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            ABOUT THE OBNOXIOUS OILMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      When Neela Woods, a well-known international travel blogger goes missing, her family assumes she's just on another jaunt. But her partner suspects foul play, specifically the Obnoxious Oilman who the blogger has been dating.

      The stakes are high. Neela not only comes from money...her Ranch in Elbert County may be worth over a million dollars in oil and gas rights. When MacFarland finds Neela's body in a bat cave, he also finds that he has plenty of suspects, any one of whom had reason and opportunity to kill the young woman.

      The Obnoxious Oilman is the fifteenth 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

          

          MONDAY, FEBRUARY 5, 0645 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Benny Lockwood, a young detective in the Denver Police Department, drove up and parked in front of Detective Cynthia Pierson's house. She had been shot three weeks earlier, and although she had recovered enough to go to work, Commander Chamberlain, head of the Major Crimes Department had insisted that Lockwood should do the driving. Lockwood didn't mind. He enjoyed having Detective Pierson dependent upon him for a change.

      As a frequent visitor to the Pierson household, Lockwood had his own key to the front door. He unlocked the door and announced his presence. He was greeted by a shout from the kitchen.

      "She'll be down in a minute, Benny!" yelled Mark MacFarland. MacFarland was one of two men who lived in Pierson's house. Lockwood regarded both men, MacFarland and his friend Rufus Headley, as freeloaders who took advantage of Cynthia Pierson's generous nature. While MacFarland had formerly been Pierson's partner on the Denver Police Force, he had disgraced himself, sunk into alcoholism, and quit the force. Now, as a recovering alcoholic, he tried to support himself with a hot dog stand, but in Lockwood's opinion, the man was a lousy businessman. He gave away a lot of his food to homeless people that he had previously known when he himself had been living on the street. That's where MacFarland had met Rufus, a Vietnam Veteran who had spent most of his life also living on the streets.

      Rufus, at least, was alright. At least he hadn't been Pierson's former partner.

      "Benny!" called Pierson from the top of the stairs. "Get my car keys out of the kitchen drawer and warm up my car."

      "I've got my car," said Lockwood.

      "Your car is a pigsty, Benny. I don't want to sit in a shit pile of candy bar wrappers, stale popcorn and half-eaten sandwiches. We're taking my car."

      "I can clean it out," said Lockwood.

      "My car! Don't argue with me!"

      Grumbling, Lockwood walked slowly into the kitchen to retrieve Pierson's car keys.

      "Oh, I forgot to tell you," said MacFarland, perhaps a bit too joyfully. "She's in a bad mood."

      "Thanks," said Lockwood, picking up the keys and heading out to the garage. "At least my car was warm. Now I have to freeze my butt off waiting for her car to warm up."

      MacFarland made pantomime gestures of someone playing sympathetic notes on a violin, then laughed as he continued preparing his product for his hot dog cart.

      Lockwood climbed into Pierson's car and started the engine. The car had come back from the body shop and didn't look like it had recently been involved in a horrific ambush. Just a week earlier, when two men had tried to assassinate her, her car had been shot up and its front end damaged as she smashed into their vehicle. The perpetrators had escaped, and while Pierson hadn't been shot again, it was the final straw as far as Commander Chamberlain had been concerned. "Lockwood, I want you by her side whenever she's out of the house!"

      As the engine warmed up, Lockwood backed the car out of the garage and drove around to the front of the house. He parked behind his car and waited patiently for Pierson to come out the front door. He looked around her car. It was cleaner than his car, but it had just been to the repair shop, so in all probability, the repair shop had cleaned it up.

      On the other hand, he couldn't remember a time when Pierson's car hadn't been spotless. Maybe she had a point. He should clean out his car more often. Then he had a disturbing thought. Did the women he took out on dates have the same disparaging thoughts about his car that Pierson had? He resolved that he would get it cleaned out first thing...next weekend.

      He sat in the car for another five minutes. By now, the heater had filled the interior of the car with heat. He looked at his watch. What was taking Pierson so long? He sighed in resignation. Being her chauffeur was not as enjoyable a task as he had expected. He got out of the car and walked up to the porch. He couldn't help but notice how quiet the morning was. It was as though the cold air had frozen all sounds.

      It felt peaceful. It was one of those magic moments where a person felt bonded with nature. He smiled at the poetry of his own thoughts.

      He had almost reached the front door when there was a tremendous explosion behind him. Lockwood felt himself being blown forward against the door. His ears still ringing, he staggered to a standing position and looked back at Pierson's car.

      The vehicle was burning, towering flames lancing into the cold morning sky. Pieces of the vehicle were scattered all over the front yard and in the street. His own car had also been damaged by the explosion.

      Fortunately, at this hour of the day, there had been no pedestrians out on the street, nor any other vehicles.

      As Lockwood stared in shock at the burning vehicle, he had one disconcerting thought. "Oh, hell, if Cynthia was in a bad mood before, this is going to make her  mood worse!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MONDAY, FEBRUARY 5, 0646 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland and Rufus had just loaded the last of their product bins onto the hot dog wagon when MacFarland heard a loud explosion. "Rufus, that was in front of the house!" he yelled, starting to run in that direction. He didn't wait for Rufus' response, but dashed down the sidewalk that bordered the house and raced into the front yard. The sight of Pierson's car engulfed in flames, black plumes of smoke rising into the sky, brought him to an abrupt stop.

      "Cynthia!" he yelled, charging towards the car in an effort to pull her body from the burning vehicle.

      "She's not in the car!" shouted Lockwood.

      The front door of the house burst open and Pierson pushed her way onto the porch, shoving Lockwood out of the way.

      "What did you do to my car?" she screamed.

      "I didn't do anything," protested Lockwood. "I just left the engine running. Honest!"

      "My car is on fire. You didn't do that?"

      "No," said Lockwood. "I don't think I did. Maybe they repaired your car incorrectly."

      "How do you repair a car incorrectly, you idiot? Were you racing the engine to make it hotter?"

      "No."

      MacFarland, quickly joined by Rufus, reached the porch. "Thank God you weren't in the car!" he said to Pierson. Turning towards Lockwood, his tone became more accusatory. "Benny, what the hell did you do to her car?"

      "It wasn't me!"

      MacFarland stared at the burning vehicle. He could hear sirens in the distance. Someone had called the Fire Department. "I hope the fire doesn't extend to your car, Benny."

      Lockwood stared in horror at his own vehicle. The flames from Pierson's car were perilously close to his, but there was no way he could get near to either vehicle. "Do you really think it might catch on fire?"

      "There's enough garbage in the front seat of your car to burn for a month," snapped Pierson.

      "Did you see any other vehicle on the street, Benny?" asked MacFarland.

      Lockwood, still staring remorsefully at his car, shook his head. "The street was deserted," he said. "If there was any other traffic, it was at least a block away."

      "Christ in a cape," snarled Pierson. "I knew I shouldn't try to delegate something as complicated as getting my car to anyone."

      "It wasn't that complicated," said Lockwood.

      "It does look like you messed it up real good, Detective," said Rufus. "I wonder if it was a bomb. You know, those IEDs that they use in Afghanistan."

      "Those have to be buried," said MacFarland.

      "I know that sometimes they can be just in the street. My girlfriend April's sister, Elizabeth, she drove over something she thought was just a bag in the street, but it turned out to be a big rock hidden inside the bag. It messed up her wheel alignment real good. That was sort of like an IED. 'Cept it didn't explode, it just banged up the car's axle."

      "I didn't drive over anything," said Lockwood sullenly.

      "How can you tell? There's ice and snow in the streets," said Rufus. "Them rocks can hide real good."

      "It wasn't a rock!" yelled Lockwood.

      The first of three firetrucks drove up and parked near the burning vehicle. The firemen jumped out of the first truck and began pulling hoses from the large truck. Soon the firemen had trained their hoses on the car and were dousing it with water. One of the firemen came up to the porch and addressed them. "Does this vehicle belong to any of you?" he asked.

      "It's my car," said Pierson.

      "I'd suggest you get indoors, folks," said the fireman. "There is still a danger that the gas tank might leak and add fuel to the fire. There is also a danger of flying debris from the vehicle."

      MacFarland looked around, noticing for the first time that residents up and down the street were out checking on the explosion. Firemen were cautioning them to return to the comparative safety of their homes. Meanwhile, the flames were being squelched by the torrents of water that were flooding the car.

      "My poor car," said Pierson. "It's ruined!"

      "Yeah, water can't be good for it," said Rufus. "But neither can all those flames."

      The fireman tried to usher them back inside the house. They reluctantly opened the door, but when the fireman headed back out to the street, they quietly closed it and remained on the porch.

      MacFarland stared intently at the burning vehicle. The fire was nearly out by now, and there didn't seem any danger of the fuel tank leaking. "Benny, did you witness the explosion?"

      Lockwood shook his head. "I heard it, and certainly felt it. It knocked me off my feet and against the door."

      "But you didn't hear anything until the explosion itself?"

      "No, nothing. What are you thinking?"

      "I'm wondering if it was a bomb planted on or in the car or if someone shot at the car with a rocket-propelled grenade."

      "It was eerily quiet out here this morning. I do remember thinking that."

      MacFarland nodded. "I'm sure someone has already called the police, Cynthia, but I think this is the third attempt, no, the fourth attempt maybe, on your life." MacFarland belatedly recalled the first attempt on Pierson's life when someone had tried to force her car into on-coming traffic. Initially, he had thought that the perpetrators of that attempt had been by suspects in another case he was working on, but hindsight indicated that the car crash had been done by the same individual or group of individuals who had tried three other times to kill Cynthia Pierson.

      Lockwood looked up and down the street.

      MacFarland followed his gaze, trying to see if any strange trucks or vehicles were parked on the street, its occupants watching Pierson's house. The street looked deserted.

      Two fire trucks arrived, coming from only a couple of blocks away. With machine-like precisions, the firemen unloaded hoses and within minutes had quenched the flames. Soon only white smoky clouds billowed up into the early morning sky.

      Now that the fire was out, even the on-lookers had largely retreated back into the warmth of their houses.

      "We'll have to tell Chamberlain about this, Cyn," said Lockwood.

      MacFarland agreed. "Absolutely."

      "No way we're telling him!" said Pierson fiercely. "He'll insist on moving me to a secure location."

      "What's wrong with that idea?" asked Lockwood.

      "Nobody ever attacked my home in the drainage pipe," said Rufus. "You could go there. It'd be safer." Before moving into Pierson's basement, Rufus had lived in an abandoned storm drain along the banks of the South Platte River. The storm drain had since been sealed off by the City of Denver.

      "I'm not going to be locked up," snapped Pierson.

      "Cyn, this is serious," said MacFarland. "They tried to blow you up. If you had been driving to work, that bomb would have gone off with you at the wheel."

      "Her?" said Lockwood in surprise. "I was supposed to be driving!"

      Pierson gave Lockwood a look of disgust. "It's my car. I would have been driving. And I still don't know if it really was a bomb, Benny. It's still possible you just destroyed my car."

      "No! It wasn't my fault!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 6, 1020 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland watched as David O'Neil drove around the block for the third time. He had asked MacFarland and Rufus to save a parking spot near their hot dog cart, but someone swooped into the one space that had opened up. "Park in the parking garage!" yelled MacFarland after O'Neil's third circuit of the block. O'Neil made some cryptic response, accompanied by universally understood hand gestures, but ten minutes later he emerged from the parking garage lugging a file box in his arms.

      "Mac, I've got a problem," said O'Neil.

      MacFarland smiled at the big man. The black man had been a life-long friend and co-worker of Cynthia Pierson's father, Neal Pierson. They had both worked in the US Army Criminal Investigation Command, but their friendship went far beyond work. Cynthia Pierson still referred to David O'Neil as "Uncle Dave."

      "I didn't want to have to carry this all over the city," grumbled O'Neil. "It's heavy."

      MacFarland could not detect a drop of sweat on the big man, who, despite his age, was still in excellent physical condition. O'Neil was the kind of guy that Arnold Schwarzenegger would ask to help defeat invading alien predators. MacFarland could easily imagine just such a battle, with O'Neil coming out the victor.

      "What's up, David?" asked MacFarland.

      "I've got to hide this," said O'Neil, placing the box on one of the lawn chairs that MacFarland and Rufus set up next to their cart.

      "What's in it?"

      "It's the files I got from Cynful's basement. The ones that have the records of the group that I think is after her."

      "Why do you have the files here?"

      "I need to hide them."

      "Hide them? Why?"

      "So the police don't get them. I don't have time to make copies, and I can't afford to let them out of my possession."

      MacFarland was confused. "Where are you going to hide them?"

      O'Neil smiled broadly. "In your cart, Mac."

      "What? You can't be serious!"

      "Sure, why not? They'd never think of looking in your cart."

      MacFarland searched for a reason to avoid having the box in his cart. "I don't have any place to store it," he said.

      "Yes, you do," said O'Neil. "Right here in this cabinet. I already emptied it out."

      "When did you do that?"

      Rufus interrupted. "Actually, I did it for him, boss."

      MacFarland looked at Rufus in disbelief. "Whose side are you on?"

      Rufus scratched his beard. "On the side of truth, justice, and the American way. And Dave's. Yes, definitely Dave's way too."

      "But why are you trying to hide the box of files?" asked MacFarland.

      O'Neil was stuffing the box into the cabinet. He shut the door with a gesture of finality. He stood up, a smile of smugness on his face. "Fits perfectly! Thanks, Rufus." He turned to face MacFarland, helping himself to a cup of coffee in the process. "I got a call from the police to turn over my files," he said. "I told them no, I didn't have anything."

      MacFarland was shocked. "But David! These guys might be the ones who bombed Cyn's car!"

      "Exactly, Mac! I haven't had a chance to go through all the files yet. There might be clues in there that are crucial to catching these guys."

      "All the more reason to turn the box over to the police!"

      "Oh, Mac, don't get your panties in a knot. If we turn the files over to the cops, are they going to give us access to them?"

      "Probably not," admitted MacFarland. "But they have more eyes than we do."

      "I want smarter eyes, not more eyes," said O'Neil gruffly. "Oh, hell, here comes that asshole detective she works with."

      MacFarland looked up the street. Lockwood was heading in their direction, kicking small piles of snow aside as he walked towards them.

      "Good morning, Mac! Hi Dave, Rufus. How are you guys this fine morning?"

      "Waiting for more snow," said Rufus.

      Lockwood poured himself a cup of coffee. "Dave, did you turn over your files to the Department yet?"

      O'Neil glanced briefly in MacFarland's direction. "Nope. Not going to either."

      Lockwood didn't hide his surprise "Why not? Didn't you hear that those guys tried again to go after Cynthia? Hell, they almost killed me!"

      "I don't have anything that would help the police," said O'Neil.

      "What about all those files you had? Cynthia told me there were boxes of files on your old cases. When Commander Chamberlain got the information that the car exploded because of a bomb, he was furious. He really wants those files, Mr. O'Neil."

      O'Neil appeared conciliatory. "Oh, those. Sure, the police can have those. I don't mind. We've already been through them, but I don't think it would hurt to have another pair of eyes going through them again. Who knows, maybe someone smarter than me and Mac might find something we missed."

      "I'm not suggesting that you guys are stupid," said Lockwood. "It's just we have more resources."

      "If you have so many resources, why haven't you found these guys yet?"

      Lockwood scratched his head. "Maybe because we don't know who we're looking for."

      "Since when does that matter to a cop?" asked O'Neil derisively.

      "He's got a point, Detective," said Rufus.

      "We don't get involved, Rufus," said MacFarland.

      "We don't?" Rufus tugged on his beard, trying to get the knots out of it. He stared thoughtfully at the closed cabinet where the file box was hidden, shrugged, and wandered to the other side of the hot dog cart. "I guess we don't get involved," he mumbled.

      "Are you telling me that you don't have any files that might help us figure out who these guys are?" demanded Lockwood.

      "I don't know, detective. There are lots and lots of boxes. You'll have to send a truck over to get them."

      "But I thought you said you and Mac went through them. That should cut down the number of boxes by quite a few."

      "You'd think that," said Rufus in a low voice.

      "Why do I get the impression that you're giving us the run around?" asked Lockwood.

      O'Neil shrugged. "You got any idea, Mac, what he's talking about?"

      MacFarland waved his hands defensively. "Keep me out of this. Remember, I used to be a cop. These are the guys I worked with."

      "Some of them are, boss. I don't think Detective Lockwood was there when you was on the force." Rufus looked pleased with his ability to clarify inaccurate news reporting. He claimed it was his personal war against fake news.

      Lockwood was still not satisfied. "So you're saying that we can go pick up all those boxes?"

      O'Neil shrugged. "I have no need for them."

      As Lockwood headed back to Police Headquarters, presumably to make arrangements to pick up the boxes, O'Neil patted MacFarland on the shoulder. "Thanks for not saying anything, bro."

      MacFarland shrugged off the gesture. "Don't thank me. I'm still not sure that you're not making a mistake."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 7, 1845 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland didn't make any comment to Pierson regarding the box of files hidden in his hot dog cart. O'Neil came over that evening, ostensibly to protect Pierson against any more attacks, but primarily to browse through the box of files that he retrieved from the hot dog cart. Pierson, who had been stuck at home all day, angrily said that the police had come and loaded all the boxes into a truck.

      "I better get those back!" she yelled at them. "I'm a cop, you know!"

      "So are we," yelled the officers back at her. Sometimes the uniforms just didn't respect detectives enough!

      MacFarland and Pierson were invited over to the Cooper's house for dinner on Wednesday night. MacFarland tried to get out of the dinner engagement by claiming he had to go to his AA meeting that night, but Stefanie Cooper pointed out that he could go another night. "Besides, we'll make sure you don't drink tonight."

      He wanted to tell her it wasn't that easy. Instead, he told Pierson, who made it quite clear that she didn't want to spend any time with the Coopers. "My damn car is destroyed!" she restated.

      "We'll take my truck," said MacFarland.

      "How about this? Take Rufus and your damn truck and leave me alone!"

      Thus, MacFarland and Rufus found themselves sitting across the table from Kaitlyn and Ryan, waiting for dinner to be served.

      Randy came into the dining room with a couple of cans of beer in his hand. "Ready for a walk on the wild side, Mac?" he asked, holding out the beer.

      MacFarland's eyes opened in distress. Was Randy doing this deliberately to goad him? "Uh, no, Randy. You know I don't drink."

      "Oh, yeah, guess I forgot. Well, more for me."

      Stefanie came in with the bowl of spaghetti and meat sauce. "Randy, shame on you! You know he has...uh, that problem."

      "He's a drunk, ma'am," said Rufus. "Recovering, but still a drunk. I live in the no mincemeat zone."

      Stefanie looked flustered. "I'm sure I don't know what that means, Rufus, but we do have water or soda pop."

      "Water would be fine, Stef," said MacFarland, giving Rufus a look of annoyance. "I'm technically a recovering alcoholic, not a drunk."

      "Is it fun being a drunk?" asked eight-year old Ryan.

      "Don't be so stupid, Ryan," said Kaitlyn. At fourteen, she had to demonstrate her adult insights.

      "No, Ryan, it's evil," said Stefanie. Then she corrected herself. "The road to evil." She gave Randy a deprecating look. "That's why we ALL should moderate how much we drink." She got up to get MacFarland and Rufus bottles of water.

      "It's a disease," said MacFarland. "And it's not fun. Not in any sense of the word."

      "Is that why you lost Aunt Nicole? Because of your disease?"

      MacFarland shook his head. How did he explain to an eight-year old that he took up drinking because he lost his wife when she was murdered by the man she was having an affair with? He decided that saying nothing was the easiest option he had. "Partly," he said, feeling inadequate and upset at the same time.

      "I don't think Uncle Mark wants to talk about Nicole, Ryan. Give me your plate."

      Stefanie poured heaping piles of spaghetti on Ryan's plate, then on Kaitlyn's plate. "Help yourself, Mark and Rufus."

      "Yes ma'am."

      Stefanie waited until MacFarland and Rufus had served themselves. Then, as she put a modest amount of food on her plate, she said, "I sure hope Cynthia feels better soon. It's a shame she couldn't join us, but I understand how the flu can be."

      "Oh, she ain't sick, ma'am," said Rufus. He awkwardly moved his chair over when MacFarland kicked him under the table. Apparently, though, he didn't get the hint MacFarland was trying to communicate. "She's just feeling bad because her car blew up."

      "What?" Stefanie looked shocked, staring at Rufus in disbelief. "Her car blew up?"

      Even Randy stopped chewing food to peer curiously at Rufus.

      Stefanie glared angrily at MacFarland. "You told me she was sick!"

      "I thought she was sick," said MacFarland, defensively. "Sick of her car burning up."

      "Is she alright?" asked Stefanie.

      "Don't worry, ma'am, she's fine. Detective Lockwood was more in danger than she was. He was the one who was driving the car around to the front of the house."

      "When were you going to tell me about this, Mark?"

      "Eventually," said MacFarland, stuffing his mouth with as much spaghetti as he possibly could. His mumbling words were hard to decipher.

      Fortunately, Rufus was willing to speak for him. "Yeah, a whole lot of stuff's been going on lately. Her car blowing up, me having to go to court, us hiding secret files from the police..."

      "What do you have to go to court for, Rufus?" asked Randy, clearly selecting the one topic that he might care about.

      "It's that Agreement thingy. Someone is taking me to court to get the money."

      Suddenly Randy's interest went from tepid to boiling. "What do you mean? Who's trying to get control of our money? I mean, your money."

      "It's someone who has all them hospitals," said Rufus. "I have to go to Los Angeles to talk to the court people."

      "You're going to need help for that," said Randy solemnly. "You can't face these sharks all by yourself."

      Rufus nodded. "You're right, Randy. I just don't know who I can get. I need someone who knows about money and laws and stuff."

      Randy smiled broadly. "You're in luck, Rufus! I can help you with this catastrophe."

      Rufus brightened up. "You can? That would be great!"

      "Yes, indeedy, I can go to Los Angeles with you. Help you in court. Protect your interests."

      There was a rude sound from the other end of the table. "Mr. Randolph Cooper! You are NOT going to Los Angeles! If you do, it will be over my dead body!"

      Randy's face lost color. "But dear...Rufus needs my help."

      "I don't care what lame excuse you come up with, buster! You told me and your children that we couldn't afford a trip to Disneyland this summer because we didn't have enough money. So tell me, Mr. Financial Advisor, how are you going to pay for your trip to California? Are you going to pay for it with the happiness of your children?"

      "Disneyland! We're going to Disneyland?" yelled Ryan, soon joined by a decidedly young fourteen-year old Kaitlyn.

      MacFarland watched the pandemonium, slowly enjoying the spaghetti, which had mysteriously begun to taste a whole lot better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 8, 0930 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      This time, David O'Neil parked in the parking garage. He emerged from the entrance carrying the box of files. MacFarland and Pierson eyed him with curiosity. MacFarland recognized the box of files that O'Neil had gone to pains to hide in his hot dog cart two days earlier.

      "What's that, Dave?" asked Pierson. "Is that why you asked me down here?"

      David O'Neil nodded. "I hope it's not too difficult for you to get out, but when I discovered you weren't home, I checked with Detective Locksmith--"

      "Who?" asked Pierson.

      "Oh, sorry, slip of the tongue. Detective Lockwood. He said you were downtown. So I thought I would turn these over to you."

      Pierson looked aghast at the box. "I can't carry that! I'm not that well healed!"

      "Oh, I didn't expect you to carry it. I'll take it to police headquarters for you. Or you can call up that young pup who follows you around all the time."

      "What the hell is that?" asked Pierson. Then she looked puzzled. "Are you referring to Benny?"

      "I suspect it's the files that Chamberlain wanted turned over to him," said MacFarland.

      Pierson speared O'Neil with her most accusatory glance. "I thought you turned all those files over to the Commander," she said. "I remember them making a big fuss about the contents."

      MacFarland had a slightly different recollection. He recalled that she didn't want the police taking all the boxes since they contained items of personal importance. According to reports--MacFarland regretted not witnessing this firsthand--the shouting match between Pierson and the police had been quite astounding.

      "I thought I turned over all the files. Then I found that your inefficient police department missed a box." O'Neil smiled guiltily.

      MacFarland and Rufus gave each other looks of exasperation.

      "What files are these?"

      "Most of them are about a group your father and I called The Basra Boys. They didn't actually have much to do with Basra, but it sounded nice."

      "You think these are the guys who are after us?" asked Pierson.

      O'Neil nodded. "Three of these guys were locked up. I think they recently got out of jail and are trying to get revenge. They can't do anything to your father, but the can get at me. And, now I guess, at you."

      Pierson stared at the box. "Why didn't you turn this over with the other files? And if you already suspected that these were the guys we're after, why not give it to Chamberlain when he asked for it?"

      MacFarland smiled. Pierson clearly didn't believe the police were all that inefficient, and she certainly didn't believe that Uncle Dave just discovered the omitted box.

      O'Neil shrugged. Then, his face softened. "Okay, I've got to come clean to you, Cynful. I got a call from Colonel Linus Blackburn yesterday. He made it clear that he suspected I had information on the Basra Boys and that I better turn it over...or else."

      "Or else what?" asked Rufus.

      O'Neil smiled. "I didn't want to go that far and find out, Rufus. Let's see, how did he put it? 'We can do this the easy way or the hard way. I don't know if you realize it, but I have a reputation for preferring the hard way.' And then he described all the various things that the Army could still do to me." He gestured at the box. "When I discovered that we had missed one box, I realized that the police had asked for these files. And, I guess, I figured that if I didn't have the files, Colonel Blackburn couldn't get them from me."

      Pierson rolled her eyes. "Christ in a cape, Uncle Dave! The Army will just take the files from the police!"

      "I'm sure the police have the resources to make copies of the files. More resources than I have."

      Pierson glared at MacFarland. "Mac! Did you know about this?"

      MacFarland backed up a step, surprised by the vehemence of her tone. "Uh, I didn't know that the Colonel called up David."

      "I'm not talking about the damn phone call! I'm talking about these damned files."

      MacFarland stared morosely at the file box. "I can honestly say that I haven't seen the contents of that box, so I didn't know what was in it."

      "God, you're as honest as a fortune cookie. Did you know about this box?"

      O'Neil decided to intercede on MacFarland's behalf. "It wasn't his fault, Cynthia. I put him up to it."

      Pierson looked from MacFarland to O'Neil and back again. "Put him up to what?"

      "Hiding the files so that I had more time to go through the contents of the box."

      "Have you gone through it?"

      "I started yesterday, but there's a lot of stuff to review."

      "So you're not done yet, right?"

      O'Neil nodded.

      "Then what the hell are you doing here with the damn box? Why aren't you at my house going through the files?"

      MacFarland and O'Neil looked at each other, their expressions puzzled. "Are you saying I should take the box back?"

      "I'm not saying anything, Dave. I don't know anything about this box. I've never seen it. As far as I know, the police took all the boxes I had in my possession. If the Army wants them, then they can go to the police and get whatever they want. As far as I'm concerned, my only business here is getting a damn cup of coffee." She glared at MacFarland, who hurriedly poured her a cup of coffee. She grabbed the cup and abruptly headed back towards Police Headquarters.

      Only when she was halfway up the block did either MacFarland or O'Neil relax. O'Neil let out a deep breath of air. "I certainly didn't expect that reaction."

      MacFarland nodded. "It's not possible to ever predict Cynthia Pierson. I gave up trying years ago."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 8, 1220 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      Long after O'Neil returned with his box to Pierson's house, MacFarland and Rufus were still enjoying the humor of being able to predict Pierson.  Finally, after several repetitions of the same joke in different ways, the two men calmed down.

      "At least you know who the bad guys are now," observed Rufus.

      "We think we know who they are. The evidence is still only circumstantial."

      "What about the name we got? Ain't that proof?"

      "Not really."

      "What about the way they run off every time we try to get near to them? That sure seems guilty to me."

      "I seem to remember that when we lived on the street, we often got as far from the police as we could when we saw them coming."

      "That's 'cause the police wasn't our friends," said Rufus. "’Cepting you, of course. But you wasn't a cop no more."

      "True. I just hope that the Army doesn't find the files in Pierson's house. I wouldn't want her sent to Guantanamo."

      "You think she could end up there?"

      "Who knows?"

      "At least she'd be warmer there," said Rufus.

      Before MacFarland was able to correct Rufus' understanding of the implications of Guantanamo Bay, Lockwood drove up and parked on the street. Lockwood got out, followed by a young, attractive black woman. She appeared to be in her young twenties. She had long, straight hair, large sensual lips, and a narrow nose. She carried herself with an air of assertiveness that MacFarland found stimulating.

      "Hello, Benny," said MacFarland. "Who's your friend?"

      "Hi, Mac. I'd like you to meet Azeda Morehouse. She's a friend of someone I knew in college."

      MacFarland smiled and stretched out his hand. "Pleased to meet you, Azeda."

      Azeda didn't take his hand, but spent her time examining MacFarland, Rufus, and the hot dog cart very critically. "Ben said you were a cop? What happened to you?"

      MacFarland smiled. "I decided to simplify my life."

      Azeda's expression seemed to express some doubt about the concept of life simplification, but she didn't say anything about that topic. "Ben says that you might be able to help me."

      MacFarland raised his eyebrows. "Help you with what, miss?"

      "My name is Azeda. I do not like to be equated with that particular patriarchal subjugating and demeaning epithet."

      MacFarland did his best to hide his smile. "As you wish, Azeda. How can I help you?"

      "My wife is missing."

      Both MacFarland and Rufus stared at each other, their expressions blank. "Tell me more, please."

      "Her name is Neela Woods. She's been murdered."

      MacFarland glanced briefly at Lockwood, whose eyes indicated a noncommittal response. "Have the police been informed?"

      "No," said Azeda. "Her family insists that Neela is overseas, travelling."

      "Surely it would be possible to contact her and verify that," said MacFarland.

      "She sometimes travels to places where she doesn't have good internet connections."

      "What about just calling on a phone?" asked Rufus.

      "If she doesn't have internet, she probably doesn't have a good phone connection either."

      "What about a regular phone?" persisted Rufus.

      Azeda looked at him as though he were a talking dog. "You mean a landline? Who uses those?"

      Rufus shrugged. "People who don't got modern phones, I guess."

      Azeda shook her head in exasperation. "No, but it doesn't matter. She's not overseas. She's been killed."

      "How do you know this?"

      "I am her soul mate," said Azeda. "When something happens to her, I feel it in my heart. In my whole body, even."

      MacFarland often wanted more objective forms of evidence of foul play. "When did you feel something happened to her?"

      "January eighth. One month ago."

      "That was when you last saw her?" asked MacFarland.

      "No, I saw her Christmas Eve. During the day. She dropped some Christmas presents off at our apartment." Azeda looked like she was on the verge of crying, but she held back the tears.

      "You said that her family says she's on a trip?"

      "That's what they say. But they're covering up what happened to her."

      "Do you think they're involved in her disappearance?"

      "Murder. Not disappearance. How many times do I need to say it? No, I don't think it was them that murdered her. It was someone else."

      MacFarland studied Azeda's face. "Who?"

      "Stanley Torres."

      "And who is Stanley Torres?"

      "He is a woman-hating misogynist asshole who has polluted Neela's mind!"

      "How did he do that?"

      "For one thing, he turned her against me! He broke up our marriage!"

      MacFarland nodded. "How exactly did he do that?"

      Azeda stared at him in disbelief. "He turned her heart to stone. Why is that so hard to understand? He turned her against me!"

      "And you think he killed her?"

      "Yes. That's why she's not available by phone or on the internet." Azeda got a look of frustration, then shook her head. She turned to Lockwood and glared at him. "I thought you said he could help. He's as useless as you are. You're all useless!" She turned around and headed across the street.

      "Don't you need a ride?" called Lockwood.

      "No! I'll take the bus!"

      MacFarland, Rufus and Lockwood watched Azeda proceed across the plaza that separated the Courthouse and the Detention Center. "You sure have strange friends," said MacFarland.

      Lockwood shook his head. "She's not really a friend," he said. "Yesterday was the first time I met her."

      "She came to you? Why?"

      "Because she thinks someone killed her wife...spouse. I'm not sure how it works with gay marriages."

      "But why did she come to you?"

      Lockwood looked uncomfortable. 'Uh, I used to date Neela Woods."

      MacFarland smiled, his eyebrows rising in amusement. "Really? You dated a lesbian?"

      "She wasn't a lesbian when I dated her," said Lockwood.

      Rufus guffawed. "So you turned her into a lesbian?" he asked.

      "Oh, Rufus," said MacFarland. "That's not nice. Probably true, but not nice!"

      "Very funny, you guys. She wasn't a lesbian when I dated her. In fact, we had a very passionate relationship."

      "So what happened?"

      "She got interested in something else."

      "Another person?"

      "No. She liked to travel. So she dropped out of school for a couple of years and began to travel around the world."

      "So her family's comment that she is overseas might be credible."

      "It could be. I do know that she travelled a lot."

      "How can she afford that?"

      "Oh, you don't know? The Woods family is quite wealthy. It's a shame it didn't work out between us. If I had married Neela, I would have been set up for life."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 9, 1015 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      MacFarland had a whole series of questions for Lockwood, most of which the young detective dodged. The next morning, MacFarland asked Pierson if she had heard anything about the Neela Woods case.

      "Woods? Yes, there was some scuttlebutt about someone named Woods. It's not a case as far as I know."

      "What do you know about it?"

      "Not much. We got a report that a woman claimed that her spouse was missing and probably murdered. When we checked into it, several members of the Woods family said she wasn't dead, but away on a trip."

      "Don't we usually follow up anyway? It sounds like she's been out of touch with her family or her spouse for more than a month.'

      "Normally we would. But the family claimed that the person filing the report was harassing the family. They said that the supposed victim is suing for divorce, and that's why she's avoiding her former spouse. And then..."

      "And then what?"

      "Chamberlain found out that the woman who's missing is one of Lockwood's former girlfriends."

      "So?"

      "So, the case was assigned to detectives in Precinct 312 to handle the case. You know how Chamberlain feels about potential conflicts of interest."

      "That's why Benny's not on the case?"

      "Exactly. And you better not be either."

      "Of course not."

      Shortly after Pierson left, MacFarland looked up the address of the Woods family. He found an address in Cherry Creek. Okay, they probably did have money.

      He and Rufus took their cart downtown. After
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