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      MacFarland’s sister-in-law and his current squeeze have found religion and they want him to find it too. But MacFarland sees more than religious zeal beneath the facade of the Church of Blessed Grace. He sees a serial killer hiding among the faithful.

      Will MacFarland be able to uncover the killer before he sets his sights on MacFarland’s friends?
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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?
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            PROLOGUE

          

          TUESDAY, AUGUST 30, 2030 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      The man in the black robe led Sonia Winters by the hand to the inner doors of the Church of Blessed Grace. Sonia’s head was covered in a black hood, cutting off her vision and ensuring that she had to depend on the robed man to lead her to the altar. She had been so trusting when she disrobed and donned the translucent, white silk sheath he had provided her. She further pleased him by putting the black hood over her own head. Such trust! She would be a perfect candidate for inaugurating the new church building.

      The Church of Blessed Grace would officially open on Sunday, five days hence, but Sonia Winters agreed to participate in the Sanctioning Ceremony, that would purify the Church of all corruption and unintended sin that might have been left over from the profane construction workers who had built the building.

      “You do understand the purpose of the cleansing ritual, don’t you Sonia?” he had asked her.

      Her response had been immediate, if somewhat rote and wooden. “Yes, I do. People who do not see the Light of the Truth often carry around with them degrading thoughts and feelings. Those impure thoughts, through transcendence with the One Universe, can affect the growth and development of our congregation. Of course I will help in the purification ritual!”

      “Unlike many of our Esoteric Rituals,” he had told her, “We have to be clothed for this ritual. Until these impure essences are removed from our church, we risk contamination.”

      He had presented her with the silk sheath, asking her to bring the garments with her when they conducted the ritual. It was important to give the girl an active role in planning for the ritual. This increased her commitment…and her compliance.

      Yes, compliance. Compliance was essential to the cleansing. He had worked for many months to ensure her compliance. She was now at the point in her development and training where she would do anything he asked.

      Anything.

      How many weeks had he worked with this one? Quite a few, more than he usually had to. But she would be his best creation.

      As he led her through the heavy inner doors of the church, he felt the usual rush he felt at this moment. There was something sinfully erotic about passing through the double doors, then closing them, sealing them with the heavy wooden bar. It was like going back into the womb and sealing it shut, undoing the birthing process. She hesitated, perhaps a bit confused by the sound of the bar shifting into place. He had told her that all of the ministers would be here to participate in the ritual. He hoped she would assume that they were already present at the altar.

      He led her down past the pews–mere benches at this time. Once the Church started getting more donations, they would build better pews. They had spent the money they had saved since the founding of the Church back in January on the building itself, and, of course, on the altar. The Church had been built in record time, only four months, but this congregation had been exceedingly generous.

      A lot of people had a lot of money for God. And for their salvation, though that was downplayed in the ministry.

      The Church of Blessed Grace believed each person was responsible for his own salvation, by becoming one with God’s Intent. People were hungry for that message. Indeed, most people were hungry for a message that helped them understand the world around them and the confusing times they were in. They wanted answers that would work in the Twenty-first Century, not superstitions from the First Century.

      He helped her mount the Seven Steps up to the altar. Seven Steps for each of the Seven Guiding Principles. She stumbled only once, but he had her hand in his, his other arm around her slim waist. Sonia Winters was in her late twenties, but still had the body she possessed as a teen. He appreciated women who took care of their bodies. If that wasn’t one of the Guiding Principles, it should be. Number Eight: Take care of the body that God has given you, so that Men might appreciate it.

      Unfortunately, he would never be able to get the other ministers to agree to change the Church’s Scripture. It was a shame that only he truly appreciated the gifts that God bestowed upon the Church’s ministers. But if Sonia Winters was a gift from God, that only he was destined to appreciate, who was he to argue? God was, after all, the sum of all wisdom, infinite in scope, beyond human comprehension. Men must not try to understand God’s wisdom, but merely take advantage when God’s Grace materialized.

      He led her around the altar, her bare feet making no sound on the polished wood floor. In the next day or two, the fine wood finish would be covered over with rather expensive red wool carpet. He had hoped the carpet would be installed earlier, but one thing you learned in the Church of Blessed Grace was to accept the universe as it is. In a sense, though, the bare wood floor made cleanup easier, so there was always a silver lining to every set of circumstances.

      He brought Sonia over to the altar. She reached out instinctively and felt the leading edge of the altar.

      “Is there something on the altar?” she asked.

      “Just a cloth, to make it more comfortable for you. The altar can be cold, you know.”

      He could tell from her tone that she was smiling. “That’s so considerate of you.”

      She allowed him to help her up onto the altar. She laid back, her small body fitting easily on the top surface. Her arms lay at her side. Her youthful breasts were clearly visible through the thin fabric, her nipples taut with excitement.

      “Is everyone here?” she asked in a hushed whisper.

      “Yes,” he lied. “They will maintain silence until the ceremony is completed. As you must also, my dear.”

      She didn’t say anything, responding to his command. Yes, she was indeed compliant.

      “I am going to take the hood off of you, Sonia, but I request that you keep your eyes closed until I tell you to open them. Nod if you can do that.”

      There was a perceptible nod of the black hood. He loosened the drawstring that kept the hood snugly bound around her neck, and slowly lifted it off. Her eyes were tightly closed. Her blond hair spread out on the altar, like a halo. Her round face, so young and innocent in appearance, free of any blemishes, was graced with a contented smile.

      He dropped the hood on the floor, then pulled the large hunting knife from the girdle of his robe. He lifted the knife high above his head, then asked her to open her eyes.

      His groin tightened as her eyes flashed open, and her smile suddenly vanished as first she saw the knife plunge down, then felt it pierce her chest. Her pretty lips formed an O as she tried to scream, but the only sounds she emitted were brief choking gurgles.

      He started to breath heavily, feeling the intense pressure and presence of the Glory of God flowing wildly through his body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 4, 1135 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Mark MacFarland stared at the pile of boxes and stacks of papers, books, and nick-knacks scattered around the room. How had he allowed himself to get roped into this project? There wasn’t much he could do, except stand around like an idiot. Every time he picked something up, Cynthia Pierson would say, “Let me see that. Yes, that goes in the save pile.”

      The discard pile was not very big.

      And MacFarland’s room was becoming even more cluttered with each box that Pierson opened up. MacFarland began to wonder if he could sleep in the basement with his homeless friend Rufus. Of course, there was another bedroom in the house that he could use, but he didn’t dare ask Pierson about that room. “That’s the guest room,” she had once told him. “Only for special guests.”

      MacFarland didn’t qualify as a special guest, having lived with Pierson for almost a year. And, after all, he was actually only here temporarily.

      Last night she had approached him after dinner. “Even though it’s only temporary, I should move those boxes out of your room. I’ve been meaning to do that for ages! Let’s do it tomorrow.”

      “I was going to work tomorrow,” he said, already regretting taking today off. “I need to make sure my corner spot is still there.”

      “It’s a zoo downtown. Take off tomorrow and Monday. You can check it out Tuesday. Taste of Colorado will be over then. I need you here.”

      MacFarland nodded. He avoided downtown during Taste of Colorado. First, parking was atrocious. There was no place to store his truck. And second, many of the participating restaurants made it difficult for sidewalk cart vendors to operate, even if they were away from the main venue of the event. MacFarland simply wanted to get back in the routine of selling hot dogs, taking care of the small number of homeless people who depended on him for at least one meal a day, and listening to his language tapes. He wanted to learn German, mainly because he was tired of studying Spanish. He admitted that he could use more practice speaking Spanish, but after a couple of weeks in Mexico, getting shot at and beaten up by one of the drug cartels, and killing a representative of the cartel, he had more than his fill of Spanish. It was time for a change.

      When Pierson asked him to help clear his room of all the boxes of her father’s and grandfather’s belongings, he had expected simply to carry them down to the basement, maybe out to the garage, or even better, to the dumpster in the alley. Sure, they might fill up several dumpsters and annoy the neighbors to no end, but it would have opened up a lot of space in his room. Of course, MacFarland didn’t need much room. He had no real furniture to speak of, few possessions. The only things he had really accumulated since he became sober were language tapes, CDs, books, and dictionaries.

      Learning foreign languages was his way of compensating for feeling intellectually inferior.

      He had always lamented not going to college. After high school, he shunned college to join the Marines. That was to be his career. After only four years and five months, he had gotten a hardship discharge—his mother had died—and he had quit the Marines. Once back in Denver—too late for his mother’s funeral—he opted to become a police officer.

      There simply wasn’t any time for college.

      His lack of education was a sore spot for him. “Is there anything else I can do?” he asked.

      “Well, get some more empty boxes from the garage. They’re on the left hand side when you go in the door. You should see them there. Then we can pack more of this stuff in those and label it properly.”

      MacFarland stood up, glad to get some circulation going in his legs again. The project had somehow evolved from getting rid of boxes to creating more boxes. Before Pierson was done, there wouldn’t be any room for MacFarland at all.

      He came back up with a stack of folded boxes and some packing tape to find Pierson sitting with a photograph album in her lap. Her head was tilted forward, and he could hear her muffled sobs. Her copper-colored hair, normally worn in a ponytail, was loose, covering her face.

      “Are you crying?” he asked.

      Pierson wouldn’t look at him. She wiped her eyes. “No, it’s nothing. I forgot all about this.” She gestured at the album. “It was an album my mother put together of photos my grandfather took when he was overseas.”

      “Yeah, I remember you telling me your granddad was in the Foreign Service or something.”

      “Yes. He joined it just a few years after it was formed, actually. His first assignment was in England. That’s where he met Grandma.”

      “I didn’t realize she was English.”

      Pierson laughed, her tears forgotten. “No, she was American, from Philadelphia, but her family was over there for holiday. This was back in the Roaring Twenties, when every day was a party. Or so I was told.”

      MacFarland suspected that Pierson’s family had been fairly well off even back then. Cynthia Pierson, despite her wealthy forebears, lived modestly in her Observatory Park home. “It’s too much house for just one person,” she once remarked to MacFarland. That was why she was more than willing to allow first MacFarland and then his friend Rufus Headley to live in her house.

      “Didn’t you once tell me your grandfather lived in Asia?”

      Pierson nodded. “He started in the Foreign Service in England.  Then he was sent to China after Chiang Kai-shek came to power. I am hazy on all the details, but I do recall that when Chiang turned against the Communist Party, my grandfather was with Mao Zedong on the Long March. He stayed with Mao’s people up to the end of war with Japan.”

      “History is not my strong suit,” confessed MacFarland. He hated to admit how little he knew about world events, especially to someone like Pierson who was probably the smartest and most educated cop he had ever met.

      “It just means that Grandpa Abraham was one of the few Westerners to witness firsthand the birth of the modern Chinese nation, and particularly the rise to power of Mao. My father told me that my grandfather and Mao were actually close. I am not sure that is true. My grandmother, who was stuck in the States most of that time, said it was just my grandfather exaggerating his own importance.”

      MacFarland smiled and assembled one of the boxes for Pierson. “I hardly knew my grandfather,” he said. “I don’t think he did much of anything in the world. Except father my father.”

      He laughed at his own joke, but Pierson was back staring with remorse at the piles of mementos her family had saved. Watching her, his gut prickled with discomfort. Part of him wanted to retreat from her display of emotion. That had always been his approach with Nicole—a strategy that hadn’t exactly worked out well. Another part of him wanted to put an arm around Pierson, but he wasn’t sure how she would react to that kind of attention. Instead, he stayed where he was and said nothing, as the wall of boxes between them grew larger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 5, 1030 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, MacFarland roused Rufus by banging on the basement door. Rufus came up to the kitchen and together they readied the hot dog cart for another day downtown.

      “What’s going on in your room?” asked Rufus as they headed north on University Boulevard.

      “Cyn is finally going through all those boxes of junk that her family had squirreled away. I was hoping it would be simply a matter of tossing everything out, but she wants to go through each box and each item, one by one. Half the time, she’s crying like a baby over some picture or snow globe or God knows what else. Pierson crying! I can’t believe it!”

      “Women is the most sentimental of the sexes,” said Rufus. “They have all these feeling’s trapped inside of them.”

      MacFarland stared at Headley in pained disbelief. “Not Pierson,” he said. “Her heart is made of stone and ice water runs through her veins.”

      “I don’t know, boss. I think you just don’t see the softer side of her.”

      “And you do, I suppose.”

      “Yep, but I admit, I gotta squint a bit to see it.”

      MacFarland was glad that he decided to come downtown, even though he had a problem finding a place to park his truck. Since it was Labor Day, the courts were closed, but MacFarland hoped that he could set up on his usual corner. He hoped he could get some business from those people who didn’t want to pay high prices for exotic restaurant food. Besides, Taste of Colorado was ending today. Maybe the organizers wouldn’t pay attention to a hot dog cart several blocks away.

      “It’s going to be a good week,” he said to Rufus.

      “We need a few of those, boss,” said the old Vietnam vet.

      Kirk and Gracie, along with two other homeless men who MacFarland didn’t know, stood off to one side of the parking garage. MacFarland looked up, smiled, then gestured for them to come closer. He and Rufus then prepared several hot dogs and bratwursts for each of them. He waved as they headed towards Speer Boulevard, away from the Taste of Colorado fair.

      He was about to tell Rufus how pleased he was to see Kirk and Gracie when he heard a dainty cough behind him. He turned, expecting a customer who had wandered away from the confines of the fair.

      “Stefanie! What a surprise. What are you doing downtown? Are you here for Taste of Colorado?”

      Stefanie shook her head. “Mark, you shouldn’t encourage those people. How will they ever get ahead when you enable them with free food? I’m surprised the people who run this affair even allow them to be around ordinary people. They are a bad influence! If the city wouldn’t support them with food and shelter, they would just go away. Thank God we don’t have them in Highlands Ranch!”

      MacFarland tried not to look at his sister-in-law. He was used to her hypocritical views and values.

      Randy Cooper, Stefanie’s sorry excuse for a husband, was even more firmly convinced that all homeless people, in fact most of the poor people who lived in or near Denver, were just freeloaders who only wanted a hand-out. Of course he included MacFarland in that group, despite the fact that MacFarland now supported himself with his hot dog stand. And while MacFarland was not becoming a wealthy suburbanite based on his business, he wasn’t getting charity.

      Unless one counted the free room at Cynthia Pierson’s house, Randy was quick to remind him. But it was a spare room, a storage room, really, MacFarland was equally quick to point out, and Pierson practically insisted he stay there.

      Seeing Stefanie brought back all these thoughts and more. Fortunately, she was alone. Randy must be at work. Yes, for sure, he was one of the responsible people. Surely he was working on a holiday!

      “Yes, we brought the family down to hear the music and try the food. I was hoping you would be here, and here you are!”

      “I’m flattered,” he said. Guess Randy wasn’t working today after all. Hopefully, he was on the other side of Civic Center Park. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.”

      “Yes, it has,” she said in an accusatory tone. “And even longer since you’ve seen the kids. They miss you.”

      MacFarland started wiping the surfaces of his cart, while Rufus retreated to the far end of the cart. “Maybe I’ll come down soon and visit,” said MacFarland.

      “Why don’t you come down this coming Sunday?” suggested Stefanie. “The kids would love you to go to church with them.”

      “Church? Uh, I’m not really a religious man,” said MacFarland, his voice hesitant with uncertainty.

      “You believe in God, don’t you?”

      “Well, yeah, I guess. I mean, doesn’t everybody?”

      “No, of course not. We live in a Godless country. That’s why everything is so messed up.”

      MacFarland thought that things in his life were getting a lot better, so he wasn’t entirely sure what Stefanie was talking about. He wondered if Randy was about to lose his job.

      “I don’t go to church,” he said.

      “You should go,” insisted Stefanie. “It’ll be good for you. And it will be good for the kids. They would like you to join them.”

      The only thing that MacFarland could imagine is that the kids, Ryan and Kaitlyn, wanted someone with them to share their misery. It wouldn’t do to say that to Stefanie, though.

      “I’m not sure that church is the right place for me. I work on Sundays.”

      Stefanie looked in Rufus’ direction. “Can’t he take care of your cart for you on Sunday?”

      Rufus’ eyes opened wide and he tried to look away.  “Boss, can I have one of them wiping cloths you use? The counter’s getting dirty.”

      MacFarland smiled and handed Rufus a wipe. Rufus was picking up the same way of avoiding confrontation that he often used. It was a technique that he now realized didn’t work very well.

      “I’m not sure that would work out,” said MacFarland. “We need my truck to get the cart downtown. How would I get to Highland Park?”

      “It’s simple,” Stefanie said, smiling broadly. “Just drive the cart downtown, then drive out to our house. You can go to church with us.”

      Before MacFarland could raise another objection, Stefanie Cooper patted him on the arm, smiled sweetly, and headed back towards Colfax.

      MacFarland and Rufus looked at each other for a moment. Then Rufus grinned. “Didn’t realize you was a religious man, boss.”

      MacFarland watched Stefanie walk off, feeling guilty when he realized that he was staring, mesmerized by her swaying hips.

      “Neither did I, Rufus,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 5, 1812 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland got home just after six in the evening. Some bozo from the Taste of Colorado group had told him to move his cart. Of course he didn’t move it. He was outside the area used by the authorized vendors, so he felt secure in staying put. He realized he should have been there during the entire festival. Why had he let Pierson talk him into staying home?

      Pierson was sitting in the front room, watching the local news and sipping on a gin and tonic. MacFarland wondered where she had hidden the gin. As he greeted her, she got a sheepish look on her face. “Sorry,” she said, trying to finish the drink as quickly as she could. “I thought you would be home later.”

      “No need to apologize,” said MacFarland. He was a recovering alcoholic, and most of his friends tried not to drink in his presence. He had told them many times that they didn’t need to be so solicitous. He had no desire for another drink. “Eight hundred twelve days sober.”

      “That’s great,” said Pierson, gulping the last of her drink.

      “Did you finish cleaning the room?” asked MacFarland.

      Pierson got a disgusted look on her face. “No, not really. I didn’t realize there was so much stuff up there. I am going to have to call in for another personal day tomorrow.”

      MacFarland groaned to himself, wondering where he was going to sleep tonight. He began to eye the couch with longing. Hopefully Pierson would not clean up this room too.

      The news program came on and after extensive coverage of Taste of Colorado, Anna Spiros’ pretty face filled the screen. At that moment, Rufus came into the room. “Hey, boss, ain’t that the woman who talked to you the other day?”

      MacFarland tried to wave off his question. “How about dinner?” he said to Pierson.

      She wagged her hand. “Quiet, I want to hear this. I think it’s about that cartel boss.”

      MacFarland groaned inwardly, and tried to edge his way out of the room. Anna’s voice suddenly filled the room as Pierson turned up the volume, just as the reporter gushed something about, “…recently thwarted by Denver’s own hero, Mark MacFarland, a hot dog vendor…”

      The station cut to a close-up shot of MacFarland, back to the camera, standing next to his hot dog cart. MacFarland’s face suddenly flashed across the screen, bringing a sharp look of reproach from Pierson.

      The screen cut to a view of several cars descending the mountain road. The TV crews must have caught them as they turned onto the highway. In one of the cars, MacFarland and Pierson were clearly visible. MacFarland winced when he saw the still photograph of Pierson behind the wheel.

      She did not look happy.

      MacFarland quickly snapped the television off.

      “The lady reporter wasn’t done talking!” protested Rufus.

      Pierson glared at Rufus, then directed her glare at MacFarland. “What’s the big idea? I thought we all agreed to keep a low profile on this case? Terrorism? Where the hell did she get that? The Feds are still investigating this case. I’m sure they’re going to be pissed at you. And what about Lockwood’s case? He’s still trying to get his murder investigation closed. And look, my face is plastered all over Denver television. I have to do undercover work sometimes. How can I go undercover now?”

      MacFarland pointed at the blank television screen. “That wasn’t my idea! I didn’t agree to any interview.” He hesitated a moment. “Well, not really. I guess she did interview me. Besides, you really do look pretty, even though you had a scowl on your face.”

      At first Pierson couldn’t say anything. Then she shook her head. “God, you’re impossible! It’s a damn good thing you’re not still on the force, or Commander Chamberlain would have your head on a platter.”

      As Pierson stomped out of the room, MacFarland muttered to himself, “He usually did.”

      The room was quiet for a couple of minutes, then Rufus stood up. “Well, at least one good thing will come of this,” he said.

      “What’s that, Rufus?”

      “We should get a hell of a lot of business tomorrow!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 7, 1315 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Rufus was right. Business was booming that Tuesday. A lot of people thanked him personally for keeping the country safe. Several customers wanted their picture taken with him, and though he tried to turn them down, they pleaded so much that he gave in. Rufus kept looking at their supply of product, a worried look on his face.

      “If they keep coming like this, boss, we’re gonna run out real fast.”

      “We’ll get to go home early,” said MacFarland.

      “You owe it to your public to be here,” insisted Rufus.

      “My public?”

      “Yeah, your fan club.”

      “Rufus, I don’t have a fan club. I’m simply a hot dog vendor.”

      “Yeah, a hot dog vendor who saves the world,” said Rufus, a wide grin on his face.

      Although Pierson didn’t say anything more on Tuesday night about the news report, the next morning she told MacFarland that he better avoid any news reporters if he wanted a place to sleep that night.

      “Are you threatening me?” he asked.

      “Of course not! I’m simply telling you what’s going to happen. Just keep your mouth shut. Don’t talk about police business.”

      “Someone in the department must have said something,” said MacFarland. “That’s the only thing that gets you so riled up.”

      “Nobody said anything,” she snapped back.

      The next morning, though, Lockwood came around to get a cup of coffee. “Your stuff is still better than the office coffee,” he said.

      “What if I charged you for it?” asked MacFarland.

      Lockwood screwed up his face in deep thought. “Then I guess the office slop would taste a smidgen better.” He picked up one of the donuts and took a bite out of it. “We got quite a kick out of seeing you on the tube the other day. Damn, the look Pierson had on her face as you guys drove out of there. One of the uniforms commented that the perp was probably killed by Pierson’s look. Unfortunately she overhead him. He’s been hiding from her since yesterday morning.”

      MacFarland nodded. “I thought as much. Cyn has never liked the spotlight. Can’t blame her though. Too much publicity never helps a cop.”

      “At least that was a good report. We got the bad guys and nobody complained about us being brutal about it.”

      “As I recall, it was all civilians that did the shooting.”

      “Well, except for you.”

      “I’m off the force, remember?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s just that you seem to get more accomplished than some of our guys.”

      “That’s a nice compliment, but we both know it’s not true. You better get your ass back to the office or Cyn will think you’re talking to a reporter.”

      The bump in sales from the Monday news report seemed to have disappeared. By the mid-afternoon, Rufus found himself counting and recounting their supply of product. “I think we brought too much, boss. Will this keep until tomorrow?”

      “Yes, Rufus, we just got it. I’m watching the expiration dates very closely. Especially now that you’re dating a health inspector.”

      Rufus grinned. “We’re not really dating, boss. Just friends.”

      “So I don’t have to worry about finding you two in the basement one of these days?”

      Rufus didn’t answer, pretending he was busy recounting the packages of hot dogs and brats.

      “Mac!”

      MacFarland looked up, then smiled. “Hector, how are you?”

      Hector Spinoza, MacFarland’s Alcoholics Anonymous sponsor, ambled over to the cart. As usual, he was dressed in white. White hat, white shirt, white slacks. Only his shoes and his cane were black. He was an older man, sixty-six years old, grey hair, white mustache, dark eyebrows. He was only about five foot five, shorter even than MacFarland. Yet Spinoza had a toughness about him that made him seem taller. He had been sober for fifteen years when he agreed to be MacFarland’s sponsor.

      “I am doing fine, amigo. I came by to make sure you would be there tonight.”

      “That’s my plan,” said MacFarland. “Eight hundred and sixteen days without a drink.”

      “That’s good, my boy. Still, one day at a time. Saw you on the news a couple of days ago. You’re quite the hero. I certainly wouldn’t want to go up against the Mexican cartels.”

      Spinoza had come to the United States from Cuba when he was two years old. MacFarland had tried to use his sponsor as a Spanish tutor, but Spinoza only spoke English. Even so, many of the people who knew him called him El Patron, even though Spinoza often said he did not want to be associated with that name.

      “Trust me, Hector, I didn’t want to go against them either.”

      Although MacFarland offered Spinoza a hot dog, the old man declined. Instead, he moseyed off towards Jacinto Gomez’ cart, where he could buy a burrito or two.

      Rufus came over and stood next to MacFarland. “Guess he didn’t like you missing them meetings when you was in Mexico.”

      “Hector understood. He worries about me. I guess that’s a good thing.”

      Rufus nodded, not bothering to mention that many people worried about MacFarland. He was about to sit down, when he whispered, “Check out ten o’clock, boss. Real looker coming this way.”

      MacFarland looked in the direction Rufus indicated. Indeed, there was a good looking woman coming towards them, one he immediately recognized. Laura Miller, a woman to whom his sister-in-law had introduced him in an effort to get MacFarland to settle down. They had dated, mainly because Laura was a professional masseuse, whose services he had shamelessly used. He felt guilty that he hadn’t been in contact with her in quite a while. Had he promised to call her? He couldn’t remember.

      “Hi Laura.” He waved a greeting as she walked up to the wagon. “Haven’t seen you in quite a while!”

      Laura smiled at him, coming over and giving him a quick hug. “I saw on TV that you’ve been busy. Stefanie tells me that you even went to Mexico!”

      “Yes, I was hired to try to locate this girl who was kidnapped.”

      “Did you have a good time?”

      MacFarland recalled some of the things that had happened to him. Storming a house as gang members tried to kill him. Being shot at in the Silver Capitol of Mexico. Getting tortured in the home of one of the world’s most dangerous cartel leaders. “Nothing I’d recommend to my friends. Oh, the food was good.”

      Laura laughed loud enough to attract the attention of Sidney Morgan, a competitor who worked across the street. Morgan waved and MacFarland waved back.

      “Can I get you a hot dog, Laura? A cold drink?”

      “Oh, no, I couldn’t put something like that in my body!” she said, laughing once more.

      “They’re real good hot dogs, ma’am,” said Rufus.

      “I’m sure they are,” cooed Miller. “I stopped by to see if you were going to join us.”

      “Us? Who’s us?”

      “You know, Stef, her family. And me. We’ve been going to this new church, and Stef said that you were interested in coming with us. I was a bit surprised, but I really would like you to come with me.”

      “I didn’t...” MacFarland wasn’t sure what to say. Had he promised he would go? Or just think about it? Wasn’t “thinking about it” code for no anymore?

      “You go to this church too?”

      “Yes, but it’s not really a church, not like your usual everyday Christian churches. The leader of the church, Reverend Bryce, has a completely new message of how to live in the world. It makes a lot of sense. It’s helped me immensely. I mean, my business has tripled since I started going to the Church of Blessed Grace.”

      “Going to church increased your business?” MacFarland began to have visions of Laura Miller giving everyone massages in the back pews. “I find that hard to believe.”

      Laura patted his arm. “You are such a skeptic! That’s not surprising. I was very skeptical when I first heard about Reverend Bryce’s message. I just couldn’t believe what people told me. But I decided to give it a try, and lordy, lordy, it worked!” She affected a Southern accent that MacFarland found a bit annoying. Cute, but annoying. “Please tell me you’ll come! I do so want to see you there. I want to see a lot more of you.”

      As Laura Miller walked away, MacFarland was not sure what he had committed to. He didn’t even know where the church was or what time he was supposed to go, if, indeed, he had committed to going at all.

      Rufus came over to him, still staring at Miller’s receding figure.

      “We could always use more business, boss,” he said. “And going to church with her wouldn’t be a bad way to get it.”

      “Are you telling me to go to church, Rufus?”

      “Boss, everyone could do with being closer to God.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 9, 1950 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      By Friday, there were very few customers who seemed to know or recall MacFarland’s brief fifteen minutes of fame on Channel Eight. Sales were down as many of the courts had finished up on Thursday or Friday morning before the lunch hour rush. MacFarland found himself giving extra food to some of his homeless friends, just so that he wouldn’t have to discard it on Sunday.

      That is, assuming he didn’t go downtown on Sunday.

      Did that mean that he had decided to go to Laura’s–oops, Stefanie’s–church after all? He hadn’t seen his niece and nephew in quite a while. He now wished that he had remembered to buy something in Mexico to give them. What do young kids like? He hadn’t really noticed any kids playing with anything when he was in Cuernavaca. Mostly, the boys just hung around the mercados and street stalls. The girls were usually working the stalls with their mothers.

      That night, when Pierson arrived home, he had dinner prepared. The heat of the day still persisted, so he had made an avocado salad along with a fettuccine dish sprinkled generously with shrimp, tomatoes, and basil. Pierson sat down at the table. He poured her a glass of lemonade.

      “What’s all this? You do something that you’re feeling guilty about?” she asked suspiciously.

      “No, of course not. Well, certainly not lately. I’ve already atoned for all my sins from before my trip.”

      “Oh, it was something you did in Mexico then!”

      “Come on, Cyn, stop it! I’m just trying to be nice.”

      She smiled at him, gesturing for him to sit down. “Sorry, had a rough day at the office. Where’s Rufus?”

      Since Pierson spent as little time in the office as possible–she did most of her paperwork when she got home–he assumed she meant that she had to deal with some fairly unsavory characters. He pointed. “Downstairs in the basement. He snuck some beer down there that he thinks I don’t know about. He’ll be up in a bit.” He began to pick at his salad.

      “Were you or Rufus out in the back yard last night? At about two in the morning? I thought I heard something. I had that stupid alarm system installed, but I always forget to put it on.”

      He looked at her curiously. “No. I wasn’t. And I’m pretty sure Rufus wasn’t. I slept down here on the living room couch last night, so I would have heard him.”

      “Why’d you sleep downstairs?”

      “My room is still a mess.”

      “It’s not that bad! I’ve got it almost cleaned up.”

      “Cyn, there are nearly twice as many boxes in there as before! I think you must be defying the laws of physics, creating matter out of thin air.”

      “Stop exaggerating. Many of the boxes are only partially filled. But now they are organized. By country, year, and type of contents. A vast improvement!”

      MacFarland was not sure that the current situation was any kind of an improvement, but he didn’t want to get into an argument he had no chance of winning. “Why did you think one of us was outside last night?”

      “I heard something, and when I looked out the window, I thought I saw one or two dark shapes moving in the back yard. I checked this morning when I got up, but I couldn’t find anything broken into or damaged.”

      “Maybe it was an animal.”

      “Walking upright? I don’t think so.”

      Silence drew out between them as they both concentrated on eating their dinner. Finally Pierson put her fork down. “Okay, Mac, what is it?”

      “What’s what?”

      “What’s eating you? You’re picking at your food. Normally you would be asking about my cases and trying to solve all my murders. What’s up?”

      MacFarland shook his head in annoyance. “Nothing, really, nothing.” He stuffed some salad in his mouth hoping that would make talking impossible.

      Pierson continued to stare intently at him. “I’m waiting.”

      MacFarland swallowed his food, sighed, then put his fork on his plate. “Am I a bad person?”

      Pierson blinked several times. “Huh? Are you serious? What does that mean? No, of course you’re not a bad person. No saint, certainly, but you’re a pretty decent sort of guy. Why? What’s bugging you?”

      He explained how Stefanie Cooper asked him to come to church and spend more time with her and the kids. He was pretty certain that Stefanie didn’t really include Randy in that merry family convocation. She was aware of the tensions between the two men, and she preferred to stay out of it. He also didn’t mention that Laura Miller also wanted him to go to church. MacFarland wasn’t sure that Pierson would approve of Laura Miller. Nor was he sure why that was important to him, but he knew his life would be easier if the two women didn’t meet. At least not yet.

      “I guess my problem is that I don’t know if I believe in God,” he finally admitted.

      “What do you believe in, Mac?”

      “I don’t really know. I thought that of course I believed in God. After all, who doesn’t? I am not sure that even atheists don’t sometimes falter and believe in God just a little.” He looked at her, his eyes questioning. “Do you believe in God, Cyn?”

      Pierson slumped back in her chair. “I was raised a Catholic, so of course I believe in all kinds of stupid shit. I used to, at least, though once they get those ideas buried inside of you, it’s hard to get rid of them. I used to believe in the Virgin Birth, the divinity of Christ, the infallibility of the Pope. But then I grew up. I realized that most of what I believed were stories told by men to keep them in power and keep women in a state of subjugation. I figured if I wasn’t going to let my parents dictate what I was going to do with my life, I certainly wasn’t going to let the Church tell me what to do.”

      “So you don’t believe?”

      “Hell, I don’t know, Mac! It’s confusing! There are times in this job when I think I only believe in the existence of the devil. But if the devil exists, shouldn’t God also exist? I want to believe, I do. I just don’t know if I have the strength or courage to believe.”

      “God, you’re the strongest person I know,” said MacFarland. “If you don’t have the strength, who does?”

      “Lots of people,” said Pierson in a quieter voice. “People who take the time to see the good in the universe.” She stood up and hugged him. “I think you should go. If not because you believe in God, then because you believe in Kaitlyn and Ryan. They are worth the time and effort of going to church.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 9, 1120 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland spent much of Friday night—once more sleeping on the couch, though Pierson promised to move the boxes the next day–tossing and turning. Although he suspected that Pierson was right and he should go see the Cooper family on Sunday, the thought of going to church–any church–bothered him. All the years he had been living on the streets, he had depended on church people–in particular, the Catholic Charities Samaritan House and Central Presbyterian’s New Genesis Shelter–but he had studiously avoided any deep religious involvement with either church group. Even when he joined AA, he had shunned the religious overtones of the program.

      It wasn’t that MacFarland was opposed to religion. He had just stopped going to church after his wife Nicole was killed. Church had been important to her, not because she herself was particularly religious. Rather, she went to church to enjoy the communal aspects of religion. “Religion is other people,” she would say. “A church is not just a building. It is a collection of people who share similar values. It is a place where you can belong and be accepted.”

      After her death, MacFarland didn’t feel like he belonged anywhere. If you didn’t accept yourself, how could you expect others to accept you?

      When he woke up Saturday morning, he discovered he had the perfect solution. He would visit the kids on Saturday! He called up Stefanie, but her phone was busy and his call went to voice mail. He left a message that he would be over later today to visit with Kaitlyn and Ryan. That would ease his conscience about his lack of contact with the kids, yet still avoid having to confront the church issue. As he drove down University Boulevard towards Highlands Ranch, he congratulated himself on his Solomon-like wisdom in solving two problems with one remedy.

      As he approached the Cooper residence, MacFarland was surprised at the number of vehicles parked on the street in front of their house. MacFarland remembered Randy Cooper telling him that their HMO frowned on residents parking their cars on the street, so these must be visitors. He wondered which of the Cooper’s neighbors was having a party, though when he looked at the clock on his dashboard, the hour seemed early for that kind of thing. He looked around for a place to park, finally finding a space nearly a block away. Walking back towards Stefanie and Randy’s house, he tried to keep his annoyance in check. After all, he was here to socialize with Kaitlyn and Ryan. He didn’t want to arrive in a bad mood.

      He stiff-legged up to the front door and knocked. He waited a few minutes, then prepared to knock again. The door flew open, and Ryan looked up at him. Ryan’s face exploded into a happy smile, as he shouted to someone inside the house, “Hey, mom! It’s Uncle Mark! Uncle Mark’s here!”

      MacFarland could hear a confusing babble of voices coming from the back yard. Was the party here? What the hell was Stefanie doing having a party? He was about to tell Ryan that he was going to go when Stefanie materialized in the doorway.

      “Mark! Oh, I am glad you made it! I got your message, but I’ve been too busy to return your call. Come in! Come on in! I’ve got so many people to introduce you to.” She grabbed his arm and tugged him into the house, probably aware that he was about to turn around and run away.
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