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Chapter 1
Why is it that the sun always finds the crack in the curtains? I roll over and pull the sheet over my head, but it’s too late. I might as well get up; I’m certainly not going to get any more sleep this morning. I sit up on the edge of my bed; my right foot can’t find its corresponding slipper. I look over the side at the floor but I don’t see it either. Reaching over to the nightstand, I find my glasses, ah, there’s my slipper.
After stopping in the bathroom, I pad over to the kitchen with Pierre, my little toy poodle dancing around my feet. He isn’t going to let me make my coffee until after I fill the dish with his breakfast. I reach down and scratch him between his ears, but all he wants are his kibbles and he doesn’t pay any attention to my affectionate pats. Seeing him attack his dry dog food reminds me that my own stomach is rumbling.
Coffee first, then I’ll check the refrigerator to see if there is anything to eat. With Henry out of town, the refrigerator tends to be a lot more empty than usual. I find it hard to cook for myself, and lately even dinner in front of the television consists of breakfast cereal. At this point, even the milk is almost gone and I really have to get to the store.
The freezer yields a box containing a muffin with a Jimmy Dean sausage and what appears to be scrambled egg from the picture on the outside. I look on all sides of the box for an expiration date, not spotting one I toss it back into the freezer. Sorry, Jimmy. Not that I’m a flake or anything mind you, normally I love to cook and those that eat what I make tell me I’m pretty good at it. But I’ve been pretty busy the past couple of weeks, and as I said Henry, my housemate, is gone, so between coming home late and being by myself, eating had become a biological thing, not the social event that it normally is.
Perhaps I’m being rude here, I should introduce myself. I’m Charles Knightly the third. Yes, that is a Roman numeral, and please don’t call me Chuck. When I was a kid my family called me Trey, short for the third, but I outgrew that. I always felt sorry for my father; he was Charles Knightly Junior and people still called him Junior even when he couldn’t get out of his wheelchair any longer.
Pierre and I live in this house on Mel Avenue in Palm Springs. The Henry that I keep talking about is Henry Wright, more about him in a minute. This is actually Henry’s house, Pierre and I are lucky enough to live here with him. The house was built in the nineteen-fifties, making this a mid-century, in Palm Springs real estate parlance.
Like most houses in this part of the city, it is a large place, with four bedrooms and four bathrooms. The place is built in the shape of a large U, with the front door and common rooms in the middle. Henry has one wing of the U, with a master suite at the end, and he converted the other bedroom on that side into an office. My wing of the house also has two bedrooms, the second master bedroom that I use and the house’s guest room.
All of these rooms have their own French doors that lead to the inner courtyard. That is actually where we spend most of our time - except in the hottest part of the summer. Our desert climate lends itself to outdoor living and with the pool, the cabana, and the tropical plants; this inner oasis is a perfect sanctuary from all but the hottest days. Pierre and I were pretty lucky to meet Henry, living here has been a dream come true. I’ll get to Henry in just another second, let me finish telling you about me.
I’ve been coming to Palm Springs for vacations since the late seventies, yeah, nearly thirty or so years ago, back when it wasn’t very popular with most people, except Gerald Ford. He was president for a while, remember? My partner, Jonathan, and I knew this little hotel on Palm Canyon Drive where the owners were discrete and didn’t mind guests with our lifestyle. Oh, I guess I didn’t mention that I was gay did I? I am, get over it. Henry isn’t, just so that we set that straight, if you’ll pardon the pun.
So anyway, passing over the unpleasant part, I took a leave from my position as high school history teacher in San Francisco to take care of Jonathan as he was dying. You guessed it, AIDS. Terrible way to go, I don’t know how my tests have remained negative, that’s the way it goes I suppose.
Anyway, fast forward and Jonathan has passed away and I don’t want to go back to work so I took early retirement, I mean, I was sixty-two at that time, so it wasn’t that early. I moved down here to Palm Springs and stayed at a little place on Racquet Club Drive that’s owned by a friend, but he doesn’t want pets. Seems like no place in Palm Springs wants pets, and I suppose I could have bought a house, but I’m not really cut out to be the homeowner type.
I met Henry at the Senior Center when I beat him at billiards. Actually, the Henry I met then is not the Henry that lives here now. I know, I’m being mysterious, but let me finish this bit, and then I’ll tell you all about Henry. So these days I still go to the Senior Center, Henry and I still play the occasional game of pool there. Sometimes he wins, sometimes I win.
I volunteer at the Hospice here in town, it’s a depressing place, and people go there to die, so I balance it with the Senior Center which is a happy place. I have some friends in town, no special friends, but I do enjoy the occasional companionship of my old buddy Jeremy who lives over in the condos by the Mesquite Creek Golf Course. It’s not anything serious, but we enjoy dinner together and late evening talks.
I’ve bored you with my story; let me finally tell you about Henry. He was a police chief in a little town called Eagle River in northern Wisconsin for almost thirty years. Henry was about to retire from the force when he and his wife, Irma, flew to Las Vegas to shop for a home where they could spend their retirement. Henry told me that he was tired of the snow and determined never to shovel another driveway.
So they land in Vegas and have just checked into one of the hotels and Irma doesn’t feel good, something she ate apparently, and goes upstairs back to their room to lie down for a while. Henry throws several rolls of quarters into some slot machines and heads up to their room after an hour to see how Irma is feeling. She doesn’t respond when he walks in and he finds her dead on the bathroom floor. He told me that the medical examiner told him later that she had a massive stroke and never felt a thing. Poor thing was dead before she hit the floor, the doctor told him.
The next three months are terrible for Henry. He flew back to Wisconsin with Irma’s body in a casket in the cargo hold of the plane and an empty seat next to him. He hardly even remembers his retirement ceremony; he said he was living in a fog at the time. His daughter, Claire, was lobbying for him to stay in Eagle River; she lives in Chicago with her husband which is only a six hour drive away. He can’t bear the thought of living in the house that he lived in with Irma all of these years and decides that he has to move.
He’s not sure where to go. His list grows short, because he eliminates Las Vegas from the list as well; his memories of Irma’s terrible death there are too strong. The other cities on the list that he and Irma made were Phoenix in Arizona and right here in Palm Springs. The deal is sealed when Wayne Johnson, a former classmate in some FBI class they took together twenty years before, called Henry and invited him to come here and spend some time to clear his head and figure out what to do next. Henry stayed with Wayne and his wife Elliot in Indio for a few weeks and then bought the house here on Mel Avenue.
Now I mentioned a little bit ago that the Henry that I met at the Senior Center is not the Henry that lives here now. Let me explain that. I moved in with Henry shortly after he bought this house. Henry had no social life outside the Senior Center. I mean, he woke up with the sun, swam laps in the pool every morning for about an hour for exercise, had breakfast with Wayne on Thursday mornings, and other than the occasional game of pool, he saw no one, didn’t go out with anyone and basically kept to himself.
That’s kind of odd behavior isn’t it? He’s an attractive guy, I mean, I’m not attracted to him, but he’s a good looking guy. Probably about six feet one, maybe one hundred eighty pounds, and since he’s been swimming, he’s in very good shape and looks it. He keeps his hair in a buzz cut; I think that’s what makes him look like an ex-police chief, though he also has this way of sizing everyone up that reminds you of a cop. He’s the kind of guy that walks into a bar and knows instantly if there’s going to be trouble or not. Not that he frequents bars, though he does like a good glass of wine.
So we’re living here in this wonderful house together, Henry spends a lot of time in his office on the Internet. He has this part-time consulting job helping the FBI profiling center, but his specialty is profiling victims, not criminals. Apparently he figures out why someone would want to kill that person and that way they track it to the killer. He explained it to me once, it’s more than just finding the motive, it’s about building a whole personality profile of the victim. I’m not sure I understand it completely but apparently he’s very good at it and the Feds – that’s what he calls them – send him the most difficult cases, the ones that they have trouble with.
Anyway, a little more than six months ago, during one of their regular breakfasts, Wayne asked him for help in solving the murder of a real estate agent right here in Palm Springs. In fact, the guy got himself killed just a couple of blocks from here. It was kind of creepy, the murder victim actually knocked on the door here when Henry was out several weeks before he got himself killed. Told me he had a buyer for the house if I was interested in selling. I told him we weren’t. Excuse me a second, let me pour myself a cup of coffee, my throat is getting a little dry from all of this talking.
Of course, Henry solved the case, but not before meeting a woman who snapped him out of the anti-social coma he was in. He actually went out to dinner with her and even though their relationship didn’t work out – that’s a separate story in itself – she did manage to wake him up from his Sleeping Beauty sleep. I mean, she really affected him and he even ends up taking his wedding ring off. You know, back when all this took place, it was three years after Irma’s passing, and he became the Henry that he is now.
Then, shortly after he solves the case of the dead real estate agent here, he goes to Northern California to help out an ex-colleague, a County Sheriff. Apparently there was a gold miner that was entombed in his own mine and the Sheriff thinks its murder. The Sheriff is short staffed and calls Henry to help him out. Henry meets a woman while he is there, Gloria, I can tell you about her in a second, and they end up falling in love. Well, they didn’t fall in love then, they fell into heavy like at that point. Very sweet, don’t you think?
Henry, being good at what he does, solves the case up there as well, apparently saves the Sheriff’s life in the process and comes home to Palm Springs. He and his new lady friend Gloria have agreed that she’s going to come and visit him here in Palm Springs for a couple of days. She had plans to visit her daughter, who is a professor at the University of Redlands about an hour away from here.
Before her visit, I helped him get the guest room ready, she ends up sleeping in there one night and she stays for two months. Yep, moved right in. Not planned or anything it just kind of happens. Don’t get me wrong, she’s beautiful, an absolute sweetheart and I love having her here. She’s remarkably good for Henry and these days he is a totally different person. Well, not totally, he still swims laps every morning and he still has breakfast with Wayne once a week, but she’s changed him. They’re such a cute couple, I’m really very happy for both of them.
And Henry is different in that he seems more aware of other people. Not that he is now a super sensitive guy and he wasn’t before. No, before Gloria he was like a little oblivious of his surroundings. When I first met him I didn’t know exactly what was wrong with him. I mean, he didn’t like women, but I knew he wasn’t gay either. He basically just tolerated people and I think he was kind of going through the motions. He and poor Irma were very happy in their marriage and I think her loss was just a greater shock than he could tolerate. She wasn’t sick or anything before she passed away, so he didn’t have any time to prepare for her to be gone, you know?
Speaking of preparations though, Henry and Gloria are planning a Christmas wedding, and his daughter is coming out with her husband from Chicago. We’ll put them up in the guest room. Gloria’s daughter and her boyfriend will just drive over for the day from Redlands, they won’t spend the night. Gloria has a son also, but she doesn’t talk to him very much. He’s in the Navy out on a ship somewhere; apparently they don’t have much of a relationship. There was some strain between the two of them after her husband divorced her, I don’t know all the details.
These days, Henry still helps out the FBI with the victim profiling. Most of their communication is done via the Internet, sometimes I hear him on the phone in his office. They send him a check every now and then, I think they’re pretty generous with him, the checks always require a signature when they come. He just deposits them, he doesn’t seem to spend much money. He hasn’t received a check in a while, though he’s worked a few cases. He’s also made a name for himself with all of his former colleagues around the country. He’s helped Wayne solve three murders right here in Palm Springs and then he helped his buddy Sheriff Rustow solve that dead miner case up in Sonora in Northern California.
Henry and Gloria are in Sonora right now. She left here about two months ago to get ready to move here full time. He left two weeks later to join her. They sold her house there, got quite a bit of money for it; apparently it was a real show place. They bought another one, much smaller than the old one for about one fourth of what they got for her house.
The past few weeks they’ve been busy painting and moving in. When they’re done, she’s going to move down here to Palm Springs. It will be different with the three of us living here, but they both insisted that I stay and frankly, I am happy to not move, they are wonderful people and I love both of them. I think we’ll do just fine; one of the things I love is our dinners out by the pool most evenings. Henry has really turned our little courtyard into a miniature tropical oasis.
There is a slight wrinkle I haven’t mentioned. Henry called two weeks ago and he is working on another case with Sheriff Rustow. It seems the owner of a theater up there was murdered while Henry and Gloria were attending a play. I told Henry that he was becoming like Jessica Fletcher, that woman from the television show. Wherever she went, bodies showed up. The same is happening to him.
I think they’re pretty much settled in at the new place, Henry told me that as soon as they solve the case they are coming home. I’m not sure exactly when that is, for all I know they may have tracked down the murderer by now. You’ll need to excuse me, I want to take a shower, and I really need to get to the store.
You’re still here? I wasn’t sure that there’d be anyone still around; after all, it’s been over an hour. I need to go to the store; you might as well tag along. Just listen, and let me ramble on while I go about my business. I’m going to leave Pierre asleep under the bougainvillea bush in the yard; I often leave him for a couple of hours. He’s happy; he finished his breakfast and will probably still be sleeping in the same spot when I return from the store.
I, on the other hand am on the verge of becoming really cranky now. I still haven’t eaten anything and my stomach is protesting and letting me know. I turn down Indian Canyon towards Vista Chino when I hear the squealing of tires behind me and see a big black pickup pull out of the Desert Hospital driveway in my rear view mirror. Usually people are in a hurry to get to the hospital, not leave, I’m figuring.
I turn on Vista Chino to head for Sunrise where Jensen’s, the supermarket, is located. I like shopping there, Jensen’s is kind of a gourmet market, not your average Safeway, and lately they have taken to carrying Krispy Kreme donuts in the mornings. While I normally watch what I eat, I must admit that I have discovered that I have a weakness for the little donuts and I’m sure my stomach will be satisfied with a couple of them.
Turning into the parking lot, I notice the same black pickup turning in right behind me. Why is someone following me? What did I do that would cause this guy to tail me? Wait a minute, I’ve been living with an ex-cop too long and I’m being way too paranoid. That guy has been at the hospital with an ailing relative all night, he’s hungry and he probably knows that Jensen’s has warm donuts.
As I walk into the store, I don’t give the black pickup another thought. I’m on a mission to quiet my stomach. Right in the front, near the cash register is the coffee bar; I’ll make breakfast my first stop of the morning.
My stomach satisfied, I make my rounds through the store. By the time I get back to the check stand, my cart has milk, oat bran cereal, more dog food for Pierre, some chicken for myself and three steaks to put in the freezer for when Henry and Gloria get home.
Since there are only four bags, I leave the basket in the store. Walking out, Ralph, one of the regulars that hangs out in front of Jensen’s, calls me over. Some retired guys have nothing to do, or so it seems, and Ralph is one of those. I don’t want to talk too long, I have a small container of ice cream in my bag and even though it’s October, the temperature is still in the high eighties. I really don’t want to come home with Ben and Jerry’s soup. I exchange a few pleasantries with Ralph, ask him how his wife is doing and make an excuse to get home and get my ice cream in the freezer.
A car stops for me so that I can cross the parking lot; people are like that here in the desert. As I make my way to my Explorer, something swerves around the stopped car with a squeal of tires.
I remember something big and black; I remember flying through the air with my groceries virtually exploding out of their plastic bags; I remember landing on the pavement on my back; I even remember Ralph yelling my name, but I don’t remember anything but blackness after that.
Chapter 2
“You know, we’ve been here three times now and I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of it.” Henry Wright pushed his chair back from the table and looked around. Indeed, their surroundings, the dining room of the Ahwahnee Hotel in Yosemite Valley, were magnificent. High ceilings, open beams, windows that were fifteen, maybe twenty feet tall to let in the incomparable views, certainly made for a dramatic lunch spot.
“Remember the first time we came here?” Gloria McCann, sitting across the table from Henry reached her hand across to hold his.
“Yes, I certainly do. It seems like a long time ago, but it was really only last May. A lot has happened in those five months. Sometimes it amazes me when I think back. If someone had told me a year ago that I’d be having lunch with my fiancée today and planning our wedding, I’d have wondered what planet they were coming from.”
“Me too honey, after my mother died and left me the house, I was content working at the restaurant, volunteering at the library and I was looking forward to being a grandmother some day. I certainly didn’t think that at my age I’d be getting married again.” Gloria squeezed Henry’s hand.
“Your age? May I remind you that you are at least six years younger than I am? Although I must say, I don’t feel sixty-one; I think I’m in better shape these days than I was when I was thirty-one.”
“You certainly don’t look sixty-one, you handsome devil. You‘re very fit, but I don’t believe you’ve ever been out of shape a day in your life. Not at thirty-one, not at sixty-one. Come on, let’s pay the bill and blow this place. I want to take you home.” Gloria got up from the table and stretched. She didn’t look her age either. Her black hair was cut in a short contemporary style and her sweater and jeans accented her womanly curves. Her dark eyes had a sparkle and were full of life. Henry loved the friendly lines she had around her eyes and when she smiled, her entire face lit up.
“You got it, but I thought you wanted to take that little hike to the bottom of Yosemite Falls?”
“True, I do. But you know, this time of the year, the rains haven’t started yet and the falls have dried up, there really won’t be much to see. Let’s drive to the store, buy a postcard, walk to the post office, mail it to Charles and then drive home. That should be enough hiking for today.”
“Hiking from the store to the post office along the asphalt path isn’t very much of a hike. It’s a good thing that I swam my laps this morning. That fit physique of mine that you’ve been admiring wouldn’t last long if all I did was walk to the post office from the store. You know, I was hoping that our new house in Sonora would have a pool like we have in Palm Springs, I knew it was going to be difficult to get that so Fred Knoxville suggestion for the pool worked out really well.”
“Fred turned out to be a really good realtor, and I hope that we can remain friends with he and his wife, Jeanne. You have to admit that our new house is perfect for what we need.”
“It is, especially with that endless pool we had installed, that was a great idea. I think it is really neat that I can swim laps against the water current and I don’t ever have to make any turns. With the cover, I could even swim if it is raining.”
“You could even swim if it is snowing out.”
“Gloria, with all the snow that I have seen in Wisconsin, I don’t plan on being in Sonora during the snow months. No, we’re going to spend the winter in Palm Springs; I don’t ever want to shovel another driveway as long as I live. I’m sure Annie will take care of the pool during the winter.”
“She will, you know she is so appreciative that we gave her a place to live. She’s going to take excellent care of the house, and with her cat, Rascal, we’ll never have a gopher problem.”
“Come on beautiful, let’s get out of here and get that postcard off to Charles.” Henry left cash on the table that was more than enough for their lunch and a generous tip for their waiter. His daughter, Claire, worked as a waitress while she was going to college and Henry knew how much these kids depended on their tips.
The short drive from the hotel to the store took less than five minutes. This time of year, most of the tourists were gone and there were a few campers and some die hard rock climbers trying to scale one of the National Park’s famous granite monoliths before the snow started. There was no problem finding a parking spot behind the Village Store, something that would have been nearly impossible just a month or two ago.
Henry and Gloria held hands as they walked into the store and picked out several postcards showing the National Park’s beautiful scenery. Their walk to the Post Office from the store could hardly be considered a hike even in the broadest sense.
“How much for a postcard stamp, do you know?” Henry asked, standing in front of the vending machine digging into his pocket for change.
“I know it’s less than an envelope, but I don’t know. There’s a rate sheet here on the wall, let me have a look.” Gloria studied a large yellow poster that was taped to the wall next to a row of post office boxes.
“I think I’ll just buy some regular stamps, that way it’ll get there for sure.”
“Good idea, I can tell that this was put together by the postal service, from reading this, I can’t tell what you need. You know, they get a lot of tourists in here, how does someone from Germany figure out how to send a postcard home to the folks?”
“I don’t know sweetie, I think it’s a government plot to get more money from us without calling them taxes.”
“Funny, did you address your postcard yet?”
“Well, now that I have a stamp, I was about to do that. They have pens attached to chains here. It’s kind of odd writing your own address on a card, I don’t do that very often.” Henry was bent over the table addressing Charles’ card.
“I know. But let’s do it and go home, we have things to do there, remember.”
“You are a demanding woman, aren’t you? You know, I kind of like it. Ok, let’s throw this into the slot and we’re out of here.”
The drive out of the valley along the Merced River was beautiful and at a parking space in a bend in the river they agreed that it was worth stopping and taking a few pictures, regardless of they wanted to do when they got home.
Continuing on their way Henry shifted his big Mercury Marquis into a lower gear as the road climbed out of the valley. The serpentine road cleared the last of the tunnels when Henry’s cell phone started beeping. He pulled it out of his pocket and saw that his message waiting light was on and he had received a call while they were down in the deep valley. He tried calling but amongst all the granite and the trees, the coverage was spotty and he gave up.
“Who could it be?” Gloria asked looking over at Henry’s puzzled face.
“I don’t know, not that many people have my number. You, of course, Claire, Charles, Wayne and Bill Rustow, and that’s about everyone. It’s got to be one of them. Since we helped Rustow solve that murder, it can’t be him, as soon as the coverage is better, I’ll try again.”
“I wonder if everything is ok at home.” Gloria furrowed her brow.
“Mel Avenue? What could possibly be wrong? Charles is used to being home alone; even if there was a water leak or something like that he would just call the plumber. I’ll bet it’s Claire, I hope she’s ok. I think I remember her telling me that she had a doctor’s appointment coming up, I wonder if she’s finally going to make me a grandfather.”
“Claire, pregnant? No, I don’t think so. She may have been to the doctor, but she’s not going to have a baby, at least not now.”
“How do you know? Are you holding out on me?” Henry knew that Gloria and Claire had built up quite a good relationship over the past few months. The two had not had a chance to meet, but they had spent a lot of time on the phone together.
“No, it’s not anything she told me. I just know. If Samantha or Claire were pregnant, I would feel it in my bones. Maybe Wayne needs your help again?”
“You’re probably right. We’re about ready to go home anyway, right?” Henry looked over at her quickly, but had to keep his eyes on the winding road.
“Well, we talked about leaving at the end of this week - that still sounds good. You know, it’s kind of exciting to go back to Palm Springs, this time it will be for keeps.” Gloria looked at him and smiled with that smile that lit up her entire face.
“Until the next time that we come here. But I know what you mean; from now on we’ll be together in our two homes. You know, your idea of buying another house here after you sold the mansion your mother left you was a great idea. It worked out really well to have Annie move in, this way while we’re at the house on Mel Avenue, she can take care of everything here.”
“That house wasn’t a mansion, sure it was big, but I think it was the location that got us all that money. You’re right though, it works out perfectly, just as Charles takes care of the house in Palm Springs while we’re in Sonora. Speaking of which, I bet the messages on your phone are about a water problem. I thought I heard the water heater banging when I did the laundry before I left.” Gloria looked over at Henry who checked his phone again; the coverage showed that it was still too spotty to retrieve his message. They drove on in silence for a few minutes with Henry concentrating on the road.
“Sweetie, you know that restroom building right near the park entrance?” He said in a straight stretch.
“Good idea honey, I think I had too much iced tea at lunchtime. You’re so considerate, that’s one of the things that I love about you.” Gloria smiled at Henry and squeezed his hand. Henry didn’t look at her, but smiled and then furrowed his brow. “Henry, what are you thinking?” She asked.
“Actually I wasn’t thinking about all the iced tea that you had at lunchtime. I was thinking that I remember seeing a pay phone on the wall at the restroom building. I could call and get my messages from that phone.” He smiled over at Gloria who started laughing.
“I appreciate your honesty and I think that is perfect, it works out well for both of us. Sure, stop and get your message while I pee. Somehow I think we’ll both be relieved afterwards.”
As the cars in front of them started slowing for the park’s entrance and exit gate, Henry pulled off the road and into the rest stop’s parking lot. He used his calling card to get the message from his cell phone while Gloria was inside the building.
Getting back in the Mercury and buckling her seat belt she asked Henry. “Well?”
“There are three messages from Wayne. He said it was urgent, but he didn’t say why.”
“Did you talk to him?”
“No, I just called to get the messages. I didn’t actually call and talk to Wayne.”
“Henry, stop the car and go back and call Wayne right now. If he called three times while we were out of range, there must be something extremely urgent. I don’t think this is about the water heater.”
“Ok, you stay here, I’ll be right back.”
Gloria stayed in the car and watched Henry jog back to the phone. Men, she thought, sometimes they’re on a mission. Like Henry just now, he set out to get the messages off his phone and when he did, he was done. A woman’s curiosity would have got the better of her while standing at the pay phone. She was sure that Henry would have been ok with waiting until they got back to the house before he called Wayne Johnson to find out what was going on.
Henry had a lot of police colleagues throughout the country, probably even the world, but Wayne was one of his oldest cop friends. Wayne and his wife Elliot were the ones responsible for Henry moving to Palm Springs, having invited him to stay with them for a few weeks after his wife died. Wayne was not retired, like Henry; he was still very much working every day as a captain of the detective squad in the Palm Springs police Department.
She thought back to the first time she was at Wayne and Elliot Johnson’s beautiful home in Indio during the Fourth of July holiday. She remembered not only the Johnson’s hospitality, acceptance and warmth, but also the beautiful view of the Coachella Valley desert communities from their golf course home. She and Henry stood on the patio with their arms around one another while the fireworks celebrated the country’s birthday and their new relationship.
Gloria came down to visit Henry for a couple of days after seeing her daughter in Redlands. She certainly hadn’t intended on staying for two months, and she wasn’t sure that she intended on falling in love with Henry Wright. But she had, there was no doubt about that. When he left Sonora that May after helping the Sheriff solve the entombed miner case, she knew that Henry had a special place in her heart.
Now she was planning a Christmas wedding. She quietly shook her head. Certainly she’d have never thought that she’d be marrying a cop. Well, a retired chief of police, not just your average street cop. Her life now seemed more vibrant, like she was truly living, not just existing day by day. She smiled to herself; everything was good with her world.
She was brought out of her reflective moment by Henry who had hung up the phone and was running back to the car; one look at his face told her that there was bad news.
“What’s wrong honey? What happened?” She asked.
“We need to get home to Palm Springs right now. How soon can you get everything packed and be ready?” Henry literally jumped into the car, buckled his seat belt and started it with the practiced motions of a police officer responding to a call before finishing his sentence.
“Um, I think I can be ready in an hour. I’ve pretty much set aside everything I want to bring, all we have to do is load up my truck. Remember we were going to bring both cars back. Tell me what happened.”
“It’s Charles, he’s hurt bad. Wayne said he is in a coma at Desert Hospital, they don’t know if he’ll pull through or not.”
“Oh my gosh. Oh no. What happened? Did he fall of a ladder? Did he get in a car accident?”
“Wayne said it was a hit and run, it happened this morning while we were sitting down for lunch at the Ahwahnee. He said Charles was shopping at Jensen’s and he got hit in the parking lot.”
“Hit in the parking lot? That means that the car couldn’t have been going that fast. Wayne said he was in a coma? Henry, I can be ready to go in thirty minutes when we get back to Sonora.”
“Wayne is checking it out personally, it may have been intentional. There are a couple of witnesses, but they’re not sure what they saw. You know, there are always a bunch of old guys hanging around in front of Jensen’s drinking coffee, I don’t know that I’d trust their eyesight to be reliable witnesses to an accident.”
“Henry, Charles has to pull through. Let’s hurry back; I can sit with him in the hospital, you help Wayne figure out what is going on.”
Chapter 3
Henry and Gloria were on their way south barely an hour after arriving back in Sonora. They had not spoken much on the way back from Yosemite. Henry drove the mountain road back aggressively, staying within a few miles of the speed limit. His high speed driving experience and training never put them in any danger, but several of the turns he took at speeds Gloria would not have considered safe if she had been driving.
Gloria noticed that Henry had been in policeman mode since getting off the phone with Wayne. She was comfortable with the silence, she knew that he was thinking about what happened to one of his best friends and that he needed time to think.
They parked Gloria’s four wheel drive truck in the garage, turned down the heat on Henry’s endless pool and gathered what they needed. They filled the trunk of the Mercury and headed on their way.
Now, driving south on California highway ninety-nine, they passed through Merced where the roadside scenery changed from endless shopping malls and truck stops to agricultural fields. There were orchards and vineyards on both sides of the highway, most of those with Sun-Maid Raisin signs. They’d talked about their new house but had not discussed Charles until Henry brought up what had happened.
“I feel terrible that I don’t even know who to contact about Charles’ accident.”
“What do you mean honey? Are you talking about relatives?”
“Yes, Charles and I have been living together for more than three years and only this afternoon have I realized how little I actually know about him. I feel very selfish. Before you came along, I probably didn’t care, though I don’t know, I certainly never asked him about family. After I met you, Charles and I haven’t had time to talk at all.”
“Charles has an older sister, she lives in Sacramento. He doesn’t talk with her much their relationship is pretty strained. Something happened between Charles and his brother-in-law. He and his sister exchange Christmas cards every year, that’s about it.”
Henry took his eyes off the highway, turned his head and looked at Gloria. “How do you know that? You’ve only known Charles, what, three months? Here I live with the guy for three years and I didn’t have any idea.”
“Don’t beat yourself up over it, you’re so good at getting information out of people when you work, you really are a good listener, for me as well. I think Charles is a private person, and as he puts it, you were oblivious to the world around you until you solved the case of the lecherous realtor.” Gloria patted Henry’s hand.
“Oblivious, eh? Charles said that? Did he also call it the case of the lecherous realtor? That sounds like something from a Sherlock Holmes anthology, or at least a Perry Mason episode. I must admit that after Irma died I kind of operated in a fog. I thought moving to Palm Springs brought me out of it, but I guess it was just a different level of fog.” Henry shook his head. “He has a sister in Sacramento? Who knew?”
“Charles and I had a long talk one morning out by the pool while you were working on one of the FBI profiling things in your office. We must have been out there for three hours; we went through an entire pot of coffee.” Gloria smiled at the pleasant memory of enjoying the backyard oasis and the conversation with Charles.
“Three hours? Was I in my office that long?”
“I think you tend to lose track of time when you get really focused into your work. I actually find it very attractive and sexy.”
“You do, do you? You know, at lunch you were going to take me home and…”
“Yes, I was and I still intend to. Let’s just focus on getting back to Palm Springs and seeing how Charles is doing.” Gloria moved her hand and rested it on Henry’s thigh.
“It’s just past three now, it will be eleven or midnight by the time we get there. I’m sure it will be well past visiting hours at the hospital, should we just go home?” He asked.
“Henry, you’re going to be tired after this long drive. Let’s be practical and get some sleep. Yes, let’s go straight home. We’re two blocks from the hospital; we can get there early in the morning.”
“You’re right, I just feel bad since Charles is in the hospital all alone.”
“Henry, if Wayne said he is in a coma, he won’t know he is all alone. Besides, he’s in intensive care; someone from the nurse’s staff will be there with him.”
“Ok, I still can’t help feeling like I let Charles down.” Henry turned on the cruise control and settled back in the Mercury’s big seat for the long drive home.
They stopped at the bottom of the Grapevine, the part of the Interstate that winds through the Tehachapi Pass for a bite to eat and to stretch their legs. After filling the Mercury’s gas tank, they continued south on Interstate Five.
Henry and Gloria talked about their recent adventures with Sheriff Bill Rustow in Tuolumne County as they headed east on Interstate Two-Ten.
“You know, what I find amazing is that at the same time that we were helping Rustow solve that terrible murder, we managed to sell your house, buy a new one and move.” Henry looked over at Gloria with admiration.
“Well, don’t give us too much credit. We didn’t really move until everything was over.”
“Ok, then we managed to sell and buy while we were busy with the murder case.”
“True, it’s too bad that things happened the way that they did, that is probably one of the saddest stories ever.” Gloria reached over and held Henry’s hand.
“You know, they’re all sad. Remember young Todd Gregory when we worked on the tramway mystery? That one really got to me.” Henry said, squeezing her hand.
“Henry, in thirty years as a police chief, you probably saw a lot of sadness, how do you work through it all and remain such a nice person and not get bitter towards humanity?”
“Actually, I’ve been involved in more capital crime investigations in the past few years with Wayne Johnson and Bill Rustow, than in all my years as police chief of Eagle River. But you know, in all these cases I meet so many decent people that it’s pretty easy to get beyond the evil.”
“Aren’t you sad though that people are out there killing one another?”
“I don’t understand what drives someone to kill another human being. I mean, how mad do you have to get in order to resort to that?”
“Henry, I thought of killing my ex-husband when he retired from the Navy and told me he didn’t want to be married to me any more.”
“Seriously?”
“Well, I guess not seriously to where I thought about how to do it or anything. But I was really mad at him. He spent twenty years on ships doing his job while I raised the kids pretty much by myself. Then he retires and tells me to pack my bags. I was pretty upset.”
“That’s understandable. I have a hard time imagining you killing someone though.”
“Like I said, I never actually even got close. I was angry and felt very alone. It was a good thing that my mom asked me to move in with her. Samantha was already at the University of Redlands, though at that time she was not a professor yet. Young Dan had enlisted in the Navy and it was the perfect time for me to move to Sonora.”
“So you were never really close to killing him, really.”
“I guess not. Maybe I wished he was dead, but I wasn’t going to do anything to make it real.”
“I didn’t think so.” Henry looked over at her in the light of the car’s dashboard.
“I was scared of going to jail.”
“You know, most of the murder cases I’ve worked on, the killer is always surprised that they get caught. I don’t think they consider getting caught and going to jail before they do it.”
“I guess I’m not a killer.”
“Definitely not.”
It was eleven o’clock when they pulled into the garage on Mel Avenue. Charles’ Ford Expedition wasn’t there, a reminder of what happened to him at the grocery store that day. They found Pierre whining inside. Gloria took him in her arms and quieted him down and gave him some food and water. Henry reconsidered heading over to the hospital but Gloria talked him out of it. She suggested they call over to see if there was any change in his condition, there would be plenty of time to head over in the morning. Even though the hospital was only two blocks from the house, Henry had to look the number up in the book before dialing the phone.
“I’m checking on the status of one of your patients.”
“Name?” A surly hospital operator asked.
“Henry Wright.”
“Sorry, we don’t have a patient by that name.”
“Oh, the name of the patient is Charles Knightly the third.”
“Nightly, Nightly? Sorry, no Nightly listed.”
“Knightly. With a K.”
“Why didn’t you say so? Here he is. Charles Knightly, it doesn’t say anything about a third. He’s in ICU. Let me connect you to the nurse’s station.”
“Thank you.”
A different woman’s voice answered. “ICU station, can I help you?”
“Good evening, I’m checking on the status of one of your patients, Charles Knightly?”
“And you are?”
“My name is Henry Wright.”
“Our patient’s information is confidential Mr. Wright. Are you related?”
“He’s my housemate.”
“Housemate? I’m sorry, oh, housemate? You mean he lives with you? You two are –“
“Is Charles ok?”
The nurse’s tone softened. “He’s getting the best care he can get. Mr. Knightly is resting comfortably; there is no change in his condition.”
“Is he still in a coma?”
“He is unresponsive to stimuli.”
“That means yes.”
“Yes, Mr. Wright, your, your, your friend is in a coma and has sustained some serious injuries.”
“When will the doctor be back in?”
“The doctor makes his rounds at eight.”
“Fine, I’ll come in then.”
“Mr. Wright, visiting in the intensive care unit is limited to relatives. If you have a certificate that the two of you are registered with the state as domestic partners, I suggest you bring it with you.”
“I’ll probably bring something better than that. Thank you for the information.” Henry hung up the phone.
“How’s Charles?” Gloria asked picking Pierre up off the floor.
“Still in a coma, it doesn’t sound like anything has changed.”
“Can we go visit him in the morning?”
“You won’t believe this. The nurse said that visiting in ICU is limited to relatives.”
“So we can’t see him?”
“She thinks that Charles and I are lovers. She asked me to bring a certificate of domestic partnership.”
“That’s funny.”
“I guess it’s perfectly natural, this is Palm Springs.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to ask Wayne Johnson to come with us in the morning. I think a captain of detectives in the Palm Springs police force is related to everyone.”
“It’s like bringing the cavalry.”
“We’ll have to call him early in the morning. I’m tired; this has been a long day. I want to get some sleep.”
“Well I don’t care what some nurse at Desert Hospital thinks about who you sleep with, you’re coming to bed with me Henry Wright.”
“Gladly.”
Despite going to bed late and being worn out, Henry was awake early the next morning and swimming laps in the backyard pool while the sun was rising. When he helped the FBI out on the victim profiling that he did for them, he did his best thinking while getting his exercise. This time his mind was occupied by his friend Charles who was lying in a hospital bed less than a quarter of a mile away.
He did a flip turn when he reached the wall and headed the other way. Why hadn’t Charles been more careful? He’d noticed that sometimes Charles got preoccupied when they were out together. People out here in the desert always stopped for pedestrians, this time they obviously didn’t. What if it hadn’t been an accident? What if someone set out to hurt Charles? That’s preposterous. Why was he thinking that? Because he was a cop that’s why.
He was always telling Gloria that a waitress was the job she had, it wasn’t who she was. But he was a cop. It wasn’t just a job, that’s who he was. Even after being retired from the force for more than three years, he was still a cop. It was his job to be suspicious, that had become his nature as well. He wasn’t sure he liked it. Of course this accident had been an accident. Who would want to hurt a retired high school history teacher from San Francisco?
As he continued his laps he realized that other than that he didn’t really know a whole lot about Charles. He was sixty-six, currently single; he didn’t even know that he had an older sister until Gloria told him yesterday. He’d taken care of Jonathan, his partner, before he passed away of AIDS related pneumonia. Then Charles moved to Palm Springs a few weeks before Henry did. In a sense, they were both widowers; perhaps that’s why they got along so well.
His watch started beeping and after shutting it off he rolled over on his back and pushed his goggles to the top of his head. The sky was different here in the Sonoran desert than it was up in Northern California. The sun was coming up and the sky was bright orange and blue and the jet contrails were lit up like brilliant white road markers along a highway. A few years ago he’d been in one of those jets when he flew east out of Los Angeles airport to Chicago and knew that his airplane had gone directly over Mel Avenue.
He stood up and saw Gloria sitting on the side of the pool with her feet in the water sipping on a cup of coffee. As was her habit when they were alone, she had on her robe but had not bothered to tie it shut. She looked really good to Henry; he was in love and enjoying it. He could tell she had just woken up; her hair was still mussed from her pillow and her eyes seemed a bit sleepy but the smile she gave him when he looked at her lit up her whole face.
“I love watching you swim, you’re so sleek and powerful in the water.”
“Thanks, I love watching you drink coffee by the side of the pool.” Henry said pulling the goggles off.
“Really? I didn’t know that. How come you never told me?”
“Well, I just like watching you do just about everything.”
“I see. So because I happen to be sitting here drinking coffee by the pool, you love it.”
“You got it. Seriously, you are a beautiful woman.”
“Thank you. If that is true, then we are quite the couple.” She smiled down at him.
Just then the portable phone in Gloria’s robe pocket rang. Henry looked at his watch wondering who could be calling at just after seven as Gloria answered. “Hello, oh hi Wayne, we got in last night around eleven. Yes, Henry is right here, hold on.”
Henry was still standing in the pool and wiped his hand off on Gloria’s robe before taking the phone. “Good morning, you’re up early.”
“I was afraid I’d wake you up, I know you got in late last night.”
“It’s ok, I just finished swimming laps.”
“Ok, I want to talk with you about Charles’ accident.”
“Good, I want to ask you some more questions as well.” Henry climbed out of the pool and grabbed his towel off the chaise lounge.
“Have you seen him yet?”
“Not yet. I called over to the hospital last night; they told me that only relatives can visit in intensive care.”
“I think I can take care of that for you.”
“I told Gloria that I was going to bring you over there as my own personal cavalry.”
“Yes, my badge is your ticket in. Do you want to meet at the hospital, or do you want me to come over?”
“We can be at the hospital in forty-five minutes, why don’t we meet you there?”
“Sounds good, see you in a few.”
Henry pushed the off button on the phone and handed it back to Gloria. “Can you get ready in forty-five minutes?”
“Of course, I may not look good enough to go out to dinner, but I’ll be fine for going to the hospital.”
“Let’s get ready then, Wayne is meeting us there.”
Chapter 4
Not even forty-five minutes later Henry and Gloria were on the third floor of Desert Hospital. Henry was talking with a nurse at the station and not having any luck. Wayne was no where in sight and the nurse was explaining the hospital’s relatives only visiting policy to Henry.
Gloria walked back over to the elevator and pushed the down button determined to wait for Wayne in the lobby. As the doors slid open, Wayne stepped out and bumped right into Gloria.
“Oh sorry miss.” He said already looking past her to the nurse’s station.
“Wayne it’s me.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t expecting you. What are you doing here - isn’t that Henry over there at the desk?”
“They’re not letting us in to see Charles. I was on my way downstairs to wait for you. I’m glad you’re here.”
“Sorry I’m late. Let me set the nurse straight about who you are - we’ll see how Charles is doing.” Wayne walked over to the desk and pulled his gold detective shield out of his pocket and showed it to the nurse. “Please update your records to show that Henry Wright and Gloria McCann are Mr. Knightly’s relatives.
“Yes Mr. Johnson, we’ll make that update.” The nurse said with a smile as she started typing into the terminal in front of her.
“Wayne, if we’re going to keep working together, you have to get me one of those.” Henry said pointing at Wayne’s badge as he was putting it back in his pocket.
“They work pretty well don’t they? Do you ever miss yours?”
“You know that at times I still reach for it and then I realize that I’m not carrying it any more?” Henry shook his head. He’d carried a badge for a long time and he found that some of the habits died hard.
“Before we go in and see him, you need to know that he’s in pretty bad shape and it might be difficult on you to see him this way.” Wayne said grabbing Henry’s arm and holding Gloria’s hand.
“I’ve seen accident victims before Wayne, let’s go see him.” Henry said, thanking his friend with his eyes for warning them.
They walked into the ICU room, where the temperature was very warm. Charles was on his back, not moving with only a small towel covering his midsection. His eyes were swollen shut; his entire head was swollen and was almost the size of his shoulders. A white plastic breathing tube led from his mouth to a machine on the floor that made a regular hissing noise as it breathed for him. His chest and shoulders were bruised; it looked as though he had been in a heavyweight boxing match. There were straps holding him to the bed and a series of tubes that hung on an overhead rack that went into his arm.
Gloria’s hand went to her mouth and she grabbed Henry’s hand and turned around. He followed her out of the door, leaving Wayne standing next to Charles’ bed.
“Henry, that poor man, he looks awful. It doesn’t even look like him. Why would someone do this?” Gloria said with tears rolling down her cheeks.
“I know sweetie. Let’s go back in and see what we can do to help him.”
“Ok, I can do it, just give me a second. I just wasn’t expecting him to be that bad.”
“We need to work together on helping him recover.” Henry squeezed her hand as they walked back in the door.
Gloria walked over to the side of Charles’ bed and took the hand that wasn’t hooked up to the tubes. “Charles, I don’t know if you can hear me, but we’re here. We came back to be with you. I fed Pierre last night and again this morning. You don’t have to worry about him; we’ll take care of him. You just concentrate on healing. I can’t wait for you to get home.”
Wayne and Henry stood at the foot of the bed watching Gloria talk to an immobile Charles Knightly. The door opened behind them and a tall man with sandy hair and a white coat carrying a clipboard entered the room and stopped next to them.
“Gentlemen, I’m Dr. Lyons, the neurologist on staff here. Which one of you is Mr. Knightly’s next of kin?” Lyons was holding his hand out.
Henry grabbed his extended hand and shook it. “That would be me I suppose, I’m Henry Wright. Charles is my housemate.”
“Good to meet you Mr. Wright, and you?” Dr. Lyons turned to Wayne.
“Wayne Johnson, Palm Springs police.” Wayne shook the doctor’s hand while digging in his pocket for his badge with the other.
“If she’s a private nurse you hired, I think that is a great idea, unfortunately our policy doesn’t allow non-hospital staff in ICU.” Lyons nodded his head towards Gloria.
“No, no, Gloria is my fiancée.” Henry waved Gloria over to meet the doctor.
“Your fiancée? I thought you were – I mean aren’t you - I thought you said you are - Mr. Knightly was your housemate?”
“He is. Charles lives with Gloria and me.” Henry shook his head; this was the second time that people at the hospital had started making assumptions about the relationship that he and Charles had. It was almost like everyone was trying so hard to be accommodating and progressive in their thinking that they made assumptions that just weren’t so.
“Sorry about that. Well, your friend is unresponsive as you can see. He has a cracked vertebra in his neck, his nose is broken, there are fractures on his cheekbone and two of his ribs are broken. Believe it or not, he is a lucky man.”
“What are the chances of him coming out of the coma Doctor?” Gloria asked.
“It’s hard to say. The body shuts down some of its functions so that it can heal itself. However, the longer he stays in the coma, the worse the damage to his brain may be. If he does come out of this, he may not be the same person that you know.” Lyons consulted his clipboard. “There are eight levels of coma, at Level Eight; the patient is awake, alert and very cognizant of their surroundings. Level One patients are in a vegetative state and will not emerge from their coma.”
“And Charles?” Gloria asked with anticipation.
“Mr. Knightly appears to be at a Level Three, perhaps he may have dipped into a Level Two, but only the next few days can tell.”
“Is there a chance for a complete recovery?” Henry asked.
“The body is amazing and I certainly wouldn’t rule it out. His injuries will heal, there’s nothing disabling about them. Even his broken neck will get better, though depending on spinal cord damage, there may be some paralysis.” Dr. Lyons checked one of the monitors above Charles bed. “I think that if you spend some time with him and let him know that you’re here, it will probably help him.”
“Can he hear us?” Gloria asked.
“We don’t know. He may be hearing us but he is unable to react. Or, he may not be able to hear us at all. We may never know, or if he wakes up, he may be able to tell us.”
“Not if Dr. Lyons, when. When he wakes up.” Gloria looked directly at the doctor who smiled.
“Attitude has a lot to do with it. If he can perceive your positive feelings, he’ll be coming around in no time.”
“Don’t worry; he’ll get lots of that.” Gloria smiled back as Doctor Lyons nodded and left the room.
“Wayne, let’s go outside and talk.” Henry said.
“Do you mind if I spend a little more time with Charles?” Gloria asked.
“No sweetie, talk to him some more, I have a feeling he knows we’re here.” Henry followed Wayne out of the room.
Wayne took Henry’s arm and steered him towards the ICU’s small waiting area. “Henry, I don’t think this was an accident.”
“Are you serious? Who would want to hurt Charles?”
“I have no idea. Something just tells me that this accident was no accident. I interviewed the witnesses personally. Granted, they’re old and not real reliable but the only thing we have is that we’re looking for a late model black pickup truck with tinted windows.”
“That’s what you told me yesterday on the phone. You’ve not discovered anything else since then? No one got a look at the license plate I assume? How many guys do you have assigned to this? I appreciate you looking into it personally though.” Henry looked at his friend who was looking down at the floor in obvious frustration.
“No plate Henry. The woman who stopped to let Charles cross the parking lot didn’t see a license plate, she probably didn’t even see the bumper, her eyes were on Charles. The other witnesses didn’t see anything either; they were shocked at what was happening.”
“They don’t have a make either?”
“No again, they believe it was a full sized truck, but it could have been a Dodge, Chevy or a Ford.”
“I wonder if it even had a license plate.”
“You’re right, it may not have. This thing could be anywhere by now.”
“You said there was a witness who saw the whole thing.”
“Yes.” Wayne pulled his notepad out of his shirt pocket. “Ralph Carnahan, he’s eighty-six. He spends his mornings at Jensen’s drinking coffee and talking to the various shoppers who he says all know him.”
“He’s one of the guys that sits out front. I’ve seen them. Do you mind if I talk with him?”
“No, not at all. In fact, this is a felony hit and run but I don’t have the manpower to assign to do a proper investigation. That’s why I’ve been doing some of the legwork myself, that and because it is Charles of course. The ironic thing is that if Charles were to die, this investigation would move up in my priority list since it would then be a capital crime. Obviously I hope he doesn’t die, so if the two of you can do some of the legwork, you’ll get my full cooperation.”
Gloria walked into the room and sat down next to Henry. “Whose cooperation are we getting?”
“Mine and the police department’s. I was just telling Henry that I’m shorthanded. One of my guys is out in Virginia at an FBI training class, two are on vacation and a fourth fell off his ladder painting his house on Sunday. My best investigator is in Los Angeles on a rotational training program that we do with them. The guy that they sent us in exchange isn’t worth anything. I think he spends most of his time out in LA riding a bicycle on beach patrol. I’d actually be better off without him.” Wayne shook his head. “Unfortunately, this accident is low on the priority list of things to tackle, so the two of you could help me quite a bit and I know you are quite capable of looking into it. It will help me clear my case load and you can help our friend.”
“I want to spend a lot of time with Charles, especially since Dr. Lyons said it would make a difference. Henry you might need to work this one by yourself.” Gloria took Henry’s hand.
“I agree, the doctor seemed to think that talking with Charles would help bring him out of this, so if you make this a priority, I’ll track down who might have done it.”
“I do want you to be careful and call me in when you think you might have an idea of who did this. I have a feeling that there is more to this than meets the eye.” Wayne cautioned the two would be detectives.
“Do you think someone did this on purpose Wayne?” Gloria asked.
“I was just telling Henry before you came out that it is just too convenient that we have unreliable witnesses, no license plate, and the pickup had blacked out windows which means we have no description of the driver.”
“You know, this morning I thought that this wasn’t an accident, but then I figured I was just being a suspicious and paranoid cop.” Henry recalled his ruminations during his morning swim.
“You’re a good investigator Henry; you should trust your instincts.” Wayne complimented him.
“If someone did it on purpose, do you think they left town? I think if this wasn’t an accident, they’d be parked in a garage somewhere in the valley by now.” Wayne said.
“You mean a body shop garage?” Henry asked.
“There has to be some damage to that truck, if it’s parked on the street that would be easy to spot. Annie hit a deer once just outside of Sonora once, it nearly totaled her car.” Gloria opinioned.
“Good point, but you know it’s only a short two hour drive to Mexico or Arizona. If it were me, I’d be across the border by now.” Henry thought about what he would do to leave the scene of a crime. He couldn’t ever consider committing a crime, certainly not where someone would end up getting hurt. As a policeman he was sworn to protect people, he had roughed up a few suspects during the course of thirty years, but that was reasonable.
“I think those few hours are all that Wayne needed to alert the border patrol and stop any suspicious looking pickup. No, if I were running, I wouldn’t run, I would just hide.” Gloria mused.
“I hadn’t thought of that, I never did alert the border crossings or the highway patrol for that matter.” Wayne said.
“Gloria, do you mean you’d go home and park the truck inside the garage and wait for things to cool off?” Henry shook his head.
“That’s what I would do.”
“I considered that, but I’ve been thinking that if this wasn’t an accident, it was done by someone that was angry with Charles. Someone who was that angry couldn’t just go home and park inside the garage. In fact, Wayne what do you think of putting an officer outside of Charles’ door here? Whoever did this may find out that the job isn’t finished and come back and make sure that he’s dead.”
“You’re saying someone wants to kill Charles?” Gloria asked.
“Yes, someone wants Charles dead.”
“But why Henry? Charles is one of the nicest, kindest people I have ever met. I don’t think he’d hurt a fly. Why, he spends all that time volunteering at the AIDS hospice, and the people at the retirement home think the world of him.”
“I doubt that it’s anyone who knows him now, let’s check out his past.” Henry answered.
“I’ll check with the uniformed guys to see if they can put an officer here. The security at the hospital is pretty good, as you saw this morning, but it probably wouldn’t hurt to put a guy outside the door.” Wayne got up and walked back over to the nurse’s station to make sure they didn’t allow anyone else in to Charles’ room.
“Where do we start Henry?” Gloria asked as they were left alone.
“Let’s start with the witnesses. Let’s have Wayne get us the name of the woman who stopped to let Charles cross in front of her. Then let’s talk with Ralph, the old guy, and anyone else who might have been outside Jensen’s yesterday morning. Then the tedious stuff starts. We’re going to have to check body shops around the area to see if anyone brought in a black pickup with front end damage.”
“You know what? If I sit in Charles’ room with the yellow pages and my cell phone, I could call all the car shops in the area and be with him at the same time.”
“That’s not a bad idea. Let’s go home; you get some things so that you’ll be comfortable here for a while and I’ll drive down to Jensen’s.”
“Good idea, I hate hospital food, I want to get a sandwich and a couple of bottles of water. I have a new mystery that I haven’t read yet, when I finish my phone calls I’ll read it to Charles.”
“Gloria?”
“Yes Henry?”
“I love you.”
“I love you too Henry.”
Chapter 5
Henry drove Gloria over to Jensen’s Fine Foods on Sunrise Way after stopping off at the house and picking up the phone book. There were no sandwich makings at home, so they went to the supermarket together after taking Charles’ spare car keys off the key rack. Charles’ Explorer was in the parking lot where he’d left it the day before. Gloria planned to take the Explorer to the hospital while Henry kept the Mercury to track down the leads.
There was no one in front of the store today; it was almost as if the regulars were mourning Charles. Gloria decided get a few more groceries than just the sandwich she had planned to get from the deli and took a basket into the store. Henry went to the manager’s desk to see if any of the clerks had seen anything.
At the desk he asked for the store manager, the clerk told him that the manager, Vincent Castaneda, was talking with the butcher. Henry thanked her and walked over to the meat department. He didn’t need to take a number, the butcher with a blood stained apron asked him what he needed and was surprised when Henry asked for Castaneda. The butcher waved him back and Henry stepped behind the counter.
A short dark haired man with a tie and a sport shirt was talking with what looked like a second butcher who was dressed completely in white in the doorway of a large walk in freezer.
“Mr. Castaneda, can I talk with you for a few minutes?”
“Sure, how can I assist you?” Castaneda turned around, the butcher waved at him and walked into the freezer.
This was one of the reasons that Henry liked shopping here. Jensen’s was a gourmet market, and its entire staff was always friendly and helpful. He thought Castaneda didn’t even know why he was there, but he was all smiles and willing to help.
“Can I talk to you about the accident in front of the store yesterday?” Henry asked.
“Oh, yes of course. Poor Mr. Knightly, we feel so bad about what happened. Let’s go talk in my office” Castaneda had a slight Spanish lilt to his voice belying his origins in his native Spain. He led Henry from the meat department to the back of the store towards the dairy coolers.
“Do you know Charles?” Henry asked while they were walking.
“Oh, yes, we know Mr. Knightly. In fact, you look familiar as well. I believe I’ve seen you shopping here in the past few years.”
“You’re right. My name is Henry Wright, Charles lives with my fiancée and me.”
“Mr. Wright, it is my pleasure to meet you. In fact, if you can take Mr. Knightly’s groceries home with you, we recovered them from the parking lot after yesterday’s accident.”
“That’s nice of you. My fiancée is in the store shopping for some groceries now, she’d be happy to take them. Are there a lot of bags?”
“We put most everything back on the shelves, some of the bottles were broken, I have the receipt and know exactly what he bought, let me have one of the clerks get everything for you.”
Castaneda pushed open a large rubber door and led Henry up a set of stairs to a small office with a window overlooking the back of the large store. He opened his desk drawer, pulled out a grocery receipt and picked up the phone.
Henry spotted Gloria in the produce department from the window and motioned to Castaneda that he would be right back. He told Gloria to come over to the manager’s office; they were going to give them the groceries that Charles never brought home. As they walked up the back stairs towards Castaneda’s office, a clerk came running down carrying the receipt that had been in the manager’s desk.
“Mr. Castaneda, this is my fiancée, Gloria McCann.”
“I’m pleased to meet you Ms. McCann; I’m so sorry about what happened to your friend, Mr. Knightly.”
“Thank you Mr. Castaneda, we’re hoping that he’ll be ok.”
“Is he hurt badly?”
“He’s in intensive care at Desert Hospital and has been in a coma.”
“Oh, I am so sorry. Please let us know if we can do anything at all to help out.”
“Thank you, I appreciate that.”
The clerk came running back up the stairs. “Is that your basket right outside the door ma’am?”
Gloria turned. “Yes, it is, if it is in the way I can move it.”
“No, not at all. I thought so and I added Mr. Knightly’s groceries to it.”
“Oh thank you, but I haven’t paid for my groceries yet.” Gloria turned to Vincent Castaneda.
“Your groceries are on us today Ms. McCann, it’s the very least we can do.”
“That’s very generous of you, but certainly not necessary.”
“No, I insist. Carlos here will help you finish your shopping and carry your things out to your car. Carlos, please make sure that Ms. McCann gets a couple of bottles of wine.” Castaneda nodded at the clerk who turned and went down the stairs.
“In that case, I’ll leave the two of you to talk. Henry, I guess I’ll see you later at the hospital.” Gloria reached up and gave Henry a kiss on the cheek.
“Ok, sweetie, I’ll catch up with you sometime mid-afternoon.” Henry watched her follow Carlos down the stairs.
Castaneda sat down in his desk chair and motioned for Henry to pull the other chair out. “She’s a very beautiful woman Mr. Wright, congratulations on your upcoming marriage.”
“Thank you. What about Mr. Knightly?”
“There isn’t much I can tell you Mr. Wright.”
“Well, you have the receipt of the groceries he bought; does it show the time?
“You mean the time stamp as to when he checked out of our store?”
“I know what time the paramedics arrived here, but I’d like to find out when he walked out of here.”
“Yes, it has the time. I have a copy of it right here. Since I wanted to comp these groceries for you, I ran the slip through the copier first. I’ll make another copy for you.”
“Thanks. Do you know if any of your employees were outside picking up shopping carts, they might have seen something?”
“That’s a good idea, I haven’t asked but will. Let me make some notes.” Castaneda pulled a pad out of his drawer and wrote down a couple of lines.
“Mr. Castaneda, you said you know your customers, do you know if any of them drive a large black truck with tinted windows?”
“I don’t, but let me make a note to ask the courtesy clerks who carry groceries out to the cars.” Castaneda made more notes.
“Is there any way that you can look at your cash register system to see if the person driving the black truck made any purchases right before Charles’ accident?”
“I can do that, can you tell me what I would be looking for?”
“I think some small purchase. For example, a cup of coffee, or a pack of gum, or something minor. And if they paid for that with an ATM or credit card, I’d really be interested.”
“I see, you think that your friend was followed here and while he was shopping, the person that hit him bought something as well. Mr. Wright, it sounds like you think this wasn’t an accident.”
“You’re right Mr. Castaneda, I think it wasn’t. But I don’t have anything to base that on except that is what my gut tells me. I’m trying to figure out exactly what happened, unfortunately, very few people saw it.”
“In my country we have a saying Mr. Wright. We say that the instinct in a pig is better than the learning of a man.”
“You mean sometimes it’s better to go with what you feel than what you know.”
“That’s exactly correct, I think it’s not as good of a saying when it is translated, but you understand the meaning.”
“Yes, I like it.” Henry said. “What do you know about Ralph Carnahan?”
“Oh, you mean the leader of Ralph’s Regiment?”
“I don’t know about Ralph’s Regiment, please explain.”
Castaneda laughed before continuing. “Ralph’s Regiment is what they call themselves. There are a bunch of older, retired fellows who sit out here most mornings drinking coffee and swapping stories.”
“Where are they today?”
“Today is golf day. They’re all out at the course; they get a discount today if they start after nine.”
“So there are more guys out there other than Ralph? He was listed as the only witness.”
“Well, Ralph is always here, that’s why the name. The other guys come and go. Very often Ralph is the only one out there. All of the customers know him and he knows most of them.”
“So he might have seen our hit and run driver if he went into the store.”
“Are you sure that it is a man?”
“No, I’m not, why do you ask?”
“You refer to the driver as a ‘he’, I just wondered if that meant that you knew that it was a man.”
“I just kind of assumed that it was a man. Hit and run suspects are usually male, and the suspect vehicle is a large black pickup truck, percentage wise, predominantly driven by men.”
“I see.” Castaneda seemed unconvinced.
“Can you think of anything else that could help me?” Henry asked.
“No, Mr. Wright, I will talk to my employees and ask them the things you want to know.”
“Thank you, here’s my card, it has my cell phone number as well as my number at home. Please give me a call anytime.”
“I’ll do that Mr. Wright, as soon as I know something.”
“I’ll see myself out, thanks again for your time.” Henry shook Castaneda’s hand and headed down the stairs, walked past the frozen foods section, along the cash registers and out the sliding doors.
Henry opened the door to the Marquis and slid behind the wheel. He took his cell phone out of his pants pocket and one of Wayne’s business cards from his shirt pocket on the back of which he had written Shirley Steinberg’s phone number. Mrs. Steinberg was the woman who had stopped to let Charles cross the parking lot when the black pickup swerved around her car and hit him.
Mrs. Steinberg picked up on the second ring; Henry asked if he could come over in a few minutes. She was very gracious and invited him to come by; she said she would make a fresh pot of coffee. She gave him directions to her house in the Deepwell area of the city. He started the car and headed down Sunrise Way. It was a short drive, a few minutes later he was parked on Driftwood Drive in front of a large well kept house that was obviously built during the sixties when the neighborhood was flourishing. Unlike a lot of other homes that had extensive and lush landscaping, Mrs. Steinberg had decided to go with desert landscaping which looked tidy and clean.
She opened the door before he could knock. Mrs. Steinberg was a small woman; he thought she might be just over five feet tall, but not much over. She weighed about ninety pounds and was dressed in pink sweatpants and a blue Mickey Mouse t-shirt. Her grey hair had a blue sheen to it and Henry realized that he had seen several thousand women that looked just like her around the Coachella Valley.
“Come in, come in young man. It’s too hot out there to stand on the porch.”
Henry stepped over the threshold and saw a triangular American flag in a frame hanging on the wall. Tucked into a corner of the frame was a small black and white photo of a skinny young man in a sailor’s uniform. “Your husband?” Henry asked.
“Albert.” She touched her hand to her lips and brought the kiss to the picture. “He’s been gone for seven years now. We were married for fifty-two years before he passed. I still miss him.”
“I’m sorry Mrs. Steinberg, I lost my wife a little more than three years ago, and I know how difficult it is to end up alone after a long time of being with someone.” Henry followed the small woman into the living room. It was as though he had stepped into a time warp, the room had obviously been decorated many decades ago, probably when the house was new.
There was a console television against the wall with a large arrangement of plastic flowers on top. The drapes on the windows were heavy and had a flower pattern that may have been discernible in the sixties but were now faded by the desert sun. There were large lamps with yellowed plastic dust covers over the fringed bottomed shades. The sofa had a sag in the middle and its cushions were faded as well and may have matched the drapes at some point in their existence. Mrs. Steinberg waved Henry over to the sofa where he sat carefully on the edge. She sat down in a chair with lace doilies on the armrests across from his.
“How’s that young man that was hit by the jerk in the pickup yesterday? That’s what you’re here to talk with me about isn’t it?”
“Charles Knightly, yes that is why I’m here. Mrs. Steinberg, I’m working with the police department in investigating the accident. You should know though, that Mr. Knightly is my housemate and friend and I am very interested in what happened on a personal level.”
“That poor man, Knightly is it? He never knew what hit him. You still haven’t told me how he is. I guess since you’re not telling me, I can only assume that it is not good. Did he die?”
“No, Mrs. Steinberg, he hasn’t died. He’s in a coma at Desert Hospital and my fiancée is keeping him company. The doctors don’t know if he’s going to come out of it, but he is getting the best care possible.”
“That’s where Albert was before he passed away. He had a stroke here at the house and not twenty-four hours later he was gone. They made him comfortable over there, did everything could for him, they’re very nice. Albert never realized what happened, the doctor told me it was better that way.”
“Mrs. Steinberg, can we get back to what happened to Mr. Knightly yesterday morning?”
“I’m sorry. Mr. Knightly did you say?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“I’d just done my weekly shopping. I don’t need much you know, it seems like I lost my appetite when I lost Albert. I do like my afternoon martini, and twice a week I have steak for dinner, so I go to Jensen’s and buy all my groceries. I like going early before the heat of the day, that way my ice cream doesn’t melt. That’s my only indulgence you know. I love ice cream.” Mrs. Steinberg smiled.
“I like ice cream too, what happened when you left the store?”
“Young Jimmy loaded my groceries into the trunk – you know that is the silliest thing, they put my stuff in the car at the store, but then they expect me to unload it all by myself when I get home. Well gosh, if I can unload it, I can certainly load it as well.”
“Do you know Jimmy’s last name?”
“No, I’m not even sure his first name is Jimmy. That’s what I call him, I’ve always called the young man that helps me with the groceries Jimmy. Hmmm, I wonder why I do that. Silly of me isn’t it? Anyway, after Jimmy put the groceries in the trunk, I got in the car and pulled out to head for home.”
“Did you see the black pickup truck in the parking lot?”
“No, I didn’t see it at all. I didn’t even see it behind me. I only saw it after it had hit your friend.”
“Tell me exactly what you saw.”
“I saw your friend, Mr. Knightly was it?”
Henry nodded.
“I saw Mr. Knightly flying through the air and then land with his head on the curb, which was really terrible. A human body is not supposed to bend that way. Oh, and you know what else I remember, his groceries went flying everywhere. It was like fireworks you know? He wasn’t carrying that much stuff, but his purchases went arcing through the air like they had been launched. It was quite comical really, I mean I didn’t laugh or anything, it was obvious that the young man had been hurt. But to see groceries flying like that was kind of funny. I’m sorry, am I being a little insensitive?”
“What about the black truck Mrs. Steinberg?”
“Well by the time that your friend and his groceries landed, it was turning onto the street. It was like it came out of nowhere and then disappeared. It was all black. I mean everything was black, the bumpers, all the windows, everything. You couldn’t even see if there was a driver in the thing. He didn’t even stop to see what had happened, no brake lights or anything. And you know, he had to be going pretty fast when he hit him, way too fast for a parking lot. You know, last night when I was sleeping I had a dream about all of this. Except in the dream it was Albert that was hit by the truck, but then he’s in a lot of my dreams.”
“Do you remember anything else about the truck?”
“No, it was big, high; you know one of those that look like something on television where they run over cars?”
“Do you mean a monster truck?”
“I guess so, but not quite you know. Oh wait, maybe that was in my dream. In my dream it had a large American flag in the back, and the truck in the parking lot didn’t have that. No, my dream truck was a, what did you call it, monster truck. The truck that hit Mr. Daylight was big, but it wasn’t a monster truck.”
“My friend’s name is Charles Knightly, not Daylight.”
Mrs. Steinberg gave Henry a blank stare. “I know, you already told me that.”
This time Henry smiled at Mrs. Steinberg. “Is there anything else that you remember?”
“Certainly. After your friend was hit, I honked my horn until people from the store came running out. One of them had one of those little phones and they used that to call the ambulance. I could have used one of those when Albert had his stroke. It happened out here in the backyard, I had to go running into the house and I left him alone. But I just couldn’t pick him up, he was a big man, he weighed a lot more than the picture of him in his sailor suit. I don’t think I should have left him out there. The doctor told me that it wouldn’t have made any difference, he told me that he didn’t suffer, he was never in any pain.”
“What happened after the people from the store came running out Mrs. Steinberg?”
“Oh yes, well I opened my car door to see if I could help them take care of your friend, and his ice cream had rolled to a stop right next to my door. I knew then that he was a nice man, I mean he likes ice cream too, he has to be nice, you know?”
“Is that everything that you remember?” Henry asked.
“Well I think so, are we done talking? Did you take your coffee cup back to the kitchen already?”
“Coffee cup? Mrs. Steinberg, I didn’t have a coffee cup.”
“Didn’t I offer you any coffee when you came in? Oh my, you must think I’m a terrible hostess. Did I offer you anything? I know it’s too early for a martini, but I could have sworn that we had coffee. This is upsetting. It’s a good thing that Albert isn’t here; he wouldn’t stand for my being a poor hostess.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that Mrs. Steinberg, I’m fine. If I have any other questions, do you mind if I come back?”
“Oh no, young man, you’re welcome here anytime. If you come at five in the afternoon, we can have that martini together.”
“You know, maybe I’ll do that.” Henry shook her hand as he stood up.
“When your friend gets better, maybe you can both come over for ice cream.” Mrs. Steinberg got up to let him out.
“I hope we can do that real soon, thank you for your time.” Henry shook her hand again as he headed out the door. Mrs. Steinberg stood in the open door and watched him walk to his car and he was sure she was still watching when he turned the corner.
Chapter 6
Henry drove up Driftwood and made a left on Mesquite. He turned right on Palm Canyon and where it became one way he took Indian Canyon back towards Desert Hospital. He couldn’t stop thinking about Mrs. Steinberg living in that house with her memories. He wondered if he would have been like that if he had stayed in Eagle River after Irma’s death. He gave an involuntary shudder. Had he learned anything?
He thought back to see if there was anything at all helpful in everything she remembered. She told him that she didn’t see the truck until it had swerved around her and that it didn’t even slow down or tap its brakes. If that was true and her memory right, than this couldn’t be an accident. If a driver hits something, the natural reaction would have been to hit his brakes, even for an instant to see what it was that had struck the car.
He stopped for the light at Tahquitz Canyon and watched the tourists cross the street to gamble away their money at the Indian Casino. Why would someone want to kill Charles? Was he still in danger? Maybe he should ask Wayne to have the newspaper publish a follow-up to today’s hit-and-run story. They could say that Charles had died of his injuries, that way he would at least be safe in his hospital bed.
After crossing Tacheva, he turned into the driveway at the hospital parking lot. Had he put Gloria in danger by having her stay with Charles? A sudden sense of doom came over him. What if someone tried to get into ICU? Wayne said he was going to try to assign a uniform there, but given the shortage of manpower, that probably didn’t happen. He parked the car and hurried inside and took the slow elevator up to the ICU. Glancing at his watch he realized that he’d missed the published fifteen minute visiting window, but he hoped that Wayne’s talk at the nurse’s station bypassed their normal visitation policy.
He found Gloria sitting in the small waiting room drinking a cup of coffee and making notes on a pad. She looked up and smiled as he walked in. “Hi honey, what’s the matter, you look worried.” She said to him.
“Has anyone tried to come in and see Charles?”
“You mean some mean man with a nose that’s been broken twice wearing a large trench coat and carrying a violin case?”
“What?”
“No honey, no one has been here, I’m just having some fun with you.” She smiled.
Henry smiled back at her joke; he was worrying a little too much he realized. “Is he in there alone?”
“No, the nurse is in there giving him a bath and flushing his lock. I was in the way so I came out here to work on my phone calls some more. Why are you so worried?”
“I know for certain that someone tried to kill Charles.”
“Henry, will you stop with that? All right, someone did this on purpose; does that change the fact that you’re going to find who did it? Stop obsessing over this, just go out and find the driver of the truck. Besides, what did she say that makes you so certain?” Gloria put her pen down hard on the pad. She wasn’t angry, but she was trying to get her point across.
“Well, ok, I’ll stop obsessing and just accept the fact that someone tried to kill Charles. But it does change our investigation. Now I want to know, who is mad enough at Charles to want him dead? Mrs. Steinberg told me that the driver never stopped when he hit Charles. Not even a tap on the brakes.”
“Isn’t that unusual?”
“At least a quick flash of brake lights as the driver decided whether or not they should stop would have been the norm.”
“Did she remember anything else?”
“No, she’s kind of a funny lady. Her memory isn’t that good, and I don’t know if we can count on her if this ever comes to court.”
“Do you think it will?”
“No, I don’t even think we’ll find who did this. How are you doing on the calls to the body shops?”
“There are only twelve body shops in Palm Springs, but about two hundred in a twenty-five mile radius. I called the twelve, no black pickup trucks with front end damage at any of them.”
Henry looked at her careful, neat writing on the pad on the table. “What’s all the writing?
“After I called the third shop I made myself a little script. That way I can just say the same thing every time. I also started writing down who I talked to at the shop. I’ve asked all of them to call me back in case someone comes in with a truck.”
Henry bent down and read the paragraph Gloria wrote out. “You tell them that you are part of a special investigation unit for the police department?”
“Well, aren’t we?”
“I guess so; I just don’t want to get us into trouble impersonating police officials.”
“I never say I’m a policeman, or woman, I just tell them that I’m on a special team. That’s true isn’t it?”
“As long as it works, I guess its ok.”
“Everyone has been very cooperative so far.”
“Let’s prioritize the other cities around here. Call the ones here in the valley, like in Cathedral City, Rancho Mirage, Palm Desert, La Quinta and Thousand Palms. Well, never mind La Quinta, they’re way too fancy to allow a body shop, except maybe for golf carts. But check all the ones all the way down to Indio. Skip anything in Hemet and out towards Twentynine Palms and Joshua Tree for the time being. I just don’t think that someone came from there to do this.”
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