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11:30 P.M. SUNDAY, APRIL 18, 2021, Eyewitness News ‘smoking porch’ — Bianca Parks took a last, long drag on the cigarette and stubbed it out on the cement steps of the fire escape at the Eyewitness News building. The outdoor flight of stairs led down to the ground, and up to the third floor. The landing at the second floor was a good place for smokers. 

And rumor had it, a few trysts as well. Did people still call them that? she wondered absently. She was happy to have something to think about besides, well, besides. 

The student staff of EWN had long ago disabled the alarm from the fire door so smokers could go out without trooping down the interior stairs to the ground floor exit. Tonight, it was Bianca’s smoking porch. And she was postponing the late-night walk across campus to her dorm room for as long as she could.

She hated that walk. It was bearable when Ben Waters, the television station manager, walked with her. And most nights he did. He looked after her, she thought fondly. But he was a guy, and he didn’t really get the terrors that walk held for her. Every shadow. Every building with their nooks and crannies. Every person who was out late like her. You never knew what might be lurking. Who might be lurking?

Tonight? Ben was staying late here, working on some project, and said he would probably just crash upstairs in the Crow’s Nest. Which meant she was faced with walk across campus alone.

Suck it up, she told herself. It’s four blocks. No big deal. But her brain immediately flashed up pictures of the Honors College building which was an old Victorian style building and had more nooks and crannies than a building ought to have. In the daytime? She liked the building. The gym? A lot of people there, even at this time of night. 

It’s OK, she told herself. You’ve done a hundred times before. It’s OK. Even if it is nearly midnight. Even if there’s all those trees. Even if there’s that construction site. It will be OK.

Her hindbrain disagreed. And she hadn’t found a way to successfully argue with the hindbrain.

“Good show tonight,” said a soft female voice from the door just above her. 

Bianca looked up and smiled. “Blair,” she said. “You missed the last drag of the cigarette.”

Blair laughed and sat down beside her. It had become a ritual this last week since things became so shitty. Bianca hadn’t smoked since she was 14 until this week. She wasn’t sure Blair had ever smoked, except maybe the try-it-once-behind-the-gym cigarette that every 12-year-old did. But if a week ever called for taking up smoking? This one did.

“So, what are we going to do?” Blair asked pensively.

“About?”

“Everything? Anything?” Blair asked. “Start with any problem you want. Start with why you’re out here smoking after a show.”

“Was it good for you?” Bianca cracked. “It was good for me.”

Blair rolled her eyes. “Bianca.”

Bianca looked at the girl sitting one step up from her perch, and then she looked out across campus. It was a nice night, she thought. Clear. You could see the stars. She liked Portland at night. Daytime too. It was a pretty city. Well, it had been before COVID had boarded up what seemed like half the town. Things were slowly re-opening — they needed to cover that more. 

She wanted to sit here, and not go down to the ground and trudge across campus where every shadow held potential danger. She closed her eyes.

Bianca Parks, anchor for Eyewitness News, is losing it, news at 10 p.m. 

“What do you know about what happened?” Bianca asked her friend. If anyone knew anything, it had to be Blair Williams, news editor of EWN and the girlfriend of Editor-in-Chief Will Bristol. 

“Not much,” Blair admitted. “Will isn’t talking. I learn more from his nightmares when he wakes up screaming than I do from him directly. Teresa just shakes her head, if you ask her anything. She’s on the verge of tears, 24/7, so I don’t press her. Ryan came home from the hospital, but other than that?” Blair shrugged. “I know what Ren wrote from the police blotter, basically.”

Which wasn’t much. Bianca had been reading those stories over the air all week: 

“Vice President Benjamin Davis died from a self-inflicted gunshot after taking two students and a staff member captive. A local restaurant owner, Jake Crane, was charged in connection with the kidnapping and torture. Crane pleaded guilty by reason of insanity.”

(Which was really fast, Bianca had been told. Jake Crane had been sentenced to eight years in a mental institution. She still wasn’t clear who he was or how he got into this.) 

“President Andrew McShane had no comment. 

“Police Chief Jorge Ramirez had no comment.

“EIC Will Bristol had no comment.

“EWN interim Faculty Advisor Ryan Matthews had no comment.

“Acting Vice President for Student Affairs Steve Planck had no comment.

Bianca frowned, wondering who else they could ask and add to their collection of “no comment?” 

Oh yeah, “Media Board Chair Michelle Stewart had no comment.” She knew she’d missed someone.

Next paragraph?

“Davis had been on administrative leave pending a criminal investigation into an allegation of assault. He had blamed EWN and in particular Will Bristol for his failure to get a president’s position at a university recently. He had filed a libel suit against them for their stories last fall and winter about his mismanagement that had escalated COVID cases on campus and created a crisis when the Health Center couldn’t deal with the number of cases.”

End of story? At least the official one, Bianca thought. And then they all shut up. All she knew beyond that was, under attack and seeing his career tank, Davis had sought revenge. And in a struggle over a gun, it had gone off and Davis died. Ryan ended up in the hospital, and Will looked like hell. And no one was talking. People in the newsroom were silent. They did their jobs and got the news out. They barely met each other’s eyes, much less had any camaraderie. Bianca hadn’t heard a bawdy joke in a week. Joe Castro hadn’t tossed a nerf ball. No giggles from the girls in Sports. Cage Washington came in periodically to answer questions. But the questions they wanted answers to? He just shook his head and looked grim.

Bianca had been one of the dozen students left standing at EWN in December who had managed to keep the news flowing out to students and the Portland community during the COVID spike. At the last? She’d been the only anchor left on the news set. Ben had been the only one running the station. Blair? Will? The former EICs, Emily and Cage? A couple of videographers. And they’d done it. But it had brought them together. Made them a team. This? This silence was tearing them apart. 

She was proud of what they’d accomplished last December. They were receiving lots of accolades and awards — Davis’ last-minute libel suit notwithstanding. She’d been inundated with job offers from local television stations, but she’d told them to come back when she had her degree. She was 20 for God’s sake. A sophomore. And really? She was in no hurry to graduate. She grinned at the thought. No EWN staffer past or present was ever in a hurry to graduate. They’d made the six-year-plan fashionable at Portland State.

But EWN had gone from that to a story about white supremacy within the campus security to bombs — actual bombs! — in the newsroom and Patriot Front among the cops.

There had been a scaffold with a noose in the parking lot across the street. Bianca involuntarily glanced over there. PSU students had shouted ‘lynch the bitch’ when she and Emily had come on the evening news. Bianca shuddered.

And through it all, there had been her face. A Black Latina, the face most associated with EWN.

So, now they had a new police chief who was having to replace half his staff. The scaffold and noose were gone. Although? If she closed her eyes, she could still see it, still hear them chanting.

But white supremacy had gotten more virulent on campus. She was getting death threats nightly. Corey Washington, EWN systems manager — Chief Geek in EWN slang — didn’t like telling her about them. They didn’t get published on their website or social media. He diverted them, along with the hate speech and slurs, directed not just at her but all the students of color at EWN. Corey was a Black man; he understood the toll it was taking on her, and so he tried to protect her from them. And she appreciated it, she did, and she was glad they didn’t actually get posted, but she had to know. She had to be informed. 

But ‘lynch the bitch’ was becoming tame in comparison.

And now? Now she didn’t want to walk home across a campus that had always felt welcoming and safe. 

“I’ve been doxed,” Bianca blurted out. “Corey caught it, but it wasn’t on our social media. He’s calling Student Affairs and University Computing in the morning, but it’s too late. It will be everywhere by then. Can’t get that back in the bottle.”

“Doxed? What exactly?” Blair asked, startled out of her own thoughts about the crisis they faced among the staff.

“My campus address, my parents’ address, my cell phone number, and my class schedule,” she said, holding up her cell phone so Blair could see the number of missed calls and texts. “So far.”

Blair looked at the phone: 22 missed calls, 72 missed texts. Seventy-two missed texts? Jesus!

Bianca threw the phone hard down to the pavement below and heard it shatter. 

“I’m so freaking scared,” she whispered. “I can’t make myself move. Can’t walk home. And I don’t even have anyone to turn to. Will’s barely functional. Ryan is MIA. Professor Cooper is recovering from a heart attack. I don’t know what to do.”

Blair slid down a stair to sit next to her and put an arm around her and let her cry. “I’ll walk home with you,” she promised. She’d go to her own dorm room for the night. Will could deal with being in the Crow’s Nest by himself for a night. Ben would be there. “When you’re ready.”

They sat there for a long time before Bianca finally nodded and stood up.
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2 A.M. MONDAY, APRIL 19, 2021, Matthews residence near Reed College — Ryan Matthews screamed. His wife grabbed his arm before he could hit her by accident. 

“Ryan, wake up,” Teresa ordered. “Open your eyes. Look at me.” 

He opened them, but she doubted he actually saw her. 

“Who am I?” she asked. “Look at me!”

“Beloved,” Ryan whispered finally. “Teresa.”

“That’s right, love,” she said with approval in her voice. She hid the relief she felt that it had actually worked. She’d asked Dr. McShane for advice finally. Ryan’s first night home, he’d had a nightmare, and she hadn’t dodged his flailing fists quite so quickly. Ryan hadn’t really hurt her, but he’d been horrified. He had refused to sleep with her night two; it didn’t stop him from screaming, waking both her and their son. So, she’d called the McShanes.

“Short-term solution? Try this,” Andrew McShane said, and he talked her through an exchange he had used to break Ryan out of a memory fugue after the deaths of the grandparents who raised him. Teresa knew the exchange came out of the BDSM world Ryan had once been a part of, but she didn’t care. If the ritual of the words worked? That was all that mattered.

“Tell me,” she ordered now. “Tell me what you saw.”

Ryan shook his head. “Beloved,” he said. “I can’t. I don’t see anything. I feel the lash. I hear the gunshot. And I’m sure Will is dead, and it is my fault. And I scream.”

“Will is not dead, and none of it was your fault,” Teresa said. And not for the first time. And she’d say it as many time times as was necessary. Until he believed.

She stroked his hair, using her fingers to find the sensitive spots along the base of his skull, and working her way down his neck. He sighed and relaxed under her fingers. She smoothed her hand across the top of his shoulders. She couldn’t go lower; his back was a mess of lash marks, stitches, and bruising. Lots of stitches. She clenched her jaw at the sight of them, left unbandaged to heal better. My God, they were a mess. 

Ryan had taken five lashes from a deranged man from his own past at the direction of Vice President Davis as part of his revenge for what he saw as EWN’s destruction of his career. That he had destroyed his own career through a combination of arrogance and incompetence was something he refused to accept.

Now he was dead. And Teresa was glad of it. The pendejo.

The man who had used the whip on Ryan’s back was in a mental institution. So was the student who had helped Davis with his revenge. Teresa thought that was too merciful for either of them.

And the two victims — Ryan and Will Bristol, EIC at the newsroom — were waking up screaming from nightmares and from pain.

Teresa continued to massage her husband’s shoulders, enjoying the touch of his body. He had a fine body, she thought as she always did, amused that she could be aroused just by touching him like this, when he was barely awake.

“I don’t know how you can stand to look at my back, much less touch me,” he murmured. She could hear unshed tears. 

“Ah, love,” she whispered, and she leaned over to trail her lips across the skin she found such pleasure in touching. “Sex is in the mind, remember?”

He smiled. He had told her that.

“I love you,” she said seriously. “And I’m aroused by you 24/7. I just have to see you, or even just think about you, and I want you. Nothing about that has changed. I want you. I love you. You are mine. And you will not forget that.”

“Beloved,” he said, relief and belief evident in his voice. 

“Sleep,” she said. “Sleep.”

Ryan didn’t have a second nightmare that night. That seemed to be the pattern — one per night, Teresa thought later, as she fixed cereal for their 3-year-old, Rafael. She made herself some herbal tea. She was pregnant and there was no coffee in her foreseeable future, something that had horrified Ryan. She grinned. At least no morning sickness today — something else that horrified her husband. Ryan hadn't been around for Rafael’s birth, and he was finding much to be horrified about pregnancy. Teresa thought it was funny. She started coffee for Ryan.

There was a knock on the door. She frowned. It was barely 7 a.m. — Rafael was an early riser — and she wasn’t expecting anyone. She looked through the peephole. A good-looking Black man in a business suit and a COVID mask was standing back from the door so she could see him. She frowned. She didn’t know him, she didn’t think. 

“Yes?” she asked without opening the door.

“Mrs. Valdez-Matthews?” he asked. “I’m Steve Planck, interim vice president for Student Affairs. Is your husband available?”

At least he got her name right, she thought. She’d battled with an honors prof all last term over that. Which reminded her of McGee and his attempt to hold Rafael hostage at the McShane’s place a couple of weeks ago. Pendejo. Really, she needed a stronger term.

“He’s still hurting, Dr. Planck,” she said. “Can I help you?”

There was silence. “I really need to speak to him,” he said at last. “Will you ask him?”

“Wait,” she said. She fixed a cup of coffee and took it into their bedroom. Ryan was awake, but the doctors had ordered him to stay in bed — which meant on his stomach in bed — for at least another week. She gave him another 24 hours before he rebelled. And she didn’t blame him. They had compromised on morning coffee. He saw her, smelled it and smiled.

“Was someone at the door?” he asked. She helped him to a seated position.

“A Steve Planck? He’s asking for you,” she said. “I told him no, but he insists I ask you.” 

Ryan sipped the coffee and sighed with pleasure. “Hospital coffee sucks,” he said. He took another sip. 

“What shall I tell this man?” Teresa asked, smiling at her husband’s pleasure in coffee. Really, he was a true hedonist, she thought. The way he responds to touch and to sex. The pleasure he takes in simple things like coffee or food. The observation made her feel like she understood him a bit better.

“If he came here in person, rather than calling? At this time of the day? I should hear him out,” he said, slowly. “Well, I guess he can’t call — I have no idea where my phone is. Do you? But....” 

She looked him over. He needed a shower, but the doctors said not yet; she planned a sponge bath today. He was wearing a pair of boxers. With a 3-year-old son who liked to wake his parents up personally, he’d stopped sleeping in the nude. Although he now slept with the door shut. Just the thought of Rafael pouncing on him like he had in the past made her flinch. 

“Pants,” she said. “And perhaps you can sit in the living room for a bit? I know the doctors said you should stay in bed, but I think perhaps a bit of time upright will do you good.”

“I love you,” he said fervently. “For that I will even put on a shirt and see the good Dr. Planck.”

She shook her head. “No shirt,” she said firmly. “You still have a few places that might stick and then there will be hell to pay.” She grinned. “Let him see that manly chest and be envious.”

Ryan laughed at that. As he recalled, Steve Planck’s chest could compete with his own just fine.

She dressed him. And he hated it. “Think of it as being done at your command,” she teased. “You’d like it then.”

He grinned; and when she stood, he kissed her thoroughly. “You are amazing,” he said. “I love you.”

He walked slowly by her side into the dining room. “These chairs will be easier,” he said. He sat in one sideways. She nodded and she went to let their guest in.

“Steve,” Ryan said as their guest stopped and looked at him in dismay. “What brings you here so early?”

“Holy shit,” Steve Planck said. “I’m sorry. I had no idea. I thought maybe you’d gotten beaten up or something. Fuck.”

“Or something,” Ryan agreed. “But you’re here. So, sit, have some coffee, and tell me why you’re here so early.”

Teresa gave him a cup of coffee with small containers of cream and sugar for him to fix it. She sat at the table. Steve glanced at her, as if he wasn’t expecting her to stay, but he didn’t say anything.

“I can’t sit for very long, Steve,” Ryan said. “Spit it out.”

He sighed. “Your staff is hurting, and they need you,” he said bluntly. “Those online stalkers? They doxed Bianca last night. Cell phone number, on-campus address, class schedule. Her parents’ address. She threw the phone and broke it at 72 text messages. Will is MIA. And I’ve got my own mess to clean up. Most of student government needs therapy – either for PTSD or Stockholm’s syndrome. And as much as I’d like to help your crew, I don’t think I’d be welcome.”

“How do you know about the doxing?” Teresa asked.

“University Computing sent me a copy of the complaint from Corey Washington. It was in my email when I checked it late last night. I’m not sleeping well either.” He grimaced.

Ryan shook his head. He started to shrug and stopped when he realized what a bad idea that was. “And now you see what kind of shape I’m in,” he said. “Dr. Stewart?”

They looked at each other and shook their heads at the same time. “She’s great,” Steve said. “But they need you. At least for one of those Zoom meetings you have. I admit I wasn’t expecting this.”

“I might be able to do that,” Ryan agreed, although he was already beginning to hurt from having been seated for 15 minutes. “I’ll let Will know.”

Steve stood up to leave. “Rumor has it that your newsroom is being run by Blair Williams and Bianca Park,” he said. “Maybe you should tell them.”

“Rumor?” Ryan said.

“Bianca talked to a friend in the Black Student Union who was concerned enough to call me. She’s afraid to walk across campus. Blair walked her home last night. But Bianca is terrified. Blair is what 20?”

“So is Ben Waters, the station manager, and Corey Washington, the systems manager,” Ryan said grimly. It might be the first time in the history of EWN, but the leadership was young, really young. Normally the editors’ ages averaged 27, not 20. “And Bianca for that matter.”

“I’m leaving so you can lay down. But you need to think about what you can do and fast. Someone needs to help Will find his feet again,” Steve Planck said.

Teresa saw him out, and then she helped Ryan to the study where she’d made a bed for him on the ground floor. She handed him meds. He looked at her worriedly. “It’s not time for them,” he said.

“Take them,” she said firmly. “I will not let you become addicted, Ryan. Do you trust me?”

He nodded. “I trust you.” He took the oxycodone and lay down on his stomach. She left him to sleep and went to check on Rafael. And she pondered what could be done. 

It would be unfair to ask Emily, she decided, after what the Media Board had done. That left Cage? But he was busy too. She had heard he was stopping in regularly to check on EWN, but apparently that wasn’t enough. She frowned. Time for a girls’ lunch. And she sent a text to Blair: Lunch in the Crow’s Nest, you, me, and Bianca? At noon? I’ll bring pizza.

Blair had to track Bianca down, she said, but yes.

The silence had to end, she decided.

Independently, Blair had decided something similar. She went to the Campus Security office and asked to see Chief Ramirez.

“We’re going under,” she said bluntly, when she was escorted into his office. “I need to read the complete report.”

Somewhere around 40 years old, Chief Jorge Ramirez was on leave from the Portland Police Bureau while he healed from a gunshot wound and was serving as interim chief thanks to some deal President McShane had made. Blair wasn’t sure his experiences as chief were as low-key as one would want for a man on medical leave. But that wasn’t her problem.

Will was her problem, and he wasn’t talking. EWN was her responsibility, and she couldn’t continue to operate in the dark.

“It’s pretty ugly,” Ramirez warned her. He handed her a file. “Read it in here. If you need to throw up? Bathroom is through that door.”

She raised her eyebrows at that last comment. It was that bad? she thought. She gulped and took the file and started reading. Ramirez just sat quietly and watched her read.

“He used a whip on Ryan?” she whispered when she got to that part. She didn’t say anything when she read the piece about Ryan and Will being forced into a sex scene. She didn’t know what to say. She read the description of the gun going off, and her eyes narrowed as she tried to visualize that. Huh. Someone left out a bit there, she thought. 

She finished the file. It wasn’t very long, but it most certainly explained things. Some things. “How bad off is Ryan?” she asked.

Ramirez rocked his hand for so-so. “He’s in a lot of pain,” he said. “And as I understand it, there is some concern about the level of pain killer he has to take. There always is with a former drug addict.”

Blair blinked to hear it framed like that. The newsroom gossip usually had it as he partied hard and then got clean and sober. He had been for three years. But yes, that did make him a former drug addict. He didn’t match her mental image of former drug addict. Time to update the image, she guessed.

“And mentally?” she asked.

He shook his head. “They were worried,” he said finally. “But they let him come home, so take that for what it’s worth. So, let me ask you — how’s Will?”

“I’m worried,” she said, repeating his phrase. “He’s withdrawn. He has nightmares. I think you left out some pieces about ‘the gun went off’.”

“I did,” Ramirez said. He didn’t sound guilty about it either. “You need to get Will to talk to you about it. About all of it.”

Even the sex scene? she thought. And what did that even mean? Well, she was having lunch with Teresa. Time for girl talk.

“Thank you, Chief,” she said, as she got up to leave. 

“Tell Will, he’s welcome to come find me for another walk if he wants,” Ramirez said.

She nodded.

“And Blair? He doesn’t believe this, but he’s the hero of the story. He saved Ryan’s life. And Ryan saved his. Ryan doesn’t believe that either. So, you need to hear it from me. They’re heroes,” he said.

Just as she was ready to leave, she realized there was something else missing from the story. “Chief Ramirez? You didn’t go alone?” she said, her back to him.

“No,” he said slowly.

“Who?”

There was a pause, and she wasn’t sure he was going to answer. 

“President McShane,” he said.

She nodded. Somehow that wasn’t a surprise.
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NOON, MONDAY, APRIL 19, 2021, Portland State University — Teresa took the EWN elevator up to the third floor, slow and noisy old thing. The EWN building had started its life as a warehouse, and some things didn’t get an upgrade. So, you had the high-tech newsroom with its brick walls and those gorgeous arched windows that surrounded a state-of-the art studio.

The elevator hadn’t gotten the upgrade. But then, unless you were going to the Crow’s Nest, you took the stairs. To get to the Crow’s Nest, a hidden space on the side of the building that was still warehouse, you needed the elevator and its back-door entrance. The Crow’s Nest wasn’t a secret any longer, but Facilities hadn’t reclaimed it either.

She opened the back door of the elevator — it was never locked now. She was carrying a pizza — just the meat lovers pizza. None with the pineapple Ryan liked. She shuddered and smiled. Hawaiian my ass, she thought. She doubted any self-respecting Hawaiian ate pineapple on their pizza.

The other two woman were waiting for her. It was weird; they were all of a height. Teresa felt like she spent most of her life with tall people — Ryan was 6-foot-2! Well, Blair was a few inches taller at 5-foot-6. She was 5-foot-2. Bianca was probably in between the two of them somewhere. She smiled and set the pizza on the table. During the COVID spike last winter, this had become a recovery ward for staff. It still had things like beds at one end, a living room at the other, and in the middle, a kitchen and dining area. All the furniture had been found by an EWN alum who was famous for his abilities to scrounge. But sometimes it meant things that were functional, not necessarily pretty. The table and chairs were... functional.

Teresa looked around and didn’t see anyone else. She was pretty sure that Blair and Will were living up here.

“I sent Will downstairs to edit copy,” Blair said cheerfully. “We need girl time, and he’d never recover from it.”

Teresa grinned. “No, Ryan isn’t permitted to hear girl talk either,” she said. “It is too much for his delicate ears.”

Bianca just laughed at them both as she helped herself to the pizza. “How can it be worse than guy talk?” she asked.

“Guys can be crude, but women are direct and analytical,” Teresa explained. “Ryan says he was astounded when he listened to women talking about their men and their sex lives. Men would never be so personal and so... analytical — that was the word he kept coming back to.”

Bianca laughed more. “Thanks, I needed the picture of Ryan Matthews terrified to listen to women talking about sex,” she finally managed. 

“And — how are you?” Teresa asked. Her husband had a reputation as a man-ho, and it was no lie. “We had a morning visitor to tell us about you being doxed.”

“It is weird,” Bianca said. “I’m completely offline. I threw my phone and broke it. I haven’t checked my email, my texts, or my phone messages in over 12 hours. I haven’t gone on Facebook, Twitter or TikTok. I am completely offline.”

“And... how is that?” Blair asked slowly as she tried to picture it. 

Bianca shrugged. “Not bad really,” she said. “I’m not sure how long I could do this. I called my parents from a land line in the residence hall to let them know. And Corey is handling everything else. He’s been great.”

Blair and Teresa looked at her. Teresa arched one eyebrow in question. Bianca laughed. “Sorry, girls, he’s like a kid brother, you know?”

“He’s your age,” Teresa said. 

“Still like a kid brother,” Bianca said. “Maybe because that’s been his role? He’s Cage’s kid brother. He’s Gregory’s kid brother.”

“That’s kind of tough for the guy, don’t you think?” Blair said.

“See? Analytical,” Teresa said with a laugh. They ate pizza for a bit. Blair found bottles of water for them in a dorm fridge left over from the Crow’s Nest’s past life as COVID ward. 

“So, I went and made Ramirez let me read the police report,” Blair began. “And it’s pretty horrible. Sounds like Ryan is in worse shape than anyone was told. How is he, Teresa?”

“He cannot sit up, stand up, or do anything really, for another week,” she said soberly. “He must lay face down most of the time. His pain is very high.”

Bianca frowned. “I’m missing something. What happened? Did he get beat up in all this?”

“Worse,” Blair said, when Teresa couldn’t answer. “That other guy Jake somebody? He used a whip on Ryan’s back. It’s pretty bad, I hear?”

Teresa nodded. “Si,” she whispered. “So many stitches. The doctors say if he stays in bed, his muscles will heal completely. He will always have scars. More scars.”

“I didn’t realize,” Bianca said, and she looked sick. “Will knows, though, right?”

“It’s part of what’s giving him nightmares, I think,” Blair said. “And we weren’t told everything about how Davis got shot either. One of them pulled the trigger, I’m sure of it. I think it was Will.”

“And both of them feel guilty, and sick, and in pain, and they’re having nightmares,” Bianca summarized. The other two women nodded.

“Well, that sucks,” she said, and they smiled at her deliberate understatement. “So now what? Cage is available, and Emily would be if we called her, but they’re not really present, you know? They’ve moved on. But we’re in a mess, ladies.”

Blair nodded. “I can keep the news flowing,” she said. “But I’m too new to do any of the big picture stuff. I don’t know what we do for Bianca, for instance. We all can do our things and get the product out. But EWN as an institution? I don’t know...,” she trailed off.

“If we were without one or the other, we could manage,” Bianca agreed. “Ryan could coach one of us through it. Or Will could suck it up and do it on his own. But with neither of them?” She shook her head.

“I think we’re looking at only a couple of weeks,” Teresa said. “We need to make Will see a therapist. He started with Dr. Clarke — is he still seeing her?”

“Saw her last Friday,” Blair said. “But therapy can take time, and I’m not sure she’s the one he needs.”

Teresa pulled out a notebook and jotted that down. “I have learned lists from my husband,” she muttered. 

Blair laughed. “And I learned it from Will — who learned it from Ryan as well I’m guessing.”

“If Ryan could attend Zoom meetings and answer questions could the two of you assume leadership?” Teresa asked. It was this question she’d been working toward all hour.

“Us?” Blair asked. “Not Ben and Miguel?”

“Think about it,” Teresa said. “Who goes to Dr. Planck and says do something about the doxing? One of you? Or Ben or Miguel?”

Blair conceded the point. 

“Will can run the show in house, I think,” Teresa said. “It will be good for him. But dealing with university politics and such will set him back, and he needs time to heal. I think he also needs to come out to the house and spend an hour talking things over with Ryan — EIC stuff, trauma stuff. Just... bonding.”

Blair hesitated, then blurted out, “Teresa? The police report says they were forced to do a sex scene together. I don’t even know what that means. Is that part of the trauma?”

Teresa hesitated. She didn’t know what happened. Ryan wasn’t talking either. But she thought she at least could guess a bit on that one. “I don’t know,” she said slowly. “Ryan isn’t talking either. But they may have been forced to... make-out? ... as part of the trauma, yes.”

“The report said they were tortured,” Blair whispered.

“The whip lashes, the sex scene, and Will was drugged, all of that? Yes, that’s what torture is,” Teresa said.

“No wonder they are both having nightmares,” Blair said. She took a deep breath and let it out. Sat up a bit straighter. “So, we make Will run the show internal to EWN, but we help with external relations, limiting the number of people he has to deal with. That will help — he is such an introvert! And we send him out to your place daily and make him interact with Ryan so that they can work out their nightmares together?”

“Blair? You step up to run more of the Zoom meeting,” Bianca added slowly. “And I will play politics. I already am more engaged in Student Development than the rest of you. I’m part of the Black Student Union and MEChA and so on. So yes, I can do more of that. Today on Zoom, we should brainstorm a list of what needs to be handled, and I’ll step up.”

She grimaced. “After all, now that I’m not doing social media, I seem to have a lot of time on my hands.”

They grinned. Bad times called for bleak humor, the newsroom said. Or bleak times called for bad humor. There was an on-going debate among the newsroom word nerds how best to describe it.

“And how do we make you safe?” Blair asked.

“We call Campus Security and ask them,” Teresa said. “That goes top of the brainstorm list tonight. But Bianca? You have to tell them. You have to talk about it on Zoom, because the guys? They won’t get it unless you do. They’ll be indignant? But they don’t understand the fear. When I was a newbie, someone — maybe Emily — proposed a story about the fear women experience taking the bus late at night, and that it would be worth looking into as a story.

“And a guy in the class said, ‘buses are safe — they rarely have mechanical problems at all.’ He was honestly puzzled about what she was talking about.”

The other two absorbed that. “Clueless doesn’t begin to cover that,” Blair said.

Teresa nodded. “That is what privilege means,” she said. “The privilege to not have to think about things like that. Women have to think about their safety 24/7. Men don’t. So, we have to be explicit and tell them.”

Blair smiled at her. “Trust you to be the one to bring scholarship into the discussion,” she teased. “But you’re right. Bianca, you must tell them. And then we will tell them what to do.”

“And they’ll like it,” Teresa added with a laugh.

Teresa let them keep the remainder of the pizza, and she went to her 2 p.m. class. She needed to get home, she thought anxiously. It worried her Ryan was home alone. Rafael was at a play date with John Lewis. But Ryan? Ryan wasn’t in a good place to be alone. She made a call.

Ryan heard the front door open, and it woke him from a light sleep. He frowned. Was that the right order? Something woke him, and then he heard the door open? Now he was copyediting his own thoughts? He assumed it was Teresa. Who else could it be? But he was surprised when she didn’t call out or come into the room. 

“Hello?” he called out.

Footsteps came down the hall and then into the study. He turned his head to see who was there.

Abigail McShane. 

He was too startled to say anything. Abigail McShane: Advisor to his master’s degree at Reed. Wife of PSU’s president. Now Teresa’s friend and mentor. Once? Well, best he not think about that.

“Teresa called,” she said. “She was worried to be gone for so long and asked if I would come and sit while she’s in class. What do you need?”

“Water,” he said. 

She found the glass with a straw and went to refill it. She held it while he drank from it. 

“I thought I might read — you’re going to have a bunch of catching up to do,” she said quietly. “Critical Race Studies or Modern Political Thought?”

“Modern Political Thought,” Ryan said. His voice was hoarse, and he cleared it. “I’ve been thinking about whether the people we’re reading about have any application in the microcosm of a university. Well, that, and whether any of them had to apply their arguments to a 3-year-old who has suddenly decided that veggies are icky.”

She laughed. “I’m pretty sure they didn’t debate the 3-year-old or their arguments would be more useful at all levels,” she said. “So what book are you at?”

“Adam Smith,” he said. He was grateful that she didn’t ask him how he was doing, or what he was feeling. Just, soothing company and something to take his mind off his pain.

“Oh, gawd,” she said. “Penance for just skimming him during my own master’s degree, I’m sure.”

He grinned at her, and then he closed his eyes and listened to her read.

She left as quietly as she came when she heard the car pull into the garage. He heard the two women murmuring together, and then Teresa came in and kissed him, holding Rafael’s hand tightly.

“Hola, hello,” Rafael said, and he patted Ryan’s face. Ryan smiled at his son. He wanted to laugh, but he’d already learned that laughing took back muscles, and it hurt.

“Hola, hello,” Ryan said back. “Can you teach him to give just a neck hug? I could use one.” Ryan smiled at his wife or tried to. 

Teresa smiled back and squatted down beside their son. “Daddy’s hurt,” she said gently. “But he’d like a hug. We do it like this, OK?” She showed him with a soft hug of his own neck, then a soft hug of Ryan’s neck. “Now you try,” she said. “First on me.”

Rafael hugged her neck gently. “Good,” she approved. “Now Daddy.”

Rafael hugged Ryan’s neck just as gently. “Pobrecito?” he asked.

“Yes,” Ryan said. “But your hug makes it better.”

Rafael grinned, and patted his cheek again.

“Good job, Rafael,” Teresa praised. “Now, can you go play by yourself for a bit?” He nodded and raced out of the room and up the stairs.

“Bathroom?” she asked and helped Ryan stand up without waiting for a reply. 

“Thank you for sending Abigail,” he said, as he took advantage of being upright to kiss her. “I’m not sure she’ll come back. She read Adam Smith to me, and I don’t think she’s a fan.”

Teresa laughed. “I had lunch with Bianca and Blair after our conversation with Steve Planck this morning,” she said. “And I think we’ve got a plan. But they really need your support at Zoom meetings. Can you recline for long enough to do that?”

This morning’s attempt to sit had been discouraging, but Ryan nodded. He would do it because he had to. As Cage had teased, he was the interim advisor because, really, who else was there? It wasn’t funny anymore, but it was still true.

“Blair is worried about Will,” she said, as she settled him back into bed, and then sat down in the chair where he could see her face. “She thinks if he’s allowed to focus on the internal operations with her help, he can regain his balance. Bianca said she would step up to be the outward face to the administration.”

“Bianca?” Ryan asked, startled. He thought about it. She had the contacts. She was the extrovert of the leadership. It made sense, and he should have thought of it. “She’ll do a good job,” he said, pleased at the idea.

“Yes, especially if you’re there for her to turn to,” Teresa said. “Will is still having nightmares, however, and I suggested that he needed to come here and spend an hour a day talking to you. About whatever. Editing. What happened. Girls.” She grinned at him.

Ryan nodded. If it accomplished nothing else, he’d welcome the company. 

“Blair also thinks Dr. Clarke may not be the right fit for Will as a therapist. I didn’t press her about it,” Teresa said slowly. “But you see someone else now. Maybe a younger man would be someone he can relate to? But he must see someone, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” Ryan said firmly. “And that can be something we talk about. But given what happened? Blair might be right. Will may find talking to Dr. Clarke too much like talking to his mother.”

Teresa giggled, and Ryan felt better just for making her laugh. He loved the sound of her laughter. “Blair made Ramirez let her read the police file,” she said. “She says Ramirez left things out in his report. But she wants to know what a sex scene is?”

Teresa giggled again. “I said, Oops, gotta go to class, see you later,” she confided. 

Ryan smiled at that. “And if she asks me? I’m punting it back to you,” he promised. “Or maybe? We can send them all to Abigail McShane, what do you think? A group kink class?”

She giggled again, and Ryan thought he could listen to her giggle forever — or until the meds wore off and the next dose made him sleep some more.

Teresa glanced at her watch. “Thirty minutes until Zoom then,” she said. “Let me feed Rafael and see if I can get him to take a nap. And then I’ll help you up.”

Ryan wasn’t sure why Teresa had decided to take an active role in sorting out EWN; he was just grateful she had. Things ran smoothly when she ran them. Just look at their household. He was under no illusions that he had anything to do with how well things ran. Which reminded him of Gregory Washington, EWN advertising manager and another person who ran things smoothly. Someone to consider. Really, EWN had plenty of capable people. That was a comforting thought.
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4 P.M., MONDAY, APRIL 19, 2021, EWN newsroom — Will was sitting in his office watching the silent members of his editing crew out in the newsroom. They needed him, and he was letting them down. He swallowed hard. 

Blair came in and closed the door behind her. “I had lunch with Teresa and Bianca today,” she said. He nodded. He knew that — he’d been booted out of the Crow’s Nest for it. He should have at least asked how it went. 

“So, Ryan,” she said. “He’s hurting. He’s having nightmares, and he has to lay down 24/7 on his stomach. Teresa thought it would be really helpful if you went out there for an hour every day and the two of you just talked. About anything. Nothing tough, just company. A bored Ryan is not a good thing, she says.”

Will snorted at that. He’d seen editorials Ryan had written when he got bored — stirred the pot just to have something to do. He nodded. “And what else did you all decide?” he asked dryly.

She smiled at him. “We decided you should focus on running the internal show and teach me how,” she said cheerfully. “And Bianca will be our ambassador to the outside world. Now that she’s not on social media she says she’s got lots more time on her hands.”

Will winced. He’d read Corey’s email this morning. He knew he should do something about that, but he didn’t know what exactly. He thought about the relief he felt at the notion that he just needed to focus on the internal aspects and work with Blair on news coverage. He should feel guilty about feeling that much relief, but he couldn’t bring himself to. Maybe Dr. Clarke was right: he needed to cut himself some slack.

“That works,” he said slowly.

“Teresa says she’ll work with Ryan to help him attend Zoom meetings,” she added. “Which should be starting right about now. And the first thing up? You need to ask Bianca to talk about being doxed and how afraid she is right now.”

“And a report from Corey on how bad it is,” he said grimly. 

Blair nodded. “Because we really need Ryan for that, and then if he has to log off? Well, we can do story ideas between the two of us.”

Will just looked at the woman standing there in front of him. She looked tired, but her blonde hair was pulled back in her usual ponytail. She was wearing a pink T-shirt that said Go Vikings on it — she might be the only one outside of sports who even knew what the PSU mascot was — and a short, flippy print skirt. She looked like a cheerleader, he thought, and she was beautiful. “I love you,” he said, shyly. It was a new thing, this privilege to say that to her.

She grinned. “You’re getting better at saying that,” she observed. She looked over at Corey and nodded. All the windows started popping up on Will’s screen, and she went out to her desk to get added into the meeting.

“It’s just us today,” Corey said. “And we’ve got Ryan!”

There was applause. Ryan looked like shit, and he was keeping the window tightly cropped to just his face, but he was there. And Will thought he’d never been so glad to see anyone — well not since a week ago, when Ryan had also come to his rescue. Resolutely, he set that thought aside. 

“Corey?” Will asked. “Could you brief us on where things stand with Bianca getting doxed? Is it just her? Start from the beginning.”

Corey began at the beginning all right, Will thought with amusement, with a brief explanation of what doxing was. But then, given the expressions on some faces, maybe that was necessary. Doxing, he explained, was a form of online stalking where people used all kinds of document — dox — searches to find information about someone and post it publicly. It was most often done to women and people of color, starting with their real names, addresses, and phone numbers. Then people were encouraged to harass them with calls and threats. 

At EWN, online harassment had started with their decision to cover Black Lives Matter protests nightly, nearly a year ago. But it had been mostly reactive to a story until Cage had gone before the cameras in December to talk about the white supremacists attack on protesters that left five dead. Then the attacks had turned personal — against Cage, then him and Emily, then Emily and Bianca.

“Bianca has always gotten some online harassment,” Corey said. “But it escalated in January when the Blue Lives Matter started their ‘lynch the bitch’ campaign against her and Emily. I keep it off our feed — we’ve been getting bombed regularly since January — and I file reports with University Computing. They’ve repeatedly traced a lot of the harassment to the computer labs in the Honors College, but the dean there keeps denying that it’s possible.”

There were angry murmurs about that. Corey said about a month ago he’d started doing Internet searches on all the leadership looking for doxing attempts. He didn’t say why he’d started that. Will frowned, trying to think back to what might have triggered it. There was so much, he thought tiredly.

Corey was continuing his report — yesterday he’d found the first one. Someone had posted Bianca’s contact information and her class schedule in a Facebook group of Portland Blue Lives Matter supporters. He’d filed a complaint with FB, and the post had been deleted this morning. But the damage was done — the information was out there, and it was just being passed along. He’d already found it today in a few different places. 

“Bianca?” Will said gently. “Have you changed your phone number? Told your parents? Filed a police report? What can we do to help?”

Bianca swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and remembered she’d promised Teresa and Blair to talk about this. She hadn’t realized how difficult that would be — and she talked all the time. “I threw my phone from the smoker’s porch last night,” she said, and people smiled. “At that point I had 72 text messages and 22 voice messages.”

There were no more smiles.

“I’m going to get a new phone and number,” she continued. “I’ve alerted my family, because their address was shared too. And I filed a report with Campus Security, University Computing, and the Judicial Code Committee. Open files, only, of course, because all of this is done anonymously. University Computing thinks they’ll be able to trace some of it because they use .edu accounts. I suspect we all know which lab it will be traced back to.”

She paused and gathered courage. “I’m scared,” she said softly. “I walk home at night from here, and it’s predictable. Ben often walks with me, and I’m so grateful. Last night, Blair did. Campus security said this morning that I can call for an escort, and they will send an officer. And I’ll do that — if I can bring myself to trust that the officer they send won’t be part of the problem.”

There were some sympathetic grunts at that one. They trusted Ramirez explicitly, he’d been there for them during the bad times. There were a couple of others. But learning that your own campus police officers had been the ones to plant the bombs in the newsroom? Didn’t foster much trust.

“I have been afraid for a long time,” she finished. “And now? They know how to find me. When I’m coming out of class. When I leave here. They know where I’m going.”

She felt tears welling up in her eyes, and she got up and walked away from her terminal. Ben came out of his office and pulled her into a hug. He walked her back to the privacy of his office, and people could hear her crying through his Zoom link until Corey dropped him off.

There was silence. Will wasn’t sure what to do or say after that.

It was Blair who broke the silence. “I’d like to do some stories about doxing, about online harassment,” she said slowly. “It apparently goes back to something called gamergate in 2013. Corey? Can you help write it? I’m thinking a series?”

Corey was blinking back tears himself, Will noticed, but he nodded. “You act as if Gamergate was ancient history,” he said.

Blair shrugged. “I was 12, Corey,” she said, and frowned. “And so were you for that matter.”

“I was already really into computers,” he pointed out. “And the whole thing that became known as gamergate was a really big deal. There are some who believe that’s where the hate messaging against Hillary Clinton came from, especially from the far left. A lot of Bernie Sanders supporters online have been accused of perpetuating those tactics against those who support other candidates.”

There were murmurs. Guess we’re learning a lot today, Will thought. There were quite a few Bernie supporters in the newsroom. 

“When in doubt print,” Miguel said, and people nodded. Their former advisor had taught them that.

“And we need to think about how we support Bianca and any others and how we will make them safe,” Ryan said. “Corey? Are there others who are under threat?”

He shook his head, which made his red-tipped short braids dance, and people smiled. Their computer geek was unique, Will thought. Like most of the people at EWN, for that matter. Creative, smart, and completely unable to color within the lines, as Ryan often described it. Well that and the ‘herding feral cats’ analogy.

“Emily and Cage still get some,” Corey said. “But that’s falling off since they’re not here to stir things up anymore. I’m watching for our newer anchors, because let’s face it, our anchors are our most visible faces of EWN. And I’m seeing some comments, but not the barrage we got after Cage and Emily went live to talk about Black Lives Matter. I’m keeping watch on both of them. And on Sam, upstairs on the radio station. But he seems to be escaping it.”

Sam Bartholomew was Black, but maybe racists didn’t listen to their radio station? Or didn’t know he was Black — no visuals with radio. Still, he was glad Corey was watching. Their two newest anchors? One was a white woman, Cindy Keller; the other was an Asian-American man, Ellison Lee. Both would be vulnerable, Will worried.

“I’ll give Ramirez a call,” Ryan said. Will frowned. He sounded like he was hurting.

“I think we can commit that no one leaves here alone at night,” Will said firmly. “Corey? Can you send out an email to everyone about how to secure their online presence? Anyone have any other questions for Ryan?” 

Everyone smiled at Ryan, but no one said anything. “Then Ryan? I think you need to go take a nap or some meds — the good kind,” Will said. “And I so appreciate you joining us today.”

Ryan’s face disappeared, and Teresa’s replaced him briefly. “Thank you everyone,” she said. “We’ll see you tomorrow on Zoom. Ryan’s not online yet, but I am, and I’ll pass on anything you send me. Will has the info on how to reach me.”

“Blair?” Will said, suddenly tired himself. “Stories?”

Across town, Teresa handed Ryan a pill and a glass of water. “Take it,” she said firmly. 

Ryan choked back a sob, and then he obediently took the pill. She ached for how much pain he was in. When he finished the glass of water, Teresa helped him into the bathroom and then back into bed. 

“I hate this,” he said fiercely. 

“I know you do,” she said, sitting beside his bed and massaging his scalp gently. She watched him relax into her touch. It amazed her how much her husband responded to touch. To her touch. Maybe to any touch? she wondered. Because he’d missed out as a child? She should do some research on that sometime. Not that it mattered particularly, she was happy to give him all the touch he wanted. She grinned at that thought. Maybe foot massage? Hands? She considered that and decided to try it tomorrow.

“But if you’re careful, this is only temporary,” she said firmly. “Slowly, you’ll heal, and then you’ll regain your stamina. But we have to take it slow, Ryan.”

He nodded, his face in his pillow. She suspected he had tears in his eyes. “Remind me to call Ramirez,” he murmured, and then he was asleep.

Teresa sat there watching him, worried, until Rafael came down the stairs after his nap. She went out to get him, and they went to the kitchen to fix something for Rafael to eat. She ate with him, focusing on him to make sure the stress and pain didn’t affect him overtly. She wanted him to learn to be sympathetic but not fearful.

Fear was her job. She worried about her husband. Those wounds were horrible. It was hard to see how they could ever heal, although his doctor assured her they would. Scars? She didn’t care about scars. She cared about making sure her man healed so he would be able to hold the baby she was carrying now. With that thought making her smile, she fixed one of Ryan’s protein shakes — chocolate — and took it to him. And then she taught Rafael how to hold the shake for Ryan to drink it without making a mess.
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5 P.M., MONDAY, APRIL 19, 2021, EWN newsroom — Bianca struggled not to cry as Ben held her. They were good friends, but that was it, in spite of the newsroom speculation. She didn’t even think Ben knew there was speculation. She didn’t know what she wanted from him, and she’d begun to think he didn’t want anything. Which was a disappointment, she thought, so then, maybe she did want something?

She set aside those chaotic thoughts for a focus on the here and now. Ben held her, rocking her slightly, rocking with her actually. She found it comforting. She choked back the sobs, took a deep breath, and willed herself not to cry. 

“Hush now,” Ben was saying. “It’s going to be OK. We’re all in this together, right? You’re not alone in this, Bianca. You should have said something last night. I would have walked you home.”

She nodded, but she didn’t trust herself to talk yet. He would have, she knew. If she’d told him. But she didn’t want to have someone walk her home because they pitied her for her fears. She wanted Ben to walk her home because he wanted to be with her. And where had that thought come from? 

“Blair walked with me,” she managed. 

“Not the same,” he countered.

Bianca nodded and shrugged at the same time. It wasn’t, she acknowledged, but it was enough. And Blair had been willing to walk, not dragged out of here because Bianca was scared and needy. That was the point of doxing. To make the target fearful. Any actual harassment or harm was incidental. They wanted her to be afraid. Wanted her to cower.

And she wasn’t going to do that. She straightened up and took a step back from Ben. She looked up at him and saw the concern in his face. “I’m stronger than they are,” she said. “I’m tougher. And I’m not going to take it.”

Ben laughed. “There’s the tough chica I know,” he teased. “But what are you going to do? Others have faced this, and there’s almost no legal recourse. What are you going to do?”

She chewed on her lower lip thinking about that. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But the first thing I know is that they aren’t driving me off the air. And they aren’t going to drive me off social media. I will not run.” 

She looked at the big clock on the wall that dictated everything that happened in the news studio — even more than it did to the rest of the newsroom. It was just now 5 p.m. “Want to go phone shopping with me?” she asked.

He nodded. “Who’s your service provider?” he asked as he reached for his jacket. “We should make Corey go along. Let him get you all the bells and whistles. And explain the need for a new number.”

“T Mobile,” Bianca answered, as she walked out of his office ahead of him. She caught their reflection in the glass windows of his office: Ben, a tall, slim Native American in the ancient brown leather bomber jacket he always wore. She, a ‘Blacktina’, and even with her hair all afro’d out she barely reached his chin. She smiled though. They looked good together.

“And Corey would be nice to have come along,” she agreed.

Corey came out of his glass-walled Geek Cave at the north end of the newsroom — a room that was kept locked and only Corey — and maybe Will — had keys. It held a lot of expensive computers was all Bianca knew. All she really wanted to know. 

Corey hugged Bianca too, and he was enthusiastically willing to go phone shopping. His eyes lit up. Evidently it wasn’t the chore for him that she found it to be, Bianca thought with a laugh. She loved his braids with their red-dyed tips. He wore a lot of silver too: an over-large cross, silver rings on his fingers, a small nose ring — and what had his pastor father thought about that? It seemed like such contradictions: the preacher’s kid, a Baptist preacher at that, the computer geek, and then the Black rapper look. And yet? Corey was a sweet guy and didn’t fit any of those stereotypes. She thought about that, wondering how people saw her? Did they see past her looks? She wasn’t sure they did. When she did actual reporting, everyone acted amazed. They valued her; she knew that. They thought she was amazing to do what she did, because most of them would rather be dead than be sitting in front of the camera. But that wasn’t the same thing as thinking she was smart. And it wasn’t like she could go about flashing her 4.0 GPA everywhere to prove it. She rolled her eyes.

It was what scared her about the job offers she got every time they broke a story. She was afraid they wanted her because she looked good on camera and could hold her poise when the stories got tough. And she wanted to be more than that. More than a talking head. More than a news reader.

But to be honest? She wasn’t sure what that was. Or what it looked like.

The two guys left her to her thoughts as they walked down Clay Street to the Park Blocks and then headed north from there until the Heathman Hotel, jogged around it onto Broadway and down past Pioneer Square to the store. The stores were quiet. The streets were quiet. It was depressing to come down here, really, she thought.

“I hate this,” she said finally, gesturing to the nearly empty Pioneer Square. “I hate what COVID has done to the city.”

They both nodded, what more was there to say? More and more people were getting vaccinated. They were supposed to start vaccinating college students next week — and wouldn’t that be a fun thing? Johnson & Johnson, they’d been told — it had been a story last night — so one-shot, not the two. But still? If the Health Clinic didn’t have things in better shape for the vaccine than they had for tests? It was going to be ugly, with long lines of impatient students wanting shots. She considered that. Were they giving that story its due?

They waited outside the store door until the customer ahead of them came outside, and then entered. Corey did the talking to the gratitude of the clerk as well as Bianca. It amused her; the clerk obviously appreciated talking to someone who knew what he was talking about. And that was so not her. She used technology. Was pretty good at using it, actually. But she didn’t understand technology.

And she didn’t talk it. Not like Corey did. And 30 minutes later she exited with a new phone, a better plan at the same cost, and a new number for no extra charge. 

“God, Corey, you’re wonderful!” she exclaimed. She hugged him. To hell with social distancing. This was a man who got her in and out of a phone store in 30 minutes, and she wasn’t in tears. 

Corey grinned at her. “Don’t tell anyone,” he warned. “They think I’m a computer geek, and they occasionally ask me to install some software. If they knew I could do this? I
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