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Chapter 1
Wayne Johnson was frustrated. He kicked at a rock at the desert gravel on the edge of the parking lot and muttered a curse under his breath. Damnit, how did this happen? The murder rate in the Coachella Valley was relatively low, and it was practically non-existent in Palm Springs. Wayne figured the criminals took a break during the hot weather and didn’t bother getting sweaty by killing anyone. The temperature in the Sonoran Desert was well over one hundred at the end of June. Though as everyone always said, “It’s a dry heat!” He kicked at another rock and sent it flying back towards the desert that surrounded the pavement.
Dry heat indeed, anytime that the temperature gets to be over one hundred degrees - it is hot - regardless of how low the humidity is here in the desert. The temperature today had the thermometer registering one hundred and two degrees Fahrenheit at Palm Springs International Airport. In the Coachella Valley the breeze comes up in the late afternoon from the west and the distant Pacific Ocean and cools the air off to make the outdoors a little more comfortable.
The convection of the cooler air coming into the valley from the inland area to the west was pleasant and predictable. So predictable that enterprising entrepreneurs constructed windmills that used the constant breeze to generate electricity at the entrance to the valley. The windfarms, as they were called, next to the Interstate announced to visitors coming to the valley from the West that they had arrived in the Coachella Valley and its unofficial capital, Palm Springs.
Those same breezes made it pleasant outside and Wayne and his wife Elliot generally sat on their patio after dinner. At this time of the evening, when the sun had been down for several hours, they usually retired with a glass of milk and some cookies to the table next to the pool at their home in Indio talking about their day before heading to bed. This night, the married couple was enjoying some quiet conversation over a glass of iced tea when the cell phone that was always clipped to Wayne’s belt disrupted them with its annoying electronic chirp. It was his boss at the police department, Captain Jim Fegosi, who told him to head out to the Palm Springs tramway where a body had been found in the tram car by the janitor. Some poor unfortunate soul took a ride and ended up with a bullet hole.
Wayne exchanged his shorts for long pants, changed his shirt and grabbed a sweater, since it was always thirty degrees cooler at the top of the tram, and kissed Elliot goodnight. He got into his city issued, unmarked Ford Crown Victoria and headed for the tramway. There was no time for a leisurely drive up to Palm Springs on Highway one-eleven tonight. He took the Interstate, I-10, north to the Date Palm exit. He’d thought of using lights and siren as he was cruising along, but it was late, traffic was light and he was able to make good time. Wayne took the exit and jogged over to Vista Chino and drove west on it back to Palm Canyon Drive and headed up the steep Tramway Road to the base of the tram.
Wayne was captain of detectives on the Palm Springs police force. He spent most of his time investigating burglaries, car theft, and the occasional vice problem in one of the hotels downtown. He didn’t often investigate murders and didn’t like doing it, though that was what he was trained to do. When he called, Fegosi didn’t have any details on what had happened, he only said to get over to the tramway, pronto, there was a corpse with a hole in his head in the tram.
Wayne parked the Crown Vic in the parking area in front of the Valley Station next to the coroner’s van who had managed to beat him there from Perris. There were a number of black and whites and several unmarked, but obviously police vehicles, in the parking lot below. One of the uniformed officers was unreeling crime scene tape from a large roll and sealing off the stairs that led up to the lobby from where the tram departed.
The Palm Springs Tramway was a great tourist attraction. Its two gondolas carry up to eighty people at a time through the Chino Canyon up to the top of Mount San Jacinto at over ten thousand feet from the Coachella Valley floor. The tramway was an engineering marvel when it was first constructed in the early 1960’s and even today was still awe inspiring. The terrain in the canyon is so rugged and impassible that four of the five towers were built with helicopters, an unusual construction technique more than forty years ago.
Wayne had now been here for a couple of hours and while he learned a lot since getting here, there were still a lot of unanswered questions. Well, kicking at rocks out here wasn’t going to get any of them answered so he started walking back to the station from the parking lot and pulled his notepad out of his shirt pocket and checked what he had learned so far.
George Margolis, the tramway’s chief of engineering, had been very helpful, answering all of his questions. Since the victim was found in the closed gondola, and the only way to operate the tram was from inside the car, the obvious solution was that the killer had to be in the car with the victim when the shooting happened. The problem was that the witness swore that only the victim’s body was on the tram when it came to a stop at the Valley Station.
Margolis was obviously proud of the tramway, he told Wayne that a couple of years ago the entire system was refurbished. The cars were replaced; they were now the largest rotating tram cars in the world. The gondolas made two slow revolutions as they ascended and descended to give the tourists a view of the Coachella Valley and the ruggedness of San Jacinto Mountain. At the same time as it was modernized, the tramway was designated a civil engineering historical site. What that meant wasn’t clear to Wayne, but the chief of engineering obviously thought it was important for him to know.
Wayne continued his interview with Margolis, and the kid that found the body when the car arrived at the station. They both said that everything appeared routine with the tram until the kid opened the door at the station once the car came to a stop. After he talked with the two men, Wayne had an initial look at the rather messy murder scene; after which he had to get some air and he headed for the parking lot where he was now. Now matter how much blood and gore he had seen in his career, nothing could prepare him for the bits of skull, brain and large amount of blood of what had once been a human being splattered inside that small space.
His eyes followed the tramway’s cables in the moonlight up the canyon; they appeared as gossamer strands of a large spider’s web as they made their way up the steep mountainside. He looked up towards the mountain as though the answer to his frustration could be found there. There was a bright light at the top, where the upper terminus of the cableway was. It was impossible to see the upper station from here despite the moon which was nearly full tonight. The top of the tram was just too high and the mountains too jagged. He was going to have to come back in the morning, in fact he would probably spend all day here tomorrow interviewing additional employees and having a closer look at how the tram worked to see if he could work out this strange puzzle.
Wayne walked back towards the scene of the crime - such as it was. They had established the official crime scene at the Valley Station of the tram. It wasn’t really where the crime occurred; it was where the crime was discovered. The actual murder had taken place somewhere between Mountain Station at the top of Mount San Jacinto and here. Over two-and-a-half miles, George Margolis told Wayne, nearly thirteen thousand feet of tram travel. All of it except the five hundred feet or so closest to the Valley Station inaccessible - except by a bird.
The body inside the car was Terrance Quinn. He was the superintendent of maintenance of the tramway and one of his responsibilities was riding down the mountain on the last tram of the day. That had been about nine forty-five this evening. That last ride took the trash and anything else that needed to come down from Mountain Station at the top, to Valley Station on the valley floor. This particular ride was not only the last tram trip of the day, it was the last trip that Terrance Quinn would ever take.
The victim was shot by a powerful hand gun at close range. There was no entry hole for a bullet anywhere in the tram car’s sheet metal or through the windows. So he had to be shot from inside the gondola. When the car came to a stop and the janitor opened the door, the only one inside was Quinn. How had someone managed to get in the car, shoot the victim, and then get out again before it arrived at the station? If Wayne could find that out, he would be a long ways toward figuring out who did this.
The young janitor was waiting at the station for the car to come to a stop in order to help his boss empty the trash bags from the car. When he opened the door he saw that there was a large pool of fresh blood that covered the entire floor of the tram car. He received the shock of his young life when he looked down and in the midst of all the black plastic garbage bags was Quinn’s body. His eyes were open and the bullet hole in his forehead almost looked like a third eye, looking straight at whoever opened that door. Wayne shuttered even now as he thought about first viewing the body a couple of hours ago.
Wayne walked around the lab crew from the Riverside County Sheriff’s office that was busy photographing and dusting for prints, he looked for the kid who had discovered Quinn’s body. Wayne warned him not to leave yet, where did he go? What was his name again? Wayne pulled his pad out of his pocket again to check his notes, Todd Gregory. Wayne put the pad back in his shirt pocket. Todd was over near the maintenance area talking with George Margolis.
As Wayne walked over, he could see that Todd was still upset, the skinny kid in the oversized overalls was practically crying as he talked with George. Margolis was patting the younger man on the shoulder in an attempt to console him without much effect. Gregory had called Margolis first when he discovered the body; it was Margolis who had called 911 from his cell phone on his way over to the tramway. When he first interviewed Gregory, Wayne had grilled him to see why he hadn’t called the cops first, but the young man had been so distraught that he said that when he saw all the blood and realized it was Quinn that he panicked and didn’t know what to do.
Wayne stepped up to the two men and told Todd Gregory to go home and come back for his shift tomorrow. He didn’t consider Gregory a suspect, but all the same, he cautioned him about not leaving town. At this point he didn’t have any suspects, he wanted to talk with all of the tramway employees, and certainly he would want to talk with Gregory in more detail. The young man nodded at Wayne, said good night to George, wiped his nose on the sleeve of his overalls and walked off to the parking lot.
Wayne then asked Margolis if it was possible to shut down the tramway the following day so that the crime lab could finish processing the car. Margolis explained that there were a number of people at the upper campground with no way down if the tram was shut down.
Margolis told Wayne that the tramway was used by campers and hikers to get to Tamarack and Round Valleys at the top, some of who probably needed to be brought down. After going back and forth discussing the difficulties of closing down and stranding the campers or disappointing tourists who wanted to ride the attraction up the next day, Margolis agreed to phone his boss, the general manager of tramway operations to see if they could barricade the parking lot at the Valley Station. That would in effect keep the day tourists from going up and down, but they could run a tram in the afternoon in case they needed to bring the campers down the mountain.
Wayne even thought of asking the Riverside Sheriff’s Department to send their helicopter up to Mountain Station if they had to, but he didn’t mention it to Margolis and thought he could keep that as his hole card for the time being.
Margolis walked off to make his call and Wayne could see him standing in the parking lot talking on his cell phone a few minutes later. The guys from the coroner’s office were standing near the souvenir shop chatting, one of them smoking a cigarette. Obviously the lab crew had not released the body yet. He walked back over to the tram car and found the crime lab crew supervisor. Wayne asked him if he had any preliminary results and how much longer he and his crew were going to take.
He got a lecture that this was a murder scene, not a television show and there was no way to process everything in an hour or so. The supervisor did tell him that there were no powder burns on the victim’s hands or overalls, and it looked as though the gun was fired from six or seven feet away. He said based on that, and since there was no weapon in the gondola, he had to rule out suicide. As far as the rest was concerned, he wouldn’t be able to tell Wayne any more information until tomorrow at the earliest.
Wayne considered calling Fegosi from his cell phone, but it was well after midnight and he didn’t really need to ask permission to go home. He felt that he couldn’t do much at the tramway anymore, he decided to leave and come back early in the morning. He talked with the senior uniform officer on duty and gave him his card and cell phone number and asked him to call right away if anything new came up.
Wayne walked back to the parking area where he had taken a break from the gore just a few minutes before when Margolis stopped him. He said he’d checked with the general manager, who apologized for not being there but he was at a nephew’s wedding in San Diego. Margolis said while his G.M. was concerned about his dead employee, he reluctantly agreed that they would shut down for a day. Margolis said he would personally put up barricades and a sign that the tram was closed for maintenance and would call the campground host at the upper station and explain the situation to him. He said goodnight to Wayne who started his car and headed for the exit of the parking lot.
As he turned the Crown Vic back onto Tramway Road to head down to the valley floor, he drove down the hill until he cleared the steep canyon walls and the view unfolded before him. He stopped the car in the middle of the road to admire the view. The station was several hundred feet higher than the Coachella Valley floor and the view of Palm Springs and the surrounding cities was beautiful from here. The lights from Palm Springs and its grid of streets was nearest to him, off in the distance he could see Cathedral City, Rancho Mirage and Palm Desert.
There was a break in the grid of lights directly in front of him which had to be the airport. Beyond it he could see the Interstate, even at this time of night there was a fast flowing river of headlights that were heading towards Los Angeles two hours west. Paralleling the white river was a red ribbon of taillights driving to Arizona, two hours east.
Wayne sighed as he eased off the brake and headed back towards the Interstate and home to Indio where Elliot was sound asleep. It was after two when he finally rolled into bed, she patted him in her slumber and he was asleep within minutes.
Wayne was back at the tramway at eight-thirty the next morning. He’d stopped at the Starbucks on Palm Canyon Drive on the way in and picked up the largest cappuccino they made. He figured he was going to need it; he didn’t get very much sleep, and this was going to be a long morning. He drove around the barricades and tape and an official looking sign that said the tramway was temporarily closed due to maintenance.
The parking lot was not nearly as full as it had been last night. The crime scene lab crew had a van parked there, the coroner’s van was gone and there were two black and whites, officers guarding the area. Wayne parked the car, pulled his cappuccino from the cup holder and walked towards the station. Today was going to be another warm one, despite the early hour the temperature was just over ninety. On this side of the Valley, the sun had worked its wonders for almost three hours already and the pavement was already radiating its heat.
He walked up to the tram gondola, there were different crime scene people working away in the car than last night. The gondola was now covered with fingerprint dust; there were black smudges of the powder everywhere and Wayne thought it looked like the end of a finger-painting session at a day care center. He asked the technician for the supervisor and was told that he had gone to the bathroom to wash up. As he turned around to head that way, the supervisor came walking up and to Wayne’s surprise it was the same guy that he had left here last night.
Despite freshening up, the guy looked haggard. He told Wayne that they confirmed that the victim’s fingerprints had been found on the control panel and mechanism inside the car, on the outside and inside of the door handle, and although they were having some difficulty lifting clear prints off the trash bags, it looked as though those prints would also belong to the victim. Todd Gregory’s prints were found on the outside of the door, they were consistent with his story of opening the door when the car arrived at the Valley Station.
There were a lot of other fingerprints around the car, but it looked as though they belonged to tourists who had ridden during the day, they were found on the glass, but not near the controls or the door handle. Wayne asked if they could check the top of the car, just in case the murderer rode up there before committing the crime. The supervisor raised an eyebrow, he said that this was starting to sound like something out of a James Bond movie, but he agreed to check. His crew was finishing up with processing the scene and he thought they would be done by ten, eleven at the latest.
George Margolis came over to find Wayne; he wanted to know if they could open the tramway to the public after the crime scene crew had cleared out. He thought he could have his people clean the gondola in a couple of hours; he wanted to open up the tramway by early afternoon. Wayne agreed to release the crime scene once the lab guys were done and told Margolis to expect a lot of sicko thrill seekers. People who would want to ride the tram just because it had been the scene of a murder. The tramway slaying was the lead story on the morning news; he expected this afternoon’s Desert Sun newspaper would have front page coverage as well.
George also told Wayne that a man who identified himself as Robert Silverstein had called this morning. He was concerned since Terrance didn’t come home last night. George was surprised, he thought Terrance Quinn was single and at first refused to give him any information. George said the man was insistent and then told him that he was Terrance’s partner. George took it upon himself to tell him what had happened to Terrance, at which point Robert Silverstein lost control of his emotions and hung up the phone. Wayne asked if that was the only next of kin that needed to be notified and George said as far as he knew it was. George Margolis said he was actually surprised about the phone call from Silverstein, since Quinn kept to himself and rarely socialized or talked about his life outside of work, Margolis said he had just assumed that he lived alone.
Wayne asked George if he could see Terrance Quinn’s personnel records, he wanted to go and talk with Silverstein on his own. George said he’d take care of talking with Nancy in the office and would bring the file out to Wayne.
He wondered where Todd Gregory was this morning and George told him that Todd worked the afternoon shift; he didn’t come in until two and worked until ten-thirty at night. The last car of the night came down off the mountain at nine-thirty and usually Todd and Terrance Quinn would need an extra hour to clean up for the next morning. Margolis walked off to the office to get the personnel file for Wayne. He made a note on his pad to talk to Nancy in the office; he wanted Todd Gregory’s address and home phone number as well.
Margolis came walking back with a manila folder that he handed to Wayne. He told him it was the only copy of Quinn’s file so Nancy wanted it returned. Wayne told him he’d make a copy of it at the station and that he wanted to talk with Nancy later so that he could get the names, addresses and phone numbers for Todd and in fact for everyone that worked at the tramway, including the campground host at the top. George picked a walkie-talkie off his belt and radioed the request directly to Nancy. He told Wayne that he would have a spreadsheet with all the contact information within an hour.
Wayne spent several more hours talking with everyone connected to the tram’s operation and then he and George drove out to the cableway’s first tower and had a look around. Wayne marveled at the size of the tower, it reached more than two hundred fifty feet into the desert sky. But other than being fascinated by the forty year old technology, he didn’t spot anything that would lead him to solve this crime. On their drive back to the Valley Station he asked George to give him a ride in the tram up to Mountain Station.
The crime scene crew finished up at ten-thirty and George had several of his staff come in and clean out the fingerprint dust and the large bloodstain from the car. Shortly after one o’clock, Wayne and George rode up the mountain, mid-way they passed the other car coming down, it was empty. Wayne looked out the windows, George used the mechanic’s override on the controls to slow down and stop the car from rotating. The trip up which normally took twenty minutes lasted just about forty-five. Wayne ignored the scenery and looked at how close the tram came to the support towers to see if there was any way someone could have entered the car, committed murder and escaped.
When the car came to a gentle stop at Mountain Station at the end of the cable, it was considerably cooler than in the valley. He met the Round Valley campground host at the bottom floor of the three level station. Warren Evans told Wayne that after he waved goodbye at Quinn on that last ride, he hiked back to the campground. Wayne asked him if he was sure that it was Quinn that he saw and Evans said there was no doubt about it. Upon returning to his post at the campground it had been still and except for a group that sang around a campfire right up until quiet time, nothing unusual had happened.
The ride down was less pleasant; George and Wayne shared the car with a number of overnight campers who had been waiting all day to come down the mountain. They had obviously not been near a shower for some time and the car, which had seemed spacious and bright on the way up suddenly seemed confining and stifling with the odor of too many bodies in too much heat closing in like a large concrete door that was swinging shut in a bank vault. Wayne stood near George who was operating the car and looked out at the spectacular scenery without talking.
There was a large group of tourists at the bottom waiting to go up, many of them ambulance chasers, or the equivalent when a coroner’s van was involved, as Wayne had predicted. Nancy was waiting at the car when it stopped and handed Wayne a piece of paper with the staff’s contact information. Wayne said goodbye to Margolis, and told him that he would be in touch.
All the signs of last night’s and this morning’s activities were gone and when Wayne walked out of the station to his car, the tramway looked like it did on any other summer day with tourists milling about, and the sun glinting off one of the gondolas as it made its way along the cable. He got into his car and looked at the stack of paper that he had collected on the passenger seat and headed down the hill towards the police station to try and make sense of this mystery.
Chapter 2
Henry Wright looked in his bathroom mirror and ran his hand over the stubble on his head. He’d always worn his hair short, but since retiring and moving to this warm desert climate, he’d gone even shorter on the clippers. He found that it was a lot easier to take care of with his daily swims this way. He supposed that if he ever let it grow out it would be salt and pepper colored, there was a lot more grey these days than the dark brown that his driver’s license said he had. He put down his toothbrush and turned the light off as he walked out of the bathroom and headed outside.
There was some faint light on the Eastern horizon, but the stars were still visible when Henry walked out of his bedroom’s French doors. He turned on the underwater pool light so that he could follow the line of tile on the bottom of the pool while he swam and crossed the small lawn over to the pool at his house on Mel Avenue in the Ruth Hardy Park section of Palm Springs.
He took the towel from around his waist, he never bothered wearing a swimsuit, the backyard was very private and the only other person here was Charles, his housemate, who usually slept late. He tossed the towel on a chaise lounge, strapped on his digital watch, put his swim goggles on top of his head and jumped into the water. It was warm, but nowhere near as warm as his bed had been. The water felt good against his bare skin and the sleepy grogginess that he felt before getting in was gone.
Henry pulled his goggles down, pushed the buttons to start the stopwatch and started swimming laps. He enjoyed the exercise and usually used the time in the pool to solve problems or think about the issues he was dealing with. Before he retired, when he was still the police chief in Eagle River, Wisconsin, he never swam. Of course he knew how, you cannot grow up in that part of Wisconsin and not know how to swim. The area was literally dotted with lakes and he had learned how to swim as a young boy in the early fifties.
As he got older and joined the police force and later became chief of police he occasionally would take a dip in Eagle Lake to cool off, but he didn’t swim for exercise as he liked to do now. The exercise helped him keep in shape as well. As an adult, it seemed like he had always weighed the same one hundred eighty pounds, which on his just over six foot frame made him look slender. Since moving to Palm Springs and starting his swimming routine he hadn’t lost any weight, but he was wearing a smaller size pants than he did while he was on the police force. At sixty-one he felt that he was in the best shape of his life.
Henry made another kick turn at the end of the pool and kept swimming. He found that when he didn’t have something to resolve, like one of the profiling cases that he helped the FBI with, his mind wandered while he was swimming. He thought about his journey to Palm Springs and how he really ended up here as a fluke. At this point he wouldn’t live anywhere else, but his journey here had been by chance.
Just over three years ago, Henry was living and working in Wisconsin and was three months away from retiring from the Eagle River police force when he and his wife Irma took a flight out to Las Vegas to look for a place where they could live out their retirement. Henry was at the point where he hated the snow and cold and didn’t want to deal any more with beer laden snow mobilers racing through town on cold February days. They had talked about retiring to a warmer climate, and after long discussions, they had narrowed their choices to Las Vegas, Nevada; Palm Springs, California or Phoenix, Arizona.
They flew to Las Vegas first, the folks in Eagle River thought he and Irma were on a well deserved vacation to do a little gambling at the slot machines. The long time Eagle River residents didn’t want to let on to the folks at home that their beloved chief was leaving town after retiring and used the vacation excuse with their friends and travel agent. In the meantime, they had quietly lined up an appointment with a Las Vegas realtor to look at homes in which to live out their lives quietly. After checking in at the hotel and having some lunch, Irma decided to go back upstairs by herself to lie down when she didn’t feel well, thinking that the food hadn’t agree with her.
An hour later when Henry went back up to the hotel room to check on Irma, she was dead on the bathroom floor. The coroner told him later that she had a massive heart attack and had died before she hit the floor and never felt a thing. Henry flew back to Wisconsin with Irma’s body and buried her there. The following few months were difficult for Henry and he didn’t remember much of them now.
Still in a fog, three months after Irma’s funeral Henry retired from the police force, he now wanted to leave Wisconsin more than ever but he couldn’t bear moving to Las Vegas. The city would always be a memory of Irma and the hotel room bathroom. His old colleague from an FBI crime class that they attended together, Wayne Johnson, called him and invited him to come to Palm Springs for a visit and a look around. That was how he ended up here, in his little oasis on Mel Avenue.
Henry made yet another kick turn in the pool and headed back towards the other end. He’d stayed with Wayne and Elliot in their beautiful home on a golf course in Indio for a couple of weeks. Then after looking around briefly, he bought the house here on Mel in the older part of Palm Springs. The place was too large for one person, but Henry thought the layout of the home was perfect and he loved living here.
The house was in the shape of a U with the front door, living room and kitchen in the middle. At each end of the U were two bedrooms each with their own bathroom. All the bedrooms had double French doors leading to the inner courtyard which was the inside of the U with its pool, cabana and tiny strip of lawn. Henry set up one wing of the house with his bedroom and an office. The other wing was set up with two guest rooms, until he met Charles.
Charles Knightly III was a retired high school history teacher who played pool at the local senior center where Henry spent a lot of time after he moved into the house. Charles was one of the few people who could beat Henry at eight ball, and they struck up an immediate friendship. Charles had moved to Palm Springs recently after caring for his life partner in San Francisco who passed away from AIDS. He had a hard time finding an apartment to rent, not many places were willing to let Charles bring in his little dog, a toy poodle named Pierre, that he couldn’t part with.
Henry offered him one of the two guest rooms while he was hunting for a permanent place and Charles and Pierre moved in. After a few months, Henry suggested that Charles stop looking for a new place to live, and the two of them had been housemates for a couple of years now. The arrangement worked well for both of them. Henry didn’t really need the couple of hundred dollars that Charles insisted on paying in rent every month, but Henry thought Charles would feel better if he didn’t provide charity. Henry liked having someone to talk with, Charles’ history teacher experience had come in handy and Pierre was no trouble at all, Henry liked having the well behaved little dog around.
Shortly after Henry moved into the house, he talked with a grief counselor about Irma’s unexpected death. He told the counselor about the fog that he was in for several months and the unexpected lonely retirement life that he had found himself living. Talking with the counselor helped somewhat, but he had a hard time socializing with women until he helped his old friend Wayne out with solving the murder of a local real estate agent a few months ago.
He met a woman while he was investigating that incident, and while things didn’t work out with her, he realized that he missed loving someone. He’d come out of his shell at that time and had finally taken off his wedding ring which was now in the desk drawer in his office.
Then, almost two months ago, he met Gloria McCann while helping a Northern California sheriff solve a mysterious murder in a gold mine. Henry smiled underwater as he thought of Gloria and felt a stirring that he had not felt in a long time. Gloria lived in a beautiful home on a hilltop just outside of Sonora in Northern California’s Gold Country, and she had promised to come and visit him during the upcoming Fourth of July holiday.
They talked several times a week on the phone since he left Sonora in May and they were both looking forward to her visit. Gloria’s daughter, Samantha, was a professor at the University of Redlands and had been begging Gloria to visit once school was out for the summer. So Gloria decided to combine a stay with Sam in Redlands, less than an hour from Palm Springs, with a stay at Henry’s house. They hadn’t spoken since she arrived in Redlands last week; she wanted to devote the time to be with Samantha.
Gloria was finishing up her stay in Redlands now and would be here in two days. TWO DAYS! Henry had a momentary panic, lost a stroke and almost swallowed some water, but quickly recovered as he realized that he had everything under control. He had put a schedule of tasks that needed to be done before her visit on the refrigerator that had driven Charles mad, but he had stuck to it closely and was confident that everything would be ready.
He had a lot to do before Gloria arrived in Palm Springs, and he wanted the house to look great and he hoped that she would be as comfortable here as he was at her house when he was recuperating in May. If he remembered his to-do list correctly, today he would go out shopping for new sheets for the guest room bed. Henry had washed the linens on the bed twice already, but decided he wanted Gloria to have the best experience she could possibly have. He talked Charles into going to the outlet mall with him today in Cabazon to look for a luxurious set of bed linens for the guest room bed.
Tomorrow the landscapers were coming; he wanted the grounds to look nice and had done a bit of pruning himself. He hoped that Gloria would like his backyard and its tropical feel as much as he did. The garden was planted in the mid-fifties and the palm trees and shrubbery were mature and lush. The yard with its pool looked like a miniature tropical resort and despite the continual summer desert heat; the foliage was fresh and the colors vibrant. When they first talked about her visit, Gloria had said that she had no problem visiting him in July as long as he had a pool. He made a mental note to make sure that he put fresh pool towels on the guest room bed. There was a brand new terry cloth robe in the closet; he purchased it specifically for her.
Gloria was supposed to arrive on the third of July around lunchtime. He’d asked Juanita, his housekeeper; to come early that morning so that the inside of the house sparkled as well. Charles thought he was a little obsessive with all this preparation and was impressed that Henry was going all out to try and impress his “woman friend” as Charles called her. Charles had already figured out that Gloria was very special to Henry.
Henry’s train of thought was broken when his watch started beeping; he had been swimming for forty-five minutes. He climbed out of the pool and picked up his towel and after drying off sat down on the chaise lounge for a few minutes. The sun had come up, the sky was bright blue and there were no clouds to be seen anywhere. Today was going to be another beautiful warm day, and he could hear that the world outside was starting to wake up. Over on the next block he heard a garbage truck making its rounds, in his own yard there were more pleasant sounds as there was a bird singing in one of the trees.
As he looked towards the house, he spotted a hummingbird visiting his large hibiscus; he never tired of watching the little birds. His garden looked really good, it wasn’t the grandiose view that Gloria’s house had of canyons, a reservoir and a far off town, but this semi-tropical oasis that he watched over was very pleasant. He sure hoped that Gloria would like it.
He sighed and looked at his watch, it was time to shower and get dressed for the day. Thursday was his regular day for meeting Wayne at Sherman’s Deli for breakfast. He got up and wrapped the towel around himself and headed for the French doors that led directly into the kitchen to start the coffee pot.
Ninety minutes later he parked his Mercury Grand Marquis in Sherman’s parking lot next to the nearly identical looking Ford Crown Victoria. It looked as though Wayne was already here. Henry bought the Mercury three years ago after he moved to Palm Springs because he liked the big cars. The Eagle River Police Department had four of the Fords, in the Crown Victoria rendition, and Henry had spent a lot of time cruising in the large automobiles. Lately, he had been thinking of getting something with better gas mileage though, especially if he was going to keep making trips to Northern California to visit Gloria.
Henry walked into the restaurant and spotted his friend already sitting in their usual booth in the back. As he arrived at the table so did Millie, their favorite waitress, coffee pot in hand.
“So did you solve the tramway slaying mystery yet?” Henry asked, sliding into the booth.
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Wayne said grumpily.
“The newspaper is beating you guys up, says the crime has Palm Springs finest stymied for the past week. I think that was the word they used.” Henry held his cup up to allow Millie to fill it with coffee.
“Your old usual, or your new usual, what will it be?” Millie asked Henry.
He smiled at Millie’s question, he used to eat the bagel and lox every Thursday, Sherman’s did a great job with it. A few months ago he switched to bran cereal and fruit and found that he enjoyed it more. “The new usual please, and I’d like blueberries if you have them.”
“We do, I swear we get them just for you, no one else seems to like the damn things. You take low-fat milk on your cereal right?” Millie made some scratches on her order pad.
“Yes, please.” Henry turned back towards Wayne who already put in his order for breakfast.
“You’re in a good mood, is she arriving today?” Wayne asked.
“No, I’m not ready today. She’s arriving the day after tomorrow. Then I’ll be ready.” Henry smiled and took a sip of coffee. He was in a good mood and nothing was going to change that.
“So instead of ribbing me, do you have some time in the next couple of days to help me? Besides, the paper is wrong, it hasn’t been a week, only five days.” Wayne looked at Henry as Millie set his order of pancakes down in front of him.
“Not really, I have to go to the outlet mall today, I’m going grocery shopping tomorrow, I want to do a little more pruning in the yard, I really don’t have much time. What do you need?”
“Well, the paper is somewhat correct. I’m a bit baffled by this tramway thing, do you mind if I bounce some ideas off of you?” Wayne started in on his pancakes.
“I thought you didn’t want to talk about it?” Henry kidded him.
“Yeah, I don’t, but I need to. The profiling work that you do and your way of getting into the victim’s head might really be helpful. I need to get on the right track in this investigation. I know I said I don’t want to discuss it, but I’m frustrated and need to bounce some facts off someone.”
“All right, let’s hear it.”
“Obviously you’ve read the paper, what they’ve said is fairly accurate. We don’t have a murder weapon, we don’t have a motive, and we don’t even know how the crime was committed. I haven’t seen Spiderman hanging around Palm Springs.” Wayne had to chuckle at his own joke. Henry could tell he was frustrated and didn’t know where else to look.
“Yesterday’s edition of the Desert Sun says that the kid that works at the tramway and found the victim is missing.” Henry took a sip of his coffee as Millie set his cereal in front of him.
“Todd Gregory, yeah, he never showed up for work the afternoon after he found the body. We have an APB out for him, we’ll find him.” Wayne shook his head. “Funny thing is, I don’t think he did it. The lab crew tested his hand and overalls for gunpowder residue and none was found. Besides, if he did it, why did he do it?”
“If he didn’t do it, why did he run?” Henry asked.
“I interviewed him the night of the murder. He’s a kid; he was scared and crying, nearly hysterical that night, I’ll admit, it was a pretty gruesome scene. When he found the body, he didn’t even call us first; he called one of the managers from the tramway.” Wayne shook his head; he had a hard time visualizing Todd Gregory killing Terrance Quinn.
“How old is he?” Henry emptied his coffee cup and tried to catch Millie’s eye.
“He’s nineteen.” Wayne answered. “Why?”
“Did you check his mom’s house?”
“No, why do you say that, do you think he might be there?”
“If I was nineteen, and my supervisor was killed on the job and I thought I was a suspect and I didn’t know where to go, I’d go home.” Henry answered as Millie refilled his coffee cup.
“Ok, I’ll find out who his parents are and where they live and pay them a visit. Do you have any other ideas?” Wayne held his cup out for a refill from Millie as well.
“You don’t have a murder weapon, right?” Henry asked.
“No, Quinn was shot once with a .38 caliber pistol, the bullet entered just above his left eyebrow and came out the back and was actually found just kind of lying in the collar of his overalls. It caused quite a bit of bleeding, but death was instantaneous according to the coroner. The bullet was fired from inside the tram gondola, or through an open window or door, there are no entry marks in the glass or sheet metal of the car.”
“Did the bullet match anything in your files?” Henry knew there was a national database of bullet markings and any bullet and its unique rifling marks that the gun’s barrel left could be traced if it had been entered into the system.
“No, this gun had never been used in a crime before; you know there are millions of .38 caliber weapons out there. Who knows who it belonged to?” Wayne shook his head; he had already thought of all these questions and had not arrived at any answers.
“Did Quinn own a gun?” Henry asked.
“Are you suggesting suicide? What, like he shot himself and then disposed of the weapon while he had a hole in his forehead and most of the back of his head was missing? No, he didn’t. We talked to his partner Robert Silverstein; according to him Quinn didn’t own a gun of any kind.”
“Partner? Quinn was gay? That wasn’t in the newspaper.” Henry put his spoon down and furrowed his brow.
“This is Palm Springs Henry, why are you surprised. Your housemate is gay; you think gay men aren’t murder victims?” Wayne looked a little astonished; he was surprised at his friend’s reaction. “We didn’t pass it along to the news media because it has no bearing on the case and we didn’t want to sensationalize this aspect of the crime.”
“No, no, no, that’s not what I meant at all. It’s just that it throws a different wrinkle into possible motives, what with death benefits, rules of survivorship, inheritance issues and all that.” Henry replied. “Actually, I wasn’t even thinking suicide either, but the gun had to come from somewhere and since you don’t know where to start, I just thought of starting with Quinn.”
“Good idea, but we already covered that. Quinn and his partner led a very quiet life; they were together for fifteen years and didn’t party or participate in any of the alternative scenes in town. They were registered with the State of California as domestic partners and seemed like a happy couple. Robert Silverstein has been ill for quite a long time and is now in shock and is not taking this well. We’re not considering him a suspect at this time.”
Wayne was a little mystified by Henry’s reaction. Obviously Henry didn’t have an issue with alternate lifestyles; he lived with Charles after all. Did Quinn’s sexual orientation have something to do with this crime? Wayne was so quick to dismiss that issue, that he never considered it a motive for murder. Henry sure had a way of making him think about his investigations, no wonder he was so good at solving these unsolvable crimes, it wasn’t just his diligence or perseverance, Henry just had a different approach to problem solving.
Henry fished the last of the blueberries from his cereal with his spoon. “I’ll tell you what. Get me the names of all the people that Quinn worked with and I’ll see what I can do in the next couple of days before Gloria gets here.”
Wayne reached into his shirt pocket and gave Henry a copy of the spreadsheet that Nancy at the tramway provided him. “Here you go, everyone is on there.”
“It looks like you were ready for me to agree to help you.” Henry couldn’t help but smile.
“I know you like a good puzzle, and this one certainly has a lot of missing pieces.” Wayne smiled as well.
“I don’t know how much time I’ll have over the next couple of days; I really want everything at the house to be perfect for Gloria’s visit. I’ll do what I can though.” Henry put the paper with the tramway employees’ names in his pocket.
“Henry, Gloria is coming down here to visit you, not to visit your house.” Wayne shook his head.
“Yeah, I know. Charles has told me that numerous times. Her house is gorgeous though, with wonderful views that I don’t have. I just don’t want her to think that I live in a little dump.”
“Henry, you have four bedrooms, four bathrooms, and a wonderful backyard that looks like an oasis with a beautiful swimming pool! You live in a great neighborhood, I hardly think your place is a dump and I’m sure that Gloria will love it.” Wayne was laughing at his friend. He wasn’t this nervous when his daughter Claire came out for a visit a couple of years ago.
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. I’m surprised at how I feel myself. It’s almost like I’m back in high school and I’m getting ready for a first date with the homecoming queen. Not that I ever dated the homecoming queen when I was in high school of course. I was kind of a geek back then.” Henry remembered his high school days and was glad they were long gone.
“You are still bringing her over for our Fourth of July barbecue at the house, right? Elliot and I can’t wait to meet her.” Wayne waved Millie over to get the check for their breakfast.
“Yes, I spoke to her on the phone last week before she left for her daughter’s house. She said she was looking forward to meeting my friends. Can we bring anything?” Henry reached into his pocket for cash as Millie laid the check down on the table and refilled their coffees one more time.
“Let me get this one, since you’re going to help me on this tramway slaying it’s the least I can do.” Wayne took the check off the table. They normally split the check; the last time that Wayne had paid was when Rex Thornbird, the real estate agent, was murdered and he requested Henry’s assistance.
“Ok, I’ll let you buy me breakfast, but I’ll tell you right now that looking into your case is a lower priority than my social life in the next couple of days.” Henry took a last sip of his coffee and put an extra dollar on the table for Millie before following Wayne to the register.
“I understand and am not complaining. Anything you can do to help me get a better understanding of why this happened will speed up solving this mystery.” Wayne paid the check and turned to head out the door that Henry was holding open. “And before I forget, yes, you can bring something on the Fourth, how about a bottle of wine? You pick whatever kind you like, I trust your taste.”
“That sounds good. I‘ll pick up something decent at Jensen’s tomorrow while I’m getting food for the week.”
“What do you mean food for the week? I hope you don’t plan to spend the entire week locked up at home. You should be taking her out to see some of the sights in the Coachella Valley. You could maybe even take her for a ride up the tramway.” Wayne enjoyed kidding his friend, but hoped at the same time that Henry would take the time for a tram ride, he would probably come up with other ideas on how this murder was committed for Wayne to look into.
“No, no, of course we’re going out. I want to take her to some of my favorite places to eat. I do want to show her around, she’s never been here before. I don’t think she’s afraid of heights, maybe I will take her up in the tram.” Henry pushed the button on the Mercury’s key fob to unlock his car and waved goodbye to Wayne who got into his city issued Ford. They turned out of the parking lot right behind one another, Wayne headed back to the police station, while Henry headed home to see if Charles was ready to go shopping.
Chapter 3
Henry pulled the Grand Marquis into the garage at home. He parked next to Charles’ Ford Explorer and walked through the garage door into the kitchen. Charles was sitting at the counter finishing up some toast and coffee and reading yesterday afternoon’s newspaper.
“Heeey, good morning. Did Wayne rope you into helping him with the Palm Springs Aerial Tramway murder?” Charles looked up from his paper as Henry walked in.
“Good morning, well, yes sort, of but not really.” Henry answered. “Are you still willing to help me go shopping this morning?”
Charles ignored his question, and said. “I know that today is Thursday, your regular “breakfast with Wayne day” and I figured that he would try to get you to help. So are you working on this case or not? And, yes, I’m all dressed and ready to head out. Though I still don’t think you need to bother with new sheets. I swear the only person that has used those sheets is your daughter Claire when she came out for that short visit a year or so ago. The only way that those sheets can be worn in any way is because you’ve washed them so damn much in the past few days.” While he was talking, Charles carried his plate and cup to the sink, rinsed them and put them in the dishwasher.
“Yeah, I know, maybe I’m being a little bit too worried. I really want to make a good impression on Gloria and I want her to be very comfortable here. She took very good care of me when I was at her house in May and I owe her. Besides I want her to like it here.” Henry looked a little sheepish; he couldn’t quite explain why Gloria was so important to him. He couldn’t quite figure it out himself.
“Henry, she’ll be fine. From what you’ve told me, she is not set on appearances and will like you for you, not for the thread count in her sheets. For goodness sake, she’s a waitress right, when she doesn’t need to be a waitress?”
“You’re right. Yes, when her mother passed away, she inherited everything and she is quite comfortable. She’s a waitress because she enjoys meeting people and likes getting out of the house. You’re right, image is not important to her, but I still want her to be happy here.”
“Henry Wright, are you making plans for your future that you aren’t sharing with me?” Charles turned around and shot Henry a look as he was heading off to his bedroom. Was Henry planning to make his relationship with Gloria permanent? “Let me put Pierre outside and then we can go.”
“No, I’m not making any plans right now. Gloria and I have something special between us, we’ve talked about that. We’ve decided that for now we just want to be friends. Good friends. Her visit here is an important step in our relationship. We enjoyed each other’s company at her house, now I want to see if she likes it here. There’s nothing like July in Palm Springs to test if someone can stand our desert climate.” Henry reached over and turned the coffee pot off. He added the carafe to the dishwasher and closed it as Charles came back with Pierre under one arm.
“I swear this dog just sleeps all day, you have to wonder what goes on in their little brains sometimes.” Charles picked Pierre’s water bowl up from the sink, filled it and set dog and bowl out the door into the yard.
“They think about where their next meal is coming from, and when he can take his next nap, and since he’s neutered, that’s all he can think about.” Henry said as he turned around and headed back to the garage while he heard Charles groaning in the kitchen.
Henry turned the car onto Highway one-eleven and passed the turnoff to Tramway Road as they headed for Interstate 10 before he spoke to Charles about the tramway slaying. “Wayne did ask me to help, but he knows that I’ll be busy with Gloria in the next week or so. I told him that his problem was definitely not first on my priority list.”
“The Desert Sun says that Palm Springs finest are baffled, I’m surprised that Wayne didn’t call you in earlier. You’re getting quite a reputation for solving the unsolvable you know.” Charles looked over at Henry not without some pride.
“Stymied, the paper says they’re stymied, not baffled.” Henry corrected with a smile.
“Same thing. The newspaper says that the police may be calling in a freelance investigator to help them solve this crime. That would be you.” Charles looked out the window as they came down the sweeping onramp and headed west on Interstate 10.
“I didn’t read that, the paper said that? I hardly qualify as a freelance investigator. I’m just helping out a friend, that’s all.” Henry couldn’t believe that the paper would be referring to him as an investigator. He was just a retired police chief who enjoyed the occasional challenge. Maybe he had solved two murders in the past three months, and that one last year, but that didn’t make him an investigator. Or did it?
“I know that the FBI sends you a check every time you do a job for them, you’re just lucky that you’ve been able to do all your work on the Internet. As your reputation grows, you’re going to start getting calls from all over the country from your ex-colleagues and you’ll be flying all over the place to investigate unsolved murders for cops everywhere.” Charles was carrying this a little far, but it wasn’t inconceivable that Henry’s ability to profile victims and figure who might have wanted to kill them and thereby solve the unsolvable would strengthen his reputation amongst his former colleagues.
“Hey, hold on just a minute. I’m retired and have no interest in going back to work. The online thing with the Feds is more of a hobby, I’m almost embarrassed to take their money. The way you describe it, that’s a job. I don’t need a job, I like to play pool, swim laps for exercise and hang out with my friends.” Henry was adamant that he didn’t want to fulfill Charles’ prophecy.
“Ok, then you’re going to need to stop taking calls from guys like Bill Rustow, like you did two months ago.” Charles looked over at Henry to see what his reaction was.
“You’re right. I’ll help Wayne with this mystery, it is pretty interesting, but I won’t take any more calls from my former colleagues, and that includes Bill Rustow. On the other hand, if I hadn’t gone up to Tuolumne County to help out Rustow, I would have never met Gloria.” Henry took his eyes off the road and gave Charles a “so there” look.
“True, but now that you’ve met Gloria there is no need to go running around and getting hurt again. You want to enjoy your life with her don’t you? Remember what happened.” Charles was in his teacher mood now, gently chastising Henry for getting hurt during his adventures in California’s Mother Lode.
“Yeah, I don’t need your reminders. I have the scar to prove it. I think you might be able to help me with this tramway thing though, had you ever heard the victim’s name before?” Henry asked, taking the Fields Road turnoff from the Interstate to head to the outlet mall.
“Gwynn wasn’t it? No, I can’t say that I have.” Charles thought about it, he didn’t recall anyone.
“It’s Quinn, Terrance Quinn. He lived with his partner Robert Silverstein over in the Deep Well area of Palm Springs.” Henry corrected.
“Head for the East Wing of the mall, we’re going to WestPoint Stevens, you should try to find some parking in the courtyard right in front of the store. Quinn I don’t know, but Robert Silverstein sounds familiar. I know that name from somewhere.” Charles looked out the window for parking places even though they had a little ways to go.
Henry found a parking spot close to the store in the mall’s courtyard. The mall was relatively quiet; July was the off season in Palm Springs. The weather was too hot for most tourists, there were several buses with foreign visitors who were taking advantage of the outlet’s prices, but otherwise, there was a lot of parking space and no one on the sidewalks. They walked into the large bedding store and Charles led the way towards the sheet sets.
“Robert Silverstein, I know him from the AIDS hospice where I work.” Charles stopped turned so suddenly in the aisle that Henry bumped into him.
“Oops, sorry. Is he another volunteer, like you?” Henry asked.
Charles slowly shook his head. “No, he’s sick. He’s really, really sick. He needs full time care, not the once a week drop in that he’s doing now.”
“If he needs full-time care, why isn’t he getting it?”
“Most likely it’s lack of money - that would be my guess. Plus I’m sure that his partner was taking care of him. You know, I learned first hand that no matter how good the work is that we do at the hospice, there’s nothing like being in your own home.” Charles looked wistful; no doubt he was recalling the year that he took off from teaching to take care of his partner, Jonathan.
“Hey, how about one of these, isn’t that convenient?” Henry tried to snap his friend out of the melancholy mood that he was suddenly in.
Charles turned around and pulled up his nose even before he started speaking. “A bed in a bag? Henry, pahleeeze. I thought you wanted luxury?”
“Well some of these look nice, you don’t think these are luxurious?” Henry knew from Charles’ reaction that he was once again focused on their shopping excursion.
“Henry, we want to look for Egyptian Cotton, 300 thread count at the least and more is better - closer to a thousand is more like it. Let’s not get the bed bags, no matter how convenient. Come on over here.” Charles led the way to some shelves stocked with packages with all different colors.
“Thread count? I’m not sure I know what that is.” Henry followed Charles over.
“Trust me on this Henry. Gloria will have the best night’s sleep she’s ever had.” Charles looked over the selection. “How’s this?”
“What color is that? Pink? I guess that will work.” Henry looked at the package.
“Pink? No Henry, you’re close, it’s peach. Here, hold this.” Charles put several packages into Henry’s arms. “Now we’ll need some shams, a dust ruffle and some new accent pillows.”
“Ok, I trust you. Hey, do you think I could get some of these Arabian cotton sheets for my bed?” Henry started looking around for a shopping cart; Charles was putting too many things into his arms.
“Egyptian cotton, Henry, not Arabian. Of course, we can get a new set of sheets for your bed as well. Let’s see, a nice cream color would look good in your room.”
Two hundred dollars later they left the store with four large shopping bags filled with sheets and pillows and other things that Henry knew existed but that he had never purchased before. It was a good thing that they parked close and it was also good that the Grand Marquis had a large trunk; they had no problem putting their new treasures into it. Charles suggested that they go to another outlet store; he thought the bare guest room could use some new artwork. Henry agreed but wanted to have lunch first, so they set off to find a restaurant.
They found a food court, Henry headed for the Chinese food counter while Charles had a baked potato with all the fixings. They sat at a table near the window and Henry gently asked Charles about taking care of his partner Jonathan before his death. Charles explained that his circumstance was much different than what it appeared that Terrance Quinn and Robert Silverstein’s situation was.
The San Francisco School District that employed Charles provided full medical insurance benefits to same sex partners. He said that Jonathan could have gone into a hospital or care facility but that they had made the decision and he preferred to stay at home. Charles was able to get a leave of absence from his position as a history teacher at the high school and provided care until Jonathan passed away.
Charles said it didn’t appear that Terrance Quinn had the same sort of benefits, so that probably wasn’t an option for them. He said that Robert was too sick to work at this point, so Terrance would have to care for him. Charles was concerned, now that Terrance had been murdered; he wondered who was going to take care of Robert. Henry suggested that the two of them go see Robert Silverstein, Charles could check up on him and Henry could find out a little more about Terrance Quinn and who would want to see him dead.
They finished their lunch and walked over to a store that sold posters and prints. Charles picked out a nice framed print of a tranquil garden scene for the guest bedroom and they headed back for the car. It was hot out and Henry started the car and left the door open while he let the air conditioner start cooling the interior.
They returned to the Interstate and drove back to Mel Avenue and Henry gave Charles the tramway employees contact sheet that Wayne had given him. Henry put the bed linens in the washing machine while Charles used the list to call Robert Silverstein to see if they could come by.
Charles said that Robert was not feeling well and was going to take a nap. He said they could come later, after five o’clock would be ok. Charles said he was going to take a little nap as well. The gardeners had been at the house while they were at the store, everything looked great but Henry wasn’t satisfied. He picked up his pruning shears and headed into the backyard for some final touchups.
A couple of hours later Charles helped Henry make the bed in the guest room. Henry agreed that the sheets, ruffle, shams and accent pillows made the bed look luxurious. Henry was sure that Gloria would be very comfortable in here. They hung the picture over the bed, actually Henry hung the picture while Charles told him where, and admired their work when they were all finished.
They got back into Henry’s car and took Sunrise Way towards the Deep Well section of Palm Springs. A couple of minutes later Henry parked the Grand Marquis in front of a modest house on a tree lined street. Charles knocked on the door and they waited for quite a while before it was opened. The house was dark inside and they could barely see the man who opened the door. It didn’t take a doctor to see that this man was gravely ill. He was a walking skeleton with his mottled skin baggy over his bones. His hair was white and had no shine; his eyes were the same way, flat and unresponsive. He was gaunt and stooped and his bony hand rested on the top of a cane.
“Robert Silverstein?” Henry asked.
Robert just nodded and invited them in; their eyes had a hard time adjusting to the darkness.
“Hello Robert, I haven’t seen you at the hospice for a few days.” Charles said.
Robert coughed before answering. “I stopped driving some months ago and I haven’t had a ride over there in the past week. This has been a very difficult couple of days for me. Terrance’s death is a real shock; I don’t know why someone would want to do this to him.” He waived his arm at a couch and the two of them sat down. “I apologize that it’s so dark in here, I have to keep all the curtains closed, the light bothers my eyes.”
“Do you mind answering a few questions about Terrance?” Henry asked gently.
“I already talked with the police, are you with them?” Robert asked.
“Well sort of, I’m a eh…”
“Henry is an investigator who works on special cases as a liaison to the police department.” Charles interjected.
“Oh, I see.” Robert said, coughing again. “How can I help?”
“Did Terrance tell you if anyone was bothering him or anyone had something against him at work or anything?” Henry asked.
“No, I don’t recall anything of that sort. Terrance was pretty easygoing, he got along with everyone.” Robert shook his head.
“Did he get along well with his boss at the tramway?” Henry asked.
“George? Sure, I mean their relationship was strictly that of manager and employee; Terrance and I didn’t socialize with anyone that Terrance worked with.” Robert pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and blew his nose.
“Would that be George Margolis?” Henry asked.
“Yeah, that’s right. Like I said, Terrance got along with everybody, at least I never heard Terrance say anything bad about anyone there. I knew who Margolis was of course, but I never talked to him until the night that Terrance… that Terrance… that Terrance passed on. We like keeping our private life private.”
“Did anyone in particular stand out; did he talk about one person there more than anyone else?” Henry kept probing; he thought that someone who knew how the tramway operated would have the best opportunity to commit this type of murder. The most likely suspect was someone that Terrance worked with. Henry thought that this murder could be solved if he could find two things: a motive and a murder weapon.
“You know, now that I think about it, Terrance did mention that new kid a bunch of times.” Robert recalled.
“Which new kid is that?” Henry pulled the list of names of tramway employees out of his shirt pocket.
“I forget his name, he has two first names.” Robert said.
“Todd Gregory? He’s the kid that found Terrance’s body.” Henry looked up from his list.
“He found him? I didn’t know that. The cops that were here didn’t say anything about that.” Robert shook his head.
“There are some facts that the police don’t release to the press or to the public. They may not have told even you all of the details. The police investigators do that to make sure that kooks and weirdoes don’t confess to the crime.” Henry explained.
“That makes sense. I thought they were withholding things from me because legally I’m not Terrance’s next of kin.” Robert said. “We’ve only been together for fifteen years.” He added sarcastically.
“No, that’s not why, they have to keep some facts close to their vests to corroborate the true murderer’s story once they find him.” At least Henry hoped that was the reason that the detectives who had been here to talk with Robert had not told him all of the details about his partner’s death. “What did Terrance say about Todd Gregory?”
“What did he say? I’m not sure. The kid started working there full time about a month or so ago. I think he was just out of high school when he started. I think they got along pretty well. From what Terrance said the kid kind of looked up to him.” Robert wiped his nose again. “I hope you don’t have too many more questions, I’m getting tired.”
“No, we’re almost done.” Henry looked over at Charles who nodded. “Did Terrance do anything unusual in the past month or two?”
“Unusual? I’m not sure what you mean by that, but no, I don’t recall anything out of the ordinary.” Robert answered; as he did he looked down at his hands.
“Is there anything else you can think of that can help me find whoever did this to Terrance?” Henry felt that Robert knew more and that he was holding back something.
“No, I don’t think so. I hope you find Terrance’s murderer, it would give me peace of mind and bring some closure. If I think of anything, can I contact you at the number the other detectives left behind?” Robert was coughing again.
“I think it might be easier if you get hold of me through Charles.” Henry said looking at his friend.
“I’ll come over tomorrow morning and take you to the hospice Robert.” Charles said.
Robert looked up at Charles with tears in his eyes. “I’d really appreciate that.”
Henry got up to leave, Robert appeared frail, he was afraid to shake his hand and hurt him but he held it out anyway. Robert’s grip was surprisingly strong for someone who looked as bad as he did. “Thank you for all your information Robert, I’ll let you know what I find out.”
Charles got up and gave Robert a careful hug. “Don’t get up, we’ll let ourselves out.”
“Thank you Charles, I really appreciate all of your efforts.” Robert said coughing again.
Henry and Charles walked out the door and got into Henry’s car. “That was a sobering experience.” Henry said.
“There are a lot of Roberts in the world.” Charles said staring straight out the windshield.
“How is he going to pay for his medical care?” Henry asked turning back onto Sunrise Way to head home.
“He’s probably going to have to sell that house, if they own it that is.” Charles said. “That will help, depending on how much equity he has of course. He won’t be able to live on his own much longer anyway, he doesn’t need that house. It’s become a liability, not an asset.”
“What about Quinn’s life insurance?” Henry asked.
“Well, you’re assuming that Terrance had a policy. If he and Robert were registered with the State of California as domestic partners, then any insurance policy that exists can be paid to Robert. But you’ll have to find the murderer first; life insurance companies are funny that way. You know as well as I do that if Terrance Quinn’s death is ruled a suicide, they won’t pay anyone.”
“Yeah, I’m working on finding his killer.” Henry had no idea how Terrance Quinn had been murdered or who might have done it. He’d have to work on it a little harder especially if he could help out this poor sick man inside this house.
Chapter 4
The next morning Henry was swimming laps trying to organize his thoughts and figure out what he knew about the tramway murder. He realized that it was taking up a lot of his thinking, and while he never for one moment forgot Gloria was coming tomorrow, he was challenged by this mysterious puzzle Wayne had thrown at him. His thoughts of Gloria took a second place in his mind, at least momentarily. His watch started beeping; he’d already been swimming for forty-five minutes.
He climbed out of the pool and sat on the chaise lounge watching the sun come up the rest of the way. Palm Springs was beautiful this time of the morning, and Henry enjoyed sitting here in his little oasis watching and hearing the world wake up around him. This was the kind of morning that made the early day life make sense here in the desert.
When he first moved here, Henry was amazed at how early there was traffic on the road, people having breakfast or riding bicycles and shoppers in the grocery store. Then at nine o’clock everyone slowly disappeared and everything got quiet as though he were living in Sleeping Beauty’s castle and someone was pricked by a poisoned pin. The heat of the day started shortly after nine o’clock, that’s when most folks shut themselves inside their air conditioned houses not to come out again until the evening breeze brought some relief from the heat.
He looked over and saw the first rays of the sun hit the top of Mount San Jacinto and was reminded again of the tramway that climbed to its top. A gorgeous sunrise like this morning’s was something that Terrance Quinn was never going to experience again. That thought was sobering and made Henry more determined to find his killer.
He had enough time today to go out to the tramway to talk with Quinn’s boss, George Margolis, before going grocery shopping this afternoon. He wanted to stock the refrigerator, pick up some wine, and maybe get some flowers for the dining table. His house looked really good and he wanted it to look great, though as the guys said, Gloria wasn’t coming to visit the house; she was coming to visit Henry.
Getting up, he wrapped the towel around himself and walked through the French doors into the kitchen. He started the coffee pot and while it was brewing, went into his bathroom to take a shower. After some toast and several cups of coffee he drove over to the tramway.
It was early and the parking lot had only a few cars in it. Henry parked his car and reached behind his seat to put his sun shade on the dashboard. He wasn’t sure that these screens really worked, but he thought it probably had to. Even though it was just after nine o’clock in the morning, the temperature, even here above the valley floor, was already ninety-five degrees. By the time he got back to the car, it could well be over one hundred ten.
Henry walked over to the Valley Station. He could see the thick cables heading up the steep Chino Canyon, he couldn’t see the top of the tram from here, but he did spot the first two towers of the cableway. The first tram of the day was in the station waiting for passengers. Henry walked over to the station and asked the ticket seller behind the window if he could talk with George Margolis. She looked at him and apparently decided that he was legitimate, picked a walkie talkie up from the desk and asked Margolis to come to the box office.
Henry looked around the little souvenir shop while he waited for Margolis to show up. There were numerous black and white pictures of the tramway’s construction and Henry read some of the stories of the numerous helicopter flights it took to build all but the first of the cable towers. He was looking at a display that detailed the recent renovation of the tramway when he felt someone walk up behind him.
“Mr. Wright I presume?” A deep voice asked.
Henry turned around to see a short powerfully built man in his late forties with black hair that was graying at the temples wearing a khaki uniform with a tramway patch above his left shirt pocket. Henry held out his hand and received a firm handshake. “Yes, I’m Henry Wright, but please call me Henry.”
“Good to meet you Henry, I’m George Margolis. I called Wayne Johnson at the police department yesterday afternoon to see if he had any news on who did this terrible thing. He told me that you would probably be coming by to see me.”
“I’m happy to meet you as well George. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?” Henry wondered how Wayne knew that he was going to come by the tramway. He hadn’t mentioned where he was going to go or who he was going to talk with. Then again, since he told Wayne that he was going to look into this killing for him, the tramway was the logical place to start. He wondered how many other people would be expecting him.
“Sure, let’s go to the employees’ lunch room. Do you want any coffee? George turned and headed out of the public area of the Valley Station and towards a building on the other side of the cableway.
“Well, I just had two cups at home, but I never turn down a fresh cup.” Henry followed George into a brightly lit room with a sink, refrigerator and a large coffeemaker. Henry sat down in one of the plastic chairs at a small round table while George headed for the coffeepot.
“Well, no telling how fresh it is, how do you take it?” George asked grabbing a Styrofoam cup off a tall stack of new cups.
“Just black, please.” Henry looked around. Obviously the tramway took good care of its staff, though everything in this room was basic and whoever picked out the furniture and appliances was obviously on a tight budget.
George dug into his pocket and put some money into a box on the counter and handed Henry his cup. Henry raised an eyebrow. “If I had known that you had to pay for my coffee, I would not have agreed to have some.”
“Oh, it’s not a big deal really. We charge fifty cents a cup; it covers the costs and keeps people from wasting the coffee. Payment is on the honor system and we find that it works pretty well.” George pulled another plastic chair out and sat down across the table from Henry. “Now, how can I help you?”
“Well, I should probably start by telling you that I’m not with the police department, I’m eh, sort of a freelance investigator working with the police on their investigation.” Henry explained.
“Ok, I understand. But you’re working with them so I should answer your questions as though you are a policeman right? By the way, you look like you could be with the police.” George said.
“Actually I’m a retired police chief.” Henry took a sip of the coffee, it wasn’t very good, but he was determined to drink it since George had been nice enough to pay for it. He decided that in the future he would not bother explaining his relationship with the police; he was just going to ask his questions, he could always explain later if he needed to.
“Ok, that explains a lot. You look like a retired police chief, kind of like Andy Taylor before he became Matlock, but skinnier and very short hair.” George smiled.
Henry smiled at the reference to two of his favorite classic television shows. “Thanks, I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“I suppose you will want to know all about how the tram operates and you will want me to take you for a ride on it later.”
“At some point I will. But the way that I work, I’d like to start with finding out more about the victim, Terrance Quinn. How well did you know him, how did he get along with others, how long did he work for you? I may want to ride the tram over the weekend, but I can just do that with the tourists.” Henry set his cup down on the table.
“Ok, let’s see. Where do I start? Do you want to take notes or something?” George asked.
“No, I tend to work without notes; my memory is pretty good, unless you start giving me phone numbers and stuff, those I have to write down.” Henry smiled.
“Terrance was already working here when I was hired. I think at first he was a little upset when he had to work for me, he was also a candidate for this position. After a while, he got over it, I think that he saw the kind of hours that this job demands and he didn’t want to do that.” George shrugged his shoulders as though he was sorry that he put in as many hours as he did.
“So the two of you got along ok then?” Henry pushed the cup with awful coffee away from himself, he wanted to be nice to George, but didn’t want to drink the foul stuff either.
“Well, I was his boss, and he was an employee. I wouldn’t say that we were buddies like we didn’t go out after work and drink beer and watch football, Quinn wasn’t that type. He was very professional here but always kept to himself. I was kind of surprised when he took young Todd Gregory under his wing the way that he did.” George got up and walked to the water cooler, and got himself a drink in a little paper cone.
“Can I have some water? I’m kind of coffeed out here.” Henry had an apologetic look on his face.
“Frankly, I don’t see how you can drink that mud. I usually stop at the Starbucks on Palm Canyon before coming to work.” George laughed.
Henry chuckled as well; George could have told him that before he poured him a cup he thought. “How did Quinn take Todd Gregory under his wing?”
“Todd Gregory started here part-time last January. He was still attending Palm Springs High School and got school credit for his job with us as part of their work experience program. He did a good job, so three weeks ago when he graduated; we brought him on full time. Quinn had been looking after the kid and was sort of mentoring him along, teaching him not just about the tramway, but showing him proper work habits.”
“Do you know if they socialized outside of the office?” Henry asked getting up to refill his paper water cone.
“Not really, like I said, Quinn wasn’t the type that you’d go out with for pizza and beer. But you know I just remembered something you might find helpful, I found out that they made a little gambling run to Vegas on a day off a couple of weeks ago. I thought that was a little bit unusual, like I said Quinn wasn’t the kind that would go out after work and socialize with his colleagues. He usually went straight home alone, never hung around work when he was done. I guess he really liked the kid though, taking him under his wing like that.” George explained.
“Did you mention the trip to Vegas to the police?”
“No, I just now thought of it as I’m telling you.”
“Did you know that Quinn was gay?” Henry stopped at the water cooler.
“Not until this guy that called himself his partner, Robert, I think, called the morning after the night that he was killed. I guess I never really thought about it, I thought he was single.” George was almost apologetic. He felt as though he should have known a little more about his employee.
“Quinn was going home straight after work every day to take care of his partner. Robert Silverstein is a very sick man and needs a lot of care.” Henry solemnly told Margolis.
“I never knew.” Margolis shook his head. “Like I said, Quinn didn’t talk about his home life at all.”
“Do you know if Quinn and Todd Gregory spent the night in Las Vegas on their little trip?” Henry asked.
“Spent the night? I wouldn’t know. I don’t know if you’ve ever been there, but Vegas is a four-and-a-half hour drive from here. Driving makes for a long day, and hotel rooms there are cheap. When the wife and I go, we spend the night, have a nice dinner, sometimes we catch a show. They both had two days off, so I suppose it’s possible that they made the same arrangements. On the other hand, with two drivers, they could have managed a day trip. If Terrance were gone overnight, wouldn’t Robert Silverstein know the answer to that question?” George looked puzzled.
“You’re right; maybe I’ll go over and have a word with him.” Henry said. He didn’t want to say that he’d already talked with Silverstein who had not mentioned anything about a trip that his partner took to Las Vegas. Henry felt that Robert was withholding something yesterday afternoon, was this what he had kept quiet about? Was there a chance that he didn’t know about the trip? Would Quinn have kept that a secret from Silverstein? Henry knew that Wayne Johnson had put an APB out on young Todd, it seemed as though Gregory was a key figure in this mystery. Perhaps he should go over and talk with the young man’s parents to see if they knew where he was hiding. “What about his work, was Quinn a good employee?”
“He was very professional. I think he enjoyed working here, he was always nice to the tourists and I never had any complaints. He stayed on here when the tram was closed for a few months for refurbishment a few years ago. There are always tasks to do, so he was busy cleaning, painting and doing general maintenance work while the new cars and counterweights were being put in.” George shook his head. “It’s really a shame that he was killed the way that he was. Everyone here will miss him.”
“You said that he was up for your job before you were hired. Did he ever indicate any kind of jealousy towards you?” Henry asked.
“No, like I said he was always professional. I actually found out long after I was hired from our administrator, Nancy, that he was a candidate for my job. He certainly never let on to me that he tried to get my position and he never made me feel that he held a grudge when I joined the team.” George stood up. “You know, I now realize that I didn’t know that much about him. I feel bad about that.”
“It sounds as though he didn’t want you to know that much about him. Don’t feel bad about it. How about Todd Gregory, was he jealous of Quinn?” Henry stood as well.
“I’m afraid that I know even less about him. All I know is what I told you that he started here full-time after graduating. I think he still lives with is parents, Nancy in the office can probably get you the address.” George opened the door to the lunchroom. “Can I show you the tram?”
“Oh, sure, I’ll have a quick look at it. I think I may come back after the holiday to ride it though.” Henry followed George out the door and back to where the sleek white gondola was hanging on the cable waiting.
“That’s fine; I’ll get you a couple of complimentary passes you can use anytime. This is the quiet time of year; you shouldn’t have to wait at all, though the evening trams are busier as everyone comes back down.”
Just as they walked to the tram, the last of the tourists were just boarding for their ride up. The gondola operator waved at George as he was pulling the door closed. “Well, so much for showing you the tram car.” George said wistfully as with a quiet woosh and a sound of a powerful electric hum somewhere deep in the station complex the gondola smoothly pulled out of the station and briefly swung back and forth on its cable before steadying and heading up towards the canyon.
Henry watched its departure and his stomach felt just a little queasy. “Gee, that sure looks powerful, how long does it take to get to the top?”
George was proud of the tramway; it showed in his voice as he spoke. “The gondola holds eighty people but for comfort we usually limit it to sixty-five. It takes about twenty minutes to travel the two-and-a-half miles of cable before arriving at the Mountain Station at the top of Mount San Jacinto, these cars rotate twice during the trip, it’s quite a ride. You really should go up, there’s a nice video that we play up there that shows the construction and the opening by the original Governor Brown in 1963.”
“Yeah, I guess I’ll have to do that.” Suddenly Henry was not looking as forward to riding the tram. He figured he had to; he wanted to get a look at how this murder could have been committed during its twenty minute ride down the mountain.
“If you have the time, the tram coming down will be here in twenty minutes. They pass each other mid-way on the cable. The two cars are identical, in fact the car that is on its way down is the one in which Quinn was found.” George was still watching the tram climb its way up, it had just passed the first of the five towers.
“Not right now, thanks though. I think you’ve helped a tremendous amount.” Henry wasn’t ready to ride up the tram; not that he was afraid of heights or claustrophobic, but he thought maybe he would be more enjoyable going up with Gloria. Thinking of Gloria made him look at his watch. He pulled his grocery list out of his pocket and decided that since Mel Avenue was between here and Jensen’s, he’d stop off at home to see if Charles needed anything. It would give him an excuse to ask him what he wanted to know.
“If you hang on a second and wait right here, I’ll be right back.” George said, walking into the main building.
Henry was already thinking ahead to his shopping trip and Gloria’s arrival tomorrow and momentarily forgot where he was. “Oh sure, I’ll be right here.”
George came back in five minutes with two large tickets for a complimentary tram trip and a sheet of paper with Todd Gregory’s home address and emergency contact information printed on it. Henry shook his hand and walked back towards the parking lot. He looked at his watch and noticed that it was already nearly eleven; he’d better get started on his errands.
He started the Mercury Marquis and let the engine run with the door open; the car was well over one hundred and twenty degrees inside. He reached for the bottle of water he had left in the cup holder but despite his window shade the car had heated up sufficiently to make the water tepid and he put it back.
He drove out of the canyon and marveled at the view, perhaps it would be interesting to take that tram trip; the view from the ride up had to be a lot more spectacular than from the road. He had felt the same sort of trepidation two months ago before entering the gold mine and that had not been a problem at all. He remembered feeling quite comfortable inside the mine, of course he was focused on other things at the time, he sure hoped it would be the same way here.
Chapter 5
He pulled into his garage on Mel Avenue next to Charles’ SUV. Henry was glad that Charles was home, he wanted to ask him about Terrance’s trip to Las Vegas and possible motives for that little drive. Perhaps there was a reason that he had been so friendly with Todd. There was something going on here that Henry didn’t understand, maybe Charles could shed some light on it for him.
He found Charles outside sitting at the table under the umbrella by the pool. Pierre was at his feet, a coffee cup and the newspaper were next to him. It looked as though he was sleeping; his head was back, his sunglasses covering his eyes. Henry walked towards him quietly until Charles looked up and greeted his friend.
“Heeeey, how are you? Have you been shopping? You have less than twenty-four hours to wait. Are you nervous?”
Henry dropped himself into one of the chairs next to Charles and put his leg up on the other. Every once in a while his leg still bothered him a little; he was glad that he didn’t live in a humid climate it would probably have ached constantly. “What are you doing out here, it’s over one hundred degrees in the shade.”
“I like the heat, you know that. Remember it is easier to cool off when you are warm, than to warm up when you’re cold! Besides, the pool looks so nice, that I wanted to sit out here and enjoy it. How did they get it to sparkle like that?” Charles looked over at Henry who lowered his sunglasses to look at the pool.
“You’re right; they did do a nice job. I don’t know what that new pool guy does, but I like how he does it. I think the yard looks pretty nice, if we can get the inside to look as good, I’ll be happy.” Henry sighed, he felt as though he had a lot of work yet to do.
“Will you stop worrying, the place looks great. How many times have I told you the house is irrelevant, she’s here to see you.” Charles shook his head; he felt that his friend was stressing way too much about Gloria’s arrival. The house and garden looked great, and once she arrived, Henry would settle down and be happy.
“I know, I know, you sound like Wayne, I swear you guys are not taking this seriously. She’ll be here tomorrow and then I’ll feel better.” Henry sighed.
“That’s not what you came out here to talk to me about is it?” Charles looked at Henry; he could tell there was something else on his mind.
“No, I learned something just now while I was looking into this tramway killing and it doesn’t make sense to me. I wanted to ask you about it, but it seems kind of awkward if you know what I mean.” Henry traced the grain in the wood of the table with his finger.
“Oh for goodness sake Henry, we know each other well enough that you can ask me anything you want. What happened? There’s probably something about Terrance Quinn being gay that you don’t understand, am I right?” Charles sounded indignant.
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