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To those who have the vision to lead, and to those who tell their stories. Black Lives Matter. Say their names. 
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8 p.m. Saturday, Dec. 5, Washingtons’ house, Portsmouth neighborhood, Portland, Oregon — Cage Washington parked his car across the street from the Portsmouth Baptist Church and the old parsonage connected to it. Home.

At least, it was the house he’d grown up in. He had barely lasted through high school before he moved out. With enough scholarships and loans, he could live in residence housing at the university. He’d seen to it he had them, because he would have lived on the streets rather than stay home one day longer. Thank God he got them.

He snorted. He hadn’t believed in God since he was 14 which had made it difficult since he was the middle child of the pastor of the Portsmouth Baptist Church. His father was a Black man who stood six-foot-two and thundered from the pulpit about the love of God and His coming judgment. The Rev. Washington had been there to help lead the Black community when it struggled for fairer treatment from police in the 1990s. Had been there fighting for better housing in the 2000s. He was the champion the Black community had needed him to be.

Cage admired his father. But he had grown to hate this place. 

He loved his family, he did. But he got along a lot better with a little distance between him and the saintly preacher — he rolled his eyes — and his lovely wife — more eye-rolling. And the congregation who was so thrilled with the leadership the oldest son Gregory was showing! And the youngest boy, Corey? So creative and charming. Even when that paragon of an eldest son married his girlfriend right after she graduated from high school? The church women sighed, so romantic — marrying his childhood sweetheart like that. Blessed be the Lord.

Right. And apparently Cage was the only one who could count when John Lewis was born, seven months later. When he said something to his mother, she’d just laughed and said all first-born come early, Cage J. Washington. It took him a while to figure out what she meant by that, and he’d been a bit scandalized to realize she knew.

Not that he begrudged Gregory and Bianica their happiness. And John Lewis was one of those happy children you couldn’t resist loving. (When the couple had named him that, he’d decided maybe Gregory wasn’t just a conservative, Bible-believing hypocritical prick. Maybe.) A graduation-party-surprise baby. That still made him laugh.

But the congregation had less positive things to say about the middle son, Cage, who was sullen. Rebellious. A troublemaker. Sigh. Every family has one. He’ll be in prison or dead, that one. He’ll be the sorrow of his parents.

And he had been that one.

Strong-willed, rebellious? Cage snorted. He could stand toe-to-toe with his father and stare him down. Literally as well as figuratively. Cage looked his father in the eye the year he turned 14. Took him another seven-eight years to fill out across the shoulders, but he knew what his future body was going to look like — he was going to look like his father. And to be honest, he was OK with that. Even at 50, the Rev. Washington had been a strong, good-looking man. 

Back then? Cage might have been the only person in the entire city of Portland who could do that. He could even stare down his mother. Defying her was actually the harder of the two. He’d just recently watched the university president bow his head in concession to the formidable Mrs. Washington.

What he wouldn’t give to be able to walk into that house and go at it with the old man one more time.

The Rev. Clyde Washington had died two hours ago of Covid-19.

Cage closed his eyes against the tears that formed. He should get out and go inside. Mama needed him. Would need them all.

Gregory was still in quarantine at the Eyewitness News building. This was yet another blow to his older brother, to not be here, to not be the strong son his mother could lean on. Cage wished Gregory was here for their mother. Cage was a poor substitute.

In the last few weeks, he’d gained new appreciation for his older brother and those leadership skills the church had so admired. If Eyewitness News survived the Covid surge that was taking down the university — and the city — it would be because of Gregory’s abilities. Even though he’d been one of the first to test positive.

The Rev. Clyde Washington was dead.

Cage had never seen a chain of events quite so clearly. He heard Pete Seeger singing in his head: There was an old woman who swallowed a fly. I don’t know why she swallowed a fly. She swallowed a bat to catch the fly. I don’t know why....

Fine, he thought sourly. Now I’ve got that as an ear bug. Pete Seeger? Lawd.

But truly: PSU alumni insisted the basketball team continue to compete, and the president acquiesced because of the recommendation of the vice president for Student Affairs. The team went to a Thanksgiving tournament in Boise and brought the virus home — on a crowded airplane. One player had an advertising rep for a roommate. The roommate came to work; he didn’t even know he’d been exposed. The advertising manager, a PSU senior named Gregory Washington, took his wife and son to dinner with his parents, Clyde and Martha Washington.

The player was dead. He’d not even been told he was exposed until three days after the tournament.

The advertising rep was dead. He’d started showing symptoms at the office, went to the University Health Clinic and tested positive on a Tuesday.

Gregory, and eventually his entire advertising staff, came down with Covid-19. Mild to moderate cases. But Gregory was already contagious that Monday night at dinner.

And now? The Rev. Washington was dead.

Gregory blamed himself. It wasn’t his fault. Cage had told him so. Everyone had. But it didn’t matter.

Cage had been working the Covid surge story for the last week. Seemed like he’d done little else. 

Well, not quite true, he thought. But he couldn’t think about that either. There was another person on the other side of town fighting for her life at the Veterans Hospital. He couldn’t be there either. Covid victims fought it alone.

And that was breaking his heart.

And they died alone. Just like his father had died two hours ago.

He put the blame squarely on the Vice President for Student Affairs Benjamin Davis, or as his co-Editor-in-Chief Emily Andersen referred to him, that bastard Davis, who decided not to tell anyone on the tournament trip that they had been exposed.

He blamed that bastard Davis for the whole mess, starting with his decision that the tournament was necessary to keep alumni financial support flowing to athletics. He blamed him for the three-day delay in testing because he didn’t notify the team they’d been exposed. He blamed him because he’d been siphoning off funds from the Health Center fees for his own office, so the Center wasn’t equipped to cope with the surge in cases on campus.

But he didn’t blame Gregory. Gregory blamed Gregory. But he didn’t.

Well, the prodigal son needed to go inside that house and comfort his mother best he could.

He opened the car door. Locked it behind him. He walked up the sidewalk, climbed the three steps to a porch that always seemed to need a coat of paint. The parsonage had seen better days — and had seen them a century ago. The church was a Portland landmark with its roots going back to practically the beginning of the Black community in Portland. It’s brick façade and the two-story cross on the front was imposing. The parsonage had the same brick face, but it wasn’t imposing. It was home.

The screen door still creaked when he opened it. The front door opened before he could knock. He had keys. Somewhere. 

Bianica opened the door. Her eyes were swollen from crying. John Lewis clung to the side of her jeans. She was a sweet woman, short with hair cornrowed tightly against her head, and he loved her like a sister. She’d always been part of the family and loved his father as much as she loved her own. Considering her own father? She might actually love his father more, or at least like him better.

She hugged him. “Oh God, Cage,” she said. “Thank God you’re here.” She pulled him inside. 

Cage hugged her back and picked up John Lewis when he lifted up his arms to be held. The door closed behind him. He avoided looking at the living room with the big recliner his father used to sit in while watching the elderly television set. His mother claimed the couch where she could read and do the handiwork that always seemed nearby. Read a bit, knit a bit. She was the director of We Help, a non-profit organization that served the homeless population in Portland, but she also was a preacher’s wife. And preacher’s wives, at least to Cage’s limited knowledge, were always making something for those in need.

But she wasn’t sitting there now, Cage knew without even looking. He walked toward the back of the house to the kitchen table. That was the hub of the family, that was where his mother would be.

She was sitting at the table, an oblong wooden thing that had leaves stored in a closet allowing it to stretch out big enough to accommodate the world if need be. There was always room at Mama’s table.

A cup of tea was in front of her. Cage figured Bianica had made it for her. A thoughtful thing to do, but he knew his mother didn’t even see the cup, or smell the bergamot of the Earl Grey tea, also a favorite of his housemate’s.

Don’t think about her, he admonished himself. You cannot think about Sarah now. Or Emily. Or Eyewitness News or anything else. 

Think about your mother.

Martha Washington was in her late 40s, tall, slim, beautiful. It had been his best friend Ryan who had pointed out she was a beautiful woman to him the first time he’d brought him home. Said it matter-of-factly. “So that’s where you get your looks,” Ryan had said. “Both your parents. Your mother is beautiful.”

Cage had been taken aback, had to really look at his mother the next time he went home. And holy cow, Ryan was right. His mother was a beautiful woman.

Tonight, she looked 10 years older, but she was composed. No tears. No weeping and wailing. Just sitting there, staring at nothing, letting her tea get cold.

Cage set John Lewis down. He crouched beside her, his arm stretching out across her back. “I love you,” he said tenderly. “I love you, and I love Dad. And I’m so sorry he’s gone.”

And his mother turned into his arms and buried her head into his shoulder. He could feel the sobs wrack through her entire body. Panicked he looked up at Bianica. She smiled at him and nodded.

“Let her cry,” she said. “She needs to cry.”

Cage held his mother and said soothing nonsense in her ear until she’d cried herself out and rested in his arms.

“Come on, Mama,” Bianica said gently. “Let’s get you to bed. There’s nothing to be done tonight that can’t wait until morning.”

Cage stood up, lifting his mother up with him. She was tall, and he wasn’t going to even try something so undignified as to carry her. But he kept his arm wrapped around her and guided her down to the bedroom she had shared with his father. She hesitated at the door, but then she set her shoulders and went into the room. Cage let go of her, and he stood in the doorway.

She stood there bewildered, until Bianica came in and handed her a couple of pills and a glass of water. “You’ll be better if you sleep,” she said. 

His mother obediently took the pills and drank the water.

“Thank you, Cage,” his mother said, looking up at him. “Thank you for letting me cry on your shoulder.”

“No problem, Mama,” he said, as he turned away. Except he wanted to cry too. Whose shoulder could he cry on?

He read a picture book with John Lewis until Bianica came back out to the living room. He looked up, raised an eyebrow in question.

Bianica nodded. “She’s sleeping. That’s good. I didn’t know how to help her. Thank God you came.”

The back door opened. Corey stuck his head in. “Good, you’re here,” he said. His eyes were red; he’d been crying. Cage didn’t say anything about it. He wished he could find the release of tears.

“Help me carry in this stuff, will you?” Corey said.

Cage frowned in confusion. “What?”

He snorted when he saw what Corey had: the high-powered computer system from his house. “Moving in?” Cage asked.

Corey nodded, setting off the beads in his red-tipped short-braids. He’d worn his hair like that since high school. It suited him. Tonight, he was wearing black.  Black pants, a black turtleneck, and a black leather jacket. Usually there was silver bling, but he’d left that off for his trip back home.

“I thought I’d set up shop and stay here a few days,” Corey said. For all his hip-hop look, he was actually the Eyewitness News computer systems manager — Chief Geek in EWN slang — for the newsroom. Cage nodded and grabbed the big screen monitor. They’d bought this together and had just fought over who got custody of it when Corey moved out of the apartment he shared with Cage. 

Cage lost the custody battle over the computer.

But he’d gained the apartment so Emily could move in. Emily and Sarah and Cage.

Except Sarah King was dying in the VA hospital, and Cage knew she wasn’t coming home. Covid would finish the work a car bomb in Kabul had started nearly two years ago in only a couple of days. He closed his eyes briefly.

That left him and Emily Andersen, and he didn’t even know whether Emily would want him without Sarah. Can’t think about all that now, he told himself.

He spent an hour helping his brother get the computer set up in his old room.

Then he paced, feeling the walls close in on him. He looked in his own room. It was tidy, waiting for him if he wanted it for the night. For as long as he wanted it. He shuddered.

“I’ve got to go,” he said softly to Bianica. He gave John Lewis another hug. “Call me if you need anything. If Mama needs anything.”

“All she needs is her son,” Bianica said, looking at him with a worried frown.

He nodded. The baby son was back, and Gregory would be able to be here soon. “I’ll check back in,” he promised. 

He was practically running by the time he left the porch. 

He drove aimlessly which was stupid. Portland had been poised over a precipice for months now. The Black Lives Matter protests had highlighted not only the need for police reform country wide, but for the need right here in one of the more liberal of the country’s cities, at least to hear the president tell it, that’s what Portland was. Cops here — both local and federal — had gotten more brutal as the protests continued. More emboldened as the city and state leaders scolded but did nothing to stop the brutality against the BLM protesters. And protesters were bitter, enraged, disillusioned.

He’d been down at the protests most nights since May. He had watched the anger — the rage — growing. Not just in the protesters, he admitted. It was growing in him as well.

Cops just across the border in Washington had killed another young Black man a month ago. And Rev. Washington went to comfort the family and came back grim. He’d made his sons promise to be careful, to not take risks. Driving aimlessly at night was taking risks. Too easy to get pulled over for the crime of Driving While Black. Too easy for some cop to get antsy at such a stop and shoot.

But his Dad was dead, and he couldn’t lecture him for it.

That made him want to cry, but his eyes were still dry. He headed back to downtown Portland, to Goose Hollow where Emily would be back from EWN by now. He could crawl into bed with her, and she would hold him. Let him make love to her.

He shouldn’t. All he felt was rage. You weren’t supposed to make love to a woman when you were angry. 

And he was very angry.

But Emily would take him in, would hold him. Would grieve with him. And maybe he could cry. Maybe the rage he felt building inside him would ease with her arms around him.

Maybe.
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10 a.m., Wednesday, Dec. 16, 2020, Portland — It took Ryan Matthews a while to track his best friend down.

He flew out of Mexico City to Los Angeles — and wasn’t that a nightmare going through customs at LAX, compounded by Covid protocols and cranky people who wanted to argue about Covid protocols? So, he missed his connecting flight to Portland and had to spend the night in an airport hotel before continuing on to Portland. The trip, which used to be nine hours with a changeover, or so he was told, had taken two days.

He went to his friends’ Goose Hollow apartment; no ménage à trois now, he mourned. He would have liked to have seen how that turned out.

No one was there at all. Ryan shrugged and used the key he’d been given a long time ago to let himself in. He took a shower and crashed for a while. Cage’s sweats would fit him. No surprise. They were of a similar build.

Cage was Black, possibly an inch taller than he was, and maybe broader through the shoulders. Maybe. Ryan was white. But photograph them in silhouette, they’d be alike, Ryan thought. Two big men who liked to work out, and it showed. Tall, broad through the shoulders, lean through the abs and hips.

But in real life, people didn’t notice the similarities. People saw differences, the color of Cage’s skin or his own blue eyes. Those differences influenced how they reacted to the two men. Both wore beards for instance: Cage’s was black and cut close along his jaw; Ryan’s was a bit fuller and brown. He’d heard people say they thought Cage’s beard made him look angry — scary. But he’d been told by women that his beard made them want to touch it. Why he’d kept it, actually.

The difference was black and white.

If people saw his tattoo of a dragon that started along his shoulder blade and peered over his shoulder before presiding over a tattoo sleeve, they were intrigued by it. Women saw it as sexy. If Cage had a similar tattoo? They’d call him a gang member. But Cage was tattoo and piercing free, not surprising since he’d been raised a preacher’s son. Ryan snorted. A preacher’s son who was — briefly — a member of a ménage à trois. Before Covid hit campus. Before Sarah died. 

Truth was, Cage just wasn’t into pain.

And Ryan had once liked pain. Not wanting to think about those years, he set his alarm and took a nap.

When he woke up shortly after 2 p.m., he went into the Eyewitness News newsroom. He didn’t expect to find people there that early, but he had to start his hunt somewhere.  

Emily was there, though, which he should have guessed seeing she wasn’t at the Goose Hollow apartment. Where else would she be? Classes had wrapped up for fall term — they’d gone virtual right after Thanksgiving anyway, in a too-little, too-late effort to stop the Covid surge. 

Restaurants were closed. Coffee shops were closed. Gyms — a more likely place to find Emily — were closed.

Even before Covid, Emily Andersen was most likely found at the newsroom, in a class, or at the gym. Or sometimes out with Cage and him. Ryan had joked — once — about them being the three musketeers when they were sophomores and just starting out in the newsroom. And Emily had shut that down, right quick.

“Un-uh,” she said. “That is not going to get started. You hear me? I’m not going through my college years being teased about being a musketeer.”

Said something about the three of them that it was never joked about again, Ryan thought.

She was sitting in the editor-in-chief’s office in the dark. The only one here, and while it was still a bit early for staff to be in, he was surprised there was no one else at all. He wondered just how much staff was left since Covid surged through here?

A few months before that had been his office, had been for 18 months, a long time for a student editor. A few months ago, he would have come through here, and Emily Andersen, then the news editor, would have been at the computer pod closest to the entrance to the newsroom. She’d be answering reporter’s questions, discussing video for the nightly newscast, and laughing with the copyeditor, all at the same time.

Today no one sat at her old computer. No one sat at the video editing workstation Cage Washington claimed as chief videographer either. Before Ryan had resigned and dumped the editorship on his two best friends.

And now, the copyeditor was dead of Covid-19.

He didn’t regret his decision to prioritize the mother of his child over Eyewitness News. But there was no denying it had been a tough two months for Emily and Cage to learn the ropes of being EIC. He wished he could have helped, wished he could have been here. Thanks to ICE, he’d been in Mexico with his wife waiting for her to get papers that would allow her to return to the United States — the country she’d grown up in. And wasn’t that fucked up? But he thought now it was unlikely to happen until the new administration took over. Six weeks? About that. He’d be back in time to graduate at the end of winter term. His wife, Teresa, could start classes again in the spring. If there were classes.

Well, he was here now.

He opened the gate at the entrance to the newsroom and walked through the dark office. He’d always thought the newsroom was spooky in the dark. It was a large cavernous space that started its life as a university warehouse and was remodeled for Eyewitness News when university administration had wanted their old space in the student union. There were other institutions, Arizona State University’s Cronkite School in Phoenix, for instance, that surpassed what Portland State had done here. Didn’t matter. Ryan loved this place. It had been his home, his work, his obsession for five years. Then the woman he’d loved and lost had walked into the newsroom and introduced him to his son. And his priorities changed in an instant.

But those new priorities didn’t mean he was going to abandon his friend — friends. Because really? If they lost Cage, they’d lose Emily too. Cage Washington was in trouble, Cage’s brother Gregory had said when he called. Come.

So here he was. But before he could figure out what was going on with Cage, he had to find him.

And he obviously wasn’t here. The newsroom was at its best around 7 p.m. when everyone was busy — writing stories for the website or the weekly newspaper Folio or editing video for the nightly newscast. Station manager Ben Waters would be working on the newscast with Bianca Parks and the other anchors. People would be asking questions over the top of each other, sometimes even listening to the answers, arguing with the copyeditor — always a losing proposition — and sharing gossip.

There would be people on the couches that formed the center of the newsroom, eating, arguing; sometimes someone would be asleep there — even through all the noise of a newsroom in full swing. His co-workers here were eclectic, to be polite. Weird as hell, if he was being honest.

There might even have been someone getting it on in the Green Room. Four months ago, that might have been him. He grinned at the memory.

Today, there was none of that. The Covid surge had hit the newsroom hard. Sarah King, the copyeditor, was dead. Joanna Montgomery, the giggliest editor sports EWN ever had, was dead.  Most of the sports staff were still sick; Carrie was still in ICU. Miguel Garcia, who had taken Cage’s place as chief videographer, was still sick. He didn’t know who had stepped up to do that job now. Jason and Karin, he supposed.

“Em?” he called out softly.

He still thought the glass offices along the north wall of the open space were dumb. But at least, with glass, you could see them coming for you.

She looked up. Blinked, and recognized him. She flew out of the office and into his arms. “Oh my God. Ryan, you’re here,” she said, with a sob. 

And for a while he just held her while she cried.

“Where’s Cage?” he asked gently.

She shook her head and sniffled. “I don’t know,” she said miserably. 

She paused, pushed herself tighter into Ryan’s embrace. “Sometimes he comes back to the apartment and crawls into bed with me. We make love, but it’s all desperation and something dark. And he’s gone when I wake up. Sometimes I know he’s been here in the newsroom, because we find his video stories on the server. Have you seen them?”

“Yes,” Ryan said quietly.

“They’re wonderful,” she said, with a mix of pride and wistfulness.

The videos captured how Covid was changing the city, changing the people. Sometimes they were dark. And sometimes? It was as if he had found a glimmer of hope. Like the video story about the Christmas Boats that were keeping the tradition alive this year. He’d somehow even gotten a ride on one. Ryan smiled. He wanted that part of his friend to survive.

He had to find him first.

“Ben Waters is trying to find him, because he’s fielding calls from videographers and filmmakers up and down the coast wanting to talk to Cage about jobs,” Emily added. “Ben’s a bit freaked, because he’s talking to his idols, and he can’t deliver Cage to them.”

Emily choked on a laugh. “I can’t find him either. Neither can his brothers. He’s been by to check on his mother a couple of times. But then he’s gone again. 

“Carroll says they saw him at the protests last Friday night. And there was footage for us to use. It’s like he’s a ghost. No one knows this city like he does.”

“And you? How are you?” he asked, using a finger to tip her face up for him to see. He didn’t like it. She was thinner, and she’d always been too thin. Black circles under her eyes.

She shuddered, and his arms tightened about her.

“I work,” she whispered. “I’m here most of the time, because I can’t go home to that empty apartment. Can’t look at the bed Sarah’s never going to be in again. Can’t sit there and wonder if Cage will come back.” 

She choked back a sob. “Some nights I don’t go home at all. Because we really are short-handed. It’s not just Sarah who died. We lost Joanna as well.” 

She closed her eyes for a moment, struggling for composure. “The sports staff is still sick; Carrie will probably recover, but it will be a long road. We lost ad rep Brian Childers as well. People think because they’re young, they can catch it and it won’t matter. They’re wrong.”

“And the university?”

“The president is dead. McShane is interim president. The VP for Student Affairs, the bastard, was angling for it. Some of the alumni association were lobbying the trustees, and it got weird before it got sorted out. But the trustees voted in McShane 5-1-1, thank God.”

She choked back a sob or maybe a laugh, Ryan wasn’t sure. “Did you read Will’s stories? The VP for Student Affairs got us into this mess. He’s the one that helped the alumni twist the president’s arm to let our teams continue travelling to games and to compete in that Boise basketball tournament. He’s the one who decided not to tell people they’d been exposed, even when a coach had to stay behind in Boise because he was too sick to fly home.”

Her face hardened as it did when she was ready to go on a mission. He had always joked that if she ever looked at him like that, all intent and contained anger, he’d leave town until she forgot. He didn’t think she’d ever forget this one. VP for Student Affairs Benjamin Davis should just leave the state now.

“So, all these people were exposed; some people are sick but with mild symptoms and some are asymptomatic but contagious. And none of them were told! And they came home to roommates and co-workers. And those roommates and co-workers came onto campus or went home to their parents for dinner. Because none of them were told.”

She swallowed a sob. Cage Washington was wandering the city, lost in grief and rage, because someone had done exactly that: now his father was dead, and the third in their barely-started ménage à trois was dead.

“And that same VP oversees the Health Clinic which then failed to contain the problem. They had no test kits. Not enough nurses. Because the health fee was used in the VP’s office, not in the clinic. And they wanted to promote him? Make him university president?”

He smiled at her indignation. And she glared at him. “It’s not funny,” she said. “I’d put him in jail if I could.”

Ryan believed her. She’d probably bury him if she could.

“I read Will’s stories,” he said. “And watched all the videos. You all have been doing amazing stuff. I’ve been in awe.”

“What are you doing here? Are Teresa and Rafael with you?” Emily demanded.

“No, they stayed in Mexico,” Ryan said. “We’re still waiting on approval of her paperwork. But believe it or not, Gregory called me. Said Cage was in trouble and could I come?”

“And here you are,” she said, still sniffing. “Find him,” she ordered.

“I will. You’re doing great as EIC, Emily,” he said. “What you and the team have accomplished in just a couple of weeks? It’s astounding. Have you started thinking what’s next? The Covid numbers started dropping.”

“I know. But once you’ve developed a 24/7 media system, it’s hard to go back. First of the year we’ll assess where we are, and what’s next,” she said, then stopped. “Listen to me ramble on! But there’s been no one for me to talk to. They,” and she gestured toward the still empty newsroom, “they need me to be strong. And so, I am. Normally I’d have Cage. I’ve always had you and Cage. And then Sarah and Cage. Now I have no one. I’m not cut out to do things alone like this. I can’t do this without Cage, Ryan. I know he thinks I can, but he’s wrong. I try to tell him that, but he won’t listen. I need him.”

She hesitated. “I love him. He doesn’t listen to that either.”

“He’s grieving,” Ryan said. 

“He’s angry,” Emily whispered. “He’s so full of rage.”

Ryan frowned. “He hasn’t hurt you, has he?” Even if Cage didn’t mean to, he might have. He wasn’t sure if Emily was prepared for how aggressive sex could be. Three months ago, he wouldn’t have been sure she was prepared for sex at all. And then she was proposing a ménage à trois with Cage and Sarah and making it happen. He grinned at the thought.

But now Sarah was dead. And Cage?

“No! Of course, he hasn’t hurt me.” She was indignant, but also tired and worried. “He wouldn’t hurt me. I worry he might hurt himself. Or take risks that end up with him dead. His BLM protest video last weekend? Ryan, he was filming the white Patriots. He can’t be doing that! He’s a Black man; does he think they’re not going to notice?”

She shook her head. “He blames himself. Especially for Sarah.”

“That’s why I came home,” Ryan said. “Time for him to move forward. With a little help from his friends.”

“Yes! That’s exactly it. He’s stuck in this trap, and I can’t get him out.”

Ryan stroked her hair, holding her — which Cage should be doing, blast him, because she needed to mourn too — and thinking. Where would Cage go?

Finally, he looked at Emily. “You need to go home, take a nap,” he said gently, releasing her. “I was there, and took a shower, just so you know.”

“You have a key?” she said, then laughed. “Of course, you do.”

He grinned. “There’s nothing you need to do here, Emily. You don’t need to be here until 4 p.m. at the earliest. Go home. Get some rest. This place won’t survive if you go down.” 

He hesitated. “If he shows up? Text me.”

“But you think you know where he is?” She looked at him sharply.

“I think I know where he will go at some point today, yes. But I’ll start with his mother. I need to pay my respects anyway.” He had a good idea at least of what Cage’s rounds would be. He would hit the spots until he found him. Hopefully. Because as Em said, Cage knew this city. He could trail along behind him for days unless he got lucky.

“Find him, Ryan. Bring him back to me.”
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Chapter 3 
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3 p.m., Wednesday, Dec. 16, 2020, EWN Crow’s Nest — Ryan took the elevator to the third floor to see Gregory Washington. It had been Gregory who had reached out to Ryan, to convince him to come home. The surprise of the desperate call had been as convincing as Gregory’s words. Ryan had hired Gregory as EWN ad manager, but they weren’t friends. Hell, Gregory was hardly friends with his own brothers. So, if Gregory was worried about Cage, it was serious.

“He’s taking Dad’s death hard,” Gregory had said. “We all are. It’s hit us all hard. But Cage is beyond reaching. Not that I ever could. But something is driving him, Ryan, and I’m afraid he’s going someplace so dark he won’t find his way out.”

Ryan mourned the Rev. Clyde Washington’s death, too. He was glad he could get back here in time for his funeral. The Washingtons had taken him in last fall when he’d been handed a son to care for. He would never forget that.

Ryan didn’t think Gregory was aware of what Sarah’s death had meant to Cage. It was the dual blows, coupled with all the devastation Covid was leaving behind that had pushed Cage over the edge. And there was no one to blame, no one to put in jail, Emily’s threat aside. So, Cage blamed himself.

Cage didn’t handle helplessness well.

Ryan pushed the open-door button at the back of the elevator that let him into the Crow’s Nest. It had once been a secret space, carved out by enterprising students (he might have been one of them) by re-stacking the cardboard boxes the university stored here. They’d created a 30-foot open space that stretched the length of the building. He had no clue what was in the boxes that formed the fake wall. In his more cynical moments, he wondered if anyone in the university knew what was in them.

The university continued to use its loading docks and freight elevators on the back side of the EWN building to store more boxes. They’d never noticed the shorted space of the third floor.

EWN’s staff parties up here had been epic. Nothing like a secret club house to add fun to a party. He grinned, reminiscent. Then Cage turned the place into a hostel for wayward, independent journalists covering the Black Lives Matter protests downtown. Cage had made the BLM protests a cornerstone of EWN’s nightly newscast. He’d developed a delayed livestream documentary style of reporting that started after the newscast and ran for hours. It had been compelling work.

Ryan might have been editor-in-chief, but he’d be the first to acknowledge it was Cage who had raised PSU student media to a new level, and Emily who had backed him up with the stories she assigned, and the sense she made out of stories done by an all-student staff.

And now the Crow’s Nest was in its third life as a convalescent ward for EWN staff who needed a place to quarantine.

Gregory Washington had been its first occupant. After testing positive, he couldn’t go home to his wife and son. Unfortunately, because that bastard of a vice president didn’t alert anyone they were exposed, Gregory had already passed the virus on to his father before he even tested positive for Covid. Gregory’s symptoms were mild; his father’s symptoms were fatal.

Cage and Emily had assigned Gregory responsibility for the Crow’s Nest recovery ward.

It was amazing what he had done, Ryan thought, as he stepped out of the elevator and looked around. There was a red square painted on the cement floor, delineating where visitors should stay. He laughed, but he stopped within it. He was wearing a mask, of course, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He wanted to be back in Mexico City with his wife and son as soon as he could be, not quarantined in the Crow’s Nest with Gregory.

But really? They’d turned a space with some mattresses and a microwave — a flophouse vibe — into a convalescent home. A sitting area, kitchen space, and then, still using the university’s boxes, they’d partitioned off wards: for exposed, for positive, for no place to go.

“Gregory?” Ryan called out.

Gregory came out of one of the ward spaces. He was a tall, slim black man — probably as tall as Cage or himself but not as broad. Working out wasn’t on his to-do list, never had been. Ryan didn’t think he’d ever seen Gregory dressed in anything but a suit and tie before, but he was wearing sweats now. He looked haggard, as if Covid had aged him. He’d lost weight, and his face was lined from pain. He may have had a mild case, but it still had taken its toll. And from what Ryan was hearing about the disease, it might continue to take a toll.
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