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      When one of MacFarland's friends asks him to prove that a man accused of murder is innocent, MacFarland reluctantly agrees. He tells her that he will go where the facts take him, but if that means that the man is guilty, so be it.

      

      But then MacFarland finds he is smack in the middle of a notorious hate crime. The victim is a transgendered woman who seems to have a lot of enemies. MacFarland suddenly finds himself in the middle of a crime where everyone has a reason to think he's helping to free a guilty man.
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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

          

          Monday, July 30, 2335 Hours

        

      

    

    
      Sarah Westbrook leaned against the building to allow the bout of dizziness to pass by. The world finally stopped spinning long enough for her to continue walking down Colfax Avenue. Her car was someplace ahead of her, she was sure. Or was it behind her? She stopped again to bring the memory of where she parked back to the surface of her mind. Yes, it was ahead of her.

      Sarah was a tall woman, nearly six feet. When she wore heels, as she was now, she was imposing. She was also overweight, at nearly two hundred sixty pounds. Yet despite her height and weight, she insisted on wearing a short skirt and a blouse that revealed her enormous breasts. She had long brown hair, bushy eyebrows and a square face.

      A couple, walking west on Colfax, tried to make a wide arc around her. The woman averted her eyes, but the man stared at her, a disapproving frown on his face.

      "What are you looking at, butthead? You got a problem with me? I'm not pretty enough for you? Well, go to hell!"

      The couple quickened their pace and turned the corner.

      Sarah looked up and down the street. Motorists raced by, but when a bus partially blocked traffic in the right-hand lane, the cars backed up, waiting for the bus to move or for traffic in the inside lane to let up enough for them to escape the delay. As cars slowed to a halt, Sarah yelled at the drivers or passengers through open car windows.

      "What are you looking at? You want some of this?" yelled Sarah, pulling her blouse down and exposing her large pendulous breasts. Car windows zipped shut and drivers searched more desperately for an avenue of escape.

      "You're drunk!" yelled one passenger, as his vehicle sped up.

      "Drop dead, creep!" shouted Sarah, shaking her fist at the passenger, then punctuating her non-verbal communication with an extended middle finger.

      Sarah had been kicked out of the Blush & Blu bar nearly two hours earlier. She had been drinking most of the afternoon and early evening, and the bartender had cut her off. The bartender offered to pay for a cab to take Sarah home, but she would have none of that. When Sarah had started shouting obscenities at the bartender, the staff asked her to leave.

      Sarah had left, but she did not head home. She found a local liquor store and bought a bottle of whiskey. Only when that was gone had she decided to head back to her apartment. The fact that she was in no condition to drive had not even crossed her mind. She figured if she could find her car, then she could manage to drive home.

      But now she was having problems finding her car. She tried to stand on her tip toes to get a better view, but the street started spinning again. She wobbled, then fell into the street. She was lying in the gutter when two men hurried over to her. "Are you okay, lady?" asked one of the men, extending a hand to help her up. Sarah pushed the man's hand away, then tried to get up out of the street.

      "Are you looking up my skirt, you pervert?" she yelled. "You want to see my couchie?"

      "I'm not interested in your couchie," said the man, retreating back to the protection of his companion. "I'm not interested in women at all," he added defensively.

      "Don't try to argue with her," said his companion. "She's not really a woman anyway!"

      "You're not really a man, you fag! Don't touch me. Are you trying to rape me? Rape! Rape!"

      The two men shook their heads and hurried along, laughing at the consequences of trying to be good Samaritans.

      Sarah was convinced their laughter was directed solely at her. She stumbled to her feet, then walked unsteadily eastwards. Where was her car? It should be right here...or there. Yes, there it was. She was almost positive that was her car.

      She took a couple of steps in that direction, but felt dizzy again. She hurried over to the building and leaned against it until she felt more in control. Maybe she was drunker than she thought. She waited a moment, then took a few more steps. Yes, she could make it. She was only twenty, thirty yards from her car. Once inside her car, she would be better able to deal with the spinning world around her.

      A man stepped out of the alley just as she reached it. Sarah stared at him in surprise. "What are you doing here?" she asked.

      The man didn't respond. Instead, he raised his arm and pushed a gun against Sarah's forehead. Sarah was too surprised to do anything, but stood there frozen as the reality of the gun's barrel against her forehead sank in.

      "Why?" she asked.

      Once more the man didn't respond. He pulled the trigger and Sarah's head exploded like a smashed pumpkin. Her body fell to the ground. The man didn't run off, but took the time to point the gun at Sarah's genital area. He pulled the trigger two, three, four more times.

      Only then did he race down the alley and out of sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Saturday, August 4, 1045 Hours

        

      

    

    
      When Mark MacFarland arrived at the Blush & Blu Bar on Colfax Avenue, he found the establishment not yet open. He looked at his watch. Yes, he was here when Jody B, the proprietor of the bar, had told him to be here. He knocked on the door.

      Within a minute, the door opened, and Jody B waved him in. Jody B had long, dark brown hair, pulled back in a ponytail, a long narrow nose, and bright brown eyes. Her arms were sleeved in bright, garish tattoos. MacFarland had it on good authority, but no direct personal knowledge, that the tattoos covered much of her torso. MacFarland wasn't certain if she had ever been part of a biker gang. All he knew was he had once borrowed her Ducati 899 Panigale and wrecked it. He wasn't sure if she ever forgave him. He certainly had never forgiven himself.

      "I'm glad you came," she said. "We don't open for another fifteen minutes, but I wanted to speak to you privately."

      MacFarland nodded, looking around the iconic bar. There were two other bartenders there, Molly and Amanda, who greeted MacFarland with broad smiles.

      "Would you like some coffee?" asked Jody B.

      "Sure. What's this all about?"

      Jody B waited for MacFarland to get his cup of coffee, then led him over to the large side room of the bar. She sat down on one of the sofas. MacFarland sat down a few feet from her.

      "Have you heard about the murder of Sarah Westbrook?" she asked.

      MacFarland nodded. He had heard that a transgender woman had been shot on Colfax five days earlier. He didn't know much about the case other than the headlines. "I know about it, but I don't have any details. Did you know her?"

      Jody B nodded. "She frequented here quite a bit. I can't say that I knew her as a friend, just a customer, but some of my staff knew her pretty well."

      MacFarland nodded. Blush & Blu catered to everyone, but was a favorite hang-out for the lesbian, gay, transgender and queer community. MacFarland knew that the bar was popular with many straight people also. When he had been homeless on the streets of Denver, he often found a reassuring smile and a cup of coffee at Jody B's bar in its earlier manifestations.

      "They've already arrested someone for killing her," said Jody B. "She was killed on Monday, and they already arrested the person they think killed her."

      "I hadn't heard that," said MacFarland. Despite the fact that he had once been a detective on the Denver Police Force and lived with one of the department's best detectives, Cynthia Pierson, MacFarland was not surprised that the LGBT community had a better communications network than the police force did. The gay community in Denver was fairly large and well-connected. "Who did they arrest?"

      "His name is Troy Surtzer."

      MacFarland shook his head. The name meant nothing to him. "Who is he?"

      "He's been coming here for about a year now. In the past month or so, he started getting chummy with Sarah. They dated, but things went south pretty quick. He posted some stupid crap on Twitter."

      "What'd he say?"

      "He was upset that Sarah was trans. I can't believe he didn't know she was trans. She never hid that fact from anyone. But he didn't expect to find junk down there."

      "She was pre-op?" asked MacFarland.

      Jody B nodded. "She had top surgery, but lost her job and insurance, so she couldn't get the bottom surgery done. She complained a lot about the unfairness of the insurance industry since the policies she could afford wouldn't cover the surgery. You know, pre-existing conditions."

      "You said she was killed on Monday. When did they arrest Surtzer?"

      "He was arrested on Thursday. He was here in the bar Wednesday night and seemed very surprised when he found out that Sarah was killed."

      "If he killed her, of course he would feign surprise at her death."

      "I don't think he was faking it, Mac. Maybe he was. I don't know."

      "How was she killed?"

      "She was shot. The details are sketchy, but I heard from a friend in the coroner's office that she was shot in the face. She was also shot multiple times in the crotch area."

      "What? That's sick."

      Jody B nodded. "That's why they're saying it was a hate crime. It was clearly a message that the killer was sending."

      MacFarland usually had ambivalence about the hate crime charge. He felt that murder was murder. It hardly mattered to the victim why he or she was dead. It only mattered to the survivors to ascribe a more heinous motivation to a crime that was already despicable. But in this case, the charge seemed appropriate. "Has Surtzer expressed such animosity towards the trans community before?"

      Jody B shook her head. "No. In fact, he's dated a couple of trans women in the past. He had a reputation of being a trannie chaser."

      "Okay, but I'm not sure why you called me here."

      Jody B bit her lower lip. "Sarah's death really hit home. It's not often that someone who spends so much time in Blush & Blu gets killed. In fact, it doesn't happen. It's even more unusual that the person who killed her also comes here. Her death is tearing up our community. The trans community wants justice. We all do."

      "I don't understand. If they have the suspect in custody, what's the problem? Just let justice take its course."

      Jody B looked uncomfortable.

      MacFarland stared at her. "Am I detecting a problem?"

      Jody B nodded. "I can't say that Troy Surtzer was well liked here. Troy was--I'm not sure how to say this without sounding like a bitch, but Troy was not dealing with a full deck. He wasn't stupid, he just didn't understand how the world works."

      "Was he autistic?" asked MacFarland.

      Jody shook her head. "I don't think so, though I'm no expert on that kind of thing. I think he just wasn't very bright. He would often say insensitive things, but he would always apologize when he realized someone had gotten upset. But with Sarah's death, the people who come here were devastated. And then when he posted those comments on Twitter, we were thinking of telling him that he wasn't wanted here. We try to be an inclusive community, but we can't tolerate hatred. But Troy said that he was angry when he posted the tweets. He said that Sarah laughed at him. She made fun of him. I think that the tweets were wrong, but--"

      MacFarland waited for her to continue. When she didn't, he prompted her, "But?"

      "But I don't think he killed Sarah, Mac. I want you to find out who the real killer is."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Saturday, August 4, 1330 Hours

        

      

    

    
      "I might have another case," said MacFarland to his friend Rufus Headley. He had spent the morning on Jody B's computer researching what little was on the internet. There wasn't much, and most of it confirmed what he had learned from talking to Jody B.

      "So soon?" asked Rufus. "You just finished one up. Don't you need a vacation?" Rufus once had been a tall man, but now he was shrunken, his skinny body hidden by layers of sweater and jacket. His untrimmed beard always seemed to have bits of leaf in it.  Yet his eyes flashed with intensity, and his craggy face was creased with laugh lines. He had a diamond shaped face, a long narrow nose, bushy eyebrows, a beard that looked like desiccated tufts of bleached straw, and straggly, disheveled hair. His chestnut eyes flashed with intensity, and his craggy face was crenellated with age-old laugh lines.

      "No, I don't need a vacation. Why would I take a vacation? I need a murder to solve!"

      "So that's the case?" Rufus turned aside to handle a customer.

      Another customer walked up to the cart. MacFarland handled this customer before responding to Rufus. As the customer walked away, he said, "Yes, it's a murder case. It happened last Monday. Someone confronted a trans woman on Colfax and shot her."

      "That sounds terrible. Why would anyone do that?"

      "I don't know. I don't know what the suspect has told the police, if anything. Everything about him has come from his lawyer."

      "Oh, they already have the killer? Should be an easy case for you to solve, then."

      "Uh, I suppose it would be if he really is the killer," said MacFarland.

      "You don't think he is?"

      "I don't really know. So far, I've just been reading news stories on the internet about the case. I haven't seen the police report yet."

      "So, boss, what do you know about the case?"

      MacFarland smiled and sat down on one of the two lawn chairs that MacFarland provided for him and Rufus. The chairs were set up in the shade of a tree on the corner of Fourteenth Avenue and Elati Street, a short distance from the cart. "Here's what I know. The victim was Sarah Westbrook. She was a pre-op transgender woman, aged 45. She was born Alan Westbrook. He married Cathy Simpson in 2004. I think he was married before that, but I don't have any information on his first marriage.

      "He got his surgery in 2015 and changed his name to Sarah at that time."

      "Did him and his wife get divorced?" asked Rufus.

      "Good question. No. And I haven't seen anything that explains why. Maybe she was so in love with Allen that it didn't matter what he did with his body."

      "I think it'd matter to me," said Rufus. "If I was married and my wife turned into a man, I don't think I would stay with him...her...it."

      "We try to use the pronoun that matches the presumed appearance of the individual," said MacFarland.

      Rufus frowned. "Then how do we refer to these people who don't seem to be either boy or girl?"

      MacFarland looked frustrated. "I don't know, Rufus. They didn't teach me that in school. You just have to try to be compassionate."

      "I think they should wear a sign that says what they are."

      MacFarland sighed in frustration.

      Rufus ignored MacFarland's theatrics. "You said she was a pre-op, but she got the surgery. All she got was boobs?"

      MacFarland nodded. "That's a path that many of these girls take. I think the top surgery is cheaper."

      "And it makes them look more like girls," added Rufus. "I've often wondered what it would be like to have boobs."

      "I don't want to go there, Rufus. I'm trying to talk about the murder."

      "I thought you was talking about boobs."

      "No, I was trying to make the point that Sarah only had half the operation done. She had the top surgery, but not the bottom surgery. Down below, she was still male."

      Rufus nodded. "I thought all of them was like that. That's what I see on the internet. Sorta like Centaurs. You know, people on top, horse on bottom. Except, they're girls on top and boys--"

      "I get the picture, Rufus. Will you just let me finish?"

      "Oh, touchy! Does this subject hit a sensitive chord, boss?"

      MacFarland ignored his friend's question. "The victim was killed around eleven at night on Colfax. Shot point blank in the face, then, when she fell to the ground, she was shot multiple times in the groin."

      "Am I allowed to say anything?"

      "Yes, Rufus, you can say something."

      "That sounds like someone knew she was half and half."

      "Yes, it does. The fact that the murderer could get so close to the victim also suggests that they knew each other."

      "That makes sense too," said Rufus. "Hmm, is this where I ask if there was any clues?"

      "It probably would be. It'd be better to ask if there were any witnesses. After all, it happened on Colfax. Even at that hour, there are a lot of people on Colfax."

      "Okay, were there any witnesses?"

      "Some people said they saw the victim just before she was killed. I don't have their names, but they were mentioned in one of the internet stories. The police are probably checking any surveillance cameras and trying to locate any passing motorists who saw the murder. I just assume that, since that's what I'd do if I were the detective in charge. They haven't published the autopsy report on-line."

      "They do that?" asked Rufus, surprised.

      "No. But there are sites where people publish macabre things. Sometimes someone will smuggle out crime scene photos and they get published there. They show pictures of corpses, decapitated heads, burn victims, mutilations...all sorts of stuff."

      "Gee, boss, you look at those sites?"

      "Sometimes," said MacFarland.

      "I think it's better to stick to regular porn sites. I didn't know my partner was such a creepy person."

      "I'm a detective, Rufus. I need to look at those things."

      "Not in my detective book," said Rufus. "So are you saying no witnesses to the murder itself?"

      "Not as far as I can tell. Of course, the police never reveal everything to reporters. You can't trust the press, you know."

      "Yeah, the dishonest press. Except Anna Spiros. I trust her. She's very honest."

      MacFarland winced. He had had many encounters with Anna Spiros of Channel 8 News. She was a dogged investigative reporter who invariably wiled him with her insight...and looks. Yes, she was an easy woman to talk to—too easy.

      "She's more trouble than all the rest combined," complained MacFarland. "But no, I don't know if there were any eyewitnesses."

      "They caught someone anyway, didn't they?"

      "Yes. A man named Troy Surtzer. He was dating Sarah, and the police think he killed her when he found out she was a trans woman. He became a suspect when they found hateful tweets on Twitter."

      "So what's the problem, boss? They got the killer. Case closed."

      "They didn't find the weapon, Rufus. I don't like it when key parts of a murder investigation are missing."

      "Ah, so you think maybe they have the wrong person?"

      "I don't know. I've got to get the case file and see what the police really have."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Sunday, August 5, 1715 Hours

        

      

    

    
      Cynthia Pierson had insisted on driving to the Cooper's house for Sunday dinner. "I want to be able to leave whenever I want," she informed MacFarland and Rufus.

      MacFarland smiled. Dinner at the Cooper's had become an unwanted ritual for him, Pierson, and Rufus. MacFarland had been married to Stefanie Cooper's sister, Nicole. After Nicole died in 2010, MacFarland had fallen on hard times. Once he had regained enough sobriety to hold down a job, Stefanie had helped him establish a new reality through Sunday dinners. Now, several years sober, the Sunday dinners had become a tradition.

      When MacFarland's hard-won sobriety and independence had run into a rough spot, Cynthia Pierson, a detective on the Denver Police Force and MacFarland's former partner before his fall from grace, had taken him into her home, providing him with a place to stay. What had been a temporary arrangement had evolved into a longer term relationship that eventually included provision of a home of sorts to Rufus Headley, MacFarland's companion from the days both men lived on the streets of Denver. Rufus had reluctantly given up his secret hidey-hole, an abandoned storm drain that emptied into the South Platte River, to live in Pierson's basement. He preferred the subterranean retreat to the cozier guest room that Pierson had originally suggested for him.

      All three individuals now lived in an uneasy alliance, supporting each other, yet giving each other the room three independent spirits required.

      "You just want to be able to get away from Randy," said MacFarland.

      Pierson didn't deny it. Randy Cooper's only redeeming virtue was that he was the man who made Stefanie Cooper happy. Everyone else in the universe considered him a bore and a pain in the neck.

      MacFarland used the transit time to the Cooper residence to quiz Pierson about the Westbrook investigation. "Who's assigned to the case?"

      "Detective Peter McIntosh is the lead on the case. His partner is Mike Vaughn."

      "I think they must have joined the force after I left."

      Pierson nodded. "Vaughn used to work in Laramie. McIntosh came from Colorado Springs. I don't know much about them. I haven't worked with either. What do you want to know about the case?"

      "Tell me about the suspect. Troy Surtzer, right?"

      "You know about the case? I wasn't aware that we've even given the name of the suspect to the press."

      "It's already out there," said MacFarland. "The victim was a transgender woman. It's a close knit community in Denver. It's on the internet. I think it's even been on the TV news."

      "Surtzer hasn't yet been formally charged with the murder," said Pierson. "He's being held on some other charges. But here's the problem. There's still some holes in the case. The biggest one is that there is no weapon yet."

      "What weapon was used?"

      "The bullets were .32 caliber. The forensics report has more data on them, I think. I believe there's also a problem with placing the suspect at the scene of the crime."

      "I take it that the suspect hasn't confessed yet."

      "No. He's claims he's cooperating, but he did lawyer up already."

      "Does he have an alibi?"

      "A weak one. He says he was at home. The few witnesses do say that he left the bar several hours before the murder took place, so it is possible he went home. It's just as possible that he came back downtown and killed the victim. His house is not far from the crime scene."

      "Are there any other suspects?"

      "We're looking at a few others. It seems that the victim succeeded in pissing off a lot of people."

      "Can I get a list of those suspects?"

      Pierson glanced in MacFarland's direction. "What's your interest in this case?"

      "A friend of mine doesn't think Surtzer is the killer. She wants me to find the real killer."

      Pierson laughed. "The real killer! You don't think we can do our job, Mac? Let me guess who the friend is. Is it Jody B?"

      "How'd you know?"

      Pierson pulled into the Cooper's driveway, not answering his question. "I wouldn't bring this case up at dinner," she suggested. "You know how Randy can be." She glanced at Rufus. "That goes for you too, Rufus. Don't discuss this case."

      "I wasn't planning to," said MacFarland, a bit more defensively than he wanted. Rufus, surprised at the rebuke, remained silent.

      "Good," said Pierson, knocking on the front door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Sunday, August 5, 1800 Hours

        

      

    

    
      Stefanie greeted the three visitors with her usual cheerleader ebullience. She was five foot, four inches tall, not much more than one hundred and fifteen pounds. She had perfectly coifed hair, delicately arching eyebrows, full, pouty lips, almost like one of those models in a television cosmetics commercial.

      "Dinner's not quite done yet," said Stefanie. "Just make yourselves comfortable while I finish up." She turned back towards the inside of the house, then yelled, "Randy! Get out here! Mark, Cynthia and Rufus are here!"

      The image of a TV model was crowded out of MacFarland's mind by the image of a screaming cheerleader. He followed Pierson and Rufus into the living room and sat down.

      Surprisingly, Randy came out of his man-cave and joined the visitors. "Hi Mark. Hi Cynthia. Rufus. How have you guys been?" Randy Cooper was an intense man, one who only found amusement in situations where his superiority over others was made evident. MacFarland always pictured Randy as a boy, holding a magnifying glass up to direct sunlight at an insect, waiting for the poor creature to catch fire.

      "Same as usual," said Pierson.

      "Busy as usual," said Rufus.

      MacFarland, warned about talking about his prospective case, hesitated before responding. That moment of hesitation was enough time for Kaitlyn, Stefanie's and Randy's oldest child, to come bouncing into the living room.

      "Is Sasha here?" she asked, looking around the room. "You didn't bring him with you?"

      "He went back to the Ukraine," said Pierson.

      "Is he coming back?" asked Kaitlyn.

      Pierson shrugged. "I have no idea. But if he does, we'll let him know that you want to see him."

      Kaitlyn blushed. "I don't really need to see him," she said quickly, before running off to the kitchen to help her mother.

      Randy watched his daughter scurry out of the room, then shook his head. "That kid is all she's been talking about the past week. I thought you said that kid was being chased by a killer."

      "He was," said MacFarland. "But we caught him," he added, pointing to himself and Pierson.

      Rufus jumped into the conversation. "Yeah, the killer turned out to be--"

      "But that case is over now," said MacFarland. "I'm just taking the rest of the summer off."

      "Oh, I'm surprised you're not working on that murder that happened on Colfax last week. Isn't that near where you keep your hot dog cart?"

      "No, the murder happened some distance from downtown. Still in Denver, though."

      "Yeah, I saw something about the murder on the news. Some woman was killed, but it turned out that she wasn't really a woman. A transvestite or something. They said the guy that did it found out that she wasn't a real woman."

      "She was a trans woman, not a transvestite. She just hadn't gotten her final surgery done yet."

      "Well, if you ask me, if you have to have surgery to make you into a woman, you're not really a woman. You're just a sick man."

      "That's a bit harsh, don't you think?" said MacFarland.

      "No. Not at all. Hell, Mark, people should just accept being what they are. I'm a man. I was born a man. If I thought I was a mountain lion, you'd think I was crazy. The same thing is true about a man thinking he's a woman. It's ridiculous! The guy is just too much of a pussy to be a man. You know, it's hard being a man. It takes balls, if you know what I mean."

      "I don't know, Randy," said MacFarland. "I think it's more complicated than that."

      "You're hardly a judge, Mark. You had a real job. You were a cop. Probably not a good cop, but at least you put your life on the line to serve and protect. But you threw that away, like a fool. I can see why you support these pansy women-wannabes."

      "I think that's the point, Randy. The police protect and serve. They do that for everybody. They don't worry about what color you are, what religion, or what sex you think you are. Their job is to find the person who committed the crime. The only one whose thoughts about whether the victim's sex was relevant are the criminals, since that provides motive."

      Randy was about to speak when Rufus interrupted him.

      "Hey, Randy, I been thinking about getting a new truck. What one do you recommend?"

      Randy looked at Rufus in surprise. "Well, I wouldn't get a piece of junk like Mark has. Get a Chevy Ram 3500. Now that's a damn good truck."

      "What's wrong with my truck?" asked MacFarland. "It's a damn good truck too."

      At that moment, Stefanie, Kaitlyn, and Ryan all entered the dining room. "No language like that, Mark! How many times do I have to tell you to watch your language in front of the children?"

      MacFarland frowned, about to say that Randy said it first, but a look from Pierson silenced him. This time he followed her lead and kept quiet.

      "Come on, everybody, dinner's ready," said Stefanie.

      The four Coopers and their three visitors took their assigned places around the table. MacFarland and Pierson sat on one side of the long table, Rufus and the kids sat on the other side. Randy sat at one end and Stefanie presided at the other.

      The dinner proceeded without too many problems, until dessert was served. Randy stared at the chocolate-covered cream puffs on his plate. "Cream puffs? Why are we having cream puffs?"

      "Mark likes them," said Stefanie.

      "So do I," said Rufus.

      "I should have known this was Mark's favorite dessert. Just what you'd expect from a damn trannie lover."

      Ryan looked at his mother. "Mom, what's a damn trannie lover?"

      Stefanie glared at her husband, then at MacFarland. "Mark, I told you not to bring that language into this house!"

      MacFarland stared around the table in surprise. "Me? What did I do?"
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      MacFarland sat on the lawn chair, staring intently at the courthouse across the street from him. He had asked Pierson to get him a copy of the case file for the Westbrook murder. Although she had agreed to get the file to him, she didn't give a time. Or a date. He could be sitting here staring at the courthouse for days and days. He called her up to remind her to bring the file.

      "I'm working on it, Mac. I've got a lot to do right now. I'll get it to you later. Don't be so impatient, will you?"

      MacFarland turned off his phone, frustrated. He knew he couldn't blame Pierson. She was doing him a favor even to provide the case file information.

      "Rufus, I need a plan," he finally announced.

      "Yup, you need a plan!” agreed Rufus with a little too much enthusiasm. Then he leaned forward confidentially. “To be quite honest, boss, I don't really know what you need. But I got a new philosophy today. I'm gonna be as agreeable as I can be. I figure if I agree with everyone, then I should have no problems getting along with anyone."

      "You have problems getting along with someone?"

      "Weren't you paying attention last night? When I asked Randy for advice about my truck?"

      "Why do you need a truck? You can use mine, if you need a truck."

      "I can't use it when you're using it."

      "Well, no, but you'd be here taking care of the hot dog cart."

      "What about when I want to go home? And you got the truck?"

      MacFarland didn't respond to that question, since Rufus was right. He often had his truck when he was investigating a lead, and didn't get back in time to help Rufus take the cart back home. He decided he had to change the subject. "You can't afford a truck," he said. "Wait a minute. How'd we get onto this topic? You were talking about getting along with people."

      "Oh, that's right. I was supposed to be agreeable. You're right, I can't afford a truck."

      "Then why are you asking Randy for advice on buying a truck?"

      "I thought he might have some good advice. All he had was criticism about your truck."

      "My truck works pretty good for me," said MacFarland.

      "I agree, boss."

      MacFarland's brow furrowed. "Are you just being agreeable to be nice?"

      "No, I was just being agreeable 'cause I agree with you."

      "Rufus, you've gotten me entirely off topic! I don't care if you're agreeable or not. I need to focus on coming up with a plan."

      "You're right, boss. I'm too distracting. That's the problem with being so interesting. It's easy for other people to get involved in my problems, instead of working on their own problems."

      "That's not it at all, Rufus! People don't get involved in your problems!"

      Rufus blinked several times in surprise, then tugged on his beard. "You know who could really benefit from trying to be agreeable? It's you, boss. Sometimes you're just so self-centered. Maybe that's why the lady cop doesn't want to quit her job and be your partner in the detective business."

      MacFarland stared at Rufus, his expression crestfallen. "Did she say something about that, Rufus? Did she tell you that she doesn't want to go into business with me?"

      "No. I just was saying that you're not very agreeable. I didn't say anything about the lady cop."

      "Yes you did."

      "No, I--uh, wait. I guess I did. No matter. What's your plan?"

      "I don't have a plan. That's what I was saying I needed to develop."

      "Well, a plan for what, boss?"

      "How to solve this case, of course. I thought I told you that."

      "Maybe you did. Maybe I was thinking so much about that truck I can't afford, I didn't pay attention. How do you normally solve a case?"

      "I usually check out the crime scene, find out if there is any forensic evidence, any witnesses. Then I examine the victim, see what clues the body might provide. Then I examine the circumstances surrounding the victim. I mean, there's a whole series of factors I examine. I was just hoping that I would have the police report to start off with."

      "But you don't need it, do you? You could solve this case without seeing what someone else figured out, couldn't you?"

      "Of course," said MacFarland. "What are you getting at?"

      "I don't see why this case is any different from any others you've done, boss. But I do see one big difference."

      "What's that, Rufus?" asked MacFarland, not at all sure that Rufus could actually analyze MacFarland's methodology of conducting investigations with any degree of authority.

      "Normally, you sorta agree that the suspect might be innocent before you start. I'm not so sure you think the suspect is innocent in this case."

      "Why would you think that?"

      "You didn't seem to argue very much with Randy when he made all sorts of comments about these T-girls. I almost got the impression that you sorta agreed with him."

      "Nonsense," said MacFarland. "I meant what I said about police protecting everyone, regardless of who or what they are."

      "Yeah, but you gotta admit, boss, some people are harder to defend than others. For example, would you defend a Nazi or a Commie?"

      MacFarland took longer to answer than even he was comfortable with. "I may not agree with someone, even a killer, but when I was a cop, I swore to uphold the law. A person's politics, other crimes, sexuality, religion, whatever should not become a factor in how I uphold the law. It's a tough standard, I admit. But that's what I've believed all my life, Rufus."

      "Then follow that approach, boss. Do what you always do. You don't need a plan. You need to take action. That's what you do best. Well, most of the time. Okay, maybe just some of the time. But that's you. Unless you are positive that the suspect is guilty, find the person who really is guilty."

      MacFarland stared at his friend. "You know, you're right. Sometimes you're smarter than you look, Rufus." He pulled his phone out of his pocket and called up Jody B. "Hi Jody. I told you I'd give you an answer about trying to find out who really killed Sarah Westbrook. Well, I've made a decision. I'm going to do that. But I just wanted to give you a heads up. I might just end up proving that your friend is the guilty person. Okay, okay, I get it...he's not your friend. But you get my meaning, right?"
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      Inspired by Rufus' comments--this philosophy of being agreeable certainly seemed to be working!--MacFarland decided that he had to contact the detectives assigned to the Sarah Westbrook case. He had already made note cards with the detectives' names and contact information written down. MacFarland frequently resorted to "old school" techniques for solving crimes. He used three-by-five index cards to record facts and details about a case. Sure, there were times when he used a bulletin board to display the interrelationships of each piece of data, but a table top worked just as well. What MacFarland liked most about his archaic data management system was that he could mix the note cards in any way he wanted.

      Even when he had been a detective, he had used the index cards for his cases, much to the amusement and derision of his co-workers. MacFarland usually ignored such comments from his fellow detectives. After all, he could always point to the very high closure rate on the cases he handled.

      He called up Detective McIntosh first. He was the lead detective on the case, and it made sense to get his approval to talk to the detective team. Unfortunately, the call went to messaging. MacFarland left his name and telephone number, but no message.

      He then called up Detective Vaughn. Vaughn answered the phone. "Homicide. Vaughn speaking."

      "Detective Vaughn, my name is Mark MacFarland. I work a lot with Bob Chamberlain, Cynthia Pierson, and Ben Lockwood. I was wondering if I could ask a favor of you."

      "MacFarland? Yes, I think I've heard of you. Weren't you on the force a while back?"

      "Yes. I was Pierson's partner for quite a long time."

      "Oh, wait, I know who you are. You're the Hot Dog Detective, aren't you?"

      MacFarland didn't mind the general Denver public calling him the Hot Dog Detective, He wore the title like a badge. But he didn't like it when real detectives called him that. When they called him the Hot Dog Detective, it was a term of derision and insult. He could rationalize their pettiness by assuming that they were jealous of his success. After all, hadn't he solved a lot of cases that the Denver Police Department, even with all their resources, hadn't been able to solve?

      "Yes, I sell hot dogs now that I've left the police force. But I also help out on cases for the DPD once in a while."

      "That's all very nice, Mr. MacFarland, but what has that got to do with me?"

      "You're working on the Sarah Westbrook case, aren't you?

      Vaughn responded with a grunt.

      "I want to help you with the case," said MacFarland.

      There was a moment of silence on Vaughn's side of the call. "How do you think you could help me?"

      MacFarland had given this question a lot of thought. "You may know that after I left the police force, I spent a lot of time on the streets."

      "Yeah, the story is you were a drunk."

      MacFarland took a breath. "Yes, I'm an alcoholic. But I also got to know a lot of the people on the streets, particularly along Colfax. In particular, I got to know a lot of people in the gay and lesbian community."

      "Are you gay?" asked Vaughn.

      "No," said MacFarland, surprised by the question. "I got to know them because I spent a lot of time with them, not because I was one of them."

      "Okay, that makes sense. How could that help me?"

      "As I understand it, you don't have a weapon yet. You don't have any eyewitnesses. You don't have access to the LGBTQ community. I do. I could be your eyes and ears, then feed information back to you."

      "You want to be a CI?"

      "Not a Confidential Informant. More someone who works and liaisons with you."

      "I'd have to talk to Pete about that. He's the lead on the case, and this kind of decision needs to go through him."

      "I'm aware of that," said MacFarland. "I tried to contact him, but I wasn't able to get through."

      "He's donating blood today. He's probably resting and chewing on a cookie. Let me talk to Pete about your request and I'll get back to you."

      "It would help if I could sit down with each of you and get your view of the case details," said MacFarland.

      "I need to talk to McIntosh first," said Vaughn. "But let's assume he says go ahead. The soonest I can do it is Wednesday."

      "Wednesday is fine, Detective. We can fix the time later, after you talk to Detective McIntosh."

      "Sounds good to me, MacFarland. If Pete has problems, I'll get back to you."

      MacFarland put his phone away and stared in Rufus' direction. "That went pretty well, I think," he said.

      Rufus nodded. "I could only hear half of it, but it sounded like it went okay. So you are going to find out what the other detectives have done."

      "I'm going to see who they talked to and what evidence they have. That doesn't mean I'm not going to pursue this case in my own way, Rufus. It doesn't make sense not to use all the resources available to you. Besides, there's still a possibility they won't talk to me, and I'll have to do everything on my own. I plan on that anyway. But it helps to have the cooperation of the police."

      "I guess that's what the young detective and the lady cop usually do for you."

      "Exactly, Rufus. I'm going to solve this case, but I'm not going to pass up any help I can get."

      "That's why you should be agreeable, boss. You need to have everyone as your friend, not your enemy."

      "Rufus, people aren't my enemy. I don't have any enemies."

      "What about the killer? Isn't he your enemy?"

      MacFarland sighed. "Rufus, why do I even try to argue with you? I lose every time."

      "I'll agree with that, boss."
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