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This book is for my friends who still go to work in the gold mines to try and make their dreams come true.
Chapter 1
It was spring in the Sierra Nevada Foothills and Bob Sandman loved the change of the seasons. Not that he liked springtime that much; he didn’t give a damn about the renewal of life, trees budding, birds hatching and all that crap. No, spring meant that summer was close at hand and spring meant an end to the rainy season. Bob hated the rainy season with a passion.
The Sierra Nevada Mountain range runs north and south through California and tilts up from the great Central Valley. It takes about eighty miles of distance to rise to ten thousand plus feet at which it only takes ten miles to drop down to the plateau that extends into Nevada. The western side of the range looks just like a trap door that has been propped open with its hinge at the edge of California’s great Central Valley.
This mountainous wedge means that the giant storms that hit California as they come in from the Pacific Ocean drop their precipitation on the broad expanse of its Foothills. As the hills become mountains, the rain turns to snow as the elevation continues to rise. The rains generally start in November - January and February are the wettest – and slow down by the end of April and are virtually gone by the middle of May.
This year was an exception. It was still raining in the first week of May and it was this rain that Bob Sandman hated. Here at fifteen hundred feet above sea level, the precipitation almost always came down as rain; it wasn’t high enough or cold enough to snow. Rain that flooded fields and streets, clogged drains, washed out bridges, overflowed creeks and turned the red soil of the Sierra Nevada Foothills to clay that sticks to a man’s boots, and made work in a gold mine impossible.
Once the rain ends, the ground starts to dry out, the grasses turn from green to brown and the dirt roads become navigable once again. This latter benefit was what Bob had been looking forward to for several months. Last summer he started working an old abandoned mine in Bald Mountain and it took a lot of work to get the place ready for actual prospecting. When the rains started last November he had to quit. The road that he took to the mine ran across some private property and the rain had turned part of the path into a creek. He was now anxious to get started again, the 1872 Mining Law said that if he discontinued work on the mine for six months, it would be considered abandoned. He’d worked too hard to get the mining rights to this property; he sure wasn’t going to lose it on a timeout. Yet, Bob knew he only had a week or so left before that deadline.
His old Dodge pickup got stuck once on the road to the mine last fall after the rains started. The veterinarian that owned the land and boarded large animal patients for his customers had to pull him out with his John Deere. The vet was nice about it but had suggested to Bob that he might wait until spring before coming back. Bob did as he was asked. It was nice of the Doc to let him cross his property, Bob had only bought the mineral rights to the land, and strictly speaking he was trespassing just to get to the old mine. Besides, if the Doc had not pulled him out he probably would have been stuck in the truck until someone came to find him, and that could be a long time. During the rainy season he thought of borrowing his wife Dottie’s Bronco, knowing that the four wheel drive would probably get him through it but he knew she would have a fit if he got it muddy, she was pretty fussy about that damn car.
Bob spent the winter at home looking at his charts and maps from the geological survey. He researched several old claims and found that it looked as though this mine had yielded quite a bit of gold already. He did some shopping around and bought himself the newest, latest most powerful metal detector, a Fisher Gemini 5, for Christmas. He paid more than seven hundred dollars for it but it was guaranteed to find gold according to the brochure that came with it.
He bought Dottie a new toaster oven for thirty-five dollars at the Wal-Mart and had the girl scouts outside the store wrap it up real nice. He liked the job they did and made a small donation though the sign said he didn’t need to, something he felt good about. Dottie seemed a little peeved when she unwrapped her toaster on Christmas morning and then saw what he bought himself. She stopped being angry with her when he promised her that he would take her on a cruise vacation with his first gold strike.
With his Fisher Gemini 5 he could find the vein that he knew ran inside that old mine on Bald Mountain. The glossy company brochure said it would penetrate two feet into the rock and locate metal. He couldn’t wait to get started. He felt he was ready, he’d read the Fisher manual four or five times and was ready to try it in the mine. He’d dug a muddy hole in the backyard, buried a roll of pennies and the machine had beeped like crazy when he’d tried it out. He dug up the roll of pennies, and tried to put Dottie’s bulb garden back as best he could, and was happy that the machine seemed to work as advertised.
His truck was ready to head back up the mountain as well. He repaired the old compressor he had mounted on the pickup bed; it was a little hard finding parts for that museum piece. He had to make a throttle linkage for it, but it purred like a kitten now. The compressor would be used to power the air drills that he used to drill holes in the rock face.
He’d mounted a winch on the front bumper of the Dodge during the rainy season, this way if he did get stuck somewhere he should be able to pull himself out. The tires were in good shape and once he got past the wet muddy section of the trail up to the mine, the tires should have a lot of grip on the hard rocky part of the trail.
Bob decided he would try the road up to the mine tomorrow. Dottie was planning to go to visit her sister in the Bay Area for a long visit, said it was time to do some shopping in San Francisco and see her niece and nephew. He didn’t mind, that should give him a good solid two weeks of work without her nagging him to fix things around the house.
That evening, the rain, which had already slowed to a drizzle, stopped completely. He watched the evening news with Dottie and the weather man said that the rest of the week would be dry and there was no rain in the satellite picture and it was probably going to be dry the rest of May. Dottie was working on a crossword puzzle in the living room and he told her that tomorrow was the day that he was going up the mountain to get the gold out of the ground. She looked at him skeptically and told him that when he left for the mountain she would head for her sister’s house. She said there was food in the freezer and she’d see him when she returned in two weeks.
Bob was excited and had a hard time sleeping that night. When he did fall asleep he dreamed of finding a huge piece of crystalline gold like they had on display at the Ironstone Winery in Murphys on the other side of the river. He’d been there many times and looked with awe and envy at the gold piece that was displayed in the vault and lit with little lights that made it sparkle and shine. That gold had come out of the big open pit right here in Jamestown and was bought by Mr. Kautz as a curiosity for his new winery.
Bob woke up early the next morning and looked out the window. The grasses on the hillsides were green, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky and he started humming the song from Snow White where the dwarfs walk over to the diamond mine. He started making his lunch, packed his icebox with a bottle of water and a couple of sodas and put the box into the passenger side of the Dodge.
He went back into the bedroom, Dottie was already awake from all the noise that he’d made in the kitchen, he waved goodbye, said to say hello to the kids and went out to start his truck. The truck turned over slowly and after a few turns the engine caught. He waited a few minutes while it warmed up; he knew how to take care of the aging motor. After ten or so minutes, he eased the truck into gear and turned down the driveway.
He drove along a couple of miles of local roads, and then turned onto California’s historic State highway 49. He stayed on the highway through Sonora and took the road heading north out of town. The highway started climbing and he eased the truck into a lower gear and continued up the slope.
To the right was the large animal veterinary hospital and he turned off the highway and down the drive. He stopped the Dodge behind the building, walked around to the front and looked in through the window and waved at young Suzanne, the doc’s receptionist. He saw her moving around inside, he wasn’t sure she’d seen him, she looked to be pretty busy. Bob had somewhat of a crush on Suzanne and he wasn’t sure if the feelings were mutual but she usually did wave back.
He walked back over to where he’d left the truck running and opened the gate to the pasture. He pulled to Dodge in and got out to close the gate again. The doc didn’t keep it locked but Bob didn’t want a sick horse to get out on his account. Last summer a llama that had been there for treatment of an infection on its back had gotten out of the gate and gone running down State highway 49.
Bob grinned as he thought about the Sheriff Deputies chasing after the animal until its owner had come over and coaxed it into a horse trailer. The doc had been mad about that one, good thing Bob hadn’t been there that morning, he didn’t think that he was the one that left the gate open, but he was positive the doc would have blamed him for sure.
He climbed back into the pickup truck and used the granny gear to ease it down the gravel road. After the first turn, the road went down into a gully and then came up immediately after to a steep climb. This is where he could get into trouble, the water was up to his hubcaps and that stretch was about four pickup lengths long. He had the Dodge take a little run at it and with a big splash he was out the other end and climbing up the hard rock grade. From here on the trail was slow going but dry. It continued to wind and twist up the hill on the hard rocky granite until he got to a small clearing where the entrance of the mine was.
He parked the Dodge with its back end close to the entrance, turned off the engine and got out to take a look. He’d traveled several miles on the trail, but he was only about a half mile from the veterinary hospital and the highway. He was about fifteen hundred feet above the building though, the trail had to wind that much to climb up to where he was now parked.
Bob went back to the truck, got out his bandana, tied it around his bald head and put his miner’s helmet on top of it. He’d discovered long ago that the bandana kept the helmet from chafing his head, besides he liked the way it looked, he’d have to wear it when he said hello to Suzanne tomorrow. He opened one of the utility boxes on the side of the truck, pulled out his lamp and clipped it to the helmet. He fastened the battery pack around his waist with his belt and was set to take off into his mine.
He looked back in the truck, took his leather gloves off the seat and put them in his back pocket. The keys were still in the ignition, he pulled them out and put them in his pocket. He thought about rolling up the windows and locking the doors, but he felt it was safe here; no one was likely to come up here in the morning. From the trash he’d found here last summer he knew that kids sometimes came up in the evenings to drink beer and make out. He didn’t think they’d come by now, besides what kid would want to steal his old Dodge?
He saw the ice chest sitting on the floor of the truck and debated about bringing his lunch and water along with him. No, it would just get in the way right now, this first walk into the mine this season was just going to be exploratory to see how much water had seeped in and how many rockslides he would have to clear out. By the time he walked out again it would probably be time for lunch. For the same reason he decided to leave his Fisher Gemini 5 in the truck, though that was locked in the toolbox in the bed. If he had to clear out a rockslide, it would just get damaged and he didn’t want to do that before he could use it.
He grabbed a small shovel, put a rock pick on his belt and walked over to the mine entrance. He dug into his pocket for his key ring and found the round key to the lock he had put on the gate last fall and unlocked the big thing and tied the gate open with a piece of wire he had put there for exactly that reason. He switched on the lamp on his helmet and walked the few steps into the mine.
From looking over the papers at County Records he knew that this particular mine had been started in the 1860’s. There were initials and dates on the wall about twenty feet into the mine that had been drawn there by previous miners and their acetylene head lamps. Obviously his predecessors had followed a variety of gold veins, there were side tunnels that suddenly stopped and up ahead a few feet into the tunnel there was a hole that they had blasted but it was now filled with water. Bob took his time walking through the tunnel, even though he wasn’t a tall man, he had to duck in certain places in order to get by. “Never take out more rock than necessary” was an old miner’s adage. Whoever had worked this mine had certainly lived by that.
The air in the mine was cool and moist. That was one of the things he enjoyed about coming in here. Even in the summer time, when the temperature sign on Washington Street in Sonora said ninety-nine, it would be about fifty five in here. He moved his head around so that his lamp light caught the rock walls and he could see moisture on the rock in places, but everything was clean. Contrary to what a lot of people thought there were no bugs or critters this far into the tunnel and he only had to watch out that he didn’t slip on a wet rock.
By now, Bob figured he was about five hundred feet into the hillside. At this point, the going was slow, he had to watch his footing and while the water was still seeping into the tunnel from the long winter’s rains in the front of the tunnel, back here it was dry. There was a lot of rock above him and the water was absorbed before it could get down this deep. The first few feet of the tunnel would probably be wet for a few more weeks he figured, even though the rain had stopped, the ground above was saturated with a lot of water.
Up ahead the light of his lamp caught a small rockslide. As he got close to it, he realized that it wasn’t that bad, it would probably take him a day or two to muck it out. He’d have to carry the rocks out in five gallon buckets that he had in the back of the truck, there was no way he could lay tracks in here to get a cart in and get the rocks out. No, this was going to be a manual job. He moved enough of the rocks to squeeze by on his belly and continued further in.
He reached the end of the main tunnel, he was now about eight hundred feet into the hillside; here it split off into two side sections. One went off to the left; the other went almost vertically, he’d have to climb the rock wall to check it out. He decided he really needed his Fisher Gemini 5 here; he was curious which vein the previous miner that worked here had followed.
Suddenly he heard a loud noise followed by a rumbling sound. That sound was familiar, but it couldn’t be. He turned around too fast and slipped on a rock. His light went off as he fell down and he was suddenly in total darkness. Come on, no need to be frightened, you’ve been in mines for a long time. Turn your light back on, get on your feet and find out what the heck is going on he thought to himself.
He got off the ground, and sat down on the rock floor to catch his breath and check to see if he was bruised or hurt. He felt up to his lamp and turned it on. The light came back on and he felt a lot more comfortable. He looked at his watch; it had been about ninety minutes since he had seen daylight. He thought back to the sound and realized that he had heard an explosion and rocks falling as the result. But that couldn’t be what he’d heard. His dynamite was in the utility box in his truck, he hadn’t placed any, he didn’t even know where to blast to get the gold out. That couldn’t have been a blast; it must have been something else.
Bob slowly got up and started walking back towards the mine entrance. He got to the rockslide and squeezed through on his belly now heading the other way. He kept walking the way he had come in and when he was about one hundred feet from the entrance and daylight when he saw the rock wall ahead of him. It was huge.
The enormous mountain of boulders blocked the entire tunnel and had effectively sealed him in. He climbed up the slide towards the ceiling of the tunnel and realized there was no way that he could lift some of these boulders to clear them out. He would have to wait until someone missed him and came looking for him to get help. He had dynamite in the truck and they would probably be able to blow a hole in this to get him out.
Bob sat down on a large boulder and started thinking. Dottie would probably get worried when he didn’t show up on time at home tonight and either come up and see what he was doing here or call the Sheriff. Damn, that Dottie. She was at her sister’s house and probably wouldn’t even call. Maybe Suzanne at the vet’s office would realize that she saw him come up, but didn’t see him come back. But she was busy when he waved at her, had she even seen him? He realized that he left his lunch in the truck, maybe that hadn’t been such a good idea. Well, it was best to conserve his strength; he was going to be here a few hours, so maybe it was a good idea that he take a little nap.
Chapter 2
Henry Wright was lying on a towel atop a chaise lounge by the side of the pool at his home on Mel Avenue in Palm Springs. He just finished swimming his morning laps and was letting the sun dry the drops of water from his body. The early morning sunshine was warm, Palm Springs has a warm, dry desert climate and Henry enjoyed living here much more than Eagle River, Wisconsin.
He was the Chief of Police there until he retired a little more than three years ago. Moving here was one of the best things he had done recently. Even though it was only mid-May, he thought if he stayed out here much longer he was going to have to put on some sun screen. Like most retired folks in Palm Springs, Henry had an all-year tan, but he knew he could still burn if he stayed put too long.
His daydreaming was interrupted by Charles, his housemate, yelling from the kitchen doors that led onto the patio. Henry couldn’t quite hear him so he wrapped the big towel he’d been sitting on around himself and walked towards the French doors that led into the kitchen.
Charles was a retired High School teacher from San Francisco who lost his long time partner to AIDS a few years ago. He moved to Palm Springs and met Henry at the Senior Center where they both enjoyed a game of pool. He was looking for a place to live but couldn’t find an apartment to rent that accepted dogs. Henry told him he could stay at his house on Mel Avenue until he found something.
After a couple of months, Charles just kind of stopped looking and he and Pierre had been here since. Henry didn’t need the few hundred dollars in rent money Charles paid him; he liked the company that Charles and Pierre, his dog, provided. The arrangement suited both of them and they had become good friends as well as housemates.
“I said you have a phone call, you didn’t bring the phone out to the pool with you.” Charles met Henry halfway out the door and handed him the cordless phone.
Henry used his towel to make sure his ear was dry before putting the phone to it. “Hello?”
“Henry you old hound dog? How have you been? This is Bill Rustow up in Tuolumne County, do you remember me?” The voice on the other end of the phone was deep and sounded excited.
“Bill Rustow? No, I don’t think I do. Oh, wait a minute; maybe I do remember - did we meet at the FBI profiling class in Quantico?” Henry wasn’t sure if that was the right guy, but he did remember meeting a short, stout sheriff with a big bushy moustache from Tuolumne County at one of the FBI law enforcement training classes the Eagle River Police Department had sent him to about six years ago.
“Yeah, that’s right. You were really good in that class I was amazed at how you were able to turn that profiling right around on itself and put yourself into the victim’s head instead of the perpetrator’s and figure out who the most likely killer was. So how are you?” Bill was full of praise; Henry figured all the flattery must mean that he wanted something.
“I remember now, I’m doing well, I’m retired now, living in Palm Springs.” Henry wondered how Bill had managed to track him down. Maybe Henry hadn’t been the best profiler in that class.
“Yeah, I heard you were in California, I ran into Wayne Johnson last week at the police equipment convention in Vegas and he said you were there, retired and helping him out on the occasional case.” Bill’s tone of voice seemed to turn more serious. “Pure chance me running into him like that, asking about you and then hearing you were right here in our state and available to help out. Boy, I sure could use you right about now.” Now Bill sounded as if he was pleading with Henry.
“So you got my number from Wayne I take it?” Henry asked. Wayne Johnson was a Captain of police detectives in the Palm Springs police department. Wayne was an old friend and had been the one that suggested that Henry move to Palm Springs from Wisconsin when he retired a few months after Henry’s wife, Irma, unexpectedly passed away. He’d helped Wayne on a case with the murder of a UC Riverside geologist at Anza-Borrego Desert State park last year, and then last month he’d solved the murder of a local real estate agent.
“Yep, I talked with Wayne; he gave me your number, said you weren’t busy right now and could use an interesting project. I hope you don’t mind. You aren’t working on anything right now are you?” Now Bill sounded almost apologetic on the phone.
“No, I don’t mind, and I just finished a profiling case the Feds sent to me via email. Leave it to Wayne to know what is good for me.” Henry chuckled. It was true; he’d been in a funk since solving the Thornbird killing. Even the occasional work that he did for the FBI helping them with profiling didn’t lift his spirits. He’d allowed himself to fall for a woman during the investigation and at the end it hadn’t worked out and Henry was a bit shell shocked.
Before that he had been happy, or so he had thought at the time. Meeting his friends for meals, shooting his weapons at the pistol range with Wayne, swimming laps in his pool and generally puttering around his house where he always seemed to have one project or another going. When he met Rosie he realized how lonely he had been for a woman’s company and how much he wanted the friendship she gave him for too short a time.
“Well, ok then, do you think you could help me out?” Bill’s voice in the receiver brought him back to the present.
“Sure, tell me what is going on, I’ll do some research and I’ll call you back to give you some ideas, hang on a second while I go to my desk.” Henry held the phone down at his side while he went inside the house to get a pad and paper to take some notes.
He walked over to the side of the house that had his office and his bedroom. The house was a big U shape with Henry’s room and office on one side, Charles’ room and a guest room was on the other side. In the middle of the U was a backyard with a nice pool, a small cabana, a tiny patch of lawn and a lot of tropical plants. In between the two wings were the front entry, the kitchen and living room. All of the rooms had French doors that opened directly onto the pool. Henry thought the house was perfect for the outdoor living that the Palm Springs climate afforded.
He sat down at his desk and pulled a yellow legal pad towards him, opened up the pencil drawer and was ready to take notes. “Ok, Bill, tell me what happened up there.”
“Well, actually, I was hoping you could come up here to help us out, you being in the same state and all.” Bill was really pleading now.
Henry put the pencil down. “Come up there, that’s a long way, do you think I need to do that?
“Well, we’d all really appreciate it, we’d put you up, treat you real nice. It’s gorgeous up here this time of year, the dogwoods are in bloom, the creeks are running full, the roads are clear and it’s all out spring.” Bill sounded hopeful.
“Bill you must be five hundred miles from Palm Springs, are you sure I need to be there?” Henry asked.
“Well look Henry; if you think you can’t help, maybe I ought to call one of the other guys that were in the class to help me out.” Bill paused for a moment. “Besides, if you drive, it’s only four hundred ninety miles; I looked it up on the Internet.” Bill was trying to use psychology on Henry now, and it was working.
“Ok, I’ll come up. And you’re going to put me up in a hotel - will I have some free time to look around?” Henry made a note on his yellow legal pad that said four hundred ninety miles from Palm Springs to Tuolumne County in Northern California. If he could get some free time, maybe he could do some sightseeing. He knew that Yosemite National Park was in Tuolumne County; he’d never been there and would like to visit.
“Yep, pack your hiking boots, and we’ll put you in the best hotel in town, the Sonora Best Western. We’ll pay for your gas and I’ll personally buy most of your meals – we’ll figure out the free time when you get here.” Bill sounded happy now that Henry had agreed to come up.
“Ok, tell me where I need to meet you, I can be there let’s say by late tomorrow afternoon.” Henry was ready to make more notes.
“Uh, well, ok. I think its best you come to the Tuolumne County Courthouse here in Sonora, then I’ll take you out to the crime scene and get you settled into the hotel.” Bill had a business tone in his voice now. “Do you need directions?”
Henry wrote down County Courthouse, Sonora Best Western below the four hundred ninety miles he had already written on his yellow pad. “No, I’ll look it up on the Internet. What kind of crime are we talking about here anyway?”
Bill was quiet on the other end of the phone, finally he said. “Henry, did you ever read any Edgar Allen Poe stories?”
“A long time ago, back when I was in college I think, I don’t remember you as the kind of guy to ready Poe - why?” Henry asked.
“Well you should read Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado, and then you’ll get a pretty good idea of what we’re up against.” Bill’s voice turned upbeat again.
“Sounds interesting, I’ll pack a bag and see you tomorrow.”
“Uh, Henry, is there any way you could make it today? I need to get someone on this case and all of my guys are busy. Eh, I’d really appreciate it.” Bill asked.
Henry looked at the digital waterproof watch that he wore for timing his lap swimming; it was almost nine-thirty. “Well, I guess I can leave here in an hour or so, which will be put me up there at what, maybe six o’clock?”
“Terrific, it might not take you that long, regardless I’ll be waiting for you. And Henry, there’s one more thing.” Bill’s voice was sounded urgent.
“Yes?” Henry asked.
“If you still have a weapon, bring it.” Bill’s tone had turned ominous.
“Ok, I will.” Henry pushed the off button on the phone set it on his desk and sat looking at it wondering what he had just agreed to do.
After his shower Henry pulled a bag out of his closet and started packing. He wasn’t sure what to bring so he walked over to his office and sat down in front of his computer to look up the average temperatures for late May in Tuolumne County. He was in Northern California last month and in April there was a thirty degree difference between when he left Palm Springs and landed at San Francisco International Airport.
Weather.com told him that daily highs were in the high seventies and lows in the low forties. That was quite a bit cooler there than in Palm Springs. He’d have to pack a sweater and his heavier jacket. He’d gotten rid of all his winter clothes after he moved from Wisconsin. Now he thought it was actually silly that he’d moved them all out to the California desert from Wisconsin instead of donating them to needy people there.
He’d learned though that the decisions he made right after Irma died suddenly on their trip out to Las Vegas shouldn’t be questioned. He’d been in a fog until he landed here and Wayne and Eliot Johnson sort of grounded him.
While he was online, he also looked at Mapquest to see if he could get some driving tips from Mel Avenue to the courthouse in Sonora. Mapquest gave him straightforward directions; he printed them out and was a little surprised that he would be on Interstate 5 for three hundred miles. I-5 was the Interstate that bisected the state and ran through California’s great Central Valley. Last month as he flew to San Francisco he had actually seen the road from the airplane and from thirty thousand feet it looked like a ribbon running along the landscape; there weren’t any towns along its route, just a number of truck stops.
He grabbed the directions off the printer and went back to his bedroom to pack. He was almost finished when Pierre came walking in wagging his tail, followed closely by Charles.
“Knock, knock.” Charles said while he was still in the hallway.
“Come in, come in. I need to ask you some questions.” Henry put his toilet kit into his bag and zipped it shut.
“What’s going on, you get a phone call and suddenly you’re in a rush packing. I know it’s not Wayne that needs your help now, that wasn’t his voice on the phone.” Charles leaned against the door frame.
“You’re right my friend, sometimes I think you should be the detective, not I.” Henry smiled as he picked up his brand new cell phone from his dresser turned it on and clipped it to his belt. It was a gift from someone he helped out during last month’s murder investigation. He’d spent a week reading its manual and learning all about it. He’d downloaded several different ring tones from the Internet; he hadn’t really tried the thing out since doing that. This trip would really be the first chance to try out his new phone, he was glad that the gift included free service.
“Flattery will get you answers to whatever you need to know, fire away.” Charles smiled.
“What do you know about Tuolumne County in Northern California?” Henry asked, looking in his wallet to make sure he had enough cash for the trip.
“Tuolumne County? Up in Northern California’s historic Mother Lode? It’s a fairly large county, is there a specific place you want to know about, like Yosemite, or the Sierra High Country, the gold or Sonora?” Charles was in his High School history teacher mode now.
“Start with Sonora, that’s my first stop.” Henry picked up his bag and together they walked to the kitchen.
“Well, let’s see. It was a mining camp of course, all the towns in that elevation of the Sierra Foothills are. There is a large vein of gold that runs for a couple of hundred miles and the area is known as the Mother Lode, miners thinking it was the grandmamma of all the lodes of gold in the Sierra Nevada. I believe the town was founded early on by Mexican miners who came from the state of Sonora in Mexico. At one time it was the baddest, wildest, but richest town in the area. Now it’s the county seat, it’s pretty quiet and subsists mostly on lumber and tourism.” Charles reached into the refrigerator for his special non-lactose milk and poured himself a glass.
“Are they still mining up there?” Henry pulled his jacket out of the coat closet and laid it on top of his bag.
“I’m not sure, I know they had a large mining operation going a few years ago, the school took a field trip up to Columbia, a state park devoted to the Gold Rush and the miners, and I think the bus went past an open pit on the way home but I don’t recall exactly.” Charles took a drink of his milk.
“Well, the guy that called, Bill Rustow, is the sheriff up there and he asked for my help. When I asked what kind of crime we were dealing with he asked me if I ever read Poe’s Cask of Amontillado. I don’t remember the story that well, but I figure it might have something to do with the mines.” Henry picked up his bag and started for the door that led from the kitchen to the garage.
“I remember Poe’s story, this sounds scary. A guy gets entombed into a cellar and can’t get out, he ends up dying in there.” Charles said. “Are you going to be armed?”
Henry came back into the house. “You know, I almost forgot to bring it, Bill specifically asked me to bring my weapon.”
“Your what?” Charles scrunched up his face.
“Weapon, that’s what cops call their guns.”
“Oh Henry, please be careful. This doesn’t sound good. Are you sure you couldn’t do some consulting over the phone?” Charles put his milk down on the counter and looked very concerned.
“I suggested that I do that, but Bill told me that I needed to be on-site. Thank you for your concern, but I’m sure I’ll be fine. I am going to get my weapons and put them into the trunk of the car.” Henry made his way back to his office and unlocked the drawer in the bookcase where he kept his new Glock 17. He also had an older Colt revolver that the Eagle River Police Department had presented him when he retired, he took that as well. He grabbed an extra clip of ammo, a box of ammunition for each weapon and the small-of-back holster for the Glock.
He put everything into the trunk of the car but before he closed it he looked at the ice chest that he more or less permanently kept there. Maybe he should stop and get some sodas and a sandwich on the way out. That Interstate highway didn’t look too hospitable from the airplane; there were probably only fast food places along the way, it would be nice to munch on something decent while driving.
Henry went back into the house, said goodbye to Charles, and took one last look around to make sure he didn’t forget anything. He backed his big Mercury Grand Marquis out of the garage, waved at Charles who was standing in the garage and headed over to Jensen’s, the supermarket on Sunrise Way. There he bought a six pack of Cokes, a turkey sandwich from the Deli, a couple of candy bars and a bag of ice. He put them in the ice chest and put the chest on the floor of the passenger seat.
He drove over to his favorite discount gas station on North Indian Canyon filled the car up with regular gas and then took Indian out to Interstate 10. Once he was on the highway, he accelerated the car up to seventy miles an hour and turned on the cruise control. It had been an hour and ten minutes since he hung up with Bill Rustow.
Chapter 3
Henry was cruising down the Grapevine on Interstate 5 with California’s Central Valley in front of him when his cell phone rang. When he read the manual for the phone he discovered he could download songs as the ring tone and now had it programmed to play the opening few bars of Elvis’ Blue Suede Shoes instead of a boring electronic chirp. He thought that was appropriate, he’d owned a pair in the early sixties when he was twenty and of course Elvis had honeymooned right there in Palm Springs after his wedding to Priscilla.
He looked at the phone’s screen and it said, “Private Caller” so whoever it was had their called id blocked. “Henry Wright.” He spoke into the receiver. As he answered the phone, he realized that he should have connected his ear piece to the phone before getting in the car. As a former member of law enforcement he should be setting the example when talking on the cell phone, he should do it “hands free”.
“Henry, can you hear me?” Wayne Johnson’s voice was breaking up in his ear.
“I can hear you; I think my coverage isn’t very good here.” Henry yelled into the phone.
“No, I think mine isn’t very good where I am, I’m out at Joshua Tree National Park helping the park rangers hunt for a missing hiker and I’m borrowing one of their phones, mine is dead.”
“Why are you way out there? It must be a slow day in Palm Springs!” Henry found that if he held the phone a certain way against his ear the reception was better and he thought he could hear Wayne much clearer.
“Yeah, it is slow, but this is part of our mutual aid pact. I assume you talked with Bill Rustow since you are on the road.” Wayne shouted.
“Yes, I’m on my way to Tuolumne County - Sonora to be precise. I’m just passing the Grapevine.” Henry turned the phone but Wayne was cutting out.
“I called the house and Charles told me you were on your way. Henry, be careful, Bill thinks he’s an old Wild West gun slinging sheriff, so watch out ok?” Wayne’s voice could barely be heard now.
“Wayne, I heard you, but I’m going to call you back later when the reception is better. Talk to you then!”
“One more thing Henry, you need to make sure…” Wayne never finished his sentence as the cell gave out and the phone went dead in Henry’s hand. He put the phone back on his belt clip and wondered what Wayne was trying to tell him. He’d call him when he got to the hotel in Sonora and he could talk to him on a regular phone line.
Henry settled into the Mercury’s big seat and drove through California’s Central Valley on Interstate 5. He reached down into his ice chest on the floor and grabbed his sandwich and a soda. Every once in a while he would pass an exit with a sign for a town that was not to be seen in the distance even though he thought the visibility was about ten or fifteen miles. He had the cruise control set to seventy-five, even at that speed many cars came barreling past him.
When he passed the exit for a town called Coalinga he saw a CHP helicopter flying at about two hundred feet right above the median between the north and southbound lanes. He was speeding just slightly but they didn’t pay any attention to him. He passed truck after truck after truck all hauling goods between the Northern and Southern parts of the state.
As he suspected the only restaurants along the road were fast food places, an informal survey that he did as he passed them and looked at the number of cars at the drive-in window determined that In ‘N Out, a burger chain headquartered in Southern California, was the most popular. He stopped at the exit for state highway 33 for Newman and Gustine – neither of which was visible from the highway – for gas and to use the facilities. Before heading on, he looked at his map while he had another soda and one of his candy bars and realized that he didn’t have far to go for his turnoff.
His Automobile Association map said he had to stay on I-5 where it split with I-580. Then his Mapquest directions told him he had to go east on State Route 120 towards the Foothills. He couldn’t see the hills yet from where he was, he thought they’d show up soon. He restarted the car and merged back on the freeway. After about half an hour, he took the split in the road to the right towards Sacramento and the state capitol. He thought while he was this close, maybe he should go up and see it when he finished helping Bill Rustow; he’d never been there before.
A few turnoffs later found him heading east on a two lane farm road where he was still able to do about sixty. He drove on through orchards and vineyards and after passing through a few small farming towns he started going uphill into the Sierra Nevada Foothills.
It was after six and getting dark by the time he parked the car on Green Street close to the Tuolumne County Courthouse. He followed the signs and walked down into the basement, found a sheriff’s deputy and asked him for Bill Rustow’s office. The deputy pointed him up the stairs and to the right, told him that Rustow had an office here in the courthouse, but the main sheriff’s office was a couple of blocks away. Henry went up the stairs and found a glass paneled door with W. A. Rustow, Tuolumne County Sheriff in gold letters painted on it. He knocked on the glass.
“Come in!” A booming voice from inside bellowed.
“Bill?” Henry opened the door and poked his head inside.
Bill Rustow was sitting back in his chair reading the local newspaper with his cowboy boots planted firmly on the desk. When Henry opened the door he quickly folded up the paper, got up and walked the few steps over to the door. He wasn’t a tall man, Henry figured him to be about five six, which made him a good half foot shorter than Henry.
Rustow was wearing a regular Sheriff uniform, all khaki, but his badge, a large star, was pinned to a well worn tan leather vest. He had a big Colt revolver in a holster that he actually had tied to his thigh. He outweighed Henry by about ninety pounds; Bill Rustow probably tipped the scales at two-sixty. Henry figured ten pounds of that was probably in his big Wyatt Earp style moustache. Wayne was right, Bill looked as though he stepped right out of an old western movie, and he was the picture perfect sheriff for a gold mining town in the Sierra Nevada Foothills.
“Henry Wright, good of you to come all the way up here, boy I sure can use your help.” Bill shook Henry’s hand enthusiastically.
“Well, I hope I can help Bill.” Henry said looking around the small office.
“You look well Henry, retirement must be agreeing with you. It looks like you’ve lost a few pounds and you sure have a nice tan since I saw you last. California beats the hell out of Wisconsin doesn’t it?” Bill noticed Henry looking around the tiny little space. “Oh, this isn’t my regular office; this just where I hang out if I need to be in the courthouse for a trial. This little place doesn’t even have any of my stuff in it. My office is a couple of blocks away in the main Sheriff’s building.”
“No need to apologize, I could have met you there.” Henry said.
“Naw, I figured this was way easier to find. Parking can be a might tough if you get here during the daytime when court is in session and all the county people are at work, but I reckoned you’d be here after five when they all go home.” Bill grabbed his hat off the coat rack and started heading out the door. “Come on along, I’ll get you settled in your hotel and we’ll grab some dinner – you are hungry aren’t you – I feel sorry for you eating that crap along the side of the Interstate.”
“Actually I had a deli sandwich I bought before I left, it wasn’t bad, but now that you mention it, dinner would be good. Can you take me to the crime scene after dinner? I’d like to see it.” Henry kept up with Bill pretty easily, he felt as though his legs were twice as long as the sheriff’s.
“Why don’t you drive behind me, I’m parked over here where they usually unload the prisoners. What are you driving anyway?” Bill pointed to a big black and white Ford Expedition with a large sheriff star on the door. The big SUV had the obligatory light bar on top and was parked in a no parking prisoner unloading only zone marked with blue on the curb.
“I’m driving a Mercury Grand Marquis; I’m just over here on Green Street.” Henry pointed to his car.
“Ok, we’re going to go down the hill on Washington to the other side of town. Follow me through the turns, it gets tricky up here. If I don’t see you behind me, I’ll turn on the lights, pull over and wait for you to catch up.” Bill started the car and closed the door.
Henry walked over to his own car and started it as well. Stretching his legs and walking the few blocks had felt good. His big car was comfortable, but he still noticed that he had been driving for more than seven hours. He had never seen Bill in his element before, at the class they had both attended he didn’t believe Bill wore the boots or the vest nor did he have the big Colt strapped to his side.
He wasn’t sure what to expect, this looked to be a rather small town and he sure hoped that Bill’s department was up to the mark on their technology and crime scene procedures. Right now he felt as though he was here to bail out Quick Draw McGraw.
Following Bill in the big Sheriff SUV turned out to be straightforward; there was no way to lose that huge car. He did need to pay attention as they headed out of the small town and back towards the business end of the state highway since there was a lot of construction in the area. The town must have been bigger than he first suspected, they drove past a Wal-Mart on the way to the hotel.
A room had been arranged for him, he went in, signed a form and they handed him the key. Bill said he would wait for him in the lobby while he dropped off his stuff. After putting his bag in his room and freshening up, Henry rejoined Bill and they headed out in the big Sheriff SUV.
“I think it would be better if we saw the crime scene tomorrow, it’s kinda too dark now.” Bill said as he drove back towards the center of town, as Henry looked around at this bustling little mining city that had once been the Queen of the Southern Mother Lode.
“Ok with me, tell me a little bit about what happened.” Henry continued looking out the window as they drove.
“The victim’s name is Bob Sandman, he is what they call a hard rock miner and he was buried in his own mine by a collapse of the tunnel.”
Henry looked over at Bill. “I take it this was no accident.”
“Oh no, it was not an accident.” Bill took his eyes off the road to look over at Henry. “The rock around here is pretty stable and very hard. It’s either granite or quartzite up there and doesn’t move around. I’ve made an appointment with the local assayer tomorrow; he’ll be able to fill you in better than I on what mining is like around here. Anyway, someone put a load of dynamite into that tunnel, blew it up and sealed it off. We had to use dynamite and compressed air hammers just to get the body out. That poor bastard didn’t stand a chance digging himself out; he must have died an awful death. You’ll see the mine tomorrow.”
“So in essence this guy Sandman, ironic name for a miner by the way, was entombed in his own mine. That’s why you made the reference to the Poe story” Henry looked out the window, they were back on Washington Street and Bill seemed to be looking for a parking place.
Bill chuckled, “I never thought about his name. You like Mexican? Yeah, that’s why I told you about the Poe story, did you get a chance to read it?”
“Mexican food, yeah, I like it that sounds good.” Henry saw a couple of places on the street that looked like they were ready to serve them a good meal.
Bill swung the big SUV into a small space and climbed out. He put his hat back on and Henry followed him down the sidewalk to a noisy restaurant with a busy bar. “Alfredo’s hasn’t been in town that long, maybe ten years or so, but they’ve managed to build up a really good reputation.”
One of the walls of the small restaurant was exposed stacked stone and certainly looked as though it had been here since the Gold Rush. After standing in the small entry lobby for a couple of minutes and Bill getting plenty of stares for his appearance, they were seated at a table for two against the wall. The hostess left them with menus and they studied them without either of them saying a word. Henry closed his menu first and put it down on the table.
“Bill, why do you need my help, surely you have investigators that could figure this out don’t you?” Henry asked.
Bill put his menu down as well and looked at Henry. “This is a county with 2,300 square miles with a population of fifty-five thousand people and I’ve got sixty some deputies. For comparison, Los Angeles County is not quite twice our size with four thousand square miles, it has ten million people but the sheriff’s office there employs fifteen thousand.”
Obviously Bill had done this comparison before but he still shook his head at imagining a sheriff’s office with that many on his paayroll. “With having to staff the jail, provide bailiffs for the courthouse, patrol the county roads and help the state drug guys shut down the dope plantations, I don’t have enough deputies to look into this.”
Henry looked up at Bill who suddenly appeared a lot older. “You have dope plantations up here?”
“Oh don’t get me started. Mostly small time operations, but they and the Drug Enforcement Agency are the bane of my existence” Bill said. “So anyway, when I saw Wayne Johnson at the convention and asked about you, I thought maybe you could help me out by tracking down Sandman’s killer.”
“Ok, fair enough. I hope I can solve this in a couple of days because I’d like to get some free time to visit Yosemite National Park. It’s supposed to be beautiful this time of year and I’ve never been there.” Henry looked up at the waiter who had just walked over to their table. “I’ll have black coffee please, and I’ll have the carnitas enchiladas.”
“Make that two coffees and I’ll have a chimichanga, and how about rustlin’ us up a basket of chips.” Bill smiled at the waiter.
“Coming right up sheriff.” The waiter smiled back and went off to place their order in the kitchen.
“Folks up here like it when their sheriff looks and talks like a sheriff.” Bill told Henry quietly.
“Is that why you wear the boots, hat and revolver?” Henry couldn’t help but ask.
“Well, it’s why I wear the hat, the boots are comfortable so that’s why I wear them, and there isn’t anything more reliable than this Colt six shooter if you ask me. Did you bring your weapon like I suggested?” Bill dug into the basket of tortilla chips that a busboy set in front of them.
“Yes, I have a Glock 17 locked in the trunk of my car. It’s never let me down.” Henry added. He had a Colt as well, but he hadn’t brought its holster and didn’t want to look like the sheriff, he thought he’d let Bill do that, he was better at it anyway.
“Well, I think you should wear it, do you have a holster with you?” Bill stuffed more chips in his mouth.
“I have a holster that fits into the small of my back, if I wear a sweater or jacket, you can’t even see that I’m wearing the weapon.” Henry took a chip, tried the salsa, it was spicy but good. “Let’s get back to Sandman and his mine. Did anyone know he was there, who reported it, how did you find him?”
Bill took a sip of his coffee, wiped the remnants off his big moustache with his napkin and started. “Sandman’s wife Dottie knew that he was there, but she left that same morning that he went to the mine to visit her sister in the Bay Area. She left a bunch of messages on the recorder during the week that Sandman was entombed in the mine, but apparently when he was working in the mine it wasn’t unusual for them not to speak for a week or two.” Bill took another couple of chips and started dipping them in the salsa. “She called every day, left a message with the date and time and asked Bob to call her at her sister’s.”
“So did she file the missing persons report?” Henry asked.
“No, ironically, she didn’t. It was called in by the veterinarian’s assistant; I don’t remember her name right now, who thought it was odd that he had not waved at her for a few days.”
“You’re going to need to explain that.” Henry said, taking a drink of his water to cool off his lips that were burning from the salsa.
“Well, Sandman went past a local vet’s office to get to the mine. He thought he had quite a way with the ladies, so we think he had somewhat of a crush on the vet’s young assistant and he waved at her when he went up to his mine. Then she didn’t see him for a few days, called him at home, got the answering machine, and called us next.” Bill had slowed up on the chips, but the basket was fairly well gone.
“What about his wife?” Henry took another long sip of coffee.
“After about ten days, she came home from her sister’s and she called us as well. By then we were already up at the mine where we found his pickup truck parked outside. We had a search and rescue team looking all over the mountain, thinking maybe his truck had broken down; it was unlocked and open and all. But the dogs kept leading us inside the mine to this rock wall. At first we didn’t realize that the mine tunnel continued farther, this wall was so big. The dogs kept insisting that he was back there. After a day of digging we found his body on the other side of the collapse.
The poor guy’s hands were all raw and he’d actually tried to move rocks to get himself out, but it took two strong deputies, four volunteers from search and rescue, some strategically placed dynamite and fourteen hours to get an opening large enough for one of them to crawl into. That poor bastard didn’t stand a chance.”
The waiter arrived with their plates. He cautioned them that they were hot and set them down on the table. He took the basket of chips and brought more and sent the bus boy over to refill their waters.
“You said it wasn’t an accident but how did you know it wasn’t an earthquake or something natural that caused it?” Henry asked carefully checking the temperature of the beans with his fork. “He was right, this is hot.”
“I can show you tomorrow, there is a burn mark along the rock floor inside the mine’s tunnel that is consistent with a fuse that was used to set off the dynamite. Whoever did it, didn’t know much about dynamite apparently, they sure didn’t need to use as much as they did.” Bill took a bite out of his chimichanga which made talking impossible for a little while.
“Either that or they wanted to make sure that Mr. Sandman was not going to come out of there.” Henry started in on his carnitas enchiladas; they were amongst the best he’d tasted.
Henry had a lot more questions that he wanted to ask, but he decided to wait until tomorrow when they were out at the mine. He thought Bill Rustow was an interesting guy. He dressed the part of a Western movie sheriff but what he’d heard so far indicated that Bill was a true modern law enforcement officer. He even had a computer terminal in that big Sheriff’s SUV that he drove. Henry knew that the sheriff was an elected office here, Bill sure acted the part right and gave the people of Tuolumne County what they wanted, Henry was sure Bill would be re-elected in the next election.
Henry couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow would bring, he was fascinated by Sandman’s death and wanted to see the site for himself. That fascination went both ways, Henry thought this was a terrible way to go, Sandman must have known he was going to die in that mine and there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He thought back to Poe’s story that Bill mentioned to him yesterday when he was still in Palm Springs, he’d have to find a place to buy a copy so that he could reread it.
They finished their dinner and Bill drove Henry back out to the hotel. They agreed to meet at the main Sheriff’s office on Lower Sunset Drive at eight thirty the next morning. He said goodnight to Bill but before going to his room, Henry went to his car and took the weapons out of the trunk. He’d check them tonight and wear the Glock in its holster tomorrow. He crawled into bed a little while later and forgot that he was going to call Wayne back. There would be plenty of time for that in the morning.
Chapter 4
At seven-thirty the next morning, the sun was shining and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Henry opened the door to his room and smelled the scent of pine trees and clean air. Maybe the air was the only thing about Wisconsin that he missed, he decided. It was still a bit cool, and Henry put his hands in his jacket pocket as he walked into the restaurant conveniently located in the Best Western Hotel parking lot.
He looked around and sat at the counter and ordered a bowl of bran cereal with a banana. He used to eat big breakfasts, but stopped a few weeks ago and realized that he actually felt better.
The waitress was a woman in her mid-fifties, her name tag said “Gloria” and she filled his coffee cup for the second time after taking his order and said. “You’re new in town aren’t you? Are you just passing through?”
“Yes, I am new here; this is a beautiful part of the state. I think I’m going to be here for a few days.” He smiled at her as she set the coffee pot on the counter. The restaurant wasn’t busy and it looked as though she wanted to chat.
“Let me guess, you’re with the FBI and you’re here to investigate that miner’s murder.” She said looking him up and down. “My name is Gloria by the way.”
Henry chuckled. “Nice to meet you Gloria, my name is Henry Wright. I’m not with the FBI, nor am I a policeman, not anymore anyway.”
“You look like a cop. So are you here to investigate Bob Sandman’s murder or not?” Gloria looked right into his eyes; she looked as though she wouldn’t miss a trick.
“I’m a retired police officer and I am here to investigate the incident with Mr. Sandman, but how do you know so much?” Henry was intrigued by this woman who seemed to have quite a few detective skills of her own.
“Well, my best friend Annie, she works here in the evening shift, she saw you and Bill Rustow, our sheriff, checking into the hotel last night and then the two of you drive off in his big automobile. She described you to me, and just now when you walked in here you looked like a cop, checking the place out and everything with your eyes before sitting here at my counter. So I took a guess that you were here to check out Sandman’s murder.”
Henry chuckled again. “That’s a pretty good piece of detective work you’ve done.
“Henry, it’s ok if I call you Henry isn’t it, this is a small town and there isn’t much that goes on that we don’t hear about here at the restaurant.” Gloria said with pride as she pulled a cloth out of her apron and started wiping down the counter. “Hang on; I’ll get you your cereal.” She went to the counter by the kitchen reached for the bowl and set it down in front of him.
Henry took his spoon and stirred the sliced banana into the cereal and said. “Tell me what you know about Bob Sandman and how he died.”
Gloria looked around the restaurant to see if she was needed anywhere else before continuing, she wasn’t. “Sandman had a lot of enemies in this town.”
Henry looked up at her in surprise; he had figured Bob Sandman for a small time miner who didn’t really bother anyone. He left his spoon sitting in his cereal and looked at Gloria with raised eyebrows which urged her to continue.
“Sandman owned the mining rights to a whole bunch of old mines around here, and he made trouble for the people who actually owned the property above the mines.” Gloria had her head bent low to the counter so that only Henry could hear.
“Really, tell me more.” Henry took a bite of his cereal.
“Well, I don’t really know much more than that. There are a lot of people around here who want to develop this county, bring in more homes, build golf courses, shopping centers and guys like Sandman want to keep things as they are so that they can get their gold out of the ground.” Gloria looked up as an older couple walked into the restaurant. She grabbed a couple of menus and seated them in a booth near the window.
Henry finished eating his cereal, when Gloria came over to refill his coffee cup he asked her if she was working tomorrow. He said he’d like to talk to her a little more about what she had heard. She nodded, picked up an order pad from the back counter and went back to the older couple to take their breakfast order. Henry left a five dollar tip for his five dollar breakfast and headed out the door as Gloria waved at him. He shook his head on the way out the door; it was amazing who knew what if you were just willing to listen. He got into his car and drove off for his meeting with Bill Rustow downtown.
Henry found Bill on the phone in his office in the Sheriff’s building. Next to Bill was a large flat panel monitor obviously connected to a computer under the desk. Henry looked approvingly at the machine, he was glad that Bill found a way to integrate the modern tools of law enforcement with the persona he created.
The rest of the office looked a lot more like the public Bill. On the wall was a stuffed elk head, on a table was a Remington bronze of a cowboy on a horse and there was a rack with a number of different hats. There were pictures on the wall of Bill with a variety of Western movie and television stars. Henry recognized James Arness, Ben Johnson, and Clint Walker.
“There used to be a Wild West Film Festival here in town.” Bill had hung up the phone and saw Henry looking at all the pictures. “That’s where I had my picture taken with all these fellows. I used to watch those old westerns on TV, like Gunsmoke and Rawhide, besides, the voters love it.”
“I’m sure they do. This festival looks interesting, when is it? If it’s not while I’m here, I may have to come back. I remember watching Clint Walker in Cheyenne when I was a lot younger. It’d be nice to shake his hand.” Henry said.
“Unfortunately you won’t be able to do that, the Visitor’s Bureau cancelled the festival, these guys were getting old, a lot of them were dying off and a lot of us that watched them are getting too old to come out to the show as well.” Bill got up and walked around his desk. “Come on, you have a busy day. We’re going to head out to the crime scene, then I have to come back here and do some sheriffs stuff while you head out to the assayer in Columbia. I’ve also given a heads up to Dottie Sandman, the widow that you’ll probably want to talk with, and I called the vet’s office to let them know that you will be dropping by there as well.”
“I don’t mind going to all these places by myself, but you’ll need to give me directions.” Henry said smiling.
“Not a problem, the town is small, and we’ll be practically in Columbia when we get to the mine.” Bill walked out and grabbed his car keys off the hook by the door.
They got to the parking lot and Henry walked over to his Mercury while Bill went to the Expedition. “Shouldn’t I take my own car?” Henry asked.
“No, you can’t. We’ll take mine and then I’ll drop you back here when we’re done up there.” Bill waved him over to the Sheriff SUV.
“Ok, sorry about that. Not that it matters, but how come I can’t go in my car?” Henry climbed in the passenger side of the big SUV.
“The road up to the mine is barely a trail. You need four wheel drive and high clearance to get there. Your pretty Grand Marquis would get stuck in the first hundred yards.” Bill started the engine and headed out.
What was a quiet street last night, Washington Street, was now busy with cars parked on both sides, logging trucks loaded with giant trees made their way through the narrow street, delivery trucks dropped off beer and restaurant supplies and people were on the sidewalks and crossing at every opportunity. Bill navigated the streets and headed north on state highway 49 out of town. By the time the speed limit sign allowed him to go to forty-five, Bill pulled off the highway and into a driveway that looked as though it was headed for a business.
“This is where the veterinarian has his practice.” Bill pointed to a metal building by the side of the road. There was a large roll up door on one side with a horse trailer parked outside. “This is his gate over here; it’s the only way to drive up to the mine.”
He stopped in front of the gate, started getting out to open it, but Henry said. “Wait, I’ll get it.”
Henry slid out of the car, opened the unlatched gate, let Bill drive through and closed it again once Bill pulled the car inside the fenced off area.
“We know that Sandman went through this gate because he waved at the vet’s assistant that morning, she said she saw him, but it didn’t seem significant until she realized almost two weeks later that she hadn’t seen him again. We think the tunnel collapsed the first day but we’re not sure what day he died though.” Bill reached over to flip the switch that put the car into four wheel drive.
“Did Sandman have any enemies here?” Henry wanted to know if Bill knew what Gloria had told him that morning.
Bill chuckled. “Most of these die-hard miners have some enemies. The mining law allows them access to their claims and dictates that they pay the surface property owner for any damage they do with the tailings.”
“Tailings are the rocks that they take out of the mine in order to dig the tunnel?” Henry asked.
“Tunnel, hole, shaft, yeah, whatever rock they need to remove in order to open the mine they dump just outside of it. Theoretically they pay the property owner, in reality they usually don’t. You should talk with Clement, the assayer, later about how this all works.” Bill stopped the car in front of a very large water puddle in the middle of the dirt road. It was easily two-and-half times the length of Bill’s Expedition. It looked as though the road completely disappeared into this creek; there was no discernible trail on the rocks that came out on the other side. “This water hazard was easily twice its size a couple of weeks ago when Sandman went through it. When you see his truck you’ll be amazed that he didn’t get stuck. I think he was a pretty amazing driver nursing his old jalopy through this water hazard.” Bill slowly eased the car forward into the water.
The big SUV easily went through the huge puddle and came out the other side onto the rocks where the wet tires briefly slipped before grabbing hold and pulling them up the rocky trail. They continued slowly winding up the trail and finally came to a small clearing where an old Dodge pickup was parked with its back against an opening in the hillside; the truck and the mine’s entrance were surrounded by yellow crime scene tape.
The truck was a 1961 Dodge D-100, Henry recognized it right away. His Dad had bought one brand new right after voting for John Kennedy in November of that year. This vehicle had certainly seen better days, the color was unrecognizable, but that flat front end was unmistakable. The back of the truck had a series of toolboxes welded to it, similar to a utility truck that a plumber might use. The toolboxes and the doors of the truck had fingerprint powder all over them; obviously a crime scene crew had been here.
Henry got out of the SUV and took a look around. If it wasn’t for knowing that someone had died a horrible death in the hillside behind him, he would have thought this was a great spot for a picnic. He could see the state highway far down below, but he didn’t hear any traffic noise from up here. Up above in the cloudless bright blue sky, two hunting birds were circling noiselessly, their wings not moving as they rode the thermals coming up from the hills.
“Red-tailed hawks. We have a lot of them up here, they sure make it look easy don’t they?” Bill came up next to Henry and saw him looking at the majestic birds.
“Yeah, they do. They look like they own the skies.” Henry was fascinated by the birds and how long they could circle and circle without any movement of their wings. He was snapped out of his daydreaming when Bill opened the back hatch of the SUV. He looked back at Sandman’s truck so that Bill wouldn’t think that he had been thinking about what it would be like to be a red-tailed hawk, just for an afternoon.
“We can look at the truck later, let’s go inside and have a look at the mine.” Bill said getting a couple of plastic hard hats out of the rear hatch. He handed one to Henry and also gave him a big five cell Maglite flashlight, standard issue for most cops who also used them as batons. “Sorry we don’t have fancy mining helmets and lights, we don’t get many opportunities to crawl into a hard rock mine. We won’t be in there long; I don’t intend to go farther than where the body was found, that’s about a hundred feet or so. The tunnel continues into the mountain, according to Search and Rescue it runs to about eight hundred feet, they found Sandman’s gloves and rock pick back there, it looks like he was all the way in there and he dropped them, probably when the explosion hit.”
Henry looked up at the hill above where they were standing. It looked like any other hill, there were oak trees, shrubs and bushes and grass. He couldn’t imagine going into the hill underneath all of that dirt. “I don’t think I can handle eight hundred feet Bill, actually I don’t know, I’ve never been in a cave or mine before, I don’t think I’m claustrophobic or anything. I know that I don’t like snakes.” Henry put the plastic helmet firmly on his head and tried the flashlight which had a nice bright beam of light.
Bill laughed. “Hell, its way too cold for snakes in there, they’ll be lying out in the sun here warming themselves when we get back out. We’ll take it nice and slow; let me know if you feel uncomfortable.” Bill reached the gate which now had a combination lock on it. He spun the dial and opened the gate and tied it open with the piece of wire Bob Sandman had put there for that purpose. Bill flipped his flashlight on as well and they carefully entered the mine.
“I’m glad you told me to wear my hiking shoes this morning, it’s a bit slippery here.” Henry walked along the floor of the tunnel carefully. “Ouch!” He’d hit the hard hat on a rock that was sticking out a bit low and while he wasn’t hurt, it jarred his head quite a bit.
“Yeah, you’re a bit taller than I am, be careful. You’re not hurt are you?” Bill turned his flashlight around and shone it in Henry’s face who was more embarrassed than anything else.
“I’m ok, let’s keep going.” Henry had his hardhat back on straight and pointed his flashlight straight ahead. Henry was amazed at how at ease he felt. The mine’s tunnel was narrow, he could stretch out his arms and touch both of the rock walls, but the air was cool, a little humid and very clean. It didn’t smell stale or musty, not at all what he expected. The tunnel zigzagged in all directions and shortly after they walked in, there was no daylight to be seen. Henry just had to watch his head so that he didn’t bump it again.
After they walked in about fifty feet, Bill stopped and shone his flashlight down on the ground. “See the burn mark on the rocks here? That’s where the fuse was laid. Whoever did this found this dogleg turn up ahead, put the dynamite in place and lit the fuse back here. It was probably a slow burning fuse and my guess is that the murderer was out of the mine and down the road before the thing blew up.”
“Would Sandman have heard it?” Henry shone his flashlight down on the burn mark which could be seen snaking off into the darkness beyond his beam of light.
“Oh, yeah, he heard it all right, and an old time miner would know exactly what that noise was. The Search and Rescue guys that went all the way to the end said he was there most likely when the blast went off, past a natural cave-in of the tunnel up ahead. He heard the explosion and hurried back to where the dynamite was set. Like I said, that poor bastard never stood a chance and he had to know that he was going to die.” Bill pointed his flashlight down the tunnel. “It’s not much farther to the place where the blockage is, come on.”
They walked on and around a sharp turn in the tunnel it came to an end. Rocks, some the size of Bill Rustow, laid piled one on top of the other. There was a small clearing barely big enough for someone to wriggle through on one side. Henry couldn’t help but let out a low whistle at the size of the wall. “You say the mine continues past here and goes to eight hundred feet?”
“Yeah, we’re roughly at the hundred foot mark, the hole up there is what the recovery team made, Sandman’s body was found on some rocks on the other side.”
“So it looks like the questions become who wanted Sandman dead? Who knew that he was in the mine that morning? Who knows how to handle dynamite? And why was he done in this dramatically?” Henry looked at Bill to see what he thought.
“That sounds easy Henry. Sandman probably had a few enemies, apparently he’d been talking about this mine and how rich it was going to make him quite a bit, and most developers around here know how to handle dynamite since the granite is hard to build around, but I agree, why this dramatically and who all knew he was here?” Bill looked at the rock pile one more time. “Come on; let’s go back to the daylight.”
It was just as slow going out as going in, Henry followed the mark that the fuse had made with his light and where it stopped he bent down to look at it. Bill had gotten a little bit ahead of him. “Hey Bill, wait a minute, I want to take a look at this.”
Bill turned around and shone his flashlight down where Henry was looking. “What did you find?”
“Did your crime scene crew pick up anything here?” Henry looked at the spot where the burn mark stopped and started searching in a circle with his flashlight.
“Pick up anything? I’d have to check with them, they would bag and tag everything if they did.” Bill looked around the same area and now there were two flashlight beams playing over the rocks and small puddles that were on the floor of the mine’s tunnel. “There’s nothing here.”
“You’re right, sometimes that is exactly the clue that we need.” Henry smiled. “I think I’ve seen enough, let’s go.”
They continued their way out and within just a few turns they were blinking their eyes in the bright sunlight outside. As soon as his eyes were adjusted Henry started looking around for snakes. He was relieved that there didn’t appear to be any. He looked at his watch and was surprised to see that they had spent over two hours inside the mine.
He’d read in National Geographic magazine once that cavers lose track of time while they are underground, he just hadn’t expected it to happen to him and so quickly. While the dark and the confines of the mine’s tunnel hadn’t bothered him at all, Henry was glad to be out in the daylight and away from the closeness of the rock wall. He’d appreciated the smell of the air that morning when he walked out of his hotel room; here up in the hills away from the road and out in the open it was even better.
“Do you mind if I take a closer look at the truck?” Henry took off his hardhat and handed it back to Bill who was brushing the rock dust off his clothes. You just couldn’t help brushing up against the rocks while you were in that confined space. “Did your crime scene team look for fibers on the walls of the mine?”
“Let’s look at the truck, the lab crew is pretty thorough, if there were some fibers from somebody’s clothes, they would have picked them up and bagged them.” Bill put their hardhats back into the rear of the Expedition.
Henry held on to the flashlight and used it to look behind the truck’s seat where there was a coiled up rope and nothing else of note. He opened the glove compartment where he found a very worn out set of leather work gloves, it was actually the first time he’d seen gloves in a glove compartment. He pulled a ring of small keys from the ash tray and held on to them. He closed the truck’s door and continued looking around outside the truck and found that some of the toolboxes on the side were locked. He used some of the smaller keys on the ring from the ashtray to open the boxes. He found an assortment of hammers and picks and what appeared to be steel drill bits in some of the larger boxes. In the box in the back, next to the newly repaired compressor, he found Bob Sandman’s pride and joy, the Fisher Gemini 5. He pulled it out and held it up to show to Bill who was standing at the door of his SUV talking on the radio.
“Don’t tell me that miners use this?” Henry said waving the metal detector in the air.
Bill held up one finger to ask Henry to wait a minute and then put his microphone inside the Expedition before walking over. “Yeah, I’ve been told they work. This is not the thing that you use to find quarters and watches at the beach; this is an expensive piece of technology.”
“Wow, I would never have guessed.” Henry carefully put the machine back in the toolbox.
“When you talk with Clement later, you should ask him about these machines.” Bill said. “I was just on the radio arranging for a four wheel drive tow truck to come up here and tow this thing to our impound yard.”
“Good idea, I think I’ll want to take another look at it later.” Henry said. “These other utility boxes were unlocked and empty; I’m pretty well done here.”
“Ok, let me run you back to your car, then you can head off to Columbia and learn all about gold mining.” Bill put his cowboy hat back on and climbed back into the Expedition.
“Don’t forget that you need to give me directions to get to where I’m supposed to go.” Henry climbed into the passenger seat and buckled the belt around him for the treacherous ride down the mountain.
Chapter 5
Henry got back into his own car in the parking lot of the sheriff’s office as Bill went back inside. Henry turned the big Mercury back towards Washington Street and headed right back in the direction of the mine on state highway 49. He passed the turnoff where he and Bill had driven down past the veterinarian’s office. He took the Parrot’s Ferry Road turnoff and headed towards Columbia State Park.
He slowed down as he got to the park and parked in front of an old barn with a big sign on it advertising the Columbia Candle and Soap Works. He walked past an old firehouse, a photography studio and a restaurant to Columbia’s main street. There was a slight man with wire framed glasses, a white shirt, a black Bolero tie and a black vest and black pants standing at the corner waving at Henry.
“Henry Wright?” The man yelled out from across the street.
Henry waved back and crossed the deserted street looking both ways for traffic just out of habit. He held out his hand to shake the man’s. “You’re right; I’m Henry Wright, thank you for coming out to meet me.”
“Clement Thompson. Bill Rustow called and asked me to walk out to meet you, my office is a little hard to find.” Clement turned and they walked together down the little street which seemed to be closed to traffic.
“This is kind of different for a state park.” Henry remarked looking at the various buildings that housed a toy maker, blacksmith and several variety stores.
“Oh we have picnic tables and trees.” Clement chuckled, “But you’re right, this is a state park dedicated to preserving this historic old mining town. These businesses are real and pay rent and a commission to the state.”
“Is that a real stagecoach?” Henry looked in amazement at the Wells Fargo stagecoach complete with four horses that were out in front of a Wells Fargo office. It looked like it was the 1850’s and the coach was waiting for last minute passengers.
“You bet this isn’t Disneyland! Yep, the coach is real, the horses are real, and you can go for a real ride around town, you can even ride shotgun if you’d like. We’re quite a tourist attraction; the kids come here by the droves, especially this time of year when they take school field trips.” Clement pointed to a door next to the town’s print shop. “That’s my office.”
Small gold lettering in old fashioned Western print on the door said “C.W. Thompson, Gold Assayer”. “Bill was right; I would have had a hard time finding that.” Henry shook his head. Being in this little state park was as though he stepped back in time to the Gold Rush days.
Clement’s office was up some narrow stairs and at the front of the Wells Fargo building. There were large windows that overlooked the street and Henry could see the stagecoach and horses still waiting patiently for its load of passengers.
Henry turned from the windows and looked at Clement who sat down behind his desk that was covered with small tubes with quartz and other rocks. “I want to talk to you about mining and all, but I’m very curious about this town, what can you tell me?”
“Well, I mentioned the bit about this being a state park, basically this town - unlike most of the other gold mining towns that run along state highway 49 - never burnt to the ground or modernized and brought into the twentieth century. There actually was a fire here in the very early days, and when the town was rebuilt, they laid the streets out so that they were extra wide and the buildings were placed further apart. In the nineteen-forties, the state of California made this a state park and is actively preserving all of the old buildings. Instead of letting this become a ghost town, like let’s say Bodie on the other side of the summit, this town is active with businesses that you might have found during the Gold Rush. Why, the local performing arts company still puts on plays and musicals in the old theater around the corner.”
Clement dug in a bookcase behind him for a bottle of water and took a long drink. Henry felt that this was about as long as Clement’s speeches ever got, he looked like a man who would rather be looking at rocks than people.
Henry saw an old wooden desk chair with casters and a swivel, sat down and found it surprisingly comfortable. “Usually when I think of gold mining, I have a mental picture of a grizzled old miner with a beard and a hat wearing boots sitting in a creek and washing dirt through a metal pan. Here folks tell me about hard rock mining, obviously they aren’t the same, but tell me the difference.”
Clement took another drink of water, breathed in deep and started. “The mining that you’re thinking of with the guy in the stream is usually called prospecting. This is where you’re looking for placer gold that has been washed out of the earth by rain and erosion. The gold nuggets are heavier than the gravel in the stream bed and the prospector washes the gravel in his pan so that the heavier gold remains behind and the lighter gravel floats out of the pan.”
“That sounds really painstaking; it’s amazing that gold was found in the quantities it was using that method.” Henry was fascinated with what people went through to get these minerals out of the ground.
“Well, it was painstaking, so pretty soon ingenuous miners came up with sluice boxes, and hydraulic mining.”
Henry looked puzzled. “What’s hydraulic mining?”
“As I mentioned with prospecting, the gold was washed out of the mountain over eons with erosion. So some clever guys thought they could speed up the process and soon high powered water cannons were used to wash away entire hillsides to uncover the gold. A lot of gold was found using that method, but you can imagine that a lot of damage was done to the landscape, so the state outlawed it.” Clement took another long drink of water.
“I get it, so miners had to go underground, hence the tunnels.” Henry said.
“This county and the other counties along the Mother Lode are pockmarked with abandoned mining tunnels. If you drive north along state highway 49 you can see a lot of the entrances of the mines along the hillsides of the road. Some have collapsed, some are barricaded, but some are very dangerous. The other thing that Tuolumne County had until a few years ago is an open pit gold mine. There aren’t very many of those in the state, and that’s a good thing.” Clement leaned back in his chair.
“Ok, I understand, so how do hard rock miners like Bob Sandman get gold out of the rock?” Henry asked.
“Sandman was looking for crystalline gold, which is one of the most rare and precious natural gold formations. About four million years ago, liquid gold was pushed up through the earth's crust to this and many other locations in the world. However, here in the Sierra Foothills, thermo steam at over 4000 degrees also came up, forcing crystallized gold into the quartz rock. It’s very delicate, very rare and therefore very valuable, and sells for more than one thousand dollars per ounce. If you want to see a good example, drive over to Murphys on the other side of the river and look at the forty-four pound piece of gold in the vault at the Ironstone winery. It may not solve the murder, but it may help you find out why people might have wanted to kill Sandman.”
“So crystalline gold can only be found underground and requires digging?” Henry was beginning to understand why Sandman’s mine was valuable, certainly if he was about to strike it rich, that would provide a motive for murder.
Clement thought for a moment, “Well, I suppose you could find it without digging, but it is unlikely. Since gold is a soft metal, as soon as it is exposed to the elements, it becomes the smoother, weathered nuggets that you are familiar with. That’s why crystalline is more rare and valuable than standard gold nuggets.”
Clement finished his water and turned around to look for another bottle in his bookcase. “Looking for crystalline gold is a lot of work. First you have to find a claim, get the mineral rights, usually from some other miner that is too old to work the mine, then it’s drill, blast, muck out, and drill, blast again. But if the gold is there, the payoff is great.”
“You said claims like Sandman’s go from one old miner to the next, what happens to Sandman’s claim now that he’s gone?” Henry asked.
“It’s like any other property, it becomes part of his estate, and it’s probably mentioned in his will if he had one.” Clement frowned, “You know if knowing about mineral rights and property rights is important in your investigation you should talk with Donald Portsmith in town. Don’s an old friend and an attorney who has worked on numerous mining law cases. I think he can probably give you a lot more information on mining laws. I’m just a rock guy.” Clement smiled.
“All right, I’ll add him to my expanding list of people to chat with.” Henry smiled as well.
“Did Sandman ever come to you to sell any of the gold that he found?” Henry was curious how much this mine had yielded Sandman.
“No, I could only give him whatever the current price of gold is; the stuff he finds would be snapped up by collectors. He probably has, sorry, I mean had, a standard list of people that are willing to buy up whatever he finds. That’s how most of the miners work.” Clement reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a small glass vial and a little plastic box with blue foam. “This is a nugget; you can see how it is smooth and rounded.” He handed the vial to Henry.
“And the other one is crystalline I take it?” Henry took his reading glasses out of his pocket and examined both samples closely.
“Yes, you can see that despite soaking it in acid to remove the surrounding rock surface, there is still quite a bit of quartz on that sample.” Clement reached for a magnifying glass from his desk and handed it to Henry.
“Do you keep these in your desk drawer?” Henry looked over the top of his glasses at Clement.
“Well, I could, these samples aren’t worth all that much, but I took them out of the safe when Bill Rustow called me that you were coming.” Clement pointed to a corner of the room where a large black old fashioned safe took up most of the corner.
“Probably a good idea to keep things locked up.” Henry handed the samples back to Clement.
“Is there anything else I can help you with?” Clement carefully put the gold samples back into the drawer.
“Actually, what do you know about metal detectors?” Henry asked.
Clement smiled, “Well, a lot of prospectors use them, obviously if you’re looking for gold in a streambed; a metal detector is a good thing to have. There are some hard rock miners that swear by them, others say they would rather follow their instincts.”
“Do they work?”
“The cheap ones that you see guys using at the beach don’t really work, the rock is too dense for their low power to be successful. There are expensive units that claim that they can penetrate rock, but even then it will only go a couple of feet. So you still need to tunnel and dig.” Clement started getting out of his chair; obviously he felt that he had told Henry everything that he knew. “Did Sandman have a metal detector?”
“He did, I don’t know if he ever got a chance to use it though.” Henry smiled.
“It doesn’t surprise me; I think Sandman was pretty desperate to find some gold in that mine of his, not everyone was convinced that that hole was ever going to pay off.” Clement was standing now; obviously it was time for Henry to leave.
“Is there anything else that you think can help me find out who did this?” Henry got up as well.
“Sandman wasn’t a very popular fellow; I’m willing to bet you can find half a dozen people who would have wanted to get rid of him.” Clement said reaching for the door to his office.
Henry smiled, “So all I have to do is narrow the field down to the one that did. Thank you for your help, if I need to know anything else, can I call you?”
Clement shook Henry’s hand. “Of course, I want you to know that I wasn’t one of the people that wanted him dead, I sort of respected Sandman in an odd way.”
“I didn’t ever consider you a suspect, but thanks for letting me know how you feel.” Henry shook Clement’s hand and made his way down the stairs and back to his car.
Henry sat in his car and pulled out his cell phone. He had three bars on the display so that meant the service wasn’t great but he should be able to make a call. He looked at the paper that Bill Rustow had given him and punched Dottie Sandman’s number into the phone and waited for it to ring. She picked up right away and told Henry that Bill Rustow had said he would be coming by. Now was a good time and she gave him some very clear directions to her house.
Henry turned into the gravel driveway off the main road about twenty minutes later. The house appeared to be a factory built, pre-fabricated house, it was all one level and raised above the ground by about three feet. It sat in a clearing on the top of a knoll and there were large oak trees on all sides, yet the view of the hills to the west was spectacular. He was surprised at the size of the place and the setting, it didn’t appear at all like a miner’s shack as he had at first pictured.
In the rear of the house was a structure that looked more like the miner’s shack he was expecting. It was a large unpainted shed with a rusty metal roof that obviously served as a barn or storage building of some sort. Near the side door was a tan and blue Ford Bronco that had to be nearly twenty years old but was in great shape, the paint was nice and shiny, the chrome gleamed and the car looked as if it just rolled off the showroom floor. Henry looked at the car enviously, he had driven a Bronco as a police car for a few years in Eagle River, and he missed that car when he saw this one.
Henry parked next to the Bronco and started walking around to the front door when two large dogs came running around from the back of the house. At the sight of them he headed back for his car and opened the door to get back into it, but closed it when the dogs started wagging their tails. The side door of the house opened and a voice yelled out.
“Spike, Harley, come over here. Mr. Wright, please come in this way.” The husky voice came from a tall woman wearing khaki shorts and a men’s white athletic tank top that was a little too low and a little too tight – at least Henry thought so – with long jet black hair tied back into a sloppy pony tail with a red bandana. The dogs went running towards the woman, their tails wagging even harder.
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