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      The homeless men of Downtown Denver love watching the construction crew work…

      

      They especially love watching the wrecking ball operator, a woman with a heart of gold. Unfortunately, the homeless men who gather around the construction site focus only on her more obvious attributes, so she becomes known as "Busty Ballbreaker," a sobriquet that she actually cherishes.

      

      Normally she minds her own business, demolishing buildings or lifting loads of steel off of trucks. But when her friend dies in an industrial accident, Busty  thinks his death was anything but an accident. Was it? MacFarland uncovers a lot of suspects, but which one of them would commit murder? Actually, which one of them wouldn’t commit murder?
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      The impossible happens! Mark MacFarland, former Denver Police Detective, gets a jury summons. He’s certain he won’t be selected. After all, what defense lawyer would want a former cop sitting on the jury of a murder trial? But as luck has it, he is selected to be on the jury. But as the trial proceeds, MacFarland suspects the defendant has been framed. If so, who is the real murderer?

      
        
        Click here to get this novella now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 20, 0330 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      He called himself The Repairman. He only came out when things needed to be fixed, as was clearly the case right now. He was a professional who took pride in his work. When his repairs were done, no one would even know there had ever been a problem.

      He moved quietly through the dark shadows towards the parked truck loaded with steel I-beams. He knew they would be unloaded in the morning, and that was when the “accident” would take place. Once that happened, one more problem would be eliminated.

      This part of the construction site was deep in shadows. The Repairman knew that the site watchman, a wannabe cop named Picket, would stay in his guard shack all night. If he did venture out, Picket would stay close to the house trailers the company used as offices. Picket wouldn’t venture close to the deep pit that would eventually form the foundation for the atrium of the building, nor would he go towards any of the partially erected towers that one day would stretch thirty, forty, or sixty stories up into the Denver skyline. Picket was a cautious man, a lazy man. He would stay inside the warm confines of his little security shack and let The Repairman do his job.

      The load of steel had been prepped the previous evening in order to save time. The unloading plan required that the load should be rechecked, but The Repairman was confident that there would only be a cursory re-inspection. The company had a habit of taking shortcuts. It’s a waste of money to do over what you’ve already done.

      He checked the fasteners on the bundle of steel girders. As he expected, the fasteners were properly closed; they had the appropriate safety inspection tags on them. He checked the safety tags to verify that they also had been filled out correctly, then smiled. Perfect, he thought. The name on the tags was L. Hightower. The safety inspector had done a good job. When The Repairman was finished, it would be Hightower who took the blame for the accident.

      The Repairman pulled out a wrench and began to loosen the fastener on the load restraints, concerned about how much noise he was forced to make. Fortunately, there were two crews working on Tubes A and B, twenty floors up. They wouldn’t hear the noise he made, and the sounds of their tools would mask the brief screeches that came from the resistant bolts. When he was finished loosening the bolts and repositioning the wires, he looked at his work and smiled. To anyone but a trained observer, the restraint chains looked well secured.

      Good job, Repairman, he thought. Tomorrow morning, one more problem would be solved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          SUNDAY, MARCH 27, 0912 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Marcus MacFarland--Mark to his family and Mac to his friends--and Rufus Headley sat on the bench in Civic Center Park, staring at the dome of the Capitol Building. A strong wind blew paper cups, leaves, and dust down Lincoln Street. The streets were dirty, the piles of snow left over from a now-forgotten storm two weeks ago had morphed into piles of grey and black cinders. A bus passed, its exhaust leaving a choking bitter odor in its wake. MacFarland shivered and pulled his coat more tightly around him.  Rufus hardly seemed to notice the wind.

      "Sure is shiny," said Rufus. His untrimmed beard looked surprisingly neat today. His hair, though, still looked like desiccated tufts of bleached straw. As he looked at the Capitol Building, his eyes flashed with intensity, and his craggy face was crenellated with laugh lines. He shaded his eyes to see the dome more clearly. "Nice golden sheen to it."

      "Affirmative," said MacFarland. "It shines that way because it is made out of gold."

      "Real gold?" asked Rufus.

      "As real as it gets," said MacFarland. MacFarland was a rock. Only about five feet nine inches tall, still he had the kind of hard, compact body that could burst through walls. His hair was closely cropped. His face was cleanly shaven. And, as much as he didn’t like it, he had brown puppy dog eyes. Or so claimed some of the women in his life.

      "Maybe we could just sort of walk around the building, see if any pieces have blown off in the wind."

      "I suppose we could," said MacFarland. "I doubt very much that any of it actually blows off, though. Besides, it’s so thin that it would take a large amount to be worth anything."

      Rufus grunted in response, probably wondering just how thin the gold plating was.

      "You know what day it is?" MacFarland asked.

      Rufus furrowed his brow in deep thought. "Sunday?"

      "Well, yes, it is Sunday. But more important, it’s Day 650."

      Rufus smiled excitedly. "That’s great, boss! Six hundred fifty days sober! I always knew you could do it!"

      Rufus had first met Mark MacFarland outside of a bar on Colfax. MacFarland was drunk, had been drunk for a long time, and was being accosted by a gang of young thugs. Rufus had rescued him and helped get MacFarland through years of living on the street. MacFarland finally sobered up, started attending AA sessions, got himself a sponsor (a cynical Hispanic man named Hector Spinoza), and finally was able to establish himself as a respectable vendor of America’s second most favorite meal, hot dogs. At least, he had been a hot dog vendor until the middle of February, when his cart was destroyed by a man he was chasing in a high speed pursuit. The motorist was trying to get away from him and decided that hitting MacFarland's cart was the best way to end the chase. Since then, MacFarland had been without a means of selling his hot dogs. The man who destroyed his cart didn't get away ultimately, but did manage to shoot MacFarland three times, leaving him with one wound in his leg, a graze on his side, and a wound in his shoulder. Thankfully, none of the bullets had hit any major nerve, blood, or bone systems. MacFarland could now walk around without his crutches (which he hadn’t used because they hurt his shoulder too much), and he could almost move his arm without feeling throbbing stabs of pain.

      It wasn’t a deranged customer, livid over receiving a food item that would contribute to an early death, who had attacked him, but a Chicago hit man named William Wayne Ashland. Ashland had been hired by the co-owner of a jewelry store to kill his partner and frame the victim’s wife. Jerry Baker, the attorney defending the widow accused of killing her husband, had asked MacFarland to see if he could find any exculpatory evidence that might help acquit his client. It wasn’t out of the blue that the lawyer, Jerry Baker, had asked MacFarland to help him. Baker knew that MacFarland was more than a hot dog vendor. At one time, years earlier, MacFarland had been a fairly competent detective working in the Major Crimes unit of the Denver Police Department. He had served in that capacity for five years, and then his life fell apart. MacFarland’s wife Nicole had an indiscrete relationship with her boss, Norris Peterson. When Nicole tried to end the affair, Peterson become enraged and killed her.

      Though everyone knew that Norris Peterson was guilty, the chain of custody of the evidence was tainted. Peterson was able to use his wealth to buy off the Assistant District Attorney and possibly one or more members of the jury. Nothing was proved, but when the "Not guilty" verdict came in, MacFarland lost his composure and attacked Peterson, trying his damnedest to kill the man who murdered his wife. He didn’t succeed, but instead got himself thrown into jail for two months. When he was released from jail, he took solace in Jack Daniels, until finally, his friend and boss, Bob Chamberlain, had to dismiss him from the police force. For the next two years, MacFarland was lost to the world he used to know, living on the streets, drinking anything he could get his hands on. He would have died on the streets, but for the help and support of Rufus Headley.

      Rufus had lived on the streets almost from the day he got off a ship after several tours of duty in Vietnam. When Rufus stepped off that ship onto American soil, he was shocked to discover that Charlie--the shadowy and terrible enemy he had fought for six years--had come home with him. Every day was one skirmish after another to avoid discovery by Charlie. Because of Charlie’s perpetual presence, Rufus refused to stay in any established domicile or shelter.  "Charlie knows where those places are, boss. You gotta avoid them.  Best thing is to keep moving around, but if you can’t do that, find a place of concealment.  Me, I sleep over by the river."  MacFarland was never quite certain of exactly where along the Platte River Rufus lived--there weren’t too many really good hiding places there. Since Rufus’ home was located right in the middle of a city, MacFarland could not imagine that Rufus got all that much privacy.  Yet the man had lived along the banks of the river for years, and not once had Charlie been able to discover his place of concealment.

      "I get my new wagon tomorrow," said MacFarland.

      "Oh," said Rufus in a somewhat disinterested tone.  Rufus knew that the wagon was a hot dog vending cart to replace the one that had been demolished by Ashland during the car chase.  Since Rufus had been watching MacFarland’s cart at the time it was destroyed, he felt responsible for its destruction, despite MacFarland telling him many times that it was not his fault. Even though Rufus was homeless and seemingly unemployed, he took his responsibilities quite seriously. "You do the job you’re assigned as best you can," he often said, "even if that job is shoveling shit." In point of fact, Rufus did have a job. Baker had hired him to be a courier for his law firm. MacFarland suspected that actually meant that Rufus served as eyes and ears on the street for the criminal defense attorney. MacFarland was not sure what Rufus did with the money Baker paid him, nor was he entirely sure that the arrangement was totally legal. Baker was known to bend a few rules in order to get his clients out of jail. Just bend, MacFarland reminded himself. He never knew Baker to break a law. But then, he had only known Baker for a couple of months.

      "Is it the same kind of cart as you had before?" asked Rufus.

      "No," said MacFarland. "This one is a lot fancier. It has two umbrellas on it."

      "Oh," said Rufus, finally showing some interest. "Two umbrellas. That is pretty fancy."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          MONDAY, MARCH 28, 1000 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, MacFarland got up early, anxious to go pick up his new hot dog cart. Getting up early didn’t do him much good, since he couldn’t get his cart until the shipping company office opened up at ten o’clock.

      He looked forward to this new cart. His previous cart had been relatively small, a New York style hot dog cart.  It had no source of heat or electricity, so he was limited by how much hot water he could carry with him. He often got around that by having a heating element in his truck that he could use to replace the water throughout the day, but that was a major inconvenience for him. His new cart was manufactured by Kareem Carts and was easily twice the size of his old cart. It really did have two umbrellas on it, which might not be so good on Denver’s windy days, but would be a great relief during the hot summer days when Mac did most of his business. His new cart had a refrigerator, generator, steamer, hand wash sink, and trash compartment. It used a propane tank, which would give him instant heat. In addition, it had a generator that would allow him to operate his grilling rollers, his steamer, a coffee maker (no longer would Rufus have to stop by a local donut shop to pick up their ritual morning coffee!), and the refrigerator. It didn’t have a grill on it, so he couldn’t make hamburgers, but the cart was adaptable to that option if he later decided to go that route.

      He found himself waiting impatiently for ten o’clock to arrive. He busied himself by re-checking his inventory of condiments, supplies and other non-perishables that he needed for his business. Cups, napkins, storage containers, wipes, cleaning supplies, even first aid supplies. One could never be too prepared for the random cut or burn that might occur.

      And, of course, MacFarland replaced his battery-operated CD player with one that could be plugged in. He would be able to listen to his language lessons without the worry of dead batteries. It took him a while to find his language CDs. The Denver Public Library had not been too pleased with him when he returned the previous set of disks scratched and damaged. The language CDs had been among the casualties of Ashford’s hit and run encounter. Although he had offered to replace the damaged disks, the library said they would handle the replacement themselves.

      He wouldn’t need his trailer any longer, since the new hot dog cart would connect directly to his truck’s hitch. That would make it more convenient for him, but it would also mean that he would have to park close by. He wouldn’t be able to use the cheap lot down the street that he had been using up to now. It turned out that was a good thing also, since that half of the block had been demolished to build a new skyscraper. It would be about sixty stories tall, and for this part of town, that was a really big building. Most of the construction in Denver had been north of the Civic Center area, up towards and north of what many people called the Arapahoe Triangle. This area, where the building was going up, the Golden Triangle, had been free of a lot of construction, but that was soon to change. Hopefully, it would eventually mean more business for him, unless the city authorities got persnickety and restricted the presence of independent vendors. With every positive change in the universe, it seemed, there were corresponding negative changes. MacFarland just hoped the positive changes outweighed the negative.

      At nine-thirty, he went outside and unhooked his trailer. He would have to sell it, he supposed. He couldn’t keep cluttering up Pierson’s yard with it. Lord knows, he took advantage enough of her generosity. When he was evicted from his apartment, she had offered him a room in her University Park house. Of course, she had plenty of room. It was a huge Edwardian house, though Pierson insisted it was not Edwardian. She claimed it was farmhouse style. He supposed she was right. She was better educated than he was. Hell, almost everyone was better educated than him. He had graduated from high school, then joined the Marines. From there he had gone into law enforcement. He wished he had gone to college, since having a degree did seem to help your advancement in the department. That really hadn’t been a problem for him. He made detective after about four years as a beat cop. Somehow, being a detective came easily to him. And, up until the day he got shot, he had always thought being a detective was safer than being on the streets. Now he wasn’t so sure.

      His stay with Pierson was intended to be a short term solution to his housing problem, but each time he mentioned that he should go look for an apartment, Pierson insisted that he should wait a while. Though she complained constantly about his living habits--he thought he was neat, but apparently there were various standards of neatness in the universe, and his was near the low end of the spectrum--she didn’t want him to move out. Since he paid very little in rent for his one room, he had little economic incentive to move out.

      But he was pretty sure she would eventually complain about his hot dog stand, his truck, and the trailer all taking up space in her backyard. He would definitely have to sell the trailer. He wondered how much he could get for it.

      His new hot dog trailer had been shipped from Los Angeles to Denver by truck. He located the trucking company and drove over to the large warehouse on the far side of the lot. A corner of the warehouse had windows and a door marked appropriately enough "Office."

      A receptionist who looked too young to be working greeted him, verified who he was, and handed him a yellow sheet of paper. "Go through that door and someone will help you hook up your cart, sir."

      He did as instructed, and after standing around for a few minutes in the cavernous warehouse, someone finally spotted him and hurried over. Muttering only "Follow me," the man took the yellow sheet and raced off towards the other side of the warehouse. MacFarland kept pace with him.

      Then he saw it.

      The hot dog stand looked larger in real life than it did in the pictures. MacFarland wondered if it would even fit on the corner he usually occupied. It would have to. "Should I drive my truck up to the door?" he asked.

      "Yep," said the young man. "Inspect it first, and note down any damage or defects you see on the back of the yellow sheet." He handed the paper back to MacFarland, then went to open the warehouse door. MacFarland examined briefly the back of the yellow sheet, and not finding any defects, decided he ought to examine the cart. He laughed silently at his own joke. He couldn’t find any defects on the cart either, certainly nothing worth the time and effort to write down. As far as he was concerned, the cart was in pristine condition. He couldn’t wait until he got it back to Pierson’s house so he could take off the stickers, put his own name and logo on the cart, and stock it up for tomorrow’s use.

      Despite the stiffness in his shoulder and the throb in his leg, life was pretty good for Marcus MacFarland, Hot Dog Vendor extraordinaire!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          TUESDAY, MARCH 29, 0730 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland was up early on Tuesday. He had spent the previous afternoon washing, polishing, painting, and cleaning his new wagon. He thought he could have done a better job painting his logo on the wagon--MAC’S BRATS AND DOGS--but it was good enough. Only someone as critical as he would notice the one or two splotchy areas or the place where the paint had run and left a faint, pink drip tail. From a distance, it looked really good.

      Okay, before the summer season started, he would get a professional painter to redo the sign.

      He had his product cooked, loaded, and ready for transport by the time Pierson came down for her first cup of coffee.

      "Damn, it will be good to get you out of the house," she muttered reaching for the coffee pot. "How’s your leg?"

      "The leg is doing much better. It’s the shoulder that still hurts."

      "Next time, don’t get shot," she said with little display of sympathy. Pierson was a firm believer that civilians should stay out of police work. If MacFarland wanted to come back onto the force, she would support him wholeheartedly, but as long as he was just a hot dog vendor, she preferred that he leave all the real police work to the professionals. She did have to admit, though, that he was a damn good detective. Too bad he gave that up. "I do think your corner is still available. Someone tried to move in a week or so ago, but Jacinto chased them away."

      "He’s a good guy," commented MacFarland. Jacinto Gomez was another vendor who worked down the street from where MacFarland positioned his cart, although he sold tacos and other Mexican foods. Gomez was married, and from the way he described it, had a huge brood of kids to feed. Actually, he and Francesca only had four children, but that was a lot more responsibility than MacFarland had to shoulder. Gomez approached his business much more aggressively than MacFarland did, who often gave away his product to the homeless people he once knew. Even though they were competitors, they watched each other’s back. MacFarland was pleased to hear that Gomez was still looking out for him.

      Pierson finished her coffee and went upstairs to get dressed. "Maybe if I have a bad day, I’ll drop by and see how you’re doing."

      A bad day for Pierson meant that no one was killing anyone else. What most normal people would actually call a good day. But Pierson wasn’t normal. She was a cop. "All quiet in Denver these days?"

      "Yeah. A few robberies, the usual assaults and DVs, but nothing that involves Major Crimes. You seem to have wrapped all of our recent murders up into one pretty package." When MacFarland had helped capture Wayne William Ashland, he had been able to tie the man to four murders. It had been a good day in Denver.

      "Are you complaining?" asked MacFarland. “Besides, I’ve found that domestic violence often leads to murder.”

      Pierson sighed heavily. "I just wish you would come back onto the force, Mac. Your talents are wasted doing what you’re doing."

      "I don’t know about that, Cyn. Chamberlain tried to get me to come back, but I’ve been out too long. I don’t think I could hack it anymore. I couldn’t keep up with the competition."

      She stared at him in surprise, not entirely sure what he was talking about. Physically, he was hurting now. Anyone would be after getting shot three times. But MacFarland was in as good shape as any detective on the squad. A little shorter than most of the men on the force--MacFarland stood only five foot nine inches tall, but his 185 pounds was solid muscle. Give him a few more weeks of rehab and exercise and he would be back in prime shape. Of course that rehab would be easier to get if he were back on the force.

      Then it occurred to her that he wasn’t talking about his physical shape.

      "Are you referring to Benny?" she asked in a shocked tone. Benny Lockwood was her new partner and so far had miraculously lasted longer than any other partner she’d had since MacFarland. She suspected that Lockwood was infatuated with her, though she could not understand why. Cynthia Pierson had no regard for her looks. She had reddish-brown hair that she often tied up in a ponytail, freckles, and a hesitant smile. Though she never considered it a personal flaw, she was so much smarter than most of her peers that she often had to mask her intelligence. She had liked working with MacFarland because he was the one partner who never tried to prove that he was her superior. They worked together very well. "Benny’s just a kid," she said, then hurried upstairs.

      MacFarland drove downtown, positioned his cart on the street corner, then parked his truck in one in one of the nearby lots. Finding a space was difficult, since most of the construction workers also parked there. Why did every one of them have a truck as big as his? MacFarland realized he would have to start getting here earlier if he wanted to get a decent parking space.

      His first customer, promptly at eight o’clock, was Rufus, carrying his two cups of steaming coffee. "Morning boss," said the homeless man cheerfully. "It’s a great day today!"

      As MacFarland took the cup of coffee from his friend, he realized that he would have to tell him that his coffee service was no longer necessary. He wondered how he was going to do that. Rufus needed to feel that he had some purpose in life. He still needed to bring the first morning cup of joe.  MacFarland smiled, thanked Rufus for the coffee, and took his first sip. "What do you think of my new cart?"

      Rufus made a big show of walking all around it, rubbing his chin appraisingly, nodding and squinting. "Yep, boss, this is one fine piece of equipment. You’re gonna tear up the hood with this baby."

      MacFarland turned on his warming pans, heating rollers, steamers, and other paraphernalia. He began to explain all the attachments to Rufus who feigned interest for the first few minutes, but quickly became bored with all the details. "What’s important, boss, is, does it make hot dogs?"

      MacFarland smiled. "Yes, Rufus, it makes hot dogs."

      Rufus left for his round of "meetings" a few minutes later. MacFarland had never learned who participated in these meetings, nor what the meetings were about, but Rufus’ presence at them was essential. MacFarland got the impression that the future of all human society would be at risk if Rufus didn’t attend these meetings, so he made sure that nothing impeded Rufus’ participation.

      He plugged in his CD player, put on his earphones, and began to listen to his language lessons. He had fallen behind during the month of March, which had proven to be one of the most depressing months he could recall. Of course, he couldn’t recall his most depressing months, when he was drunk day after day, week after week. Since he had sobered up, however, his life had entered a predictable and stable routine. The three bullet wounds he had received had disrupted that routine more than he expected. Pierson had been right. He needed to get out of the house.

      He concluded that Tuesday was not the best day to restart his business. Monday would have been better, because that was the day the courts did jury selection. By Tuesday, they had selected their juries, so the number of people passing his corner was greatly reduced. Even so, he did a fair amount of business. What most pleased him, however, was when some of his homeless friends showed up. He was particularly pleased to see Kirk and Gracie.

      Of all the homeless people he had ever met, Gracie was by far the most cheerful and optimistic person he had ever known. It did not seem to affect her that she and Kirk had no home, no possessions, and no hope. He was sure there were many days when the two of them had gone hungry, had shivered in the snow, or huddled under an awning to avoid one of Denver’s cold drizzles. Despite all of that, Gracie kept her spirits up. Gracie seemed particularly pleased to see Mac.

      "We heard you were shot, Mac! Is that true?"

      MacFarland nodded. "Three times." He pointed out where his wounds had occurred. "Here in the shoulder, here in the side--that was more just a grazing shot--and here in the leg."

      "Wow, you’re a hero!"

      MacFarland laughed. "I am not sure how much of a hero I was. I didn’t exactly catch the bad guy--just chased him outside to where the police were."

      "Well, everybody here thinks you were a hero," insisted Gracie. MacFarland knew that “here” was not a place, but the homeless community, part of the "invisible people" that society preferred not to see. Gracie’s remark meant a lot to him.

      MacFarland gave the couple some hot dogs and cups of coffee to warm them up. Kirk, true to his nature, said nothing, but nodded his thanks. As they meandered off, sipping and eating, MacFarland found himself conflicted. On the one hand, he was glad to see the couple. On the other hand, he wished that their fortune would improve enough that he never had to see them again.

      MacFarland had just gotten back into his practice dialog--a rather complicated discussion about going to a cinema to watch a horror movie--when he became aware of someone he knew walking towards his corner. He looked up and smiled uncertainly.

      "Hi, Stefanie," he said as his sister-in-law approached his wagon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          TUESDAY, MARCH 29, 1030 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      "So this is where you work?" asked Stefanie. Stefanie Forester Cooper. The younger sister of the woman he had been married to.

      Stefanie had the perfect looks of a top fashion model. Perfectly coifed hair, delicately arching eyebrows, full, pouty lips, she could easily pass as one of those models in a television cosmetics commercial. She was clearly the ultimate trophy wife. Unfortunately, the man who possessed this trophy was Randy Cooper, a CPA who was living proof of the truism, if you want your kid to be a CPA, drop him on his head at birth. The Coopers had two children, Kaitlyn and Ryan, both of whom MacFarland adored, and who were the main reason why he put up with Randy Cooper. Well, there was also Stefanie, who was very easy to put up with, but MacFarland tried not to think about that.

      "Usually," said MacFarland. "I try to work this corner as much as I can.  What are you doing down here? Jury duty?"

      "No, not jury duty! Heaven forbid! No, I am here to testify for a friend in a car theft. My friend, she lives in Denver." Stefanie paused a moment, then continued in an accusing voice. "Were you hurt or something? One of Randy’s co-workers said he saw you on the news."

      MacFarland nodded, trying to avoid looking at her. He hadn’t contacted his sister-in-law to let her know what happened to him, and he felt just a tad guilty about keeping that information from her. Not that she would have done anything. Well, maybe she would have. She would have insisted on him staying with her. He didn’t think he could tolerate a month of being around Randy, though the prospects of being around Stefanie might tilt things a different way. He blinked in disbelief. He had to stop thinking like that. She was married, for crying out loud, even if her husband was a total asshole.

      "I don’t think I was on the news, but they might have mentioned me. I got shot trying to apprehend a suspect," he finally said.

      "What were you doing trying to catch a suspect?" she demanded. "You’re not a cop anymore."

      "I was trying to help a friend. And other things. The suspect came to the house where I went to kill a fucking scumbag. Guess the guy who shot me wanted to kill the scumbag too. Like an idiot, I stopped him, and I got shot for my good deed.”

      Stefanie stood there, her face showing her incredulity. MacFarland couldn’t help but notice that even when she looked upset, she was still incredibly pretty. He reminded himself that she was Nicole’s sister, and even though Nicole was dead, her spirit probably would not appreciate him lusting after her sister. "Why didn’t you tell us?" she asked. She seemed to be ignoring the part where he admitted he went to kill someone. Just as well. It wasn’t a good idea to go around admitting things like that.

      "I didn’t want to get you upset or worried," he responded. "Besides, I had a place to stay. Cynthia took very good care of me."

      "Cynthia? Your former partner? Are you living with her now?" Stefanie’s tone was very judgmental. "Well, that didn’t take very long, did it?"

      He was surprised by her comment. Was Stefanie jealous of Pierson? There was nothing going on between him and his former partner. Sure, she was an attractive lady, but for God’s sake, she was his partner! "Nicole died almost six years ago." His voice quivered as he tried to suppress the emotions he felt.

      Stefanie’s jaw clamped shut. "Yes, you are right. It’s none of my business. It’s probably best for you to get on with your life."

      "We’re not living in sin," said MacFarland, feeling foolish for even trying to justify his life. Somehow, though, Stefanie’s approbation seemed important to him. Yet, what was wrong with him living with Pierson? She was the one person who truly accepted him and tolerated his odd hours and activities. He didn’t think Nicole would object to his relationship with Pierson.

      Or did Stefanie prefer him living on the street, as he used to? He would never go back to that kind of life. Or was she implying that she wanted him to stay with her? If she was, why didn’t she just come out and say so? MacFarland decided that he preferred his women murderous. At least he knew how to deal with them then.

      Stefanie’s demeanor mellowed. "I don’t think anything like that, Mark. I don’t care who you live with. Randy and I just want to be part of your life."

      MacFarland was not sure Randy would really agree with that, and MacFarland certainly didn’t want to be part of Randy’s life. MacFarland thought Randy Cooper was a total asshole, but he had to admit that most of his dislike of Cooper was based on the man’s undisguised contempt for him and other cops. MacFarland could never understand the basis for that prejudice. If Cooper had once had a negative interaction with the police in his past, he never discussed it with MacFarland, nor as far as he knew, with Nicole. He supposed he could ask Stefanie what problems Randy might have had with the police, but he was convinced that whatever problems the man had, Cooper was undoubtedly the one at fault. Police didn’t cause people to be assholes; they just responded to the problems assholes created.

      After Stefanie Cooper left, MacFarland was able to relax. There was no reason for him to feel guilty over not contacting her. After all, had she tried to contact him? Actually, he didn’t know. He hadn’t checked his phone messages over the past month. He wasn’t sure why it mattered to him.

      He spent the rest of the afternoon listening to his language CDs and serving the few customers who wanted a late lunch. He didn’t see any of his usual group of homeless people. Instead, several people he had not seen before in this neighborhood made their presence known. He knew some of these individuals, from his days on the streets. He already had had run-ins with at least one of them--a man called Rolf. MacFarland had never learned the man’s last name. Rolf had a reputation for rolling other homeless people. Even though most of his victims had almost nothing, even nothing was enough to incite larceny in Rolf’s heart.

      "So this is where you ended up," said Rolf pleasantly as he walked up to the hot dog stand. The man had the smell of creosote on him that MacFarland found mildly distasteful.

      "You’re a long way from home, Rolf," said MacFarland. ‘Home’ for Rolf was over by the railroad yards north and east of Coors Field.

      "The cops are making noise on that side of town. So I opted for new vistas. How about a hot dog?"

      MacFarland stared at the man, wondering what response he should make. He didn’t like Rolf, never had. The man was a bully, a thief, and a predator. Rolf was the kind of man that if MacFarland still wore a badge, he would have gone out of his way to find a reason to arrest the man. Unfortunately, Rolf stayed just out of sight of the law. He preyed on those who had no power and would never have the courage to go to the cops for help.

      On the other hand, Rolf was one of the invisible people MacFarland wanted to protect. MacFarland was under no delusions that any kindnesses shown to a man like Rolf would be passed on, but MacFarland wasn’t the kind of man who could simply turn his back on people who had been condemned to the hell that Rolf occupied.

      He pulled out a hot dog, a bun, and put them into a paper wrapper, and handed it to Rolf. "I have a lot of cop friends over here, Rolf. I think it would be better for you to take your chances back on your own turf. Get my drift, man?"

      Rolf took the hot dog and glared at MacFarland. "I get your drift, Mac. Not sure you’re man enough to tell me where I can stay or not, but I don’t want any trouble. So to preserve the peace, I will go back to the park. Or do you own that too?"

      "I don’t own anything, Rolf. None of us do. Nice seeing you, man. Just don’t make a habit of it."

      "Yeah, fuck you too," said Rolf, walking away.

      MacFarland unclenched his fists and put his headphones and CD away. Then he shut down all his warmers, burners, and electrical appliances, packed away his product, and secured his wagon for transport. Even though it was only three-thirty in the afternoon, the joy of selling hot dogs had mysteriously evaporated.
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          FRIDAY, APRIL 1, 1220 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Other than a couple of his homeless friends, there were few customers on Friday morning. Nor was the lunch crowd very large that day. So when he saw Wanda Warren, wearing an orange safety vest, heading his direction from the construction site, he was thankful that he was finally starting to get some of the work crew as customers. Up to this point, most of the construction workers had gone to Gomez’s taco wagon on the other corner or to a new competitor who had set up shop across the street. Although MacFarland charged the same prices as his new competitor, even he had to admit that the owner’s pretty daughter was more of a draw to the construction crews than MacFarland was. Fortunately, she only worked weekends.

      So MacFarland’s initial reaction to having Warren standing next to his cart was a pleasurable feeling. That soon dissipated, however, as soon as she finished placing her order. "They tell me that you are a detective," she said.

      MacFarland looked at her more critically. Wanda Warren had an oval face, prominent cheekbones, narrow, deep-set eyes, a long jaw that thrust out more than was attractive on a woman. Her dark brown hair was pulled back, mostly hidden by her hard hat. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, was about five feet seven inches tall, and probably weighed about one hundred forty-five to one hundred fifty pounds. Though it was difficult to tell under her coveralls and jacket, she might have a very girlish figure. What she did have, however, was an enormous pair of boobs.

      MacFarland tried not to stare at her boobs.

      "Used to be," he replied. "Not anymore. Now I just sell hot dogs. If you need a detective, the police station is just across the street from your work site."

      "I already talked to the police," she said as she took the hot dog from him. She walked over to the condiments section and started putting ketchup and mustard on her dog. "They’re no help at all. I need someone who really knows how to solve crimes."

      "What crime are you talking about?" he asked. Maybe she’s younger than thirty-five, he thought.

      "A guy at my site, my friend Mike Brady, got killed. On February 20."

      "How did he die?"

      Warren paused a moment. "He got crushed by falling girders. He was the guide guy when they were unloading steel girders from off a truck. He was supposed to make sure that the load didn’t rotate as the crane operator lifts it up. But a cable came loose and the load fell and he was crushed. They say that the cable was not attached properly, even though it had passed inspection."

      "That sounds like it was an accident," said MacFarland.

      "Yeah, that’s what the SRB and OSHA said." Warren shook her head. "But it wasn’t any accident. He was murdered. I know he was murdered. Damn, I should have been working the crane. It wouldn’t have happened then. I wouldn’t let it happen."

      "SRB?" asked MacFarland. He knew that OSHA was Occupational Safety and Health Administration.

      "Safety Review Board. Forrester Equipment and Construction has one that investigates every accident. They work with OSHA and other agencies. They said it was a mistake by the Safety Manager, that he passed an inspection that he shouldn’t have. They say he was drunk, and that’s why Mike got killed."

      "But you think he was murdered?" repeated MacFarland hesitantly. He was already becoming annoyed with himself for getting hooked into this conversation. Any time anyone dies, people always assume it was more sinister than it really was. Yet construction work was very dangerous. It was far more likely that Mike--what was it? Brady--had died in a tragic accident.

      "Yeah, I think they wanted to shut him up," said Warren. "Because of what he knew."

      MacFarland began to wonder if some of his former friends in the police department had set up Wanda Warren to play an April fool’s joke on him. It was hard getting information from her. "Okay, I’ll bite. What did Mike Brady know that got him killed?"

      "He found out that someone in Forrester was ripping off the customer. The company has been charging for a lot more materials and labor than there actually is. It’s fraud."

      "Is Brady an accountant?" asked MacFarland.

      "No, he was just a helper, but he was a bright kid. He was going to go into management someday, but he wanted to learn all the jobs. Had a lot of get-up and go, if you know what I mean. I told him, when he tells me about this, that he needs to be careful. If Mike says that Forrester is ripping someone off, I can believe it. It’s not like Forrester is the most honest company in the world. They have mob connections you know."
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