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About the Author

Some Things Can’t Be Forgotten

Jorge ‘Shorty’ Guillermo is a math teacher in a ritzy suburb of Seattle, who makes more money mining data for private clients than he ever will teaching. He might be the only teacher who can afford to live in the district, he jokes. Seriously, he thinks there’s something wrong with that. He teaches because he likes teaching, but there’s a lot about the school system in America that needs fixing.

The local Democratic Party is offering him a chance to be a part of the solution. They want him to run for state legislature. Shorty says yes.

Then the harassing phone calls begin. Not just to him, but to his family. Weird calls. Threatening, he thinks. After the last few years, anything off seems like a threat. He’s gotten sucked in to his oldest friend’s police investigations, and if that wouldn’t make a person paranoid, he didn’t know what would.

Are the calls related to the police corruption investigation? Shorty doesn’t see how it can be. But he knows one thing, well two, really.

One, weird escalates.

Two, he needs to call Mac. Shorty sighs. Calling Mac is almost a guarantee the situation will escalate. Mac’s solution to problems is to blow the suckers up.

But someone making threatening calls to his mother? Shorty’s just fine with Mac’s solution.

Book 8 in the Mac Davis Thrillers about a former Marine turned cop reporter in Seattle. 
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Friday, June 10, 2016, Bellevue, Washington

Graduation for Bellevue High School was held at noon in the University of Washington’s basketball pavilion. Somehow that seemed wrong — graduation was supposed to be at night, under the lights, not during the hottest part of a sunny day.

Could be worse, Shorty Guillermo acknowledged. One year it had rained, and everyone came inside drenched, and the whole ceremony had this wet dog smell to it. But generally, June was a sunny month in the Puget Sound area. Today was warm, however. Too warm. He glanced at the graduates who were bunched up waiting to march in, and wondered how much they had on underneath. Some of them probably had on as little as possible, he thought with amusement.

He wanted to shed his suit jacket. Looking around, he could see most of the fathers still had their jackets on. He grimaced and kept his on, too. Blending in was important, and Bellevue was a rich city full of tech billionaires, investment bankers, and private fund managers. They’d all taken time to come here at lunchtime to see their kids graduate. If they could wear their suits, he could too.

Shorty approved that they were here. He felt sorry for the kids who didn’t have family show up. And there were some, unfortunately. It was one of the reasons he came even when he wasn’t required to.

He liked graduation. Not that he admitted it to anyone. Teachers were supposed to bitch about having to attend. This was his sixth ceremony as a Bellevue High teacher; he liked seeing his students in their brilliant blue robes and blue mortarboards. His students were usually honor students, and they wore the extra gold cord as well as the stole.

They’d soon be walking in two at a time — usually off beat — to take a seat on the stage. Then, one by one, they would cross the stage and get their diploma. After shaking hands with the principal, they would return to their seats. Shorty had been their practice coach one year. It had been quite entertaining. Some had to be taught how to shake hands. Most of them had trouble juggling the diploma while shaking the principal’s hand. Usually at least one person got flustered and dropped the diploma. A couple would try to shake with the wrong hand. Shorty grinned to himself. Had he ever been that young?

Probably, he acknowledged. His father had made him practice shaking hands. That had been long before graduation, however. He couldn’t remember what the occasion was, but there had been hand-shaking. His father was determined his son would fit in. The son of a Filipino landscaper needed to know all the rules if he wanted to be something more than a man who mowed the lawns of rich people.

Being the eldest son in an immigrant family had its moments. His father had come over from the Philippines with his parents as a teenager. He’d met Shorty’s mother when he’d sought out her father to learn how to graft fruit trees. Shorty’s grandfather was a Mexican immigrant in central Washington, and well-known for his skills with trees. His father had wanted to learn from the best.

They married six months later. Shorty was born 14 months after that. After Shorty, there had been three girls and then another boy. When Shorty had graduated, the whole clan had shown up — four grandparents, his parents, four younger siblings. Showed up, and stood and cheered when he had walked across a stage to get his diploma. He’d been both embarrassed and bursting with pride.

He’d delivered the valedictorian speech that year for Garfield High School.

Four years later he’d graduated summa cum laude in computer science from University of Washington before doing his master’s degree in education. He had always known he wanted to teach. He’d been in a school that had good teachers who made a difference in their students’ lives even though it was a rough district and poor by comparison to Bellevue. But those teachers had made a significant difference in his life — although probably not as much a difference as Mac had. He almost snorted out loud at that thought.

So Shorty was committed to making a difference for his own students. He always had a collection of students he felt close to. They were the nerdy guys, and more than a few girls, who were all still gangly and awkward. They hung out in the computer lab after school, playing games — or writing them. They thought Dungeons & Dragons was old school, but cool. Shorty smiled. He did, too.

They had been excited about graduating all week — still were, and it showed. Shorty cheered them all on. He taught math and computer science. If they were still taking classes from him as seniors, they were college-bound. Many of them would come here, to the University of Washington, his alma mater, and it made him extremely proud.

Riley O’Brien, his student teacher from fall term, slid into the open seat next to him. “Did I miss them?” she asked breathlessly. “Traffic sucks.”

“Still waiting to march in,” he assured her. “I’m surprised you came! My other student teachers never came.”

She shrugged, looking like she might be embarrassed about being here. “No one came for my graduation,” she murmured. “I always swore that when I became a teacher, my students would have at least someone in the audience who was proud of them. Figured I would get started with these kids.”

Shorty smiled at her. “They’ll be glad to see you,” he assured her. No one had come to her graduation? That was sad, and he thought again about his family’s cheers. Did that mean no one would be there to watch her graduate from the University of Washington on Sunday? She’d sent him a ticket, but he hadn’t planned on using it. He had assumed it was just a thank you for being her supervising teacher.

He’d go, he decided. Just like she said, everyone needed someone to say ‘congratulations, you did it!’

The high school band began to play the Pomp and Circumstance, and everyone stood up for the students. Shorty looked around. It was not a predominantly white audience, which might surprise more than a few people he knew. About half the students on stage were Asian, a quarter were white, another 15 percent were Latino, and then 10 percent identified as mixed race — people like him.

They all fit into one demographic, however — most of the families were rich as fuck, Shorty thought grimly, as they sat back down. And that made all kinds of problems for the students and the teachers. Well, that was why he was running for the state legislature, wasn’t it? He wanted to fix the broken education system in this state.

While Bellevue and its sister cities were flush with money, other parts of Seattle and the state struggled. Schools were supported by property tax revenue — so rich communities had rich schools, and poor communities had poor schools. And really, if you wanted to fix things in this country, good schools for everyone was the route to take.

He hadn’t thought that was a controversial position, but he was getting all kinds of pushback for it. Why should we pay for their schools, parents demanded. We pay for our own kids. Let them pay for theirs.

Shorty had been at more than one town hall meeting in the last month talking about that very subject. It mattered, he kept insisting. It had been an eye-opening experience. And then he’d gotten an opponent for the Democratic nominee.

Riley elbowed him. “Are you paying attention? Clara is giving the valedictorian speech!”

Shorty smiled at her. Riley was dressed in black slacks, a white sleeveless shirt, and low heels. He thought she looked great — he always thought she looked great. And he loved her hair. It was light brown with blonde streaks in it — he didn’t know if it was naturally like that or not, and asking would be wildly inappropriate, of course. Riley was a student of his! 

Not anymore, that lawless voice in his head whispered. Shorty ignored it.

“Clara took top honors,” he said softly. “And in some serious classes. She got offers from all over. She’s going to Stanford.”

Riley was going to be a great teacher; he knew it. He’d been able to give her a glowing recommendation, and Issaquah High School had snapped her up. It was more than just her skills. Her very presence in the computer science classes had inspired the girls of the school.

Shorty worked hard to encourage girls to stay in the computer science track. He was proud that his classes were more than 30 percent female. But after just one term of Riley being front and center with the students, the number of girls enrolling winter term had shot up to 50 percent. And it had stayed there during spring term, too. Shorty didn’t know how long the inspiration would last, but he had his fingers crossed. If they’d had an open position, he would have insisted BHS grab her, but they didn’t. Issaquah was in luck.

The honor’s students were recognized. The salutatorian gave the second speech, and then they were marching out, although the line disintegrated as students saw their families — or a teacher like him. “You all did good,” Shorty assured them, laughing, as a group of seven stopped to hug him and to talk. They grinned.

Clara hung back shyly. She was Korean, third generation or so, but she had the formal manners the Korean families often had. “Will you come meet my family, Mr. Guillermo?” she asked.

“I’d be honored,” Shorty said, smiling at her. “You did a very good job with your speech.” She’d been nervous about it — brought it by for him to read. He’d had her practice it for him. Slow down, he cautioned. You’ll speed up when you’re nervous, so focus on that. And as he expected, she’d done an excellent job up there.

He followed her to where her parents were waiting. Her father was wearing a light gray suit with a white shirt and blue tie. Her mother was in a gray dress. Shorty dredged up his most formal manners. He nodded to her mother with a smile, and then shook her father’s hand. “You should be very proud of your daughter,” he said with sincerity.

“We are,” her father said. “She says you’re the teacher who helped her see technology as a future. I wanted to say thank you for that. She didn’t listen to her old father here.”

Shorty laughed. “They never do,” he said. “And they often don’t listen to me either. But the smart ones do, and Clara is very smart.” He smiled at Clara. “Remember that. Stanford takes only the best, so you’ve got proof you’re good. I know you’re going to flourish down there.”

“Did you go to Stanford?” her father asked.

“No, I went here,” Shorty said easily. Knowing how that would be interpreted, he added, “I’m the first to go to college on both sides of the family. They wanted me close to home to make sure I didn’t get any strange ideas or fall into bad company.”

Her father nodded, the matter cleared up to his satisfaction. Shorty didn’t roll his eyes; this wasn’t the first time his choice was questioned. UW was an R-1 institution, arguably one of the best universities in the country. But it was the hometown college, and people assumed out-of-state schools were better. Especially a private one. And in Bellevue, with these parents, it mattered.

He turned back to Clara. “Congratulations,” he said again. “I know you’ll do well. Be sure to come in at Christmastime and tell me all about it, OK?”

Clara flung her arms around him and gave him a big hug. Shorty laughed, careful to keep his hands away from her — and where her father could see them. Some day he’d be an old man and maybe he wouldn’t have to be so cautious. But then pretty young women probably wouldn’t fling themselves at him like this.

He nodded to her mother again, who had yet to say a word, then a short bow to her father, and escaped back to the other students who were having a much better time joking around with Riley. “Come on, let’s get out of here before someone decides to make us help put up chairs,” Shorty said to the group. And still joking and cheering, the group headed out the doors to the parking lot.

“Walk you to your car?” Shorty said quietly to Riley. She nodded, still laughing at something someone said.

“Mr. Guillermo! Look what someone did to your car!” a student called out — a horrified student, from the sound of things. Shorty glanced at Riley, and they moved faster. Not running, Shorty didn’t want to draw more attention than the student’s yell had already done.

He slowed when he got within a few spaces of his Lexus.

“Oh Jorge, your car,” Riley said softy, putting her hand on his arm.

He tensed, not wanting the comfort really. Hard to hold your composure when someone was sympathetic. 

And it wasn’t just her. All the students were silent as they parted so he could see the car. He studied it in silence. “Can’t have been any of you all,” he said at last. “Every word is spelled correctly.”

The students laughed, relieved he was joking about it. But it wasn’t really a joking matter. The car meant a lot to him, for one thing.

And for another, the spray paint said ‘go back where you came from — you and your politics aren’t wanted here.’

Racist, but even more, it was about him as a candidate. Well, shit. Things just escalated.

“You need to call the police,” Riley said. “That guy you know?”

She meant Joe Dunbar. Shorty wasn’t sure he was the right person to call — a police detective in homicide for car vandalism? Joe might come, but he might be insulted, too. But Shorty knew who would know.

“No,” Shorty said with a sigh. “I need to call Mac.”

Shorty pulled out his phone, and started to make the call. Or maybe he should take photos of the car, he thought, pausing to consider that. He felt frozen, numb. Whatever you called it, it wasn’t good.

Something — someone — caught his eye. Standing under one of those scrawny trees every parking lot seemed to have, was a student. Shorty knew him, of course he did. He was the son of his opponent. Simon Avery was a stocky, fair-haired young man, who was watching him with an unpleasant smirk on his face. Shorty glanced around. He didn’t see any family—no father anyway. He would recognize him. After that last town hall meeting? He wasn’t going to forget Preston Avery any time soon.

“Here,” Riley said gently, taking the phone from him. “I’ll call Mac, you just chill.”

Shorty glanced at her, and nodded once. He took a deep breath. The car was just a car, he told himself. And that was true. But it was his car. He’d bought it right after college graduation for his master’s from his income as a data consultant. And it was a very nice car — a silver 2012 Lexus coupe. It had cost him $50 grand, and he’d paid cash for it. And yes, it was such a guy thing to do. He didn’t care.

He’d also been very sensible and had good investments, a retirement account, and was able to afford a nice apartment in Bellevue. He often joked he was probably the only teacher who could afford to live in the district.

He was a very good data miner. He should be; his mentor was one of the best.

The car meant success. Growing up poor — relatively — status symbols mattered. Mattered a lot. Shorty was convinced those status symbols, and the lack thereof, were a part of what was causing trouble in schools. The students drove better cars than their teachers did. And to them, that meant the teachers were losers. Who needed to learn from losers?

It was the parents’ fault, Shorty knew. The kids were being raised to see status as success. They could appraise the value of a person’s clothes and peg their income bracket accurately. A car? Shorty knew it was time to trade this one in — six years old was so lame. But he liked the car.

He glanced at it again. It was painful, no lie. The graffiti was just the start. They’d broken the windows, too. The tires had been slashed. He took a deep breath, and let it out slowly, and got a whiff of something foul. Someone had sprayed the inside. With what, he wasn’t sure, and wasn’t going to guess.

Instead, he shoved his hands in his pockets, and ignoring Riley talking on his phone to Mac, he stalked over to Simon Avery. “You go through graduation?” Shorty asked.

Simon jerked. He hadn’t been expecting that question, apparently.

“Yeah,” he said cautiously. “I didn’t do it,” he then blurted out.

“Didn’t think you did,” Shorty assured him. And he didn’t. Had Simon been watching? Possibly. He wasn’t going to ask. That was something the police could do. Or Mac. Mac on an information hunt would be entertaining. “Did your family come to see you graduate? I didn’t see your father inside.”

“Nah,” Simon said. “He’s too busy for this kind of thing. And Mom wouldn’t come without him.”

“That’s a shame,” Shorty said. “Everyone should have someone to cheer for them at graduation.” He held out his hand. Simon looked at it, puzzled, before shaking it. “So congratulations, Simon,” he added, sincerely. “You’re a high school graduate. Where are you headed next? As I remember, you were pretty good at math. Going to business school?”

Simon nodded, looking at him suspiciously. “Math is useful,” he muttered. “Not like some of the shit they teach.”

“You may be surprised at what you will find useful,” Shorty told him. “I find a lot of my education more useful than I expected.”

Simon shrugged. “But look at you,” he said. “I mean you do drive a nice car.” He looked Shorty up and down. “And you do know how to dress — unlike most of the teachers here. But still, you’re just a teacher. Not even a principal. You make shit for wages. So how could you say your education did anything for you?”

And that right there was the challenge teachers faced. Shorty didn’t argue with him. “Are you going to U-Dub?” he asked instead.

Simon nodded. “I can live at home, work for my Dad,” he added.

Shorty saw Mac’s SUV pull into the parking lot. “There’s my ride,” he said. “Anyway, congratulations on graduating — and going to U-Dub. It’s a good school.”

He turned to walk back to his car. His poor, vandalized car.

“I’m sorry about your car,” Simon said softly, from behind him.

Yeah, me too, Shorty thought. Me too.
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“Man, someone doesn’t like you much,” Mac observed as Shorty returned to the car. He stood there, hands in his pockets, looking over all the damage while Angie took photos. She always did. It was how she processed the world, Mac thought. Looking through the lens allowed her to distance herself just enough to see the world clearly.

And they were always damned fine photos. Mac wondered what she was seeing now.

Shorty snickered. “What was your first clue?” Shorty asked. “Did you call a cop for me?”

“I did,” Mac said. “Joe is on his way. So is a tow truck. Joe wanted to know if this was related to your candidacy, or to being a teacher. I thought that was an interesting question.”

Mac studied the car. It was a story, he thought, feeling the tug of interest. He had been restless for weeks; he wasn’t sure why. Well, he kind of knew. Covering the cops had a routine to it. He called central dispatch, and then the desk sergeants all around the Seattle area each morning to see what had happened in the last 24 hours. He wrote all that up as the blotter, sent it to his editor, with one eye on the clock. Deadline reporting. Then he found some other story to write. For the last six months, things had been quiet.

In newspapering, no news was not good news. For an adrenaline junkie like him, it was particularly so. Without a big story, he’d begun to realize just how stupid most crime was. Heart-breaking actually, although that wasn’t a term he’d use out loud. But also stupid. At least the stuff that made it into the blotter.

Take this morning. Someone had driven by a store owner putting her buckets of flowers outside her shop, and decided to plant two bullets in her chest. She had been DOA. Just a 60-year-old florist. They were still looking for the killer.

Or another story? The shoplifting complaints at the Safeway in Yesler Terrace were escalating. Mac didn’t know why. No one seemed to know. Maybe he’d ask Mike, their data guy, to take a look. And Joe Conte, the other cop reporter, had left him a note, saying someone needed to check out the homeless camps. They seemed to be growing?

Mac felt like all of the stories were trying to tell him something, but he didn’t know what. Petty shit, but not? The shooting was definitely a big deal — but so random! And then there’d been a cop who had looked at a dead body and shrugged it off, saying she was past her prime anyway. On a live mic. Mac didn’t think the cop was even going to be punished.

So he was irritable.

Then this today, with Shorty’s car? Somehow this didn’t seem like petty shit, although he couldn’t tell you why. Cars got vandalized all the time, right? But he’d gotten the impression Joe didn’t think so either when he’d called him.

“Who was the kid?” he asked Shorty, mostly to have something to say until Joe got here. Shorty looked like he was in shock. Well, Shorty loved that car. Or rather, what that car stood for mattered to him. It represented success. And in Bellevue, success, and the symbols of it, mattered.

Which was why Mac hated the place. White-flight town, with a significant Asian population. He bet that pissed off all the white people who thought they were too good to share the streets and schools with Black and Latino families. Now they were being upstaged by Asian families who were demonstrating even more success than the white families. Mac thought it served them right. Another thought he’d kept to himself.

Being a reporter had taught him to keep his mouth shut about his opinions. It hadn’t been something he’d been particularly good at back in the day. He’d started more than one bar fight by mouthing off.

Shorty sighed. “That was Simon Avery,” he said, like it should mean something. “The son of Preston Avery, who is running against me for the Democratic nomination?”

Guess it did mean something. “Did he do it?” Mac asked, looking around. The kid was gone.

“He said no,” Shorty said. “Since he was inside for graduation, I don’t see how he’d have time to do all of this before I got out here.”

“But he might know who did,” Mac said. He was guessing, but he’d bet Simon Avery knew something.  He’d been hanging around waiting for Shorty to discover the car. That said something. What, Mac would have to discover.

Shorty shrugged. “Not going to ask him to snitch to a teacher,” he said, and then he grinned. “You can ask him. Or Joe can.”

Fair enough. No snitching was an iron-clad rule in high schools everywhere. “Was his dad here?” Mac asked.

Shorty shook his head no. Mac grimaced. Charming. He couldn’t be bothered to come to his kid’s graduation? What an asshole. 

Shorty was running on a school-reform platform. Mac had chatted with the Examiner’s political reporter about it. She thought Shorty had a real chance of winning, even though Bellevue was traditionally held by a Republican. And she agreed school reform was needed. But it wasn’t one of the races she was monitoring. With over 600 races in the state right now, from city council seats to the presidency, the reporter, Nancy Albright, was busy.

Janet Andrews, the paper’s editor, was helping out with political coverage — she’d once been a reporter in the D.C. bureau, back when the paper had such a thing. She’d reallocated a lot of Mike Brewster’s time with the data reporting to covering politics. She was talking about moving Conte or him over to politics.

Mac would rather slit his own throat than cover politics. Conte could have it.

“There’s the tow truck,” Angie said, pointing. She waved at it. Mac didn’t think the driver would have a hard time finding it — a bunch of students and a handful of adults, all in dress clothes, standing around a vandalized car? Yeah, that might give it away. He didn’t say anything. Being in a relationship had taught him a few things about keeping his snark to himself.

Between a relationship and journalism, Mac didn’t have much left to say.

“And there’s Joe,” she added.

Joe was driving an unmarked vehicle, although Mac had never been sure why they bothered to call it that. It was a Ford sedan in a color somewhere near gray. Probably the only American-made car in the whole parking lot.

At a Bellevue graduation ceremony? Mac was sure it was.

Joe parked the car, and got out. He was a Black man in his late 30s, probably 6-foot tall, who listed long-distance running and craft beers as hobbies on his Facebook page. It looked like lately he’d been hitting the beers harder than the running. Mac was worried about him.

Well, Angie worried, and Mac couldn’t tell her she was wrong. He’d been there. It had been years ago now, but Mac remembered the look. Joe Dunbar was careening out of control. And there was less tolerance for drunks in law enforcement than in the Marines.

Mac thought about some of the cops he’d met in recent years, and reconsidered that. Law enforcement seemed to have a “look the other way” attitude for anything their officers did. For everything but going public with police corruption, that is. Joe had testified against his fellow officers, and they weren’t going to forgive him for it.

Joe was a finalist for a position at the FBI’s Seattle bureau. He stood a very good chance of getting it. Unfortunately, funds had been frozen now for almost a year. In the meantime, the Seattle PD couldn’t fire him — it would look really bad, since the public considered him a hero — but his fellow cops could harass the hell out of him in the meantime. It was a bad situation, and it was getting to Joe. Mac didn’t blame him. But Joe could sabotage his career with one ill-considered move. And becoming a drunk ranked right at the top as a bad move.

Mac didn’t think Joe would survive losing his career. He wasn’t meant to be a mall cop. So yeah, he guessed he was worried about Joe too.

Joe got out of his car and walked around Shorty’s car. “Wow,” he said at last. “Politics or students celebrating graduation?”

Mac snorted. Joe Dunbar’s parents were teachers and he’d grown up in a solidly middle-class neighborhood and family. He didn’t think Joe’s crowd celebrated graduation by vandalizing a teacher’s car.

Mac’s buddies in high school might have, but Joe’s? Nah.

Besides, Shorty was a well-liked teacher. Of all the teachers who might get harassed by students, it wasn’t ‘Mr. Guillermo.’

“The ‘go back where you came from — you and your politics aren’t wanted here’ is too many words for a kid, Joe,” Shorty said. “We tagged enough buildings when we were kids. One, two words, and that’s about all we wrote.”

Shorty sighed, and ran his hand over his head, something he would regret later. His hair had a colic in back that stood straight up when he did that.

“No, it’s related to the campaign,” he said wearily. “I’ve been getting weird calls lately. My parents have gotten a couple, but Mama read the last caller chapter and verse, and I don’t know if they’ve been brave enough to call back.” He looked at Mac guiltily. “I should have told you.”

Mac rolled his eyes. “You think?”

“I didn’t think we were that racist — I know we’re Bellevue, but we’re still part of Puget Sound, right?” Shorty said. “Early in the primary, no one said much. Well, we’re Democrats. I ran unopposed until two weeks ago. My new opponent for the nomination is a White businessman. I’m getting some pushback — they don’t need a Brown man running now, thank you very much.”

“I’m sorry, Shorty,” Angie said. She put her arm around Shorty’s waist and gave him a hug. Her camera bag got in the way and made it awkward, but it was obvious Shorty didn’t care. He probably needed a hug. He smiled down at her fondly. 

“Come home for supper?” Angie said. “You too, Riley. Did you come to graduation? That’s awfully good of you.”

“Didn’t expect it to be this exciting,” Riley said. “Jorge? What did that guy say? Did he see who did this?”

Everyone jumped a little when Riley used Shorty’s real name. Shorty ignored their reactions. “He probably did,” Shorty said. “But I didn’t ask. Asking a student to rat out other students isn’t fair. No one likes a rat. I said, Hello. Congratulations. Was your family here? They weren’t.” Shorty glanced over where Simon Avery had been. He was gone. “He’s Preston Avery’s son,” he added reluctantly. “My opponent for the Democratic nomination.”

Mac chewed on his cheek. “Might need to talk to him,” he said.

“Well, that may be the most thoroughly vandalized car I’ve seen. I’ll give them that,” Joe said. “Let’s let the tow truck driver do his job, and then we’ll talk.”

“How about we all go to our house for that talk?” Angie suggested. “Rather than stand around in the parking lot? And food? Food would be good.”

“You guys done for the day?” Shorty asked. 

“We were leaving when you called,” Angie answered. “And I’m hungry!”

“Joe?” Shorty said. Joe was wandering around the car looking at it.

“Someone really doesn’t like you,” Joe observed. Same thing Mac had said. Mac rolled his eyes.

“I noticed that,” Shorty said with a laugh.

Mac snorted. About said it all, he conceded.

The tow truck driver backed his truck up to align with Shorty’s car. He was a beefy guy in blue jeans that hung below his gut and a blue workman’s shirt with his name embroidered on the pocket — Dave.

“Not much to restore on that,” the truck driver observed. “I hope you’ve got good insurance.”

“Yeah, I’ve got the insurance,” Shorty said morosely.

The driver nodded. He unwound the hook and put it under the front bumper. “Keys?” he asked.

Shorty fished them out of his pocket and tossed them to him. Dave snatched them out of the air, and beeped the key fob. But something felt off. A sound? Something. 

“Don’t!” Mac shouted, and he leaped for the man, pulling Dave to the ground, and rolled with him away from the car. They landed with Dave on top. If the car was going to go boom, Mac was happy to save the man’s life, but he didn’t want shrapnel in his butt. Not again.

There was a moment of silence, and Mac wondered if he’d over-reacted. Wouldn’t be the first time. PTSD was a bitch.

“What the...,” Dave began heatedly. And then the bomb went off.

“Fuck,” Mac finished his sentence.

“Shit!” someone said loudly — Mac thought it was Joe, but it could have been Shorty. And Mac scrambled to his feet, pulling Dave up with him.

“How did you know?” Dave asked gruffly.

“Afghanistan.” Mac’s vision was narrowing to a small circle. He was breathing hard, and he tried to slow it down. Slow, deep breaths, he told himself. This wasn’t his first bomb. His body was still reacting to the attack, even though Mac thought it was over. Still, when he saw Joe start to open the car door, he stopped him. “Could be a second bomb,” Mac said. “Better get your bomb guys out here.”

He’d seen it once. Could see it now. A car parked in front of a café. Someone opened the door, and the first smaller bomb went off. People rushed to see what had happened, and the second bigger bomb took out seven people.

Mac could see the foot lying in the street next to the rear tire. He closed his eyes briefly, and looked at the scene before him. No foot. Memory, not reality. That was good.

He looked for Angie. Shorty had her and Riley. Shorty’s back was to the car, and his arms outstretched to hold back the two women, both of whom wanted to see. Angie was struggling against Shorty, trying to get her camera up where she could use it.

“Let her go,” Mac said. “She knows how to be safe.”

Angie gave him a grateful look, and brought the Nikon up to her eye. But it was true. Angie had been a police photographer before starting over again as a news photographer for the Examiner. She knew how to navigate a crime scene.

And they’d need the photos. For the paper. For Shorty’s insurance. Probably for Joe.

Joe was talking on the phone — bomb squad, Mac hoped. He was still trying to get his breathing under control.

“Kuwait, for me,” Dave said. He was on his knees, his head hanging down. Trying not to vomit, Mac guessed. He sympathized. He wasn’t sure he wasn’t going to vomit himself. “You never really forget, do you?”

“No,” Mac said. “You never forget.”

The conversation helped just enough for him to gain control. If you could form words, you were still human, still in one piece. Mac ignored the sounds of screams he could hear in his mind. Not real, he told himself, then amended, not real today.

“It’s going to be a while,” Joe said, standing about three feet from the car door. It was hanging at an angle. Joe was closer than Mac would be standing — he wanted to back up even farther from where he was. Joe was a cop; surely, he knew how close he could stand? Mac started to say something, then reconsidered. Joe was touchy these days — no need to call his competence into question.

“Dave can help me tape this off,” Joe continued. “Why don’t you collect everyone and take them home with you? I’ll come there after the bomb guys get here.”

Mac nodded, but didn’t move. He was surveying the car. The bomb hadn’t done much damage, really. He thought it had been behind the front seat, wired to the door in some way. Maybe. If so, it would have done a fair amount of damage to a man’s face when he opened the door, but it probably wasn’t designed to be deadly. Which made him worry about a second bomb again. His shoulders hunched as if to protect himself.

He needed to get out of here. 

Words, he thought. Use your words. “Riley? Could you take Shorty? Let’s get out of here. We’ve got tourists.” There was quite a crowd gathering — most excitement graduation had seen in a decade, he’d bet. Angie put her camera back in her bag before coming up to him. She put an arm around his waist. 

“You OK? Want me to drive?” she asked quietly.

That sounded like a great idea. He had no business being behind the wheel. He still felt like he was going to black out — he’d be pretty useless if he did. Mac found his keys — in his pocket where they were supposed to be — and handed them to Angie. 

He was shaky still. The adrenaline kicked in when his hind brain had screamed at him. And now the adrenaline had no place to go. He felt both hot and cold, and he was shivering. Come on, he told himself. Suck it up. It’s not like it’s your first bomb. And it didn’t even go off near you this time!

“Did you call Janet?” he asked. “She’ll kill us if we don’t get this in as a story.”

“I called her. She was home, but she said she’d get something up online,” Angie said. “Gave her the basics. I’ll send her some photos from the house. Let’s go home.”

Home. That was a good word — it always made him relax. Home. And a home with this woman. He was very lucky.

“Thanks, man,” Dave said, and held out his hand for Mac to shake. “That would have got me square in the face, I think.”

Mac shook his hand. “Be careful,” he warned. “Treat it as if it’s booby-trapped.”

Joe’s head came up as he heard him. He took a couple of steps backwards, and Mac was relieved. That was better.

“Let’s go,” Mac said, draping his arm around Angie’s shoulders, as they walked to the car. At least it would hide his stagger, he thought with amusement. And he was happy for any excuse to hug Angie. 

“I’m worried about Shorty,” Angie said as she slid into the driver’s seat and adjusted it. Mac always forgot how short she was, until she had to do something like that or had to ask him to get something down from a cupboard. She was close to a foot shorter than him, but she wasn’t some dainty princess. She was sturdy, he often thought, and meant it as a compliment. He had enough sense to not use that word with her, however. He smiled as he looked at her hair — light brown, with a purple streak in front today. It matched her purple sleeveless shirt. She had on khaki pants, and ankle boots — she dressed so she could go trucking across some field for a photo if she had to. She had a blazer in the back if she needed to dress up. Mac admired her practicality.

“I’m worried about him, too,” Mac said, recalled to the conversation by her raised eyebrow. Are you paying attention, it asked. He was, he assured her with a nod. He tried to focus on the conversation, on the traffic, on anything but that sound — that click. The ‘oh shit’ click, he thought now.

Mac understood what that car meant to Shorty — it represented success, that he’d made it in an upper-class world. Although how that jibbed with the teaching career, he wasn’t sure. He suspected the person who did the vandalism understood it too. “Did you know he was getting harassed?” he asked. People told him plenty of shit, but they told Angie even more.

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “He mentioned that the last town hall meeting had gotten wild, remember? But that was it. Now this? It was good to see Riley with him, though. Were they together, do you think?”

Mac shrugged slightly. Shorty had made it clear that Riley was not up for discussion. He had some strict rules about his students — rightly so, since they were teenagers — but he seemed to think they applied to Riley O’Brien too. Mac had backed off. Shorty did not need dating advice from him. Shorty had never lacked for dates. He was a good-looking man with a charming smile, and he understood women. Mac wasn’t completely clear where he’d gained that knowledge — he hadn’t had it in high school. Then he’d been one of those nerdy guys with glasses, who blushed if a girl said hi. Some time during college, Mac assumed — when Mac had been learning about IEDs in Afghanistan.

“Has Shorty been seeing anyone lately?” Mac asked. “Wasn’t he dating one of your former roommates?”

“I don’t think he’s seeing anyone seriously,” Angie said. “He took Carolyn out a couple of times, but it didn’t go anywhere. He’s seemed disenchanted with the whole dating scene lately.” She smiled at him. “Listen to us, gossiping about our friends like some old married couple.”

Mac grinned at her. “Weird, huh,” he said lightly, as if the word married didn’t make him flinch. He’d marry her in a heartbeat if she wanted it, but since she hadn’t said anything, he was happy to go on as they had been. Still, focusing on Shorty and his dating life — or the lack thereof — was better than reliving the sound of a bomb arming itself.

Angie parked the SUV in back off the alley, next to her own car. If Riley was careful there was room for hers too. They waited for them, and Angie directed Riley in. Mac carefully kept all expression off his face. If he had done that, he would have gotten chewed out by one of them, if not both.

They trooped through the gate into the back yard, and in through the back door. It was a typical Seattle bungalow, the house where Mac had spent his teen years. He knew, and loved, every creaking board of it. His aunt had been glad to sell it to him — she and her partner were trying to make a go of living together. So far so good.

Mac pulled a pitcher of water out of the refrigerator and poured himself a glass. He drank it, and then another one. Then he found more glasses and made everyone else drink water too. “Dehydration,” Mac said. “Stress causes it. And having a bomb go off in our faces is the definition of stress. So drink the water.”

Everyone obeyed. Mac nodded once with satisfaction. Then drank a third glass. He could feel the dried sweat on his body and wished he could go upstairs and take a shower. Probably too rude — especially with Riley here. He’d do it if it was just Shorty and Angie.

“So what do you have for me to work with?” Shorty said lightly, as he peered into the refrigerator. It sounded forced, but Mac gave him credit for the effort.

“Help yourself,” Angie said. “Come on, Riley, we’ll sit in the living room — with our water glasses. Let the master chef cook.”

Riley laughed, and let herself be pulled into the other room.

Mac sipped more water. “So there’s been other shit?” he said, leaning against the cabinet. “How bad? And don’t bullshit me, Shorty.”

Shorty grimaced. He found onions, bell peppers, and mushrooms. “Is there any broccoli? There is. Good.” Shorty found carrots too, and started slicing them. Mac admired his knifework, then smiled, amused at that thought. Might not be the same kind of knifework he knew, but it was a pretty skill to have.

“I didn’t tell you about how bad the townhall got,” Shorty said. “It got out of control, Mac. I don’t think the Democratic Party was prepared to have two candidates. Preston Avery filed at the very last minute. Quite frankly, if I’d known someone else was interested, I might have pulled my name. But it was too late when I learned of it. And, the central committee was caught flatfooted when Avery turned ugly — interrupting my answers, sneering and rolling his eyes, that kind of thing. He basically said they needed a successful man to represent the district, not some idealist who taught school.”

“You are an idealist who teaches school,” Mac observed. He found the cloves of garlic and handed them to Shorty. He made quick work of them too. “Didn’t know that was a bad thing.”

Shorty grunted. “Do you have chicken? You do,” he said before returning to the main topic. “It’s the same thing we face all the time in Bellevue — in the state, really. Success is based on material goods. If you’re a success, you drive the fancy car, wear the nice clothes, live in the big house. It doesn’t matter if you are a complete asshole who keeps your workers’ tips, and forecloses on little old ladies.”

He tossed everything into the wok Mac and Angie kept just for him. Really, they’d do whatever it took to keep Shorty cooking Sunday-night dinners. He was a good cook. Shorty said it was because his mother cooked Mexican foods, and his father did Filipino foods. He cooked fusion, he said, because it was interesting. Just like people were more interesting that way.

It always surprised Mac when Shorty had some philosophical analysis like that about people. He wasn’t just a computer geek, Mac thought again. Shorty was smart, scary smart, really. And that was what his clients paid him for. There was plenty of data out there. Piles and piles of the shitty stuff. Shorty had a knack for finding the gold in it, and then turning it into a meaningful analysis for his client. Mike Brewster had said he’d learned a lot from watching him at the Parker house — and learned how much he didn’t know.

Shorty had done a couple of deep dives for Mac in the last few years. And one for the FBI when Mac went to Mexico. Mac snorted; as if he’d had any choice about that trip. All of Shorty’s analyses were dead on target. He got info even the FBI didn’t have. Mac didn’t ask how — he suspected it wasn’t always completely legal, and besides, he wouldn’t understand Shorty’s methods if he had asked.

Mac got his information out of people. Someone knew. Someone would talk to him — willingly or not. And then he went to Mike Brewster who could find the numbers and add those kinds of charts and graphs to his story. But Shorty could go beyond what Mike did. Mike hero-worshiped the bastard.

“So have you done a data analysis of what Avery is up to?” Mac asked him now. He got the rice cooker out of the bottom cabinet and filled it with water and rice. Didn’t matter really what Shorty made — it was almost always served with rice.

“No,” Shorty said. “It didn’t seem right.”

Mac stared at him. It what? “So the town hall got out of control,” he said neutrally instead. “Anything else?”

“If you two are going to talk about this, we want to hear,” Angie called from the living room. “And you’re just going to have to repeat it all when Joe gets here. So save it for then, OK?”

Mac rolled his eyes and shrugged. “So how was graduation?” he asked wryly. “Any good faux pas?”

Shorty laughed.
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Chapter 3
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Joe looked tired when he showed up. He peered into the refrigerator. “No good stuff?” he asked.

“No,” Angie said. “We don’t have any alcohol here, Joe. You know better than that.”

“Right. Sorry,” Joe said and stretched.

Mac let Angie handle it. It didn’t bother him to have alcohol here — when this had been his aunt’s place and he rented from her, she had wine for her and various guests. It had been a while since he had to be that careful for himself. No, they didn’t have alcohol here because of Joe. Joe was teetering on the edge of becoming a binge alcoholic, and he and Angie had agreed they weren’t going to contribute to it.

If his old sarge could see him now, playing mentor to an alcoholic? He’d laugh himself silly. Mac wished he knew how else to help. He’d hauled Joe to a clinic once, although that hadn’t been exactly Joe’s fault. But Joe had made it clear he didn’t want to talk about it, at least not with Mac.

Mac hoped there was someone Joe could talk to, but he doubted Joe was talking to anyone. And what was there to say? He was getting a shitty deal from the Seattle PD, and it wasn’t going to change. They had a new police chief; Joe had a new captain. But the rank and file weren’t going to trust a man who testified against them. And the fact that those same officers had set Joe and Nick up to die didn’t change that fact.

Maybe it made it worse, Mac thought suddenly. Guilt got mixed in with the distrust. Those officers had to live with the knowledge that Joe and Nick had been mistreated — and Joe’s presence rubbed their noses in it.

Lt. Nick Rodriguez would probably never walk again unassisted. He’d ended up in Internal Affairs. He didn’t like the transfer. He’d liked the investigation work of homicide. But at least he had a wife and kids to come home to. Joe had an empty house.

“How is the house remodel going?” Mac asked, watching Shorty put the final touches on whatever he was cooking. Did it even have a name? Probably not.

“Good actually,” Joe said. “I’ve got enough furniture in the living room I can have people over, and everyone can sit down.”

Mac laughed. He’d been to Joe’s place for parties — barbeques in the backyard. In the living room was a couch that had seen better days, a recliner, and a large screen TV. But the wood floors had been refinished! Man had his priorities.

“Set the table,” Shorty ordered. Mac pulled out plates and silverware and handed them to Joe. He took the bowl of rice out to the dining room. Shorty followed with the wok. There was a trivet on the table waiting for it. 

“Dinner is served,” Shorty announced.

Everyone dished up their plates. “OK, Shorty, you have the floor,” Mac said. “What’s been going on? Start from the beginning. The Democratic Party’s central committee approached you about running for the state legislature last winter. You said yes. Then what?”

Shorty ate a bite of food, then put his fork down. “And then, I started doing some fundraising, filling out all the paperwork. My sister Dominique became my campaign manager. She’s got an accounting degree — does the books for Dad’s landscaping business. And keeping all the campaign regulations straight is no joke. She’s really gotten into it. I think she might be the true politician in the family.”

Shorty paused to drink some water. “So I mostly did some fundraising, and on Saturdays, I’d go out and knock on doors. Introduce myself. Talk to people. I have to say, people are really uncertain about their financial stability — even in Bellevue, a very wealthy city. Maybe especially among the rich. The financial crisis in 2007? It hit the rich hardest. All of a sudden, the real estate they’d counted on as secure investments wasn’t all that secure. And they’ve been nervous about the future ever since. So my students are getting it from both directions — success isn’t guaranteed, and they must succeed! It’s really been eye opening.”

Mac didn’t have a lot of sympathy for the rich who were nervous about their investments. He’d been fighting in Afghanistan during those years. But he could see how that would put pressure on the kids.

“The central committee was happy with what I was doing. The money was enough to keep them happy,” Shorty continued. “And since the Republican who had held the office for ages was retiring, there was a good chance I could win this thing.”

“Was?” Mac asked, his eyes narrowing.

Shorty shrugged. “On the last day to file for the race, Preston Avery filed. Caught everyone off guard. And he’s wealthy, with a lot of real estate investments in the downtown area. So the committee holds a town hall for people to get acquainted with the two of us.”

“And that’s the one that went off the rails,” Joe said. “A downtown real estate investor? That doesn’t sound like a Democrat. Why isn’t he running for the Republican nomination?”

“Good question,” Shorty said. “The GOP has three men running in that primary; maybe he didn’t like his chances. The committee had us fill out this questionnaire about our positions on issues. Mine reads like your typical liberal Democrat, right? Pro abortion rights, pro gay marriage, pro schools, pro....” Grins all around the table. “Well, you get the picture. But Avery? His positions are all over the map. Nothing makes sense.”

“What did he say about abortion rights?” Angie asked, frowning.

“He put N/A, there,” Shorty said, rolling his eyes. “Someone at the town hall asked him what that meant. He said he didn’t care about things that didn’t affect him.”

There was silence. “So he isn’t really a Democrat?” Angie asked. “Because let’s face it, we care about all kinds of things that don’t affect us directly. Gay marriage? I support it, but I’m not gay. Better child care? Yup, but no kids. So on. What does he care about?”

“I asked him that,” Shorty said. “He said he cares about keeping sales and property taxes low. He cares about making sure his money doesn’t go to support things he doesn’t care about.”

“And you haven’t investigated this man, yet?” Mac asked into the silence. He wasn’t about to admit that he thought Avery made sense — he didn’t do politics. And this was why. But he got the point Angie was making — Democrats cared about people even if they weren’t like them, and Republicans cared about themselves. So while he might think Preston Avery was just being sensible, he only had to think of Lindy and her partner and know he’d vote for the person who supported gay rights.

Maybe Preston Avery just needed to get out more. Meet some folks not like his white, middle-class self. Upper-middle class. Whatever.

“I will,” Shorty promised. “I really wanted to get through the school year before I got serious about this. But obviously someone’s bumped up my schedule.” He paused for a moment, then grimaced and shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense, not really,” he said. “That parking lot is a very public place. OK, so most everyone was inside for graduation — the person who did it would have maybe 40 minutes? I guess it could be done. But if he just wanted to blow up my car, he could do that anytime! I don’t have a garage — it’s only carports at the apartment complex. Or he could have done it at the school parking lot! Why at graduation?”

Mac thought about it. “The message on the car? It was too neat,” he said at last. “That kind of handwriting takes time. The person who did it wasn’t angry. They had a precise message to send. They don’t want ‘your kind’ here. And they backed it up with that bomb. But, Shorty? The message wasn’t just at you. His audience was at the graduation. An audience he couldn’t reach by destroying your car at the apartment, or in the school parking lot. Whoever did this wanted to send a message to you and to the students’ parents. They wanted to embarrass you in front of people who might vote for you.”

Shorty stared at him, and Mac met his eyes. “So is that Preston Avery? Or is that someone else?” Mac asked.

“You said that was Simon Avery watching us, right?” Riley asked. “But he said his father didn’t come to watch him walk across the stage. Did he see who vandalized your car, do you think?”

“I should have asked him, I guess,” Shorty admitted. “I was thinking like a teacher. And he seemed... defeated. He’d graduated, but no one was there to watch him. His dad wasn’t there. His mom wouldn’t come without his dad — you’d think UW was some scary part of town or something.”

“She what?” Angie asked. “In broad daylight?”

“Maybe she doesn’t drive,” Riley said. “My mom didn’t. Dad didn’t let her.”

They all stared at her. She shrugged. “More common than you think,” she said. “Easiest way to control someone — make sure they can’t escape.”

Mac made a mental note to check that out. Really? Men were keeping their wives at home, under lock and key? That was wild. Someone should do a story about that. He rolled his eyes.

“Joe, you said something about increased violence aimed at candidates,” Mac said. “You want to say more about that?”

“Off the record?” Joe asked.

Mac shrugged in agreement. For now.

“We’ve seen an increase,” Joe admitted. “All the districts have. There’s been some notices go out. We’ve got certain addresses on a watch list. There was a drive-by shooting a couple of weeks ago.”

Mac frowned. Had he been told about that? He had. No one had been hurt. “You all didn’t tell me the victims of that were candidates,” he observed.

“We don’t give you names, usually,” Joe said. “And the Powers That Be are afraid it will encourage copycats.”

“That’s what they always say,” Mac muttered. “So how many cases?”

“No clue,” Joe admitted. “I probably only hear about the serious ones. There was a gay guy running for city council south of here who had to hire protection and is living in a hotel to protect his partner. There’s been an uptick in threatening letters. No fingerprints. Whoever is doing that is careful. Some protests outside of candidate town halls, that kind of thing. Things are tense. We usually don’t have this in Seattle.”

Mac thought that through. Seattle had protests all the time, just not about candidates? OK, he could go with that. “The victims? Are most of them Democrats?” he asked.

Joe nodded. Couldn’t quote a nod. He was being damned careful. None of the details he’d given were usable, although Mac could probably find the gay guy running for council. And he would track down that drive-by.

“They’re some of those Christian evangelicals?” Mac asked. “The same ones who were supporting cops last year?”

Joe stared at him, without giving away anything. Mac knew he was right.

Or was he? Was it those right-wing Christians?

Or was it the cops themselves?

Mac didn’t say it out loud. He knew there were those — some he worked with — who thought he was obsessed by what had happened a year ago. Well, two years ago, now. Then the trial a year ago. All the bad apples were taken care of. New police chief. Rah rah. Mac didn’t believe it for a moment.

He wasn’t sure you could get rid of all the bad apples. They just hired more.

“Anyone been to church lately?” Shorty cracked. “Wonder what’s being said from the pulpit these days?”

Mac didn’t laugh with the others. No one thought he would be sitting in church. But he knew where to find some people who were.

“I can tell you one thing,” Riley said soberly. “The churches are preaching that Donald Trump is God’s anointed.”

Mac looked at her. Riley was interesting, he decided. Now how did she know that?

“Yeah, but this part of the state isn’t going to support Donald Trump,” Angie said. “And this is where most of the population is.”

“The problem is he’s shifting the political discourse to the right,” Shorty said. “Abortion rights? Settled law. Gay marriages? Settled law. But it feels like it’s up for debate again.”

“And Preston Avery is taking advantage of that?” Mac asked, looking at him. Shorty had used the conversation to eat, he noticed.

“In the town hall, it felt like it,” Shorty agreed. “But I got interrupted — the problems didn’t stop with the town hall. Someone started spraying ‘we don’t want your kind here’ on my yard signs. Dominique is pissed. They aren’t cheap. She’s practically got the younger kids on patrol to protect the signs.”

Mac didn’t like the sound of that. “And if they catch someone?”

“Video it, and call Dominique,” Shorty said promptly. “They’ve been told not to engage. Although, I wouldn’t put it past Nichole — and she’d win too. But mostly they just replace the signs.”

Mac didn’t laugh with everyone else. This was dangerous. “And if it’s the guy who did the drive-by shooting a month ago?” he asked.

Shorty nodded slowly. “I’ll tell them to stop,” he promised. “Although we’ll probably have to pull the signs if we do. Can’t have vandalized signs all over town.”

“Anything else?” Mac asked. “You said something about weird calls? Weird how? And to your parents’ home? How would they know that number?”

Shorty hesitated. “I don’t know how they got my parents’ phone number,” he admitted. “My family was at the town hall. They don’t live in district, but they came. You know they would, right? The whole family was there. Dominique’s phone number is on some of the documents. And mine.”

“Is Dominique still living at home?” Mac asked. It had been years since he’d seen the Guillermos. Not since he’d moved back to Seattle after college. So five years ago? Dominique had been living at home the last time he’d been out here. But she would have graduated from college since then.

“She has her own apartment,” Shorty said. “She’s living in Belltown.” He smiled at Angie. “Not far from your old apartment, actually.”

“Cheaper part of the neighborhood?” Angie said rolling her eyes. Belltown had gotten trendy, and the prices had gone up with the rep. But there were always cheap places, Mac knew. Queen Anne was trendy too, and look at him, buying the family home. And reporters didn’t make shit.

“Phone calls?” Mac prompted. If he didn’t keep this on track, they’d be here all night. And he had to go to work in the morning.

With a list of follow-up calls to make.

“Dad was laughing about it,” Shorty said. “They got Mom on the phone. And she read them for filth. Said I was born here — she was born here. And they should be ashamed of themselves, calling people like this. Dad said they hung up. No calls since.”

“And you?” Mac prompted.

“Mine have been weird,” Shorty admitted. “Comes in on my landline that I keep for business purposes. And they play Born in the USA, God Bless America, and Village People’s YMCA. Strangest collection of songs — no talking, just the songs.”

“Trump uses those songs,” Riley said quietly. “Those are Trump supporters.”

“Republicans, then, not necessarily Avery’s supporters?” Mac asked, frowning.

“You know what? That might actually track,” Shorty said. “I need to think about that.”

Mac looked at him questioningly, but Shorty shook his head.

“It’s been fun, folks, but I need to get home,” Joe announced. He got up from the table, bused his dishes to the kitchen. “Shorty? I filed a police report since it happened in Seattle, not Bellevue. You’ll probably get a call. Your insurance company will want it. That car is toast.”

“Yeah,” Shorty said with a sigh. “I figured that out all by myself.”

“I’ll send you the photos,” Angie promised him. Shorty just nodded.

“Come on,” Riley said. “We’ve all got work in the morning. I’ll give you a ride.”

“And you’re coming to dinner tomorrow, right?” Shorty asked.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Riley said.

“Shorty?” Mac said softly, as the two of them started out the back door. Shorty stopped, and looked back at him. “You need to make up your mind here and now. Are you in this for good? You said you would have dropped out — if that’s true, you need to do it now. I don’t like this. Today was a major escalation from calls and vandalized signs. Someone wants attention, and you didn’t give it to them. So they escalated. And you need to be prepared. If you’re not willing to go to the wall on this, drop out now.”

Shorty looked angry. “I’m no quitter, Mac,” he said.

“Maybe you should be,” Mac replied. “I didn’t like what I heard from Joe. I’ll make some calls in the morning. But threats in a city council race? Now this in a state
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