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      When Defense Lawyer Jerry Baker asked former Police Detective Mark MacFarland to help defend Anita Faraday, the wife of Tom Faraday, MacFarland thought proving her innocent would be a piece of cake. Tom had been the head of a polyamorous family, and the killer was probably a disgruntled member of the family.  While it was usually the spouse, as Detective Lockwood kept telling him, in this case, there were a lot of other potential spouses.

      Tom Faraday had been poisoned. The poison was unusual. It was a toxin secreted by a species of newt not found in Colorado. Solving this murder should be easier than most. All he had to do was find the person who could put newt poison into a bottle of wine.

      While MacFarland had several potential suspects, nothing tied them to the weapon used to kill Faraday.

      This was clearly one of those times when MacFarland, in order to solve this case, would have to think out of the box.
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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

          

          SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 3, 2215 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Six of the eight members of the "Faraday Flock" were seated around the table. As was typical for their Saturday night celebrations, clothing was optional, though Anita Faraday noticed that only the women followed the family guidelines. There was one exception, almost to be expected. Melody Miller still retained her clothing. She followed the rules only when her primary lover, Bernie Paz, was present. He, along with Colleen West, had not showed up. The other members of the family, however, were here. She glanced out of the side of her eyes at her husband, Tom Faraday. As usual, he was flirting with Josie Ackerman, several seats down, while caressing Candy Apple's shoulder. Rex Carter, the other man at the table sat between Candy and Josie. Melody sat to her right. The chair next to Melody was empty, as was the chair at the end of the table. Colleen would normally sit there.

      "Shall we retire to the living room?" suggested Tom, standing up and taking his wineglass with him. "Come on, girls, let the fun begin."

      If Rex minded being lumped in with the girls, he didn't betray any reaction. Instead, he grabbed hold of Anita's hand and led her towards the large living room.

      Everyone settled in their usual places. Tom, Candy, and Josie took up the oversized sofa. Rex led Anita to a side chair. Only Melody Miller looked out of place, unsure where to go.

      Her plight was quickly resolved. "Melody, dear, bring the bottle of wine in here."

      Melody's face was blank, but she nodded and headed into the kitchen.

      Anita, settling onto Rex's lap and wrapping her arms around his neck, fixed her husband with her eyes. "Tom, did Colleen say why she couldn't make it?"

      Tom looked over at Rex. His eyes narrowed. "She's your girlfriend, Rex, where is she?"

      Rex shrugged. "I don’t know. I don’t own her."

      Anita shook her head. "She never plans ahead, does she?"

      Rex grinned. "Just makes it easier for us, Anita."

      Tom didn't respond. He looked around the room, holding up an empty wine glass. "My glass is empty. Where's Melody? She went to get me another bottle of wine five minutes ago."

      Anita gave him a brief glance. "Your wine’s in the kitchen, Tom. Why don't you get your own wine?"

      "I'm right here, Tom," said Melody, coming into the living room from the kitchen. "There were two bottles of wine in the cooler. I wasn't sure which one you wanted." She held up the bottles, one in each hand.

      Tom Faraday stared blankly at Melody.

      Anita didn't even have to look up to know the scenario that was playing out. Melody should have learned Tom's preferences by now, but she just seemed determined to get everything wrong.

      "How long have you been a member of this family?" questioned Tom, not even pretending that he wasn't annoyed.

      Anita knew what was annoying him. Melody was one of Bernie Paz's lovers, and while technically a part of the Faraday family, she always seemed reluctant to partner with Tom. Not that Tom really objected, but she should realize that it was Tom who provided most of the money that allowed the family to continue living its lifestyle. Anita would have just told Melody and her lover to leave the family, but she was young and pretty...and Tom was sure she would become more integrated into the family over time.

      Rex Carter glanced over on Melody's direction. "The Paradisio is Tom's private wine, Melody. He alone drinks that. The Sonoma Farms is for everyone else."

      Melody looked at the labels, then nodded. "Okay, got it. I can open this for you, Tom," she said.

      Tom smiled. "That would be so sweet of you," he said.

      Rex looked concerned. "Is that the chilled bottle, Melody? A good red wine is best chilled. I put a bottle in the refrigerator an hour ago."

      "Yes, Rex, that's where I got this one."

      Rex smiled. "Good. Enjoy, Tom!"

      "You, too, Rex, I hope you enjoy my Anita."

      Anita stopped what she was doing and looked up. "Be nice, Tom. You know I don’t belong to anyone."

      Tom gave her a withering look. "I'm always nice, Anita. I'm nice to all of you. Too nice, sometimes."

      Melody returned with the bottle of wine and a full glass. She put the bottle of wine on an end table and handed the glass to Tom. This time he favored her with a broad grin that brought a favorable reaction from the young woman.

      "Where is Bernie tonight?" asked Tom.

      "He had to work late at the office tonight," said Melody.

      "I wish he had posted on the website that he wasn't going to be here tonight," said Tom. "That's what the family calendar is for."

      "I think he asked Trudy to let you know what his plans were. I only found out at the last minute."

      Tom scowled in annoyance, as he always did when Trudy's name came up. Sure, she was married to Bernie. She had once been a part of the family, but she developed an attitude, and Tom finally had to ask her to leave the group. He expected Bernie to quit, but surprisingly, Bernie and Trudy came up with an arrangement that allowed Bernie to stay in the family. It was an odd arrangement, but as Tom was fond of saying, everything about the Faraday family was odd.

      Tom took a sip of the wine, then frowned. "This is the Paradisio, isn't it?"

      Melody pointed towards the bottle. "Yes, Tom, it is." Her voice betrayed her annoyance with Faraday.

      "It tastes a little funny," said Tom. Regardless, he took another sip. "I guess it's okay. It hasn't turned or anything." To prove his wine was okay, he guzzled the remainder in his glass, then held it out for Melody to pour him some more. She put on a forced smile, and refilled his glass.

      "If this wine is so good, why don't you share it?" she asked.

      Tom laughed, drinking most of the wine. "I share everything except my wine, Melody."

      Candy Apple and Josie Ackerman burst out laughing. Anita was too involved with Rex to respond to anything else. Yet, she could feel Tom's eyes bearing down on her. Was he smiling or frowning? His next words answered her question.

      "I'm glad you two are having fun," he said. "It always makes me happy to see everyone enjoying others in the family. That's what makes us exceptional, We--"

      He stopped speaking. At first Anita thought he must have been kissed by one of the girls on each side of him. But when she looked up, she saw his eyes wide open. Then she heard him start to choke.

      "Did it go down the wrong tube?" asked Candy, trying to pull him forward so she could pat him on the back. "Help me, Josie, get him to lean forward."

      The two women pulled on his arms, getting him to fold over. As Candy began to pound harder on Tom's back, Tom dropped the wine glass, struggling to breathe.

      "What's wrong with him?" yelled Anita, jumping up and crawling across the sofa to get closer to him. "Tom, look at me! What's wrong?"

      By now, everyone in the room was standing up and trying to see what was wrong with Faraday.

      "He's choking," yelled Josie.

      "No, he can't breathe," insisted Candy. "Someone, do something!"

      "Stick your fingers down his throat," said Rex.

      Melody tried to get closer, knocking the bottle of wine off the end table. As it fell onto the floor, she hesitated, trying to decide whether to pick it up before it spilled out on the rug. She bent down to pick up the bottle.

      "Forget the damn wine!" shouted Anita. "He's not breathing! What's happening to him?"

      "Call an ambulance," said Josie. "Quick, I think he's dying!"

      By this time, Rex had retrieved his cell phone and was dialing 9-1-1. "We need an ambulance!" he yelled. He gave the operator a description of what was happening and the address to the Faraday home.

      "Oh, my God," cried Josie. "He's not breathing. I think he's dead!"

      "He can't be dead," said Candy. "He was fine at dinner. Did he swallow anything?"

      Rex lowered the phone, even as the operator tried to get more information from him. The members of the Faraday family looked around at each other.

      Anita stared in horror at her husband. It did not look like he was breathing. "Oh, my God, he can't be dead!"

      "What do we do now?" asked Candy.

      "Maybe we should call the police," offered Rex.

      "The police?" Josie stared at him in disbelief. "I can't be here if the police come."

      Rex realized his phone was still connected to the 9-1-1 operator. He quickly disconnected the call. "We have to leave," he said, looking around for his pants and shirt. "I don't want to be involved with the police either."

      "You all can't leave," said Anita, watching all those who had discarded clothing getting dressed. "You can't leave me alone with him."

      "He's your husband," said Josie.

      "We're all part of his family," cried Anita, tears pouring down her cheeks. "You can't leave me here alone."

      But when the police did arrive thirty minutes later, they found only Anita and her dead husband. The medics, who had arrived twenty minutes earlier, informed the police that Tom Faraday was dead when they arrived, from apparent suffocation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 3, 0630 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      "Where's my gun?" Detective Cynthia Pierson rummaged through the meager contents of the kitchen drawer with increasing urgency. "What happened to my gun?"

      Mark MacFarland, Detective Pierson's former partner and current house mate, looked up from packing hotdogs and bratwursts into a storage container. "Maybe you took it upstairs with you," he suggested helpfully.

      "Why would I take it upstairs? I already have a gun upstairs."

      "I thought you had a gun in just about every room of the house," laughed MacFarland. "What about another drawer? Is it possible that you put it in some other drawer?"

      "My badge and keys are in this drawer, Mac, Do you think I'm getting senile? Losing my freaking mind?" Even so, Pierson started tugging open adjacent drawers, a deepening scowl on her face. "Could I have taken it upstairs?"

      "Maybe you left it in your vehicle."

      Pierson stared at him as if he had just reported seeing a flock of flying pigs. "Why would you even think that? Why would I have my gun out?" She gave him another angry glance, then stormed out the back door.

      MacFarland smiled to himself, then walked over to the basement door. He opened it and yelled for Rufus. "Hey, lazybones! Get up here! We're running late."

      MacFarland went back to packing up the product containers, then looked over at the stack of containers on the table. Where was Rufus? The old man never slept this late! He went back over to the door and leaned out over the stairs. "Rufus? Are you awake?"

      When there was no answer, MacFarland became alarmed. Rufus was in his seventies, and while he appeared healthy enough, perhaps he was ill. Or perhaps worse. MacFarland raced down the stairs and stared around the basement. Rufus' "home" was on one side of the basement, along with the washer, dryer, and water heater. The other side of the basement was filled with boxes and old furniture that Pierson had finally removed from her parent's house, but was unable to donate to charity organizations. MacFarland checked around the room, but was unable to find any sign of Rufus.

      MacFarland slowly climbed the stairs, then hurried over to the downstairs bathroom. Though the door was closed, MacFarland tried the handle. The bathroom was empty.

      He arrived back in the kitchen just as Pierson re-entered the house. "Did you find your gun?" he asked.

      "No, damn it! Where could it be? Am I losing my mind, Mac? Let me go upstairs and check there." Before MacFarland could respond, she was bounding up the stairs.

      MacFarland considered going after her, but realized that eventually she had to come back down the stairs. He could tell her about Rufus then. He remembered that Rufus' truck was parked out front, so he checked to see if it was gone. It wasn't.

      So where was Rufus? Had he run off again? What if he went after Charlie? But who was Charlie? That social worker who watched over the Vietnamese kids from Houston? What was his name? Oh, right, Tran Van Ho. Some of the kids called him Charlie...probably a nickname. But weren't Rufus and Tran friends? Rufus had worked with Tran to protect the dozen or so young Houston kids, hadn't he? Rufus' absence didn't make any sense.

      Pierson came downstairs, strapping her weapon into a holster.

      "Oh, you found it," said MacFarland. "Do you mind holding the door for me? I've got to get these out to the cart."

      "It's my backup gun," said Pierson. "I've got to get to work. We have a new case. Looks like a wife suffocated her husband, but there's a lot of questions." She looked around. "Where's Rufus?"

      MacFarland shrugged. "Out for a walk or something? I haven't seen him this morning."

      "Is his truck out front?"

      MacFarland nodded. "You didn't see him upstairs, did you?"

      "No, of course not. I wasn't looking for Rufus, I was looking for my damn gun. Hold on, I'll give you a hand with some of those."

      "Thanks, that would help, but you don't need to. I thought you had to get to your crime scene."

      "I can still take time to help a friend." Pierson went back to the table and picked up two of the containers, then followed MacFarland out to the hot dog cart.

      "If I had known that Rufus was going to wander off," said MacFarland, "I would have started earlier. I like to get to the corner before seven." He set the four containers he had on the serving counters, then stored them in their appropriate lockers.

      "When did he leave?" asked Pierson, handing the two containers to MacFarland.

      "How would I know? He went down to his hidey-hole last night. I haven't seen him since."

      Pierson stood, unmoving. "Is it possible that Rufus took my gun?"

      MacFarland laughed, then choked his laughter back. "Why would Rufus need a gun?"

      Pierson gave MacFarland a look of disbelief. "Come on, Mac, you know how he is."

      "What's that supposed to mean?" asked MacFarland, instinctively defending his friend. Then he relented. "I know, I know. Yes, he does have problems. Do you really think he took your gun?"

      "I hope not," said Pierson. "But can you think of any other explanation? I'm not losing my mind, Mac, I know I put my gun in that drawer, just like I always do. Rufus has my gun, and I'm afraid of what he might do."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 3, 0850 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Without Rufus to assist him, positioning the hot dog cart on the corner of 14th and Elati was always a bit more difficult. MacFarland and Rufus had a great routine. MacFarland would pull around the corner on 14th, Rufus would jump out of the truck, unhitch the hot dog cart, and then both men would push it into position on the sidewalk. Once it was in the proper location, MacFarland would jump back into his truck and go find a place to park it while Rufus started up the heating rollers, started the coffee, and put product on display. Usually by the time MacFarland returned to the corner, Rufus would have the cart all set up and ready for business.

      This morning, he didn't have Rufus. It was almost eight o'clock before he got his cart set up.

      Sydney Morgan arrived at the other corner of 14th and Elati. He had a smaller cart than MacFarland had, but he seemed to do a lot better in selling hot dogs. When Sydney first started competing with MacFarland, the two men often had a friendly competition to see who could sell more product. Morgan had the advantage of selling his hot dogs for a higher price; MacFarland often had more customers, but made less money because of his pricing policies. Rufus often pressured MacFarland to raise his prices, a strategy MacFarland adopted with extreme reluctance. The one thing that both Rufus and MacFarland agreed on, however, was giving free food to anyone who lived on the street.

      "We can't forget where we come from," Rufus would say. MacFarland agreed. He himself had spent several years living on the streets, fighting alcohol addiction, after his wife had been killed by a former lover. MacFarland had lost his job, home, and self-respect when that happened. It had been Rufus who found him outside a local Denver bar, being harassed by a bunch of teenaged wildlings, befriended him, and helped him work his way back towards sobriety.

      MacFarland suspected he owed his life to Rufus.

      Not having his friend around meant far more than just getting the hot dog cart set up on his own. It meant that his best friend was not around to make corny jokes, badger him to get his PI license, urge him to grow up and get serious about Detective Pierson.

      Rufus never minced his words and always spoke his mind.

      "Where the hell can he be?" MacFarland said out loud.

      There was no answer to that question.

      What was he so worried about? Rufus had only been gone a day. Not even a day, not if Rufus just wandered off early this morning.

      MacFarland, as usual, was getting all worked up over nothing. Mountains out of molehills, wasn't that what they always said? he thought.

      MacFarland handled a couple of customers, tourists probably, browsing the downtown Civic Center. MacFarland's cart was positioned between the Lindsey-Flannigan Courthouse and the Van Cise-Simonet Detention Center. He was also only a couple of blocks from his former workplace, Denver Police Headquarters. He had chosen this location for his hot dog cart because he thought it would be a good place to get customers on their way to and from the Courthouse. Rufus had once joked that he chose the corner because it was close to the place where his soul resided. MacFarland was never sure if Rufus meant the jail, the courthouse, or the police headquarters.

      MacFarland had no doubt that Rufus took Pierson's Glock. The only question was why? Was it for self-defense? After the gang violence the previous week, MacFarland would not be surprised if Rufus wanted a weapon on him. But Rufus knew better than to take Pierson's service weapon.

      MacFarland, however, was afraid that Rufus had taken the weapon for offensive purposes.

      While MacFarland wanted to believe that Rufus wasn't a murderer, he couldn't be sure that Rufus always thought things through very clearly. He might be inspired to take actions that he would later regret to correct some injustice he saw around him. After all, hadn't he been sympathetic with the Vigilante Killer? Rufus had a high regard for justice and an even higher desire to take action.

      It was almost nine o'clock when a police vehicle pulled up to the corner and stopped, its lights flashing. One of the officers stepped out and approached MacFarland.

      MacFarland stared at the officer, worry on his face. The police didn't stop at the corner, holding up traffic, just to get a hot dog or a cup of coffee.

      Something was wrong.

      "Are you Mark MacFarland?" asked the officer.

      MacFarland nodded. How could anyone on the damn Police Force not know that he had once been one of them?

      "Do you know Rufus..." The officer checked a piece of paper he pulled from his pocket. "Rufus Headley?"

      "Yes, he's my friend. We work this cart together. What did he do? Did he kill someone?"

      The officer looked startled. "No, not that we know of. Who do you think he killed?"

      MacFarland shook his head. "I don't think he killed anyone," he said quickly. "What's wrong with him?"

      "He's in the hospital," said the officer. "We found him unconscious in one of the airport parking lots. We thought he was a homeless man, but when we checked his pockets, we found an ID and a note with your name on it."

      "The hospital? What happened to him?"

      "He doesn't remember. At least, he didn't tell us what happened. Claimed he couldn't remember. The doctors want him to stay overnight. You know, concussion protocol. But he indicated that he wanted to let you know where he was."

      "Did he have a gun on him?" asked MacFarland.

      "A gun?" The officer glanced at his partner, still sitting in the vehicle. "No gun. What's going on? Do we have to go back and talk to him again?"

      "No, no, you can check with Detective Pierson. She can vouch for Rufus."

      The officer wrote Pierson's name down on his piece of paper, then frowned. "Something's not right here. But if he's your friend, you need to check on him." The officer climbed back into the police vehicle. The warning lights stopped flashing and the vehicle pulled around the corner.

      MacFarland considered his next steps. He had no choice. He started to shut down his cart.

      He had to go to his friend.

      But as he raced across the street to retrieve his truck, he wondered if Rufus had, in fact, killed someone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 4, 1015 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland had visited Rufus the previous day, spending several hours with the Vietnam Vet. Rufus spent most of the time he was lucid complaining about being in the hospital. "It ain't so serious, boss. Jus' a little bump on the head. Get me out of here, boss."

      Despite MacFarland's attempts to keep Rufus talking, the old man drifted in and out of sleep. Finally, late Saturday night, MacFarland told his friend that he would be back the next day to take Rufus home.

      Sunday morning arrived. Daylight Savings Time allowed MacFarland “an extra hour of sleep” that only had him wasting another hour waiting to go to the hospital. MacFarland had decided to leave the hot dog cart at home. As the hour neared when he could pick up Rufus from the hospital, Pierson asked if she could go with him. MacFarland pursed his lips in thought. "It might be better if I pick him up by myself," he said. "I want to find out what he was doing, whether he took your gun. He might not be willing to discuss that if you're there."

      Pierson frowned. "He might be more forthcoming if I'm there, Mac. I think I have a way of drawing out the truth."

      "We're not interrogating him, Cyn! He's our friend."

      Pierson nodded slowly. "Yes, I guess that's the case. I'll get my chance when he gets home."

      It was only after he was driving to the hospital that he realized he should have brought Pierson along anyway. She had said that she had a new case yesterday, and while it seemed pretty open and shut--as Lockwood says, when a spouse is killed, it's always the partner--he would have liked to discuss the open questions about the case she said she had. Why did he always think of these things when it was too late?

      He arrived at the hospital and went to Rufus' room. The nurse at the station informed him that the doctor still had to check Rufus, so it might be a while before he was released. "Is he conscious?" asked MacFarland.

      The nurse rolled her eyes. "Yes, he's conscious."

      MacFarland wasn't entirely sure how to interpret her response, but he just pushed it out of his mind. "Hello, Rufus," he said as he entered the room.

      Rufus was sitting on the side of the bed, still wearing the hospital gown that never seemed to cover you when you walked up and down the hallway. Rufus' clothes were neatly folded and stacked in a pile next to him. "Did you see the doctor out there?" asked Rufus.

      MacFarland shook his head. "The nurse said it might be a while."

      Rufus didn't look pleased by that news. "What about the cart? Who's watchin' it?"

      "I didn't bring it downtown," said MacFarland.

      "What about the homeless people? Where they gonna eat?"

      "Someplace else," replied MacFarland. "You're my only priority today. How are you feeling?"

      "The bed was pretty good. Wish I could get one for my hidey-hole."

      "The hospital bed?"

      "Yeah. You should spend a night here. Might make your attitude a little sunnier."

      "There's nothing wrong with my attitude. Where were you Friday night?"

      "Friday night? When was that?"

      "Two nights ago, Rufus. You were gone when I got up on Saturday. I want to know where you went."

      "Where I went? Gosh, boss, I don't remember where I went. Where did they find me?"

      "You don't remember?"

      "Nope."

      "The cops say they found you unconscious in a parking lot at DIA."

      "The airport? What was I don' there?"

      "I don't know, Rufus! That's what I'm trying to find out!" MacFarland's voice grew louder and more exasperated.

      "No need to yell at me, boss! I'm right here."

      MacFarland struggled to calm down. "Sorry. Okay, tell me about the gun."

      "The gun? What gun?"

      "Cyn's gun, Rufus, Cyn's gun!"

      "You're shoutin' again. Yeah, that gun. I don't know."

      "Did you take it?"

      "Maybe. I don't remember."

      "Why did you take her gun, Rufus? What were you going to do?"

      Rufus bent his head, staring at the floor. "I don't remember anything, boss. I was doin' somethin'--I'm not sure what. Maybe I was lookin' for someone."

      "Who? Charlie?"

      "Charlie? Yeah, maybe Charlie. Gotta stop Charlie. Stop him before he kills me."

      "Rufus, there is no Charlie. Charlie is long gone. The war is over, Rufus. All of the Viet Cong are old men or--" He was about to say dead, but decided that now wasn't the right time to remind Rufus that all of them were getting older by the day. "They're just not here, Rufus. You're safe."

      The doctor breezed into the room, cutting off further discussion. She quickly examined Rufus, asked him some questions, and then nodded. "You can go home, Mr. Headley. Try to take it easy for the next couple of days. If you feel any dizziness or if you have periods of blackout, contact us."

      "Okay, doctor," said Rufus, waiting for the doctor to leave before he put on his clothes. Once the doctor left the room, Rufus closed the door, then got dressed. "So we're not going downtown?"

      MacFarland shook his head. "Not today. We'll relax at home. Sound good?"

      "Hell, no," said Rufus. "I know what's gonna happen. You and the Lady Cop will spend the whole day grillin' me about what happened."

      "No, no way! We'll let you relax and recover, Rufus. Yes, relax and recover."

      Rufus finished dressing. "It don't matter," said Rufus. "The truth is I don't remember nothing. You won't get anything out of me, copper!"
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      MacFarland's plans to stay home and help Rufus recover lasted up to the moment he pulled into Pierson's garage. Pierson met them at the back door and demanded to know where her gun was.

      "I don't know nothin' about your gun," said Rufus sullenly. "Come on, boss, we gotta get the cart loaded up."

      "We do? I thought--"

      "No, we can't abandon our homeless friends. We need to get downtown."

      MacFarland was surprised, but the look on Rufus' face prompted him to action. "I had to throw away most of yesterday's product, so we might be a little short today."

      "We can charge more, then."

      "What about my gun?" demanded Pierson.

      "Cyn, now might not be the best time," said MacFarland, trying to calm his former partner down.

      "If not now, when?" demanded Pierson.

      "Later," said MacFarland. His voice dropped to a whisper. “He might have a concussion.”

      Pierson scowled, but decided not to press the matter. She turned around and headed upstairs. "Don't disturb me. I'm going to take a bath."

      The trip downtown was made in silence. MacFarland knew better than to keep pressing Rufus about what had happened to him. When Rufus was ready to talk, or when he remembered what had happened, he would tell MacFarland. For the moment, however, Rufus was holding his own counsel.

      They got the cart set up just in time to handle the lunch crowd...all five customers. During that time, no homeless people showed up, but that wasn't surprising. They wouldn't come by until they were sure all the more fortunate members of society had gotten their food. It certainly wasn't respect or awe that kept the homeless away. It was experience. People who hadn't been living on the streets often deemed the plight of the homeless as something they brought upon themselves. Attitudes towards the homeless often reflected this bias. Not to mention the repulsion many people had for those who were often unable to get clean clothes and a daily bath. Or even a weekly bath.

      MacFarland could remember periods of time when he went for months on end without proper bathing and hygiene.

      He often wondered how he had survived.

      After the few customers during the noon hour, Rufus announced that he was going to the mall to use the restroom. This reminded MacFarland that he also had a need for the facilities, but he agreed that Rufus could go first. As he watched Rufus head towards the mall, he began to question the wisdom of his generous gesture.

      MacFarland busied himself by cleaning the serving area of the cart, putting more product on the heating rollers. It was a cool fall day, partly cloudy, with slight winds. Not enough to keep customers away, but not the kind of weather that brought people out of doors. Sometimes he questioned the wisdom of this location for his hot dog cart, especially on weekends when there was no court traffic.

      He noticed that Sidney Morgan was shutting down his cart. "Calling it a day?" yelled MacFarland.

      Morgan nodded. "It's been slow today. I want to get home and watch football. My wife is right. I shouldn't try to do this every day of the week."

      While MacFarland agreed with the spirit of Morgan's comment, he wasn't sure how he would be able to take off during the weekends. He had to take care of the people he regarded as his own. Besides, what else would he do?

      He glanced in the direction of the shopping center at the other end of the block, hoping that Rufus was on his way back. No such luck. He glanced across the street at the plaza, then frowned. Tran Van Ho was standing at the curb, waiting for the light to change.

      Tran crossed the street and walked up to the cart. He looked around, searching. "Where's Rufus?"

      "He's not here right now."

      "Where is he?"

      MacFarland didn't answer. "Do you know where Rufus has been this weekend?"

      "Should I?"

      MacFarland didn't answer, but fixed Tran with an intense stare. MacFarland suspected that Tran was about the same age as he was, thought it was hard for MacFarland to know for sure. Tran's presence in Colorado was strange. He claimed that he was a social worker, keeping an eye on younger men and women who were part of the community he helped who had decided to spend the summer--and perhaps the winter--in Denver. Both MacFarland and Rufus found this concept hard to believe, but MacFarland had not yet gotten around to contacting the authorities in Texas to verify Tran's occupation. "I thought you two were friends," he said. "But now I wonder."

      "Why wouldn't we be friends? Has something happened that I don't know about?"

      "I have no idea what you know, Tran. But this weekend, Rufus was found unconscious. He had to go to the hospital."

      Tran expressed concern. "Is he still there? Is he alright?"

      "He's fine," said MacFarland. "You don't know anything about that?"

      "Why would I know anything about that?"

      "Give me a break, Tran. Rufus has been hanging out with you guys for weeks now."

      "I hardly think it's been weeks," laughed Tran.

      MacFarland did not find anything worth laughing about. He found that Tran's presence bothered him for some inexplicable reason. "Well, it doesn't matter. Rufus isn't here, so you might as well go."

      Tran stared at MacFarland dispassionately, not saying a word. Finally he shrugged. "Tell Rufus I was here," he said. He didn't wait for a response, but turned around and headed back across the street to the plaza. Within a few minutes he had disappeared on Colfax.

      Tran was long gone when Rufus arrived back at the cart. "Anything interesting happen when I was gone?" he asked.

      MacFarland looked around, trying to avoid looking at Rufus. "Sydney called it a day," he said. "And I have to go really bad. I'll be back in a couple of minutes." As MacFarland raced towards the shopping mall, he pushed any feelings of guilt about not mentioning Tran's visit completely out of his mind.
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      "Are we going to the Cooper house for supper?" asked Rufus.

      MacFarland scratched his jaw, deep in thought. "I suppose so. I don't know. I should ask Cyn what our plans are."

      "Why do we always hafta ask the Lady Cop what we're doin'?"

      "I don't know, Rufus. Maybe it's because she's the only one who has any common sense."

      "I have common sense," said Rufus.

      "Give me a break, Rufus. You took Cyn's gun!"

      "There's no proof of that,” replied Rufus. "Someone mighta broke into the house and took it."

      "Did you see any signs of a break in?"

      Rufus considered this question. "You might maybe fixed it," suggested Rufus.

      "Yeah, common sense."

      "Hey, Mac! Rufus! Glad you're still here!" Detective Benjamin Lockwood, Cynthia Pierson's current partner, sauntered over to the hot dog cart. "I was afraid I missed you guys. Going over to your sister-in-law's house this afternoon, Mac?"

      "We don't know," said Rufus. "We gotta ask the Lady Cop."

      "Yeah, good idea," agreed Lockwood.  The young detective was tall and lanky, a modern day Abraham Lincoln, with clothes designed for a more manly man. He had a long narrow jaw and deep set, nervous eyes that darted everywhere. His narrow mouth was tight-lipped, as though he were afraid his words would escape his mouth and betray him. Which, not surprisingly, they often did. "I don't do anything without her permission."

      MacFarland frowned. "Benny, you sound like a lapdog."

      Lockwood laughed. "You can try to humiliate me, Mac, but I won't fall for it. I'm not a lapdog. I just recognize that she knows a hell of a lot more than me, and I would be an idiot to ignore that."

      "So, why are you here?" asked MacFarland.

      "Lunch break. We've been busy interrogating the main witnesses of a suspicious death."

      "The husband who suffocated?"

      "Oh, you know about that?"

      "That's all I know," laughed MacFarland. "I wanted to ask Cyn about it this morning, but wasn't able to."

      Lockwood smiled. "Yes, the case of Tom Faraday. A very interesting case."

      "What's the smirk for, Benny? What makes this case so interesting?"

      "You know how I always say that when a spouse is killed, the prime suspect is the other spouse?"

      "You always say that," agreed Rufus. "I can definitely vouch for that."

      MacFarland gave Lockwood an imploring look. "What's the story, Benny?"

      "It seems that Tom Faraday has more than one wife." Lockwood folded his arms, a smug smile on his face.

      "He was a polygamist? I don't think that's legal in Colorado. Unless they passed a law in the past year or two that I don't know about."

      "No, he's not a polygamist. He's a polyamorist."

      "What's that?" asked Rufus.

      "It's someone who loves a lot of different people. Other women, other men."

      Rufus nodded. "We had that. We called it free love. Hippies was big into it. Everyone had sex and dope with each other. And flowers. Apparently lots of flowers."

      "You weren't a hippy, Rufus?" asked Lockwood.

      Rufus frowned and shook his head. "No way."

      "I've heard about polyamory," said MacFarland. "It's a lot more formal than free love, I think. There are more rules and expectations for the people in the group."

      "Yeah," agreed Lockwood. "It's like everyone is married to everyone else. So instead of just one spouse being a suspect, we have a lot of spouses being suspects."

      "I think you're being melodramatic, Benny. What are the facts of the case?"

      "Oh, you sound so much like Cynthia!" joked Lockwood. "Okay, we got a 9-1-1 call that someone was dying. The operator believed that there were a lot of people present when the call was made, but when officers arrived at the scene, they found only the deceased and his wife. Legal wife. There was no one else there, though the dinner table indicated that more people had been at the home earlier in the evening. It wasn't until this morning that we were able to determine that it was apparent that the deceased was possibly a murder victim. We're still waiting for the autopsy results, but there is a suspicion that he was poisoned."

      "Has anyone been charged yet?"

      Lockwood shook his head. "We're still trying to round up all the members of what they call the Faraday Family. There's eight people in the family. We wanted to get all of them in for their initial statements before they could coordinate with each other. After all, the family that sleeps together, lies together." He laughed at his own joke.

      "Does that include children?" asked Rufus, either not catching the drift of Lockwood's pun or ignoring it.

      "Children?  No, those are just the adults. I think some of them have children. I haven't paid much attention to that."

      MacFarland shook his head. "So you might have a murder case, but you don't really know yet. You might have one suspect or seven suspects, but you don't really know yet. You know, Benny, it doesn't sound like you have a case yet."

      "We're not jumping to any conclusions," said Lockwood. "Sure, I'll concede that. But it sure does look suspicious. I mean, someone is dying and they call 9-1-1, but then they all run off. Sounds pretty suspicious to me."

      "You think he might have been poisoned?"

      Lockwood nodded. "The coroner's initial finding was that the victim was unable to breathe, and that was the COD. But the agency of that condition was not immediately apparent. We collected all the items from the dinner, but since everyone shared the food, it's not likely that the poison was in the meal. There were some bottles of wine that have also been collected. The Crime Lab is pretty busy today."

      "How about you let me know that there's a murder investigation when there really is one," said MacFarland.

      "We'll have that soon enough," said Lockwood. "And I bet you'll discover that like usual, it's always the spouse. The wife, the legal one
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