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      MacFarland knew in his heart that Scott Porter really was guilty…

      

      The problem was, he had promised his sister-in-law that he would find a way to prove the man innocent. All he had to do was find out who really killed the man's wife, Amanda.

      But as every cop knew, it usually was the husband. Then, when the first of several homeless men were discovered killed in the same way as Amanda had been, MacFarland realized he was dealing with a serial killer.

      What was the connection between the pretty socialite, Amanda Porter, and a bunch of homeless men? And why couldn't MacFarland shake the feeling that Scott Porter had something to do with all the deaths?
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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?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY MATHIYA ADAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      HOT DOG DETECTIVE NOVELS

      The Avid Angler – Case 1

      The Busty Ballbreaker – Case 2

      The Crying Camper – Case 3

      The Desperate Druggie – Case 4

      The Eager Evangelist – Case 5

      The Freaky Fan – Case 6

      The Groping Gardener – Case 7

      The Harried Hairdresser – Case 8

      The Impetuous Intruder – Case 9

      The Jaded Jezebel – Case 10

      The Kitchen Khemist – Case 11

      The Lazy Lawyer – Case 12

      The Morose Mistress – Case 13

      The Naughty Neighbor – Case 14

      The Obnoxious Oilman – Case 15

      The Paranoid Patient – Case 16

      The Quibbling Quartet – Case 17

      The Remorseful Rafter – Case 18

      The Strident Student – Case 19

      The Truculent Trannie – Case 20

      The Unselfish Uncle – Case 21

      The Vacillating Vigilante – Case 22

      The Wasted Womanizer – Case 23

      The Xanthic Xena – Case 24

      The Young Yogi – Case 25

      The Zooming Zealot – Case 26

      The Absent Ally – Case 27

      

      Novellas

      

      The Christmas Corpse

      The Easter Evader

      The Jovial Juror

      NOVELS IN THE CRYSTAL COVE SERIES

      The Ghost on the Stairs

      The Ghost in the Ice House

      The Ghost in the Christmas Star

      The Ghost in the Vineyard

      The Ghost on the Pier

      The Ghost on the Gurney

      The Ghost in the Boudoir

      The Ghost in the Library

      The Ghost in the Target

      THE AVA STORM SUPERNATURAL MYSTERY SERIES

      That Time My Ex Turned Into A Cat

      That Time The Golem Stole The Show

      That Time The Mermaid Made the Mayhem

      That Time the Vampire Worked the Day Shift

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THURSDAY, MARCH 23, 2335 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      “That stupid twit didn’t get my color right!” Amanda Porter stared at her reflection in the mirror critically, twisting her head at various angles to see if a change in light might modify her opinion. She laughed at her own reflection. “It doesn’t look anything like the color sample she showed me. I think she got the colors wrong.”

      “The color is fine,” grumbled Scott Porter, hanging up his pants. “Stop bitching about it.”

      “I think we should find a new salon,” said Amanda. “Or, at least, get a different stylist.”

      “Do whatever you want,” replied Scott. “I like Cara. She does a nice job on my hair.”

      “Anybody can cut men’s hair. It takes real talent to do a woman’s hair.”

      “It takes more than talent to do your hair,” whispered Scott.

      “What did you say? I couldn’t hear you!” Amanda picked up a brush and started to brush her hair. She started whistling a popular song, amused by her own good mood.

      “I didn’t say anything,” shouted Scott, walking to the bathroom. “Why all the fuss over your damn hair?”

      “Don’t you remember? We’re going to the Henderson’s party on Saturday. I need my hair to look really nice.”

      “Lyle Henderson never looks at your hair. Just wear a low cut dress and he can spend all evening staring at your tits.”

      “Lyle doesn’t do that. Besides, I don’t give a damn what Lyle thinks. It’s that bitch of a wife of his that is always so critical.”

      “Margo? I thought she was your friend.”

      “Oh, Scott, you’re such an ass. Just because I try to be nice to her doesn’t mean I like her.”

      “If you don’t like her, don’t go to the party. I didn’t want to go anyway.”

      Amanda abruptly put down the brush. “We’ve talked about this for weeks! You know how important this party is to me. You promised! I even had my hair colored just for this occasion. I just wanted it a lighter color.”

      “Well, go back and get it done again!”

      “No, I’m not going to ask Cara to do it over. I don’t trust her. Maybe I’ll get one of the other girls to do it.”

      Scott put toothpaste on his toothbrush and started brushing. “I don’t think the other girls like you, Amanda.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t say anything! I’m brushing my teeth!”

      “Well don’t talk while you’re brushing your teeth. I can’t understand a word you’re saying!”

      “Doesn’t matter. You don’t pay attention to me anyway.” He deliberately mumbled his words as he spit out a mouthful of toothpaste foam.

      “So you are going to the Henderson’s party, right?”

      “I think I have something already planned for Saturday night. I’m planning on meeting a friend.”

      “Who are you seeing?”

      “A friend from college.”

      “What friend?”

      “You don’t know him,” shouted Scott.

      “Well, who is he?”

      “I said you don’t know him!”

      “I might know him. When did you set up this meeting? Why is it at night? You know I wanted to go to this party. We’ve been planning this for several weeks.”

      “You’ve been planning it. I told you that I didn’t want to go. I don’t like Lyle Henderson, you know that. He’s always looking at your boobs. I’m surprised he hasn’t made a pass at you, except I don’t think he has the balls for that kind of boldness.”

      “Stop being so crude, Scott. Lyle is a nice guy. He just appreciates me more than you do.”

      “Maybe you should let him pay for your lifestyle, then,” he muttered. “Why is this damn party so important?”

      “Everyone will be there. I bought that Diane von Furstenberg dress just for this party. You don’t want it to go to waste, do you?”

      “Why can’t you wear that to another party?”

      “Because you’ll find a reason not to go to that party too! Damn it, Scott, we’re going to this party, and that’s final!”

      “Go by yourself. I’m not going. I hate those parties.”

      “You hate everything I like! What’s wrong with you? Why can’t you ever do something I enjoy?”

      “What are you talking about? I bend over backwards to please you, no matter how stupid the thing you want to do is. I just don’t like parties, you know that.”

      “You used to like them!”

      “Yeah, I used to like you too,” he whispered.

      “I’ve already told Margo that we’re coming,” insisted Amanda. “We can’t back out now.” She laughed. “Everyone will say the Porters are party poopers! We can’t have that. Cancel your meeting with your college friend. You’re going to the party with me and that’s that!”

      “Oh, for God’s sake, shut up, Amanda!”

      “I will not shut up! I’ve been planning this for weeks, you know that. Stop being such a prick.” She even found that criticism funny.

      “Oh, God, I can’t wait until you’re gone!”

      Amanda didn’t say anything in response to his outburst. Scott smiled to himself. Maybe he finally got through to her! He turned out the bathroom light and went into the bedroom. Amanda was sprawled across the bed, taking up most of his side of the bed. Typical! Such an inconsiderate bitch. He turned off the ceiling light and shuffled over to his side of the bed. He lifted up the covers and tried to crawl into bed. He had to shove Amanda over to her side. “Come on, Amanda, move your fat ass over to your own side!” When she didn’t respond, he pushed her body roughly across the bed. She still didn’t move or make any protest.

      “Are you asleep, Amanda, or are you just trying to be difficult?” He leaned over and checked her. His first thought was that she had fallen asleep and was having a pleasant dream, judging by the happy smile on her face. When he couldn’t detect any breath, he leaned down tried to listen for her heartbeat. He couldn’t hear anything.

      He smiled. At least he wouldn’t have to go to the party.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          TUESDAY, MAY 9, 1830 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Mark MacFarland did not remember having this much pain with his arm when he had gotten shot in the shoulder. Cynthia Pierson, his former partner, and current landlord, explained that the bullet had been a clean, simple wound, whereas MacFarland had done quite a bit of damage to his arm by first breaking it, and then trying to fight with it. “Only you could be that stupid,” she’d pointed out.

      He was back to being stupid and an asshole, he realized, after only two weeks back from the mountain retreat where she had cared for and coddled him during his recovery. The warm, fuzzy phase was clearly over.

      Driving south on University to visit his sister-in-law and her family did not put him in any better mood. Stefanie Cooper had called the previous week, inviting him over for dinner. That was when Pierson had taken him up to her cabin. He thought the trip was so they could get to “know” each other better, but Pierson merely wanted time for his arm to get better. She figured that sitting around for three days doing absolutely nothing was a good idea. It would have been a good idea if she had opened up a little, but she seemed more distant than usual. It was almost as if she was afraid of commitment.

      Hell, he didn’t want commitment. He just wanted a good time. Well, maybe more than a good time.

      What he really wanted was Pierson to admit that she felt the same way about him as he felt about her.

      He had learned his lesson. Keep your feelings in check. Don’t let anyone know how you feel.

      He pulled up in front of the Cooper residence in Highlands Ranch just after six thirty. As he got out of his truck, Randy Cooper popped out the front door. “Park in the driveway, Mark! The HOA is enforcing a no street parking rule!”

      MacFarland suppressed his scowl, climbed back into his truck, then backed into the driveway. “I wonder if they have a rule against backing into a driveway,” he muttered to himself. By the time he got to the front door, he had managed to adopt what he hoped passed for a pleasant demeanor.

      “When did that rule go into effect?” he asked. He tried to squeeze past Randy Cooper, whose six foot four inch body towered over MacFarland’s compact, five foot nine body. He entered the house, he turned and stared at Cooper, who was scrutinizing the street for other possible miscreants breaking the no street parking rule.

      “It’s been in effect for quite a long time. We just haven’t enforced it, at least until now.”

      “Why now?”

      “Our little community is applying for ‘One of the Ten Best Places to Live in America’ award. So the HOA is enforcing all the rules.”

      “All of Highlands Ranch?” MacFarland didn’t think that where the Coopers lived was a particularly fantastic place to live, but that might have more to do with the fact that Randy Cooper lived in the neighborhood.

      “No, just our little section. Not that Highlands Ranch isn’t a great place to live, but we think our neighborhood is the best.”

      “I tend to think that Observatory Park is a pretty good neighborhood,” commented MacFarland. Cynthia Pierson’s house was located in Observatory Park. “They let us park on the street. And we have an observatory in our neighborhood.”

      “That’s nice, Mark, but that’s Denver.” The way Cooper said Denver made it sound like something foul. “Oh, another thing. Make sure you don’t bring that hot dog cart down here. It’s strictly verboten to have commercial vehicles, even in the driveway.”

      MacFarland stopped and turned to face Cooper. “When  have I ever brought my hot dog cart down here?”

      “You haven’t,” said Cooper. “I’m just planning ahead. Don’t want to blame you for us not winning the award, you know!”

      MacFarland was about to make a snappy reply when he felt himself being hugged. “Uncle Mark! We weren’t sure you’d come!”

      MacFarland tried to ignore the stab of pain. Even with the cast on his arm, and his arm in a sling, Kaitlyn Cooper’s hug reminded him that his arm still hurt. “Kaitlyn, how much you’ve grown! How strong you are.”

      “Katie, be careful of Uncle Mark’s arm!” Stefanie Cooper came over and extricated him from Kaitlyn’s embrace, then gave him a peck on the cheek. “So good of you to come, Mark. You parked in the driveway, right? Randy was worried that you’d park in the street.”

      “I got it covered,” said MacFarland, looking around for the last member of the Cooper family. “Where’s Ryan?”

      “Down in the basement, playing on his X-Box. Should I call him?”

      MacFarland shook his head. “Naw, playing X-Box sounds like more fun than greeting me.”

      “He’s got to wash up for dinner anyway. Ryan! Ryan! Get up here, say hello to your Uncle Mark!”

      They were seated around the table before Ryan made it up from the basement. “I was just about to kill Xyloc, the Alien Leader, when you called Mom. All I needed was a few minutes more, and I would’ve been at the next level.”

      “What game are you playing, Ryan?”

      Ryan spoke between bites of food, which he was wolfing down at a prodigious rate. “You wouldn’t like it, Uncle Mark. It’s too violent for you.”

      MacFarland nodded, somewhat astounded by two things. First, Ryan was a lot more astute than he recalled the seven-year-old being. Second, he had picked up a lot of his father’s traits. Too bad.

      Halfway through dinner, MacFarland stopped eating to stare intently at Stefanie. Under normal circumstances, Stefanie looked outstanding, almost immaculate. Every hair on her head was perfectly placed, her eyebrows precisely shaped, her lips full and pouty, her nose pert, her skin flawless. MacFarland had heard her described as a trophy wife, but he felt that she was much more than a trophy. She was a goddess in human form. Why had the goddess insisted he come to dinner?

      Before the goddess could enlighten the world, Randy spoke up. “I’ve already told her that you can’t really help,” he said. “But she has this crazy idea that you can do anything. Absurd, isn’t it?”

      MacFarland frowned. “Can’t really help with what?”

      Stefanie gave her husband a look of annoyance. “Have you been paying attention to the Porter trial?”

      MacFarland searched his mind for any memory of anyone named Porter. He didn’t listen to the news, nor did he watch much television. He couldn’t recall Pierson telling him anything about anyone named Porter. Clearly, it was not one of her cases. He shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell,” he admitted.

      “How can you not know about it, Mark? It’s been on television for the past week!”

      “Stef, for the past week, Cynthia and me, we’ve been in the mountains. At her cabin. There’s no reception up there. Or maybe there is, but she didn’t have a television up there.” As much as he dreaded the answer, he took the bait. “What’s the story about the Porter trial?”

      “Scott Porter has been arrested for killing his wife. They found some strange chemicals in her and since he’s a pharmacist, he got blamed for her death. But he’s innocent.” Stefanie set her jaw firmly, defying him to contradict her.

      MacFarland, ever the ex-cop, saw the trap, but walked into it anyway. “What’s the evidence say? Did they find any of the drugs or chemicals in his possession? Did he have a motive? Did he have opportunity?”

      Randy’s voice quivered with gleeful triumph. “See, Stef, those are the questions you have to ask! I told you that Mark would get it right.”

      “Randy, you never said anything like that.” Stefanie turned towards MacFarland. “It’s more complicated than that. It’s true that their marriage was having problems, but they were just talking about getting a divorce. It was mutual, so why would he kill her? And they didn’t find any of the drugs in his house, but in the pharmacy. Well, yes, of course, but what else would you expect to find in a pharmacy?”

      “How well did you know this couple?” asked MacFarland.

      “She didn’t know them at all, Mark,” interrupted Randy. “It’s that ditzy friend of hers.”

      “Ditzy friend?”

      “She’s not ditzy. She’s just excitable. It’s a friend of mine, Cara Sibonis. She used to be my hairdresser. She still would be, but she works out of Denver and that’s really too far to drive. If I had more time, though, I would take the time to drive up to her, she’s that good. She had both Scott Porter and Amanda Porter as clients. She says that Amanda is a real bitch—sorry, kids, don’t you dare use that word! Amanda has a lot of people who would love to see her dead. Cara is convinced that Scott is innocent.”

      MacFarland had lost his appetite. “Stefanie, I can understand how someone who is a friend of the defendant can think that he is innocent, but that doesn’t really prove anything. What do you expect me to do?”

      “I expect you to find the person who really killed Amanda Porter. I expect you to help Scott Porter get out of jail. That’s what I promised my friend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          WEDNESDAY, MAY 10, 1935 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland spent most of Wednesday grousing to Rufus Headley, a former homeless man who had taken MacFarland under his wing when MacFarland had also been living on the streets. Rufus now lived in the basement of Pierson’s house, a vast improvement over the drainage pipe where he used to hole up. He also helped MacFarland with his hot dog business, often watching over the cart when MacFarland went off doing “detectiving.”

      “No, I’m not going to look into that stupid case,” insisted MacFarland. “I don’t know what possessed Stefanie to suggest that I would help this guy.”

      “I thought you said it was her hairdressing friend who asked for the help.”

      “Yeah, it was her, but she wants me to prove this bozo is innocent. Hell, Rufus, the police had him dead to rights. The jury found him guilty.”

      Rufus nodded. “Yep, we all know how good those things work. The guy wasn’t black, was he?”

      MacFarland frowned. “What has that got to do with it? No, I don’t think he was. I don’t know. I never watched any of the newscasts. Once a guy is caught, I tend to lose interest in the case.”

      “Sometimes innocent people get sent to jail.”

      “My God, are you turning into a liberal?”

      “Hell no, I’m not one of those tree-hugging peoples. I’m just saying that maybe sometimes the system gets it wrong.”

      “Oh, for crying out loud, first Stefanie and now you! Okay, I’ll ask Pierson what she knows about the case. Will that satisfy you?”

      “You know me, boss, I’m always satisfied. It’s you I was thinking about.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you, you know, ‘cause you don’t like to see innocent men go to jail.”

      MacFarland shook his head. “First, I’d have to believe he was innocent. Right now, I can only assume that the guy killed his wife. Happens all the time, Rufus. Almost as much as people who kill off their partners who keep nagging them about taking a case.”

      Rufus took the hint and didn’t say anything more about the Porter case for the rest of the day.

      By the time the two men returned home, cleaned up their pots and pans and had some left-over spaghetti (“would have been better if we hadn’t eaten all the meatballs yesterday,” grumbled Rufus), MacFarland was in a pretty good mood. Sure, he had missed his weekly AA meeting, but he felt confident enough in his sobriety to risk missing a meeting or two. Hector Spinoza, his sponsor, would understand. After all, MacFarland was two hundred and fifteen days sober. That had to count for something.

      His good mood lasted until there was a knock at the front door, then guilt over missing his meeting began to overwhelm him. MacFarland glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall. Seven thirty-five. Too late for a salesman. It couldn’t be Hector, tracking him down. Where was Pierson? Clearly working late. Could she have been hurt and this was the dreaded notification of next of kin? But MacFarland wasn’t next of kin, so who was at the door?

      He placed his eye at the peephole, but couldn’t see the person clearly. The individual was either off to the side or standing too close to the door. Or didn’t want to be recognized.

      Clearly not cop behavior.

      MacFarland opened the door, leaving the chain on, not that the chain provided much protection. When he saw who was standing outside, his jaw dropped.

      “Robert! What the hell are you doing here? I thought you went to California.”

      Robert was Mark’s older brother. Older, irresponsible brother. A real pain in the neck.

      “I had a change in plans,” said Robert. “Can I come in?”

      MacFarland hesitated. “Yeah, I suppose so. What sort of change in plans?”

      “Is Cynthia home? I need to talk to her.”

      “No, she’s not home. She’s still at work. If you’re going to talk to anyone, talk to me.”

      “I need a place to stay.”

      “You’ll have to talk to Pierson about that.”

      Robert sighed. “Yes, I figured that.”

      “Why are you back in Denver? I thought you were all hot about going to California.”

      “As I said, a change in plans. Nothing I can talk to you about.”

      MacFarland felt his frustration and anger swelling inside of him. “Well, damn it, Robert, if you’re not going to open up and be honest with me, get your ass out of here!”

      “Okay, let me stay a bit. I’ll tell you what I can.”

      MacFarland wasn’t certain he could trust Robert’s sudden acquiescence. “At least, until Pierson gets home. But don’t bother asking her if you can stay here. I think she is as tired of you as I am.”

      “Whatever. Do you have anything to eat? I’m starving.”

      Rufus came up from his basement hideaway--it had replaced the drainage pipe on the bank of the South Platte River as his refuge from Charlie, the ever-present Viet Cong who threatened his existence--to see what the commotion was. “Robert, welcome back home! I knew California wouldn’t last. Too many flakes out there, right?”

      “I never made it to California, Rufus.”

      “Why are you back?”

      “That’s just what I’m trying to find out, Rufus. All we have is some left-over spaghetti.”

      “There’s no meatballs, though. We ate those up last night.”

      “Spaghetti sounds great.”

      MacFarland piled a plate with a tangle of the spaghetti and stuck it in the microwave. “There’s some Parmesan Cheese in the refrigerator.” When the microwave pinged, he pulled out the plate and held it. “Now, do you want to eat? Then talk!”

      Robert reached for the plate. “Okay, I’ll tell you everything.” He started eating, talking between bites.

      “I got as far as the Colorado border, and then I get this call on my phone. It’s a girl I used to date, back in New York. I guess she came out to Colorado to find me.”

      “What’s her name?” asked MacFarland.

      “Jacqueline Lacey. She said she was in trouble, and she needed my help. So I came back to Denver.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “I mean, I don’t know what kind of trouble she’s in. You see, I haven’t been able to find her.”

      “She called you, didn’t she? Just call her back and ask her where she is.”

      Robert looked at his brother in disgust. “Don’t you think I would have done that? Her phone went to voicemail, and then her mailbox got all filled up. Now I can’t get anything. I was sort of hoping you guys might be able to help me.”

      MacFarland’s brow furrowed. “By you guys, you mean Pierson.”

      Robert had a lopsided grin on his face. “Well, yeah. I didn’t really think you’d be much help. Sorry, bro. But you’re not a cop anymore. I need someone with clout. And I need a place to stay. My car just isn’t cutting it anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          FRIDAY, MAY 12, 1210 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Despite his better judgment, MacFarland let his brother stay at the house. Pierson didn’t return home until after eleven o’clock and seemed to be too exhausted to deal with wayward brothers showing up on the doorstep. Despite coming home late, Pierson was out the back door just as MacFarland and Rufus were coming into the kitchen to prepare their product for the day.

      “That woman don’t know the meaning of a forty hour week, does she, boss?”

      “No,” replied MacFarland. “That’s what it’s like being a detective. The case dominates your life.” He could remember when he had been a detective in the Denver Police Department, how much the job had demanded his time and attention. Time he should have devoted to his wife, Nicole. He had lost her affection to Norris Peterson, her boss. Then, when she finally came to her senses and told the bastard that she wanted out of the affair, he had killed her.

      That had been the end of MacFarland’s career as a Denver detective.

      Now he was out of the police department. And for the most part, no longer involved in solving murders.

      For the most part.

      He still found himself caught up in cases the police couldn’t solve. Or cases the police had messed up.

      Damn! He would have to talk to Pierson about that stupid Porter trial. Maybe she could put his mind at ease that everything was done by the book. He called up Pierson’s number but had to leave a message.

      Just after noon, Pierson and Lockwood wandered over to MacFarland’s cart. There was only one other customer there, who soon left with his hands full of hot dogs and a cold can of Orange Crush. As soon as the customer was gone, Pierson asked for some coffee.

      MacFarland poured two cups, then handed them to Lockwood and Pierson.

      “What was so important to talk about?”

      “It’s not really an issue of importance. Just something that Stefanie brought up when I was at dinner the other night.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. How was that? Since when does she invite you over for dinner on a Tuesday?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to talk about, Cyn. Would you just listen to me?”

      Pierson put her cup down on the hot dog cart and backed up, holding her hands up in a defensive posture. “Excuse me! What nerve did I hit this time?”

      MacFarland tried to hide his frustration. “Sorry. She was asking me to look into someone that she, no not she, a friend of hers, thinks is innocent.”

      Pierson waited patiently. Finally, she waved her hand for him to continue.

      “It’s this guy Scott Porter. You know anything about the case?”

      “It wasn’t my case, if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t recall who handled it.”

      “It’s Detective Kahn,” interjected Lockwood.

      “Yeah, right, Woody Kahn. It seems like a pretty simple case.”

      “What do you know about it?”

      Pierson shrugged, then pointed to Lockwood. “Ask Mr. Know-It-All.”

      “I don’t know everything,” said Lockwood, more defensively than he had to. Obviously, the young detective couldn’t tell when Pierson was toying with him. MacFarland had gone through just such a stage with her when he first came on the force.

      “Tell him what you know, Benny.”

      “Ah, okay. So here are the facts. Remember, I don’t have my notebook with me, so this is from memory, so I might get some dates or points wrong. Okay, Amanda Porter, thirty-eight years old, was found dead by her husband, Scott Porter, on March 23. At first, the ruling was she died of natural causes, but because she died at home, they did an autopsy.” He laughed. “I remember the coroner called her ‘The Happy Corpse.’ That wasn’t admitted in court, of course, but I saw it in the notes. Apparently she had the most beatific smile on her face.”

      “Stick to the damn facts, Lockwood,” insisted Pierson.

      Lockwood scowled, but continued. “When they did the autopsy, they found some very small trace amounts of a chemical in her blood.”

      “Do you know what the chemical was?”

      Lockwood looked annoyed. “I don’t have my notebook. I don’t have a photographic memory, Mac. Two things made the chemical suspect. First, it is related to a family of chemicals that are used to numb nerves. Not really a painkiller, but more effective, since it stops the nerves from sending any messages. The downside is that it causes extreme paralysis. The second thing is that it is a chemical that was found in Porter’s pharmacy.”

      “He’s a pharmacist?”

      “Yeah. The prosecutor showed that he had made a compound that he used to put his dog to sleep. Sometime in February.”

      “What? Put his dog to sleep?”

      “The dog was in a lot of pain, but Porter wanted to avoid paying veterinarian fees, so he made his own drug to put the dog down.”

      “That doesn’t sound legal. Can he do that?”

      “No, it’s not legal. If it had been known that he did that, he could have lost his license, plus a variety of other charges. But that was all small potatoes compared to being charged with murder.”

      “Did the lab confirm that the chemical in his wife’s blood killed her?”

      “The coroner couldn’t find any other cause of death. It seems that Amanda Porter just stopped breathing. The residual chemical was the only anomaly.”

      “What about other factors? Motive?”

      “There was a string of witnesses who claimed that the Porter’s were having marital problems.”

      “You said that the victim died in March?”

      “Yeah, March 23.”

      “And the trial took place last week?”

      “Affirmative. Awfully fast trial, right?”

      “Seems to me. I thought most trials these days took years. Why so quick?”

      “The new District Attorney, the one who was elected last year. Um, Kairis, Paul Kairis. I think he got a plea bargain. He’s making a big show of ‘swift justice’ and getting killers behind bars.”

      “The trial ended fairly quickly when the defendant agreed to a plea deal. They agreed to second-degree murder instead of first-degree. He should be out in five to ten years.”

      “That may be true, but it seems remarkable to me. Who was his lawyer?”

      “I don’t know that. Maybe you could check with Jerry Baker. He knows all the sleazebags in the city.”

      MacFarland did not think that Jerry Baker, one of the most prominent defense lawyers in Denver, would regard his brethren as sleazebags. But Lockwood’s suggestion made sense. Jerry might know why the trial proceeded so quickly.
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          FRIDAY, MAY 12, 1605 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland pumped as much information as he could from both Pierson and Lockwood, but didn’t get much more than what Benny had first revealed. After they headed back to Police Headquarters, MacFarland called up Jerry Baker to get his take on the trial. Baker was in court, but his secretary promised that the lawyer would call MacFarland as soon as he could. MacFarland wasn’t counting on an immediate response. People like Baker tended to return calls only when they wanted something.

      MacFarland and Rufus were discussing the idea of shutting down the hot dog cart and heading back home. MacFarland’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and stared at the number and identification. Monticello. It took him a moment to recall what that was. The Monticello Senior Living Center in Northglenn. That was the retirement home where his father lived. Why were they calling him?

      “Mr. MacFarland? Mark MacFarland?”

      “Yes, this is me. Is something wrong with my father?”

      “Yes, sir, I’m sorry to tell you, but your father is going through a bad spell right now. We had two contact names, but you are the only one we can get in touch with.”

      MacFarland wondered how they had his name at all. He had helped place his father in Monticello several years earlier, back when he had still been on the police force. His contact information should have been out of date, since he was fairly certain he hadn’t updated it. That has been more than ten years ago. MacFarland tried to maintain contact with his father, at least until the murder of his wife, Nicole. Then his life had fallen apart. One of the pieces of his life that fell through the cracks was contact with his father.

      There was only one way the staff at Monticello could have gotten his current phone number.

      Robert must have given it to them.

      “Have you tried getting hold of Robert MacFarland?”

      “Yes, sir, we have, but there is no answer on his phone. Your number is the back-up number we have. Will you be able to come in and see your father tonight?”

      “Tonight?”

      “The physician on call is not certain that your father will survive the night. Your father has been asking for you.”

      “You mean for Robert.”

      “No, sir, you specifically. It might help his condition if you could come in, Mr. MacFarland.”

      Mark MacFarland stared across the street, not really focusing on anything in particular. He had spent most of his life trying to gain his father’s approval, yet seemingly failing time after time in that effort. Now, with his father nearing death, it was to Mark that he reached out. Why didn’t he reach out to Robert? After all, Robert had been spending a lot of time with him the past few months.

      “Mr. MacFarland? Are you there?”

      “Yes, I’m here. I’ll try to be there in about an hour.”

      Rush hour traffic on I-25 heading north was horrendous, forcing MacFarland to arrive later than he anticipated. He turned off of I-25 at 120th, headed east until he came to Washington, then turned south. A short while later, he was pulling onto the grounds of the Monticello Senior Living Center.

      The Monticello campus, as they preferred to call it, was fairly impressive. The complex consisted of a cluster of small, private homes, several low-rise apartment buildings, and one large eight story building. This building housed the administrative offices, community rooms, an extensive gym, an indoor swimming pool, therapeutic and rehab facilities, a well-stocked 24-hour pharmacy, and a respectable clinic. The grounds also boasted two tennis courts, a basketball court (though MacFarland had never seen anyone on the basketball court), and extensive walkways through well-manicured gardens.

      MacFarland never quite understood how his father could afford to live in such a place. Maybe his father had gotten a lot of money from MacFarland’s mother’s life insurance. Or maybe all those stories about his father being in on the Mother’s Day Robbery were true.

      MacFarland had never paid much attention to his parent’s finances. Maybe he should have.

      “I’m here to see Mr. Donald MacFarland,” he announced to the receptionist.

      The young woman checked her computer. “Yes, Mr. MacFarland is in room 639. Dr. Tuttle is with him now.”

      MacFarland took the elevator to the sixth floor and found his father’s room. It was more like an apartment than a room, with a small living area, a kitchen and dining area off to the side, a bathroom, and a bedroom. He headed towards the bedroom. A man in a white coat turned to face him as he entered. MacFarland read the man’s ID badge. Raymond Tuttle, MD.

      “You must be Mark MacFarland,” said Dr. Tuttle, holding out his hand. “So good of you to come.”

      MacFarland shook the doctor’s hand, then went over to his father’s bed. His father looked pale, his features ravaged by age and gravity. His gray hair was sparse, looking like dead grass in an abandoned parking lot. MacFarland had always remembered his father as having a strong, forceful continence, but this man looked weakened and beaten. His breathing was labored, and he stared blankly at some point on the ceiling. When MacFarland leaned over the bed, his father gave no indication that he was aware of his son’s presence.

      “What is his condition?” asked MacFarland.

      “He’s not on life support, so most of his organs are still functioning. He’s been in this semi-coma condition for several days now, and his heart has stopped a couple of times. We were able to bring him back both times, but I am afraid that he may not have much longer.” The doctor opened up a folder he had been holding. “The reason we asked you up here is that recently your father changed his medical power of attorney.”

      “He did what?”

      “He changed his power of attorney. Up until a few days ago, just before he went into this state, he took Robert MacFarland off and substituted you. We wanted to make sure you were aware of his wishes and his current condition.”

      MacFarland glanced at the papers in the doctor’s hands. “I’ll take care of that later,” he said. “May I have some time alone with my father?”

      “Certainly,” said the doctor. He headed out of the apartment and quietly closed the door behind him.

      After the doctor had gone, MacFarland stared at his father. After a minute or two of silence, MacFarland shook his father’s shoulder. “Come on, dad, I know you’re faking it. Why did you want me here?”

      For a moment, the elder MacFarland lay motionless. MacFarland wondered if he had been mistaken. Then Don MacFarland turned his head and stared at his son. “Robert said you were a good detective. How did you know?”

      “You probably didn’t fake the heart attacks. I suppose those were real.”

      Don coughed, then tried awkwardly to sit up straighter. “Yes, they were real enough. Fortunately, I don’t remember much about them. But I didn’t get you here because I wanted sympathy. I need your help, Mark.”

      “Help with what?”

      “You’ve got to stop your brother.”

      MacFarland frowned. “Stop him from what?”

      “Going after my treasure. He’s going to get himself killed, and you’ve got to stop him.”
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          SATURDAY, MAY 13, 1810 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      “Sure, I said he could stay here.” Pierson poured herself another cup of coffee, then grabbed another slice of pizza.

      “But he said he was going to California.” MacFarland tried to speak between bites.

      “I guess his plans changed.”

      “Did he tell you why he came back?”

      “No, I didn’t have time to talk to him. I was running late. Did he tell you something?”

      “Sort of. He wants your help finding this girl who he claims is missing.”

      Pierson frowned and put down her pizza. “Really? What girl?”

      “Her name is Jacqueline Lacey. She’s from New York, I think.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      MacFarland hesitated. “I’m not really sure. I think she might be someone Robert is running away from.”

      That comment piqued Pierson’s interest. “I wonder why. Are you going to eat that piece?”

      “How do you eat so much and stay so slim?”

      “Just answer the question, dirtwad. I exercise, chasing down scumbags who break the law. I don’t sit on my ass all day, listening to language CDs.”

      “Yeah, go ahead and eat it. Just remember, someday it will stick to your hips, and you’ll be sorry.”

      Pierson ignored him and reached out for the last slice of pizza. “He said he needed my help?”

      “He certainly doesn’t want me to get involved. The only thing he thinks I’m good for is taking care of dad.”

      “You should care for your father. That’s a son’s responsibility.”

      “I put him in the damn home. For all Robert’s talk about how I run away from things, I’m the one who had to take care of Dad. He’s so illogical!”

      “Your dad?”

      “No, Robert. Oh, did I tell you that I saw him yesterday?”

      “Robert?”

      “No! For crying out loud, follow along, will you! My Dad. The Monticello Center called yesterday. They thought my father was dying.”

      “You didn’t think to mention this until now?” Pierson’s tone gave a strong indication of her annoyance with MacFarland.

      “It was last night, Cyn. This is the first opportunity we’ve had to sit down and talk.”

      “You could have called me.” Pierson sat back in her chair and crossed her arms, giving him a cold glare.

      “It’s no big deal. They only called me because the old man had changed his will. Gave me medical power of attorney. Guess that means I get to say when to pull the plug.”

      “Don’t be so crass, Mac. He’s your father.”

      “Yeah, right. I spend my life trying to please him, and he treats me like shit. And it turns out, the old fucker wasn’t even dying. He was just using that as a ploy to get me up there.”

      Pierson frowned, her expression questioning him.

      “You know what they say, only the good die young. My old man will live forever.”

      Pierson shook her head. “So if he wasn’t dying, why’d he want to see you?”

      “That’s just it! That’s what I’m talking about, Cyn. The only reason he wanted to see me was to ask me to make sure Robert doesn’t get himself killed.”

      Pierson’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “Who’s going to kill him? Is this related to the missing girlfriend?”

      “How the hell should I know? No, I doubt that the two things are related. My father thinks Robert is looking for ‘his treasure,’ you know, the stolen money from the Mother’s Day Massacre Bank Robbery.”

      “I thought you said your father wasn’t involved in that.”

      “He wasn’t. A bunch of guards got killed and my father got shot in the head. He had to retire a couple of years after that.”

      “Medical disability?”

      MacFarland nodded. “Yeah, and he apparently won some sort of lawsuit against the bank. I was too young to understand the details at the time, and frankly, I never much worried about it. That and Mom’s insurance from when she died is what pays for the exorbitant bills at Monticello.”

      “So it isn’t the money from the bank robbery,” laughed Pierson.

      MacFarland did not find the humor in her remark. “No, there was no money. My father was in the hospital for four months after the shooting. They tried to pin the robbery on him, working with Lew Stanton, the guy they finally decided was the killer, but nothing stuck. My father was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “I still don’t understand all this animosity between you and Robert.”

      MacFarland stared at her, uncertain what to say or even whether he wanted to respond at all. He knew that if he just got up and left, Pierson would just be the next person to tell him that he was running away again. In fact, he did want to run away. But he felt a compelling need to have Pierson understand his point of view.

      “All of my life,” he began, “I’ve tried to please my father. Robert, on the other hand, always thought our dad was a loser. Yet who is it that my father loves the most? Robert!”

      “How do you know who your father loves the most? He probably loves both of you.”

      “Yeah, spoken like an only child.” MacFarland failed to notice the dark cloud that crossed Pierson’s face. “I can tell how my father feels. He’s always going to Robert anytime he needs help. Yet I’m the only one who really helps him. The only reason Robert has ever shown any interest in helping Dad is because of that stupid two million dollars.”

      “But didn’t you just tell me that your father has changed his medical power of attorney?”

      “Yeah, so what? All that means is that he thinks his precious Robert is going to get himself killed.”

      “Over two million dollars that you don’t think even exists.”

      “Oh, it exists alright. They never found Stanton’s money. He died taking knowledge of its whereabouts with him to the grave. Or that spot up at Camp Hale where they found his body. But my Dad never knew where it was. All speculation, that’s all it is.”

      Pierson was silent for a moment. “You know, two things occur to me.”

      MacFarland tilted his head. “Go on.”

      “Okay, if the money doesn’t exist, why does your father think that Robert will be in danger if he goes and looks for it?”

      “Hell if I know.”

      Pierson rolled her eyes in frustration. “Sometimes I wonder just how good a detective you are. The other thing that strikes me is that you are really jealous of your brother.”

      “I am not! The guy’s a flake.”

      “Yes you are. In my experience, Mac, jealousy is one of those really unproductive emotions. It rarely leads to anything constructive. In fact, jealousy creates more problems in the long run. That’s what I think.”
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