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      First in a new series!

      

      Betrayed by his wife and the system, former Denver Police Detective Mark MacFarland dropped out of the system…all the way. But now he has put drinking and homelessness behind him, bought a hot dog stand, and started a new life.

      

      Then a noted defense lawyer asks MacFarland to prove that his client was wrongly accused of murdering her husband. Suddenly, MacFarland’s past catches up with him.

      

      Aided by his former partner, Cynthia Pierson, and his longtime homeless friend, Vietnam Vet Rufus, MacFarland discovers the husband’s murder is actually part of a larger web of conspiracy…and may even tie in to the death of his wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 28, 1009 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      There were three slices missing from the meatloaf.

      A tendril of dread lifted the hairs on the back of her neck, though she couldn’t say why. Otto would have laughed at her. “You worry too much,” he always grinned at her. Then he’d put his feet up on the couch with his shoes still on, though he knew that drove her batty.

      Maureen Freeman pursed her lips and shook her head. Otto must have made a sandwich to take on his fishing trip. The meatloaf was still edible, though not as moist and tender as when she first cooked the loaf on Wednesday. One sandwich wouldn't be enough, she thought. He’d headed out early Thanksgiving morning. Although he had tried to leave quietly so as not to disturb her, she’d still heard him. Besides, she always knew when he was gone. There was an emptiness in the bed that she could sense.

      As long as Otto was gone anyhow, Maureen wanted to start the day bright and early. The grocery store would already be busy, but thank the Lord, not with the same crowds as the weekend before Thanksgiving. Last Saturday had almost been too much for her, what with all the lines. The store promised never more than three people in a line, but she’d been fifth in line, and at least two other lines had six or more. She’d counted. She would have complained to the store manager, but then she’d have lost her place in line. Hopefully, that would not be a problem today.

      Thanksgiving had been depressingly lonely. She knew Otto would be gone for Thanksgiving, so she hadn't bothered sweating over a fancy meal. Just the leftover meatloaf she prepared on Wednesday. She gnawed again at the thought that he hadn’t packed enough food—he never did. One sandwich would be okay for lunch on Thursday, but what about dinner, and all day Friday? Even today, he would need to eat. He always assumed he would cook and eat the fish he caught, but why not be prepared, she always asked. Could it hurt to take a few extra bites?

      The kitchen was spotless, but out of habit, she wiped down the sink and counter. A strange scent in the air, an unpleasant tang that soured the usual smells in the kitchen of lemon-fresh dishwashing liquid and apricot hand soap. She decided to take out the trash. It wasn’t even half full yet, and the smell didn’t seem to be coming from there, but better safe than sorry.

      She paused with her hand on the door from the kitchen to the garage. Another twinge of disquiet shivered down her back. She almost changed her mind about going through the garage to reach the trash cans. But that was silly.

      Maureen opened the door and stepped into the dim room. The single light on the far wall cast weird shadows. The garage wasn't heated, and the still, cold air was tinged with a foul odor. It wasn’t coming from the trash at all. The unpleasant aroma was stronger here, in the garage. She wondered if the cat had dragged in a dead mouse or bird. Maureen looked past her car, hoping to see Otto’s car. There was only emptiness where Otto normally would park. So he wasn't home. He could have called and told her when she could expect him, she thought, suddenly angry. Otto could be so inconsiderate sometimes. Like going on this fishing trip. Who goes on a fishing trip on Thanksgiving?

      That horrid smell. What was it? She shuffled forward, watching her steps carefully so she wouldn’t step on some half-eaten animal, then froze when she rounded the end of the car.

      There was Otto, lying on the floor, unmoving.

      Maureen called out to him. "Otto? Are you alright?"

      She hurried to him. His skin glinted unnaturally in the dim light, waxy and pale. She knelt down and touched his cheek. It was quite cold. Then she noticed the small hole in the side of his head, hidden beneath his hair.

      Maureen stared at him for a moment before she fully comprehended that her husband was dead. Only then did she start to scream, the air leaving her throat so forcefully she was wheezing, almost suffocating. When she finally gulped down her tears enough to see and breathe, she opened the trunk of her car and pulled out an old Army blanket, one that they had used on many mountain picnics together. She wrapped his body up in it, and struggled to get him into a sitting position, so that he would look more comfortable.

      Then she went into the house and called the police.

      Shopping would have to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MONDAY, NOVEMBER 30, 1153 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      “Give me a brat with all the fixings,” said Jerry, flicking some lint off his expensive Valentino suit. He turned to his companion, Mel, another defense attorney. “What would you like? My treat.”

      Mel stared at the menu, shivering in the cold wind. He would have preferred lunch inside the courthouse across the street, but Jerry insisted on coming outside. “I guess the same thing. But I don’t want onions on it.”

      The hot dog vendor, listening intently to the sounds buzzing in his earphones, didn’t even look up, but he deftly pulled out two warmed buns, picked up a well-cooked hot dog, and nestled it inside the bun, then repeated the process with the second hot dog.

      “Hey, I said bratwurst, not hot dog, you asshole,” said Mel.

      The hot dog vendor ignored him.

      Mel scowled in Jerry’s direction, annoyed that they were eating their meal at a hot dog stand on the corner of Fourteenth and Elati. “Sheesh, how hard is it to serve a brat? The guy has one job and he can’t even do it right?”

      “He probably doesn’t even speak English,” shrugged Jerry. He actually liked the brats he got from this particular vendor. Besides, the cart was conveniently placed between the Detention Center, the Courthouse and the parking garage. You couldn’t beat it for convenience. “So, the Freeman case...”

      “The Freeman case. Go on.”

      “I get this call from this woman. Maureen Freeman. She’s accused of murdering her husband. I talk to her, and I get the strong feeling that the woman is innocent.”

      Mel raised his eyebrows cynically. “Aren’t they all?”

      He and Jerry exchanged knowing smirks. “Sure they are,” said Jerry, snickering, “And the more hours we can bill to them, the more innocent they are. But I think this lady is innocent innocent. And I’m not sure I can get her off.”

      Most of Jerry’s clients were real scumbags. He knew it, they knew it, everyone knew it. He’d learned not to ask if they were innocent or guilty. It was a foregone conclusion that they were guilty as sin. It didn’t matter to him, not anymore. His job was to get them off or at least get them the best terms possible. No big deal, and he’d built up a good practice doing this. Just when he’d given up defending the innocent, a real innocent had crossed his desk. But if he was going to free her, he’d need some help, and he’d already realized it wasn’t going to come from the usual places.

      Jerry reached out for the dogs.

      The hot dog vendor leaned out past the cart and handed the two hot dogs to another man who shambled up to the cart behind them. The man’s unkempt beard, dirty clothes, and smudged skin proclaimed him as one of the many homeless people who prowled the streets of Denver looking for a handout. Jerry liked to be charitable to the homeless from a distance that did not involve any danger of ketchup stains. He motioned for his friend to move to the far end of the cart, as far away from the homeless man as possible.

      “Hi, Rufus,” said the hot dog vendor. “Running a bit late today?”

      “Just a little, boss. So many meetings to go to. Can’t hardly keep up with ’em all.”

      “I saved you two dogs, slightly charred, just the way you like them. Help yourself to the fixin’s.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Jerry noticed that the grungy man did not give the vendor any money.

      The hot dog vendor fixed a strangely intense gaze on Jerry. Feeling like a kid caught spitting paper wads at school, Jerry resisted the urge to squirm.

      The hot dog vendor quickly assembled two brats and handed them to Jerry. "Condiments are on the side of the cart. You can put whatever you want on your own brat. Did you want a drink to go with that? Chips? Okay, that'll be six fifty. Drinks are in the cooler over there. Choose whatever you like."

      He turned away from Jerry, as if dismissing him as unimportant.

      “You know who this hot dog guy reminds me of?” Mel asked suddenly. “You remember that cop who went ballistic on Peterson in court four years ago? What was that guy’s name?”

      “MacFarland,” said Jerry, squinting at the vendor, trying to discern what in the man might resemble the “Crazy Cop.” The hot dog vendor was about five foot nine inches tall, probably weighed in at one hundred eighty-five pounds. Even with the winter jacket on, Jerry could tell the man was rock solid, the kind of compact mass that could burst through walls. He had close-cropped hair, clean-shaven jaw, and piercing brown eyes. Still…

      “He was a good detective, but I’m pretty sure he was a lot bigger than this guy,” Jerry concluded. Privately, he added, Though I could use a guy like MacFarland right now.

      Mel smirked again. “Peterson was a good client. It wasn’t my case, but I wish it had been. The ADA handed that case on a platter to the defense. Screw up the chain of custody, problems with the prosecution...Hell, even a law student could have gotten him off.”

      Jerry smiled faintly. Peterson was rich, totally without scruples, willing to pay anything to get off and very, very good to his legal team. The Assistant District Attorney completely blew the case. Mismanaged chain of custody, lousy prosecution. When the jury came back with a not guilty decision, the cop went berserk. Leaped over the barrier and tried to choke Peterson.

      “You ever hire a private detective?” Jerry asked Mel, following an earlier line of thought.

      “Huh?” asked Mel.

      “The problem is, there’s a lot of evidence against her.”

      “Who?”

      “Freeman. Maureen Freeman! I told you…”

      “Yeah, yeah, the Freeman case.”

      “The police are convinced she’s guilty. I’m pursuing a couple of avenues, mostly dementia or incapacity arguments. But I don’t think I can get a doctor to really sign off on that. I need someone to find the real killer. I mean, if it wasn’t her, it’s got to be someone, right? I need someone who can do what the police can’t do. Find out who really killed Otto Freeman.”

      “Good luck with that! Admit it, Jerry, the woman probably did kill her husband. Didn’t you say it was her gun, with her prints on it? And the body was in their garage! I think you ought to plea-deal.”

      “Nope. I need to find a good private eye.”

      Mel laughed, wiping the last traces of mustard from his lips. “You might as well hire this hot dog seller, Jerry.” Mel laughed at his own joke. “Hey, I got to run. Thanks for the brat. I’ll see you later this week. Want to get some racquetball in?”

      Jerry shook his head. “Got too much going on. See you around, Mel.” Jerry finished his brat and sipped the last of his soda. The homeless man, Rufus, had piled his hot dogs with condiments and had retreated to eat his lunch over in the doorway of the nearby parking garage, out of the direct path of the wind.

      Jerry continued to stare at the vendor. The resemblance was uncanny. He tried to imagine the man in a suit.

      “Was there anything else, Mr. Baker?” the vendor asked pointedly.

      “How did you know my name? I never told it to you.”

      “Not all street vendors are complete idiots, Mr. Baker. Some of us are just as observant as the average defense lawyer.”

      Jerry felt his face heat up. Oh shit, you’ve got to be kidding. He tried to remember exactly how rude he and Mel had been, but couldn’t recall just what they said to him, or about him. C’mon, it wasn’t fair for a guy to expect to be treated politely if he dressed like a street vendor, right?

      To cover his embarrassment, Jerry stepped forward, extending his hand. He withdrew his hand when the vendor didn’t respond. “MacFarland! I knew it was you! You were that detective! Damn, whatever happened to you?” Jerry had a bright flash of insight. He lowered his voice. “Oh, I get it. You’re working undercover.”

      MacFarland glared at Jerry. “I’m not undercover, Mr. Baker. I’m a hot dog seller.”

      Feeling a bit befuddled, Jerry Baker started to turn to go to the courthouse. He stopped, turning back toward MacFarland. Maybe he could salvage his pride. “I was serious when I said I needed a detective, Mr. MacFarland.”

      When MacFarland made no comment, Baker hurried away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          MONDAY, NOVEMBER 30, 1210 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      A man and woman had been standing off to the side, out of Baker’s sight. As he walked hurriedly away, they approached. MacFarland smiled broadly at the woman. “Detective Pierson. How have you been?”

      “I’ve been pretty good, Mac. How are you doing?”

      MacFarland shrugged. “I’ve had better days, I’ve had worse days. I don’t complain about the day I’ve been given.”

      “Mac, this is Detective Benny Lockwood, the latest newbie the department has saddled me with. Lockwood, this is the guy I was telling you about, Mark MacFarland.”

      Detective Pierson gestured towards Baker, who by now was across Fourteenth Avenue and making his way towards the courthouse. Pierson smiled. “Have you met him before, Mac?”

      MacFarland smiled at Pierson, almost ignoring Lockwood. “No, never saw him before today. But when he paid for his bratwursts, he dropped his business card.” MacFarland pulled a card from his pocket, printed with gold embossed letters: Jerome Edward Baker, Attorney at Law.

      “I’ve seen him in court a couple of times,” said Pierson. “Defense lawyer.” She said it in a tone that implied people like Baker crawled around with the roaches.

      MacFarland couldn’t help staring at Cynthia Pierson. Sunlight poured through a break in the clouds accentuating the gold highlights in her red hair. She was a few inches shorter than MacFarland, a few years older, and, in his opinion, the most attractive cop on the force. She also scared the hell out of him, and had from the first day he became her partner more than ten years earlier. Even back then, she had a reputation for chewing up and spitting out new detectives. Surprisingly, they had been partners for almost five years.

      “So you have a new partner," observed MacFarland. He stared at Lockwood for a long moment. Lockwood was tall and lanky, a modern day Abraham Lincoln, with clothes designed for a more manly man. He had a long narrow jaw and deep set, nervous eyes that darted everywhere. His narrow mouth was tight-lipped, as though he were afraid words would escape his mouth and betray him. Lockwood shuffled and checked the plaza across the street for potential dangers. “I wonder how long this one will last,” said MacFarland.

      "They keep foiling my desire to work alone by assigning me really good partners,” said Pierson dryly. “I miss the days when I had an asshole for a partner."

      "Funny, but I don't miss it at all," said MacFarland.

      "Is that why you set up shop so near the courthouse? You are so transparent, Mac, it's positively frightening. Why don't you come back? I’m sure the Commander would put in a good word for you."

      MacFarland barked out a bitter laugh. "He’d prefer to still have me in jail."

      "It was only a contempt charge. Nothing really serious. Bob understood how you felt. Hell, most of us would have gladly changed places with you."

      MacFarland stopped cleaning up his cart and looked dourly at his former partner. "Aren't you forgetting that someone in the department screwed up the evidence files? One of our own, Cyn, helped get Peterson that not guilty verdict."

      The new guy, Lockwood, turned bug-eyed at that. Pierson noticed and frowned. “Lockwood, how about I meet you back at the station?”

      Lockwood seemed relieved for the excuse to leave. MacFarland could not tell if he was trying to get out of the cold or get away from the uncomfortable turn in the conversation.

      Pierson lowered her voice, but not her intensity. "You don't know whether that's true or not, Mac! It could just have been a natural mistake. Human error. There doesn't have to be a conspiracy to explain everything."

      MacFarland knew she was referring to his suspicions that Alison Wentworth had been paid off to lose the case. She hadn't stayed very long in the DA's office after that trial. She left Denver, but he wasn't sure where she had gone. Phoenix, perhaps? By the time she left Denver, he was lost in his drunken fog.

      "I know what I know," said MacFarland bitterly.

      "You don't know shit, Mac. Wake up, get over it. You are wasting your life out here. What are you doing? Selling hot dogs? For Christ sake, what a joke!"

      "I like being one of the invisible people," said MacFarland in a quiet voice.

      "The what?"

      "The invisible people. Those people that most of us don't pay any attention to. The ones who wait on us in restaurants, or the ones who pick up the garbage every Tuesday. The people we all pretend don't exist."

      "Nobody thinks like that, Mac. That's the booze talking. You're still wallowing in self-pity."

      MacFarland started pushing the cart again. "Yep, Cyn, that’s right. Wallowing, swimming, drowning. Told you, I'm not very good company these days."

      Pierson snorted. "You flatter yourself, asshole. You never were good company. But you were a good detective. You're letting that go to waste."

      "My values have changed, Cyn. Losing Nicole did that for me."

      She softened and put a hand on his arm. "What values, Mac? Talk to me."

      MacFarland shook his head. He couldn’t talk about it. He realized he was being an asshole, but it would have been easier to take a bullet to the chest than drag it all back out into the open.

      Pierson had difficulty looking at her former partner. "I don't know what went wrong with the trial, Mac. When we first indicted Peterson, it certainly looked like a slam dunk to most of us in the department. We had him dead to rights. But you have to keep in mind that even if there were no problems with the evidence, I think Peterson had the jury in his pocket. But guys like that eventually fuck up, Mac. Their arrogance puts them at a disadvantage. One of these days, we will get him."

      MacFarland stared at her without speaking for several awkward moments. "Who exactly is watching Peterson? Who is waiting for him to slip up, Cyn?"

      Pierson was silent. She couldn’t answer his question because he was right. No one was watching Peterson. MacFarland barked a short laugh and turned back to his cart. "That's what I thought. Peterson will get away with killing my wife and no one is going to do a damn thing to stop him. I think I have every right to be lousy company."

      MacFarland packed up his cart in silence. His truck and trailer were parked in a small private lot behind a house. He positioned the cart at the back of the trailer, then connected a cable to it.  Moving to the front of the trailer, he turned a winch, pulling the cart onto the trailer. He secured it to the trailer, then turned to face Pierson, who was silently watching him. "I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment to you, Cyn. You were—you are—a great partner. I miss working with you, but I don't miss the department. In fact, if you think about it, my not being there is probably a good thing."

      "How do you figure?" asked Pierson

      MacFarland unlocked his truck door and climbed in. "It's simple, Cyn. If I were still in the department, I would be using every resource at my disposal to bring that bastard down.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          MONDAY, NOVEMBER 30, 1720 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland pulled his truck and trailer into the driveway and parked behind the carports that served to shelter the apartment building's vehicles from Denver's changeable weather. He arrived home early enough to ensure that he had access to the trash-strewn strip of dirt and gravel. Normally he had no problems parking behind the carport, except when Harry Shamus in Apartment 16B parked his pickup truck back there. Harry did this, MacFarland was convinced, just to piss him off, since there were plenty of parking spaces closer to the building. Harry clearly knew that there were not many other places MacFarland could park his truck and hitch, except on the street in front of the building, and in this neighborhood, that wasn't a safe option. Way too much vandalism from local gangs. If MacFarland wanted to avoid parking on the street, he had to unhitch his trailer, park that in one space, then park his truck in another space. A lot more work.

      He climbed up the three flights of stairs to his apartment. It was only a studio apartment, about all he could afford. He probably could qualify for public assistance, but he had never found the time to apply. During the two years he had been a drunk, he hadn't even considered housing. Those had been his years on the street, a period of his life that he was glad was just a blurred, confused set of memories.

      As he opened the door to his apartment, he was surprised to find Stefanie sitting at what passed for his kitchen table. He’d forgotten that he had given Stefanie a key to the apartment when he moved into it a year earlier. For the past several months, they hadn’t been on very good speaking terms.

      "It's been more than a year and you still don't have any real furniture," she said as soon as he closed the door. MacFarland sighed. Apparently they still weren't on good speaking terms.

      "It's good to see you too, Stefanie," he replied, not looking at her as he set his unused product on the kitchen table. He sat on the opposite side of the table, the packages of hot dogs and buns serving as a barrier between them.

      Stefanie Cooper—Nicole's younger sister—sat with her hands crossed over her lap, wrinkling her nose disapprovingly at his apartment. Stefanie looked too perfect to be trapped in his apartment. Perfectly coifed hair, delicately arching eyebrows, full, pouty lips, almost like one of those models in a television cosmetics commercial. She was the exquisite rose, forced by rude circumstance to take root atop a heap of garbage.

      He glanced around, trying to see his apartment through her eyes. His less than diligent attacks with a mop had failed to eliminate the inexorable taint of feline urine, the leftover evidence of the former inhabitant, an old lady who had been evicted because she kept a cat zoo. And clearly the apartment lacked furniture. All he had was a card table, three folding chairs, a salvaged recliner chair that needed a repair, a floor lamp, a small bookcase that held his language CDs and a bunch of outdated cassettes, and a queen-sized mattress that rested on the floor. Most of his clothes were stuffed in the closet, in various boxes of assorted sizes.

      What Stefanie didn't notice, in all probability, was that there wasn't a single bottle of booze or any cans of beer anywhere in the apartment. That was the only thing that MacFarland really took any pride in, though it was a very tentative sort of pride.

      "I don't know how you can live like this, Mark," she said, ignoring his comment.

      "The hot dog business isn't exactly the money tree I had hoped it would be."

      "Who even buys hot dogs in the winter?"

      MacFarland shrugged, choosing to ignore the question. "To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?"

      Stefanie glanced around the room, shaking her head. "I came over to invite you to come over to our house for Christmas Dinner. The kids missed you at Thanksgiving. We'll be eating at four in the afternoon. If you want to come over earlier, you could watch football or something. I am sure Randy would enjoy your company."

      MacFarland seriously doubted that. Even when Nicole had been alive, Randy had never been particularly fond of MacFarland. Nor had MacFarland especially liked Randy, whose idea of forging friendship consisted primarily of snide comments about police brutality. Since Nicole’s death, Randy's attitude towards him had cooled by several more degrees.

      MacFarland gestured at the television, an old style tube model. "As you can see, I’m not much for watching television. But thank you for the invitation. I will consider it."

      The ensuing pause stretched into awkward silence. MacFarland was not uncomfortable with silence, but clearly Stefanie couldn't stand the concept. "We really do want you to come over, Mark. It's been way too long since you've seen the kids. They miss you."

      MacFarland could actually believe that. Ryan and Kaitlyn really did seem to enjoy his company, almost as much as he enjoyed being with them. Nicole had wanted to postpone children, then it had seemed like it was never the right time to bring children into the world. "Your job is so dangerous," she had once said. "What right do we have to bring children into the world if their father might someday get killed?"

      That argument never made sense to him. Unless he was hearing the wrong argument. Perhaps Nicole was actually saying, "I don't want to have your children.” Ryan and Kaitlyn represented the children that MacFarland felt were missing from his life. He had the sudden realization that he hadn't seen them in more than three years.

      "They must be getting big by now. I’m surprised that they even remember me."

      "Of course they remember you. You're their Uncle Mark. They talk about you all the time."

      Which, of course, wasn't true. MacFarland had interrogated enough people to know when a person was telling a lie. But he didn't point that out to Stefanie. What did it matter anyway? He knew that he would have to start all over with Ryan and Kaitlyn, re-establishing bonds that probably existed only in his imagination.

      Just as he would have to start all over with a lot of people. His father. His brother. Even his former partner.

      Stefanie had been there when he started to turn his life around. After all, she had helped him get this apartment, loaning him the money for the security and cleaning deposits. He at least owed her the decency to accept her invitation. "Okay, I'll be there. Is there anything I can bring?"

      Stefanie laughed, then stopped herself, self-consciously aware that MacFarland might take her laughter as derisive. "No, everything is taken care of. Just bring yourself, Mark. That's all I want."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          MONDAY, NOVEMBER 30, 1835 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      After Stefanie left, MacFarland put his product away, realizing that he had completely filled up his refrigerator. He definitely would have to get a second unit to store his product.

      He went over to his recliner and sat down. Normally, he would spend this time listening to his language lessons, but Stefanie’s visit had thrown him off schedule. He picked up the television tuner and turned on his old television. The television warmed up, giving rise to a sharp acrid smell that he found quite unpleasant. He didn’t think his television would last much longer. He flipped through the channel button until he found a station that was broadcasting news. Most of the time, the local news did not affect him, and he was happy to ignore it. This time, however, one story in particular caught his attention.

      "Neighbors were surprised Saturday morning when police arrived at the home of prominent businessman Otto Freeman, co-owner of Newsome Jewelry, who was found dead in the garage of his Sloan Lake residence. Freeman, who died from a gunshot wound to the head, was survived by his wife, Maureen Freeman. Mrs. Freeman was quoted saying that she thought her husband was away on a fishing trip and didn't even realize he was home. Police are investigating the circumstances of Mr. Freeman's death but had no comments on suspects or progress. However, a department spokesperson did describe Maureen Freeman as the primary suspect in the ongoing investigation."

      There was nothing particularly significant about the news report, yet something had set off a light in his mind. What was it? Then he realized this was the case that Jerry Baker had been talking about. Apparently Maureen Freeman was no longer simply a person of interest if she was a suspect.

      MacFarland continued to stare at the television screen, but he wasn't seeing the images that flashed across the screen. He was wondering why he had let his past slip by him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          TUESDAY, DECEMBER 1, 0900 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday started the same way the previous 532 days had started. Today was Day 533 of being sober, and he was thankful for that simple victory. He drove to the private parking lot across the street from his usual corner, unloaded his cart, and pushed it towards his favorite location. As he was setting up, he waved good morning to Jacinto Gomez, the vendor half a block away. Being closer to the U.S. Mint, Gomez tended to get more tourist business, while MacFarland got more business from the lawyers, jurors, and police officials who worked in the Detention Center and the Courthouse. While there were more jurors than tourists, the tourist crowd was a more dependable market. MacFarland and Jacinto had a friendly competition going as to who hustled the most business.

      It looked like neither of the two men would get a lot of business today. Grungy clouds staggered around the skies like hungover drunks, pissing moisture into the air. MacFarland expected a classic hit-and-run Denver drizzle would erupt by late afternoon, just in time to slick the streets for the evening commute. He opened up the umbrella in case the rain caught him by surprise. He just hoped that when the front moved in, it would do so gently.

      At nine o'clock, a little behind schedule, Rufus Headley shuffled up, two cups of coffee in his hands. "Good morning, boss," he said as he handed one of the cups to MacFarland.

      "Good morning, Rufus. Did you sleep under a roof last night?” MacFarland took the cup of coffee and pulled off the lid. He took several gulps, then put the lid back on. "Your dogs will be ready in just a few moments."

      "No hurry boss. They can't start the meeting without me.” Rufus pulled out a crushed pack of cigarettes and lit one that looked less sorry than the others. He once had been a tall man, but now he was slumped over, his skinny body hidden by layers of sweater and jacket. His untrimmed beard had bits of leaf in it, and his hair was desiccated tufts of bleached straw. Yet his eyes flashed with intensity, and his craggy face was crenellated with laugh lines. MacFarland remembered a spare hat at home, someplace in that messy closet of his, that he wanted to give to Rufus. Don't forget to bring it tomorrow, asshole! he chided himself. He knew it wouldn't match Rufus' faded green army jacket, but it would at least help keep his head warm.

      "I went down to the Creek with some of the boys last night,” Rufus said. “We made a fire until this lady cop ended our party. But she let us stay there, which was right decent of her. Didn't even tell us to go to the Mission."

      "The Mission was probably full," said MacFarland. "It usually is this time of year.” He grabbed one of the heated dogs and put it in a warmed bun, then handed it to Rufus.

      Rufus carefully snuffed out his cigarette, preserving what remained of it for later, and started to put relish and ketchup on the hot dog.

      "Gotta get my veggies," he joked. Always the same joke, but MacFarland laughed anyway. "Not cold enough for the shelters, man," mumbled Rufus between bites of the hot dog. "Just wait ‘til there’s snow on the ground."

      MacFarland prepared a second hot dog for Rufus. "We might get a touch of snow tonight, Rufus," he said. "Looks like rain this afternoon, and if the temperature drops much, it will get really unpleasant. Maybe you should consider going to one of the shelters."

      "Lotsa people more deserving than me, boss," said Rufus. "I wouldn't feel right takin’ a bed away from one of them.”

      MacFarland shook his head in resignation. "You're as deserving as anyone, Rufus. Don't ever forget that and don't let anyone tell you different.” He pulled a ten dollar bill out of his pocket and handed it to his friend. "Here's for coffee tomorrow, friend."

      Rufus pocketed the bill and smiled. "Right on, boss. By the way, what language you studying these days?"

      "Still working on Spanish," said MacFarland. "I'm hoping to be fluent by summer. When all the tourists from Mexico will be in Denver."

      "You could always go over to Park Hill, boss, and use your Spanglish there."

      MacFarland smiled. "And miss seeing all my friends over here? No, I think I’ll stay here. Try to stay warm tonight, Rufus. And stay out of trouble."

      "Always do, boss, always do."

      As MacFarland watched Rufus Headley amble away, he thought back to the day they first met. MacFarland was not sure exactly how long he had been too drunk to know which day was which, but he did remember getting eighty-sixed out of a bar on Colfax. The bouncer apparently knew that MacFarland had once been a cop, and he didn't have very many pleasant memories of Denver Police encounters, so he took out his frustrations on MacFarland. Rufus had found MacFarland lying in a sticky pool of blood in an alleyway behind a row of stores a block away from the bar. One of Rufus’ many assignments in Vietnam had been as a medic, and he used what few skills he retained to clean up MacFarland's wounds and cuts. They spent the night together, mostly for protection, since at that time the weather had been mild enough that sleeping outdoors was no great concern.

      When MacFarland had regained enough consciousness and sobriety to know what was going on, he thanked Rufus for his kindness, then told him to piss off. Rufus had smiled, said his usual polite "Anything you say, boss," and left.

      Two weeks later, they met up again. This time, it was a gang of black youths who were harassing MacFarland, and once more MacFarland was too drunk to even defend himself. It didn't require much more than Rufus to come along and tell the boys to go fuck themselves to stop the harassment. But when MacFarland woke up the next morning, knowing only that he had been involved in some vague altercation, Rufus told him a lurid tale of mass harassment and heroic rescue. When MacFarland finally told Rufus to piss off again, this time Rufus tried a different tactic. "No way, boss. You need me. Without me to look out for you, you're just gonna get your sorry ass in a major bind. I gotta stick around an’ watch over you."

      And for the next sixteen months, MacFarland and Rufus were practically inseparable.

      Then, one day, 533 days ago, MacFarland had decided to sober up. He left the streets, the park benches, and the alleys that had been his home and tried to make a fresh start. It was difficult. His first meeting at Alcoholics Anonymous was painful, but he stuck to it. He found the courage to reach out to Stefanie, the younger sister of his departed wife. Stefanie had tried to help him several times during the previous two years, but each time he had rebuked her, as he rejected everyone who tried to give him a hand. But this time he accepted her help.

      Stefanie located a small apartment, west of Broadway. It was primarily a working class neighborhood. She helped him get his truck back, re-establish his relationship with his bank, where he discovered quite to his surprise that he and Nicole had a joint account that he had been unaware of. Imagine that. At the time he hadn't given it much thought, but over the ensuing months, he had often wondered about that account.

      There wasn't a huge amount of money in the account, but certainly more than MacFarland had expected. Nearly eighteen thousand dollars. He invested half of it in his hot dog cart, obtained the necessary licenses and permits, and then set himself up as an independent businessman.

      Once he had what seemed like a quasi-dependable income stream, he set out to find Rufus Headley. Rufus had been pleased to see his former companion, even more pleased when he learned that MacFarland had been 95 days sober. But when MacFarland proposed that Rufus give up his homeless existence, the old Vietnam vet had become withdrawn. "Thank you, boss, but I don't think that's the life for me. I’m not sure I would be comfortable on a real bed, and the idea of four walls really frightens me, boss. I kinda like bein’ out where I can see the stars at night."

      "Rufus, I really want you to stay with me. Maybe not all the time. But when it's cold or when you have no place to go. I've got a real nice place right now, a studio. Just a mattress on the floor right now, so it's not really a bed. Think about it, man, think about it. Will you?"

      "Of course, boss, I'll keep it in mind. Always good to have a spare hidey-hole where you can get away from the enemy, you know? But I have me a real good place right now, on the South Platte. Nobody else knows about it, because I got it camouflaged. Even the kids can't find it. An’ it's really warm, even in the winter. I'm alright, boss. You don't gotta worry about me."

      But MacFarland did worry about him.

      All the time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          TUESDAY, DECEMBER 1, 1734 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      The drizzle started at about three in the afternoon. a light curtain of rain that veiled everything off in the distance. Fortunately there was no wind, but MacFarland decided to shut down his cart and head home. He checked with Gomez, who won their daily competition by about forty dollars. MacFarland didn't bother mentioning that he had given away at least that much in free food and cash to Rufus, a couple named Kirk and Gracie, a few others that MacFarland recognized but did not know, and a black man with the unlikely name of Bosworth. "Lord Bosworth, if you please!” That was why MacFarland rarely won their competition, since he felt an obligation to take care of his small coterie of homeless friends. Of course, MacFarland knew that Gomez had his own group of special people to take care of—his wife Francesca and a whole swarm of kids, none of whose names MacFarland was ever able to remember.

      The drizzle had turned into a heavy downpour by the time he pulled up to the parking space behind the garage. Fortunately it was still empty, so he drove in and parked. He sat in his truck for a few minutes, listening to the rain drumming on the roof of his truck. Days like this, he wished he had a garage in which to sequester his cart. Rain wouldn't do it too much damage, but even so, the more it was left out in the elements, the more worn out it became. Then he laughed at himself. "Here I’m thinking like an average middle class bloke, worrying about protecting my assets!" he said aloud. "I have come a long way."

      He bailed out of the truck and hurried around the carport towards his apartment.

      And stopped.

      Sagging on the lawn at the foot of the stairs that led up to his apartment were his mattress, card table and chairs, and piles of his clothes. Worst of all, his entire collection of language tapes, CDs, and books had been scattered over the sodden grass. Rain bounced off the CD covers and soaked into the soggy paperbacks.

      What the hell is going on?

      He grabbed one of the boxes that held his clothes and quickly salvaged as many of the tapes and CDs as he could. The books were already waterlogged, but perhaps they would dry out. He dumped them in the box, then carried it back to his truck. He made several more trips, trying to rescue his clothes and any other personal items that would fit in the cab of his truck.

      The mattress and other furniture were not worth saving, so he just left them where they soaked. The television had been unceremoniously dumped on its screen, and water was collecting inside of it. Clearly ruined, though he had to admit it was no great loss. He went up to his apartment where he found an eviction notice taped to the door. The landlord had already changed the lock, so he was unable to get inside.  All of his cooking supplies, his prize set of knives, everything related to his business, was still inside the apartment. Trying to contain his anger, he headed back downstairs and hurried over to the manager's office.

      The manager of the complex was not in. Of course. When was Mike Salazar ever in the office? The only person present was Shawna Jones, an attractive, young black woman who was often the only human face of management. As usual, Shawna had plugs in her ears and was bobbing to some hip hop beat.

      "Oh, Mr. MacFarland!" she said as he stepped through the door, pulling the plugs from her ears. "I am so sorry this had to happen to you! I tried to stop it, honest I did, but it was out of my control!"

      Clearly she knew he had been evicted, but the rest of her remarks were puzzling.

      "Why was I evicted?" he asked. "I’m current on paying my rent. And there has been no notice that I have violated the terms of my lease.”

      "I don't know anything about any of that, Mr. MacFarland. All I know is that Mr. Salazar got a call saying that you were a criminal—are you really a criminal?—and that you was supposed to be evicted. Some men showed up with a policeman and a court order saying it was okay to remove all your stuff. I’m so sorry it had to be on a day like today, I really am."

      "A court order? Who would have gotten a court order? Did Salazar go to court? Why didn't he talk to me first?"

      "I don't think it was Mr. Salazar's doing, Mr. MacFarland. I think the owners did this."

      "Owners? What owners? Doesn't Mike Salazar own this building?"

      "Oh, no, sir, he's just the manager. I don't know who the real owners are. I've never met them. Maybe they are in California or something."

      It was pretty clear to MacFarland that Shawna didn't really know much about what was going on. In fact, it looked like the entire eviction was timed so that anyone who might know anything at all was not available.

      "Well, I want my deposit back," insisted MacFarland.

      Shawna looked troubled and started biting her lip. "I will tell Mr. Salazar that you want it back, Mr. MacFarland. But I wouldn't count on it. The men who moved all your stuff said the apartment was pretty filthy and you would probably lose your deposit to pay for cleaning it up. But I’ll tell him anyway. You should get your deposit back, after what they did to you."

      MacFarland stood still for several moments, just staring at Shawna. Finally, muttering "Incredible!" he turned and headed back to his truck.

      He sat in his truck for nearly half an hour, just staring at the rain pouring down, trying to figure out what his next steps should be. He noticed that most of his kitchen supplies had not been with the rest of his possessions. He wasn't sure how he would cook tomorrow’s hot dogs and brats without his pans and racks. He wondered if they were still in the kitchen, and he even considered breaking into the apartment to see if they were there. After all, they were his belongings.

      Shaking his head, he put a CD into the player and drove off.

      MacFarland drove around for about an hour. The rain finally stopped. The headlights of cars glistening on the wet pavement seemed almost festive, but MacFarland was not in a festive mood. Where should he go? He supposed he could find a motel and spend the night there. He drove towards Lincoln and turned north. When he arrived downtown, he turned east on Colfax. Once he passed East High School, he began to look out for a motel. Finally, after another twenty or thirty blocks, he pulled into a parking lot of the Colfax Inn and went to the office to register.

      "You can't park that in the lot," said the manager, gesturing out the window at his truck and trailer.  "You'll take up too many of my spaces. I got a business to run here, you know."

      There was only one other car in the lot—probably the manager’s. MacFarland didn't think the motel would be filling up, but who knew, maybe miracles did happen every day on Colfax.

      "How about if I disconnect the trailer and put it in a separate space?"

      The manager squinched up his mouth, given the difficulty of the decision processes going on in his brain. "How about another ten bucks for the extra space?"

      MacFarland scowled but pulled out another bill and dropped it on the counter.

      The manager slipped the ten dollar bill in his pocket and handed a key to MacFarland. "Room 202.”

      MacFarland went outside, unhooked his trailer, and then parked in the empty space next to it.

      As he climbed into bed later that night, he wondered idly what else could go wrong in his life. Then he remembered that he was supposed to go to an AA meeting this evening.

      It was the first meeting he had skipped in over seventy-two weeks. Is this how your life falls apart, he asked himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 2, 0800 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      When dawn broke, MacFarland just lay in bed, staring into the dark shadows of the unfamiliar room. He had no product to prepare. He estimated that he still had about one hundred dollars’ worth of product in his apartment. Well, that’s lost, he thought. Besides, how would I cook it?

      There seemed to be no point in getting out of bed. After a few minutes, however, guilt and shame drove him to get up and head for the shower.   He found an elfin bar of soap and some cheap shampoo and he spent a lot of time soaping himself and scrubbing his hair. He didn't have any of his other toiletries, so he couldn't shave or even brush his teeth. He would have to go shopping pretty soon, he decided. He wanted to extend his stay at the motel, but he didn't have enough cash to cover any more than one more night. He would have to go to the bank and see if he could get some money out of his nearly empty savings account.

      As much as he didn't want to make the call, he knew he had to contact Stefanie. She had invited him over for Christmas dinner, he reminded himself. Perhaps this meant that she would be more willing to help him. Not that she wouldn't be willing to do whatever she could. But for some unknown reason, he and Stefanie always found themselves confronting one another. He attributed their frequent tussles to her petty concern for propriety. She claimed it was because he was so stubborn. "I'm not stubborn," he would say. "I just have values."

      He postponed the call for as long as he could. Finally, after going to the nearby Walgreens, and after getting some money from his bank, he found that he had run out of excuses. He pressed her number on his phone and waited for her to answer.

      "What's up, Mark? This isn't a very good time to call. I've got to take the kids to school."

      He hesitated only a fraction of a second. "Stef, I've got some problems. I need your help."

      There was a brief moment of silence on the other end. "What sort of problems?"

      "I've been evicted from my apartment."

      "What? Haven't you been paying the rent? Were you late? Are you drinking again, Mark?"

      "No, I'm not drinking! And I wasn’t late."

      "Tell me the truth, Mark. You know how I hate lying."

      "Damn it, Stef, I’m telling the truth. I haven't touched a drop in almost two years."

      "So why did you get evicted?"

      "God, I have no idea! There was no notice, no warnings. I just got home yesterday and there was all my stuff, sitting out on the back lawn, getting soaked."

      "When did they put it out? When it was raining?"

      "It probably wasn't raining when they put it out," he said, not able to keep the annoyance out of his voice. Leave it to Stefanie to focus on the most trivial part of a problem. "Who cares when they put it out? The result is the same. They kicked me out of my apartment.”

      "Don't snap at me, Mark! I am just trying to understand what is going on. People don't just get evicted, not unless they've broken the terms of their lease or done something wrong. You know you're not the most responsible person on this planet."

      MacFarland tried to control his temper. "I haven't done anything wrong. I haven't violated my lease, Stefanie. I don't know why they evicted me. The Goddamn manager wasn't there, just some poor twit who didn't know squat about what was going on. If I want to find out anything, I have to get hold of the manager. Let me get my hands on him, and I will get some answers."

      "Don't do anything stupid, Mark. You can't afford any more trouble."

      "Who the fuck cares? How can things get any more worse than they are now?"

      Stefanie ignored his outburst. "So what are you going to do now? Where are you? Did you sleep in your truck last night?"

      "No, I am staying at the Colfax Inn for the night. I think I can afford to stay here one more night."

      "And then what?"

      MacFarland hesitated. He hated asking anyone for help, especially Stefanie. He also knew that Randy would not appreciate Stefanie helping him. Well, fuck Randy, thought MacFarland. I’m desperate.

      "I need a place to stay, Stef," he finally said.

      Silence. Then Stefanie said hesitantly, "You know I want to help you, Mark. Maybe I could go talk to the Manager, pay the rent. There's got to be something that we can do."

      "I already paid the fucking rent for this month, Stef. How many times do I have to say that? Aren't you listening to me?”

      Why had he even bothered calling? Every conversation with Stefanie ended up this way. He had often gotten the same response from Nicole. He always suspected that just because they had college degrees, and he didn't, they felt they were superior to him. Neither of them had ever said so to his face, but a certain tone of voice conveyed more than words.

      There were times when he thought it too.

      "Don't you have friends you can stay with?" asked Stefanie.

      MacFarland rolled his eyes, thankful that she couldn't see him. "Most of my friends are homeless, Stefanie. Or are you suggesting that I go back and live on the street?"

      "No, no, I wasn't suggesting anything of the sort," said Stefanie hastily. "It's just I don't know what to say, Mark. We don't have any room here, though if you needed to, you could spend a night or two on the couch."

      "Don't you have a basement?" MacFarland asked. "I could put a cot down there."

      "I don't think that would be such a good idea," replied Stefanie hesitantly. "I am not sure that Randy would be too happy with you here. You know, around the kids."

      MacFarland was taken aback by her comment. "What, because I was a drunk? You think that I might get drunk around the kids or something? For Christ's sake, Stef, what kind of an asshole do you think I am?"

      "I don't know, Mark. Let me talk it over with Randy and see what we can do."

      "Don't bother, I'll find somewhere else to stay. A park bench would be more inviting that your place!"

      He disconnected the phone and threw it on the bed. It was only when he found himself looking around the room, hoping to find a bottle of Scotch that he realized just how upset he really was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 2, 1000 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      There was only one recourse open to MacFarland. He had to locate Salazar and find out directly from the source why he was evicted. Salazar didn't live in the apartment building he managed. MacFarland wished he had known that before he rented the apartment. He harbored an innate suspicion of absentee landlords.

      He would be able to get an address for Salazar if he could get access to a computer. Unfortunately, all of his possessions were either sold off or were in storage. He didn't know what had been put into storage and had never had the motivation to find out. He wasn't even sure he knew where the key to the storage unit was. Then he realized he didn't even know where the storage unit was located. Hopefully that was a piece of information that Stefanie could provide to him.

      That is, she could if she ever talked to him again.

      There was one place where he could get access to a computer. He headed west on Colfax until he found the combination bar and coffee shop that he was looking for.

      The owner of Her Bar, Jody B, looked like a biker chick. 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. She was sporting a tee shirt with two women kissing and the caption, “I’m not gay but my girlfriend is.” In this part of Denver, sexual diversity was quite common.

      "Hi Mac, it's been a while since you've been here," said Jody B.

      "I've been trying to stay open seven days a week, though I have been reconsidering being out on Sundays. The only thing that keeps me there is that my friends need to eat every day. I don't make much money on Sunday, but at least I feel I'm performing a civic purpose."

      Jody B laughed. "You won't get rich with that attitude, Mac. What can I get you?"

      "Well, coffee and a favor. Do you have a computer I can use?"

      Jody B poured a cup of coffee and placed it on the counter in front of him. She got a container of half and half and placed it next to the coffee. "Sure. You can use mine. Doing anything illegal?"

      "As a matter of fact, I am. I need to access the DMV database."

      Jody B raised her eyebrows as she reached under the counter and pulled out her Mac laptop. It was an impressive machine. MacFarland should have expected that. Jody B was never satisfied with mediocrity. "I'll pretend I didn't hear that. Will they be able to trace it back to my computer?"

      MacFarland shook his head. "I know how to cover my tracks. Don't worry, you won't get burned."

      "I'm not worried, Mac. I've done a lot more serious things than hack into the motor vehicle database. Let me know if you want more coffee."

      It took MacFarland almost half an hour to get into the database. He had only limited use of computers since he had sobered up, so he had to experiment more than he expected to. But finally he found himself inside the DMV database. He typed in Mike Salazar's name. He stared at the numerous entries that popped up on the screen. None of them seemed right. Then he tried entering the name Miguel Salazar. An even longer list of names appeared. But this time, he saw an entry that included the model and year of car that he had seen Salazar drive. He pulled out a small notebook and jotted down Salazar's address.

      Salazar lived in Littleton, a suburban community south of Denver. MacFarland thanked Jody B for the use of her computer, paid for his coffee and left an overly generous tip, then hopped into his truck and headed south. Half an hour later, he was parked in front of Salazar's house. He went up to the front door and knocked loudly.

      The door opened a crack and a woman peered out. "Can I help you?" she asked.

      "I'm looking for Mike," he said.

      "Oh, you missed him. He went to the property he manages downtown. I’m sure you can find him there. Do you need the address?"

      No, he didn’t need the address. He knew it quite well. He cursed himself for not going to his former apartment building first, but he had assumed that Salazar would avoid the apartment building. As his old boss, Bob Chamberlain, would always say, if you assume something…

      After another twenty minutes, he was back downtown. He drove to his former residence and parked his truck on the street. As he entered the office, he smiled at Shawna Jones, who was sitting at the receptionist desk. Shawna's had the look of a startled woodland animal, and as she glanced towards the back of the office, MacFarland saw Salazar hurrying towards the back door. Years of police training kicked in, and MacFarland leapt in pursuit. Salazar had nearly slithered out the door when MacFarland caught up with him, grabbing his shoulder and pulling him back into the office.

      "Where are you going in such a hurry, Salazar?" he demanded.

      "Don't hurt me!" said Salazar as he shrank back against the wall. Salazar was a weasel of a man, with a weasel face and weasel moves. He scurried as far away as he could.

      "I'm not going to hurt you, Salazar. I just want some answers."

      Salazar shook his hand at Shawna. "Call the police!" he yelled.

      MacFarland grabbed Salazar by the front of his shirt. "Answer my questions, Salazar, and I will be out of here. Now, why did you evict me?"

      Salazar tried to pull himself out of MacFarland's grasp. When he couldn't pull himself loose, he tried to shrink back, his hands like claws scratching defensively. "It wasn't me," he said
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