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Chapter 1
Lawrence T. Bishop was a successful man, but he was careful to not let his outward appearance show it. Lawrence drove an eight year old Cadillac, certainly a nice car, he liked the leather interior and the sound system was to die for, but he was careful to only turn up the tunes when he was by himself. The same was true for his home, it was comfortable, but not opulent, he appeared to all those that knew him as a successful businessman, a pillar of the community.
Lawrence figured his days to enjoy his true wealth were coming soon. He owned an island in the South Pacific. Not just a little speck of sand in the middle of the ocean somewhere, but an honest to goodness Tropical Island. It had been a banana plantation at some point in time until the trees stopped producing. He hoped that he could resurrect that, he was looking forward to being a plantation owner. Maybe he could grow coffee trees instead; there was always plenty of demand all around the world for coffee. Not that he needed the money, but it would be something to do.
His island had a large owner’s house that he intended to move into soon and numerous cottages for the field workers. Lawrence had picked it up for a song a year ago; he saw it advertised on the Internet. He paid $2.5 million for it, that had made a dent in his nest egg, but the Bahamian bank, where he had one of his accounts, had wired it to the sales agent without comment. He certainly never pictured himself on a South Pacific island, it seemed almost too much like the script from one of his plays, but now that he owned it, he was ready to enjoy it.
He still had about five million left, two in the same bank in the Bahamas, three more in a bank in the Cayman Islands. It had taken more than twenty years to get that money, but he was ready to start spending it and this was the last year he was going to work in this little hick town and deal with all these local yokels.
After this season, he could leave all this pretense behind and start living the way he deserved to live. Lawrence had no problem with leaving the business he built, he’d gotten tired of it years ago anyway. He was glad to leave. His wife could keep his car, keep the business and continue her little affair with the foreman over in the scenery shop. It’s not like Lawrence didn’t know about that, but he didn’t care, he had plenty of his own irons in the fire.
Lawrence T. Bishop and his wife, Lucy, owned the Mother Lode regional theatre company in the Sierra Nevada Foothills town of Sonora. They started it together as a small not for profit company twenty-two years ago when they built a seventy-five seat theatre. Today, they operated a five hundred-fifty seat theatre, staged nearly a dozen plays and musicals every year and the Bishop’s were respected as a couple that promoted the performing arts throughout Northern California.
Lawrence discovered twenty years ago that actors are an odd and hungry bunch. For the right role, they would travel anywhere, accept any salary, and pretty much do anything. Lawrence quickly found that their willingness had a lot of benefits for him. By slowly raising ticket prices and underpaying the talent that he hired, he was able to turn a tidy profit. In order to keep the theatre company’s non-profit status, he started hiding money. At first he and Lucy, that stupid cow, started enjoying nice dinners out and he considered buying a new Mercedes. Then he realized that this display of wealth would make people suspicious, after all wasn’t he a starving artist, dependent on government grants and entertaining people on a shoestring?
Lawrence took over the bookkeeping from his wife and opened up the first of the offshore bank accounts. After twelve years, he had enough money in that one that he wanted to make sure he was safe if anything happened, so he opened the second account in the Caymans. All this time he continued applying for grants, he enlarged the theatre to its present size, and he found that the larger the theatre was, the more profitable it was and the more money he could skim to his offshore bank accounts.
When he started stashing money away, he knew that in order to keep above board he couldn’t enjoy his new found wealth right away. He and Lucy stayed in the same house that they had when they first started the theatre business and he made sure that he didn’t flash any cash. About the only luxury he allowed himself was the Cadillac, and even that he purchased as a lease return from a dealer in Stockton where he wasn’t known.
Interestingly, the entire time that Lawrence’s personal bank accounts were growing, his theatre’s reputation prospered as well. Actors now realized that a credit from the Mother Lode Regional Theatre on their resume was very positive and would help them land other jobs. He’d taken advantage of that too, and the casting couch in his office was as feared and well worn as any other in the industry.
Lawrence wasn’t picky about who ended up on the couch either. Young actresses just out of school had been in his private office, as had overweight, “just one more good role”, washed up old has beens. Occasionally Lawrence would give a young actor a workout as well. He liked the variety and didn’t feel that it affected his sexuality in any way; after all, he was married and he had sex with women the majority of the time didn’t he?
He parked the Cadillac in the spot at the theatre marked “Reserved, Executive Producer” and took his CD out of the in-dash changer and put it back in its little wallet that he kept hidden under the seat. He got out, closed the door to the car and pressed the button on his key fob to lock it and turn on the alarm. He took the outside metal stairs to his office on the second floor, unlocked the door and entered his personal space.
When he bought this two story industrial building in order to enlarge the theatre, he had an office constructed in a mezzanine space right above the stage. His office sometimes got in the way of some of the sets of the larger musicals that they put on, but he figured the local red necks that made up his audience wouldn’t notice it. The current production, Music Man, was set in River City, Iowa and his office had become the apartment above the town’s General Store. As long as he didn’t turn on the office lights during the show, no one knew he sat there and watched almost every performance. Some nights he was alone, many nights he wasn’t. It made him feel as though he was part of the show and it always enhanced his performance.
The room wasn’t very large, only about fifteen by fifteen feet. He hadn’t spent much money decorating it, there was an old rug on the floor, but a lot of the bare plywood showed at its edges. By the window that overlooked the stage he had put a large recliner so that he could sit and watch the action down below. He had a feed straight from the sound board and a set of speakers that could fill the room with sound when he turned up the volume. Against the other wall were two sawhorses with a door across them that he used as a desk and on top of it was his computer.
He had a high speed Internet connection installed; it piggybacked off the theatre’s telephone system at no charge to him. The infamous couch was against the back wall, it could fold out to a bed, though he’d only done that a couple of times in the past five years. He loved this inner sanctum, of all the things he was leaving behind, he might miss this office. But as a plantation owner he could always build a new one.
He sat down at his desk; his message waiting light on his phone was lit. He called into the system and listened to a message from one of the workers in the wood shop. Lawrence prided himself on the shop; the tools were old but of good quality and the theatre built all its own sets. The building maintenance was done by his staff as well. It was one of his ways of keeping his costs low. He paid everyone except the shop foreman, Roger, minimum wage. He didn’t pay the foreman much more than that; he figured since he was screwing Lucy, he wasn’t going to bug him for a raise.
Lawrence jotted down the name of the shop worker. Jimmy Martin was asking for the status of the health plans that Lawrence had been promising. He had no intention of providing health insurance for anyone; it was just too expensive and might put his personal retirement plans off by at least a year. He had told them that he was checking into it though, he could afford to lose or get rid of one employee, but the entire shop had banded together this time and it was hard to replace everyone all at once. Jimmy must have been organizing this effort; Lawrence knew that he was a troublemaker. He was going to head down to the shop to take care of this little problem right now.
He went through the other door of his office and down the inside stairs that landed near the dressing rooms that were built underneath the stage. He went out the stage door and crossed the parking lot to the theatre’s shop. He nodded at Roger, and saw Jimmy at the band saw. Jimmy looked up as he walked over and hit the stop button on the machinery.
“Hi Mr. Bishop, are you here about the message I left you?” Jimmy was a nice looking young kid; he always wore a clean white t-shirt and had a smile ready for everyone.
“Eh… yeah, more or less. I actually came down to tell you that the next three shows will have minimal sets and we won’t need your services after today.”
“Are you firing me?” Jimmy looked incredulous.
“Yes, we’re letting you go, there isn’t enough work.”
“You’re doing this because I asked about our health coverage right?” Jimmy’s neck was getting red now and he was trying to restrain himself.
Lawrence backed up and put the table saw between him and the angry young man. “No, that had nothing to do with it. We need to cut back our payroll to meet the theatre’s requirements.” Lawrence lied.
“I don’t understand, I’ve been here more than a year, we just found out that my wife is pregnant and now you’re letting me go?” Jimmy’s whole face was red and Lawrence wasn’t sure if he was on the verge of crying or hitting him.
“I have to look out for the well being of the theatre, the decision is final. Gather your things and leave now; you can pick up your last check Monday.” With that Lawrence turned and walked out of the shop.
He strode past Roger who started to protest, but one look from Lawrence in his direction stifled him before he could get started. Lawrence started smiling as he walked back to the theatre; he never expected that he would enjoy the feeling of power he got over the people whose lives he controlled with a simple paycheck.
As he opened the door back into the theatre itself, he heard the musicians warming up for tonight’s performance. In order to maximize the number of seats in the theatre, he had the orchestra pit built under the stage during the construction. It wasn’t the best design, there wasn’t much ventilation under there and over the past couple of years a number of musicians had complained that once there were four or five of them and all of their amplifiers in that confined space, it got quite warm. Lawrence grudgingly agreed to install an evaporative cooler last year; the cool air it blew in lowered the temperature about ten degrees, but it was still not unusual to see the musicians play bare chested in there on hot summer days.
He crossed through the tunnel that connected the orchestra pit under the stage to the dressing rooms that were under the seats. Once again he had the theatre built in that configuration in order to maximize the seating upstairs. There were a couple of actors already getting dressed for the show; this performance required a lot of costuming which took extra time. Music Man had some intense dancing and the physical demands on their bodies made many of the actors come in early and limber up.
Lawrence quietly opened the door to the women’s dressing room which was empty. He made a mental note to himself to come back in twenty minutes or so to watch who was getting dressed. Actors are not modest, and he took advantage of that, usually under some pretense of having to give someone a message. He headed back upstairs, firing Jimmy the way that he did made him feel good, virile, full of life.
He walked into his office to call Jenny. She was probably in the costume shop now pressing the band costumes or fixing some wigs. He’d have her come up as the show was starting, he could screw her right here on the couch during the first act and then she could go back to work during intermission.
Jenny Lang was one of the young helpers that he hired on a rotating basis. There weren’t very many jobs for young women in the Sierra Foothills, and most of them knew that he was always hiring. He made sure that they really needed the job, not too attached to family or boyfriends and always pretty. None of them had ever complained about all the extra services he asked them to perform in his office, tasks that were not part of the advertised job position.
Lawrence unlocked the door at the top of the stairs, the door closer he installed always locked it behind him as he left, and sat back in his desk chair. He picked up the phone and rang the costume shop. Jenny answered on the second ring and agreed to come up and see him in his office when she was done with her pre-show tasks. She sounded somewhat reluctant; he’d have to talk to her about that. He could either slip her a ten dollar bill today as her special allowance or maybe he should warn her that her job was in jeopardy and that they wouldn’t need her at the end of this show’s run. It would be a shame to get rid of her though; he really enjoyed her full young body.
Oh well, he found her, he could find another he figured as he reached down and turned on his computer. It wheezed slowly to life, it was old; a kind benefactor had donated it to the theatre. The Caribbean and his banks were three hours ahead and he liked checking his account balances on Fridays. He could access them online; he had a secret PIN and in the file drawer he kept a special digital fob that generated random six digit numbers constantly. The bank’s security system required both the PIN that he had memorized and the six digit number from the fob in order to get into his accounts.
When he first started moving money into his personal accounts Lawrence had a money market fund at a brokerage in San Francisco. Its access system was not very secure and when the stock market started sliding it was the excuse he had been looking for to move everything offshore. The interest rate that they paid wasn’t as lucrative as the market, but there was no potential of a downside either.
The machine came on and flashed its welcome screen. He brought up his browser and typed in the URL of the Bahamian bank. Even though his office was secure, Lawrence wasn’t comfortable saving the bank’s site address in his Favorites list, he was careful; he didn’t need anyone to find out about his activities. He unlocked the file drawer in the cabinet under his desk and pulled out his RSA fob. He typed his logon id into the welcome screen and typed his PIN into the next box. He waited a second for the fob to generate a new number and typed it in as well. Within a couple of seconds he was on his home page showing his balance as thirty-two thousand dollars shy of two million. When Music Man finished its run he’d send them a wire that should just put him over the two million mark.
Lawrence logged out and typed in the other URL of the Cayman bank. Its security system was not as sophisticated and it only required a logon id and pin. The pin was a mix of letters and numbers, and at least one of the letters had to be uppercase. He didn’t mind the less elaborate security system; obviously they saved money in their online security provisions and paid a higher interest rate instead. He smiled as he thought about it; he could certainly understand that sort of motivation.
Satisfied with its balance, he logged out of the bank and signed into his financial application that tracked the books. The theater had been booked solid for the past six weeks and the several bank accounts he had in order to disperse the incoming cash were healthy. He only used one bank in town; the others were in the Central Valley. Lawrence knew the banking world was small and he didn’t need to have a bunch of bankers comparing his account balances at a Kiwanis luncheon. All of his accounts were flush with cash; life on his Pacific Island plantation was within a very close reach.
Seeing all those numbers and realizing that within the next twelve months that would mean that he’d be walking on his own private beach with his sand coming up between his toes made him stir. He reached for the phone to tell Jenny to come up to his office right now. The head costumer, Linda, picked up the phone and told him that Jenny left two minutes before his call. He hung up, obviously she was on her way up, and she probably went to the restroom to freshen up. With a satisfying grin he stood up and walked over to the window where tonight’s audience was filing into the theatre. Everything was ready for another show.
Chapter 2
“Are you almost ready Henry?” Gloria walked back into the bedroom from her kitchen.
“Just about sweetie, I’m just brushing my teeth.” Henry Wright answered. They were dressed and ready to go out to the theatre tonight. The local theatre company in Sonora was staging Music Man, the well loved American musical about the traveling salesman that starts out to cheat an entire town but ends up enchanting it. The show was ambitious for the small company but the chance they took staging it with the elaborate sets had paid off. Every night they played to sell out crowds, and only Gloria’s persistence had resulted in their tickets for tonight. She called the box office every day since she had returned to Sonora from Palm Springs three weeks ago.
Henry Wright was a retired police chief from Eagle River, Wisconsin. His original plan, three-and-a-half years ago, was to retire to Las Vegas with his wife Irma. Then on a house hunting trip in Vegas three months before his retirement, Irma had a massive heart attack and died in their hotel room. Henry was deeply depressed after the death of his beloved Irma and he hardly remembered his retirement ceremony. He knew that he could never live in Las Vegas and still wanted to get away from the winters in Eagle River just as he and Irma had planned after he left the police force. At the invitation of his colleague Wayne Johnson, Henry moved to Palm Springs.
Henry flew out to Palm Springs and stayed with Wayne and his wife Elliot in their large home on a golf course in Indio at the southern end of the Coachella Valley. He decided after being there for a few weeks that he wanted to live in the older part of Palm Springs and purchased a large house on Mel Avenue in a great neighborhood just a couple of blocks from Ruth Hardy Park. His house had four bedrooms each with their own bathroom and its own set of French doors out to the inner courtyard and pool. The house was a lot bigger than Henry needed, but he loved it. Shortly after Henry moved in, he met Charles Knightly III and his little dog Pierre, and they became his housemates.
Charles had also just moved down to Palm Springs from San Francisco where he was a high school history teacher. Charles took a leave of absence from teaching to take care of his life partner Jonathan. After Jonathan passed away, Charles retired and decided to go to the Coachella Valley where he and Jonathan had been vacationing for years.
During one of their pool games at the senior center, Charles mentioned that he was looking for an apartment to rent and couldn’t find a place that would accept Pierre. Henry suggested that Charles and Pierre stay in one of his guest rooms until he found a place. After a few months, Henry decided that he enjoyed the company and asked Charles to stay. They’d become good friends and Charles had even helped Henry with some of the criminal profiling Henry did in his spare time for the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime.
Henry loved the climate in Palm Springs and took advantage of his home’s pool and started a morning swimming regimen that caused him to be in the best shape that he had ever been in his sixty-one years. He still weighed the same one hundred eighty pounds that he’d weighed all of his life, but since he started swimming it had been redistributed along his just over six foot frame. His waist had gone down one size and his shoulders were just a bit bigger making his pre-Palm Springs sports coats a little tight.
Back in May he came here to Sonora at the request of an old classmate, Sheriff Bill Rustow, and by chance he met Gloria McCann. They spent some time together while he was here and when he went home to Palm Springs they talked on the phone several times a week. Then Gloria came down to visit him during the Fourth of July holiday and they had fallen in love.
Gloria told him that she was smitten with Henry while he was working with Sheriff Rustow in May when he got hurt. She said her heart sank into her tummy when she got the call from the hospital. Gloria told him she was afraid of admitting to herself then how she felt about him. She said it wasn’t quite love at first sight, maybe second or third. But from the very first she had felt a special connection to Henry, something he admitted later he felt as well.
Instead of staying a week in Palm Springs in July as planned, she stayed with him for two months and came back to Sonora alone at the end of August. They spent three weeks apart, and to Henry it was the longest three weeks of his life. Back in July they had a nice long dinner at Henry’s favorite steak restaurant on Palm Canyon Drive in Palm Springs and he had asked Gloria to marry him. To his delight she said yes, and they planned their wedding for Christmas Eve.
Henry’s daughter Claire and her husband were coming out from Chicago for the ceremony. They would stay at the house; there was a large guest room there that was very comfortable. Gloria’s daughter Samantha was planning to drive over from Redlands where she was a professor at the University. Gloria sent an email to her son Dan, who was in the Navy and on a ship in the Indian Ocean to let him know about her upcoming marriage. She had not received a reply and really didn’t expect one. When Gloria’s ex-husband divorced her, Dan, being a Navy man like his Dad, took his father’s side. Since then, communication with Dan had been strained at best.
After Gloria accepted Henry’s proposal they went to a jewelry store that Charles recommended on El Paseo in Palm Desert. They picked out a beautiful engagement ring for Gloria which she now wore proudly. At the same time they chose matching wedding bands that they were planning to pick up after Thanksgiving.
Before the phone call to Claire to give her the big news, Henry was worried. He didn’t know how his daughter was going to accept his getting married again. He was worried that she wouldn’t accept Gloria as his wife; he didn’t ever expect her to acknowledge her as her stepmother. To his surprise Claire was delighted with the news. She told him that she had been worried about him being alone and grieving for her mother.
She knew that he wanted someone to love and care about. Claire said she had several long telephone conversations with Charles without his knowledge who told her how wonderful Gloria was and the positive change she had made on him. Henry was surprised at hearing that, he had no idea that Claire and Charles had been looking out for his well being. He had a talk with Charles afterwards, at first he was mildly annoyed at his friend’s betrayal but quickly admitted that he appreciated the caring and thoughtfulness that had gone into their collaboration.
He rinsed out his mouth and pulled a towel off the rack to dry off his chin. Gloria was waiting for him in the living room; she looked beautiful in black slacks, a red sweater that revealed her womanly curves and a string of pearls. Her dark hair was fashioned in a short stylish cut, and her make-up was so subtle that he knew she was wearing it, but couldn’t tell if that was making her dark eyes sparkle or if they did that on her own.
“You look beautiful! Are you ready for an evening out to the theatre?” He said with his best attempt at an English accent.
“I’m ready to go wherever you’ll take me, my lord.” She said laughing.
“Then take my hand and come with me my lady” Henry held out his hand and gave a little bow which made Gloria giggle.
They walked out to the garage and climbed into Gloria’s bright red four wheel drive pickup. Henry slid behind the wheel, backed out and headed down the driveway.
“When is the real estate agent coming?” He asked.
“Tomorrow at two o’clock.” Gloria replied. “You know, now that the decision is made, I can’t wait to sell this place.”
“Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?”
“Henry, you’ve asked me that at least a half dozen times. I appreciate your concern, but I know that my mother would have wanted me to be happy and you make me happy. I want to live with you in Palm Springs, there’s really nothing holding me here in Sonora.”
“I want you to live with me in Palm Springs as well. But I know that you lived here with your mom before she passed away, so I’m concerned that you have so many memories that you’re leaving behind.”
“Henry, where do you store your memories?”
He looked at her in the darkened pickup cab. “Me? In my brain of course, why are you asking?”
“Well the way you’re talking, it seems as though the memories of my mom are stored in this house. They’re not. They’re stored right here.” She tapped the side of her head.
“You’re right of course. I guess I’m just a little concerned that you’re the one making all the sacrifices, selling the house, moving, you know, changing everything so that we can be together. I don’t want you to have any regrets.”
“Henry, how can I have any regrets? For the first time in many years, in fact for the first time in my life, I’m truly in love, in love with you. I want to be with you and I would move to a remote desert island to do that. Living in your little oasis in Palm Springs is hardly punishment and I feel at home there, more than I ever did here.”
“Ok, let’s go through with the appointment with the realtor. I love hearing you say that you want to live in Palm Springs with me.”
“I’d love nothing more.”
“And you’re sure that you’re ok with Charles staying there as well?” Henry asked.
“Henry, there’s no way that I would ask Charles to leave his home. I love Charles and little Pierre as well of course. I think Charles really helped you during your darkest days when you were grieving for Irma. He’s a good friend, as a housemate he’s no trouble at all, and I wouldn’t expect him to move out on my account.” Gloria reached over and patted Henry’s thigh. “I actually miss him; it will be nice to get back home to Palm Springs.”
“Charles did kind of help me over the hump. The guys at the Senior Center were great too. I think I was the youngest person there most days and a lot of them, like George, Millie the waitress’ husband, became good friends of mine. I need to go back over and see the fellas there, since you came over in July I haven’t been there at all.”
“We’ll have plenty of time for you to see them when we get back. Maybe we’ll host a barbecue at the house and we can invite all of them. I’d like to meet them all as well.”
“We can do that? That would be great, I would really like that. The guys would too.”
“Of course we can do that Henry Wright. I love you and can’t wait to really start our life together when we get back to Palm Springs instead of feeling like a guest.”
“Did you feel like a guest when you were with me in July?”
“Well, yeah, sort of. I mean I felt at home in your house and I love Palm Springs, but I packed enough stuff for a week, not for two months. I enjoyed going shopping with you for more clothes and things, but it didn’t feel like home yet. When we get back, I’ll be there permanently; I can’t wait to throw a party for your friends in our home.”
Henry slowed down for the turnoff to the theatre, they were almost there now. “I can’t wait for you to add your touches to our home. It’s ok now, but it really needs a woman’s finishing touch.”
“I think the house is perfect, but if you want me to see what I can add, I have a couple of ideas.” Gloria was smiling; Henry could see it in the reflected dashboard lights.
The theatre was located in an industrial park near a large sawmill and lumber operation. Henry thought putting it there was very clever; there was a lot of parking for the employees in the daytime. Since the theatre performances were at night and on weekends, there was plenty of parking for theatre goers after all the workers had gone home. Henry pulled the pickup into the parking lot, the theatre itself looked like a large metal industrial building which it must have been in a previous incarnation. Its design was clever as well, it appeared to be a single story building from the entrance side but since it was constructed in a hillside, it was two stories tall on the downhill side.
Henry parked the truck and put his sport coat on. The temperature shift when the sun went down was significant. It had been eighty-five at one thirty this afternoon, now at seven thirty with the sun setting it was seventy and would probably be in the mid-fifties when the show was over. He walked around the truck and opened the door for Gloria. She reached behind the front seat of the truck and picked her sweater up from the small backseat and put it around her shoulders.
They walked into the theatre holding hands; Gloria went to the ticket counter inside the lobby and picked up their tickets. The theatre was not very large inside; Henry estimated about five hundred or so seats. There were no curtains in front of the stage which was set up to look like a small town in Iowa. The builders had done a great job; the stage looked like the main square with stores and apartments.
Their seats were great, about seven rows up and towards the center of the theatre. Henry and Gloria were quiet as the rest of the audience filed in, they read their programs. Henry remembered seeing the movie when he was younger. Shirley Jones was the librarian; he couldn’t recall who played the Music Man role.
Harold Hill was a traveling salesman who’s made a racket of ripping off small townspeople. Harold comes to River City, Iowa intent on perpetuating his scam but ends up falling in love with the town and the town’s librarian. Henry but had never seen it live, he was looking forward to seeing this performance.
The audience was seated, the lights were dimmed and the music started the show. Henry and Gloria were enthralled by the live show. Henry liked going to the movies, had ever since he was a kid and saw the cowboy serials in Milwaukee, where he grew up. There was nothing like a live stage show however, and this one ranked way up there in his opinion. The music was great, the costumes were realistic, the actors were talented with great voices and they were all very entertaining.
At intermission, they filed out to the lobby with the rest of the audience to stretch their legs.
“What do you think of the show so far honey?” Gloria asked as they bought a bottle of water at the bar.
“You can’t tell that this is a small theatre company, this is a very professional show and I like it very much.” Henry twisted the cap off the bottle and handed it to Gloria.
“I like it too. Moses has come into the restaurant before, but I swear if I didn’t see his name in the program I wouldn’t recognize him.”
“Which one is Moses?”
“He’s the mayor of the town, Mayor Shinn. I love how he plays this part.”
“Shinn? He’s perfect for that part, is that a costume or is that all him?” Henry took the bottle from Gloria and took a sip.
“Moses isn’t a small man; he’s a little taller than you but probably outweighs you by nearly a hundred pounds, and that role is perfect for him. He’s a very nice man, he teaches music over at the college. I didn’t know he could sing I like his voice.”
“He sounds good. They all sound good. Are they all local people?”
“They usually aren’t, I think Moses is the only one. The directors of the theatre audition for actors all over the place. I haven’t read all of the performers bios in the program but I noticed a few of them were from out of town such as New York and Los Angeles.” Gloria took his arm. “Are you ready to go back in?”
“Yes, let’s go. I hope the second half is as good as the first.” Henry led Gloria back inside the theatre and to their seats.
The second act started and Henry and Gloria along with the rest of the audience were caught up in the story. The second act opened in the school’s gymnasium and soon the entire cast which included a large number of kids was dancing a number called the ‘Shipoopi’. As Mayor Shinn was arguing with Harold Hill about Hills’ credentials as a music teacher, a teenager who was playing one of the school kids gave a scream that was totally out of character. She looked up at one of the windows in the set above the General Store. There were several drops of blood on her white blouse and it appeared as though there was more blood dripping from the store’s second story.
At first it seemed as though it was all part of the performance, but as several other townspeople broke character and rushed forward to the actress who was now screaming hysterically, they all looked up to see where the blood was coming from and the window that seemed to be a part of the scenery.
Henry turned to Gloria and whispered “Something is not right” but the music was still playing. There was obviously not something right on the stage and within moments, the music wound down one instrument at a time just like an elementary school orchestra.
One of the actors, playing a school board member, ran offstage and could be heard charging up some stairs. The whole audience could hear him banging on a door and within seconds they heard him running back down. He came back out and in a very loud voice said. “Is there a doctor in the house?”
Henry heard several gasps in the audience and a small man two rows behind him got up and started making his way to the aisle. ”Something is seriously wrong sweetie; I’m going to see if I can help.”
“Be careful Henry.” Gloria said as the house lights came on.
As Henry made his way towards the stage, an announcement came over the sound system that the rest of the performance was cancelled due to technical difficulties. Henry stepped up on the stage just ahead of the doctor and the actor that had charged up the steps led the two of them through the wings and up the back stairs with a green door at the top of the landing. The door was locked and Henry asked if anyone had a key. No one did, so Henry asked them to step back and he kicked the door twice before the lock broke.
The door swung open and revealed the body of a small bald man with a large knife in the center of his chest. His throat had also been slashed and he was in the middle of a huge puddle of blood that had seeped between the cracks in the cheaply built plywood floor of the office and onto the stage below.
Chapter 3
Henry and Dr. Shoreman quickly established that the victim could not be revived and was dead. Henry asked the doctor not to touch anything, the knife that was in his chest probably had fingerprints. Henry went down the steps and told the other actors that none of them were to leave; they were now all hunkering in the dressing rooms located under the seats. Tuolumne County Sheriff Bill Rustow showed up right after the paramedics.
Rustow was shorter than Henry and outweighed him by quite a few pounds. He looked the part of a sheriff of a gold rush town. Bill had the standard khaki uniform that was part of what every deputy wore, but to his uniform he had added a well worn leather vest and a large Colt, whose holster he actually had tied to his thigh with a leather lace.
Rustow wore a cream colored Stetson, cowboy boots and sported a Wyatt Earp moustache which completed his appearance. Despite his appearance, and public behavior as an old time sheriff, Henry found last May that Bill was a modern law enforcement officer. He had a booming voice with which he greeted Henry.
“Henry Wright, you old hound dog. It’s good to see you; I just wish it were under better circumstances.” Rustow shook Henry’s hand.
“Hi Bill, I’ve been meaning to stop by and say hello to you. I just got into town a couple of days ago and haven’t had a chance.”
“That’s all right. You’ve had other priorities I know. How is that beautiful lady of yours? What have we got here?”
“Gloria is well; she’s waiting out in the audience. It looks like this guy; I was told he is the theatre’s owner, was slashed and stabbed. Doc isn’t sure if he bled out or if the knife did it, autopsy will tell I guess.”
Rustow turned to the doctor. “Hi Doc, nice to see you again, it’s been a while.”
“Yes it has. The drowning victim out at Lake Beardsley last year I believe. Not much we could do this time Rustow, the victim was expired by the time Mr. Wright and I got here. I happened to be in the audience tonight, my wife and I are season ticket holders.” Doctor Shoreman nodded his head towards the window. Out in the theater there were only two people left, they were talking to one another, Gloria and the doctor’s wife, a large woman wearing a tent like green dress.
“I told all the actors and stage crew to stay here and not leave the theatre Bill. I suppose we should have had the audience stay as well, but that would have meant locking up more than five hundred people.”
“No, we couldn’t have done that. You did fine Henry, just fine.” Bill carefully stepped around and looked over at the victim. “I recognize him, that’s Larry, the guy that runs this place.”
Bill turned and stepped onto the stair’s landing just outside the door. Down below a number of the actors, still in costume, were milling about at the bottom of the stairs talking quietly with the occasional glance up at the mezzanine office. “Are all of you with the theatre? Is there someone in charge?”
”I’m Rob Gilman, the stage manager. I’m in charge of every performance.” A tall well built black man with hair cut as close to his scalp as Henry’s stepped forward and put his hand on the stair railing. He looked as though he would have been right at home in the Marine Corps as a drill instructor. His slacks had a razor sharp crease, his black shoes were polished to a spit shine and it seemed as though his shirt had been custom made to fit his physique. His rolled up short sleeves revealed a large set of biceps and he carried a clipboard with a sheaf of papers.
Rustow came down the steps and shook Rob Gilman’s outstretched hand. Rustow motioned with his head towards the office and said quietly. “You look like a man who has seen a few things. We believe the victim may be the man that runs the theatre, can I ask you to come up and identify the deceased?”
Gilman looked at Rustow. “Yes sir, I’ll have a look.”
“Please don’t touch anything, which includes the stair railing.” Bill cautioned as Gilman quickly removed the hand that he put on the railing and walked up the steps behind Bill.
Henry and Dr. Shoreman were talking quietly in the office when Bill brought in Gilman. He saw all the blood, looked at the little man, hesitantly took three steps into the office, and said.
“That’s our boss, the theatre owner, Lawrence T. Bishop.”
“I thought I recognized him, Larry from the theatre.” Rustow said.
“He goes by Lawrence, he throws a conniption if you call him Larry.” Gilman said mildly scolding, though he had a sly grin. “Although I guess that doesn’t matter now though.”
“No, it doesn’t. Ok, thank you for your assistance. Can I ask you, and the other folks that are at the bottom of the stairs there to stay here for a little while until I can have someone talk with you?” Rustow asked Gilman.
“Sure, we’ll have to figure out what to do about the tickets for tonight’s performance, we have plenty of work to do, we’ll be here for a while.” Gilman turned crisply and marched off out the door and down the stairs.
“Hey Bill, where’s the body? Oooh, I guess that answers my question.” A tall man with his long black hair in a ponytail wearing black jeans and a black t-shirt came walking into the small office from the stairs.
“Hi Joe, meet Lawrence T. Bishop, deceased.” Rustow answered and whispered to Henry. “That’s Joe Darby, the Medical Examiner. He’s kind of new, but I think he’s going to be ok.”
Darby came all the way into the office, was careful about where he put his feet, kneeled down next to the body, looked at the knife, looked at the former Lawrence T. Bishop and said. “Well either it’s the knife in the chest or the slashed throat that killed him.”
Rustow looked at Henry and rolled his eyes. “Do you want to get him out of here Joe, or can we leave him here while we process the crime scene? The crime lab guys aren’t here yet, but they’re on their way. Can we just cover him up with a sheet and leave him be?”
“Yeah, that’s fine. No need to have the paramedics wait here, we can pick the body up later with the van and take it over to the morgue.”
“Morgue? Oh sure, right.” Rustow said. What Joe was referring to as the morgue was the basement of the County Hospital and was always called the basement lab before Joe Darby arrived on the scene.
Joe got up off his knees, wiped his hands on his pants and turned to head back out of the small office. “Actually, don’t cover him up; if you leave this room, just close the door until the lab guys get here.”
Darby headed out of the door and down the stairs. Shortly after he left, a tall man followed by a short young woman in Sheriff’s uniforms carrying large toolboxes came noisily trudging up the stairs. They walked into the small office and set their toolboxes down with a thud. “Lab crew.” Rustow said to Henry.
“Bill, if you don’t need me anymore. Gloria and I would like to go home.” Henry said motioning his head towards the window where they could see Gloria who was sitting with the Doctor’s wife in the third row.
“I’m fine Henry. But since you’re in town, and you saw it happen do you mind if I call you tomorrow so that we can catch up? The murderer is probably sitting downstairs in the dressing room, I have a feeling that they’ll be in lockup before you fall asleep tonight.”
“Sure Bill, let’s have lunch tomorrow. How about that little restaurant in town that serves those blue cheese burgers that you like?” Henry remembered meeting Bill there last May during his visit.
“The Diamondback Grill on Washington Street?” Rustow patted his stomach as though he was already thinking ahead to the burger and the plate of honey colored French fries that they served. “Sounds good, I’ll meet you there tomorrow, say eleven-thirty? That way we’ll beat the lunch time crowd”
“We have an appointment at two, so eleven-thirty is perfect. See you then.” Henry jumped down off the stage and walked out into the row of seats and held out his hand as Gloria got up to join him after saying goodbye to the doctor’s wife.
“Can we go home Henry?” Gloria asked.
“Yes, there’s nothing more we can do here. The guy that runs the theatre, Bishop, is dead. Bill is convinced that one of the actors is the killer, said he’d have him locked up before the evening is over.” Henry held her hand as they walked up the hallway and back towards the theatre’s lobby.
“Thanks for rescuing me from Linda by the way; she has the personality of an earthworm.”
“Who?”
“Belinda Shoreman, the doctor’s wife. The only two things she could talk about was the lack of respect she gets in this town, and what a jerk Bishop was. She said Sonora is too small for people to care that she is the wife of the foremost gastroenterologist in the area. If she worked on being interesting in her own right she might find that people would talk to her.” Gloria shook her head.
“Did you tell her that you used to be a waitress at the coffee shop down the road?” Henry smiled at her.
“Are you kidding? I didn’t want to burst her bubble; she said it was nice to meet a well educated classy person like myself. I was tempted to tell her I’d seen her at the restaurant and served her a tall stack of pancakes but I thought the better of it.” Gloria pulled her sweater closer around her and put her arm around Henry’s waist as they came outside and had to walk around the County Sheriff’s lab van which was blocking the entrance.
“What did she tell you about Bishop being a jerk?”
“She told me who, in her opinion, murdered Bishop.” Their red pickup and a new Jaguar, obviously the doctor’s car, were the only cars left in the parking lot; the other cars were all clustered around the back of the theatre.
“Really, care to share?” Henry opened Gloria’s door and walked around the truck to get in on the driver’s side.
“She said that Bishop, according to the rumor at her church ladies group is not the benevolent sponsor of the arts that he wants the community to believe. According to the gossip from the church, Bishop buys and sells sex slaves. This theatre thing is just a cover. Anyway, one of his latest slaves wanted to escape so she killed him and ran away.”
Henry sat with his hand on the shift lever, he wasn’t sure if he should go back in and tell Rustow what Gloria had learned or let him find out for himself. “Are you serious? That sounds like a bunch of old ladies sensationalizing a rumor in order to have something to talk about.”
“I don’t believe it either. If the theatre is a cover, then it’s really a successful one. I’m sure that Bishop doesn’t need to engage in anything illegal in order to be successful. You know how those church ladies are.” Gloria looked over at Henry as he put the truck into gear.
“Hmmm, I think I’m going to let Bill sort this out. He thinks he’ll wrap this up tonight, maybe he’s right. I’ll find out tomorrow, I’m going to have lunch with him tomorrow at the Diamondback Grill. I feel bad for not stopping in to see him as soon as I got into town. Don’t worry; I’ll be back in time for the real estate agent though.”
“Don’t feel bad for not seeing Bill, he’s busy and you’ve had other things to do as well.” She smiled and patted his thigh. “Let’s go home.”
Henry drove his Mercury Grand Marquis into Sonora the following day. He was a little early, it was before the lunch rush, but he still couldn’t find any parking on Washington Street. He finally found a spot on Stewart Street in a municipal parking lot and he walked the block over to Washington through a small street with brick buildings that would look right at home in the 1850’s Gold Rush era.
He crossed the street and walked over to the small restaurant. The hostess seated him in a little booth and brought him a cup of coffee. Bill showed up a few minutes later, hung his hat on the coat hook by the door and slid into the tiny booth across from Henry. He barely cleared the table and Henry tried to pull it back to give him a little breathing room but found it was bolted to the floor.
“What a night.” Bill’s voice while not at the same volume as normal inside the tiny restaurant but still boomed.
“Who’d you lock up?” Henry looked across at him.
“What do you mean, who did I lock up?”
“Last night you told me the killer was sitting in the dressing room downstairs and that you were going to clear this case up before my head hit the pillow or something like that.”
“Yeah, well, dammit Henry, I was wrong about that and I would appreciate it if you didn’t repeat that to anyone.” Bill looked a little sheepish.
The waitress walked up to their table snapping her gum. “Your usual Sheriff? And can I get a menu for you sir?”
“Aw shucks, miss, it’s nice of you to remember. I’ll have my usual and please remember I like my fries extra crispy.”
“Extra crispy on the fries, got it. Would you like that menu?”
Henry looked at the blackboard behind the counter. “I’d like the grilled eggplant sandwich special.” Henry told the girl who bopped off to the kitchen with her ponytail swinging.
“You know Bill; you’ve got this old time sheriff act down pretty well.” Henry smiled.
Bill gave a big toothy smile which made him look somewhat like Teddy Roosevelt. “The voters love it, I think the image I’ve created fits the town – you know what I mean?” He winked, and then dropped his voice to a near whisper. “So this is pretty complicated Henry. The knife didn’t have any fingerprints on it, it’s a very common brand, and Wal-Mart here in town sells thousands of them every summer.” Bill paused and took a sip of the iced tea the waitress set down in front of him. “We fingerprinted all the actors, stage crew and musicians and none of them have a criminal record. Now we’re looking for motives.” Bill took another sip and wiped the remnants of the iced tea off his big moustache with a napkin.
“What do you know about Bishop’s personal habits?” Henry said pensively.
“Personal habits? You mean like did he have coffee at the local shop or do you mean how are he and Mrs. Bishop getting along?”
“I don’t really care where he gets his coffee, unless I find that it has some relevance to his murder. I mean, what is his relationship with his wife? Do they get along? You said you recognized him last night, what kind of circles did he travel in? Did he belong to the Chamber of Commerce or the Lion’s Club or anything?”
“As far as I know he was a respectable citizen in the community. I’m a step ahead of you and have already determined that yes, he’s in the chamber but no, he’s not in any of the other social organizations in town. As far as him and Mrs. Bishop, I have no idea. I called her several times and left messages at the house and have not heard back from her. She may be out of town for the weekend or staying with some friends. I tried to do next of kin notification last night and couldn’t. She’ll show up by Monday I’m sure.”
The waitress set his plate with a huge burger topped with crumbled blue cheese and a mound of crispy fries in front of him while putting a big sandwich on the table for Henry.
“So what’s your next move?” Henry asked as he looked at how to put together the large sandwich.
“Well, right now I have to consider everyone at the theatre a suspect. So that’s twenty-one actors and four stage hands. I’m not even counting the people that work in the set shop, the costume shop or the administrative staff. That’s a lot of people to talk to. I did manage to rule out the five musicians in the band. They were all there and it would have been really hard for them to sneak up to the stage. All of them are vouching for one another, besides a missing instrument would heave been very noticeable. I’m assuming you didn’t notice anything unusual sound wise last night?”
“The sound was great, no problems there. You’re going to be busy for a while. Do you have a prioritized list of people who are unaccounted for?” Henry had cut his sandwich into pieces and was eating them carefully.
“Well, I have some pages from the stage manager, Rob Gilman, that say who is supposed to be on stage during a particular scene but since you were there watching last night I was hoping you could help.” Bill looked hopeful.
“Oh Bill, I don’t know about that. You know everyone has those costumes on and all those wigs and phony moustaches and stuff. One of those actors could be sitting at that table over there and I wouldn’t recognize them.”
“Yeah, I didn’t think that you’d be able to help out. This one is pretty difficult, I’m going to put two of my best deputies on it, but it would be nice if you could lend some of your experience though. You have this uncanny ability to figure out who would want to murder someone. I’m not sure how you do it, but you’re good at it.”
“Thanks Bill, I guess I can help on a consulting basis. As far as how I do it, I try to make myself think like the victim. Then I try to see who would want to murder me. It’s pretty simple really.” Henry finished the last of his sandwich pieces.
“I don’t know Henry. It doesn’t sound so simple to me.” Rustow idly stirred his ketchup with a fry.
“Yeah maybe it isn’t, but it usually works for me.” Henry sat back in the small booth. He was very satisfied. The food was good, and their portions were large.
“Sheriff Rustow, I was hoping to find you in here!” A woman who looked like Ellie May Clampett from the Beverly Hillbillies complete with the rope belt, the shirt tied at her waist and the obligatory pigtails except she was probably in her mid-fifties appeared at Bill’s shoulder.
Bill looked over at the woman, rose to get out of the booth and held out his hand. “Ma’am, I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”
The woman looked a little bewildered as she looked at the bulk of Sheriff Bill Rustow getting out of the little booth. “Lucy Bishop, my dead husband and I own the theatre, pleased to meet you.” Her small hand disappeared inside Rustow’s paw.
“It’s nice to make your acquaintance Mrs. Bishop. I’m very sorry for your loss. My associate and I are having lunch. I can only assume that this is an emergency. This is Mr. Henry Wright of Palm Springs.” Rustow calmly waved at Henry who put his napkin down and started getting up, but Lucy Bishop motioned him to sit down.
“Yeah, hello, how are you. Look Sheriff, I’ve got a business to run and you people are costing me a lot of money. Your lab people have shut me down and aren’t letting anyone in. This is Saturday and we have two sold out shows today. I’ve had to cancel the two o’clock matinee and I need to know if I have to cancel tonight’s show as well. I have to refund a lot of money and a lot of theatre goers will be unhappy!” While Lucy Bishop was ranting; Bill sat back down in the booth, wiped his hand off on his napkin and picked up another French fry.
“Mrs. Bishop, your husband was murdered last night. Frankly, I’m amazed at your attitude. It’s very possible that one of your employees killed him. Your theatre is a crime scene. We will process that crime scene until we are satisfied that nothing else can be gleaned from it. If that means you have to cancel a few shows, then so be it. If you want to talk to me any further about our procedures, why don’t I meet you at the theatre after Mr. Wright and I finish our lunch. And I intend to finish my lunch!” Rustow popped the fry in his mouth and turned away from Lucy Bishop.
The woman got red in the face and stomped towards the door. She opened it and turned back towards Rustow. “I’ll be at the theatre Rustow, I expect an explanation otherwise I’ll sue you for damages, and I’ll have your job. You are up for re-election soon you know.” With that she slammed the door so hard that the glass rattled in the frame and every diner in the restaurant looked up and quickly turned back to their plates.
“I guess you’re right about Mrs. Bishop showing up pretty soon. As far as her suing you, legally she doesn’t have a case, you know that, right Bill?” Henry watched Bishop cross the street in front of the restaurant.
“I’m not worried about her suing the department or taking away my job. It’s been less than twenty-four hours since her husband was killed and the only thing on her mind is her concern over canceling a couple of shows? I ought to haul her in for questioning; she sure doesn’t sound like the grieving widow.” Bill shook his head.
“Do you think she’ll do anything?” Henry asked.
“Nah, no attorney in town will touch a lawsuit. No judge in the county would put it on his calendar. As far as her having my job, she can try, but I’m doing my job. I’ll give her back the theatre as soon as I can, but after that little outburst she’s not going to get it back any sooner either. Damn drama queen that she is.” Rustow ate the last of the fries and laid some cash on the table. “Come on, let’s get out of here and go to the theatre, I want to show you something.”
Henry got up. “Bill, I need to get back home, we have a two o’clock appointment this afternoon. How about if I come to the theatre after we’re done?”
“Yeah, that’ll be ok. Give me a call first. Do you still have my cell phone number?”
“It’s still programmed in my phone from May. I’ll call you, probably around three or so.” Henry picked up the piece of Bazooka Joe bubble gum that came with the check and popped it into his mouth on his way out the door.
Chapter 4
“Hi honey, you’re early.” Gloria greeted Henry as he walked back into the house.
“Hi sweetie, I wanted to be sure that I was here on time. Bill wanted to drag me over to the theatre to show me something so I cut out. I told him I’d call when we were done here. Do you mind?”
“No, of course I don’t mind. Did he ask you to help him? Heavens knows he probably needs it. This case sounds interesting Henry; I can’t wait to get started on it.” Gloria’s eyes were sparkling and she gave Henry a big hug.
Henry laughed. “You’ve got the bug haven’t you? You’re actually quite good at helping me solve these puzzles that keep getting thrown at me. You did a great job with the Tramway mystery.”
Gloria gave Henry an extra squeeze. “It’s just so sad that what we’re good at is the result of someone losing their life.”
“I agree, it would be so nice if we could apply our skills and energy to prevent these murders instead of finding the killers.”
The doorbell rang. “That’s the realtor, I’ll get it.” Gloria let Henry go and walked to the door.
Henry took a quick look around, Gloria’s house looked great, she’d been busy the past couple of weeks getting ready to show it for sale. Closets were cleaned out, a lot of personal mementos were already packed for the move and there were fresh flowers in vases in the dining room and master bedroom. Henry walked over to the kitchen and folded the hand towel and hung it on its towel bar. He was satisfied that everything was perfect. It probably didn’t matter; the view alone would sell the place. He could see the small airport and the reservoir from this spot; the view was the house’s main feature.
“Henry, this is Fred Knoxville, the realtor that I’ve been telling you about. Fred, this is my fiancé, Henry Wright.”
“Good to meet you Fred.” Henry shook the hand of a tall man, at least four inches taller than Henry with a full beard. As was customary here in the Sierra Foothills, Knoxville was wearing cowboy boots and jeans; less common was a Western shirt with pearl buttons that fit tightly around the beginnings of a beer belly.
“This is a wonderful location Mr. Wright, I was just telling Ms. McCann on the way in that the view from the top of the hill here is tremendous and there aren’t many homes in the county that can top it.” Knoxville had an oddly high pitched voice that just did not fit his large body.
“Well thanks Mr. Knoxville, but I can’t take any of the credit for this house, it belongs solely to Gloria.”
“Call me Fred please. Do you mind if I just take a walk around on my own and make some notes?” Knoxville held up a pad. “I’ll come back and ask you some questions when I’ve seen everything. It’s kind of my way of getting the lay of the land so to speak.” Knoxville laughed with a squeak that fit the voice, but was such a dichotomy to his appearance that Henry couldn’t help but smile.
“Please help yourself.” Gloria told him. “Just yell if you need something.”
“All-righty then.” With that, Fred Knoxville took his note pad and walked down the hallway to the back of the house.
“Henry, I’m so excited. Selling this house means that we’re one step closer to being together. I wish someone would buy it today, I haven’t been in Mel Avenue for weeks now, I miss it.” Gloria gave Henry another hug.
“I know what you mean. The house in Palm Springs doesn’t have the spectacular view that your house here has. I’ve tried to make it feel like an intimate and exclusive little resort. I’m glad that you like it as much as I do. That reminds me, we should call Charles tonight and see how he’s doing.”
“Yes, let’s do that. I miss Charles; it will be good to hear his voice.”
Fred Knoxville came walking back into the great room looking at his pad. “You’ve got what, twenty-five hundred square feet here? Oh sorry, am I interrupting?”
Henry and Gloria stepped out of their embrace, Gloria laughed. “No, you’re not interrupting at all. You’re close; there are twenty four hundred and fifty square feet in the house.”
“I stand corrected. How much land do you have surrounding the house?”
“We’re on the top of this hill here so most of it is fairly steep, but altogether there are ten acres.”
“I only have one last question; do you know how much you want for the house?” Fred was making notes on his pad.
“No, I really haven’t thought about it. I was hoping that you would be helpful in that area.”
“Well, usually I am, and usually I would now sit down with you with a listing contract so that I could sell your house for you. But, there are some unique circumstances here and I want to bypass the normal process.” Fred was having a hard time explaining himself and he was looking down at his feet.
“Ok, I don’t understand at all. I want to sell my house; I thought you were going to help me, what’s the problem? Should I call someone else?” Gloria was getting annoyed with Fred, Henry could tell from the tone in her voice.
“Fred, can I assume that you are interested in purchasing this Gloria’s home?” Henry asked him point blank.
“Well, yes, you’re right. How did you know?”
“You’re a realtor; we want to sell this house, why would you not want to represent us in this transaction unless you are interested in it for yourself?” Henry explained.
“Yep, you’re right. My wife and I have been looking for something for the past six months and I think this place is gorgeous and just what we need. I’d like to go home and talk to her about it then bring her here to see it. Obviously, I cannot represent you in this transaction if I’m the buyer. I would even be uncomfortable in name a listing price since I have a vested interest. That is, if you’re willing to sell it to me of course.”
Gloria’s whole mood changed and she looked at Henry who almost imperceptibly nodded to her. “Mr. Fred Knoxville, we are interested in selling the house to you – for the right price - under the condition that you accomplish everything on your end as quickly as possible and close this transaction in the next thirty days. If you can do that, you have a deal.”
“Thirty days? I’ll try, that is very aggressive but if my wife likes the place, I’ll do everything I can to make that happen.” Fred Knoxville stroked his beard as he thought about it. “Do you mind if I bring her by this afternoon?”
“I’ll be here the rest of the afternoon. Mr. Wright may have to go out, but I’m happy to have you and your wife come over.”
“Ok, why don’t I say that I’ll be back in an hour, if something comes up, I’ll give you a call if that’s ok?” Fred Knoxville headed for the front door with Gloria and Henry close behind.
“Alright Fred, see you in a little while.” Gloria closed the door behind him and turned to Henry. “This is so cool Henry; we could be in Palm Springs just a few weeks from now. Isn’t this exciting?”
“I sure hope he can make this happen. Have you thought about a price at all? I have an idea on how to determine it if you don’t.” Henry wrapped his arms around Gloria and gave her a hug.
“Ok, but first, I’m going to go bake some cookies.” Gloria announced suddenly.
“Cookies? That sounds good, but why now?
“I saw it on television, if you want your house to be attractive to potential buyers - you bake a loaf of bread or a batch of cookies. Cookies are a lot easier and I have all the fixings. Are you still going to meet Bill? I’ll save some for you for when you get back.”
Henry chuckled. “Fresh cookies will sell a house eh? I suppose whatever works.”
Henry pulled his cell phone from his belt to call Bill Rustow’s mobile phone. He’d programmed Bill’s office and cell numbers into the phone last May and had never bothered to delete them. Bill answered on the second ring.
“Henry, is that you?”
“Yes, Bill. I’m done early with my appointment. You said you wanted to show me something at the theatre?”
“Yeah, can you come down here?”
“Sure, I’m still home at the other side of town and it will take me a while. Can you tell me what you want to show me?”
“It’s kind of hard to describe, if you don’t mind, please come down.”
“Ok, Bill, I’m on my way. I’ll be there in half an hour, depending on how much traffic there is on Washington Street on a Saturday afternoon.”
“Henry, take a left on Stewart Street at the Red Church, then make a left on Lyon, then a right on Greenley. You’ll bypass downtown altogether and come out near the hospital.”
“Left, left, right, come out near the hospital. Ok, I think I can do that. I’ll see you at the theatre.”
“Good, come around to the side where the stage door is, I’ll leave it open for you. Wait until you see this. See you in a couple.” With that Bill Rustow disconnected his cell phone.
Henry walked into the kitchen where Gloria was getting cookie ingredients out of the refrigerator. “Sweetie, I’m going to meet Bill at the theatre, I’m not sure how long it will take. I’m sure I won’t be back before Fred and his wife return though. Whatever you decide to do with their offer will be fine with me.”
“Henry, I think you’re getting ahead of yourself. I’m sure that they won’t be making an offer today. We need to figure out a fair price for this place. I’m going to go look through my mother’s old paperwork to see if I can find the original bill of sale. That ought to be a start.”
“That should be a start, but your folks bought this place a long time before you inherited it. Why don’t we hire an appraiser to give us a value? That way, the Knoxville’s can look at what was determined by an independent source and you can have peace that you got the right price.”
“That’s a good idea. Maybe we should do that instead of looking for that old stuff. I’m not even sure where it is. You’re right; my folks bought this house about twenty years ago, I know the value of homes around here has gone up a lot. I’m sure its worth a lot more than when new; there aren’t many places available on top of the hill with the view and some land.” Gloria set down the bowl she had been holding and leaned up and gave Henry a kiss. “I’ll call someone on Monday, be careful with Bill. He’s got a way of attracting trouble that’s uncanny for a lawman.”
“I know, I know, I’ve got the scar to prove it.” Henry laughed as he turned for the door.
Henry started the Mercury and headed down the driveway and out to the highway. As he entered downtown Sonora, he did as Rustow suggested and bypassed the busy main street. He headed out to the now deserted industrial park near the lumber mill and parked next to Rustow’s big black and white sheriff’s department Ford Expedition. The door at the side of the theatre was open and Henry stepped through it and into another world.
Chapter 5
He’d never been backstage at a theatre before. After seeing the stage and the River City small town set from the audience’s vantage point, Henry now found himself in a forest of raw, unpainted wood with two by fours and plywood the predominant feature as seen from here. Wires were haphazardly stapled into place; light fixtures were exposed and unadorned. Obviously there had to be some organization to it, he remembered the soft glow of apartment room lights above the storefronts when he and Gloria watched the performance last night.
Henry stooped down so that he wouldn’t hit his head and carefully stepped around a couple of angled support posts and wondered how the actors, some of who had fancy costumes, were able to walk around backstage without short circuiting a light or falling over a wire.
He spotted a tunnel with a black curtain, which obviously led onto the stage, there was a hand lettered sign stapled up above it that said “Livery Stable”. About five feet to its left was another curtain with a similar sign tacked above that read “General Store”. He looked at a narrow set of steps that went up to a catwalk. There were walkways with small rope railings connecting the various set pieces together.
“Hi Henry, I’m up here.” He heard Rustow call out to him. He looked up and Bill was standing on the landing that led into Bishop’s private office. Henry recalled finding the body in the small room last night. He went up the wooden stairs and met up with Bill inside the office. Today, it looked a lot seedier than it had last night. Henry didn’t look around the office much yesterday; he was distracted by the sight of Bishop’s body with the large knife sticking out of his chest and the pool of blood. The blood was cleaned up, though it had left a large rusty stain on the bare plywood.
Now, looking around the office, the desk was an old door that was placed on top of sawhorses. There was a grey metal two drawer filing cabinet under it, with more chips than paint. At the other end of the make-shift desk was a small refrigerator. The computer on the desk looked as though it was new seven or eight years ago, which was ancient technology as far as Henry was concerned. The couch was covered in a plaid material with an unidentifiable color combination; the only thing that looked decent in the office was the leather recliner in front of the window that looked down onto the stage and the rows of seats.
“Hi Bill, you said there was something you wanted me to see.” Henry walked over to the office window to join Rustow.
“Apparently, Mr. Bishop watched the shows from up here.” Rustow said, pointing at the recliner. “And there’s something else that I want you to see.” Rustow moved over to the desk and pulled open the top drawer of the file cabinet. He reached in and pulled out a handful of condoms. “We think he had company when he watched as well.”
Henry gave a small shudder. He hadn’t know Bishop while he was alive, but thinking of the small bald man lying in his own blood last night having sex in his office while watching a performance below gave him the creeps. “I guess that answers my question about his relationship with Mrs. Bishop, I assume he wasn’t using those during intimate moments up here with her. Was that drawer unlocked?” Henry asked.
“No, everything here is locked up tight as a drum. One of my deputies ran over to the morgue this morning and got the keys. Take a look, both of these doors have closers on them and they lock automatically when you leave. This door goes to a set of metal stairs directly to the parking lot, that railing only had Bishop’s prints. The door you came in through is used by everyone; we found a lot of prints on the railing, haven’t identified any yet though.”
“Seeing all these condoms reminds me that there is a rumor that Bishop trafficked in sex slaves. When I heard it, I didn’t give it any credence, but seeing this makes me think it’s true.”
“I don’t know Henry, if everyone that had a stash of condoms traded in sex slaves, I don’t think there’d be any free people left in the world. We’ll check it out though. Care to tell me where you heard the rumor?”
“Let’s just say I heard it around town.” Henry took a look through the filing cabinet drawer. “Do you have any gloves I could use?”
“Sure, I tucked some into my belt, here you go, did you find something?” Rustow pulled a set of latex gloves from his gun belt and handed them to Henry.
Henry put one of the gloves on and reached into the drawer with condoms to pull out a tiny black electronic device smaller than a book of matches. Holding it up for Bill to see he said. “Why would a theatre owner need this?”
Bill Rustow looked at the little device, there was a six digit number showing on its crystal display and furrowed his brow. “What is it?”
“It’s a security token, it’s used to gain –“
“Whoa, the number just changed, it’s displaying a whole new totally different set of numbers now than it did just a little while ago.”
“It does that constantly. I don’t know exactly how they work, but this little device generates random numbers that are needed to get access to secure corporate networks. In order to get in, you need a logon id, a PIN and the correct number from that little device. I’m going to do some research on this tonight. The question is, why does a theatre owner have one of these?” Henry dropped the small device into a plastic baggy that Bill was holding out. Bill sealed it shut and wrote the date and time on it along with his initials.
“Henry, I think we need to move this filing cabinet and Bishop’s computer to the lab. If he’s using that little device and his computer to access some secure network, there’s a lot more sinister stuff going on here than I first thought.” Rustow bent over and took a look at the drawer that Henry pulled the device from, and other than the square foil envelopes he didn’t spot anything else suspicious.
“Yeah, I agree. Do you have someone that can look at his computer carefully and save the records from it? If he was using this security token to get into a secure corporate system of some kind, there is probably a record of it in his web browser.”
“Jeremy Dutton is one of our young deputies and he just returned from an FBI class where he learned how to do all kinds of things with computers that were used to commit crimes or ones that we recovered from criminals. I’ll call him on the radio and have him come out here and pick it up.” Rustow picked the walkie talkie off his belt and walked over to the stair landing to make the call.
Henry went over to the window and spotted the volume knob at the side for the speakers that hung from the ceiling. He turned the volume up and heard only a hum. He looked around, these speakers must be connected to the theatre’s sound system, since the theatre was dark now and presumable the sound system was off, why were the speakers humming?
“Bill, check this out.” Henry said to Rustow as he walked back in from the landing putting his two-way radio back on his belt.
“What did you find?” Rustow looked over at the volume knob next to the window.
“Listen.” Henry said as he turned the knob all the way up and the hum came through the speakers.
“All I hear is a humming sound.” Rustow said as he looked at Henry.
“That’s the point. The theatre is dark, the sound system is turned off, why is there a hum coming from these speakers?
“I don’t know. Maybe the guys didn’t shut off everything?
“I have an idea; do you have your cell phone with you or is it in the car?” Henry asked.
“It’s in my pocket, what do you have in mind?”
“You stay right here in front of the speakers, I’ll call you in a second.” Henry nearly ran down the stairs as he pulled his cell phone from the clip on his belt. He went to the back of the theatre past the seats and entered the door to the small light and sound booth behind the top row of chairs. He recalled Rustow’s number from his phone and pushed the send button. Bill picked up on the first ring.
“Henry, can you hear me?”
“Yeah Bill, I hear you loud and clear. Can you hear me?”
“No problem, it looks like we have a nice clear signal here.”
“Can you hear me through the speakers?”
“No, just the hum. Where are you?”
“I’m in the sound booth. Just as I thought, the board is dark and everything here is turned off.”
“Ok, what’s your point?”
“Stay with me Bill, let me know if you can hear me.”
“Ok Henry, I’m staying right here and listening.”
Henry closed the door to the booth behind him and walked down the steps past the rows of seats and headed for the orchestra pit under the stage. “Can you hear me Bill?”
“Not a problem, where are you?”
“I’m in the orchestra pit under the stage. I meant can you hear me through the speakers?”
“No, but the cell phone reception is still good though.”
“Bill, I’m not testing the cell phone reception. I’m trying to figure out where the hum in the speakers is coming from.” Henry got a little exasperated. Bill Rustow dressed the part of a nineteenth century sheriff, was he starting to act like one too?
“Relax Henry; I’m just having a little fun with you. You remind me of that guy in the television commercial. Why don’t you head for the dressing room?”
“That’s where I’m going next.” Henry said into the phone and relaxed a little. He should have known that Rustow knew what he was trying to discover. Henry walked through the tunnel and into the hallway. There were four doors that obviously led to dressing rooms. He opened the first door reached for the light switch and stepped inside.
The overhead lights gleamed off brilliant white walls and mirrors that were at the various stations that were separated by little dividers. Obviously, this was where the actors sat while they were putting on their makeup. The room had the faint scent of some sort of pine cleaner. It wasn’t an unpleasant smell, but Henry involuntarily crinkled his nose anyway. His mother had used pine cleaner when he was a boy; he’d never really liked the odor it left behind.
“I heard the door open Henry.” He heard Rustow say in his ear. “This is a little eerie.”
“Can you hear me now” Henry said into his cell phone.
“Holy shit, I gotta turn this volume down, you’re coming in ten by ten here.”
He heard his own voice through the speakers and Rustow’s through his cell phone. “That’s what I thought; he has the dressing rooms bugged. That pervert was listening in on everyone’s conversations.”
“Not necessarily illegal, but certainly not very ethical.” Rustow said.
“I’m going to hang up; I’ll be back upstairs in a minute.” Henry said, flipping his phone shut.
Henry clipped his phone back onto his belt and took a careful look around the dressing room. He didn’t see anything obvious, but a small microphone could have been hidden anywhere, around the mirrors, the lights, or even in the ceiling fixture. The most obvious place was probably the speakers that were hung in the corners and served as stage monitors.
He stepped back out into the hallway and looked into the other three dressing rooms. They were identical in size and configuration, each set up with four stations with mirrors and counters. Fixtures in all were the same; the only thing that made them distinct was that they were painted different colors. Not any colors Henry had ever seen on paint chips, these looked like paint samples that were mistakes that the mixing person at the paint store had made. The last room he looked in was not quite tan, but it wasn’t grey, he thought maybe someone asked for dark yellow, he would have liked to see the color that it was supposed to have been.
It looked as though everything in the theatre was done on a budget or through donations. Henry knew that putting on shows was expensive. Actors make a lot of money, as evidenced by some of the nice getaway homes they owned in his own Palm Springs. Yet the show that they saw here the other night included actors that lived right here in Sonora, and none of the names on the program were recognizable from movies or TV. He wondered what their salaries were; maybe the show’s budget would be on Bishop’s computer. He’d like to see it, he’d have to mention to Rustow to copy off whatever spreadsheet files were on the machine.
Henry walked back through the tunnel and over to the stairs. Rustow was standing on the landing talking to a tall, thin, young deputy with a long skinny neck and large round glasses.
“Henry, this is Jeremy Dutton, he’s one of my newest deputies and is our department’s computer wizard.” Rustow said as Henry climbed up the stairs.
“It’s an honor to meet you Mr. Wright. I heard all about how you solved the murder of Mr. Sandman last May.” Jeremy shook Henry’s hand as he reached the landing.
“It’s good to meet you as well Jeremy. Please call me Henry. Are you here to pick up Bishop’s computer?”
“Yes, sir. While you and the Sheriff were chasing the bad guys in May, I was attending a law enforcement class on digital security and crime. I plan on removing his disk drive, making a low level backup copy and then analyzing all the data on it. Is there something specific that you’re interested in seeing?” Deputy Dutton’s face looked like a kid in a candy store as he was describing his approach to disassembling Bishop’s computer.
“Well, I’m not sure what I’m looking for, but I’d like to see if he had financials for the operation here. So either spreadsheets or a bookkeeping application of some kind would be good to look at. Also I’m interested in anything he might have bookmarked in his browser. And check his browser history; I want to know what he has looked at the last two weeks.”
The deputy was nodding his head. “Ok, got it. Most browsers default to ten days of history so that shouldn’t be a problem. What kind of web sites are you interested in, the standard porn stuff that’s on every computer?”
“I don’t know what you mean by the standard porn stuff, besides that’s not what I care about at all. I don’t know if the Sheriff told you, but we found a security token that is typically used to access large secure corporate sites. So I’m expecting you to find some large corporate URL, like an investment house or a bank or something like that.” Henry explained.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression.” Jeremy stammered while blushing.
“Not to worry, just don’t assume anything in your investigations, let the facts lead you to your conclusions. You can probably ignore all the other crap that you might find, focus on the financials and where he might have used this security device.” Henry gently rebuked the young deputy.
“The machine is all yours Dutton.” Sheriff Rustow growled. “You better get started.”
“Yes sir.” The deputy ducked into the office and started disconnecting wires and cables from the back of the computer.
“Take it easy on him Bill; he’s going to be a great investigator some day.” Henry said quietly to his friend.
“Maybe so Henry, maybe so. He’s not going to do it by getting his jollies looking at crap on impounded computers on my watch.” Rustow whispered back at Henry.
“I don’t think that’s what his comment was about Bill, I think he was just trying to show off what he learned in his class. Let’s see what he comes up with. Tomorrow is Sunday, is he working then or will it be Monday or Tuesday before we see something?” Henry asked.
“He’s off duty Sunday and Monday, but he’s a pretty gung ho kid and I have a feeling we’ll hear from him by Monday morning. He’ll most likely work through most of the night tonight and will probably spend his own time on it tomorrow.” Rustow looked into the office where Dutton was nearly finished pulling the machine out. “I’ve already started interviewing the remainder of the cast this morning. Most have alibis and can corroborate their whereabouts for one another. There are a few unaccounted for, and I’m going to spend more time talking with them tomorrow. I want to interview the other staff on Monday; I was wondering if you want to join me?”
“I don’t know Bill. Gloria and I are working on something personal and I’m not sure what my Monday looks like. Obviously you’re going to be working tomorrow, can I give you a call then and let you know?” Henry didn’t want to let Rustow know that they were selling Gloria’s house. He was sure Rustow would be upset if he knew that Henry wouldn’t be coming up to Sonora to visit Gloria in the future.
Rustow gave him a suspicious look and smoothed his big moustache with a finger. “Ok, why don’t you give me a call on my cell phone tomorrow when you know what you’re doing Monday?”
“I can do that. I think we’re going on a picnic tomorrow; I’m not sure what we’re going to do on Monday. One day in the next couple of weeks I want to go back to Yosemite National Park. It’s really close to here, and I enjoyed having lunch at the Ahwahnee Hotel in May.” Henry fondly recalled the day trip that Gloria and he took after he helped Rustow solve the gold mine murder.
“That sounds like fun, the wife and I haven’t been to Yosemite in a long time. I’m going to have to schedule a visit there soon.” Rustow nodded.
Henry had the feeling that it would be a long time before Bill and Mrs. Rustow got into their car and went to the park for lunch. Bill Rustow took his job seriously and when he wasn’t protecting the citizens of Tuolumne County, he was campaigning to keep his job.
Henry realized that he had not been that different from Bill back in Eagle River Wisconsin, and Irma didn’t get to go to too many picnic lunches with Police Chief Henry Wright either. He was glad that he recognized it now. He could make a change and missing out on spending time with Henry would not happen to Gloria, the new Mrs. Wright. Henry didn’t know her, had never met her, but he decided he felt sorry for Mrs. Rustow.
Chapter 6
Henry pulled his car into the driveway at Gloria’s house on the top of the hill and walked in the door. Fred Knoxville’s car was nowhere to be seen, so the Knoxville’s must have already come by. As he opened the door, the smell of cookies hit his nose and he stopped in his tracks to breathe in deeply and enjoy the memories that came flooding back of his mother’s kitchen in Milwaukee many years ago.
“Gloria, I’m home.” He said as he started looking for the evidence of that wonderful odor.
“Hi honey, I’ll be right out. There’s a bowl on the kitchen counter, help yourself to a cookie, but don’t eat too many because we’re going to have dinner soon.” He heard her say from the back of the house.
Henry found the bowl at the same time that he heard Gloria tell him where it was. He selected one with more chocolate chips than cookie dough and popped it into his mouth. He reached for the refrigerator door and got out the milk as Gloria walked into the kitchen.
“Henry, they offered me one point two million dollars for the house. I told them about the appraiser and they agreed that it would be the fairest way to go but Fred thinks the appraisal will come in pretty close to that. I’m excited! Fortunately, we don’t need the money, but we can sure go on a nice honeymoon. How do you feel about touring through Europe with me?” Gloria threw her arms around him and nearly knocked over the carton of milk.
“Europe? I’ve never been to Europe, which countries are you thinking about? All of them?”
“I don’t know, not all of them. But a glass of wine at the Café de la Paix in Paris sounds good, or maybe coffee in Vienna, or a beer in Munich, or perhaps tea in London. We could take a month to look around, no need to do the ‘if it’s Tuesday this must be Belgium’ kind of thing.”
“I remember that movie; the tour bus went around so fast that they didn’t know where they were on what day.”
“Yeah, I don’t want to do that kind of thing either. Maybe we could create our own tour. Gloria, I had not even thought of a honeymoon, I was just excited that we were going to get married. Think of it, a couple of months from now, we will be on our way to Europe. We could leave the day after Christmas. Where would you like to spend New Year’s Eve?”
“Paris, definitely Paris. The city of lights, I think it will be very romantic. Is that ok with you?”
“Sounds great to me, we’ll need to find a nice place to stay. I know we can afford the Ritz, but I’m not sure that I’ll be comfortable at some place that fancy.”
“Henry, let’s do this. Since my daughter Samantha and I are arranging the wedding, you arrange our trip. Book everything, make all the reservations, you take care of it and surprise me. Let’s plan to be gone for six or eight weeks. How much do you think we should budget?”
“Six or eight weeks? Mmm, that could be expensive. How about if we budget ten percent of the house’s sale price? That should be more than enough to guarantee us a really good time.” Henry figured that he would have a lot of work to do with logistics for airplane tickets, hotel reservations, and pocket money. Perhaps they could make the time to look up some of the international colleagues he had met in the various criminology training classes he took throughout his career.
He remembered that one of the lecturers in a drug enforcement class he attended was from Amsterdam, Hans Brummer wasn’t it? He’d have to look up his last name to make sure. He probably had his email address in his file. Perhaps they could meet up with him; it would be fun to get some of the culture from a local. Also Ian Smidely-Jones, the guy from Interpol he met in Washington D.C., he wondered if he was still working in London.
“Ten percent? Ten percent of the sales price of the house? I hope that’s going to be enough. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to stay at the Ritz or anything either, well maybe one night. But I think it would be fun to see everything. Well, not everything, but you know what I mean, I want to see a lot of stuff that I’ve only seen in the movies. The Tower Bridge, the Louvre, the windmills, the Vienna Opera House, I want to see those things.”
Henry was smiling as he finally got a chance to pour a glass of milk for himself as Gloria let go of her embrace. “I’d better pour my milk before it curdles right here. You know, the weather will not be that great in Europe in January. You won’t be sitting on a terrace anywhere having wine. You’ll be huddled in somewhere trying to keep warm and dry.”
“That’s true, I hadn’t considered that. But hey, I don’t care. The museums will be open, the Eiffel Tower will not be busy and any huddling for warmth I have to do will be with my husband. What else could a girl want?” Gloria smiled at Henry and he swore that this time not only her whole face lit up, her whole body was smiling.
“I hate to bring you back off your little cloud, but in the meantime we need to make sure that the sale of this house goes through without complications.”
“And we have a murder to solve as well.”
Henry laughed. “Yes, you’re right we do have a murder to solve. This time I think we would leave it to the true professionals, Sheriff Rustow seems to be well on his way, I don’t think we need to help him all that much.”
Gloria looked disappointed. “I was kind of looking forward to interviewing a bunch of actors. That seems like fun.”
“He did ask me to join him on Monday. I told him we were busy tomorrow, you still want to go on that picnic?”
“Yes, but it’s not going to take all day, so we might have time to interview some people. Now that it’s the start of October, our Indian summer will be winding down and will start to get cool up here at this elevation real soon. I thought we’d take advantage of the weather and go back to Pinecrest Lake, that’s where you and I first went for that walk last May.”
“That’s that little alpine lake surrounded by mountains about a half hour from here right?”
“Yes, you remember.”
“How could I forget? That was the first time that I saw you without your waitress uniform in regular street clothes, I realized then that you are a beautiful woman.”
“You mean I didn’t look beautiful in my waitress uniform?” Gloria smiled.
“No, that’s not what I meant at all. I meant that that’s when I saw you as a woman, not a waitress. Do you know what I mean?”
“Yes honey, I know exactly what you mean, I was just razzing you a little bit.”
“I was catching on to that. So we’ll do the picnic tomorrow and then Monday we can help out Bill. Maybe I’ll tell him to just give us a list of people he wants us to talk with. We did pretty well when we went and talked with Cherie Gregory last time, when we were looking for the tramway killer. I think we make a pretty good team, don’t you?”
“Henry Wright, I think we make an excellent team. Why don’t you call Rustow and see if he’ll agree to our way of doing this.”
The next morning brought the first clouds of the fall season. Gloria dug a sweatshirt out of one of the boxes that she already packed and Henry found a sweater in his suitcase. The lake was a few thousand feet higher than the house and they expected it to be quite a bit cooler. Gloria put together a wonderful lunch in their ice chest and Henry selected a bottle of Ironstone Vineyards white wine from the refrigerator. They decided to take her red four wheel drive pickup truck but Gloria asked Henry to drive.
He headed through town and took the turn to bypass the traffic on Washington Street that Rustow told Henry about yesterday. Gloria looked over at him when he came down Greeley Road past the hospital and she was full of pride. She was happy that Henry knew his way around the way that he did. They headed up state highway one-oh-eight past the restaurant where she used to work and where they met earlier in the year. After a thirty minute drive, they arrived at the lake.
Henry parked the truck and he carried the ice chest to the spot near the dam where what seemed like a life time ago he had put his arm around her for the first time. It was a good thing that they had brought heavier clothing; the air was cool and clean. Henry reminded Gloria of their trip to the top of the Palm Springs tramway in July, the air up there had been cool, crisp with the same odor of pine trees as well.
They enjoyed their leisurely lunch and after finishing the bottle of wine and cleaning up, decided to go for a short walk. They put the ice chest back in the truck and headed for the trail that circled the lake. They held hands as they walked along the shoreline enjoying the smell of the pines, listening to the water lap at the shore and watching the fisherman in a small metal boat in the middle of the lake attempt to outsmart the fish.
“You know Henry; I had an idea about selling the house.”
“Are you having second thoughts? Do you want to hold on to it? We really don’t need to sell the house, but maybe we should scale back our honeymoon a bit.”
“No, no, I definitely want to sell, but I was thinking that we could buy another, smaller home with less property here in Tuolumne County.”
“Hmmm, that sounds like a good idea, I do like it here and even though I really like the desert heat in Palm Springs, it would be nice to have a getaway in a cooler climate.”
“I agree, plus do you remember my friend from the restaurant, Annie?”
“Annie? Sure, I remember, she was the one that had the affair with the creep from the fitness center.”
“Yes, we all make mistakes, and for Annie that was certainly a doozy. Anyway, Annie called yesterday while you were with the Sheriff and her landlord is evicting her, he said that he is moving some family member into her apartment. She is having a hard time finding a place to live, you know she has that cat and all, and she wanted to know if she could stay with me for a few weeks. She didn’t know that we were planning on selling the house.” Gloria had stopped walking and was looking at Henry holding both of his hands.
“I see where you’re going. We’ll sell your house for the one point two mil, we can buy something very nice for a quarter of that, and she can become our caretaker.”
“Henry, I love you, you know that?”
“I know that sweetie, I love you too. It’s perfect really, Charles can look after our house on Mel Avenue while we’re here, and Annie can look after our house in Sonora when we’re in Palm Springs.”
“Henry, that’s exactly what I thought about.”
“You know, the other day when I asked if you were sure if you wanted to sell and move with me, I kind of wished that you had changed your mind. I like this area and enjoy coming up here, not just because you’re here. There’s something about the mountains and the seasons I have really grown to enjoy. Your solution is actually much better. We’ll sell your big house, use some of the money to go on a honeymoon and we’ll still have a place to come and enjoy. I wonder if Knoxville will be able to find something that we like.”
“I’m sure he’ll be able to find us something that we’ll like. Won’t he be surprised when we tell him that in addition to selling our place he’ll need to help us buy a place as well?”
“Let’s call him this afternoon when we get back, he can start looking around first thing Monday morning. In the meantime, let’s give Bill Rustow a hand solving this murder.”
“Ok, Knoxville can work on getting us a list of places to look at, let’s give him some idea of what we’re looking for. In the meantime, we can start interviewing suspects. Who do you want to start with?” Gloria dropped his other hand and they started walking again.
“Well, you know that normally I like to build a profile of the victim. The other day when Bill Rustow and I were having lunch, Bishop’s wife interrupted us – quite rudely – I might add. I thought maybe you and I could talk with her. You have a way of getting more information from a woman than I do. Then, I hope that she’ll direct us to others that we can interview. Rustow can continue talking with the actors and people at the theatre, we’ll build a background on the victim.”
“Sounds good honey, I sure enjoy working with you on this stuff. I think that maybe I can talk with the doctor’s wife as well; she seemed to know all the scuttlebutt about Bishop.”
“Normally, I work without notes, but I do like to make lists. Let’s make a list of all the people that we think we might want to talk to about Bishop.”
“That sounds good. I want you to make another list as well. I want us to decide what we want in our new house here; it will make it a lot easier for Fred Knoxville to find something suitable for us, that way we don’t have to look at twenty different homes before we find something that we like.”
They reached the end of the trail and turned around and headed back for the car. They didn’t speak, just walked silently holding hands. Henry was very satisfied with Gloria’s decision; he had come to like Sonora, and was looking forward to spending the hottest part of the summers here.
He wondered if they could find something similar to his house on Mel Avenue in Palm Springs. Similar, but very different, he hoped for something with two master suites, that was an ideal setup if someone else was going to be living in your house, he thought. Well, actually, it was their house too, so definitely a place with two separate quarters. Maybe a two story house would be ideal, or something with an in-law unit.
Why would Bishop have that little high security device? What kind of web site was he accessing? What was the owner of a theater hiding? He really had to keep his mind from wandering like this. Well, at least they were back at the car, they could start making a list on his yellow writing pads when they got back to Gloria’s.
Chapter 7
Henry woke up first the next morning, quietly walked into the living room and closed the door that led to the deck. The house had been warm last night and they left doors and windows open to cool it off. There was obviously a forest fire somewhere in Tuolumne County and the cool morning air was filled with the smell of wood smoke.
He made a pot of coffee and sat down at the table in the dining room to make a list of all the things he wanted in a house in the Sierra Nevada foothills. So far, the only thing he thought of and had written down was that the house had to have two master suites as he pictured yesterday during their hike. The coffeemaker made several spurting noises as it heated the last of the water and filled the filter basket as the smell of fresh coffee overtook the smoke odor.
The Lawrence Bishop killing kept creeping into his head, just as it had yesterday afternoon during their hike at Pinecrest Lake, and he couldn’t concentrate on the list of home preferences for the realtor. He flipped the sheet of paper under the pad and started writing on the blank sheet. Bishop, security fob, Mrs. Bishop, finances, private office, computer records, car, Bishop’s friends, business associates, bank accounts.
He tapped his pen on the words ‘security fob’ and kept thinking about why Bishop would have that thing. He’d have to ask Lucy Bishop about it, he wondered if Bishop was the one to keep the company’s books or if she had a hand in them as well. Other than gaining Internet access to some kind of financial institution, he couldn’t think of a reason for having one of those tokens. He supposed he could contact the major banks to see which ones required tokens of the sort that were found in Bishop’s desk, but there were a lot of banks, and he didn’t even know if it was a bank that issued it, there were no markings on the token to show who owned it.
He’d probably have to wait until Deputy Dutton finished analyzing Bishop’s computer to see if he could find some correlation. He made a note next to the words ‘security fob’ on his paper to call Dutton first thing Monday morning. He looked at ‘finances’ on his paper, he thought of going back to the theater to look through Bishop’s files to find his bank statements. Or maybe he could save himself a trip to the theater by talking to Mrs. Bishop to find out who their bank was, he could probably have Bill Rustow subpoena the theater’s records, perhaps the bank manager could shed some light on the security fob.
“Good morning honey.” Gloria walked into the great room rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Henry recalled seeing her months ago when he was first here just like this in her robe, her little slippers and her short hair mussed up from her pillow. He thought then that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and he thought that now as well.
“Hi sweetie, are you ready for coffee?”
“Sounds great. You’re working on a list, let me guess, you’re writing down all the people that we need to talk with in order to figure out who killed Bishop, am I right?”
“Well sort of.” Henry said as he flipped the paper back over to his list of preferences in a new house. “I was actually working on a list of things I would like in a new house.”
“Henry Wright, there’s only one thing on that list, you wrote P-O-O-L. Come on, you were making a list of things to consider for the murder weren’t you? Honestly, I’ve been thinking about it most of the time myself. It was the last thing I thought about last night and the first thing I thought of when I woke up this morning.”
“Hey, I thought you once told me that I was the first thing you thought of in the morning.” Henry smiled, as he flipped the paper back to the investigation list he was working on. “You’re right; I was making a list of all the things I want us to consider if we’re going to help out Rustow.”
“Henry, you’re all I ever think about. But I couldn’t help but wonder about why someone would want to kill Bishop. I doubt that Mrs. Shoreman’s allegations of white slavery are true. You told me a long time ago that people are murdered for sex, greed or jealousy. If Mrs. Shoreman is right, it is the first, if your theory of the security fob from a bank is correct, it has to be the money. I’ve seen Lawrence Bishop, before he died that is, I’m betting he was killed for his money.”
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