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        Seeing Red

        Book 1

      

      

      
        
        Three brothers. One murder. Seven days to find the truth.

      

      

      
        
        Police officer Steve Smiley sees his chance to escape stolen cars duty when an abandoned VW Bug case leads to murder. Making a deal with a grizzled detective, he gets one week to solve the homicide. The suspects? Three troubled triplets. But as the clock ticks down, Smiley must decide: are they truly guilty, or is the real killer still at large?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Something didn’t look right. After five years on patrol and an additional six months working plain-clothes with stolen cars, I’d come to notice things most people didn’t. Things like an old-school white Volkswagen Beetle parked backward in a handicap parking spot without a placard hanging from the rearview mirror or a handicap license plate.

      I whipped my six-month-old 1998 Crown Victoria Sedan into the parking spot next to the VW and climbed out into a Houston night with enough humidity and residual May heat to wilt plastic flowers. Nothing of significance caught my eye as I took a quick lap around the car.

      Back in my car, I lifted the microphone of the Motorola radio, gave my call sign to dispatch and waited for her to acknowledge it. A monotone voice said, “Go ahead.”

      “I need a 28-29 on Mary Nora Tom 496.” As I waited to see if the car had been reported stolen, I wondered if I’d made a bad career move. The stolen car division might as well have been called the department of redundancy department—get a call, take a report, wait for a stripped car or truck to turn up and finish the report. Every now and then I stake out a bait car and arrest some kids out for a joy ride. Something needed to change.

      After a minute or two the dispatcher reported back. “No wants or warrants. Vehicle is white 1970 Volkswagen registered to Chad Sefcik.”

      Something like a film of red clouded over my view of the car when the dispatcher spoke the owner’s name. Nothing like this had ever happened to me. Beads of sweat popped out on my forehead despite having the air conditioner blowing air cold enough to chill an Eskimo. With thumb and forefinger, I massaged my closed eyes and waited until my heart and breathing came down a few notches. The translucent red film turned pink then my vision returned sharp and clear. What in the world was going on with my eyes?

      I hopped out and circled the VW again, looking with more care this time. A faculty parking permit for Bellaire High School clung to the back glass. Otherwise, nothing seemed out of place other than it was in a parking spot reserved for the disabled. I whispered the name of the owner while looking in the driver’s door window. The impression of looking through a piece of red plastic returned. I swallowed hard and rubbed my face with trembling hands. Were my eyes going out before I reached my twenty-eighth birthday, or was it all in my mind?

      It had been a long hot day, and it promised to be a long hot summer. I needed to get home.

      Maggie didn’t laugh when I told her about the tricks my eyes had played on me. She blamed it on too many fourteen-hour days, gave me a couple of over-the-counter sleeping pills and tucked me in. I might as well have chugged a gallon of coffee for all the good those pills did.
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        * * *

      

      The Volkswagen Beetle hadn’t moved overnight. It remained illegally parked in a handicap spot at an Albertson’s grocery store. The owner had not answered my phone calls. The car needed to be moved, so I called for a wrecker. My next call went to Missing Persons to see if a report had been filed on Chad Sefcik. None had.

      That’s when I conducted an experiment to see if my eyes were going haywire. While looking at the Beetle being pulled onto the tilting ramp of a tow truck I said, “Chad Sefcik.” Like the alternating colors of a candy cane, the white car and everything around it turned red. After a few minutes the car returned to looking white as a sheet of typing paper. If a logical explanation existed, my Maggie could track it down. I made another call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      While Maggie worked to discover what might be going on with my vision, I called Bellaire High School to find out what I could about the owner of the Volkswagen. On the third ring, a woman sounding like my elderly aunt answered and asked how she could help me.

      “This is Steve Smiley with Houston Police. I’d like to get a message to one of your teachers, a Mr. Chad Sefcik. It’s not an emergency, so please don’t interrupt his day.”

      “Certainly, sir. If you’ll spell your name and give me your number, I’ll make sure he… Oh, I’m sorry. It seems Mr. Sefcik isn’t here today.” She paused. “Perhaps I should let you speak with one of our assistant principals. Could you hold a moment?”

      A pre-recorded loop of announcements concerning end-of-year events, including graduation, came through the receiver. While I waited it occurred to me the red filter didn’t overlay my vision when the lady said “Mr. Sefcik.” Perhaps my vision wasn’t going screwy after all.

      A man came on the line with a voice that sounded a little too eager. “This is Assistant Principal LaMonte Boudreaux. I understand you have information about Mr. Sefcik.”

      “Not exactly. I need to get a message to him.”

      “We have that in common.”

      “Is he missing?”

      “Mr. Sefcik didn’t show up for his classes yesterday or today, and he didn’t call in.”

      I sat a little straighter. “Has he done this before?”

      “Never.”

      “Hmmm. I’ll send a patrol car by his residence for a wellness check and let you know what I find out. I wouldn’t be too concerned. Most of the time these things turn out to be nothing. Thank you for your time.”

      Things began to tickle that sixth sense they say cops have. A missing teacher, an abandoned car, my seeing red when I looked at the VW and said Chad Sefcik all added up to… what? I needed to check the car again and pay a visit to Bellaire High School.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I managed to cram ten hours of chasing down stolen cars into eight before I pointed the cruiser toward Bellaire High School and my appointment with Assistant Principal Boudreaux. Only a smattering of cars remained in the parking lot big enough to handle a campus of over three thousand students.

      LaMonte Boudreaux stood six foot four inches and wore a smile as naturally as people wear shoes. He had skin the color of a Hershey Bar and his clean-shaven head glistened with a light coating of sweat. Something told me that when he stopped smiling he could be a force to be reckoned with. Most schools had a man like LaMonte Boudreaux—the enforcer, the disciplinarian.

      “Any word on our missing teacher?” he asked with a voice that sounded like distant thunder.

      “Not yet. Officers got a key from the apartment manager and made a quick sweep. Nothing looked out of place. What can you tell me about Mr. Sefcik?”

      “He’s a first-year teacher… French One and Two.” Boudreaux chuckled and added, “I should also say his first year will be his last. He let us know he’s accepted another job and won’t be back next year.”

      “Another teaching job?”

      “No, if I remember correctly, it’s some sort of job translating for new products going on the market.”

      I nodded like I understood. “Didn’t teaching agree with him?”

      “It might be best if I explained this school to you.” He leaned back in a chair that groaned under his bulk, which I guessed to be around two hundred eighty pounds. “We have every race, religion and nationality you can name. We also have more than our share of disciplinary problems. So many, in fact, we’re having to implement new policies to tighten down before we lose control.” He glanced out the window for a few seconds and said, “But those won’t go into effect until next school year.” He leaned forward. “Can you believe next year will be the last year in this century?”

      I nodded my head at all the right times. Mr. Boudreaux got back on topic. “Most teachers do a pretty good job of keeping the lid on their classes.” He lowered his voice, “To be quite honest, Mr. Sefcik didn’t make the grade. He tried to make friends with some of the kids. They ate him for lunch… figuratively speaking, of course.”

      I nodded a final time. Mr. Chad Sefcik, a French teacher, fresh out of college, couldn’t handle what tough city kids could dish out. He already had a new job waiting for him. He’d had enough, thrown in the towel and hit the road without leaving a forwarding address. Or else… I didn’t want to fill in the blank and it didn’t explain the abandoned Volkswagen.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie tried to get me to stay home after we polished off our supper of chicken salad sandwiches and chips. After missing almost all of last night’s sleep I longed to sink my head into a cool pillow and turn the A/C down so low a penguin would need a blanket.

      Who was I kidding? I knew I’d lie awake if I didn’t pay another visit to the VW. The conversation with Mr. Boudreaux had me imagining all sorts of things street-savvy high school boys could do to a weak teacher.

      I pulled into the impound lot after showing my badge. The Bug looked like a lost puppy at the pound waiting for its owner to come claim it. With flashlight in hand, I made a close examination of the car inside a fenced lot that believed in saving money on lights. I began at the curved top and worked my way down the hood and the passenger’s side. Nothing stood out until the beam caught a brownish stain on the rear bumper. I turned off the light, took the spray bottle I’d brought, and gave the stain a good misting. After thirty seconds the Luminol reacted with the iron found in hemoglobin and began to glow. I’d never seen a prettier shade of blue.

      The lab boys took over the next day. Prints were found on the rear bumper, but the inside had been wiped clean. They found nothing of interest except a significant amount of partially dried mud on the driver’s floorboard.

      It took two more days and a violent rainstorm for Chad Sefcik’s decomposing body to be swept from a culvert into a muddy, rain-swollen ditch, about three miles from Bellaire High School.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The downpour started before dawn, one of those late spring rains coming in off the Gulf that guaranteed a thriving crop of mosquitoes. I’d left word with Missing Persons to notify me if anything related to Chad Sefcik came up. They called and I altered my route to work. The throng of emergency vehicles and yellow crime scene tape told me I’d found the watery grave of the missing French teacher. My badge gave me admittance to the area, but that’s where the cordiality ended.

      “Who are you and what are you doing in my crime scene?” His voice sounded like a grizzled Marine Corps Drill Instructor. A slicker covered all but a head of thinning gray hair and a bulbous nose dripping with rain.

      “My name is Smiley, Steve Smiley. I work with stolen cars. If the guy on his way to the morgue is Chad Sefcik, I’ve been looking for him all week.”

      He stopped grinding his molars long enough to say, “Ok, Smiley. I’m guessing you have a report to fill out on an abandoned car. The driver’s license on the vic said Sefcik. Now, get lost.”

      I didn’t blame him. I’d be touchy, too, if my crime scene was being washed away in front of my eyes. That didn’t change the fact that I had what he needed, and he might have what I wanted. This could be my ticket out of stolen cars and into something I’d always wanted to do.

      “Like I said, I’ve been looking for Sefcik all week. I know where he works, where he lives, who the next of kin is and when they last spoke with him. I also talked to his employer, and I know he was set to leave his job.” I paused. The detective stared with eyes squinted. “And I found blood on the back bumper of his car. It’s at the lab. I also dusted the car and lifted some interesting prints. I have an ID on three suspects so far.”

      He stood scowling at me. I gave him a parting shot. “Come by and see me if you think I can be of help. I don’t know about you, but I’m not much for standing out in the rain when I can do my work someplace dry. If you found his car keys, bring them. The guys at the impound lot would appreciate it.”

      I spun around and didn’t look back. Fresh coffee awaited him when he arrived at my cubicle an hour later.
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        * * *

      

      Homicide Detective Clark Ray didn’t look nearly as much like a wet opossum as he sat across from me gripping a steaming cup of coffee. He had toweled off and found a clean pair of shoes. His looks had improved, but his face still reminded me of a rutted country road.

      He knew I wanted something and didn’t mince his words. “You didn’t have to walk through garbage, mud and rain to see me this morning. You could have stayed dry and called me from here. What’s your angle, college boy?”

      I wasn’t much on making up lies on the fly so I gave him my best sales pitch with as few words as I could. “I want out of this paper mill. If I stay here, I’ll turn into a mind-numbed bureaucrat that can’t think about anything but his days off, vacations and retirement. I want to transfer to homicide as soon as possible and I want to work this case with you, even if it’s on my own time.”

      His chuckle sounded like rocks rolling around in the bottom of a barrel. “Answer me this, college boy: Did you have the victim’s car transferred inside so the lab boys can go over it?”

      “Already done.”

      His lips pursed and he gave a slight nod. “If we were playing baseball, I’d say you’re on base with a single. Give me everything you’ve collected so far. I’ll look over it today. If I like what I see, I might let you tag along on your own time. If you don’t hear from me by this afternoon, you won’t.” His jaw tightened and he spoke through his teeth. “This is a ‘don’t call me, I’ll call you’ kinda’ deal. Understand?”

      The hours drug by as if they wore shoes of lead. To pass the time, I went back to the place where the body was found and did a walking search of the area. The drainage ditch acted as a barrier between rows of businesses and an apartment complex. Both showed their age but didn’t give up anything I considered helpful.

      At 3:37 p.m. my phone rang, but it wasn’t Detective Ray. Maggie called to say she’d solved one of the mysteries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie’s words spilled out like water coming over Niagara Falls. “Honey, you’re not crazy and nothing’s wrong with your eyes.”

      “Glad to hear it. Why did I see red?”

      “I called Mary Killough—”

      “The shrink?”

      “She’s a PhD. psychologist. She said you’re probably experiencing Associative Chromesthesia.”

      My mind whirled. “Is it fatal?”

      Her voice blended urgency with joy. “It’s what I would consider a gift. Here’s how it works. Some people, usually very creative people, see colors when they encounter things they’re passionate about. It occurs most often in composers, painters, sculptors—people like that. Say a composer writes something very somber. As it’s played or as he’s looking at the music, he may see through a blue filter or a gray one or some other color. Get it?”

      “Yeah, I get it, but I’m not sure I like it. Are you saying I see red if I see something associated with a murder and I hear the victim’s name?”

      “Mary thinks so. She’s making copies of articles from professional journals for me. She also said there’s an easy way for you to test it. Try going to places where homicides have recently taken place and say the victim’s name out loud. Do the same with weapons used to kill people and say their names while you’re looking at the guns or knives or whatever. I’m guessing you’ll see through a red lens.”

      My phone rang again before I had time to test Maggie’s theory. The gravelly voice of Detective Ray said, “Your runner stole second base, college boy. You’re mine for the next week. I’ll pick you up outside in twenty minutes.”

      I was on the curb with fifteen minutes to spare. I figured we’d be heading to see triplet brothers, Randy, Ricky and Rowdy McDonald, age eighteen and soon-to-be graduates of Bellaire High School. I’d lifted their prints from the bloody back bumper.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Real estate agents tell you to buy the worst house in any neighborhood so the value of the others will bring yours up. This didn’t apply to the McDonald house. The only cure I could see for this falling down excuse for a dwelling would be a gallon of gasoline and a Blue Diamond match. Built on a low lot with a flood-prone ditch in the side yard, the home had several high-water marks on the wooden planks of the siding. The date of each flood was spray painted on the planks. It reminded me of how people mark their children’s height every year on doorframes to celebrate how much they’d grown between birthdays.

      Detective Ray banged on a cheap aluminum screen door and managed to rouse a dog of questionable heritage. He barked until the need to scratch overcame his call to protect the home. The TV blared what could have been a small riot or a normal episode of Jerry Springer. Dressed in stained jeans and an even more stained white T-shirt, the man who came to the door sported a four-day beard and gripped a bottle of Lone Star.

      Ray and I flashed our badges.

      “What is it this time?”

      Detective Ray did the talking. “Detectives Ray and Smiley. Homicide. Are Randy, Ricky and Rowdy McDonald here?”

      “Are you kiddin’? It’s Friday night. They ain’t never home on Friday night, or Saturday or most any other night for that matter.” The man took a swig and followed it with three more gulps. After a belch he asked, “Did you say homicide? Who’d they kill?”

      “I didn’t say anything about them killing anyone. Do you think they did?”

      The man shrugged. “Wouldn’t put it past ’em.”

      “Do you know where they might be? We need to get in touch with them.”

      “Pick any direction you want. Sometimes they go to Galveston, sometimes to Surfside. They also might head north to Lake Conroe or go on up into East Texas. I heard ’em talkin’ about some beer joint they went to in the Hill Country last weekend. All I know is I don’t want ’em here. They steal my beer and won’t lift a finger to help me keep this place lookin’ as good as it does. Your best bet is to catch ’em at school on Monday. They used up all the days they can miss and still graduate.”

      “What are they driving?” I asked.

      “Look for a Ford Tempo with more rust than baby-blue paint. If you see a trail of red transmission fluid, follow it. Should lead you right to ’em.”

      We shuffled back to the car, not much better informed about the three brothers than when we drove up. Once inside I mumbled, “It’s a shame.”

      “What did you say, college boy?”

      “I said it’s a shame those boys had to grow up in a dump like this.”

      Detective Ray turned his scowling face to me. “Do you want to be a social worker or a homicide detective?”

      I let out a full breath and asked, “What now?”

      “You just made your first out, college boy. Your runner on second base wasn’t paying attention and got picked off. You had a blood-stained bumper and prints on the three brothers for two days. You suspected something bad had happened to Sefcik, but you didn’t dig deeper. You also didn’t give anyone else a heads-up on what you suspected.” He shook his head in disgust. “As far as I’m concerned, you had your chance, and you blew it. Enjoy your weekend and your career with stolen cars.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d gone from the penthouse to the outhouse in the span of one day. My ticket out of auto theft had been stamped VOID. Maggie didn’t bother trying to cheer me. She knew better. I went to the back yard and took out my frustration by swatting mosquitos and listening to their relatives fry in my new electric bug zapper. Anger at my lack of foresight rose with every sizzle. Then, it hit me. I needed to call Assistant Principal Boudreaux.

      “Steve Smiley. Sorry to call you at home, Mr. Boudreaux. I need some help.”

      It wasn’t terribly late, and he didn’t seem annoyed that I called. “No problem,” he said. “I thought somebody might be calling to give me an update on Andrew Simpson.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Boudreaux. I don’t know anyone named Andrew Simpson. I was calling in reference to Mr. Sefcik’s death. Can you tell me what you know about three of your students named Randy, Ricky and Rowdy McDonald?”

      “If you’re calling about those McDonald boys you might be calling about both Chad Sefcik’s death and Andrew Simpson being in the hospital.”

      I ran inside to find my notebook and pen. My hand shook as I began to scribble notes. “Why don’t you tell me about Andrew Simpson first?”

      “Andrew is a very bright, but somewhat odd, senior. He was the teacher’s aide for Mr. Sefcik. Andrew’s mother is a native of France and she made sure he spoke French fluently. In fact, Andrew speaks French better than Mr. Sefcik did. Anyway, from what students told me, the three McDonald boys ran off the substitute teacher in French class today. That’s not too unusual, but then they tore into Andrew. They hurt him bad enough we had to call an ambulance. The last I heard, he’s at Ben Taub hospital with a broken arm and a concussion.” He paused but not for long. “All I know about the McDonald boys is they piled into that ratty old Ford and left campus before the boys in blue showed up.”

      The gears in my head were clicking into place. This might be enough to get me back in the game. I made an appointment with Mr. Boudreaux for the following morning and called Ben Taub. The doctor preferred that I not come until the following day. He said 6:30 a.m. would be fine unless there were complications during the night.

      For my next call I knew I’d have to talk fast. I did and it worked.

      “Well, college boy. Looks like you’re back in the game with a bunt single. I’ll pick you up at 5:00 a.m. We’ll grab some breakfast before we talk to Andrew Simpson.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      An ice bag draped across the bridge of Andrew Simpson’s nose and covered both eyes. Angry crimson lines marked both top and bottom lips where the skin had split. The first responders’ reports told us the McDonald boys had taken turns using his face as a punching bag. A cast covered his right arm from wrist to armpit. One of the boys, the report didn’t indicate which one, got carried away and pushed Andrew’s right arm too high up his back while the other two worked him over.

      Detective Ray made introductions and Andrew pulled off the ice bag. The gap of the eyelids on his right eye opened just enough so he could make us out. I figured a series of right crosses from the McDonalds made sure Andrew wouldn’t see out of the left eye for almost a week.

      “I already told the officers yesterday all I know.”

      Detective Ray’s countenance softened. “Look, Andrew, those cops you talked to yesterday were interested in who beat you up and why. They took care of issuing arrest warrants on the McDonalds. It won’t be long before we have them in jail. Detective Smiley and I are homicide. We’re here to talk to you about Mr. Sefcik. We understand you were his teacher’s assistant.”

      Matted blond hair moved to indicate a nod.

      “What kind of a man was Mr. Sefcik?”

      Andrew shrugged and then gave a yelp. The movement of the broken arm took his breath away. He finally answered and when he did it sounded like he had marbles in his mouth. “Mr. S. was a good guy.”

      “You must have spent a lot of time with him.”

      “Not that much.”

      “What did the other students think of him?”

      “Some liked him. Some didn’t. The McDonald boys sure didn’t. I think they’re the reason he was getting out of teaching.”

      “How did you know he was getting out of teaching?”

      Andrew’s Adam’s apple, the size of a golf ball, rose and fell. Andrew’s gaze shifted downward.

      I also wondered how he knew Mr. Sefcik was getting out of teaching. Detective Ray’s question seemed to hit a nerve. Was he stalling while he searched for an answer or was the pain more than he could take?

      Andrew pushed the call button for the nurse. “I’m sorry, what did you ask?”

      “How did you know Mr. Sefcik was getting out of teaching?”

      “I guess he told me. I spent one full period a day with him grading papers.”

      “Did you spend any time with Mr. Sefcik after school?”

      “Not really. I kind of stick to myself.”

      “Yeah, I was like that in school myself.”

      Detective Ray placed a hand on Andrew’s leg. “I want to ask you a very serious question. Do you think the McDonald boys killed Mr. Sefcik?”

      The answer came quick and sure. “Yes.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “They found out he was going to fail them. That meant they wouldn’t graduate.” He looked down and to the right. “I’m not sure they meant to kill him, but just like with my arm, once those boys get started, they don’t know when to stop. Ask around. They’re not too bad if you separate them but put them together and they’re mean as rattlesnakes and twice as dangerous.”

      As we turned to leave, I asked, “Will you be able to drive with that arm?”

      “Not a chance. I drive a Thing.”

      When we made it into the hall Detective Ray asked, “A Thing?”

      “A Volkswagen Model 181. It’s a VW Bug with different skin. The metal body looks like corrugated tin and is all sharp angles. They’re sold all over the world and they’re called by different names depending on what language is spo—”

      His glare stopped me in my tracks. Detective Ray apparently wasn’t interested in the details of German-made economy cars. He ended the conversation with a terse, “You might want to limit your questions to something that will help us solve this case. Or did you forget you’re working homicide this week?”
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        * * *

      

      We arrived at Bellaire High School at 8:30 a.m. Assistant Principal Boudreaux had coffee waiting for us. Detective Ray declined for both of us and got straight to the point.

      “We went to see Andrew Simpson this morning. The McDonald boys worked him over good. What can you tell us about them?”

      “They were all good football players–the interior of our offensive line. One played center and the other two were the guards. If it weren’t for the numbers on the uniforms you couldn’t tell one from the other. After football ended, they sort of went wild. Nothing real serious, but those three are as mischievous as raccoons locked in a bakery overnight. I thought it was nothing more than boredom and senior-itis. It surprised me when I heard what they did to Andrew Simpson.”

      I tried to redeem myself by asking a pertinent question. “Have you heard any rumors about what the Simpson kid did to make them so angry?”

      “I spoke to a couple of my spies yesterday after the incident. I can tell you this much, Andrew Simpson has a reputation for being a good source for alcohol. I’m also told the McDonald boys like to drink. That and the French class are the only things I know of that they have in common.”

      “Andrew Simpson told us the McDonalds were failing French and wouldn’t graduate. Do you know if that’s true?”

      Mr. Boudreaux rested his palms on his desk. “It might be true that they’re failing now, but they had to be passing to play football. In cases like the McDonalds’ we do all we can to bend the grades upward… within reason, of course. I’ve already looked into the McDonalds’ grades. They did just enough to pass. I’ll make sure they get diplomas if I have to print them myself.”

      After a few more questions Mr. Boudreaux gave us the names of ten students that witnessed the beating or were known to be friends with either the McDonalds’ or Andrew Simpson.

      We stood to leave. The assistant principle had some parting words of advice. “Be on your toes when you interview the McDonalds. They’re slippery as a bucket of eels.”

      We divided the list and agreed to meet at 5:00 p.m. to compare notes. I found four of the students on my list as did Detective Ray. Most everything Assistant Principal Boudreaux said about the McDonalds and Andrew Simpson was corroborated. The McDonalds liked to drink, and Andrew Simpson took orders for alcohol. One thing was added to each of our reports. The McDonalds’ bragged about rolling drunks outside beer joints on the weekends.

      We were notified at 5:45 p.m. that Randy, Ricky and Rowdy McDonald had been picked up on Surfside beach by Brazoria County Deputies. Three miniature baseball bats, the type kids buy as souvenirs at Astro’s games, were found under the front seat of their car… along with a set of brass knuckles.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie held my hand as if I’d run away if she loosened her grip. We walked into church on Sunday morning with her grinning like we’d inherited a million dollars. My job didn’t allow me to go but once in a blue moon. When I did go, it made her day and did me some good, too. I think the sermon had something to do with trusting God, but my mind ground away on the case. On the way out we ran into Mary Killough, the shrink that told Maggie I might have Associative Chromesthesia.

      “Well? Have you tried it out?”

      I nodded. “I went to the evidence room this week and looked at guns from three murders and one possible suicide. When I spoke the victim’s names, even though the pistols were covered by plastic evidence bags, I saw red on the ones used in the murders, but not the one we believe to be a suicide.”

      She all but danced a jig. “Fascinating! I have to interview you, go with you to crime scenes and write an article for a professional journal.”

      I smiled and squeezed Maggie’s hand with three quick bursts…our secret distress call. She did her magic disappearing act and took me with her.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at the county jail at five-thirty that afternoon. Detective Ray threw out his chin. “Here’s your chance, college boy. Get a confession out of them. I’ll be watching through the glass.”

      My mouth felt like cotton as I pushed open the door. One of the McDonald triplets sat in front of me. I didn’t know which one, so I asked his name. Things got off to a bad start.

      “I might be Randy Joe, Ricky Joe or Rowdy Joe McDonald. Which one do you want to talk to?”

      I’d dealt with smart-mouthed street kids so this didn’t set me back too much. “You’ll do for a start. What’s your name? And before you answer, let me warn you that lying to a cop will mean additional charges.”

      He called my bluff. “If you don’t know who you’re talking to, how will you know who to testify against when we go to trial? Even a bad lawyer would be able to beat the rap.”

      He had a point and I’d been put on the defensive. Not a good place in an interrogation. I tried a different tactic. “Fingerprints don’t lie. If you want to do this the hard way, that’s fine with me. I’ll get all three sets of the old prints, fingerprint you right here and match them up.”

      He not only called my bluff, but he raised the stakes. “My brothers and I switched our driver’s licenses before we were arrested and fingerprinted last year when they picked us up for shoplifting. Do you know why they ended up dropping all charges? Because they couldn’t tell us apart and they couldn’t prove who we were. You can fingerprint me all day long and you’ll still have a one in three chance of calling me by the right name.” He grinned. “I know what you’re going to say next. You can do DNA tests. Yeah, you can but think how unreliable those would be on identical triplets. Besides, they didn’t take samples the only time we were arrested. You’re back to guessing which one is which.”

      I wanted to strangle him right then and there. He had me over a barrel. The only thing I could think of was footprints on the original birth certificates, but that would take time, and time was one thing Detective Ray didn’t like to waste.

      I stood, exited the room and went to the viewing room next door. I might as well have walked into a freezer. It was the coldest stare I’d ever experienced. I managed to croak out, “What do I do?”

      “You have until tomorrow afternoon to have this case wrapped up or it’s back to hot cars with you, college boy.” He didn’t smile when he said, “Two outs. No runners on base.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie fell asleep praying. I stayed up all night. My notes lay scattered on the kitchen table. I read them over and over. There wasn’t enough room on the table. I found straight pins and pinned what wouldn’t fit on the table to the dining room curtains. The answers were all there, of that I was sure. My mind re-ran every conversation from every witness. Words began to stand out, but they didn’t fit together. For some reason the white VW that turned red kept popping up in my mind.

      At dawn I showered and headed out. I went back to the scene where the body had been found. Then, I walked the bank upstream to the parking lot of Hank’s Liquor Store. Early morning traffic grew thicker on the street in front of Hank’s. The store was long and narrow and most of the parking ran along the side that backed up to the drainage ditch. I stood at the edge of the ditch, looked down into the murky water and said, “Chad Sefcik.” Nothing.

      Disgusted, I turned and took a couple of steps. “Who am I kidding? Looking at a crime scene and saying ‘Chad Sefcik’ is the stupidest—”

      The world turned red. I searched the ground and saw nothing but gravel. Then I remembered how hard it had rained. Hope began to rise up in me. I grabbed an evidence bag from my car and scraped up some loose gravel that looked darker than the rest. If I was right, this was the exact spot of Chad Sefcik’s murder—right next to a liquor store. My heart began to pound. I ran to the store’s front door and stopped in my tracks. Closed. They wouldn’t open for another two hours.

      I killed time by going back to the office and conducting a science experiment. Then, I headed back to Hank’s and arrived in time to see a man of Middle Eastern descent turn the key in the lock. He didn’t look like any Hank I’d ever met. My badge gained me his undivided attention.

      “Do you know who was working evenings last week?”

      His accent matched his appearance. The upswing on the last word of the sentences told me he hailed from India or close by. “Yes. I work all hours.”

      “Are you Hank?”

      He laughed. “No, no. But my cousin who is in marketing told me ‘Hank’s’ would bring me more business than ‘Rashid’s.’”

      He had a point. I pulled out five photos. He identified two as regular customers.

      The rocks I’d picked up earlier tested positive under Luminol. I had a runner on first base. Rashid was willing to swear that the faces of two of the men in the photos I showed him had been in the store at the estimated time of the murder. I was thinking like Detective Ray. The bases were loaded. All I needed was a single to drive in a run and win the game.
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        * * *

      

      The photos and blood-stained rocks managed to raise only one of Detective Ray’s eyebrows. I pitched my idea to him and he frowned. “You’d be breaking policy by doing that.”

      “I know, but we can have this wrapped up today and you can get some overtime off the books.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. I had him.
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        * * *

      

      We loaded the McDonald brothers in the back of a transfer van and headed for the impound lot. I told the guard at the gate what we were doing and instructed him to keep the gate locked until we were through. We unloaded the McDonalds and lined them up.

      “Here’s the deal,” I said. “It may take some time, but we have plenty of witnesses and evidence to hang the assaults on you. That’s not why we have you here. One of you three has a much bigger problem. There’s a dead French teacher and we need someone to go to prison for it. We lifted your fingerprints from the back bumper of Mr. Sefcik’s car. There’s three of you and all we need is one.”

      They began to squawk like geese. “Sure, our prints were on the back bumper, we were always messing with his car.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The one closest to me said, “Any time we found his car without another car parked next to it, we’d pick up the
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