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      Tommy Chow was about to graduate from the University of Denver. His parents and sister waited expectantly for him to appear on the stage to receive the diploma that would allow him to continue on to medical school and a worthy career as a doctor. But when the last student paraded across the stage, the Chow family had a disturbing feeling that something was dreadfully wrong.

      Where was their son?

      A month later, the desperate family approached Mark MacFarland. They’ve heard he is the kind of detective who can do what the police cannot do. While sympathetic to their plight, MacFarland is convinced the young man is just a run away. But as he delves deeper into Tommy Chow’s disappearance, he discovers that the young man had many secrets…secrets that could get him killed.

      Strident Student is the nineteenth book in the Hot Dog Detective series. Each book can be read independently, but if you want to read them in order, just follow the alphabet.
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      The impossible happens! Mark MacFarland, former Denver Police Detective, gets a jury summons. He’s certain he won’t be selected. After all, what defense lawyer would want a former cop sitting on the jury of a murder trial? But as luck has it, he is selected to be on the jury. But as the trial proceeds, MacFarland suspects the defendant has been framed. If so, who is the real murderer?
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            Prologue

          

          Saturday, June 9, 1000 Hours

        

      

    

    
      "We can sit here," said Sammi Chow to his wife, Maija, or Mary as she preferred to be called in America.

      "We should have gotten here earlier," said Susan Chow, her tone not at all chiding. "We are quite distant from the stage."

      "Have you seen him yet? Where is he? He was supposed to meet us." Mary kept looking around Magness Arena, searching for some sign of her son, Thomas Chow.

      "He is probably with his friends," said Sammi, his tone indicating his displeasure.

      "I doubt that he has any friends," said Susan.

      "Why you say that?" demanded Mary.

      Susan kept her expression blank, not looking directly at her parents. "He is studying for pre-med, right? It is very difficult. He has no time for friends."

      "He probably has girlfriend," grumbled Mary. "He has no time for girlfriend."

      "Is that him?" asked Susan, trying to move the topic away from romantic relationships. "No, it is someone else."

      "He should have gone to San Francisco for study," said Sammi. He gave his wife an angry look. "You let him go to this school."

      "He said that he would be better doctor if he went away," said Mary.

      "He would be better doctor if he obey me," said Sammi. That was the problem of moving to America. Children learned to be disrespectful. Even disobedient. But moving here was part of the sacrifice they had to make to advance the family. After all, family was everything.

      Further conversation was cut off with the Chancellor stepping up to the podium and beginning to address the jam-packed Arena. Then, for the next hour, the Chow family had to endure long, tedious speeches intended to be inspirational and memorable, but which merely delayed the moment when they would see their son march across the stage and receive the diploma for which the entire family had worked and sacrificed. Finally the procession of graduates began. Unfortunately, the students were not in alphabetical order, but some random order. Sammi grumbled about the total lack of organization and logic, while his wife tried to shush him.

      "They will announce his name," said Susan. "We just need to listen for it."

      Finally, after an eternally long time, the procession of graduating students came to an end. The Chancellor congratulated the graduating class and Magness Arena exploded in a roar of cheering and noise.

      Sammi, Mary, and Susan sat in their chairs, silent and confused.

      Where was Thomas Chow? Had they missed his name? They re-examined the program they had been given, and pointed out to each other Thomas Chow's name on the list. "Here is his name," said Mary, tears in her eyes. "Why he not here?"

      "Maybe he's sick," suggested Susan. "We should try calling him again."

      "We call him so many times," said Sammi. Even so, he pulled out his cell phone and tried to call his son. As with so many previous calls, there was no answer.

      "We should go to his dorm room," suggested Susan. "He is probably in bed and feeling miserable."

      Mary stared blankly at the empty stage, not really seeing anything. "No. He is not in room. My son. He is dead!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Sunday, June 24, 1715 Hours

        

      

    

    
      "I'm really looking forward to dinner tonight," said Mark MacFarland.

      Cynthia Pierson, his former partner on the Denver Police Force and his current landlady, looked at him in surprise. "Really?" Her tone betrayed her knowledge that MacFarland only visited his in-laws because he couldn't say no to Stefanie Cooper, his deceased wife's sister.

      "Oh, I know, I complain a lot, but it's been a couple of weeks since we saw the Coopers last. I miss them."

      "Yeah, like I miss a toothache." Pierson shook her head, her red hair flowing around her head like a cloud of fire. MacFarland had to find another case to work on. When he had been on the force, there was always another case to work on. But as a private individual who dabbled in solving crimes, he often did not have a specific case to solve.

      And at those times, he was a pain in the neck.

      "We should have brought Rufus," said MacFarland, trying not to stare at Pierson. How did she manage to get more attractive every time he saw her? Maybe it was the dress she was wearing. She never exposed that much of her cleavage when she went to work. He would have noticed. Hell, everyone in the Major Crimes bullpen would have noticed.

      "I invited him. He said he had things to do."

      MacFarland frowned. Rufus, who had been a homeless man on the streets far longer than MacFarland, now lived in Pierson's basement. Not because she didn't offer him a proper room, but because he distrusted anything with four walls and a door.

      "It's too much like a cell," objected Rufus.

      "The basement has four walls and a door."

      "The door is up the stairs where I can't see it. And the walls are like cement, just like my hidey-hole."

      "That storm drain you lived in?" MacFarland had never seen the storm drain, since Rufus didn't trust anyone to know its whereabouts. He had to keep Charlie--the Viet Cong--from finding out where he was hiding.

      "I admit that my current hidey-hole is not as good as my other one. But the damn city has put a big steel gate over my hidey-hole. Why'd they do all that fixin' up?"

      "They're trying to make the South Platte River a pleasant place for people to visit," MacFarland had explained.

      "The government should just leave nature alone," grumbled Rufus.

      "What could he possibly have to do?" asked MacFarland, coming back to the present.

      Pierson shrugged. "I don't know, Mac. Rufus' whole existence is a mystery to me." Pierson pulled into the Cooper's driveway and shut off the engine. "Try to be civil and nice, Mac. No baiting Randy Cooper."

      "I don't do that!" protested MacFarland.

      Stefanie greeted them at the door, checked to see if Rufus was with them, then ushered them inside. As usual, Stefanie looked perfect. Her hair looked like she had a stylist living in her house. Her delicately arched eyebrows, full, pouty lips, and flawless skin made her look like a movie starlet. Then Randy came into the room, reminding MacFarland that Stefanie was a beautiful rose, forced to take root in a heap of garbage. Oh, wait. He promised Pierson that he would try to be civil.

      The first half of dinner proceeded quietly, with the Cooper children, Ryan and Kaitlyn, interrupting each other to tell MacFarland and Pierson about their vacation to a dude ranch in Wyoming.

      "Oh, that's where you were," said MacFarland.

      "We got to ride horses and chase after cows," said Ryan.

      "Cattle," corrected Kaitlyn. "And we just got to watch the cattle drive. It's too dangerous for us to be in the middle of it."

      "Not for me," insisted Ryan.

      "Oh, you're so immature," chided Kaitlyn.

      "That's enough, children," said Stefanie sternly. "Mark, what's going on with you?"

      MacFarland sighed. "I have to go to jury duty tomorrow. Of course, I won't get selected, because I'm an ex-cop, but it's still annoying. It'll probably be a wasted day for me."

      Randy laughed. "It's not like you're doing anything important," he said. "I mean, selling hot dogs? Give me a break."

      MacFarland was about to respond when he felt a kick from Cynthia Pierson. He gave her a brief scowl, then went ahead anyway. "For your information, Randy, I do a lot more than sell hot dogs."

      "Oh, you've added burgers to the menu?" Randy burst out laughing.

      "Randy, please," said Stefanie, her face beginning to pale with dread.

      "No, no burgers," said MacFarland. "I doubt that you pay much attention to the news, but there has been a lot of concern about the bombing at the Planned Parenthood clinic downtown."

      "We shouldn't be funding Planned Parenthood," Randy declared vehemently.

      MacFarland shook his head. "That's not the issue, Randy. Someone died in the explosion. It was a case of terrorism, regardless of your politics."

      "Okay, so what?"

      "I helped solve that case.'

      Randy Cooper burst out laughing. "Sure you did! I didn't see your name in the news. I didn't see you on television. What did you do? Sell a hot dog to the bomber?" That comment elicited laughter from Ryan and Kaitlyn, who suddenly stopped when they saw their mother's stern look of disapproval.

      MacFarland was about to go into a long discussion of how he had brilliantly solved the case when he felt another, sharper kick under the table. He winced in pain, as Pierson spoke up.

      "Randy, you don't give Mac enough credit for the things he does. He helps out in a lot of ways. He's quite remarkable, you know."

      "Mark? Remarkable? I doubt that."

      "He is," insisted Pierson.

      MacFarland was surprised by Pierson's comments. It was rare that she tooted his horn for him, and he felt a wave of pleasure listening to her.

      "Give me an example of something significant that he's done," insisted Randy.

      "Well, he's...he's...I guess he's..." Pierson couldn't quite complete the sentence. "He's introduced foot long hot dogs into his menu." She smiled with satisfaction as she patted MacFarland's arm.

      MacFarland stared at Pierson in shock as Randy, Kaitlyn, and Ryan burst out laughing.

      "Let's change the subject, shall we?" interrupted Stefanie. "Mark, you and Cynthia are coming over next week, aren't you?"

      "Sure," said MacFarland, looking at Pierson, his expression clouded.

      "And make sure you bring Rufus with you. After all, next week is rather special."

      "Oh, really? Why?" asked MacFarland.

      Stefanie gave him a look of disappointment. "You don't remember? Next week is Ryan's birthday."

      "I'm going to be nine," announced Ryan proudly.

      "We wouldn't miss your birthday for anything," said Pierson. "And I'm sure that Rufus would love to come and celebrate too."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Saturday, June 30, 0910 Hours

        

      

    

    
      "Mac, I'm glad I caught you."

      MacFarland looked up and smiled. It was rare that Bob Chamberlain, Commander of the Major Crimes Unit in the Denver Police Department, stopped by his cart. And on a Saturday, to boot! At six foot two and 195 pounds, Bob Chamberlain was still in remarkably good shape. MacFarland knew from personal history that Bob spent a lot of time in the gym. MacFarland had known the Commander for almost thirteen years, and while their relationship was sometimes stormy, MacFarland considered Chamberlain his friend. "Hi, Commander. How's Donna and Jessica?"

      "Jessica is traveling in Europe this summer. Donna is doing fine."

      "Good to hear that." MacFarland had once helped Chamberlain prove his daughter Jessica was not guilty of murder. That hadn't been enough to get MacFarland reinstated to the Force, but that hadn't been MacFarland's objective. As was typical for Mark MacFarland, he was more concerned with discovering the truth and protecting the innocent. MacFarland handed Chamberlain a cup of coffee. "Decided to try the good stuff?" he asked, laughing.

      Chamberlain smiled and took the coffee. "This is better than what we have in the office. What brand do you use?"

      "King Soopers generic brand," said MacFarland.

      "No way!"

      "We just clean out the coffee pot every day," said Rufus, listening to the conversation. "Surprising how important washing is."

      "You didn't just come here for the coffee, did you Commander?" asked MacFarland.

      Chamberlain shook his head. "No, I've come to ask a favor."

      MacFarland raised his eyebrows. "Sure, what sort of favor?"

      "We recently got a missing persons case. A University of Denver student didn't show up for graduation." Chamberlain paused, poured himself another cup of coffee. "Don't you live near DU?"

      MacFarland nodded. "We live in University Park. I think it's called that because of the university."

      Chamberlain nodded. "Of course. Getting back to Thomas Chow--"

      "Who?" Damn! MacFarland felt himself falling into Chamberlain's trap. He knew what was going on. Chamberlain had a case his detectives couldn't solve, so he wanted to dump it in MacFarland's lap. Missing person? A college student? He wasn't missing at all! He had gone off on a drunken bender and was too ashamed to show his face. Give him a few days, and he'd come back home to momma and poppa...as soon as he needed more money.

      "Thomas Chow. The DU student who is missing. We've looked into it, and we concluded that he is a runaway. You're probably thinking the same thing. Give him a few days and he'll return home. The problem is, the parents think he's dead."

      "Dead? Is there evidence of foul play? A body?"

      "No and no. As I said, we think he's a runaway. But the parents want someone to prove that he was murdered."

      MacFarland blinked in confusion. "Uh, that's not what we do," he said.

      "It's not what WE do," corrected Chamberlain. "We go where the evidence goes. But these people have money and influence. They've made a big stink with the University, and the Chancellor is a friend of the Department. I need your help, Mac. Will you take the case?"

      MacFarland frowned. He didn't want to say no to Bob Chamberlain. That could be a disastrous strategic move. On the other hand, he wasn't really interested in a missing person’s case. That usually meant a lot of computer work, checking with other jurisdictions, and lots of time on the phone. Then it might even include a lot of travel, and how would that affect his hot dog business? Besides, he had already dealt with missing teenagers. What a pain in the neck that had been! Although...he did have to admit that he felt pretty good when he was able to rescue the little buggers.

      But ultimately, missing persons cases weren't as interesting at homicide cases. MacFarland wanted a good, solid murder to solve.

      "Can I give it some thought?" asked MacFarland, hoping he could buy some time.

      "Sure," said Chamberlain. "But don't take too long. I need to give the Chows an answer real soon."

      "I don't know how soon I can do it, even if I do agree to help," said MacFarland.

      Chamberlain frowned. "Why not? You have something else going on?"

      "I do. I'm trying to figure out what happened with a jury verdict. I might not get to looking for the kid for another month or two."

      Chamberlain shook his head. "Nope, I need someone on this real soon. I thought I could depend on you, Mac. Sorry you let me down." Chamberlain tossed his empty coffee cup into the waste receptacle on the corner and headed dejectedly back to Police Headquarters.

      Rufus picked up a cleaning cloth and began to wipe the surfaces of the hot dog cart. "Seems to me, boss, that he wasn't too happy with you."

      "I can't help that, Rufus. I'm already busy. I don't have time to look for some spoiled rich kid."

      "How do you know he's rich?"

      "He's going to the University of Denver! Do you know how much that costs?"

      Rufus shrugged. "Nope."

      "Well, neither do I, but I bet it's expensive! Hell, every college is expensive these days!"

      Rufus stared at his friend. "You know, boss, you're beginning to sound a lot like Randy Cooper."

      MacFarland stopped up short, a look of annoyance on his face. "No way, Rufus. He's a biased, bigoted fool. I'm nothing like him. But unfortunately, I don't have time to argue this with you. I've places to go and things to do."

      "Go do it, boss, but I think you should consider what the Police Chief said."

      "He's not the Chief. He's a Commander. Oh, why do I argue with you?"

      Rufus looked around. "Because there's no one else here?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Thursday, July 5, 0845 Hours

        

      

    

    
      Almost a week went by before MacFarland gave any thought to Chamberlain's request. Then it occurred to him that he had blown a great opportunity.

      "Why didn't you warn me, Rufus?"

      "Warn you about what, boss?"

      "About not taking the missing person’s case. I think I missed a chance to get in good with Bob Chamberlain."

      Rufus scratched his beard. "I thought I did warn you about that. Not my fault you're too dumb to listen to your superiors."

      "Well, for once you're probably right."

      "I'm right most of the time," muttered Rufus.

      "What?"

      "Nothing. Why don't you ask the young detective what's going on?"

      MacFarland's face brightened. "Now that's a good idea. Thanks Rufus!" MacFarland pulled out his phone, but Rufus put a hand on MacFarland' arm.

      "You don't need to call him, boss. He's coming this way."

      MacFarland turned around and saw Detective Benny Lockwood at the other end of the block. He had stopped at the corner where Jacinto Gomez operated a taco cart one block closer to the action at Civic Center Park. While Gomez and MacFarland often competed on who could do the most business, the two men were friends who looked out for each other. After a couple of minutes, Lockwood, munching on a taco, headed towards MacFarland's corner.

      "Good morning, Mac, morning, Rufus," boomed Lockwood. "Hey, what's good for breakfast?"

      "Didn't you just eat a taco?" asked MacFarland.

      "That was just an appetizer."

      "We have some chorizo dogs," said Rufus.

      MacFarland looked up in surprise. "We do? When did we start serving those?"

      Rufus didn't look at his friend. "I guess I picked up some when I did the shopping the other day."

      "Are they any good?" asked MacFarland.

      "We'll find out if the young detective tries one," said Rufus.

      "Sure, I'll try one. Sounds like a winner to me."

      Rufus prepared the chorizo dog for Lockwood, then waited expectantly for the detective's reaction. When Lockwood nodded in affirmation and stuck a thumb up, Rufus breathed a lot easier.

      "Hey, Benny, what do you know about that DU missing person case?"

      "Oh, God, you mean the Chow case? That case has been bouncing around for a long time. It's gotten quite political, you know. The Chinese community is up in arms because they think that the police are anti-Chinese. But we're not. I mean, we're no more anti-Chinese than we are anti-Black or anti-Hispanic."

      "The police are just mostly anti-homeless," said Rufus.

      Lockwood looked hurt. "How can you say that, Rufus?"

      Rufus scratched his head. "Personal experience?"

      MacFarland tried to get the conversation back on track. "I thought that the investigator decided that the kid was a runaway."

      Lockwood nodded. "That's the way it looked. Here's the background, Mac. The kid was an A student, until the last semester. Then he started skipping classes, didn't take his finals, and didn't show up for graduation. Yet he's been in touch with people by email and Twitter."

      "That doesn't prove he's a runaway," said MacFarland.

      "No, but here is what convinces us he is a runaway. The parents think that he was studying biology and chemistry for a pre-med degree."

      MacFarland laughed. "The parents wanted him to be a doctor. So what's new?"

      Lockwood smiled knowingly. "That's just it. For the past four years, Tommy Chow has been studying mathematics and computer programming. He's been designing games."

      "And the parents didn't know this?"

      Lockwood nodded, finishing the last of the chorizo dog. "That was good, Rufus. I think you've got a winner there!"

      "Focus, Benny! Focus!"

      Lockwood frowned. "I am. On breakfast. Could I have another one, Rufus?"

      "He has to pay for the next one, Rufus!" snapped MacFarland.

      "Now you're just being petty, Mac. Yes, I'll pay for it. Thanks, Rufus."

      "Why would he give up a good career in medicine for a dubious career in games?" asked MacFarland.

      Lockwood laughed. "God, Mac, you're showing your age! Gaming is the industry of the future! So is medicine, I suppose. Somebody has to keep you old people alive. But the real money is in games. I'll give you an example. Have you ever played Angry Birds?"

      "I have," said Rufus. "It's a lot of fun."

      Lockwood nodded. "Now, Angry Birds is worth one to two billion dollars. That's billion, with a B. There are some multi-player games that generate millions of dollars in earnings. Hell, if I had the talent to develop even a simple game, do you think I'd spend one more day chasing perps?"

      "So was Tommy Chow any good at developing games?"

      Lockwood shrugged. "According to his professors, he was the most brilliant student they ever had. He developed several games--apps really--as part of his studies that could easily be marketed and make lots of money. Apparently he's been doing this since he was a kid."

      "Is any of this a good motivation for murder?"

      "Murder? I suppose so. But you're missing the whole point. The kid was lying to his parents."

      "So?"

      Lockwood rolled his eyes. "Maybe the Chows are right. Some cops, or former cops, really are insensitive to the Chinese. The Chows are not American-born Chinese. They come from Hong Kong, and they are traditional in every sense of the word. Their children are expected to do exactly what the old man says they should do, and that includes what career they follow, who they marry, and where they live. Tommy Chow had good reason to run away. His parents were about to find out how much he had disobeyed them." Lockwood finished his second chorizo dog and licked his fingers. "That was really good, Rufus. How much do I owe you?"

      Rufus pointed to the menu sign, where "Chorizo Dog - $4.95" was squeezed into the existing list. "It's a bargain price. Sydney Morgan sells them for $7.49. Of course, that includes fries."

      "Sydney has chorizo dogs? I didn't know. Maybe tomorrow I'll try one of his."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Friday, July 6, 1050 Hours

        

      

    

    
      Chorizo dogs didn't quite prove to be the big seller that Rufus, and after a while MacFarland, had hoped. That was probably because that cutthroat scoundrel across the street, the infamous Sydney Morgan, had reduced his chorizo dogs to the same price Rufus had set. And he had the audacity to still include French fries with his spicy hot dog. Then, to top it all off with insult, he had thrown in a free drink of your choice.

      "Unfair competition!" grumbled Rufus. "We should pass a law!"

      "Isn't that a bit extreme?" asked MacFarland. "It doesn't sound good to me, Rufus. Can't we lower our price?"

      "I don't see how, boss. We're gonna have to lower the prices on everything then. And how do we make money if we do that?"

      "Stop giving free food to cops?" suggested MacFarland. That was not really an idea that MacFarland favored. He liked being generous to the police. But he did have to admit that he was a lousy businessman. In fact, if it wasn't for the generosity of Cynthia Pierson...and the occasional windfall he got from a grateful suspect when he proved the suspect innocent...he would probably be out of business. Everyone assumed that running a hot dog cart was no great challenge, but it was actually a lot of work. Particularly now that he was operating a much larger cart. Sometimes he wished he just had his small, hand-pushed hot dog cart. Life was simpler back then.

      "The young detective is the only one who mostly eats here," said Rufus. "If we just charged him, we'd probably be making lots of money."

      "Lockwood is Cyn's partner," said MacFarland. "We have to be nice to him."

      "That's your problem, boss. You're too nice."

      MacFarland ignored the dubious compliment. "I just don't understand why Sydney is trying to undercut us. That's not his usual behavior."

      "I don't understand it either," said Rufus. "I also don't know why he got so upset when I told him that we were going to put him out of business."

      MacFarland frowned. "You told him that?"

      Rufus smiled. "Sure did. It's always good to have your competition shakin' in their boots."

      MacFarland rolled his eyes. "I'll have to go talk to Sydney," he said.

      Rufus nodded in agreement. "Yep. Talk some sense into that man. He gotta know he don't have a chance against us. We're two heads to his one, after all."

      MacFarland wasn't too sure that was entirely true, but he didn't have time to dwell on the issue. At that moment, Hector Spinoza strolled up to the cart. Hector was MacFarland's AA Sponsor, though it had been weeks, maybe months, since MacFarland had last spoken with the man.

      "El Patron!" said MacFarland. "How nice to see you."

      Hector Spinoza scowled. He had grey hair, a snow white mustache, and a rather large belly. Yet he carried himself with an Old World dignity. "You know I do not like that title, MacFarland. You are trying to goad me into getting angry."

      "Why would I do that?" asked MacFarland.

      "Because you've been skipping your AA meetings, that's why."

      "Hector, how do you know I haven't been going to other AA meetings?"

      Spinoza's brow furrowed. "Have you?"

      MacFarland bit his lip. "No, not really. I've been really busy. But I haven't touched a drop! I'm...I'm...well, I can't remember how many days since my last drink."

      "It's three hundred forty-eight, unless you've slipped up," said Spinoza vehemently.

      "You know how many days sober I've been?" asked MacFarland in surprise.

      Spinoza tapped the side of his head. "I may be old, youngster, but I remember what's important. I'm your sponsor, aren't I? I'm just surprised that you don't remember."

      "He remembers, El Patron," said Rufus. "He's just upset because he's not a good hot dog seller."

      "So why are you skipping meetings, Mac?" asked Spinoza.

      MacFarland wondered why Spinoza didn't get upset with Rufus for calling him El Patron. Did Rufus have a better Spanish pronunciation? "I had jury duty," said MacFarland.

      "I am pleased you're doing your civic duty, mi hijo. But I don't need excuses. I want you at the next meeting. Claro?"

      MacFarland nodded. "I will be there. Unless something comes up."

      "Nothing better come up," warned Spinoza. "You are only a few weeks from a year being sober. I don't want anything to jeopardize that."

      MacFarland nodded. "I'll be there, El Patron."

      "Don't call me El Patron!"

      Spinoza headed back across the street, stopped at Sydney Morgan's cart, and appeared to purchase a chorizo dog. MacFarland couldn't tell for certain, but it sure looked like a chorizo, plus fries and a soft drink.

      "I can't believe he just did that," said MacFarland, his voice tense with frustration.

      "Yeah," said Rufus. "Why didn't he buy our chorizo dog?"

      "No, I didn't mean that," said MacFarland, shaking his head. "I meant why did he feel the need to tell me to come to the meetings? I'm doing pretty good. I told him I hadn't touched any alcohol for almost a year, didn't I?"

      "It's not just not touching it that's important, boss. It's admitting that you're an alcoholic. I think he's right. When you start skipping the meetings, you start to think that you don't have a problem. But you do. You always do."

      "You think I don't know that, Rufus?"

      "I think you're an alcoholic, boss. It's that simple."

      "Nothing's ever that simple, Rufus."

      "Yes it is, boss. In this case, it's that simple. I'm gonna make sure you get to that meeting next week."

      "Gee, thanks Rufus."

      Rufus smiled. "It's what friends do for each other boss. Do you want to eat the last chorizo dog? Once it's gone, we can take them off the list."

      MacFarland got an evil grin. "No, let's keep it on the board. If Sydney thinks we're still selling them, then he will too. He can't be making much money on them, don't you think?"

      "Gee, boss, you're kinda sneaky. Maybe you will make a good businessman someday."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Friday, July 6, 1245 Hours

        

      

    

    
      Business was slow. The lunch crowd was non-existent. There was no jury crowd. MacFarland suspected that there were no trials today. The only customer they had in the past hour was Sally the Bag Lady. Sally, a fifty-five year old woman, wandered around the public spaces of Downtown Denver collecting cans and bottles that locals dumped in the trash receptacles. She had a shopping cart, filled with large plastic bags containing her "treasures." They offered her free food, but she declined. "I ate already," pointing down the street at Jacinto's cart. "Nothing beats good Mexican food."

      "Chorizo dogs beat it," said Rufus. "Except, we don't got any today. They all sold out, 'cause they was so popular."

      While Sally wasn't hungry, she did want to talk. "You got any cans for me today?"

      MacFarland and Rufus had start saving their cans and bottles for Sally a few months earlier. Sally came around every couple of days to collect what they had stored away for her. Sally put the cans they had collected into her plastic bag. "Thanks, guys, it makes it easier than going through the garbage." She looked around. "I love summer. I can make a lot more money in the summer than the rest of the year."

      MacFarland suspected that it was difficult to make enough for anyone to live on. Sally had a fairly good grasp of the economics of her business though. "I can make about fifty to sixty cents for each pound of cans. This bag you gave me is about one and a half pounds, so that could get me seventy-five cents to a dollar. It all depends on how much aluminum is worth. Glass bottles are even better."

      "How much do you make in a day?" asked Rufus.

      "An average day? Maybe ten, fifteen dollars. On a good day, twenty, twenty-five dollars. I do alright."

      As they watched Sally the Bag Lady head off towards Civic Center Park, MacFarland sighed and walked around his cart. "I admit it, Rufus. Cyn is right." He proceeded to clean up the condiments tray, messed up by someone who couldn't seem to manage a spoon.

      "She usually is," agreed Rufus. "What's she right about now?"

      "That I need another case to work on. I have all this pent-up energy and no way to release it. Solving murders is my safety valve."

      "You could try jogging," suggested Rufus.

      MacFarland scowled at his friend. "I'm serious, Rufus. I need something to solve."

      "Why don't you solve that missing kid case?"

      MacFarland sat down on the lawn chair and put his hand on his head, wiping away beads of sweat. "I told you, Rufus, I don't like MP cases. They're messy, frustrating, and often result in having to give people really bad news."

      "Bad news?"

      "Yes. People go missing for two main reasons. One is, something bad has happened to them. The second is, they don't want to be found. If they don't want to be found, it can be almost impossible to find them, though some detectives have a knack for doing it. But if they're not hiding from you, if something bad has happened, that's when you have to give those who are looking for the person the bad news. I hate doing that."

      "Don't you do that with murder cases?"

      "Sure, sometimes. But then I'm deeply involved in finding the murderer. I feel more in control. The problem with MPs is that I may not be involved in finding the killer. Besides, I don't have the tools and resources to do a good MP search. You need access to databases, city, county, and state records, lots of things that a better equipped private investigator would have."

      "Maybe that's the problem," said Rufus.

      "I just said it was the problem. I don't have the tools and resources I need."

      "No, not that," said Rufus. "I mean, maybe the problem is you're not a private investigator."

      "Why would you say that?"

      "I heard you and the lady cop talking about this a few weeks ago."

      MacFarland couldn't remember such a conversation, but that didn't surprise him. He had a lot on his mind lately, and Pierson had probably been telling him to get a real job. Not that being a private investigator was any more real than being a hot dog vendor. He could already hear Randy Cooper chiding his decision to be a PI. "My God, Mark, could you possibly choose a career which makes even less money than selling hot dogs?"

      "You can't make money as a Private Investigator," said MacFarland.

      "We don't make much money now," said Rufus. “So what’s the dif?”

      MacFarland looked up and down the deserted streets. None of the passers-by looked at all hungry. "No, we don't. Chorizo dogs weren't the answer."

      Chorizo dogs had been Rufus' idea, and he wasn't quite ready to give up on them. "We just have to find a better way of outselling Sydney Morgan. Until he started the price war, we were doing pretty good."

      "I think you started the price war by taunting him," said MacFarland. "You don't taunt your friends."

      "It was just a joke," said Rufus. "But I still think you should take that kid's case. I bet you could find him."

      MacFarland shook his head and tried to ignore anything else Rufus said. He couldn't understand why Rufus was so concerned about one spoiled rich kid. Did his friend know something he didn't know? He would have asked, but that would just bring the topic up again, and MacFarland was glad that it was over and done.

      As he sat staring across the street in the direction of Colfax Avenue, he found his mind coming back to the DU student. When had the kid gone missing? Tommy Chow’s disappearance was reported to the police on June 11th, but the kid had actually gone missing sometime earlier. How much earlier? Why wasn't he missed? MacFarland had to see what the police already had. Maybe he could ask Lockwood to get him a copy of the police file. Whatever was in the file, though, it was at least a month since Chow disappeared. That didn't sound like a runaway. That sounded like foul play.

      Maybe Rufus was right. Maybe he should take up this case, but approach it as though Chow was a murder victim, not just a missing person.

      The case of Tommy Chow began to appear a lot more appealing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Friday, July 6, 1945 Hours

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland was putting away the last of the containers and utensils from his hot dog cart when he heard a scratching at the back door. At first he ignored it, thinking it was merely the wind blowing some leaves against the house. When the scratching continued, he went to the back door, flipping on the outdoor light.

      His brother Robert was standing on the back porch, hunched up, and trying to look smaller than he was.

      MacFarland pulled the door open. "Robert! What are you doing here? I thought you were on your way to Mexico."

      "I was. I was going down to rescue Jackie, but I ran into problems."

      MacFarland frowned. "I thought Jacqueline was in rehab, getting over her drug habit. Why does she need to be rescued?"

      "She's actually not in rehab. She's in jail."

      "Jail? Jail! Why didn't you tell me that before?"

      "It didn't seem relevant," said Robert.

      "How are you going to get her out of jail?"

      "Money." Robert looked around Pierson's yard, as though he might find a pile of money hidden in the shrubbery.

      MacFarland scratched the back of his head. "This doesn't sound good, Robert. I don't know what kind of trouble you're getting into, but I can guarantee it will be more than you can handle."

      "That's why I'm here. I need money."

      "For what?"

      "There are some guards I can bribe."

      MacFarland shook his head. "I don't have any money," he said, checking nervously to make sure Pierson wasn't sneaking up behind him. He hoped she was already in her room and was unable to hear the commotion at the back door. He didn't want to invite his brother inside, since he was sure Pierson would come downstairs for some reason. And if she did, then what would happen? Would she arrest Robert?

      He couldn't take a chance on that. "I don't have any money," he repeated.

      Robert shook his head. "Rufus told me that you got a huge check for solving some crime. What do you mean you don't have any money?"

      MacFarland had, in fact, gotten a large reward for solving a case. But with taxes, paying off debts, helping some of his homeless friends who had lost everything when their house burned down, there was little left. MacFarland intended to use the remaining money to pay off a portion of the home loan Pierson had taken to help finance MacFarland's hot dog cart.

      He certainly didn't have money to bribe Mexican prison guards.

      Robert's face expressed his disgust and disappointment. "You won't even help your brother. Thanks a lot!"

      "I thought you had money. What happened to the two million dollars you stole from that Las Vegas gang?"

      "I can't get my hands on the money," said Robert. "The mobsters know approximately where I've stashed it and are watching the location closely. If I try to get the money, they'll kill me. I can't even return the money to them because the boss has threatened to kill me anyway."

      "How do you get into these messes, Robert?"

      Robert forced a reluctant smile. "I guess I have a knack."

      "Who is this guy who's after you?"

      "The mob boss? Gavin Stone."

      "Where can he be found?"

      Robert gave MacFarland a disturbed stare. "You're not thinking of talking to him, are you?"

      MacFarland shrugged. "Talking was one of several things that crossed my mind."

      Robert shook his head, taking a step back from the door. "No way, Mark, you can't be serious. This guy is dangerous! He's probably killed people, for all I know. Well, I do know. He killed several of those Chinese guys. No, you can't do that. Don't even think about it." Robert continued to shake his head. "Forget the money. I'll find another way. Just forget that I came to you. Good bye brother."

      Robert turned and started to head towards the back gate and the alleyway. MacFarland jumped off the porch after him and put a hand on Robert's shoulder. "Wait. Don't run off. Maybe I do have some money. I just can't get it tonight."

      "You have fifty thousand?"

      Reluctantly, MacFarland nodded. "I was going to use it repay Cyn for helping me."

      Robert, stared at his brother, then shook his head. "No, I don't want the money. Not now."

      "Robert, let me help. I'm sure you'll find a way to repay the money."

      Robert laughed bitterly. "By getting into another poker game with the mob? No thanks! But I will try
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