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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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      Tomas Aleciades has a big handicap. He's nearly blind. That doesn't stop him from doing what he most loves…gardening. What will stop him, though, is being accused of murder.

      

      MacFarland is asked by his good friend Jacinto Gomez to prove that Aleciades is innocent. To do that, MacFarland will have to contend with a very naughty thirteen-year old girl, an angry father, crooked cops, and his own doubts and uncertainty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          MONDAY, APRIL 3, 0615 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Many people believe sight is the most important sense that humans possess.

      Tomas Aleciades would politely disagree with that belief.

      Tomas Aleciades had always wanted to be an architect. At least that had been his plan. In college, he developed symptoms of severe macular degeneration. By the time he had reached his final year of college, Tomas was nearly blind.

      Many people would have found this development sufficient to push them into a state of self-pity and despondency.  Rather than letting his handicap derail him completely, Tomas merely shifted his interests to endeavors that did not depend on sight. He became a landscape gardener.

      Unlike many men in his culture, who fell into the field of landscape maintenance because other opportunities were not available, Tomas entered the field because he had skills and capabilities that few other men had.

      He had an incredible sense of smell.

      So acute was his sense of smell that Tomas Aleciades could easily distinguish hundreds of varieties of plants. He could tell the age of a plant by its smell. He could even distinguish different plants of the same species. People tried to fool him constantly, yet Tomas was rarely wrong in telling when someone had put a plant he had already sniffed back in front of him. And even though he could not see the plants he worked with, his ability to arrange them in artful and pleasing designs was remarkable. Some of the people he helped with their gardens and floral displays claimed that he was more proficient than most gardeners who had the ability to see.

      There were some downsides to his disability that did bother Tomas. The first was his problem with balance. He tended to wobble quite a bit, unless he had a firm grip on something that would help prop him up. This tendency to wobble gave him a constant sway in his upper body that at first gave people the impression he had just stepped off of a ship. To Tomas, he was steady. It was the world around him that was bobbling uncertainly.

      The other problem he had was that since he couldn't see very well, unless something had a distinct odor, he had problems locating it. He had learned to compensate by keeping his tools in a precise arrangement. He carried most of his tools in a flat, wooden carrying case that he had specifically made just for him.

      For things other than his tools, smell often served him well. He could distinguish plant foods, manures, fertilizers, and other common garden chemicals quite easily.

      Where he encountered the most obstacles was with inanimate objects or unfamiliar places. In these situations, Tomas adopted a rather strange behavior.

      He groped.

      He would feel around with his hands, using his other well developed senses to aid him in understanding and interpreting his surroundings. He could hear better than most people, and his olfactory senses were remarkable. His ability to feel things was also quite exceptional.

      Everyone told him that he looked frightening, weaving and bobbing back and forth, hands groping to feel his environment, his useless eyes staring straight ahead of him.

      Tomas couldn't see himself, so he didn't worry about how others saw him.

      Tomas looked older than his years. Without sight, he spent time closer to the earth, crouched over his plants, potting soil, and gardening tools. He was slope-shouldered, thin, his hair prematurely gray. His long wearied face giving him the appearance of a man who had fought gravity and lost. He didn't smile much, since he couldn't see anything to smile at. His plants didn't mind his lack of facial expression. They communicated to him through their textures, their volatiles, and scents. He communicated to them through his touch and his whispers, which he claimed plants responded to.

      This spring morning, he was out early. Other members of his crew had broken up the flower beds, tilled the soil, and added nutrients. It was now up to Tomas to create the ideal visual display of plants and colorful flowers to accentuate this Wellshire neighborhood home.

      The garden was along the backside of the house, running along the entire breadth of the back bedrooms. As Tomas set his tool box down on the ground, he frowned. A strange, incongruous odor assaulted his nostrils. A metallic, wet penny smell that made him feel more queasy than usual. The odor reminded him of women's monthlies, though a little more foul. He quickly stooped down to regain his balance. As he got closer to the moist loamy soil, he felt more at ease. The smell of dirt was reassuring. He breathed through his mouth several times, trying to dismiss the smell from his memory.

      He finally felt good enough to stand up again. He went over to the wheelbarrow where one of his crew had left the box containing the young plants Tomas had selected for this portion of the garden. He brought the box back to the prepared flower bed and set it down on the ground. The heady metallic smell was still there. What chemical had his work crew put on the soil? He had to be sure to ask them about it, since it was clearly something new.

      New and disturbing.

      He opened his tool box and frowned. Someone had changed the positioning of his tools! He clenched his jaw in anger. He hated it when his crew played tricks on him. He re-arranged his tools into their proper positioning in his tool box, then retrieved a trowel. He leaned over the loose soil to begin placing the plants into an aesthetic arrangement. As his fingers dug into the moist soil, he stopped.

      There was something buried in the soil. A large object, just inches below the surface. How could his crew be that sloppy in their work? He tried to grab hold of the object to yank it out of the ground, then pulled his hands back in surprise. At first he thought the object had been a branch or root, left in the soil, but its texture was unlike any wooden object he had ever felt. It felt pliable, leathery, cold and damp.

      It felt like an arm.

      He pulled his hand back, then brought it cautiously to his nose. The metallic, coppery smell was acutely stronger. Almost as strong was the smell of flesh.

      Aleciades jumped to his feet in shocked surprise. There was a body buried in the garden!

      As he stood up, he heard the surprised scream of a young girl. She was inside the house, and though he could not see anything, he could hear her terrified shouts. At first he could not understand her words, but not because he didn't understand English. He just couldn't believe what she was yelling.

      "Mom! There's a man outside my window watching me get dressed! Mom! Mom! There's a peeping tom out there!"

      Tomas froze for a moment, then he turned and ran. He didn't know what peeping tom she was referring to. All he knew was that he wanted to get as far away from the dead body as quickly as he could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MONDAY, APRIL 3, 0620 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      "I can't believe it," said Mark MacFarland bitterly. "After all we've done for you. This is how you're going to treat us?"

      His brother Robert tried to push MacFarland out of his way.

      MacFarland braced himself to resist the shove. Although MacFarland was several inches shorter than his brother, his stance and his behavior gave no indication that he was aware of this fact. He thrust his five foot nine inch, rock solid body up against Robert, almost defying him to push back. Robert was not nearly foolish enough to try that again. Robert had always been the poet of the family; Mark MacFarland, on the other hand, had been the pit bull of the household.

      "What have you really done for me? You've done nothing except find fault with everything I've done. What's wrong with you, Mark?"

      "Why are you running off to Los Angeles?"

      Robert scowled. "I'm not running off. That's your gig, bro. You're the one who runs off when the family needs you."

      MacFarland's mouth dropped. "Are you bringing that crap up again?"

      MacFarland knew exactly what his brother was talking about. It had been a sore point between them for years, ever since 1997. That was the year their mother was diagnosed with a very aggressive case of melanoma. It was entirely possible that she had been suffering from the cancer for quite a long time, but had refused to get it treated. No one around her had any idea when she had first developed symptoms of the disease.

      By the end of 1997, though, it was impossible to hide the fact that she was very sick. The doctors at Rose Medical Center gave her only months to live.

      MacFarland didn't know anything about his mother's condition. That was the time he was serving in Albania. He had been assigned in early 1997 to protect Americans caught in a foreign country during a period of civil unrest. When Robert's urgent message to MacFarland arrived on November 14, MacFarland was working Embassy protection in Tirana, Albania. MacFarland didn't learn that his mother had died until just before he was discharged from the Marines in January, 1998.

      Robert knew that MacFarland was seeing a young Mexican journalist while he was in Albania. MacFarland assured Robert that the young woman had returned to London in August.

      Robert never quite believed MacFarland's explanation of why he hadn't come back for their mother's last days.

      "You never think of other people, Mark," he spat out bitterly when they reunited briefly in January, 1998. It was Robert who abandoned Colorado shortly after that. MacFarland hadn't seen him again until last Thanksgiving. Then Robert had popped back into existence, as if nothing had happened. Despite all of MacFarland's questions, Robert revealed very little about where he had been, other than "back east," or about what he had been doing, other than "nothing."

      After weeks of evasive answers, MacFarland had finally given up trying to find out what his brother had been up to.

      "What's in Los Angeles that's so important?" asked MacFarland.

      Robert shrugged. "I have no idea. I've never been there. Maybe it's on my bucket list."

      "Don't give me that crap, you don't have a bucket list. You never plan that far in advance. What about those hospital bills? How are you going to pay those off?"

      "I'll find a way," said Robert. "I'll get a job there."

      "You can get a job here."

      "Like your job? Selling hot dogs?" Robert laughed. "Give me a break, bro! Besides, Los Angeles is bigger. There's more opportunities."

      "Robert, you've got family here. We can help you."

      "Family? You mean Dad? He's a vegetable. As for you, you're just a damn critic. That kind of family I don't need."

      "You still shouldn't go." He hesitated a moment, then added, "Have you even had the decency to tell Cynthia that you're leaving?"

      Cynthia Pierson was their landlady. Pierson, MacFarland's former partner in the Denver Police Department, had agreed to let MacFarland stay in one of her guest rooms when he lost his apartment a year ago. What had started off as a temporary arrangement had become somewhat permanent. Pierson also allowed Rufus Headley, MacFarland's longtime friend from the days when the two of them had been homeless, to stay in her basement.

      And when Robert MacFarland had popped back into existence, she had graciously insisted that he stay in the other guest room.

      The nicer guest room.

      "Are you going to get out of my way?" asked Robert, ignoring MacFarland's question.

      MacFarland hesitated, then reluctantly stepped aside. "Are you leaving now? Right this minute?"

      Robert shook his head. "I have to see a guy about a car. He said he would sell it to me real cheap. Claims it runs pretty good, but I need to check it out."

      "You've got money for a car?"

      "As I said, it's going cheap. It should last until I get a job in Los Angeles. Then I'll get something better."

      "I think you're making a mistake, Robert."

      "So what's new, Mark?" He opened the front door and headed outside.

      MacFarland watched him walk down the street towards the bus stop. He thought about calling Robert back and offering him a ride, but at that moment Rufus emerged from the basement into the kitchen.

      "What's all the shouting about?" he asked, heading for the coffee pot and the last cup of coffee. For someone who insisted he didn't want to become a coffee drinker, Rufus Headley was showing all the signs of caffeine addiction.

      "My stupid brother. He says he is going to go to Los Angeles."

      "So?"

      "So I'm not sure how I feel about that. On the one hand, Rufus, I'd sure like him to get out of here. On the other, I worry about him."

      "You mean because he got mugged on New Year's?"

      "I guess that's part of it. Maybe it's also because I think he might be in trouble, but he won't tell me what it is."

      "Boss, you worry too much about people. He's a big boy. Let him take care of his own life."

      "You're right Rufus. Once again."

      Rufus smiled. "So, we going to sell some hot dogs today, boss?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          MONDAY, APRIL 3, 0720 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      An hour later, MacFarland had put Robert out of his mind. He and Rufus drove the hot dog stand downtown. MacFarland positioned the stand on the street corner, disconnected the cart and drove around the block to park his truck in the parking lot across the street. Despite arriving fairly early in the morning, he noticed that most of the spaces were taken up. He finally found one, parked his truck, and walked over to the Attendant's booth. He knocked on the door. Jim Fergeson, the owner and manager of the lot, opened the door.

      MacFarland smiled a greeting. "Hi Jim. Surprised to see you here. What happened to the guy who usually works mornings for you?"

      "Had to fire him. Found that he was skimming the receipts. Can't get good help these days."

      "Sorry to hear that," commiserated MacFarland. "Say, what's with the lot being so full?"

      Fergeson smiled. "It's good for business, for sure. Didn't you know? A new construction company is taking over that building down the block from you. They're going to finish that damn ugly high-rise."

      MacFarland nodded. The company that had started building the high-rise had gone out of business. The construction company, the site, and even the building, all had been part of Norris Peterson's financial empire.

      Norris Peterson. The scumbag who had killed MacFarland's wife, Nicole almost seven years earlier. Peterson had used his wealth and influence to buy off an Assistant District Attorney, corrupt a jury, and get a "Not Guilty" verdict when he was tried for Nicole's murder. MacFarland had lost his cool, tried to dispense justice himself, but only succeeded in ruining his own life.

      Then, last year, an employee at the construction site had uncovered a fraud scheme being run by the management of the construction company. When the kid was killed in a rigged industrial accident, MacFarland had started investigating the incident. What he uncovered eventually led to the demise of the construction company.

      Since then, the building had stood there, a blight on the neighborhood, and an inviting place for drug deals to go down, right across the street from Police Headquarters. MacFarland wouldn't have been surprised to learn that the Denver City Council had found a way to make completion of the building financially beneficial to some other construction company.

      Hopefully, the full parking lot would also mean that the local vendors would also benefit. There have to be some positive trade-offs in this universe, mused MacFarland.

      MacFarland got back to his corner, at the intersection of West Fourteenth Avenue and Elati Street. His hot dog stand was strategically positioned at the corner of a parking garage, across the street from the Lindsey-Flanigan Courthouse and the Van Cise-Simonet Detention Center. He was also one block from the Denver Mint and around the corner from Denver Police Headquarters.

      He often wondered if he had chosen this corner to be closer to the life he had lost years earlier. It didn't matter now. That life was gone.

      Now he just sold hot dogs, cheesy dogs, and just recently hamburgers whenever he remembered to clean the grill that Rufus had gotten from Sidney Morgan. Rufus thought it would be a great idea to add hamburgers to their menu, and while MacFarland agreed with that, he and Rufus had an ongoing dispute over the grill itself. Rufus wanted the grill to remain "dirty" so that he could make and sell his somewhat infamous "Platte River Burgers, Just Like the Homeless People Eat." MacFarland pointed out to Rufus that most homeless people never ate anything like that, but Rufus insisted that the average customer didn't know that. He gravely asserted that customers were buying an exotic burger that normal people would never get their hands on.

      This morning, however, Rufus hadn't set up the grill. Thank God! He did have the hot dogs and bratwursts laid out on the heating rollers, the buns in the warmer, and the condiments set up. And he was wearing plastic gloves!

      The trees bordering Gene Amole Way, the limited access road that dissected the plaza between the Courthouse and the Detention Center, were in full bloom, their mild fragrance gently wafting towards MacFarland and Rufus. "We need to get the coffee brewing," said MacFarland. "Can't start the day without coffee."

      "Oh. I forgot the coffee. Right away boss." While Rufus set up the coffee maker, MacFarland checked the inventory and supplies. Now that the construction workers were back on the job, he hoped that more of them would stop by his cart. He hadn't had much success with the original group of construction workers. Management hadn't taken kindly to his investigation into the young man's accidental death and had done whatever they could to discourage employees from patronizing his cart.

      "You said your brother was thinking of going to LA?"

      "Yeah, that's what he says. I don't know what's in LA for him."

      Rufus looked around at the green buds sprouting on the trees. "Yeah, this is the pretty time of the year for Colorado. I'd wait until winter before I go to Los Angeles."

      "It can get cold in Los Angeles, Rufus."

      "Yeah, boss, but not like it does here. These past coupla winters, homeless people near froze their asses off."

      "It's a good thing you're staying at Pierson's then, isn't it Rufus?" Ever since MacFarland had gotten sober and started to put his life back together, he had tried to get Rufus off the streets. For the longest time, the Vietnam Vet had refused, claiming that he didn't want to be trapped inside a building. He felt safer out in the open where he could spot Charlie—the Viet Cong he had fought against for so many years. But as with so many things associated with Rufus, he also felt safer buried in a hidey-hole.

      "It's sorta a good thing, boss, and sorta a bad thing."

      "How do you mean, Rufus? You have a bed, a place of your own. You could have a room upstairs, if you wanted."

      "Oh, no, I prefer the basement. It's more like my hidey-hole. But you know boss, it's making me soft. That's not a good thing."

      "Rufus, you can't be a tunnel rat all your life." In Vietnam, one of the things Rufus had done was crawl through the mazes of tunnels dug by the NVA—the North Vietnam Army—and the Viet Cong. He would rout out the enemy who used the tunnels. It was a highly dangerous job, but Rufus had felt a sense of purpose in doing it. He was saving his fellow soldiers.

      "I know that, boss. When I was in Nam, that's what kept me going. Thinking someday I would meet a nice girl, we'd marry, get a house. But life has a way of shitting on you. None of that happened. I got trapped in everyday things. Finding a meal. Finding a place to sleep. Avoiding Charlie. You know, I think your brother is afraid of that too."

      "Charlie?"

      "No, boss. The everyday things. Getting trapped in something you can't control. Maybe that's why your brother wants to go to Los Angeles. He wants to get control again."
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      "Is Robert back yet?" asked Pierson, dumping her badge, gun, and keys in the kitchen drawer.

      MacFarland looked up, shook his head, then went back to scrubbing his pots and storage trays.

      Cynthia Pierson headed for the coffee pot, scowling when the remnants of over-cooked coffee only filled the bottom quarter of her cup. "Is this left over from this morning?"

      MacFarland furrowed his brow. "I guess so. We didn't make coffee when we got back."

      "You mean it's been on all day? God, I can get this kind of coffee at work." Pierson came over to the sink and dumped her quarter-cup of coffee into the sink.

      "Hey, I'm washing dishes here!"

      Pierson sat down at the kitchen table. "I don't suppose you made anything for dinner, did you?" She brushed her copper-colored hair out of her deep-set eyes. Pierson didn't wear much makeup, maybe a careless swipe of lipstick and some foundation to hide her more prominent freckles. She had a dimpled chin and the sensual jaw of a movie star. Her lips were full and pouty and could easily assume a very sexy smile, if she had reason to smile. But Pierson didn't smile very often. She was a cop, and she found life way too serious to be something to smile about. MacFarland was often telling her to lighten up, but Pierson didn't always follow MacFarland's advice.

      "There's pizza in the refrigerator."

      She went to the refrigerator and peered in, pulling out the box of pizza. "Hey, there's a beer in her. You're not drinking again, are you?"

      MacFarland gave her a look of exasperation. "No, Cyn, I am not drinking. That's something my asshole brother left. You would think he'd be more considerate."

      Pierson nodded, then grabbed the can of beer. As she popped it open, she commented in an offhand way, "Might as well remove temptation from before your eyes, Mac."

      "I'm not tempted," he said, his tone bitter and chopped.

      The truth of the matter was that he was tempted. He had seen the beer in the refrigerator and had fought hard to resist reaching for it.

      He had been on the streets for more than two years, most of that time too drunk to even know if it was day or night. He had finally gotten his act together, sobered up, started going to AA meetings, and invested in a small hot dog cart. In spite of being sober for 178 days since his last drink, he knew that temptation was always there. After all, 179 days ago, he had thrown away 843 days of sobriety, for the lamest of reasons. He now recognized that the lure of a drink was always going to hound him. He was just lucky that his last slip had only been that one night.

      He rinsed off the last of his pans, wiped down the sink and counter, then came over and sat at the table with Pierson. "I don't expect Robert to be back."

      Pierson looked at him quizzically. "Really? He didn't say anything to me."

      "That's Robert for you." MacFarland's tone was as brittle as dried leaves. "He doesn't communicate much. Just does his own thing."

      "Yeah, I wondered about that."

      MacFarland cocked his head. "What do you mean?"

      Pierson shook her head, her shoulder-length locks shaking loose. "Nothing, I shouldn't have mentioned it."

      "What are you talking about, Cyn?"

      Pierson pursed her lips, an embarrassed look on her face. "When Robert first moved in, I sort of had him checked out."

      MacFarland blinked in surprise. "Checked out? You did a background check on my brother?"

      "Hey, don't act so surprised! A lot of crap has been going on around here lately, and I want to know who is staying in my house. Even if he is your God-damned brother."

      MacFarland tried to look angry, but he had to admit he would have done the same thing. "What did you find out?"

      "Well, not much. I did find out that all those days he was going off, he was going up to Westminster."

      "What's in West—?" Then MacFarland stopped. He knew what, or rather who, was in Westminster. His father. In the Monticello Senior Living Center. MacFarland hadn't been up there in years. He should have felt guilty about not seeing his father, but he wasn't sure what good that emotion would do him. After all, his father was practically a vegetable.

      Robert's words, not his.

      "He's been up there dozens of times, that I know about, maybe more. He spends quite a bit of time with your father. I didn't know they were so close."

      MacFarland coughed derisively. "They're not close, not at all. Robert detests our father."

      "Why? Or is this something I should just butt out of?"

      MacFarland looked over at his former partner, then coughed a choked laugh. "Do you remember the Great American Bank Robbery? Back in 1982?"

      Pierson shook her head. "I was ten years old, so I didn't actually know about it. But I've heard about the case. Wasn't it also called the Mother's Day Massacre?"

      MacFarland nodded. "Yep. It happened on Mother's Day. A man somehow gets into the American Bank, overpowers one guard, shoots two others. Before the remaining guards can stop him or set off the alarms, the robber kills them. In all, six guards are killed, two are wounded. The robber then goes to the sorting room, locks up the employees who are working there in a storage room, and makes off with more than two million dollars."

      "Your father was one of the guards who was wounded, wasn't he?"

      MacFarland nodded. "He took a bullet in the head. Amazing it didn't kill him. Probably should have. I suspect our lives would have been better if we had just gotten the insurance. He stayed on as a bank guard for another year, then took medical retirement. By that time, he was really out of it."

      "What do you mean, out of it?"

      "His brain wasn't right after that. They got the bullet out, but of course there was some brain damage. For a long time, he seemed to function pretty well, but over time, he became more and more incoherent. Constantly babbling about 'his treasure up there.'"

      "I hadn't heard about that part," said Pierson. "I did read that they thought the robber had inside help on the job, but the police never could find the accomplice. They suspected it might have been one of the guards that got killed."

      MacFarland looked away. "They also suspected my father," he said quietly. "There was no proof, as you said. But Dad did know the guy who supposedly committed the robbery, Lew Stanton. Stanton had been a guard at the bank a couple of years earlier, but he had gotten fired for being drunk. He vowed he would get revenge, and the bank robbery seemed to fit that bill."

      "So what happened to Stanton?"

      "They found him up in the mountains. At Camp Hale. His body was frozen, maybe it had been beaten. They couldn't tell, since it is possible the bruises could have come from a fall. In any case, he was dead."

      "The money?"

      MacFarland smiled, shrugging. "Never found. They couldn't even connect Lew Stanton with the crime. Everything was just circumstantial."

      Pierson's brow furrowed in thought. "Was your father involved in the robbery?"

      This time MacFarland's laugh was bitter. "Ah, that is the question, isn't it? Robert thinks he was. He thinks Dad and Stanton hid the money up in the mountains, then Dad killed Stanton. That's what the 'treasure up there' is all about. If Robert has been spending time with Dad over the past several months, it's because he's trying to find out where the treasure is."

      Pierson stared at her former partner, her eyes softened with concern. "What do you think, Mac? Was your father a part of that robbery?"

      MacFarland's jaw tightened. "My father was a loser, Cynthia, but he wasn't a God-damned killer."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          TUESDAY, APRIL 4, 0945 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Robert MacFarland didn't show up on Monday night, confirming MacFarland's suspicion that his brother had, indeed, left Denver. MacFarland had checked Robert's room before coming downtown. Of course, all of Robert's possessions were still there. Did he expect someone else to clean up after him? Typical irresponsible behavior!

      Rufus and he set up the hot dog cart. Rufus had insisted that they bring the grill this morning, so MacFarland reluctantly added three dozen hamburger patties to their supply of product. Rufus wanted to serve the homeless people his Platte River Burgers, instead of hot dogs or bratwursts.

      "At least they won't sue us if they die of food poisoning," quipped MacFarland.

      "You think people might get sick from my burgers?" asked Rufus.

      "No, I don't, actually. We wouldn't be serving them if there was any real problem with them. But you have to admit, Rufus, that your marketing campaign is really bizarre. 'Buy my Platte River Burgers - just like the homeless people would make if they could afford hamburger.'"

      "Well, it's true. They can't afford these things. Not at the prices you charge."

      "Are you going to get into pricing now?"

      Rufus looked like he wanted to argue, but stopped when Benny Lockwood walked up to the cart.

      "Oh, good, you're going to have Platte River Burgers today? I just love those burgers!"

      MacFarland gave Lockwood a disdainful look. Lockwood was a tall, lanky individual. His ill-fitting clothes reminded MacFarland of Abraham Lincoln, a man who had outgrown his suit. He had a long narrow jaw and deep set nervous eyes that constantly searched his surroundings. His narrow mouth was tight-lipped, as though he wanted to keep words from escaping from his mouth.

      "Where's Pierson?" asked MacFarland.

      "Stuck in the office," said Lockwood. "I had to get out. It's a zoo in there."

      MacFarland smiled. The squad room of Major Crimes was one small corner of a very large chaotic universe. "More so than usual?"

      Lockwood nodded. "We got one incredibly weird case yesterday. Didn't Pierson tell you about it?"

      MacFarland shook his head. "No, we got into something else last night. What's the case?"

      "A peeping Tom. A woman called up, said that the gardener was watching her thirteen year old niece getting dressed yesterday. According to the aunt's testimony, he was just standing outside her bedroom window, staring at her."

      MacFarland didn't seem terribly impressed by the story. "So?"

      Lockwood was warming up for the punchline of the tale. "So, here's where it gets interesting. The two officers go track down this gardener. His name is Tomas something or other. He and a couple of other Mexicans all live together. I guess they're related or something. At first he denies that he was at the house that morning. Then he finally admits that he might have been, but he couldn't work on the garden because they didn't have the right plants there."

      "Does this story have a point, Benny? I've got work to do."

      Lockwood looked around. There weren't any customers anywhere near MacFarland's cart. "Just listen, will you? This is where it gets interesting."

      "I thought it was going to get interesting earlier."

      "Mac, just shut up and listen. I'm telling you, this is good."

      MacFarland let out a deep breath of air. "Okay, go on."

      "So they're talking to this gardener, and he matches the description the aunt and the kid have given the police. Of course he denies being there, but they have a lot of witnesses that say he was part of the crew working on the landscaping project. So they're pretty certain that they found the pervert. Then, BOOM! The bombshell drops."

      "What bombshell?"

      "It turns out that the damn gardener is blind!"

      MacFarland and Rufus both looked up. "Huh? How could he be blind?"

      "How does he see the plants?" asked Rufus.

      "Are you saying he is seeing impaired? Needs glasses or something?"

      Lockwood waved his hands in denial. "Nothing like that. I mean, they guy really can't see. They brought him in, tested him. He really is blind. I forget what it's called--oh, macular degeneration. Apparently he started getting this when he was in college, and it's gotten worse over time. Now, he has almost no vision at all out of either eye."

      "Then how could he be a voyeur?" asked MacFarland.

      "How could he plant flowers?" asked Rufus.

      "No one knows. The three guys he shares a house with--I think they're cousins or something--insist that he has a terrific sense of smell." Lockwood burst out laughing. "Maybe he smelled the girl! After a doctor confirmed that the poor guy couldn't see anything, they let him go."

      "That's your story?"

      MacFarland's question seemed to catch Lockwood by surprise. "It seemed pretty funny to us in the squad room. A blind voyeur."

      MacFarland shook his head. "I guess it is pretty funny," he admitted. "But after a while, you will find a lot stranger things going on in this world."

      Lockwood's phone buzzed. He pulled it out, then answered it. "Okay. Yeah. I'm over with MacFarland. Oh, good. Yes, I'm on my way back." He put his phone away and smiled. "Guess I have to get back to the station. We just got a murder to go investigate."

      As Lockwood headed back towards Police Headquarters, MacFarland let out a wry amused grunt. "Only a cop would think that a murder was good news," he muttered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          TUESDAY, APRIL 4, 1830 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland and Rufus were arguing over whether to make meatloaf or hamburgers with the left over ground chuck. "Meat loaf would be easier to make," insisted MacFarland.

      "Hamburgers are more American," countered Rufus.

      "We're not making them on that grill," said MacFarland.

      Pierson opened the door, listened for a moment, the stepped into the kitchen. "I don't care what you make, just so long as you make it in silence. Please, no more arguing. I need an aspirin."

      MacFarland looked at Rufus, then headed towards the stairs. "I'll get some aspirin. Rufus, go ahead, make the hamburgers."

      "I was going to make meatloaf, boss."

      MacFarland looked up in despair, then bounded up the stairs to the bathroom. He returned just as Pierson was plopping into a chair at the table. Her eyes drooped, her hair drooped, her shoulders drooped.

      "You look terrible," said MacFarland, handing Pierson the aspirin. He went to the sink and got a glass of water for her.

      "Thanks," said Pierson, swallowing the aspirin with a sip of water. She closed her eyes and leaned back in the chair. "By the way, who owns that piece of crap in front of my house?"

      The car in question was a ten-year old green Honda Civic that had seen better days. "That's Robert's car. He just got it."

      "I thought he moved out?"

      "He's upstairs, sleeping. I think he came back to get his things. Didn't he talk to you? I told him to talk to you. Why doesn't he ever pay attention?" MacFarland didn't like discussing his brother. He tried to change the subject. "Why so exhausted? What did you do today?"

      "I didn't do much of anything. It's what we had to do that's gotten to me." She pointed at the pot of coffee. "Is that fresh?"

      "After the chewing out I got yesterday, what do you think?" MacFarland got a cup out of the cabinet and poured her a cup. He handed it to her. "So what happened today?"

      "We have another homicide. Lockwood and I went out to the scene of the crime to help the detective in charge."

      "Who's got the case?"

      "Leib Samuels. Ever work with him?"

      MacFarland scratched his chin. "Name sounds familiar, but I can't place him."

      "He's a pretty good detective. Worked a lot of time on the Western Slope. I think his family were farmers or tree growers or something weird like that." Pierson watched Rufus start forming the ground beef into a meatloaf. "Don't you put seasoning into it?"

      Rufus looked up. "I don't know how to make meatloaf," he admitted.

      Pierson tried to contain her frustration. "Get out a couple of eggs, the milk, the Italian bread crumbs, Worcestershire sauce, and an onion. Oh, ketchup, and the French's mustard. You can also check to see if there are any diced tomatoes in the pantry."

      Rufus started collecting the ingredients.

      "What about this murder you were talking about" asked MacFarland, annoyed that Pierson was ignoring him.

      Pierson looked at him, blinking. "Oh, yes. I was saying that Lockwood and I went out to investigate this crime scene. The husband was out of town, in Atlanta, I believe. He gets a call to come home, arrives late last night, but can't find his wife. His daughter and aunt are in the house alone. He does find a note from his wife, saying she is going out for the day. The note is dated for Sunday. There's no sign of the wife, she doesn't answer her cell phone. So the guy gets panicked, calls up the cops. Apparently he's friends with a couple of cops, so they respond to the call. Do you know which cops respond?"

      MacFarland rolled his eyebrows. He hated playing these guessing games with Pierson. "I don't know, Cyn? Me and you?"

      "No, asshole! Peter French and Orlando Mendoza."

      MacFarland froze. He had been beaten up two years earlier by two men. Blood found on MacFarland's ring, deposited there when he had defended himself, had been a match for French. Nothing had ever been done about the two cops beating him up. Despite Pierson's objections, MacFarland preferred to bide his time and get his revenge in his own way. "I didn't realize they were still on the force."

      "They got transferred out to District Three when Griffin was killed."

      MacFarland nodded. Lorne Griffin, a fat, pencil-pushing bureaucrat of a cop, had been in charge of Internal Affairs. He probably had been the one who ordered French and Mendoza to beat up MacFarland. "Who's the guy who called the police?"

      "His name is Mathew Juran."

      The name didn't mean anything to MacFarland. "Go on."

      "Mendoza and French go out, late last night. They start searching around the house and grounds--the guy lives across from Cherry Hills Village--and sure enough, they find the wife's body, buried in the garden. The coroner puts her time of death sometime Saturday night or early Sunday morning."

      "The husband was away on a trip then?"

      Pierson nodded. "Yep. But it's not the husband this time. Turns out they have a suspect already."

      MacFarland tipped his head questioningly. "Who?"

      "A gardener. They found his tools with the wife's blood all over them."

      MacFarland stared at Pierson, his face initially blank, then blossoming with surprised insight. "A gardener? Not the blind gardener? I thought he was just a pervert."

      Pierson smiled broadly. "Everything is not always as it seems, Mac. The same blind gardener who was brought in on the peeping Tom charge may be a lot more than just an everyday pervert. The body was found exactly where the daughter claimed the voyeur was standing. Now the pervert's wanted in connection with a murder. Of course, he's nowhere to be found. Probably halfway back to Mexico by now."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          WEDNESDAY, APRIL 5, 1217 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      By Wednesday morning, MacFarland had put Peter French, Orlando Mendoza and the blind gardener out of his mind. Though the case of the dead woman interested him to some slight degree, there didn't seem to be anything really remarkable about it. Yes, the alleged murderer was legally blind, but MacFarland knew that didn't preclude him from committing murder. Stranger things than that had occurred. He had once encountered a man who had lost both his arms, but had been able to throw a knife with deadly accuracy using only his feet. Granted, this was exceptional, but MacFarland had learned over his years as a cop never to underestimate the capabilities of other people.

      So what if the man was blind? He could still overcome and kill a woman, particularly if he had sharp tools like trowels, hand tillers, hoes and cultivators. Almost anything with a sharp blade could be used to injure, maim, or kill someone. Pierson hadn't told him the cause of death of--who was it? Oh, yes, Mrs. Juran. But there was little doubt in MacFarland's mind that the police would be able to solve this case in short order.

      Early April in Denver tended to have partly cloudy days, temperatures in the mid to high fifties, and chilly nights. MacFarland and Rufus wanted to get an early start, mainly so that MacFarland could shut down his cart at a reasonable hour and get to his AA meeting in the evening. His sponsor, Hector Spinoza, had called him earlier in the week, urging him not to miss this week's meeting. Spinoza had hinted that he wanted MacFarland to talk to a new member of their group.

      MacFarland was always willing to help someone break the bonds of insobriety.

      MacFarland and Rufus had finally reached an agreement on the sale of Platte River Burgers. If noonday sales were pretty good, then Rufus could advertise his burgers after two o'clock. That was when most of the homeless people came by anyway, and MacFarland knew that they appreciated the option of hot dogs or burgers. MacFarland didn't mind giving away the hamburgers, even though he realized that he was giving away more of his profits. Rufus seemed to think this was a good compromise, since he took particular delight in serving people he regarded as his personal friends.

      This day was cooler than most, and the lunch hour crowd was not at all large. In fact, by twelve-fifteen, there were hardly any customers in sight at any of the vendor's wagons. At that moment, MacFarland's phone buzzed. He looked at the display screen. Surprised, he looked north in the direction of Jacinto Gomez's taco stand. "Jacinto, what can I do for you?"

      "Mac, could you come here? There is something I need to talk to you privately about."

      "Sure, no problem, Jacinto." MacFarland asked Rufus if he would watch the cart while he went to meet with Jacinto.

      "Sure, boss. Can I serve Platte River Burgers?"

      MacFarland sighed in resignation. "Yes, Rufus, you can serve them."

      Rufus smiled broadly and began to set up the old grill. He was pulling out his Platte River Burger sign as MacFarland headed up the block.

      Gomez was a wisp of a man. He was taller than MacFarland, by about three inches, but weighed less. How he managed to move his cart around always puzzled MacFarland, who expected the next strong gust of air to blow Gomez right off the ground. Gomez had thin hair, thick glasses, and extremely deep smile dimples in his cheeks.

      Today, however, Gomez was not smiling.

      "Mac, I don't like asking favors of anyone. I wouldn't be asking now, but my wife, she is insisting I should talk to you."

      MacFarland had heard enough stories about Francesca, Jacinto's wife, to know that if she wanted something done, it was better to do it without hesitation. She was a supremely confident and domineering woman. "Of course, Jacinto. What can I do for you?"

      "It is not even for me, I ask this, but for one of Francesca's cousins. You must know that we Mexicans have very large families. We are practically related to everyone. I did not even know this man lived in Denver, but he has been here for many years. He was even going to go to University here, but that did not work out. It is for him that I am asking this, my friend."

      "I understand, Jacinto. It is no problem. What does your cousin need?"

      "Francesca's cousin. Or so she claims. When she told me, she spoke in Spanish, very fast. It was impossible for me to understand a word that she said."

      Jacinto had once confessed to MacFarland that though he was of Mexican heritage, his side of the family had lived in the United States so long that he didn't know Spanish at all well. He had taken Spanish in high school, thinking that it would be an easy class for him, but he said it had been a disaster.

      "What sort of problem does Francesca's cousin have?"

      "His name is Tomas Aleciades. He is a gardener. And he is accused of murder."

      MacFarland stared at Gomez, speechless for a moment. "Your cousin is the blind gardener?"

      Gomez nodded. "Francesca's cousin, yes, that is him. He is not blind, actually, but he cannot see anything except out of the very edges of his eyes. It makes it very difficult for him to do much of anything. But he is a very good gardener. He knows much about plants." Then Gomez realized that MacFarland knew about his cousin. "You have heard something about this situation?"

      "I don't know much about the case, Jacinto. I have heard that he is wanted in connection with some woman's death. I didn't realize that he was related to you." MacFarland paused, while Gomez stared at him expectantly. "What do you want me to do, Jacinto?"

      "We think Tomas is in hiding. We heard about the problem he is having from some of the people he is living with. Some of them are not supposed to be here, so they try to avoid any contact with the police. They want Tomas to give himself up so there will be no trouble."

      "You have no idea where Tomas is?"

      "None. I think he is afraid of the police."

      "If he killed this woman..."

      "No, Mac, he did not do any such thing. Tomas is the most gentle of men. He is misunderstood, because of his blindness. He has to touch everything, since he cannot see it. He touches and he smells things. That is why they call him El Tiento."

      "El Tiento?"

      "It means, feeling around, groping. They call him The Groper, because that is what he does so much. He is a groper, Mac, but he is not a killer." Gomez took hold of MacFarland's arms, almost an embrace. "My friend, I know you are a great detective, the best in the world. I want to you find my wife's cousin and prove he didn't do this horrible thing."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          WEDNESDAY, APRIL 5, 1545 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland had not been comfortable with Gomez's request. He had no difficulty agreeing to help find the missing relative, but proving him innocent was an entirely different matter. From what Pierson had told him, the evidence looked more than circumstantial.

      It looked like Tomas Aleciades had dug himself a deep hole, one too deep even for MacFarland to be able to extricate the man.

      MacFarland had tried to be helpful. He had suggested that Gomez contact Jerry Baker. He had been about to extoll Baker's skills by claiming that the lawyer could get the foulest scumbag off the hook, but fortunately his better judgment kicked in. "Jerry is a good person, Jacinto. He will help your cousin."

      When MacFarland got back to his cart, Rufus could tell that the conversation with their neighbor had taken a wrong turn. "What's the matter, boss? Bad news?"

      MacFarland nodded. "Yeah. One of Jacinto's relatives is wanted for murder. He wants me to help prove the guy didn't do anything wrong."

      Rufus busily fiddle-faddled with burgers on the grill. The smell of cooking onions floated in MacFarland's direction. "You know, boss, if anyone can do it, then it's you. You're amazing."

      "I'm not amazing, Rufus. Where'd you get onions?"

      "Oh, I figured out why you had problems with my Platte River Burgers. They was missing onions! So I brought some onions with us and now I'm going to have Platte River Burgers with fried onions."

      "It does seem to add a dimension to your burgers," said MacFarland, his voice still uncertain. He watched Rufus constantly flipping the hamburgers. "You know, they might cook better if you just kept them on one side for a while, then flipped them only once. Right now you're just breaking up your patties."

      Rufus stared at the grill. "Okay, I'll try that, boss."

      MacFarland watched Rufus stare disconsolately at the grill for a while, then went over to one of the two lawn chairs and sat down. He tried to review the few facts he knew in what he now called the Peeping Tom murder. There wasn't much. He realized that he would have to find out from Pierson what the time sequence was. Hadn't she said that the victim was killed on Saturday night, but the daughter saw the gardener staring in her window on Monday? That time sequence certainly didn't support the assertion that the gardener was the killer. Unless he was trying to move the body. He wished he had seen the crime scene. He could learn so much more if he could just get to the site where the body was found.

      Maybe he could talk to Pierson about putting in a good word with Detective Leib Samuels.

      Getting her to do that is as likely as me winning the lottery without a ticket, thought MacFarland. Pierson didn't like people butting into her investigations, and she certainly wouldn't do it to someone else. Unless he could come up with a good reason for her to.

      Just after three o'clock, Rufus sold the last of his Platte River Burgers. He scrapped the burnt remnants of the last hamburgers into the drip trough on the side of the grill. "You know, boss, you was right about leaving the burgers alone. I guess it is easier to cook them. Only problem, though, I can't always tell how much they are done on the first side. And it takes longer to make the burgers. My customers get impatient."

      "Maybe you're burgers are too thick," said MacFarland.

      "That's the way the customers like 'em, boss. They don't want those skinny-minnie patties you get in the fast food restaurants. They want genuine Platte River Burgers. Gotta give the customers what they want, boss."

      MacFarland frowned. "Is there such a thing as Platte River Burgers?"

      Rufus pointed to the sign. "There is now. Because we make 'em. Even Sidney agrees that Platte River Burgers are the best."

      MacFarland smiled. "If Sidney says so, Rufus, it must be true." Sidney Morgan, a laid off aerospace engineer who used to work at Lockheed Martin, had the hot dog stand across the street. Sydney approached selling hot dogs the same way he approached putting a lander on Mars: methodically managing all variables and risks. Morgan managed the marketing aspects of his business. If he thought that Rufus' Platte River Burgers were a viable commodity, who was MacFarland to argue?

      After all, Sydney Morgan was a rocket scientist. So he must be right.

      "So your burgers sold well?"

      "Every last one of 'em, boss. They really liked the authenticity."

      MacFarland had a sudden, painful insight. "Uh, how much money did you bring in?"

      Rufus looked around helplessly. "Well, not so much, boss. Mostly because I gave the burgers to our friends."

      MacFarland smiled sympathetically. "That's alright, Rufus. That's why we're here. Just keep in mind that the hamburgers are expensive. I don't buy the cheapest meat available."

      "That's okay, boss. I'll just raise the price on the sign. That way, the homeless people will realize they're getting a better deal."

      MacFarland nodded, his attention now on the other end of the block. Jerry Baker was talking with Jacinto Gomez. It looked like Gomez had followed his advice to contact the lawyer. That was good. Maybe Tomas Aleciades would get a fair shake.

      A few minutes later, Baker strolled over towards MacFarland's cart. MacFarland started preparing a bratwurst for Baker.

      "Good afternoon, Mac. Pleasant day, summer will soon be here."

      MacFarland handed the lawyer the bratwurst. "There is still a nip in the air. And it still gets cold at night."

      Baker puts condiments on his bratwurst. "True, but flowers will soon start blooming. Speaking of which...thanks for the referral."

      "Are you going to represent the gardener?"

      "When I first got the call, I was going to say no. I've done quite a bit of pro bono work this past year, and I need some rich clients. Crimes should only be committed by the rich, in my humble opinion."

      "Crimes are committed by everybody. It's just the poor who end up going to jail for them."

      Baker bit into his bratwurst. "True, true. When I found out that you had sent Gomez to me, I changed my mind. I'm going to represent Tomas Aleciades. But only on one condition."

      MacFarland cocked his head. He didn't like the sound of this. "What condition?"

      "First, you have to find him for me. Preferably before the police do. It's always better when a defendant surrenders himself to the police. And second, you have to find out who the real killer is."

      "You don't think he's guilty?"

      Baker shrugged. "I don't really care. Hell, if I can't get a blind man off, what kind of a lawyer am I? But the truth of the matter is, I can't figure out a motive for the crime. Until someone can tell me how and why a blind guy would kill someone, I'm assuming he's innocent."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          THURSDAY, APRIL 6, 1615 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland was not sure exactly what he had committed to Baker.  Clearly, he had agreed to look for Aleciades, but he wasn't at all sure he could find the real killer, since it was quite likely that the gardener himself was the killer. When he called up Pierson to ask what the status of Aleciades was, she told him that there was warrant out for him. He had gone from being a person of interest on Tuesday to a suspect on Wednesday. "What changed?" asked MacFarland.

      "They found the victim's blood on his tools. They also found the victim's blood on some towels in the suspect's house. The lead detective postulated that Aleciades had killed the victim at her house, buried the body, abandoned his tools, and then returned home to wash up. That was how the victim's blood got on the towel. When he realized how serious his situation was, he fled."

      "So what's the motive?"

      Pierson frowned. "That's not too clear at the moment. The detectives suspect that the victim confronted Aleciades about peeping in the window, and they ended up in an argument that escalated to violence. I'm not so sure that will fly, since there didn't seem to be any defensive wounds on the victim. But we'll see. Once they bring Aleciades in, they can see if he has any scratch marks on him."

      "Did they find his DNA under her fingernails? Anything that might show she struggled with him?"

      "Not that I'm aware of."

      "Do they have any idea where he is?" asked MacFarland.

      "None. He seems to have completely vanished. They brought all three of the other men in for questioning, but nothing came of it. They let the three of them go, but told them to stay in town."

      MacFarland and Rufus shut down the hot dog cart early on Thursday afternoon. There wasn't much business and MacFarland wanted to see if he could find Aleciades. He doubted that he would have much more success than the police. On the other hand, he didn't know much about the detective assigned to the case, Leib Samuels. How good a detective could the man be? After all, Pierson had never mentioned him. In MacFarland's book, that meant the guy was probably a loser.

      According to Jacinto Gomez, his cousin lived over in the Highland neighborhood, west of Federal and north of Speer. After he dropped his hot dog cart and Rufus off at Pierson's house, he drove up University until he came to 1st Avenue, then up to Speer. Traffic was already heavy as rush hour began. Way too many people in Denver, thought MacFarland. And not enough of them are eating hot dogs!

      The Highlands neighborhood was a changing environment. Since the end of World War II, its residents had been predominantly Hispanic. Since the 1980's though, more and more affluent non-Latino families were moving in, displacing the less affluent Hispanic population. The contrast was not as striking as MacFarland expected, as most of the Latino families in the area shared the same middle class values as the newcomers.

      He had no problems finding the house that Aleciades and his "relatives" lived in. The occupants of this house did not share those values. The house was poorly maintained. The front yard looked like it could use a gardener's touch. Patches of bare ground, untended bushes, and weeds abounded. The house was one of the older houses in this part of town, probably built in the 1920's. Weather-stained brick, drip stains from dissolved mortar, and warped wooden trim all cried for attention. The windows covered with wire screens that badly needed repair or replacement. MacFarland climbed the three steps up to the front porch. The porch was littered with broken furniture, cardboard boxes that had been unprotected from the rain, and bags of garbage that someone was too lazy to take out to the trash barrels. A distinct foul odor came from one of the trash bags. MacFarland tried to peer inside the house, but couldn't see anything, since all the windows had shades or curtains that hid the interior.

      He went up to the front door and knocked. After a few minutes, a man came to the door. He was an older man, perhaps in his late fifties. He had an egg-shaped head, narrow, bushy eyebrows, an unkempt mustache, a wry smile, and tired eyes that had seen too much of life. The man stared at MacFarland suspiciously. "Hello? What can I do for you?"

      "Hola," said MacFarland. He introduced himself, trying out his Spanish. The man stared blankly, giving MacFarland the impression that either the man didn't understand Spanish or that MacFarland's Spanish was so atrocious that it was incomprehensible. Finally MacFarland lapsed into English. "Is Tomas Aleciades here?"

      "He not at home right now," said the man. "What do you need to speak to him about?"

      "I'm a friend of Jacinto Gomez. He asked me to help Tomas."

      The man's face softened with a hesitant smile. "You know Jacinto? So, what can I do?"

      "Jacinto and his wife are concerned for Tomas. They are worried that the police are trying to find Tomas. They don't want him to get hurt. Do you know where I can find him, Mr.--?"

      "Me llamo Diego Alejandro Levya. We do not know where Tomas is gone to. He is afraid of the police. What do they think he did? They come here yesterday, search everything, but they do not tell us anything."

      "I understand, Mr. Levya. The police often don't communicate much. There was a woman found dead at one of the houses where Tomas worked."

      "Tomas did not do this," insisted Levya. "None of us do this thing."

      "The police found your tools at the Juran house. One of the tools in Tomas' bag was found to be the murder weapon."

      "That is not our fault," insisted Levya. "Senora Juran, she tell us to leave on Friday. She said, leave your tools here, just go, go now! We don't want to leave our tools there. How will we work if they get stolen? She say, not to worry, she will pay for tools, she just want us to go. So we go. We leave all the tools there. It is out good luck that we have power mower and trimmers already on the truck. We didn't want to leave those tools there."

      "So your hand tools were there all weekend?"

      "Si, Senor. All our rakes, hoes, shovels. And Tomas' tools. He was very upset with what Senora Juran say."

      "Did he go back to get his tools? At any time during the weekend?"

      "No, no, he no do that. He need us to drive him, and we did not go back to Juran house. Not until Monday morning, when Senora Juran say we can finish the landscape work we start."

      "Who are you talking to, Diego?" asked someone inside the house and out of MacFarland's sight.

      "It is a friend of Jacinto's, Bruno," answered Levya.

      Bruno came into view. He was a short, round faced man, a few years younger than Levya and a few pounds heavier. He had a bushy head of salt and pepper hair, a long nose lost between fleshy cheeks and a bulbous chin. Bruno pushed his way past the older man. "We talked to the police already, we have nothing more to say."

      "I'm not with the police," insisted MacFarland.

      "It doesn't matter, we have nothing to say. Go now, get away from here."

      "I need to find Tomas Aleciades."

      "He doesn't live here anymore. Maybe he's gone back to Mexico. Go look there, gringo. Don't cause us any more trouble than we already have." Bruno tried to close the door, but MacFarland placed his foot in the door, propping it open.

      "I can help Tomas. Can you get a message to him?"

      "No," snapped Bruno, trying to push the door closed.

      Levya put a hand on Bruno's shoulder. "What sort of message?"

      "Tell him that I can help him. I can find the man who really did kill the woman. But to do this, I need his help. I need him to trust me." MacFarland could not believe he had just made that statement. Exactly how was he going to find the real killer?

      Bruno finally pushed MacFarland's foot out of the door. "He don't need your help," he said as he slammed the door shut.
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