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            ABOUT THE QUIBBLING QUARTET

          

        

      

    

    
      The New Caldonia Quartet always had problems getting along with each other. Arguments over what music to play, how to interpret it, who should get the most center stage time, even what costumes to wear plagued them ever since the four members came together to form the group. At an attempt at a friendly meeting of some of the members of the group, Paula Gurley, a friend of the talented viola player Suzanne Cousins, dies. The group finds itself under intense scrutiny. When the police come and arrest Suzanne Cousins, it looks like the group will split up.

      Detective Cynthia Pierson needs MacFarland’s help. She knows Paula Gurley’s mother, and wants the case solved. But she doesn’t think the detective assigned to investigate the case will do a good job.

      At first MacFarland is resistant. But when he learns that the man who messed up the evidence chain of custody in his wife’s death has been assigned to this case, he has all the reason he needs to look into Paula Gurley’s death.

      Besides, it gives him a chance to work with Detective Pierson. The only obstacle is the Quibbling Quartet itself. It’s members don’t seem to be cooperative. What do they have to hide?
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      HOT DOG DETECTIVE NOVELS
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      The Crying Camper – Case 3

      The Desperate Druggie – Case 4

      The Eager Evangelist – Case 5
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      The Groping Gardener – Case 7

      The Harried Hairdresser – Case 8

      The Impetuous Intruder – Case 9

      The Jaded Jezebel – Case 10

      The Kitchen Khemist – Case 11

      The Lazy Lawyer – Case 12

      The Morose Mistress – Case 13

      The Naughty Neighbor – Case 14

      The Obnoxious Oilman – Case 15

      The Paranoid Patient – Case 16

      The Quibbling Quartet – Case 17

      The Remorseful Rafter – Case 18
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      The Unselfish Uncle – Case 21

      The Vacillating Vigilante – Case 22
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      That Time the Vampire Worked the Day Shift

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Get a Free Hot Dog Detective Novella!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Jovial Juror Cover]
          
        

      

      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?

      
        
        Click here to get this novella now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          TUESDAY, APRIL 3, 1620 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      One of Suzanne Cousins' passions included a love of tea. Some of her more intimate friends had more critical terms for the young woman's love of tea. Descriptions that included “zealous” or  “impressive,” and less kindly, “extreme.” After all, she had more varieties of tea in her house than most tea shops carried. She had a least two dozen teapots, a score of tea cozies, and an entire library devoted to teas of the world.

      "There are eight thousand varieties of tea," she often said. "I have barely scratched the surface. I only have a hundred and twenty varieties."

      Suzanne glanced over at her best friend, Paula Gurley. "I can't believe it, Paula! I'm all out of Lapsang Souchong! I know that's your favorite. How could I be out of it?"

      Paula didn't dare admit that she couldn't really tell the difference between Lapsang Souchong from any other black tea. The only reason she kept selecting that variety when she visited her friend was that it reminded her of Lhasa Apso dogs. When confronted with so many choices, Paula just found it easier to focus on one. And since that choice seemed to please Suzanne, it was a win all around as far as Paula was concerned.

      "How about some Golden Monkey?" asked Suzanne. "Golden Monkey Organic Tea is Alex's favorite. It's a black tea, a bit more delicate than Lapsang Souchong, but I think you'll like it. It's strong, but not bitter."

      "Sure, I'll try it," said Paula. "How can I help?"

      Suzanne smiled. "Making tea is not as simple as brewing coffee. Each tea requires a different temperature of water to bring it out to perfection. It's easier if I just make up the three teas."

      Paula knew better than to interfere with Suzanne's tea ceremonies. Suzanne put as much enthusiasm into prepping her teas as she did in playing the violin or the viola.  She stood helplessly watching Suzanne monitor kettles of water heating on the stove.

      Suzanne gestured towards the living room. "Why don't you just keep Matt company?"

      Paula smiled grimly, choosing to ignore Suzanne's clumsy attempt at matchmaking. She had met Matt Flagle several times in the past and had not found him particularly interesting. She nodded in resignation and headed into the living room to join Matt and Alex Banner, Suzanne's boyfriend and a fellow member of the New Caldonia Quartet. Alex was one of the two violinists in the group. At least she got along with Alex, so she wasn't being condemned to purgatory.

      Alex and Matt were in a heated discussion about the prospects of the Colorado Rockies in their upcoming season. Paula wasn't interested in baseball and blocked out most of the conversation.

      Suzanne came into the living room carrying a tray with three teapots and three cups. "Are you guys still talking baseball? You know, the Rockies are going to do the same as they always do. Win all the individual awards for great players and blow up during the playoffs. They're so frustrating."

      "It's a new season," said Matt. "I am very optimistic this season."

      "Enough of baseball. Okay, Matt, here's your tea. Anastasia Black Tea. Please don't ruin it with milk." She poured his tea into a cup and handed it to him.

      Matt smiled and picked up the little metal pitcher of milk and poured it into the cup of tea.

      'Oh, you're disgusting," laughed Suzanne. "Alex, here's your Golden Monkey. This is a black tea from Yunnan, Paula. It's quite strong. I think you'll like it as much as Alex does."

      Alex looked over at Paula and smiled. "It is a good tea," he said.

      "It's an excellent tea," said Suzanne. "As for me, today I'm having a Kenyan Black Dryer Mouth tea."

      "Dryer Mouth?" asked Matt. "Is that some kind of an African snake?"

      "No, it refers to the dryer used in preparing the tea. Oh...you're just being a smartass! Meanie!"

      The others laughed at Suzanne's grave demeanor, then laughed even louder when she began to blush. "It's okay, sweetheart, we know how seriously you take your tea. It's one of the things I find so delightful about you."

      Alex and Suzanne took time to end their tiff with a prolonged kiss. Matt glanced over at Paula, who looked away, then gulped down most of her tea.

      Alex left his tea on the table and leaned back. "So Matt, tell me about this lunch gig you have for us."

      "It's this Thursday, at a local restaurant for their lunch crowd. If they like you, we might be able to get some evening work, if you guys are willing to do it."

      Alex shrugged. "Suzanne and I can't answer for Freddy and Martin, but we can see how it goes. What's the restaurant?"

      "I'll email all of you the address," said Matt. He pulled out his phone and punched in some information. "There, done. Get there early, since it's hard to get parking downtown with all of the construction going on."

      Suzanne looked over at Paula. "Paula, you should come with us. We can all eat lunch downtown. You're coming too, aren't you Matt?"

      "If course I'll be there," said Matt, a quick glance over at Paula to gage her reaction.

      Paula didn't have a reaction. Instead, she was staring blankly ahead of her, her eyes glassy and unfocused. She appeared to be dizzy, unable to maintain her posture in the chair.

      "Paula, are you alright?" asked Suzanne.

      Paula didn't answer. She began to have trouble breathing. Her face turned ashen, then became bright pink. She leaned groggily in her chair and, as the other three watched in horror, she began to convulse, then started choking on her own vomit.

      "Call 9-1-1," yelled Suzanne. "Help her!"

      Paula fell out of the chair and landed on the floor, her body shaking wildly. Alex tried to open her mouth to keep her from choking as Matt called for an ambulance.

      "What's happening to her?" asked Suzanne>

      "I don't know," yelled Alex. "Matt, watch out!"

      Matt, alarmed and shocked by Paula's episode, tried to get up to help her, but tripped over the coffee table on which sat the pots of tea. The table tipped over and all of the objects on top of the table crashed to the floor.

      "Sorry! Sorry!" yelled Matt. "Oh, God, how did this happen?"

      "Where's that ambulance?" asked Alex. "If it doesn't get here soon, I'm afraid she's going to die."

      "She can't die!" Suzanne looked around her in desperation. "I won't let her die!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          THURSDAY, APRIL 5, 0730 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Mark MacFarland found it difficult to move around the kitchen. "Come on! I've got to get my cart ready!"

      "Sorry, Mac," said Benny Lockwood, trying to get a coffee cup from the kitchen cabinet. "I thought you'd already be downtown."

      "I should have been," grumbled MacFarland, attempting to circle Lockwood. Then he had to wait as Deanna Sparks leaned over, peering intently in the refrigerator.

      "Don't you have any eggs?" she asked.

      "The other refrigerator," said MacFarland, a little less gruffly. "This is where I store my product. The other refrigerator is for the house."

      "That refrigerator has a lot of hot dogs in it too." Deanna bit her lip as she peered into the refrigerator.

      "I had to stock up," said MacFarland. "I needed to replenish my supplies. Why did I go to LA for such a long time?"

      "You had obligations," said Pierson, coming into the kitchen. She looked around at the three people in her kitchen. "Why are you so late?"

      "I don't have Rufus here to help me," complained MacFarland. "I also didn't expect to find two extra people in the kitchen."

      "We gave you time," said Lockwood. "Not our fault if you over-slept."

      "Who could sleep with all the noise coming from the guest room?"

      Deanna laughed. "We didn't make that much noise, Mac. Not unless you were listening at the door. Or were you?"

      "No way! What kind of a person do you think I am? I've just had problems adjusting to the change in time zones."

      "It's only an hour difference," said Pierson, pushing her way past Lockwood towards the coffee pot. "Lockwood, move your butt."

      MacFarland finally carried the last of his product trays out to his cart. He loaded everything in, secured it for the drive downtown, and then went back into the kitchen for one last check to make sure he hadn't forgotten anything. Or had he gone in just to see Deanna one more time?

      He stared at her sitting at the table. He hadn't had a chance to talk to her alone since he had returned to Denver. She had an oval face framed by waves of dark, cascading hair, normally a wide-open smile, and wide-spaced eyes that sparkled brightly. At five feet three, she was petite, compact, and usually bubbled with energy. And while her hair still framed her oval face, her normal broad smile was replaced with a rather constant frown. Had she lost her spirit of joy because of the accident that had forced her off the road? Or was she dissatisfied with her relationship with Lockwood? He wished he could get her alone and talk to her privately. He remembered the last time they had been alone...she had made her feelings for him quite clear at that time.

      Unfortunately, he had to go to Los Angeles. The timing of that trip had ruined his chances with her.

      Reluctantly, he headed back out to his truck, pulled it out of the garage, and hooked up his hot dog wagon. The drive downtown took longer than usual, since he was now caught in rush hour traffic. He pulled up to his corner on Elati Street, then stared in surprise. There was a small hot dog cart already at his corner. He put his truck in park and jumped out, running over to the man standing near the cart.

      "What are you doing here?" demanded MacFarland.

      The man looked up. "Selling hot dogs."

      MacFarland tried to control his temper. "This is my corner. I've been here for several years."

      "Oh, you must be MacFarland. Yeah, the guy across the street said you used to be here. Well, too bad. You weren't here this week, so I'm here instead." The man laughed. "On your feet, lose your seat, so to speak."

      MacFarland considered his options, realized violence was out of the question, then got back into his truck. He ignored the cars behind him on Elati, impatiently honking their horns. MacFarland waited until it was safe, then drove his truck across 14th Avenue and pulled into the plaza between the Lindsey-Flanigan Courthouse and Van Cise-Simonet Detention Center. He unhooked his cart, positioned it near the intersection, then drove his truck over to the parking lot. When he finally returned to his cart, he began to set it up, taking frequent opportunities to glare across the street at the usurper who had stolen his corner. The usurper responded with several hand gestures that conveyed his own opinion quite clearly.

      MacFarland was pleased as the morning progressed and he began to get a lot more customers than the man who had stolen his location.

      It was just before noon when MacFarland noticed an unlikely group crossing 14th Avenue coming towards him. One of the men was lugging a cello, while the other three people were carrying violin cases. They crossed the street and sat on a bench a few feet from his cart. The man carrying the cello seemed quite perturbed.

      "Couldn't you have parked in the parking garage under the shopping plaza?" he demanded.

      "I'm sorry, Freddy, I didn't realize there was a parking garage there."

      "Yeah, but you only have a violin to carry. Try going ten blocks with this on your back."

      "I said I was sorry. Matt gave us the wrong parking place for this gig." Alex sat down on the bench next to Freddy. "Let's take a breather."

      Suzanne and Martin both sat down. "What happened to the gig? Did we go to the wrong restaurant?" asked Suzanne. "I told you we should have just cancelled this gig. It's too soon after Paula's death for us to be out playing."

      Martin shook his head. "We must have gotten it wrong. Wasn't Matt supposed to meet us? The whole thing is screwed up."

      "I think getting out and playing is the best medicine for us, Suzanne," said Alex. "Keeping busy is better than sitting around moping and grieving."

      MacFarland listened to the four musicians with interest. Sometimes other people's problems made your problems seem less consequential. This, however, sounded more serious. Someone had died recently? He found himself in agreement with the person who urged activity. "Mix-up on your engagement?" he asked. "How about some hot dogs and bratwursts to make up for the missed appointment?"

      Suzanne looked dubious, but MacFarland waved her over. "No charge. Consider it my contribution to the arts," said MacFarland.

      Alex smiled, and held his hand out for Suzanne. "That's a generous offer, sir, and we will gladly take you up on it, but rest assured that we can still afford to pay." Soon the four members of the quartet were surrounding the cart, placing their orders.

      "What's the name of your group?" asked MacFarland.

      "The New Caldonia Quartet," said Freddy Schloss. "We play at weddings and bar mitzvahs, if you have either coming up."

      MacFarland smiled. "Pretty sure I don't have anything like that in my future. But let me know when you do get the gig at the restaurant and I will come and listen to you."

      "You can listen to us now," said Alex, a smile on his face. "How about it?" he asked the other three members of the quartet.

      Suzanne was the first to respond. "Sure, why not?"

      The quartet began to set up around the park bench. MacFarland prepared to enjoy music in the park and didn't notice the police officer approaching him. The officer tapped him on the shoulder. MacFarland turned around, smiling. "What can I get for you, officer?" he asked.

      "You can get your cart out of here," said the police officer. "Vendors are not allowed to set up in this area."

      MacFarland looked around. "Really?"

      The officer nodded. "Really. Move it out of here, buddy, or I'm writing a ticket."

      "I need to get my truck," said MacFarland. "It will take me a few minutes to get it. Would you mind watching my cart while I get it? You can have a free lunch while you're here."

      "Are you trying to bribe me?"

      MacFarland smiled. "No, I'm trying to make sure that no one robs me while I go get my truck."

      "Okay, make it quick."

      MacFarland started to walk across the plaza towards the parking lot. The police officer yelled at him to hurry up. As MacFarland quickened his step, the New Caldonia Quartet began playing. MacFarland smiled when he heard the music.

      It was Flight of the Bumblebee. What could be more appropriate music to urge him on?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          FRIDAY, APRIL 6, 0600 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland was not going to make the same mistake twice. On Friday morning, he was awake long before sunrise, long before Pierson, Lockwood, and Sparks were up and about. He had his wagon provisioned and ready to go by five-thirty.

      He arrived at the corner of Elati and 14th long before his erstwhile competitor. Gloating with self-satisfaction, he positioned his cart, parked his truck, and then set up his cart all before six o'clock.

      And then waited.

      There were few customers at that hour. MacFarland, feeling bored, hurried across the street, rummaged through his truck until he found his CD player and a language lesson. He didn't even look at what language it was, but grabbed what he could and raced back to his cart. When he got back to his cart, he plugged in his CD to the cart's power supply, put his headphones on, and settled back to a lesson on Punjabi.

      Punjabi? Where was that spoken? He looked at the CD case. Oh, India. Okay, that was good. He wondered how many people spoke Punjabi in the world? He began his studies, focusing on pronunciation and simple phrases. And while the weather was cold, MacFarland felt a feeling of contentment spreading through his body. This was how he had started his hot dog business...studying foreign languages while he waited for customers to show up at his cart.

      The first customers of the morning emerged from the parking garage at six-thirty. They were court employees, and several of them grabbed a cup of coffee and some of the Danish that MacFarland had for sale. A couple of them even commented that they had missed him the past several weeks and were glad that he was back.

      "It's good to be back in Denver," said MacFarland. He and Rufus had spent several weeks in Los Angeles, initially to attend a court proceeding regarding the Que Sanh Trust Agreement that Rufus Headley had signed when he was in the army serving in Vietnam, then subsequently to help one of Rufus’ childhood buddies who had been accused of murder.

      MacFarland expected the usurper to arrive at any moment, but several hours passed with no sign of the individual. At nine o'clock, Sidney Morgan set his cart up across the street. He waved at MacFarland and yelled, "Glad to see you back at your corner! We missed you!"

      MacFarland wondered who "we" referred to, then realized that Morgan was probably referring to Jacinto Gomez, who operated a Mexican food cart on the corner of 14th and Delaware. He looked in that direction, but Gomez hadn't yet arrived at his corner. MacFarland looked forward to seeing his other friend again.

      There were vey few customers. It was not surprising that the interloper had so quickly abandoned this corner. So far, MacFarland had spent more on gas getting downtown than he had earned in sales.

      At least he had his language CDs!

      He looked up and down the streets and across to the plaza. There didn't seem to be any potential customers anywhere nearby. He set his headphones on his cart and crossed the street to visit with Sidney Morgan. The ex-rocket scientist who had been laid off from Lockheed Martin years earlier smiled as MacFarland came over to his cart. Sidney, while a competitor of MacFarland's, served a classier form of hotdogs. While MacFarland sold plain and simple hot dogs, Morgan sold Seattle dogs, Tijuana dogs, Bagel dogs, Coney Island dogs...the list went on and on. Of course, customers paid a lot more for Morgan's dogs than for MacFarland's dogs. On the other hand, Morgan didn't have the personalities of MacFarland and Rufus Headley to draw customers in. At least, that was the way MacFarland saw it.

      Unfortunately, MacFarland didn't have the personality of Rufus around either. Rufus was still in Los Angeles, going to Disneyland.

      "How was Los Angeles?" asked Morgan. "Where's Rufus?"

      "It's big. There is always a lot of traffic. At least here in Denver, you can avoid the real bottlenecks. As for Rufus, he remained in LA so he could go to Disneyland."

      "Was your trip successful? Didn't you go there because of Rufus' court case?"

      "That was the main reason. He sort of won the case. I guess that's why he's celebrating with a visit to Disneyland. As for me, I also got involved in solving a murder mystery."

      Sidney Morgan smiled. "Why am I not surprised? I can't understand why the Denver Police don't rehire you. You're a great detective."

      MacFarland smiled. "Thanks for the words of encouragement, but I think I like my life better out here on the street."

      Morgan nodded. "When I first started this business, I was really resentful. I had gone from being an engineer designing space vehicles to being without a job. The hot dog cart was a fluke, a shot in the dark. I thought only losers ran this kind of a business."

      MacFarland was surprised by Morgan's comment. "Did you regard me as a loser? I had my hot dog cart out here before you did."

      Morgan looked sheepish. "As a matter of fact, yes, I thought you were a loser, Mac. I knew that you had been an alcoholic, so operating the hot dog stand--you had a small, hand-pushed cart then, didn't you?--was probably a step up for you, but for me it was a step down."

      "Do you still feel that way?" asked MacFarland feeling a bit crushed.

      Morgan laughed. "Absolutely not! I'm my own boss, I set my own hours, I don't have to worry about government contracts or stupid bureaucratic red tape. I do fairly well, financially. And quite honestly, I’ve changed my opinion about you. You really are a winner.”

      "You don't make as much as you did when you were with Lockheed, do you?"

      "Hell, no. But when I was there, I was putting in sixty to seventy hours a week and getting nothing out of it. I couldn't talk about my work at home, I didn't see my family much. Now, I determine my own hours. When my daughter is home, she often comes down here and keeps me company. And, I get to read a lot." He pulled out his Kindle reader and waved it for effect.

      MacFarland smiled. "I've taken up my language tapes again. It's lonely without Rufus around."

      "When's he coming back?"

      "I have no idea," said MacFarland. "I hope it's soon. I've got Detective Lockwood and his girlfriend staying with us. It's like having unwanted relatives move in with you."

      "It can't be too bad. Don't you live in Detective Pierson's house? Besides, isn't Lockwood's girlfriend that woman you were dating? Sounds to me like that's the real problem."

      "Naw, that has nothing to do with it," insisted MacFarland. He headed back to his own cart, wondering how a rocket scientist could be so naïve about human relations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          FRIDAY, APRIL 6, 1910 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland got home and had to unload his cart by himself. This job was a lot easier when he only had a push-cart to unload. Now he had six different storage bins to clean, a set of rollers, a grill, and nearly a dozen containers. This task was a lot easier when he shared it with Rufus.

      Why was he complaining so much? He knew the answer.

      He missed having Rufus around.

      Pierson, Lockwood, and Deanna Sparks all came into the house at about the same time.

      "Did you take Deanna out on a case with you?" asked MacFarland.

      Both Pierson and Lockwood looked at him in confusion. "Of course not," said Pierson.

      "I was out shopping," said Deanna. "I need my clothes, I need my toiletries. I only have--never mind, that's probably more information than you need."

      "I didn't really think she was working on a case," said MacFarland. "Though it would be good if you made some progress on finding the guy who drove you off the road."

      "I'm beginning to think that it was just a sleepy truck driver," said Deanna. "I mean, his driving was quite erratic. Maybe I over-reacted."

      MacFarland was puzzled. While he couldn't be sure that the incident wasn't just an accident, he still thought the driver should be located and held accountable for his reckless driving. After all, Deanna could have been killed. "Does that mean it's over?"

      "Over? What do you mean, Mark?"

      "I guess, I mean, are you going back to Grand Junction?"

      Deanna Sparks smiled at MacFarland. "Are you trying to get rid of me?"

      "No! Not at all. I--I just wondered."

      "In fact, Benny and I are going to Grand Junction over the weekend. I plan on packing up and shutting down my apartment and moving back to Denver."

      "Are you going to move in with Lockwood?" asked MacFarland.

      Pierson stabbed MacFarland with a pointed stare, which he ignored.

      "No, I'm going to find my own place. And I’ve decided I'm not going to be involved in politics anymore. I’ve had enough.”

      "But what about the election? I thought that was important to you?"

      "I'm tired of politics, Mark. I want a change of scenery."

      MacFarland didn't say anything, but banged his pans more loudly against the sink.

      "Mac, shouldn't you be done with this by now? This is pretty late." Pierson went over to the coffee machine and glared at it. "You didn't even make a fresh pot of coffee when you got home."

      "I've been rather busy," said MacFarland. "I don't have Rufus here to help me."

      "Do you need help?" asked Lockwood.

      "That would be nice," said MacFarland.

      Pierson made a pot of coffee while Lockwood and Sparks sat down at the kitchen table, watching MacFarland wash his pans. When Pierson finally had the coffee brewing, she joined the other two at the table.

      "We have an interesting case, Mac," said Pierson.

      "All your cases are interesting," said MacFarland angrily. It didn't look like anyone was going to help him.

      "I have this friend. We went to college together. Her daughter has a problem. She wants me to look into it."

      "That's fascinating, Cyn," grumbled MacFarland.

      Pierson continued, clearly enjoying MacFarland's discomfort. "Actually it is. It's not very often that someone asks me to look into something that isn't even reported as a crime."

      MacFarland paused. "I don't understand."

      "She had some friends over for tea. I mean the daughter, not my friend. One of them, one of the friends, had an allergic reaction, got really sick, and died after being released from the hospital. The problem is, my friend is afraid that it might not be just an allergic reaction. She doesn't want her daughter getting into trouble."

      "What'd they say at the hospital?"

      "Oh, they thought the death was due was natural causes. My friend is trying to convince Paula's family to get an autopsy."

      "It sounds like that would be rather routine," said MacFarland, going back to his pans.

      "Oh, it probably would be. I, for one, think it was poisoning."

      "You do? Why?"

      "It was a fast and violent death. Maybe it's just my suspicious nature, but I don't like it when someone dies suddenly."

      MacFarland glanced at Pierson. She was as suspicious as he was. Maybe that's why he found her attractive. "Who's the suspect?"

      "Right now, no one, since it hasn't been ruled a crime yet. I'm afraid the prime suspect may be my friend's daughter."

      MacFarland frowned and paused washing the pans. "Who's the daughter?"

      "Suzanne Cousins. She's twenty-four, has an apartment in LoDo, and is a part-time musician with the Denver Symphony."

      MacFarland looked at Pierson curiously. "Blond, five-foot five, about 115 pounds?"

      Pierson's eyebrows rose slightly. "Yes, that sounds like her."

      "Does she play in a quartet?"

      "Yes, as a matter of fact she does. Do you know her?" Pierson seemed surprised that MacFarland would know anyone in the entertainment industry.

      "As a matter of fact, I have met her."

      "I'm surprised. I didn't think you got out very much."

      "What's that supposed to mean? Hey, I was in Southern California just this last week. Hollywood, you know." In fact, MacFarland hadn't been anywhere near Hollywood, but Pierson didn't need to know that.

      "Have you talked to the girl? I mean, Suzanne," he asked.

      Pierson nodded. "Lockwood and I met with her this afternoon. She still seems upset about her friend's death. She has no explanation. The only thing they had was tea, and no one else got sick. She didn't think you could be allergic to tea, but the doctors at the hospital say that there are many things that can bring on an allergic reaction."

      MacFarland finished washing the final pan. He dried his hands and looked at the three people sitting at the table, all of whom now had a cup of coffee. "Thanks for all the help," he said.

      "Anything for you, Mac," said Lockwood, making no attempt to restrain his laughter.

      As Lockwood and Deanna headed upstairs, MacFarland shook his head. "I hope they get an early start tomorrow morning."

      Pierson laughed. "Oh, come on, Mac, you just want Lockwood to move out. Admit it!"

      MacFarland scowled in her direction, then headed towards the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          SATURDAY, APRIL 7, 1020 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland kicked himself for not getting up earlier on Saturday morning. He was afraid that the interloper would return for the weekend, but when MacFarland arrived at his corner, he found it deserted. Now he wanted to kick himself for being over-concerned about getting downtown. Wait...was there a pattern here? Why was he always kicking himself?

      It's hard to be perfect, he told himself. He pulled out his Punjabi CD and began to listen to it. He had studied Hindi in the past, and he found that Punjabi seemed to be closely related to Hindi. While Hindi seemed more lyrical, Punjabi was actually easier for him to pronounce. He began to order fruits and vegetables from a subsi-walla, taking time out from his foray into the village bazaar to handle the occasional customer or greet someone who welcomed him back to Denver. He had to remind himself not to answer in Punjabi.

      He was pleased that so many people had noticed his absence. Or maybe they just didn't like paying so much for Morgan's gourmet hot dogs.

      A car pulled up to the corner on 14th Avenue and stopped. At first MacFarland paid little attention to the vehicle, only vaguely registering it as similar to the vehicle owned by his in-laws, the Coopers. But when Rufus climbed out of the back seat, he became instantly alert.

      "Rufus, you're home!" MacFarland ran over to his friend and gave him a bear hug greeting.

      "Hi, boss. It's great to be home." Rufus leaned into the open car door and waved. "Bye, Kaitlyn, bye Ryan. Thanks for inviting me to Disneyland with you."

      "We had fun, Uncle Rufus!" yelled the children.

      "Shut the damn door!" yelled Randy.

      Rufus closed the door and the vehicle sped off.

      "Wow, what's wrong with him?" asked MacFarland.

      "I don't really know," said Rufus, dropping his duffel bag on the ground next to the cart. "We ain't been speaking all morning."

      "How did you get back?"

      "We flew back this morning. We was supposed to stay for the weekend, but Randy had a fight with the hotel."

      "How could he have a fight with the hotel?"

      "He's special, maybe."

      MacFarland could think of several ways in which Randy Cooper was special, but not one of them necessarily led to fights with hotel staff. "What could he possibly fight about?"

      "How many people were in the room. I think the hotel wanted him to pay extra for me."

      "He didn't want to pay for you?"

      "Guess not."

      "Why did he ask you to stay with them then?"

      "Beats me. He wasn't too happy with Disneyland either."

      "How do you mean? Isn't Disneyland the happiest place on earth?"

      "Me, Ryan, and Kaitlyn thought so. We had a great time. But Randy seemed unhappy. He didn't want to go on hardly any rides. All he wanted to do was stay in the hotel room."

      "Maybe he was feeling sick," suggested MacFarland.

      "Naw, he just wanted to make up with Stef. But she didn't want to. I think she wanted to go on the rides too. Makes more sense than spending all day in the hotel room with Randy. I wouldn't want to do that."

      "Why didn't they just send the kids with you?"

      Rufus laughed. "I suggested that. I can watch the kids. We all go on the same rides. But Randy didn't trust me being alone with the kids. He said I'd probably give them away like I gave away my trust fund. I don't understand that. I like Ryan and Kaitlyn. I don't like the money."

      "Did you have fun at Disneyland?"

      "I did when Stefanie and Randy wasn't around. I don't think they know how to have fun."

      "You know, something, I think you're right. Anyway, it's good to have you back here."

      "Did you miss me?"

      "I wouldn't go that far. It's just easier to wash the pans and containers when you're around."

      "Oh." Rufus considered MacFarland's comment. "So I'm just good as an extra pair of hands?"

      MacFarland looked shocked. "No, no way! I like washing pans with you!"

      Rufus stared at MacFarland. "I suppose washing pans with you is more fun than going on Space Mountain with Randy any day of the week."

      MacFarland put an arm on Rufus' shoulder. "It is good to see you again. I really did miss you."

      "And I missed you too, boss."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          SATURDAY, APRIL 7, 1430 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland was surprised at how quickly word of Rufus' return to the hot dog cart must have spread. By noon, five different homeless people stopped by the cart to welcome Rufus back to Denver. MacFarland was not at all sure how members of the homeless community had found out that Rufus had gone to Los Angeles. Perhaps Jacinto Gomez or Sidney Morgan had told them where Rufus was.

      MacFarland was also surprised at how many more customers he had now that Rufus was here. It could be that some customers just wanted to reward Rufus' return with their business. Rufus didn't seem to notice. He took everything in stride.

      Just after two-thirty, Pierson stopped by the cart. "Hey, Rufus, you're back!"

      "Yes ma'am. I got back this morning."

      "Did you enjoy Disneyland?"

      "Yep. It was a lot of fun. Me and the kids had a great time."

      "What about your court case?"

      Rufus smiled broadly. "Oh, that came out just the way my lawyer and me wanted it to."

      Pierson frowned. "I heard that you gave away all the money."

      Rufus had a conspiratorial glint in his eye. "You can't believe everything you hear, ma'am."

      MacFarland glanced in Rufus' direction, not sure how to interpret his comment. "What's up, Cyn?"

      "I thought that since Lockwood is off with his crush in Grand Junction, I might prevail on you to give me a hand with my case."

      MacFarland's eyes lit up. "Sure. This isn't really a DPD case is it?"

      "No. At least not yet. I checked with the hospital where the woman was taken, but she was released. She died outside of the hospital. The body was picked up by the mortuary and cremated yesterday." Pierson sighed. "I talked to Mrs. Gurley after the funeral, but she wasn't in a very good place. She did tell me, though, that her daughter had never shown any symptoms of allergies in her life. She couldn't understand how tea could have caused her death."

      "They didn't do an autopsy?"

      "I doubt that an autopsy was done. The patient was in the care of a practitioner at the time of death. An autopsy wouldn't be required. I'm only concerned that the body was cremated so quickly."

      "What was the patient's name?" asked MacFarland.

      "Paula Gurley."

      Rufus laughed. "She was a girlie girl?"

      Pierson gave him a pained look. "Rufus, I'm afraid you've been spending too much time around Randy Cooper."

      MacFarland and Pierson took her car and drove to the hospital. Pierson's badge opened doors a lot faster than MacFarland's charm, and a short while later they were meeting with Dr. Eisenstein in his office.

      "I was the attending physician for the patient," admitted Dr. Eisenstein. "Why are the police interested in this death?"

      "There are some loose ends we're trying to clear up," said Pierson. "Did you examine the patient when she came in?"

      "Yes. The person who brought her in said that she was having an allergic reaction to a food substance she ingested. She was given an epinephrine injection. We were monitoring her, but I like to consider all factors. But before I could do much else, the patient's parent arrived and insisted that treatment should be stopped due to religious objections."

      "What other factors?" asked MacFarland.

      The doctor stared at MacFarland critically. "Just...other factors."

      MacFarland was dissatisfied with the doctor's answer. "What was the basis of the religious objections?"

      "The parent said that her daughter was a member of the Church of Christ, Scientist and would take her for treatment with a Christian Science practitioner. We had to release her, and since she appeared to be reacting positively to the epinephrine, we had to let her go."

      "But she died after being released," said Pierson.

      Dr. Eisenstein nodded, his expression one of helplessness. "I didn't learn that until several days later."

      "Was an autopsy done to determine the cause of death?" asked MacFarland.

      The doctor shook his head. "Not that I'm aware of. Not at this hospital.”

      Pierson and MacFarland left the hospital. MacFarland was feeling discouraged with the interview of the doctor. He felt that there were a lot of questions about Paula Gurley's death that were not answered.

      "What do you think we should do?" she asked.

      "I'd like to talk to the mother. I realize you've already talked to her, but now we have a bit more information."

      Pierson agreed, and half an hour later, they were knocking on the door to the Gurley residence. A woman in her forties answered the door.

      "Hello, Mrs. Gurley," said Pierson. "I'm sorry to disturb you again. I wanted to make sure that you're doing better today."

      Mrs. Gurley looked hesitant, then offered a dubious smile. "I am doing a bit better, thank you. Did you want to come in?"

      Pierson nodded. "If it's not inconvenient."

      Mrs. Gurley stared into the distance, then nodded. "It's alright, I guess."

      Mrs. Gurley led them to the living room. A man, presumably Mr. Gurley, was sitting in a chair, staring at a flat screen television. The television was turned off.

      "Ben? We have some visitors."

      Ben Gurley looked over at his wife, saying nothing.

      "I guess he's not going to say much," said Mrs. Gurley. "Please, sit down."

      Pierson and MacFarland found places on the couch. "Mrs. Gurley--"

      "You can call me Betsy," said Mrs. Gurley. "You're not just here to see if I'm okay, are you?"

      Pierson looked at the rug. "I did want to ask some questions. To follow up on our previous discussion."

      Betsy Gurley sighed in resignation. "Ask away."

      Pierson leaned back on the couch, trying to put Mrs. Gurley more at ease. "You mentioned yesterday that you didn't know of any allergies that your daughter had."

      Betsy shrugged. "She's never shown any signs of having any problems with food. I don't know about insect stings. I don't recall her ever getting stung by a bee."

      Pierson nodded. "Mrs. Gurley--Betsy--I realize this may be difficult, but can you tell us what happened to Paula after you picked her up from the hospital?"

      "We brought her home. We had a Practitioner meet us at the house here. He prayed with Paula, and of course, with us. We had a productive session, and Paula's breathing became easier--"

      "It didn't become easier," said Ben Gurley angrily. "She was dying!"

      MacFarland sensed the tension between husband and wife. "How long was it before she actually passed on?"

      Betsy slumped in her chair. "She died in the afternoon. Paula never really had a strong faith. There were too many influences in her life leading her away from her trust in Christ." She avoided looking at her husband.

      "We should have left her in the hospital," shouted Mr. Gurley. "Why did we have to bring her home? She never believed in your faith!"

      "It was your faith too, at least once," said Betsy in a quiet voice.

      "We should have left her there," said Ben, a little more quietly now. "Maybe they could have treated the allergy."

      "She needed the power of prayer, Ben. She didn't have the will to fight the illness."

      MacFarland hated it when couples argued over religious differences. There was rarely any way for one to convince the other. "Is there anyone who might have wanted to hurt your daughter?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Betsy Gurley.

      “Maybe someone tried to poison her,” suggested MacFarland.

      Mrs. Gurley looked up in alarm. “Poisoned? Why would she be poisoned?"

      Pierson gave MacFarland
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