with both the student president and the club advisor on the board. I’ll give them a week to search. So, work fast.”

“Oh, he’s a fast worker all right,” Emily muttered. And then blushed when she remembered who her audience was. Ryan was doubled over with laughter when she motioned to Corey to cut the Zoom session off. Everyone was laughing when they disappeared from her screen.

“Well that’s one way to end on a happy note,” Cage said, looking over at her with a grin.

She rolled her eyes. “At least you didn’t call it a happy ending,” she muttered.

Cage used his own tiredness to convince Emily she should go home once the evening broadcast was underway. He had learned pointing out her own exhaustion would just make her stubborn.

The Washington men had a shared axiom: no use arguing with a strong-minded woman whose mind is made up. Best to just do as she says. They’d learned that from their father about their mother, and they held to it. And Emily was a strong-minded woman.

But sometimes there were ways around that. Charm. Laughter. And when all else failed? Pleading worked.

Emily laughed at his pout and conceded it would be good to go home while they could still stagger there. It was only five blocks, but sometimes those could feel like miles. So, they left at a decent hour, and walked home, Emily’s arm around his waist, her hand in his back pocket. He didn’t bother to tell her that it turned him on and made walking even more challenging. He suspected she knew. He draped his arm around her shoulders and grinned.

When they turned onto the narrow street that cut along the Sunset embankment and fronted their apartment complex, Emily stopped. “Why so few lights?” she asked worriedly.

Cage didn’t know either. “Maybe they called it a night early? They are still newlyweds, after all. Two months? Isn’t that all?”

Emily giggled. “Hard to think of our Ryan as a newlywed,” she said. “Ryan? Who screwed everything that said yes?”

“That’s our guy,” he agreed. “But he’s changed. A lot. In just a few months.”

They walked slowly and quietly up the walk. There was music, R&B, his music, playing softly. His Spotify list of the greats? Because that was Louis Armstrong....

He unlocked the front door. The soft light was from two candles on the table. There was a folded note with their names scrawled on it in Ryan’s distinctive style. Cage opened it.

“We’re gone for the night. Enjoy. Champagne is in the refrigerator. I may have embellished a bit — but that won’t come as a surprise. Congratulations on coming to your senses and realizing the two of you were made for each other. With all of our love, Ryan and Teresa.”

Cage laughed. He kissed Emily and handed her the note to read while he investigated the refrigerator. Sure enough, there was a bottle of champagne, a label he didn’t recognize, so he assumed it was good stuff out of his price range. On the counter were two champagne glasses —something he didn’t own — and the box from Papa Hayden’s. A bowl of strawberries, with a small bowl of chocolate dip in the center, sat next to it. He poured the champagne, and took the glasses out to where Emily still stood, her eyes wide, looking at the candles. He handed the champagne to her.

“To our new life together,” he said. “I love you and will always love you.”

She smiled. It was one of those smiles of hers that started small and grew until it lit up her whole face. She clinked her glass to his and sipped. “To us,” she said simply.

He pulled her into an embrace, kissed her and then as Marvin Gaye came on, he slowly began to sway, hard to even call it dancing, he thought with amusement. But he’d get her there before the evening was done.

And so, they danced. They ate the strawberries dipped in chocolate — feeding each other, because Emily said that was how it was done. They sipped champagne. Cage taught Emily to dance swing, and she was amazing. No surprise. 

He brought out the chocolate cake, and they shared a piece. “Because it tastes better that way,” Cage assured her solemnly. “Kind of like with the strawberries.”

She smiled at him again. He hadn’t seen her this relaxed in a long time, he thought. He hadn’t realized how stressed she stayed 24/7 because she maintained an amazing calm front for the staff. Because they needed her to.

And for him. Because she thought he needed it? Or because it was easier to just stay in that zone? He hoped it was the second. But, he acknowledged, he had needed it. Had needed her strength and her calm as he sought to deal with the rage and grief and guilt that had him in such turmoil. Even now, he could feel it, simmering away in the background, waiting for the next bad thing. Waiting. Because there would be another bad thing. He knew it.

He closed his eyes, willing himself back into the here and now. Tonight was for the two of them. Bless you, Ryan, for ‘embellishing.’

So, he kissed her, teased her, and made her dance. He loved to watch her dance. She becomes one with the music, he thought as he often had. And for the first time, that didn’t have any sorrow attached to it. She was dancing again. She had signed up for a Zoom dance class in PE, he knew, although she refused to let him watch her. But she didn’t mind him watching now. He grinned. Champagne was a good thing.

She was shedding clothes as they danced, and shedding his clothes too, as she sought to be closer and closer to him. He let her take the lead, content to hold her, and just breathe her in. She poured the last drops of champagne into her glass, and offered him a sip.

“Odd,” he murmured. “It tastes better when shared, too.”

She laughed, and took the final sip. “It does,” she agreed. She blew out the candles. “Take me to bed, Cage Washington,” she ordered. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, as he tugged her down the hallway to their room. 

And on the bed was a red rose.

“Your idea or Ryan’s?” Emily asked, smiling.

“This one is actually mine,” he said. He handed it to her. “Happy one-day anniversary, love.”

She kissed him, still holding the rose as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “I love you,” she said.

“Always,” he promised, and he kissed her. He let the kiss deepen slowly. He was in no hurry. No need to rush. No need to worry about getting enough sleep so that they could slog through another day. There was just tonight. 

He explored her mouth, then trailed kisses down her neck until he encountered her V-neck T-shirt, and he paused to pull it over her head. And then he took off her bra. She pulled off his T-shirt too, and pressed herself against him, bare chest to bare chest. He sighed, holding her there. Holding her close enough so she could feel what she did to him, to feel how hard he was, wanting her.

Now she was trailing kisses down his chest, following the line of hair from chest to abs, to below. She unbuckled his belt, pulled off his trousers, and sighed with pleasure as her kisses continued to follow that arrow of hair pointing her to where she wanted to go. And dear God, it was where he wanted her to go, he thought, as she took him in her mouth. He held her head in his hands, arching slightly with the pleasure she gave him. He breathed deeply, slowly. And then, when he was afraid he would come before he even got her out of her clothes, he pulled back.

“Strip woman,” he ordered, his voice low and rumbly. “And dear God, do it fast.”

She giggled, and pulled off her leggings. He’d learned there was no way to take those things off himself. She stood there, naked with only the soft light of the bedside lamp to illuminate her. She was still holding the rose. Letting him look as she looked at him.

“You’re beautiful,” he said hoarsely. And then he pulled her back to him, and then onto the bed.

Across town, Ryan and Teresa carried a sleepy toddler into a hotel that Ryan had discovered years ago just off the trendy NW 23rd district. Discreet staff, rooms that were decorated in mid-century modern, with a decided pop vibe and its vibrant eclectic colors. He particularly liked the lighting — odd sputnik-like ceiling lights. Kitchens were in each suite, a bonus for a couple with a toddler. And they served a free continental breakfast, also a boon for a couple with a toddler who got up at 6 a.m. Seeing tomorrow was Wednesday and they both had McGee’s honor’s seminar on the Men’s Rights Movement at 8:30 a.m., Ryan was actually grateful for his son’s early rise routine. 

Most of what they carried in was actually for him, Ryan thought with amusement. Toys, a book to be read at bedtime, food for the morning. For themselves, they had a change of clothes, a few toiletries, and a sack that he refused to share with Teresa.

Ryan put his son to bed, and read from Besos for Baby, one of Rafael’s favorite books. One of Ryan’s, too, because he kissed his son with each page. Rafael giggled. And once Ryan closed the book, Rafael closed his eyes and went to sleep.

Really, he was one of the easiest kids alive, Ryan thought.

He looked over at Teresa who was sitting in a comfortable chair near the table and smiling at him. “What?” he asked, smiling back.

“I love to watch you with him,” she said. “You take your reading commitment so seriously.”

“Best thing you can do for a child,” he said. “And no, I don’t know where I learned that. But it’s true. He will grow up to be a reader, someone who loves books. And you know as well as I do, that’s a gift. Besides, the routine seems to put him to sleep with no fussing. Talk about a win-win.”

She just smiled at him and let him see her love. He sighed happily. He got up from his son’s bed and found the sack he’d carried in.

He pulled out a rose and handed it to her. Found the candle, lit it, and set it on the table. There was no champagne, because he’d found that all the non-alcoholic versions were foul by comparison to his memory of what champagne should taste like, but there was a non-alcoholic wine he liked. He put that on the table with two wine glasses. And then he pulled out a Papa Hayden’s box and two forks. He opened the bottle, poured the wine, while Teresa just watched wide-eyed.

He dimmed the lights, and then handed Teresa a glass of the wine. “Beloved,” he said. 

She took the wine, but then she stood up and pulled his head down to kiss him. “I love you,” she said breathlessly as she released him.

“Beloved,” Ryan murmured again. “And I love you.”

They ate the cake later.
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Chapter 3
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8:30 a.m., Wednesday, Jan. 13, 2021, PSU Honor’s Seminar — Professor McGee was lecturing, and dear God, he was boring, Teresa Valdez-Matthews thought. How could anyone turn the Men’s Rights Movement into something this boring? She was infuriated with the readings and with the movement itself, but she didn’t find them boring.

Class had started with the same tussle over her name during roll call. He called her Mrs. Matthews; she corrected him. “It’s Mrs. Valdez-Matthews,” she said pleasantly. “Mr. McGee.”

Out of the corner of her eye she saw most of the class instinctively flinch. Not her husband, who continued looking down at his notebook where he was doodling, but the others. Yup. Flinch.

“I’m properly called Dr. McGee or Professor McGee,” he said brusquely not even noticing the irony. That did make Ryan look up and stare at the man incredulously, and Teresa wanted to giggle. He called the next name.

Then he lectured for 40 minutes, pausing once to ask Teresa, again why she was recording the lecture on her computer, and he called her Mrs. Matthews. “It’s Mrs. Valdez-Matthews,” she said again. She pulled a letter out of her folder for the class, and handed it to him. “I checked with Disability Support Services who assured me that it’s perfectly appropriate for me to choose to tape your lectures, and they gave me that letter for you in case you have further questions about the university policy regarding this matter.”

He took the letter, glanced at it and went back to droning on in lecture. 

At 40 minutes, he took a break and exited the room, allowing everyone else to exit, or stretch, or in Ryan’s case laugh hysterically.

“Hush,” she said furiously. “He will hear you.”

Ryan got it down to a subdued chuckle. Neither of them had gotten much sleep, and she smiled reminiscently. Promptly at 6 a.m. Rafael crawled in bed with them, patting their faces and saying hola. So, they got up, ate some of the continental breakfast, which was actually quite good, and took their son to Bianica and Gregory’s place for his weekly play day with their son. And made it to class on time, even though Ryan obviously needed either more sleep or more coffee. 

“Let’s begin our discussion with the more aggressive and provocative tactics that the current men’s movement has used,” McGee began when he returned.

“Dr. McGee?” Blair Williams asked. “There’s a story on the Eyewitness News website that says all professors and students in all classes must wear masks by the mandate of the Faculty Senate. I was wondering if you could comment on your lack of a mask?”

Teresa’s eyes widened a bit.

“Eyewitness News?” he said, with a quick look at Ryan. Ryan’s eyes were focused on his notebook. He was making a list of something. With question marks and underscores. She wondered what.

“Yes, sir,” Blair said. 

“Are you affiliated with them?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. Her computer was open, but she was using it to take notes rather than to tape, which for some reason, bothered McGee less. Teresa wasn’t sure why. “I’m the assistant news editor.”

“Choosing to not wear a mask is my right according to academic freedom policies,” he said stiffly. “The Faculty Senate does not control what happens in my classroom, I do. And I’ve decided that it will not be necessary in this classroom.”

In spite of that, he and one student, Eugene Cathcart, were the only two who were maskless, Teresa noticed. Eugene Cathcart worshiped the professor. She wanted to roll her eyes at that thought, but refrained. Cathcart was president of the new student club, Men’s Rights Interest Group, and had been a leader of the picketers outside the EWN building over the weekend. Saturday morning, he tried to slug Cage and hit Emily instead. Emily had decked him with a nice right hook, Ryan had told her. When she asked Emily about it, she’d shrugged. “Coos Bay,” she said, and shrugged again. Teresa wasn’t sure what she meant, but it probably meant the same thing as saying her home town ‘Yakima’ would mean: tough town.

“May I quote you on that?” Blair said. “We’re doing a follow-up story on professors who are defying the Faculty Senate on this issue.”

“I’m not defying them,” he said stiffly. “They are in error.”

Ryan looked up at that. “Professor?” he said courteously, a tone that made Teresa want to cringe. “Aren’t you on the Faculty Senate?”

“Yes,” he said. “I voted against it.”

“Weren’t you the one who proposed that faculty not be allowed to wear jeans in the classroom two years ago?” Ryan pursued, still in that pleasant voice. Teresa closed her eyes. Oh boy, she thought. Here we go.

“Yes,” he said. “Unfortunately, it was defeated. Casual wear by faculty prompts causal classroom decorum and a sloppy education.”

“So, the Faculty Senate has the right to mandate no jeans, but not the right to mandate masks?” he asked.

McGee glared at Ryan. “This is far from the topic of this classroom,” he said. “Let’s instead discuss the reading materials.”

Blair raised her hand again. “So, I can quote you?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “You may not.”

“Professor, I was especially struck by one of the pieces we read this week, that told men if a woman slapped them or hit them, they should punch their heads into the wall to teach them to respect a man’s strength,” Ryan said. “That seems outrageous to me.”

“You don’t think a woman should be wary of a man’s strength and more respectful?” Eugene Cathcart said. “If a woman starts a fight, she should expect equal treatment.”

Ryan looked at him for a moment. “If a smaller man takes a swing at a much larger man — say at a protest on Saturday — would the much larger man be justified in beating him up and sending him to the hospital?”

There was silence. Blair was looking at Ryan in awe, her mouth slightly ajar. Obviously, Blair had not seen her husband in action before, Teresa thought with amusement. She almost felt sorry for Eugene. Almost.

“You don’t think that if the larger man had done so, the cops wouldn’t have arrested him for assault?” Ryan continued. “You’re saying it should be allowed? The old adage that might makes right?”

“A man should be able to defend himself if a woman hits him!” Eugene repeated again.

“Should Cage Washington have defended himself against your attempt to hit him?” Ryan asked gently. “And when you missed and hit his co-editor-in-chief, a woman? Would he have been entitled to beat the crap out of you?”

Blair now looked at Eugene, a slow smile emerged. “Eugene? How did you get that black eye?” she asked. “What did Cage do?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
hen they came
fohe rmalists.

H‘X LGE






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





