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Life in Focus

When Someone Needs You to be Someone Different

Joe Castro was the newsroom stoner — every college newsroom needs one, his editor quipped, and even he thought it was funny. Then his three younger siblings ran away from their abusive stepfather and ended up on his doorstep. Well, on the newsroom's doorstep. 
And now he needed to be something more than just the newsroom stoner.
Book 14 in the series of political thrillers set on a downtown Portland college campus. Foul language, some sex, lots of politics. What did you expect?

"A dystopian future from today's headlines."
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4 p.m., Monday, Dec. 27, 2021, Portland State University EWN Building — Cage Washington was never going to be Ryan Matthews’ substitute again. You’d think he’d learned after last time, he thought morosely. Ryan leaves town, and all hell breaks loose. He and Emily had barely been able to keep Eyewitness News afloat a year ago.

OK, this year wasn’t as bad as that, he acknowledged. Nothing was as bad as the Covid flare of December 2020. Reluctantly acknowledged, because Ryan seemed to have even more balls in the air this go around. There was TIP and the Center and EWN. Facilities Management wanted input on some architectural drawings for the first floor remodeling project — and he hadn’t even known there was a remodeling project! 

Dr. Stewart was trying to find Ryan, and wouldn’t say why, which concerned him — both that she was looking for him and that she couldn’t find him. When the chair of the Media Board was looking for the EWN advisor — who was supposed to be on vacation — the week before winter term started? Not good at all.

“Did you call his cell?” Cage asked.

“He’s not picking up,” she said worriedly. “I sent a text and an email too.”

“Is it something I can help with?” he asked. If he couldn’t help, it was really going to be bad. 

She hesitated. “No,” she said finally. “I’ll keep trying. But if you hear from him? Please have him give me a call. He has my number — all of them.”

OK, that was bad. Cage frowned. He sent off his own round of text, email and voice call. Nada. Well, he’d heard that about Mexican phone service.

“Anyone heard from our lovebirds?” he asked at the Zoom editor’s meeting, striving for nonchalance. 

“Nope,” Will said, with a grin. “Must be having a good time.”

Cage laughed. “I hope so,” he said. “I’d better not be doing this, and they’re miserable."

Everyone grinned and moved on, except for Corey who gave him a sideways glance. He didn’t say anything. But his kid brother could always read him. Sure enough, he came upstairs after the meeting to ask if something was wrong. “Dr. Stewart was looking for him, and he hadn’t returned her call,” Cage said, as if it was no big deal. But it was a big deal.

“Mexican phone service?” Turk asked, looking up from something they were editing on the computer.

“Probably,” he agreed. Their eyes met, and neither said anything more. It didn’t explain the non-response to email, however. But he probably had better things to do.

He told Emily about it when he got home. It was late; he’d had a four-hour shift for OPB. She frowned. “Did you try to reach Teresa?” she asked. 

“No,” he said, feeling stupid. She got her phone and sent off a text and an email. She glanced at the time, and frowned, and put in a call. There was no answer, just voicemail. 

She left a message, keeping it light. 

“Not much else we can do,” she said. 

“I can think of something,” he teased.

She grinned. “I bet you can.”

Wednesday, Joe Castro found him upstairs in the GTA room. Cage liked the room on the third floor. He hadn’t thought he would. He’d been part of the madhouse Eyewitness News called a newsroom on the second floor for five years. And he’d missed it fiercely when he graduated and went to work full-time for Oregon Public Broadcasting.

When he got the opportunity for a full-ride to get his MFA in Film Studies in exchange for working with EWN staff, he’d jumped at the opportunity. OPB had cut him down to half-time so he could do both. He’d pictured being back in the newsroom again. Instead, he liked this space. It had been a storeroom until fall term, when Facilities had converted it to a barebones workspace. As a TA assigned to the new Center for Experimental Journalism, he shared the space with Turk, an independent journalist he knew from covering the protests for the last year and a half, and their newest GTA, a geek named Doris Torres. Since he was used to having a geeky brother in his space growing up, it felt downright homey.

Although said geeky brother was just downstairs in the newsroom. But still.

“What’s up?” Cage asked.

Joe Castro was leaning hesitantly in the doorway. He was probably 6-foot tall, in fairly good shape, mostly because he shot sports, and those guys carried a lot of gear for hours, often running up and down the football field alongside the team. It had to be that as he couldn’t imagine Joe in a gym. Actually he couldn’t picture Joe outside of EWN at all. He wasn’t particularly talkative. He’d shared little about himself during the years Cage had known him. He took his craft seriously. The Portland Review editor praised him as a copyeditor — and wasn’t that a surprise, because that editor routinely made copyeditors cry, cry and then quit, unfortunately. Copyeditors were hard to replace.

And everyone had been surprised when Joe had volunteered to be editor of the weekly Folio, after the previous editor unexpectedly graduated. (It happened now and then at EWN — a place famous for students being in no hurry to finish college. Sometimes they got an assist from the registrar who would send out a letter saying Congratulations You’ve Graduated!) Being Folio editor this fall had brought him out of the photo editing corner, but he was still quiet. Cage looked at him curiously.

He’d never really noticed before, but Joe was actually a good-looking guy. He had dark hair and dark eyes, and brown skin — a bit roughened by the weather. Could be from the sports photography, but Cage thought maybe Joe had worked outside at some point in his life. He seemed to have a perpetual 5-o’clock shadow, and he had those long eyelashes a girl would kill for. It surprised him a bit, because he’d never seen any of the women on staff make a play for Joe. Or Joe for them. Maybe Joe was gay? He thought about it. He hadn’t seen Joe show any interest there either. 

Joe seemed interested in photography and weed. Until about nine months ago when he woke up. That wasn’t the right phrase, Cage acknowledged, but it would do. No one had known what to make of it, and no one seemed to know what happened.

Even when Joe had gone on the road with the others to the convention, no one seemed to know him any better than before. Cage had kind of hinted to Miguel that he was curious about Joe’s backstory. Miguel just shrugged and said Joe was all right, and people should just leave him be.

So Cage had. He sighed. Apparently, Joe was no longer all right.

“I need help,” Joe said, uncomfortably. His hands were jammed into an olive green REI jacket, used, Cage thought. No one got an REI jacket that ragged in less than a lifetime. “I was hoping Ryan would be back, but... sounds like he’s going to be gone for another week. And I don’t know what to do.”

“Cage put down the videocamera he was working on. “Tell me,” he said quietly.

“They’re in the Crow’s Nest,” Joe said, and he led the way across the hall, through the elevator’s back door, and around the false wall of boxes into what EWN had christened the Crow’s Nest years ago. It was a space carved out of the Facilities portion of the building still used as a warehouse. They put boxes in from their side of the building. Those boxes just didn’t go all the way to the back wall like they thought they did.

The Crow’s Nest had seen a lot of different uses in the last two years, Cage thought. Club house, hideout for independent journalists like Turk during the worst of the protests, recovery ward during the Covid flare a year ago. They had to come clean about the space to the university then. Finally last summer, Facilities had reclaimed the space — fire code violations, they’d said vaguely.

And six weeks later, EWN staff had restored the clubhouse. It made Cage laugh; it had been Ryan who had created the first clubhouse, and he’d helped them rebuild it. Being faculty advisor hadn’t changed him much. 

The fake wall outside the elevator door had been the contribution of Sarah King, a veteran and a copyeditor, they’d lost in the Covid flare. He still hurt when he thought about her. But not as much, and he could smile at this memory now. It had worked with the restored Crow’s Nest, too. Suspicious inspectors had visited twice last summer. Cage grinned.

Seated at the somewhat rickety table in the center of the space were three kids. Cage pegged them as pre-teens, maybe early teens. They looked tired and grubby.

“Hi,” he said to them. They mumbled something.

He looked at Joe inquiringly. “They’re my younger siblings,” he said quietly. “They ran away from home. They’ve been on the road for a week, and someone at the campus visitor’s center told them I worked here.”

Cage looked at Joe, then back to the kids. “You guys hungry?” he asked. They nodded.

“There’s water in the refrigerator,” he said, and he smiled at them reassuringly. “Joe? Hang out for a bit, OK?”

Cage went back into the elevator and hit the button for the ground floor. Ryan, you’re going to owe me for this, he thought torn between laughing and freaking out.

The ground floor was a more active space now that they had an administrative assistant. And Tabitha Lake and the Teach-in Project were back in the conference room. Corey and J.J. were hanging out down there more and more. They’d agreed to help with TIP again this year.

Although Corey seemed to spend as much time talking with Becca Jameson, as anything. He thought Corey was dating Kari? Cage thought about that and shrugged. His kid brother’s love life was not any of his business.

“Harmony? I need someone to go buy sandwiches and drinks for three hungry people,” Cage said, knocking on the office door Harmony Jones shared with their bookkeeper. Wasn’t a lot of space. No wonder they were having a remodeling project. She was a tall, slim woman, of Korean descent, with a shock of blue bangs in her precision cut hair. She’d come aboard last fall as the administrative assistant for EWN, TIP and the Center. Cage didn’t know how they had survived without her.

“Can you do that?” he asked. “Or have someone do that? Bring it to the Crow’s Nest?”

He glanced around the entryway. “Did everyone but me know about the remodeling project?" he asked irritably.

“Yes,” Harmony said crisply. “We all know. Someone got the money for the food?”

Cage fished out a credit card from his wallet. “It’s Ryan’s,” he said. “Buy lots.”

She laughed and got her coat. “I’ll bring it back, and then I’m out of here,” she said.

Cage glanced once more at his brother and shook his head. He took the elevator back up to the third floor and got out at the Crow’s Nest. 

“My name is Cage,” he said to the three young teens who didn’t look like they’d moved while he was gone. They did have water in front of them. A start. “What are your names?”

“Gina — Angelina,” the girl said softly. She looked to be 12, he thought, and physically immature for her age. Probably just as well, if they’d been traveling. He didn’t like to think about what could happen to three kids traveling across country.

“Carlos,” said the one who was older. His voice was changing, so maybe 15?

“David,” said the younger boy. Cage guessed him older than Gina, but not by much.

“OK, Harmony is going to bring you up some food,” Cage said with as much reassurance as he could muster. “And we’ll get the rest of it figured out. OK?”

They nodded, too tired to argue. Cage gestured toward the elevator. “They’ve been on the road a week?” he asked Joe, when they were back in the hallway. “From where?”

“Bremerton,” Joe said. “My older sister called to tell me they were gone, and she thought they might be headed here. I’ve been frantic; I didn’t know what to do.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Now they’re here, and I still don’t know what to do.”

Cage rubbed his chin. He didn’t either. He could call his mom. Or he could take them home. Plenty of space in that house. He suspected Joe probably didn’t have room for three kids. He realized he didn’t know anything about where Joe was living. Or where he came from. And they’d been working together at EWN for years. 

He frowned. Damn it, Ryan! Where are you?

It was Blair Williams who came up the stairs with two large sacks of food. “What’s going on? Harmony just handed this to me and said to take it upstairs to you two.” 

“Joe’s younger brothers and sister paid him a surprise visit,” Cage said easily. “I thought we might start by feeding them. That usually works doesn’t it?”

“It does,” Blair said. “I’ll stay with them, and you two can get things sorted out.”

Cage smiled his thanks. “Come on,” he said to Joe. “You’ve got some talking to do.”
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Midnight, Tuesday, Dec. 28, 2021, Mexico City — Teresa Valdez-Matthews saw the text from Emily but she didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. That wasn’t going to work for long, she thought, but at this point she was doing it by the hour. She looked at the two children asleep in the big bed she normally shared with Ryan. He wasn’t home yet.

He’d come home late the night before, too, long after she’d gone to sleep. He’d crawled into bed, and held her tightly, but he hadn’t said anything about where he’d been. She hadn’t smelled alcohol on him or smoke. Since all the bars and clubs seemed to allow smoking, that was reassuring.

But he hadn’t made love to her. Not last night. Not this morning. And then he’d left again. And now he wasn’t home again, and it was late. 

She got ready for bed and snuggled in next to the two little ones. They didn’t know anything was wrong. Or maybe Rafael did. He’d been silent today. And he hadn’t asked for a book to be read at bedtime. They could sleep in the other room, but she needed them where she could see them. Touch them. Feel the warmth of them. Because she felt very, very cold.

She wasn’t sure when she realized something was wrong. The first week was wonderful. They’d enjoyed the city. They had a nanny for the children, who was sleeping in a room down the hall from this one. Live-in help! Teresa couldn’t get over it. But Victoria was the daughter of their landlady and was happy for the work over Christmas break, and for the chance to practice her English. She was hoping to do an exchange abroad, and learning conversational English would be so helpful, she’d explained. Victoria helped during the day, but the biggest plus was she had been there in the evenings so they could go out. 

And they had. They’d gone dancing and to clubs to listen to live music. Mexico City was interesting during the daytime, but at night it was amazing. They had been having so much fun!

The second week had gone well too, she thought, but... maybe? Maybe there had been something different about Ryan when they made love. Maybe. She wasn’t sure. Then three days ago, he’d left her behind, and he went out — to walk and think, he said. 

It had alarmed her. Think about what? 

He’d come home that first night and made frantic love to her. Sex hadn’t been like that in a while. Well, the night she’d been taken hostage, they had both been frantic. But there had been a reason.

Was there a reason now? 

Then last night? She thought it might have been 2 a.m. when he got home. Maybe later. Which wasn’t that late by Mexico City standards. But where had he gone alone that late?

She had asked him, but he’d just said he’d been out walking. Something said, don’t push, so she hadn’t. But that wasn’t an answer. He’d been gone for 12 hours. Walking? That made no sense. 

Except she was terrified it did.

And now? She looked at the time. It was well after midnight. She heard a phone ring, and she frowned. It wasn’t hers. She was holding her phone in case he called. It made her feel needy and pathetic that she was doing that, but she was scared. She acknowledged the fear. She was in a foreign country with two small children, and her husband was AWOL. 

She got up and padded out to the sitting room, looking for the phone. She found it on the table by the door. It was Ryan’s. He’d gone out without his phone? That was beyond strange; it was unheard of.

She looked at the caller identification. Unknown but a Portland number. Hating herself for it, she thumbed through the missed calls, and unopened voice messages. He hadn’t opened any in a week, she saw. She swallowed hard. She looked at his texts. 

There were a lot of them. Some from Cage and Emily looking for him. Some from Dr. Stewart. She frowned. It was really unlike him to ignore her! Some unknown numbers again. People Ryan didn’t have in his directory? How odd. Why would strangers be trying to contact him? And more than one of them.

Then she saw it. Four days ago. From Abigail McShane. 

She stared at it. It was the last one he’d opened. 

She put the phone down. And reached for her own. She paged back through her email and her messages, seeing if she’d missed anything. Mexico had odd rules about international phone calls — so it was possible. Nothing. 

She swallowed. Why would Abigail McShane contact Ryan and not her?

She considered Abigail to be her friend. The woman was truly amazing. A scholar in linguistics, an associate professor at Reed College, Abigail McShane was married to the president of PSU. They were supposed to be visiting grandchildren in Iowa while President McShane recovered from a breakthrough case of Covid.

But she was also known as Mistress Ruby, a woman Ryan had once known all too well in the night world — the kink world, as Teresa thought of it. That had ended years before Teresa had returned to Ryan’s life. He’d gotten clean and sober, and then quit the night world.

But there was a part of her husband’s heart that would always belong to Abigail Ruby McShane. 

And another part of Ryan’s heart belonged to Abigail’s husband.

Teresa clenched her jaw, then swallowed. This is not a threat to my marriage, she reminded herself. Neither of them are. 

She looked at the phone again, at the text.

She never thought she’d be someone who would snoop on her husband. Although given her husband’s past, no one would blame her. Not even her husband, probably. But it felt like a betrayal of trust. It said she didn’t think she could trust him.

But she was in a foreign country with two small children, and Ryan was gone. Gone walking.

She went back into the bedroom and lay down. If Ryan didn’t come home, she would look at the text from Abigail, she decided. If he did come home, she would make him talk to her.

Because something was wrong. Very wrong.

Ryan let himself into the casita as quietly as he could. He didn’t know for sure what time it was, only that it was very late. He glanced at the table next to the door, and there was his missing phone. He grimaced. Stupid.

He liked the casita. It was built like a square donut, with a wonderful garden in the center that had a waterfall in it. Well, a fountain that mimicked a waterfall, he supposed. There was a pair of parrots who lived there. Rafael insisted that they remembered him and who knew? Maybe they did.

They’d rented the whole place last year when they’d lived here while sorting out Teresa’s immigration status. Her father and grandfather had shared different wings — ICE had done a number on the Valdez family. This time it was just them, and they rented one wing, which was plenty. Not quite as private, but it was fine. And with the nanny to watch the children, he didn’t worry about their safety around the water.

He kicked off his boots and walked silently across the terracotta-tiled floors to the archway that led to that inner patio and garden. He heard the water as it cascaded down over the rocks. He sat down on one of the leather barrel chairs and just watched the water.

They were headed home tomorrow. He frowned. He thought it was tomorrow. Maybe it was the next day? He was confused. He wandered through markets, through museums, among parks and tourist sights. Occupying his brain, distracting it from the siren call.

He didn’t trust himself around Teresa. He thought he was safe around the children. But Teresa? He’d realized two mornings ago that he’d made love to her in the night and couldn’t remember it.

And that was so not good.

So he’d gone out. Wandering. Truly it was no great hardship. Mexico City was a wonderful place to explore. It was cosmopolitan in ways that made him feel like a country bumpkin, and he’d always thought he was pretty sophisticated. He smiled. He’d found places in Mexico City where people wore clothes bought on Parisian runways and drank fine wines paired with perfectly plated meals. And he’d discovered some dives that he was grateful he’d been allowed to leave unmolested. But he didn’t stay in any of the places. He just wandered on. Looking. Wanting. Walking away.

I will not let people who care about me down, he repeated to himself. Repeated it to the siren that sang in his brain.

The siren had been there all fall, after a psychologist from his childhood had resurfaced and used a combination of drugs and alcohol to rip down the shields he’d developed and leave him vulnerable to his commands. Some of those commands were from his childhood. He worried that some of them were newly embedded in September. And he didn’t know how to tell. 

Maybe there weren’t any at all.

God knew his own traumatized brain could be playing games with him. It wouldn’t be the first time. But no matter which fragment of his brain had been in control last summer, Teresa had been his lodestone. It scared him badly that he hadn’t remembered what they had done that night. 

He’d had some other fugue moments in the last few weeks. He didn’t think any of them had been significant. He’d seen no sign that Teresa had noticed, so they must not have been. But she’d reference things that he didn’t remember. He found some matches in his jacket pocket from a restaurant he couldn’t recall. Little things like that. He shook them off. He was celebrating his one-year anniversary with his wife and their children, and he was going to enjoy every minute of it.

But to not remember making love with Teresa?

He shook his head. He thought that if he put his mind to it, he could recall every moment they’d made love together. That probably wasn’t true, he conceded, 390 days together made for a lot of sex — good sex, even great sex — but it felt like he could. Given that he really couldn’t even remember how many sex partners he’d had, the very fact that sex with Teresa seemed that memorable was amazing. 

He’d woken up with her in his arms, and he couldn’t remember making love with her. He was sure they had, she looked like she’d been made love to. A woman did. And she’d kissed him and pulled him back to her and they’d made love then too.

Last summer when he’d struggled for control of his fragmented memories, she’d said that sometimes she wasn’t sure which Ryan was in control, that his lovemaking changed sometimes, when he woke up in the night, hard and aroused, and reached for her.

That had been troubling. Teresa had just grinned. But he always remembered the lovemaking.

He felt vulnerable. What else had he forgotten? What else could he be compelled to do and forget? He needed to get his family back to Portland for their safety. For their safety from him.

He hadn’t heard her enter the patio until she sat down on his lap. He instinctively wrapped his arms around her. She put her arms around his neck and pulled his head down to kiss him.

He resisted briefly, but then with a sigh, he let her take control — take control of his mouth, of the passion that was rising between them — take control of him.

“Beloved,” he said, barely a sigh of sound against her mouth.

“Talk to me, Ryan,” she ordered. “What is wrong?”

He tensed, tried to move her away from him.

“No,” she said firmly. “Look at me.”

Almost unwillingly he met her eyes. There was just enough light in the patio for him to see her. To see the love that looked back at him unflinchingly. “Beloved, I can’t,” he began.

“It isn’t your choice,” she reminded him. He swallowed. It was true, he’d agreed to this, that she would be in control of their love life, because he feared he might damage them with his past. A past that said there were no boundaries, there was only command and submission. She had a better sense of boundaries; he could trust her to always put their marriage first.

“Beloved,” he said. “I....” He fell silent.

“I found your phone,” she said. “I didn’t read anything, but I noticed you’ve had a lot of calls. There are a quite a few calls and texts from numbers your phone doesn’t recognize — strangers. Strangers with Oregon prefixes. What do they want?”

He frowned. “What?” He was confused. His phone was the last thing he’d expected her to ask about. And calls from strangers?

“Ryan?” she said softly. “Do you remember talking to anyone on the phone since we’ve been here?”

He actually had to think about that. “We called your family on Christmas,” he said. “And Emily and Cage on Christmas Eve. Yes?”

She handed him his phone. Had he left it on the table again? He thought he’d picked it up when he came in. “Look,” she said.

Puzzled, he took it from her. He scrolled down through a long list of calls. Some he’d answered. Most he hadn’t. And then he’d opened nothing since a text from Abigail McShane days ago. It appeared he’d opened that one, although he didn’t remember it. He’d responded to it? And he didn’t remember that?

A call from Dr. Stewart. Calls and texts from Cage. 

“Beloved?” he said slowly, shaking his head. “I’m missing pieces of my day. Of my nights. I don’t remember....” 

He looked at the list of calls again. 

“Do you trust me?” Teresa asked. He jerked his eyes back to hers. 

“Yes,” he said firmly. He had no hesitation. He trusted his wife. Teresa Valdez Matthews would not let him down — wouldn’t let anyone down who depended upon her.

“Then will you let me hold your phone?” she asked. “Until we get home?”

He looked at it again. “I think maybe that’s why I left it behind,” he said slowly.

She considered that. “Yes,” she said. “Your hindbrain often makes better choices than you do, love.”

He snickered a bit. It was true, he conceded, but it sounded strange.

“May I read them?” she asked next. “And you should probably call Dr. Stewart back, don’t you think? She wouldn’t call unless it’s an emergency,” she paused. “Maybe you can use my phone to call her?”

He felt a sense of relief at that suggestion. “I can do that,” he said. “I can’t believe I ignored a call from her.”

“And may I ask what Abigail wanted?” she asked slowly.

Did he know? He didn’t. “Read it,” he said hoarsely. “I don’t remember.”

Teresa opened up the text message and read it. She frowned. 

“Teresa?”

“It says: “Andrew doesn’t think you need to be told until you return, but it worries me. Jonas Bellows has disappeared. He missed his check-in with the courts. There is a BOLO out for him. I hope you’re having a good break. We may all need the rest for when we get back.”

“I responded?” he asked. He thought he’d seen a return arrow on it.

She looked. “Just an angry face emoji. That seems odd for you.”

It did, a bit. And then he had apparently set the phone aside and refused to look at it again.

“Beloved?” he said. “Check one of the texts from a strange number that I opened? Not a voicemail, just a text.”

She thumbed back up the list, opened one.

“It says ‘Jonas sends his regards.’”

He pushed away from her and vomited on the patio tiles.

Teresa told Ryan to go take a shower and then get some sleep, but he refused to let her clean up his mess. “No,” he said. “No one should have to clean up someone else’s vomit.”

Teresa rolled her eyes. “Stupid male pride,” she muttered. “It’s nothing. Compared to one of Ruby’s diapers? It’s really nothing.”

He grinned, because that might be true; he’d changed some nasty ones. He cleaned it up himself anyway, even though he was barely able to stay upright. Then he went to the shower she had ordered him to take, it was a relief to just do as he was told. After the shower, he went into their bedroom to sleep. He smiled when he saw the two lumps already there. He could go sleep in Rafael’s bed. Instead, he inserted himself in between them. Ruby never even stirred. The girl sure could sleep, he thought amused. Rafael woke enough to pat his father’s cheek, and then was back asleep, one arm thrown across Ryan’s chest.

Such a simple gesture, Ryan thought, and he wanted to cry. It felt so good to have both of his children next to him.

Teresa came into the room quietly. She nodded her approval. “I think I should change our reservations, and we can fly home today,” she said quietly, not wanting to wake the kids. “Agree?”

He thought about it. “They’re reaching me here,” he said. “I might as well go home where I can fight back.”

She nodded. “Second, do I have your permission to go back to the beginning of the texts and emails, and make a transcript of them all? I’d like to read them. At some point in the near future, you may want to. But mostly, I think they should be sent to Chief Ramirez. And I think a copy to Sam Bonner and Rita Morales.”

Jorge Ramirez, chief of PSU’s campus security, was a no-brainer. Ryan considered the last two. Sam had been his therapist for a while now. He might have insights into what Jonas Bellows was trying to do to him. And Rita Morales? Hell, yes, he wanted his shark of an attorney going after the bastards. He grinned, and Teresa laughed.

“I’ll take that as a yes?” 

“Yes,” he said. “And tell Ramirez he has my permission to share it with whoever needs to see it.”

She nodded. “After you sleep for a while, you should call Dr. Stewart back, and then we will pack up and go home.”

He swallowed back tears. God, he loved this woman. “I love you,” he said. 

She smiled at him. “I know you do. And never forget Teresa Valdez loves Ryan Matthews.”

“And Ryan Matthews will always love Teresa Valdez,” he replied as he always did. It always felt like a reconfirmation of their vows.

He didn’t think he could sleep, but he did. Nightmares chased him, however — nightmares formed from the memory fragments that Jonas Bellows had buried in his brain with hypnosis when he was a pre-teen. Some of the nightmares combined those old memories with the more recent encounter at the conversion therapy camp. 

Finally, he forced himself awake, just to exit the nightmares.

He was alone in the bed when he awakened, covered with a cold sweat that stunk of fear. He would need another shower. Worse, though, he was aroused by those fragmented memories that had formed the nightmares. 

Bad enough to have sex dreams, he thought sourly, as he headed toward the bathroom. He got sex nightmares, too?

He got dressed in the clothes Teresa had laid out for him, khakis, a light T-shirt, loafers, and then he padded out to find his family. They were in the courtyard. Rafael was playing at the base of the waterfall fountain, splashing in the water that pooled there. He really liked that design. The fountain itself was styled to look like a mountain cliff — two stories high and probably 30 feet in diameter. Water bubbled at the top and cascaded down on all sides. Ferns and trailing plants had been inserted into pockets and the thrived in all that moisture. At the base, the water was allowed to pool up about 6 inches before being drained and returned to the fountain.

It was amazing, all the more so because it was tucked away in the center of the casita, a surprise for guests only. 

“Do you think we could have someone create a fountain like this on the lower patio?” he asked, now. “The rocky cliff is already there.”

Teresa considered it and smiled. “I bet someone can,” she said. “I’ll make sure we have plenty of pictures to take back with us.”

He sat down on the bench next to her where she was nursing Ruby and watching Rafael play with his nanny. He put his arm around her, and she leaned against him, her head on his shoulder.

“I should have talked to you,” he said in apology. “Instead I walked away.”

“You will need to read the transcript,” she said. “But the silence was a command. And you circumvented a lot of what they wanted you to do by leaving your phone behind and wandering the city. You will have to tell me about all the things you found; knowing you, you found some amazing things.”

He laughed. “I did,” he said. “I love this city.”

He thought about what she’d said. “You refer to they. So more than Jonas?”

She nodded. “There are four numbers from strangers. I think two are Jonas from different phones. The other two echo his commands in their texts, but they feel different. And in the emails, there are definitely different people. I didn’t listen to the voice messages. Did you have a reason for me not to?”

“Voices are stronger than printed word,” he said slowly. “I don’t know that you could get caught in some kind of implanted command directed at me. That seems unlikely. But... I’d rather we listened to them in Sam’s office.”

“Caution is never a bad thing,” she agreed. “So Mama Rosa is making us a meal to eat, and then we will go to the airport. Everything is arranged. I used the credit cards liberally.”

Ryan hugged her slightly. She had a hard time doing that, which amused him. He’d happily let her bankrupt them if she could. He’d morosely concluded it wasn’t possible. Turned out he’d inherited enough wealth that it increased itself no matter what he did.

Wealth he had inherited from his pedophile grandparents. He hated the money. But he had to admit it made life easier. It allowed them to live in the Portland Heights house he grew up in — remodeled into a triplex which did make him grin. His grandparents were rolling in their graves. It had allowed him to donate anonymously to the university to fund a Center for Experimental Journalism, a donation not even Teresa knew about. And it allowed them to address this problem without having to worry about the costs.

Money was better than no money, he conceded. But
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