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This is dedicated to Veronica Gomez Vilchis and to the amazing mentors of the Central Washington University Bridges Project who taught me so much about Mexican American culture, Dreamers and the children without a country. And to all of those children I worked with, believe without a doubt that any sane country would be grateful to call you its own. May the United States regain that sanity soon.
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[image: ]




4 p.m. Tuesday, October 20, 2020, Eyewitness News newsroom — The newsroom began to fill up with reporters and videographers as it always did in the late afternoon. Portland State University student media necessarily started its workday late.

Supposedly it was after the staff were done with classes.

Or, more likely, when they woke up because of a late night before.

Editor-in-Chief Ryan Matthews snorted. He knew which of those was more likely.

He loved this place. He had since the day he first walked in four years ago.

It was an enviable newsroom: the university had ceded over an old warehouse in a trade to get the more highly trafficked space student media had occupied for decades in the student union building. From the outside, the newsroom looked like a lot of the buildings on the west end of campus: a 3-story building of white painted brick with the ‘40s architecture found all over campus. 

On the first floor were the business and advertising offices. The newsroom was on the second floor, reached by a flight of stairs or an old, creaky elevator. Two brick enclosures formed an entrance to the newsroom — one housed bathrooms, the other was the storage closet for all of the video cameras and other equipment — with a wooden counter in between that stopped visitors from just wandering in.

The newsroom surprised people: red brick walls, 20-foot ceilings, cement floors — it looked like a high-tech office in Portland’s trendy Pearl District rather than a college newsroom tucked away among PSU’s storage warehouses and parking structures. Other university newsrooms might compete with sophisticated equipment — Arizona State’s Cronkite School was amazing, PSU students conceded — but Eyewitness News was proud of two things: its independence, and the architecture of its newsroom. The university administrators bragged publicly about both and privately ground their teeth about the independence.

The whole east wall was dominated by 16-foot-high, arched windows — cursed by every TV station manager since the newsroom moved in. A whole protective shell had been built to house the sound stage for the nightly broadcast news show. The sports staff had claimed the small space between the shell and the windows for their own. The windows didn’t bother them, night owls that they were.

In the center of the wide-open loft, the newsroom was set up with pods of computer stations, some for writers, some for editors, and some — the most coveted — for video editing. There used to be five computer stations to a pod, but nine months ago, the news editor had reconfigured them to four stations to allow for more social distancing. She’d added hand cleansers at all the pods and made wearing masks mandatory. So far Covid had not invaded them, and they had managed to keep the newsroom running even when the university put the rest of academics online.

Ryan credited his news editor Emily Andersen for keeping Covid out of the newsroom. For such a kind person, she could be a tyrant about safety protocols. 

Surrounded by the computer pods was the “living room” with two deep green couches and matching over-stuffed chairs scrounged from the alumni center when it upgraded a lounge. Green, because green was PSU’s color, for which the staff was grateful. The school colors could have been something horrible like the orange and black of their downstate competitor Oregon State University.

Ryan still mourned missing out on the black leather couches from the upgrade of the Provost’s office, two years ago. Those would have been cool. The living room had glass tables — from the refurbishing of the President’s office — and black pole lights a previous editor had contributed when he graduated.

Along the north wall were three glassed in offices. The largest one in the northwest corner was the Geek Room housing the newsroom servers, which was protected by the Head Geek ferociously. The center office was for the faculty advisor who was rarely there, and the northeast corner was for the Editor-in-Chief. 

“And whoever thought a glass office for an EIC was a good idea ought to have been shot,” Ryan muttered. He liked the upscale loft look, he really did, but some things belonged behind closed doors, closed doors that no one could see through, damn it.

When the Black Lives Matter protests began over the death of George Floyd, the editors had agreed to do a full-staff summer program rather than the usual reduced one. Ryan had reworked the budget and found some extra funds to pay the senior staff. No one had asked him about the increase in the newsroom’s budget that had turned them into a full-staff, year-around operation. He hadn’t volunteered details beyond mumbling about a rainy day fund the newsroom had. So, the newsroom had been running a full staff for months, in spite of Covid, in spite of a city torn apart over the police department’s savage response to BLM protesters less than a mile from here, despite a campus that was virtual as much as in place.

Damn he was tired. Ryan looked out at the newsroom as people found their stations and set up to work.

Will Bristol was working on a follo’ story to the major headlines of last week. He pounded on his keyboard as if it were a manual typewriter — something he’d probably never used. Ryan glanced almost involuntarily at the blinking message light on his phone. He knew one of the messages was to call the Provost, the university’s number two man, immediately. He assumed it was about Will’s stories. He’d been ignoring it all day. 

Emily was at her workstation. She’d claimed the computer in the front pod so she could face the newsrooms entrance and see who was coming in. She was a graceful, tall woman with short dark hair, who moved like she’d been a dancer when she was young. And for sheer stubbornness she had no equal. She had said wear a mask, and they wore masks. She said keep your distance, and they stood six feet apart.

She’d also said use spell check. That wasn’t going so well, but she was firm. Reporters would learn to use spell check.

Ryan grinned. He considered her one of his closest friends. They’d started at the newsroom at the same time — along with Cage Washington who was now the chief videographer — and they’d been through a lot together. He knew her quirks, the sound of her giggle, her whacky sense of humor. He relied on her unflappable ability to keep things together, and to get the news out — every day, every hour. But he knew nothing of her past, knew nothing of private life now. Hell, he hadn’t even gone to bed with her, and there weren’t many women on staff he could say that about.

He watched as Emily smiled in genuine welcome. Cage Washington wheeled Sarah King into the newsroom and up to her usual editing station. Cage, a tall, broad-shoulder Black man, covered the bulk of the Black Lives Matter protests, and he was dressed to go down there later: black cargo pants, black T-shirt, and a safety bag over one shoulder. 

Right now, his camera bag was in Sarah King’s lap.

Sarah was new to the newsroom leadership. She’d applied to be a copyeditor a week ago, and now seemed indispensable. Well, when you had mostly newbie reporters, copyeditors were always indispensable. But Sarah was special. Somehow, she’d managed to save the life of their youngest staffer when he’d tried to commit suicide. Ryan felt like he owed her everything for that and always would. She had curly, almost frizzy light brownish-red hair worn shoulder length. She was a big woman who usually used crutches, not the wheelchair, she was seated in today. She’d been in the Army and injured in Afghanistan. And she had guts.

Cage saw Ryan looking out from his office, and cocked his head asking if everything was OK. Ryan waved him off and returned to his desk. Time to return that call, he thought. He punched in the code to his messages. You have 34 messages, the voice said. Your inbox is full. He sighed.

“We’re back to normal,” Emily said. “Bad copy and more bad copy.”

Sarah groaned theatrically. “You said it would get better!”

“It’s not Thanksgiving yet,” Emily replied. 

Cage laughed at them both. He sat down at his workstation, the third in Emily’s pod. Will was at the fourth ignoring them all as he wrote furiously. Cage called up a queue of available video. 

“We need a meeting to talk about what leads with Ben?” he asked, referring to Ben Waters who was this year’s station manager. He produced the 10 p.m. nightly news show that was the hub of the newsroom’s media.

“It’s Tuesday,” Emily said, focused on some story she was reading. “We have to wait for Lam.”

Cage nodded. Lam Deng was the editor of Folio which came out on Thursdays. His production cycle was just beginning to gear up for that. Most of what they produced went online on the Eyewitness News website. He took a look at it to see what he’d missed since last night.

Emily heard the elevator door sound. She looked up to see a young Latina approach the counter carrying a 3-year-old boy. Emily thought the boy might be the cutest little kid she’d ever seen. Brown wispy hair, big brown eyes, long eyelashes. She was so enamored with the boy it took a moment before she recognized the woman holding him. 

“Teresa?” Emily exclaimed, giving it the Spanish pronunciation. “Teresa Valdez?”

She approached the counter to open the gate. “It’s so good to see you!”

Teresa was shorter than Emily, a bit curvier. Her brown hair was pulled smoothly back and clasped at the back of her neck. She used to wear it loose, Emily remembered, it had been longer and fuller. She had had beautiful hair. Now, she looked older, less carefree. “It’s good to see you, too,” she said. But she sounded tired. “Is Ryan here?”

“Yes, he is. He’s the Editor-in-Chief now, did you know?” Emily said, opening the gate for her to come in. “He’s in his office.”

“He is doing well?” Teresa asked, hanging back.

“Yes. He’s cleaned up his act, Teresa, you’ll see. It is so good you’re here!” she said.

“Good, that is good,” Teresa said with more relief than seemed necessary to Emily. She frowned, looking at an old friend who had disappeared from her life without warning. She looked at the boy, and guessed he was the reason. But still. Secrets, we all have secrets, Emily thought. Why should Teresa have been any different?

“Come on back,” Emily said, giving her a welcoming smile. OK, so the smile didn’t really show through the Covid mask she wore, but she had faith that smiles still showed around the eyes. She’d have liked to have hugged her. Covid had changed that. She glanced at Teresa to make sure she had a mask on, and then she escorted her back to the seating area.

“Ryan,” she called out. “Look who’s here!”

Ryan looked up and saw Teresa. Emily couldn’t put names to the emotions that crossed his face, but they were strong ones. She narrowed her eyes and looked again at the boy Teresa held. Those eyes, she thought.

Ryan swallowed hard. He tugged his mask into place, got up from his desk and walked out to them.

“Hello, Teresa,” he said. 

There was a moment of silence.

“I’ve missed you,” Ryan said.

Teresa struggled with tears. “Yo también, mi amor. Me, too,” she whispered. She handed Emily the large bag she had slung over her shoulder, and then held out the boy to Ryan. Startled, Ryan took him.

“Ryan, this is your son,” she said firmly. It sounded as if she had a prepared speech to deliver. “This is Rafael Matthews Valdez.” She took a deep breath and held up her hand when Ryan started to speak.

“Three years ago, I left, not as you probably thought, because I didn’t want to be with you, or because I didn’t want to raise our son with you. I left because not all of my family is legally in this country, and I was needed at home.” Teresa choked back a sob. “ICE came for my family. For mi papá, mi abuelo. And now finally they have come for me.

“Even though we have been here for decades. Even though my abuelo married my abuela here. My papá came here to be with my abuelo when he was 16. They caught him and sent him back to be with his mother in Mexico. But when I was small, he made another attempt to move north. He brought me with him to meet his parents. This time, he was able to find work. To marry, to have more children.”

The newsroom was silent. Sarah wheeled her chair closer to Emily who reached down and clasped her shoulder tightly. 

Teresa continued, “Then this new administration comes in. Pendejos. Suddenly everyone hates us, hates immigrants. I do not know how they found my grandfather or my father. But they did. They locked them up. My grandfather was released, pending a review of his case, but my father? Because he’d been sent back before, they put him in a camp.

“So, I go home. Mi madre needs me. I am pregnant, and things are not so good with you,” Teresa continued. Ryan winced. He started to say something, but Teresa wasn’t done.

“And they, ICE, they came for me. I don’t know why. My attorney, he thinks I can get DACA, but no new applications are being taken. He has tried everything, but nada. This country is no longer the country I grew up in, it no longer welcomes us. The court ordered yesterday that I must return to Mexico, and that I should be locked up until I can be sent away.”

“That’s insane!” Emily interrupted. “How old were you when you came here?”

“I was not quite two,” Teresa replied. “I know no one in Mexico. I have a mother and siblings there, but I have never met them. My grandfather is deeply concerned. Mi familia. It is risky for me to return. I am the third generation of a family that got crosswise with a cartel. That is why my grandfather came here. Why my father came here. They fear for their lives if they go back. No one knows what will happen to me.

“But Rafael is a U.S. born citizen. His papeles are in the bag. Your name is on his birth certificate. With you he will be safe. And I will run. There is a network...,” she trailed off. “If you ever loved me, don’t come for me, don’t look for me. Raise our son. Love him.”

Tears streamed down her cheeks. She came up to Ryan, to her son, and hugged them both tightly.

“Mamá?” Rafael said. “No llores, mamá.”

Don’t cry, Ryan translated in his head. He started to speak, but Teresa just shook her head.

“This is your father, Rafael,” she whispered. “He will love you, and you will love him. You be a good boy, you hear?”

She turned, and without meeting anyone’s eyes, her head down, she walked swiftly out the door. 

Ryan stood, stunned. The boy in his arms squirmed. “Mamá!” he cried.

“Go after her,” Emily ordered. She dropped the bag and took the little boy. “Go!”

Ryan looked at her wild-eyed and ran.

Rafael was crying openly. Emily bounced him on one hip, and looked at Sarah who shrugged, and shook her head.

“I gather you know her,” Sarah said.

“She was a writer here, my first year,” Emily said absently, her focus on the entryway, watching for Ryan. “She and Ryan were tight. But...,” she hesitated. “Well, you’ve seen Ryan. He was worse then. A complete man-ho. Drugs and alcohol. He’s been clean for...,” she hesitated while trying to do the math. 

“For nearly 1,000 days,” Sarah said, thinking of a conversation she’d overheard that now made more sense. “But last Saturday’s party?”

Emily shrugged. “He was probably drinking O’Doul’s or something. But not alcohol. And not drugs. Thank God. He was a mess back then.”

“So, Trump gets elected, DHS targets every undocumented immigrant they can find, and Teresa and her family get caught up in the net,” Sarah summarized. 

“Sounds like it,” Emily said. 

Ryan came back into the newsroom. “I didn’t catch her,” he said, defeated. “I couldn’t find her.”

The newsroom was silent, except for the sobs of the little boy.

“Now what do I do?” he asked helplessly.

Emily handed him his. “You do what she asked of you,” she said firmly. “Take care of your son.”

Ryan held Rafael on one hip. He looked at Emily, at Cage. And then he looked at the little boy.

“Hey, Rafael,” he said, tears in his eyes. He ran his hand over the boy’s head. So soft. Rafael buried his head against Ryan’s shoulder, and sniffled. Ryan pulled him in tight. 

“It will be OK,” he promised.
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5 p.m. Tuesday, Eyewitness Newsroom — Emily Andersen acknowledged to herself that Ryan Matthews was probably the most beautiful man she’d ever seen, in real life, or on the screen. He was six feet tall, classically proportioned and had perfect features with amazing blue eyes. His brown hair was soft, and so was his beard, although she had to admit that the year he’d worn it as a circle beard, he’d been really hot. 

Truth was, he was a hunk. She’d seen him covered up like he was now in a long-sleeved rugby T and khaki’s, and she’d seen him stripped down to a pair of shorts playing frisbee in the park with all his tats showing, and he never failed to draw the eye of every woman and not just a few men in the vicinity. 

He oozed sex. Emily had decided the day they met four years ago she would never give into that allure and become one of the parade of people in and out of his bed. And in and out of the green room here. And the Crow’s Nest. And the fire escape. And God knows where all he’d been. She routinely sprayed down the couches because she liked being able to sit on them without thinking about what might have happened there. Because that was gross.

But now, looking at Ryan holding his son, she thought he had never looked more appealing. Rafael looked like Ryan. The same eye shape, the same perfect features, the same full lower lip. He was just done in brown, to Ryan’s fairer colors.

“He looks like you,” she said out loud. “Only like a sepia version.”

Cage choked, laughing. “I don’t think that would be considered a racially sensitive way to say it,” he said.

She shrugged. 

“What am I going to do?” Ryan repeated.

Emily sighed. “See the hill, take the hill, time?” she asked, her motto for let’s get down to business.

Ryan nodded.

“Then as I see it, you need to answer three questions,” she said, looking him in the eyes and holding his gaze.

“One: what do you want? Really. What do you want? I’ve known you for four years, and I’m not sure what that is.”

Ryan wasn’t sure either.

Emily continued, “Two: what’s best for Rafael? Short term and long term?

“And three: how do we find and help Teresa?”

Ryan tipped his head to one side as he considered those questions. Then he nodded. “I can go with those,” he agreed. “Got any answers?”

“I do,” Cage said, surprising them. “Sarah and I are going to dinner with my parents to talk about J.J. They’re releasing him tomorrow. Why don’t the two of you — three of you — join us? Dad and Mom will have useful ideas. And if, you wanted, they’d probably take Rafael in. They’re putting J.J. up in my old room. Still got a couple of more vacant bedrooms.”

Emily noted that Ryan tightened his grip on Rafael at the idea of giving him up — even temporarily to people he knew. Good, she thought.

“How is J.J. doing?” she asked. Their youngest aspiring videographer J.J. Jones had tried to commit suicide two days ago in the men’s bathroom here. Sarah had found him, and somehow managed to hold him up — a woman who couldn’t walk without crutches — until Cage came in and rescued them. 

Emily was furious with J.J.’s father. He was a Portland police officer and at the protests Saturday night he had apparently shot J.J. with non-lethal ammo — shot his own son! She couldn’t fathom that. Her home life hadn’t been perfect, but still! J.J. kept repeating he wouldn’t go home. Well, no kidding. So, Cage had called his father, the Rev. Clyde Washington, and asked for help. And Rev. Washington had stepped in to help.

Sarah had paid a price for saving J.J. Emily glanced out at the editing pod where she was working. “How is she doing?” she asked.

Cage looked out at Sarah as well. “That is the strongest-willed woman I have ever met,” he said. “Goddamn, she held J.J. up for a half-hour! He’s a 130-pound kid. It would be a challenge for me even.” He shook his head.

Emily doubted that. She’d seen Cage work out. He was ripped. But she understood his admiration.

“Is she staying with you still?” Ryan asked.

“Yeah, her doc has her on some strong meds that apparently have some weird side effects, so she can’t live by herself for a while,” Cage said. “And she can’t use her crutches — her sticks, as she’d say — until the muscles in her back and shoulders calm down. You wouldn’t know it to look at her, but she’s in serious pain.”

“Should she even be working?” Emily asked anxiously. She’d known the woman for barely a week, but she’d become a friend. She shied away from thinking about the details of what friendship might include. Later. Time for that later. She knew a day of reckoning was coming — or at least a lunch of reckoning. This crisis might actually derail that conversation, she thought. A silver lining.

Cage shrugged. “You’re welcome to have that discussion with her,” he said. “Sarah said she was coming in to work today, and I said yes, ma’am.”

Emily giggled. And both men smiled at her.

“So, dinner?” Cage said. “Mom’s putting food on the table at 6 p.m.” 

“That’s not going to give her much notice,” Emily demurred. “And I should probably stay in the newsroom, if you all are gone.”

“I need you, Em,” Ryan said. “Please? Miguel is out there and so is Will. Let them try running things for an evening. We’ve got to start looking to the future.”

Emily considered that. Will Bristol was an amazing reporter, and Miguel was one of the videographers who covered the nightly protests. She nodded. “Baptism by fire?” she said with a laugh. “Fine with me.”

Cage opened the door. “Will? Miguel? You guys got a moment? And see if Ben is in his office, OK?”

Turned out there was room for six people and a baby in the EIC office, but it was crowded. Too many big, buff men, Emily thought, then reconsidered. There were never too many buff men in a room. Especially when one was holding a baby. So cute. She thought about getting the photo editor to snap some pictures. Good publicity. Near pin-up quality — and he had all his clothes on even.

Cage stepped out to call his mother. Ryan laid out the plan for the evening. Will gulped a bit before he nodded. Miguel and Ben looked at each other, and then they shrugged. “Works,” Ben said. Ben, a tall, slim dark-skinned Native American, was majoring in film and Indigenous Studies. Miguel was shorter, with lighter brown skin, and a wispy chin beard. Was that still called a soul patch? Emily wondered. She wasn’t sure what his major was. If he was like most of the staff, it wasn’t the major he started with and it wouldn’t be the one he graduated with either.

“What do we have coming in tonight?” Ben asked.

They discussed that for a bit, and then Emily saw Lam Deng, the Folio editor, come in and waved him into the meeting. Once student media had been primarily a print newspaper that came out five days per week. But print had gradually been replaced with daily, even hourly, online media blurbs. The newsroom produced a Thursday print edition that featured longer news pieces, features, and weekend promos. Thursday distribution meant Tuesday night editing and Wednesday production work. Lam looked a bit alarmed to be losing both copy editors for the evening.

“I’ll be back,” Emily assured him. “I’m the late night close,” referring to the newsroom rule that there was always an editor in the newsroom until all the teams were back from the protests downtown. “I can edit whatever Will doesn’t get to.”

A bit more debate, and Cage looked at his watch. “We’ve gotta go,” he said. “Mom is fine with extra guests. She will not be fine if we’re late.”

Everyone laughed. Cage’s mom was an outspoken Black woman who had managed a household of three sons (all adults now and Emily couldn’t think that had been easy), partnered with her husband in their church, and was the director of We Help, a non-profit that worked with the homeless. And she was gorgeous, Emily wanted to be her.

“Let’s go then,” Ryan said. “Em, you can ride with me. Shit, I don’t have a car seat.”

“Language,” Emily said severely. “He’s at the age to pick up everything. We can stop at Target on the way back and get whatever Mrs. Washington says we need. In the meantime, I’ll sit in the back and strap us both in.”

Ryan carried Rafael down the stairs. “Do you know what language he speaks?” Emily asked suddenly as she followed him. 

He halted and looked at his son. “How old are you Rafael?” he asked quietly. Rafael just snuggled in tighter. “¿Cuántos años tienes?”

Rafael giggled and held up three fingers. “Tres.” 

Ryan laughed. “¿Tres o dos? ¿Cuándo es tu cumpleaños?”

The little boy giggled some more. “Noviembre dies.”

“I guess that answers that,” Emily observed. “I didn’t know you spoke Spanish.”

Ryan fell silent. Emily opened the outer door for him, and then took Rafael so Ryan could unlock his Prius parked across the street. Ryan took Rafael back until Emily was seated in the back seat, then handed him to her, and watched as Emily fastened her seatbelt.

“I’m Emily,” she told the little boy. “Tía Emily. Can you say that?”

“Tía Emmy,” he said, which Emily found adorable. “Soy Rafael.” He added pointing at himself.

“He understands some English I think,” Emily observed. Ryan closed the door and went around to driver’s side. It wasn’t until he maneuvered the car onto the 405 North, that he answered her question about Spanish.

“I started studying Spanish when I was seeing Teresa,” he admitted. “I went home with her for Christmas that first year. Her family primarily spoke Spanish at home, and I wanted them to like me. But I found I liked the language a lot, so I kept studying it. The Honors College expects you to have a second language anyway.”

It was easy to forget that Ryan was not just bright or savvy, but was genius-level smart, Emily thought. The Honors College was picky about who they admitted. She also thought it was a snooty, incestuous club for white boys. She was pretty sure Ryan would even agree with that. But he liked the seminars, she knew, because he actually attended them. Even the ones at 8:30 a.m.

“I thought you were studying Latin,” she said.

“I am.”

He tapped his fingers nervously on the steering wheel. “Where do you think Teresa would go?” he said at last.

“I don’t know, Ryan,” she said somberly. “But I bet in the papers she left you is an attorney’s name. We can start there.”

He glanced at her in the rear-view mirror. “We?”

“She was my friend too. Why didn’t she come to us?”

Ryan shook his head. “Me, I’d guess. I was a mess, remember?”

“None of us are likely to forget,” Emily muttered.

He was silent for a moment. “I still am,” he admitted.

“You’re not using, are you?” Emily asked with alarm. 

“No, not drugs or alcohol at least.” He glanced at her in the mirror, then shrugged. “But sex? Has it occurred to you I might be using sex instead?”

Emily frowned. “Sex addiction? Is that really a thing? I just thought you were a man-ho — you always have been.”

He laughed. Stopped to say something, started laughing again. 

“On that note, we’re here,” he said, parking the car in front of a two-story brick house. It was next to a church of similar brick with a huge cross hung above its front doors. It wasn’t the first time Cage had invited them all out to his parents for dinner. Ryan knew Cage had been a rebellious teen, but now that he no longer lived at home, the tensions seemed to have eased.

For whatever reason, the Washington home had always been open to Cage’s friends. He’d been here for Christmas a couple of times, and wasn’t that a mad house? The three sons; the oldest, Gregory, had his own family now. Then anyone in the church who lacked a place to go, as well as all of the strays their sons brought home. He’d been one of those strays, and he had been grateful for the glimpse of what a functional family looked like. 

I have a son, Ryan thought.

He’d seen Gregory and his wife Bianica with their son John Lewis — who must be about Rafael’s age, Ryan realized. Gregory worked at EWN too, as ad manager, and he was as conservative as Cage and Corey were liberal. But if he could name his son John Lewis, Ryan figured there was hope for the man, even if he was a stuffed shirt, now. A very expensive shirt, to be sure. Ad staff at Eyewitness News were paid commission and made very good money.

Rev. Washington had the door open before anyone had a chance to knock. “Come in, come in,” he said. “Emily, welcome. Ryan, who is this charmer?”

“This is Rafael Matthews Valdez,” he said, even though he knew Cage had probably already told him that. But maybe if he repeated enough times it would become real.

He had a son.

Maybe the surprise was that he didn’t have more children, although he was pretty careful about safe sex. He had a nightmarish vision of a line forming at the newsroom of women holding a child, waiting to introduce him. He shook his head slightly.

“Supper is ready,” Mrs. Washington called out. “Please. Find your seats at the table.”

Someone found a highchair for Rafael. He put him in it and took the chair next to it. He’d seen how this worked at the holiday meals here. Mrs. Washington sat down at the end of the table next to Rafael.

“Let us pray,” Rev. Washington said. And everyone obligingly bowed their heads. It was a heartfelt prayer, Ryan thought, that raised the concerns they were about to discuss. Rev. Washington always prayed as if he was talking to someone he knew and knew well.

Mrs. Washington dished up a bit of easy-to-eat food for Rafael, and Ryan smiled his thanks. He didn’t know any of this shit, he thought with a bit of panic. Most parents got nine months to prepare!

He had a son.

“Let’s start with J.J.,” Rev. Washington said, smiling at Ryan. “We’ve had two days to get used to that surprise.”

Ryan laughed. “I was just thinking most parents get nine-months’ notice,” he admitted. And everyone laughed with him.

“OK, so J.J.,” Cage said. “I talked to him this morning. He’s...,” he hesitated, looking for the right word, “listless, I guess. He’s not bouncing back. I don’t even think he’s relieved to be alive, or that he thinks he’s been spared the results of a bad, impulsive decision. Maybe he’s just shell-shocked, but I think he’s still in danger of trying again.”

Cage looked at Sarah. “You talked to him?”

She nodded. “On the phone. And I agree with Cage. But he is grateful to be coming here, though, so that’s good. You do not need a resentful teenager to raise.”

“Although Lord knows, we’ve done it before,” Mrs. Washington said, looking at her son and rolling her eyes.

“Mama!” Cage protested, but he didn’t deny it.

“Also? He talked animatedly about a visit from Carroll,” Sarah said. “That’s the first animation I’ve heard from him since that night.”

Huh, Ryan thought, as he helped himself to more mashed potatoes. Carroll was an odd choice of friend for a young guy raised in a conservative home in West Linn. Carroll, who used the pronoun they, was an outstanding independent journalist, and had been targeted by police-adjacent thugs. But Carroll was different. Really different, even by his standards, and Ryan prized his collection of eclectic friends.

“Let’s keep a discreet suicide watch,” Rev. Washington summarized. “What about classes? Does he want to continue them? Should he? What about Eyewitness News?”

Ryan and Cage looked at each other. Ryan shrugged. “I’m fine with him coming back to EWN if you are,” Ryan told Cage. “He’s in your department.”

“Do we know if he even wants to?” Emily asked.

“He wanted to be a videographer more than anything,” Cage said. “I’ve never seen anyone so hungry for it.”

“Since you,” Ryan interjected. “I remember the first story you did.”

Everyone smiled at that, including Cage’s parents. “Yes, Lord,” the Rev. Washington said. “He must have showed us that clip a dozen times.”

“On a professor who was studying the role of play in ground squirrel society,” Cage said, laughing at himself. “But yeah, J.J. has that same excitement. But he’s been doing stories on the protests. And I don’t think we can have him do those anymore. It’s too dangerous.”

“It’s dangerous for all of you,” Sarah said. “Or do you have specific concerns?”

Cage considered that a moment. “Yeah, I guess I do,” he admitted. “You need to keep a level head down there, and I don’t think he’s got that right now. Would he take risks he shouldn’t? Would he confront his father, for instance? Or would there be some altercation with his father attacking or even just yelling at J.J.? So, no I don’t think he can cover the protests.”

Everyone nodded, considering what that would mean to J.J. Finally, Emily said, “I’m not sure that’s a problem. I had him do some other stuff, and he was actually happy to do them. If the assignments come from me, he probably won’t feel like he has something to prove as he would if they came from Cage.”

“OK, so provisionally, he’s welcome back at Eyewitness News,” Mrs. Washington said. She gave Rafael a piece of banana. “But that means he’s got to go back to classes, doesn’t it? Will he be ready for that?”

Ryan snorted, and then apologized when everyone looked startled. “He’s paid his tuition. The chances of the university noticing that he’s not attending courses is slim to none,” he said. He rolled his eyes. “As we can attest, that’s not really a problem.”

Emily giggled. “True,” she agreed. “But it might be good for J.J. to get back to a regular schedule, don’t you think? Do you really want him moping around his room here?”

“No,” Mrs. Washington agreed. “Not that we’d allow that. But you’re right, having him resume classes, maybe at the end of the week would be good, if he wants to do that.”

“Well, that gives us some ideas on how we might want to proceed with J.J.,” Rev. Washington said. “I’m picking him up in the morning. And he and I will have a long discussion about this. I’ve been to visit him, but as you say, he’s been very quiet. Not hostile, just lethargic.”

“Long road yet ahead,” Sarah observed. “He needs counseling. Is that something you — either of you — are capable of providing? Or should it be done by someone who isn’t going to be in loco parentis to him?”

Rev. Washington nodded his head in agreement. “I think that should be done by someone else,” he said. “Especially since he doesn’t share our faith.”

Cage grinned at his father. “I may enjoy this,” he said. “You thought I was difficult about faith? Now you’re taking on a white kid from West Linn who is probably Jewish?”

“Is Jewish,” Rev. Washington said, laughing. “I asked him. But it seems to be more cultural than religious. I asked him if he would like us to locate a nearby synagogue for him to worship at instead of joining us. He seemed taken aback a bit that there wasn’t the third option of staying home, but he actually perked up a bit at the idea of attending with us.”

“I could have told him staying home wouldn’t be an option,” Cage muttered, but he smiled at his father affectionately.

“The next item on the agenda is Rafael,” Mrs. Washington said. “Ryan, have you any ideas about what you want to do? And what we can do to support you?”

“Still shell-shocked,” Ryan admitted. “But my home — and my housemates — is no place for a 2, almost 3-year-old. Not to mention that I know nothing about caring for him.”

“Well, you can learn that part easy enough,” Mrs. Washington said comfortably. “We all did. Clyde and I talked about this briefly before you got here. We welcome him — with you — if you’d like until you figure things out.”

Ryan was surprised. That option hadn’t occurred to him, but he kind of liked it. He nodded slowly.

“The other option I’ve thought of is approaching Bianica and Gregory about taking in Rafael,” Mrs. Washington continued. “But that doesn’t give you the chance to bond with him. And I already see he seems to trust you. I wonder why that is? But pull him away from you to be with strangers might be traumatic.”

Emily responded to her question. “I think it’s because his mother gave him to Ryan, and Rafael trusts his mother.”

“Yes, that might help him. But that emphasizes the trauma of then turning him over to Bianica,” Mrs. Washington said.

Ryan looked at his son and brushed his hair out of his eyes. Rafael grinned at him, a cute grin, somewhat marred by the banana he was eating. “I think maybe a combination?” he said slowly. “Staying here with him works — and it also means I can see to it that J.J. gets to classes and such — but then paying Bianica to babysit while I’m at EWN?” He wanted to make sure he was clear about the pay thing.

He got an approving smile from Mrs. Washington.

“Do you have room?” he asked.

“We wouldn’t have offered if we didn’t,” she replied. “But we raised three sons here, none of whom are still here. So yes, we have room, and we’d be happy to have you, Ryan.”
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