
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Sun City

        

        
        
          Dusty Sherant, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Guy Allen

        

        
          Published by Guy Allen, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SUN CITY

    

    
      First edition. July 28, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Guy Allen.

    

    
    
      Written by Guy Allen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1

[image: ]




Sunrise was at 6:47. It was a beautiful day. It was the kind of morning when avid golfers dip into their repertoire of excuses for why they would be unable to take part in the workaday world. 

The boys were on the course, ready to go at 6.55. Dan was the first to arrive. He was always the first. He paid special attention to sunrise times and made precise calculations of the exact interval it would take the sun to completely clear the horizon, thus providing enough light to proceed with their game. It was more than a game to Dan; it was one of the main reasons he enjoyed his life in the retirement years. This was a good day for Dan; everyone had shown up at the proper time. He was pleased to see Tim and Louie were properly attired with a complete complement of expensive clubs. Tim’s son Tony was filling in for Jeremy, who was out of town again. Dan was not pleased to look at the young man with his garish clothes and cheap equipment.

The first hole was a par 4, 346 yards to the pin with a sharp dogleg to the right about 200 yards out. The lack of rain and constant sun for the past month had baked the ground to a rock-hard hardness. Rather than experience disappointment, the boys were encouraged that a good drive might reach the green with extra bounces on this cement-like surface. The fairway was narrow with numerous sand traps and areas of rough gravel and thick brush along the borders. Two small ponds with their complements of aquatic vegetation and small amphibians broke the continuity of the green expanse. Louie put his first shot on the dogleg in the middle of the fairway fifty yards beyond the first pond. Dan and Tim, whose powerful drives were often a topic of the 19th hole beer and brag sessions, both cleared the rough areas on the right border and came to rest within an easy chip shot of the green. Tony tried to match his father’s shot, but with a mighty swing, proceeded to hook his ball into a sand trap along the left border. 

His companions waited patiently while Tony firmly planted his feet in the sand and set up for his second attempt.

“Why don’t you throw it out on the grass and count two,” his father suggested.

“No way. I’m getting out of here in one.”

Tony’s first attempt, a mighty swing, cut a foot-long furrow in the sand, and lobbed the ball six inches up the slope, where it immediately rolled back to rest in its original spot. Exasperated, he set up again. His second stroke deepened the furrow as it glanced off a buried object, causing the club to fly out of his grip, narrowly missing his spectators. The ball remained untouched.

“What the hell is going on?” He exclaimed as he bent down to have a look. “There’s something down here.”

As he scraped the sand away, a human finger was exposed. When he carefully cleared more sand, an entire human hand, severed at the wrist, was revealed.

Tim used his cell phone to put in a 911 call, which summoned the police and ended their golfing activities for the day. They retrieved their balls and walked back to the clubhouse to inform the manager of this new development.

“Get everyone off the course and wait until the police arrive,” was the official order broadcast over the loudspeakers to the other golfers.

Their second hole was a non-event.  The boys grumbled their way around the clubhouse until the police arrived.

The next couple of hours were spent drinking coffee and complaining while the trap was dug out and thoroughly examined. A backhoe was brought in and directed to systematically dig up the remainder of the pits on the course. In the meantime, a scuba diver made a thorough search of all the ponds. Needless to say, golf was over for the day.

“Why didn’t you just kick sand over it, so we could have gotten on with our game. They’ll probably be digging up this course for the next week,” Louie said.

Tim was watching the activity on the course. He turned to Louie and asked, “Isn’t that your bowling friend, the cop out there?”

Louie had a look and agreed it was, “I’ll go and see if I can find out what’s happening.”

When he returned to the clubhouse, he announced to the assembled group, “They figure they will be at this most of the day, but we should be able to play the day after tomorrow. They also want to come in and ask us a few questions.”

Then he added to his companions, “He couldn’t tell me much, but that hand was all they found. Also, it appears to have been surgically removed, and the tips of the fingers have been sliced off. They saw no blood around it.”

“It sounds to me like whoever did this wanted it found but not identified. Maybe it’s a warning to someone,” Dan observed.

The three officers came into the clubhouse a few minutes later and proceeded to question the group, attempting to determine if anyone could shed some light on the mystery.

“Do any of you know if one of the locals has been reported missing?”

No one was aware of any missing residents.

“People come and go in Sun City all the time,” someone observed. “With all the snowbirds showing up for the winter, there’s no way to keep track.”

Dan thought for a minute, then said, “Jeremy Prince’s wife told me last week that his uncle had gone out prospecting in the hills, and they were worried since they hadn’t heard from him in over a month.”

“Thanks, we’ll check it out.”

After the police left and the group was breaking up, Louie remarked with a smile, “You know, when I saw all the trouble Tony was having getting out of that trap, I felt kind of sorry for him. I was going to go over and offer to lend him a hand.”

The police contacted Kellie Prince that afternoon. With Jeremy on another problem-solving trip to the mine, Kellie figured it was up to her to have a look at this severed hand and determine if it belonged to Fred. She was apprehensive as she entered the Medical Examiner’s lab. She just wanted to get the ordeal over with as quickly as possible.

As usual, with events concerning Uncle Fred, she had been conditioned over the years to expect the worst and was seldom disappointed. His total unpredictability and strange habits had not changed as he passed his eightieth birthday. At this advanced age, he was now considered eccentric rather than strange. His physical and mental abilities had shown no signs of diminished capacity, and his ability to bed younger women gave him hero status among the geriatric set. He had gotten into an argument with his nephew over some mining claims, which Jeremy had staked. As a result, he had packed up and moved out of their casita over a month ago.

Her first look at the hand, however, assured her this was not one of Fred’s appendages. Jeremy’s uncle was a big man, well over six feet, packing two hundred plus pounds on his frame. As expected, his hands were also large.

The severed hand was from a much smaller person.

“It almost looks like a woman’s hand,” Kellie remarked to the attendant.

“Could be,” he replied. “We haven’t had an expert look at it yet. We should know in a couple of days.”

Although somewhat relieved, she still had serious concerns over Fred’s whereabouts. 
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Fred Prince was still alive and well. He had spent a week prospecting for gold with his friend Rafael in the mountains near Tucson. They returned to the city after covering most of the open ground in the area without success. After pulling out of McDonald's, they drove around trying to decide what to do next, whether to look at some lapsed claims to the east or just pack it in for a week or so. Then they sighted the little man’s truck.

“He’s a long way from home,” Fred observed. “I wonder what he’s doing over here.”

“Didn’t you say you thought the area north of here was where his gold claims are located? He’s probably on his way out there.”

“Sounds right. We have a pretty good idea where they are.”

“I’m going to follow him. Are you coming along?” Rafael asked.

“No, I’m going home and getting some rest. I’m getting too old to go roaming around the countryside chasing that little weasel.”

Rafael had decided that following the little man seemed like a good idea at the time. If he could find out exactly where he was going, it would save them a lot of searching.  He had tracked him into some wild country to the north, where the little man had driven down a dry wash and parked. But now, huddled in his thin blanket far from home in the cold desert air, it didn’t seem like such a great move. Maybe he should have listened to Fred and waited. They could have planned it for the next day and driven up into the mountains at their leisure and just looked for his truck. 

“A stupid idea,” he thought. “Here I am freezing my butt off while he’s got his little girlfriend to keep him warm. I wish I had scrapped the whole idea and driven back to Mesa.”

There was just enough light from the moon sliver to see the outline of the little man’s truck. It was parked along the dry creek bed just below Rafael. It hadn’t moved in six hours, but he knew the man was in it, probably asleep. He decided to get closer.

Just as he wriggled up to the top of the ridge for a better look, he heard the drone of a small plane in the distance. Scuttling back into the mesquite, he picked a spot where he was hidden from above but had a clear view of the valley. 

As the sound of the engine got louder, the growing speck from the south materialized into a small single-engine aircraft. It came in low, dipped down and levelled out at about fifty feet, slowing almost to a stall. Rafael was on the wrong side of the draw to see who opened the cabin door. All of a sudden, two packages with small parachutes were ejected and floated to earth. The pilot gunned the engine, and the aircraft ascended into the night sky as it circled to the south and disappeared.

Then nothing. Rafael was totally confused. He had not expected anything like this. He had followed the little man, hoping to locate his claims, where all that gold was supposed to be found. Fred had told him about the gold the man was bringing to his home in Sun City. He had tried desperately to keep it a secret but was exposed when his wife tried to pay for some clothes at a local store with small nuggets and gold dust. The storekeeper was a friend of Fred and had told him the story. 

“Maybe the gold is in those packages,” Rafael thought. “I could get to them before he does, but he probably has a gun and I don’t. It’s not worth the risk. All I can do now is follow him.” 

Rafael waited patiently for the little man to rush out and retrieve the packages, which were within a hundred feet of the truck, but there was no movement until an hour had passed. Rafael was getting tired of waiting and feeling the pain from lying on the cold ground when the truck started up and moved slowly up beside the parcels. The man got out, threw them in the back, and drove off up the valley.

Rafael scampered back to his Jeep to follow the truck. The rising sun was providing enough light, and the country was mostly clear of vegetation, allowing him to stay far enough behind so as not to be spotted. He had no trouble following the trail of dust.

It was almost noon when the dust trail suddenly disappeared. Rafael quickly pulled off and parked behind a large rock. He took out his binoculars and searched the landscape for any signs of movement. The truck was nowhere in sight. He thought of tracking it on foot, but immediately saw the danger in that decision. He decided to wait and had no sooner settled in when he saw the dust cloud appear again, this time coming in his direction. The truck passed close enough below that he could see the packages were no longer resting in the back. This was also confusing. If the packages contained gold, why would he leave them out here in the middle of the desert? He waited until he saw the dust disappear to the west before, he ventured forth and drove along the track into a maze of hills. It was easy to follow but ended suddenly in a small blind canyon, where the truck had turned around and traced its own path out. A thicket, backed up against a steep cliff, covered one side. The other side was solid rock. Rafael continued to be confused.  He got out and walked back and forth along the line of shrubs. Near the end of the thicket, he felt a light waft of cool air, which ended as suddenly as it had begun. He walked back to the spot and felt the light breeze on his face again. It was coming from inside the thicket. He tried to peer through the bushes, but the growth was too thick. As he attempted to part them, he found the bushes were not rooted but had been piled carefully to hide a narrow entrance into the wall. He moved enough of the brush aside so that he could slither through. The portal led to a short tunnel, which swung to the right, opening into a small room. It was a natural cave with no indication of any past mining activities. Shining his flashlight about the room, Rafael spied the two packages sitting on a rock ledge toward the back. He picked up one of them and was surprised at how light it was, as he had been expecting them to contain gold. He hefted the other one and came to the same conclusion. These mysterious parcels were certainly not filled with gold. His curiosity was beginning to germinate into fear, as he had no idea what was going on. He just wanted to get out of the cave and away from this area as quickly as possible. The temptation to open one of the parcels was strong, but the fear of whatever he had stumbled into was greater.

He hesitated, but then in a moment of courage, he grabbed the packages and headed for the tunnel entrance. At the bend, he heard voices outside. He stopped and backed into the room, as he could see someone pushing his way through the thicket. Two men came into the room, giving Rafael nowhere to run. He tried to go by them, but they grabbed him, pulled a bag over his head and dragged him out into the open. He was aware of two other men as they pushed him into a large vehicle. He tried in vain to struggle free. 

The last thing he felt was the needle in his arm.

Rafael had no idea where he was. As he slowly regained consciousness, he became aware of strange smells and the terrible throbbing pain in his arm and head. He was lying on a hard, flat surface. As he tried to rise to a sitting position, he felt straps stretched around his body holding him down. Something wrapped around his head blocked his vision.

He lay there helpless. He struggled to reach across his body with his right hand to locate the source of the intense pain in his left arm, which was wrapped in bandages. To his total shock, he discovered his left hand was gone. What had happened? The last thing he remembered was the two men grabbing him at the cave entrance and dragging him outside. It was too much. As he tried to sort it out, the pain in his head shoved him back into unconsciousness.

The next thing he knew, someone was shaking him. He was somewhat relieved to discover the restraining straps had been removed, and he was able to sit up. The blindfold still covered his eyes. He tried to reach up to remove it, but his arm was quickly grabbed and tied to the table.

“We will leave that on. It is to your advantage, if you want to live, not to see our faces or be able to recognize us. We don’t wish to cause you any more pain, but you must do exactly what we tell you.”

The voice was deep with a heavy accent. The man spoke slowly and with authority.

“Where am I, and what have you done to me?” Rafael asked.

“You have done a very bad thing by trying to rob us, and we have punished you. Those packages in the cave are our property. You tried to take them away. Fortunately, we arrived in time to prevent you from making a fatal mistake.”

“I didn’t know who they belonged to. I just found them in the cave.”

“Do not make things worse for yourself by lying. We know you followed our courier from the time he left Tucson. You did not see us, but we were with you all night. We have punished you much in the way of my ancestors. When they captured a thief, they chopped off his hand. We are not that barbaric. We simply had your hand removed by a qualified doctor. You should thank us for foregoing the brutal practices of my countrymen. If you disobey us, the next time we won’t be so generous. You will find a note in your pocket with the name and address of a doctor across the border in Nogales, if that arm needs more treatment. And, if you tell anyone, anyone at all, what has happened, or the location of that cave, your beautiful wife, Miranda, and your two daughters will suffer much pain before they die.”

Rafael was about to respond, but he again felt the pain of the needle in his side and the soft envelope of sleep surrounding him.

When he regained consciousness, he was no longer bound or blindfolded. He was sitting in his Jeep somewhere in the desert. His first thought was that he must have dreamed it all, until he looked at his hand, or rather, where his hand used to be. Only a carefully bandaged stump remained. Rafael felt the presence of the missing appendage, but it was gone forever. He had no idea where he was or even how long he had been there. He looked around, but nothing was familiar. He dug in his pocket for his cell phone without success. He realized his captors must have taken it.

Rafael just wanted to get away from wherever he was and go home. The problem was, he didn’t have any idea in which direction to go. It was a cloudy day, but there was just enough sun to estimate a compass direction. He had spent enough time with Fred to learn useful things like using his watch and the sun to find North. Fortunately, they had left his pocket watch, which he dug out of his jeans and figured out which way would take him south. The painkiller was wearing off, and the hand, or where the hand used to be, was beginning to throb.

“I don’t know what they gave me, but its effects are fading fast,” he thought. “I’ve got to get away from here and find my way home. My best bet is to travel south. Sooner or later, I’ll hit a major east-west highway or the Mexican border. I need to get some strong pain killers.”

Two hours of back roads and rough trails brought him to an intersection with Highway 93 somewhere northeast of Surprise. Now, at least he knew where he was. When he hit the city limits, he pulled into the first gas station and called Miranda from a pay phone. He was greeted with, “Where have you been for the last three days? I was just about ready to call the police. I tried to reach Fred, but as usual, he doesn’t answer his cell.”

“I’m just outside Surprise. I’ll be home in a couple of hours. Please don’t try to reach Fred or talk to anyone before I see you.”

“What do you mean, Rafael? That sounds weird.”

“I know, but don’t worry. I’ll explain when I see you.”

Rafael didn’t know what he was going to do. The warning not to talk about what had happened was real and seriously scared him. He was too afraid to disobey their orders. On the other hand, he had to give Miranda some explanation for the injury. He knew anything he told his wife would be common knowledge to everyone they knew by morning. The problem boiled down to coming up with some plausible account for his missing hand, which was not going to generate suspicion and a whole bunch of questions.

He thought up several explanations, but by the time he got to Mesa and drove into the Mobile Home Park, he had it all worked out. It was a flimsy story, but he thought she would accept it. As expected, Miranda freaked out when she saw the damage to her husband’s body.

“What happened?” She asked the minute he walked in the door.

Rafael started slowly, concentrating on getting the words right.

“Well, I was out prospecting up in the hills near Flagstaff. I was driving along an old mining trail when a log that had fallen across the road blocked my way. I decided to cut through it with my chainsaw. I had forgotten to sharpen the saw before I left, and it was so dull it got stuck, bucked out and came down on my arm. It went right through the bone. I wrapped my shirt around what was left of my arm to slow the blood flow and managed to drive to a clinic in the city, where they cleaned and stitched it up. They gave me some stuff to kill the pain and sent me home.”

Miranda was sympathetic, but dubious.

“Where’s your hand? What did you do with it? Didn’t they try to sew it back on?”

“I don’t know. They tried to put it back, but it was chewed up too much. There was nothing else they could do. It is really important for you to not tell anybody about this, at least for a while, and please don’t ask me any more questions. I need to stick around here until the wound heals, but I need some strong painkillers right away. Do you think you can get your kid brother to bring me something from Mexico? I don’t want to have to go to a doctor for a prescription.”

Against her better judgment, she agreed.
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Dusty Sherant firmly believed that any time his phone rang after midnight, it would not be a harbinger of good news. Experience had taught the lesson well. Consequently, he usually unplugged the machine before he went to bed, and if he forgot, and it rang, he never answered it. He felt that all crises, imminent disasters, threats to his life, and stupid questions from drunken friends could be handled more efficiently during daylight hours. So, when a call came in at 3:15 AM, he rolled over and ignored it. Unfortunately, he wasn’t home in his bed, and it wasn’t his phone. Lucie picked it up, said hello, jabbed him in the ribs, and announced, “It’s for you. It’s Jeremy.”

“It can’t be for me. At 3 in the morning, I don’t know any Jeremys,” Dusty replied, “and besides, how would he know I’m here?”

“Everyone we know is aware you’re here, even the people I work with, who enjoy pointing out I’m shacked up with someone without a job and to whom I am not legally married.”

Dusty took the phone and asked, “Jeremy, why are you calling me in the middle of the night? It is to tell me you have a terminal illness or that I’ve won the lottery.”

“Uncle Fred is missing. We haven’t heard from him in over a month, and we can’t find him anywhere.”

“Jeremy, ever since we’ve known Fred Prince, he has spent major portions of his life missing, and we have spent much of our lives looking for him. That’s always been part of his charm, his total unpredictability and lack of concern for any form of social protocol. How is this time different?”

“I don’t know. Most of the time, it’s the same old story, but this time Kellie has a bad feeling about it. It’s not like when he and your dad used to go on those weeklong drinking sprees, and we had to go find them and drag them home. We always knew where they were and what they were doing. This has been too long, and Uncle Fred was acting weird and very secretive about his plans before he left. He just said he’d see us in a couple of weeks, and he was gone.”

“C’mon, there has to be more to it than that, and you say Kellie is concerned. What about you? How worried are you? Don’t get me wrong, I have the greatest respect for Kellie’s intuition, and her methods of making you do things you don’t want to do, but I sense you are not telling me everything.”

“Yeah, there is more, but I can’t get a handle on it. I guess I’ve been a bit rough on him. He and I got in an argument over some claims I staked. He thinks they are worthless and doesn’t understand the reasons why I staked them. Also, he’s got some sort of a map supposedly pointing the way to lost treasure out north of Tucson. He was about to tell us the story behind the map, but I kind of made a joke about it, and he got all quiet and refused to discuss it further. The next morning, he left. He was acting strange, even stranger than usual. I’m at a loss as to what to do next.”

“Just back up a minute. Why did you stake some claims with no apparent value?”

“That is just Fred’s opinion.”

“Fred’s been in this prospecting business forever. He taught us the game. If anyone can see value in a mining prospect, it is Fred. So, what’s the real reason for staking them?” 

“It’s the old story,” Jeremy replied. “I set up a new company, and I put these claims in to raise the seed money. Only Fred thinks they are worthless. I have an engineering report indicating potential and recommending further work. Anyway, we were wondering if you and Lucie could come down and help us look for him.” 

“Is that ‘we’ both of you, or does she have a gun to your head?”

“Go easy, will you. She’s on the other phone and you’re pissing her off.”

“You don’t ever give up trying to push my buttons, do you?” Kellie put in. “I do think something weird is going on. If you can find your way down here without getting lost or sidetracked by a pretty face, I’d like you to help us find him. Lucie once told me, when she was trying to come up with something positive to say about you, that you have good investigative skills, but I guess that was when she still thought you were a normal human being.”

“No, she has never had that delusion, but I don’t know about making the trip to Arizona, although it would be a great change to escape our Canadian winter. Are you sure you’ve tried everything? What are the cops doing about it? Have you checked all the bars, hospitals, morgues, jails, brothels, and mental institutions? How about a girlfriend? Fred usually has some lady on the string.”

“We did most of that,” Jeremy replied, “but I just filed a missing person report with the police this evening. They had Kellie down at the medical examiner’s office to see if she could identify a hand they found in a sand trap on the golf course. They had heard from someone that I was looking for Fred and thought it might be his hand. It wasn’t, but I figured I’d better make a formal report. I hadn’t done it before because I thought he’d probably show up and climb all over me for calling in the cops.”

“They found a what?”

“A human hand, surgically removed with the finger tips cut off.”

“Jeez. What kind of people do you have down there?”

“Come on down and find out. You’ll probably fit right in with the rest of the weirdos,” Kellie said.

“You realize those kinds of insults aren’t helping your case. Hang on for a minute you two. I need to talk to Lucie.”

Dusty thought about it for a minute then turned to Lucie.

“You heard both ends. What do you think?”

“Two things come to mind. I get a sense he’s overreacting to a situation that is not as serious as he imagines, on one hand, but also that he’s not that anxious to find his uncle. I agree with you that Kellie is pushing him. You know yourself she is a tough gal and usually gets what she wants, but I also trust her take on the situation.”

“I agree. Jeremy and I have always been close to Fred. He was our mentor while we were growing up, and he has bailed Jeremy out of more messes than I can count. This apparent apathy about his uncle bothers me, and you’re right, Kellie is one smart lady, and she is truly concerned. This alone adds a lot of credibility to the problem.” 

“Jeremy is your best friend and has been all your life. You and Kellie have been buddies ever since Amyot. If the situation were reversed, they would come to your aid without a second thought.”

“I know, and you’re right. It’s time I got off my butt, went down there, and see what can be done. Fred and I tend to think alike, and I would probably have a better chance of tracking him down. Do you want to go?”

“I can’t right now. You know I’ve finally got my business on a paying basis, and I need to keep it afloat. I have three important investigations to wind up before I can get free. If things work out, maybe I’ll come later, but I want you to go and help your friends. They need you. Will you do it?”

“Are you that anxious to get rid of me? If so, I’ll leave tomorrow.”

“Maybe that is part of it. Before you go, we need to talk. Do you want to get into it now, or try and get some more sleep?”

“Is this about us?” Dusty asked. “You’re getting serious, and it’s starting to freak me out.” 

“Yes, this is serious. I guess I need to know where we’re going and whether this will continue to be an off-again, on-again relationship like it has in the past.”

“I don’t know, Lucie. That has always been your choice, and I have gone along with it. You laid out the rules right from the start. You wanted to avoid any commitments and feelings of being tied down, and as far as I’m concerned, it has been a great relationship. Do you feel different now?”

“I’m beginning to. My biological clock has run out, and I realize in a couple of years I’ll be fifty. I guess I am experiencing the need for some kind of permanence in a relationship and in my life. Taking my retirement from the RCMP and starting my own investigation business has been a life-altering event. I feel I want to settle down and grow old with someone I can rely on and who cares about me. I gave up any idea of having kids years ago because my career seemed more important. I still feel that was the right decision, but now I am looking for something more. I just don’t know if you are capable of that kind of relationship. All the time we have spent together has been superficial. It was the way we both wanted it, but I still have the feeling you don’t know me anymore.”

Dusty was quiet for a few minutes then replied, “This is a shocker. I had no idea you were feeling this way. Maybe you have put out a few clues, but I definitely missed them. I really did believe I knew how you felt.” 

“You are seldom aware of how I feel. Sometimes I wonder if you really know me, or what I care about. Getting you interested in anything other than my body is just as difficult as me trying to crack through that shield you put up to shut out the rest of the world. For a long time, I have put your indifference down to the terrible hurt you suffered from Elena’s treachery, but I can’t do that any more. You have to get over her and get on with your life. I know you loved her, but like Kellie told me once, you two were lovers but never friends. Before you and I can have anything meaningful, you have to get past your hurt and learn to care again.”

” Maybe you’re right. I feel Elena destroyed any chance I might have for a future loving relationship. I’ve tried to get past it, but it’s like climbing a high wall that never ends, so I’ve given up trying. I guess I don’t know who you are and what you want. I haven’t tried hard enough to find out. I’ve always tried to keep it simple between us. Right now, that’s all I can do in any relationship. I hope this feeling will change someday, but most of the time I doubt if I can ever go down the serious road again.”

“I know,” Lucie replied, “and that’s why I want you to go away for a while. I think we both have a lot to think about, and hopefully this will give us the chance to sort it out.”

To Dusty, it was a road he had traveled before Elena. The words were different, but the context was the same, commitment. The one time he had let his guard down, it had ended in disaster. He knew that, even though he was over fifty, he was nowhere near ready to settle down and do the pipe and slippers routine. Somehow, he had imagined Lucie to be immune to that scenario as well. She was right. It was time to be apart and resolve these issues in his mind and between them.
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Dusty found it interesting that the major concerns in his life, the ones he would worry about for weeks, usually turned out to be just minor events, which resolved themselves by the time a decision had to be made. On the other hand, spur-of-the-moment choices were often life-changing. So, it was on that crisp November afternoon. 

He left Lucie’s condo in Saskatoon on another cold Saskatchewan morning. The drive to Calgary was the usual boring trek across the prairie. He opened up his apartment in the Alberta city and dealt with the messages and bills which had accumulated over the past three months. The telephone and electricity had been cut off due to nonpayment, and he decided not to reconnect. Since he planned to drive to Arizona, he figured he might as well spend the entire winter away from the cold, snow and Lucie. 

The trip to the Coast took another day. He crossed into Washington in record time without the myriads of irritating Border questions and was on his way south on I-5. Noon brought him to the Oregon border. 

The first time he had driven this route, it had been exciting. Everything was new. Even the second trip was interesting, but the third, not so much. After that, each trek had been an exercise in sanity retention. Logically, he should stay to the plan and endure it again, but Dusty’s actions had seldom been logical or carefully planned. So, he reasoned, why start now? Abruptly, he turned east on Highway 26, eliciting the finger from a frustrated traveller, whom he had cut off.

As he drove east on 26, the warm coastal air gave way to a cold, steady rain, which quickly turned to snow as the road gained elevation. By the time he had reached the Mount Hood ski area, his wipers were working frantically to clear the profusion of large, wet flakes, which were rapidly accumulating, and the road was becoming packed with slush, which was quickly turning to ice. 

“Maybe I should have stayed on I-5,” he thought.

Despite Lucie’s remarks, he was thankful he had decided to take his old LandRover for the trip. She had made the suggestion that he should rid himself of this old vehicle, which belched smoke, always smelled and continually demanded repairs. He had countered with the observation that she, in return, should divest herself of her smelly old dog, which was always farting and regularly being taken to the Vet. He regretted the analogy as soon as it passed his lips, but it did effectively end a dialogue that was going nowhere.

By the time he had passed the summit, he had winched three cars from the ditch. The first two skiers drove off after offering money, then thanked Dusty when he refused the cash. The last car was a ten-year-old Toyota.

Its nosedive into a depression by the side of the road had been stopped short by a fallen tree. The front was crumpled, and the coolant continued to stain the snow, as Dusty wrapped a chain around the rear bumper. The lady driver stood by with hands on her hips, while he pulled her ride back up on the road. 

As they stood surveying the damage, she said, “I guess I’d better call a tow truck to drag this thing out of here.”

She tried her cell phone, but there was no signal. Dusty had no better luck with his device, even though it was supposed to be able to get reception anywhere.

“I’ll get back to civilization and try again from some place where people use these things regularly. Which way are you going?” She asked Dusty.

“East and south,” he replied. “I was hoping to make it to Bend by nightfall.”

“That would work if I could catch a ride with you.”

“Sure. Grab your stuff and pile in.” 

“Just a minute,” she said, as she pulled a small pistol from her handbag and fired three shots into the motor of her car. “I’ve been wanting to do that ever since I got this piece of junk. They do it to horses, why not cars?”

She dragged a suitcase and duffel bag from the trunk and threw them, with her skis, into the back of the LandRover.

Dusty’s first impression of this bundled-up female was of a young lady in her twenties. As she peeled away outer garments in the warmth of the truck, she appeared to age about twenty years.

“My name’s Misty,” she announced, as they headed east along the snow-packed corridor.

“Dusty Sherant,” he replied. “It’s too bad we had to meet under such unfortunate circumstances.”

” You came along and helped a lady in distress. That’s not unfortunate for me. I really appreciate it.”

Their ride to Bend was pleasant in spite of the storm and hazards of the road.

Dusty pulled into the first motel on the outskirts of town.

“I’m going to book in here for the night, but I’ll drive you wherever you want to go.”

“No, this looks okay,” she replied. “I’ll split you on the cost of something with two bedrooms.”

Dusty registered them as Mr. and Mrs. Sherant of Calgary to go with his Alberta plates.

“Are you ready for your new home, Mrs. Sherant?”

“Jeez, that’s scary.”

“Don’t worry. There are no strings attached. I figured it would avoid a lot of questions.”

“I understand, but too bad about the strings.”

When Dusty awoke the next morning, it took a few seconds to figure out where he was, and the identity of this beautiful lady in bra and panties perched on the edge of his bed. Misty was gesturing wildly as she tried to explain her car problem to someone on the other end, who wasn’t getting it.

Dusty wore no pyjamas and his clothes were on the other side of the room. Waiting until her attention was averted, he jumped out of bed and scooted across to the bathroom. When he emerged after his morning routine, she was dressed, with coffee and food spread out on a small table.

“I hit the continental breakfast out in the lobby. I got you coffee and a couple of Danish.”

“How come you were sitting on my bed half-naked when I woke up?”

“I had to phone for a tow truck, and you have the only phone book in here. Did I bother you?”

“Absolutely, and thank you. Did you have any luck getting a tow truck?”

“No, I think I woke up the village idiot. I’ll have to try someone else.”

“Here, let me get in touch with Triple A and see if I can get a line on a local reliable outfit who will do the job.”

Three calls later, Misty had it arranged that a local company, Consolidated, would pick up the Toyota and haul it to the wreckers. All they needed was a transfer of ownership and her credit card information.

“I gathered from that conversation that you’re not getting it repaired,” Dusty observed.

“No, just like you can’t bring the dead horse back to life. I’ll be glad to see the end of it. I just miss the joy I would have experienced pushing it off a cliff somewhere.”

“So, where do you go from here, and how do you get there?”

“I’m headed for home, Sun City, in Arizona.”

Dusty didn’t answer. He began packing his gear and hauling it out to the truck. His mind was in conflict as to whether he should reveal to her that his destination was the same. If he did, he was stuck with her for the next three days. He liked the lady, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to deal with her for that length of time. On the other hand, she could be a welcome relief to the boredom of the remaining trip. In the end, he decided to offer her the ride. When he came back in the room, she was packed and ready to head out.

“Well, it just so happens that I’m heading for Sun City also. You can tag along if you promise not to shoot me if I piss you off.”

“That’s a tough decision. As long as you don’t get stuck in a ditch, you should be okay. It took you a while to make the offer. Do I frighten or bore you that much?”

“You scare the hell out of me, but I guess I can take the chance.”

Highway 97 south from Bend was an adventure in black-ice driving. The old LandRover held the road at fifty but tended to fishtail on the slippery sections. Consequently, it was a slow trip. A blanket of snow masked the ice at the higher elevations, increasing the hazards of travelling at greater speeds.

“Dusty, this is kind of scary,” Misty observed. “How many miles do you think we can make today?”

“I don’t know. The roads will be a lot better south of Klamath Falls. We can only see how far we can get before dark.”

“I’ve got a suggestion and a proposal for you,” she replied. “I have a timeshare, which has a resort at a ranch just outside of Klamath Falls. If they have a vacancy, we can stay there if you’re willing to drive a bit farther out of the way. Besides, all this stress is starting to make me bitchy.”

“Alright, but remember my decision is based partly on fear. You’re the one with the gun.”

Misty’s directions brought them to the resort office, where they were able to get a condo unit with two bedrooms and a fully equipped kitchen. At the store, they selected a bottle of wine and the ingredients for a pasta meal, which Misty prepared as soon as they settled in. After dinner, they sat out on the deck, which overlooked an expanse of pasture bordered by a ring of trees on three sides.

“This is beautiful,” Dusty observed.

After a few minutes, Misty replied, “Would you like to stay here an extra day if this unit is available?” 

“Yes, but I thought you were in a hurry to get home.”

“I was, but that doesn’t seem so important now. I was under the impression it was you who was in a rush. You never did tell me why you picked Sun City as your destination, and don’t tell me it was so you could get me home safely.”

“No, my friend down there phoned and said they needed my help in finding his uncle. He has been missing for a couple of months. I don’t think it’s that serious, but it gave me an excuse to have a winter holiday in a warm place.”

“Who is your friend? I might know him. I know, or know of most everyone down there.”

“Jeremy Prince.”

“Sure, I know Jeremy and Kellie, and Fred, as well. What’s the deal with Fred missing?”

“I don’t know. Jeremy wouldn’t tell me much over the phone.”

Misty was silent for a few minutes, then said, “I was kind of attracted to Jeremy and flirted with him, but he never responded, although I could tell he was interested. I think Kellie keeps him on a short leash. I also had a brief fling with Fred. He is a sweet old man.”

“I’ll tell you, Misty, I’ve known Kellie for over fifteen years. She is the toughest chick I have ever met, and I never heard anyone describe Fred as sweet.”

“I can believe that. I’m no pushover, and she scares me sometimes, but I like her. She says what she thinks. Anyway, what’s the deal with her and their businesses? I understand it’s got something to do with oilwells or mines up in Canada.”

“It’s complicated. Kellie’s father, Martin Angleton, who is richer than God, owns this resource company, which Jeremy theoretically manages. I suspect; however, it is Kellie who makes most of the corporate decisions.” 

“What about the other Company, which has all those silver properties in Arizona and Mexico?”

“He just told me about his new venture a few days ago. I don’t know much about it. Where did you hear about it?”

“Fred Prince told me. He was concerned that Jeremy was making a mistake in forming the company.”

“I’m planning to check it out with Jeremy. What do they call the Company?”

“It’s something like Aramex, or Mexari. That’s it! Mexari Silver.”

It was close to midnight when Misty headed off to bed. Dusty stayed outside to finish the last of the wine.
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The next morning, Misty awakened him with a fresh cup of brewed coffee. The sun was streaming in, and the sounds of a large flock of birds at the feeder outside his windows helped erase the last vestiges of sleep.

“Do you always sleep in this late?” She asked.

“Not usually, but I stayed up late last evening sipping the last of the wine and listening to the sounds of the night. This is probably the most restful place I’ve experienced in a while.”

“Well, we don’t have to rush off if you’re not in a hurry. I contacted the office. We can have this place for another night.”

It was a beautiful late autumn day. Pastel shades of green, red and gold marked the limits of their view from the deck as they consumed Misty’s breakfast offerings. She had prepared a feast of hotcakes and eggs with a side of bacon.

“We need to get out and do some walking to work this off,” he said. 

They set out on a long hike following some of the riding trails, which wound through the fields and woods. When they reached the river, they found a picnic table and ate the lunch she had packed. In the afternoon, they explored the Activity Center and finished their excursion with a swim in the indoor pool and an extended soak in the adjacent hot tub. Dusty’s treat was dinner at the local restaurant.

“What a great day,” Misty observed, as they curled up on the sofa in front of the TV. “I will remember this one always. You are a great travelling companion.”

They retired to their separate rooms, but in the middle of the night, Dusty was awakened as Misty crawled under the covers. As he reached for her, she said softly, “No, please just hold me.”

The next morning, with the sun again streaming through the window and the birds singing, they made love.

As they sat at the table after another of her bountiful breakfasts, she said, “Before we leave, we need to talk. There are a few things you should know about me. First of all, I am married. My husband, Paul, is considerably older but cares very deeply for me. Unfortunately, he is physically unable to express this affection and has been this way since we met. He is aware I have lovers and accepts it because he wants me to be happy.  I love him and am totally open with him. I could never do anything to hurt him or sneak around behind his back. You are going to meet many people in Sun City and will probably hear a number of stories about me. Some of them will be true, but many will be false, especially those from women who wish to hurt me. I have been, what you might call, selectively promiscuous. Wives of the men I have been with hate me and will do anything they can to get back at me. I don’t blame them. I would probably be the same. I’m sorry if all of this is a shock to you, particularly after what we had this morning, but I feel you should know what to expect.”

Dusty put his arm around her and held her close.

“I’m not concerned about who you’ve been or what you have done, or even how you live your life now. All that matters to me is that I’ve enjoyed these days we’ve had, and I like spending time with you. It’s not over as far as I’m concerned. I hope we can continue this relationship in Sun City.”

“I hoped you would feel that way. I want us to be friends.”

The last three days of the trip were spent on the road.

The first day was an eight-hour drive into central California. They took No. 97 across the Oregon border and then continued on I-5 to Fresno, where they booked into a Super 8 for the night.

“This is a comedown from last night’s accommodation,” Dusty observed.

“That’s okay. Another hour of bouncing along in your truck would have completely worn through my natural sunny disposition.”

The next day was a mixture of heavy cloud and drizzle. They took a leisurely six hours to cover the shorter run to Las Vegas and booked a room at Circus Circus.

Still fresh from the abbreviated trip, they hit a few casinos on the Strip, eventually staggering back to their room at three in the morning, bone tired and a few dollars poorer for their efforts.

“I don’t think I’ve ever won gambling in this town, but I guess I’ll never quit trying,” she observed.

“That’s why the jokesters call it ‘Lost Wages’. The casinos would be out of business fast if people started to win on a regular basis.”

They slept until noon the next day before driving the final short hop through the desert to Sun City. 

Dusty pulled up in front of Misty’s house and helped her pull her gear from the back of the LandRover.

“When will I see you again?” He asked.

“I don’t know. I have your cell number and will call you. I try to be as discreet as I can, but sometimes it doesn’t work. I assume you will be staying with Jeremy and Kellie.”

“I guess so, although I haven’t discussed it with them yet. If that doesn’t work out, I’ll pick up a rental here for at least a couple of months. I’m going over there now and see what’s going down. Call me in a day or two, and I’ll let you know what’s happening and where I’m going to be staying.”

Dusty programmed Jeremy’s address into the GPS and made his way through the maze of streets to their home. Jeremy opened the door and greeted him as he was coming up the walk.

“I was expecting you a couple of days ago. What happened?”

“I took my time and made a couple of side trips. The country is beautiful this time of year, and besides, my old truck can’t go at the pace of your Lexus.”

“We were concerned something had happened to you. Kellie called Lucie, who told us you had left a few days ago, and she hadn’t heard from you and had no idea where you were. She sounded a bit pissed. Are you two, okay?”

“Who knows, and right now I’m at the point I don’t care.”

They went into the living room, where Kellie welcomed him with a big hug.

“I am sure glad to see you. I had visions of you doing something stupid and ending up in the hospital or jail. Now that you are here, maybe you can help us find Fred and learn what’s going on.”

“Like I said before,” Jeremy countered, “I don’t think this is such a big deal. Fred will show up when he gets good and ready, just like he always has.”

“Well, you are probably right, but since I’m down here, I’d like to see him. It’s been a few years, and it’s time. So, tell me the whole story.”

“Fred lived with us in the casita up to three months ago. He’s been the same Fred we’ve known since we were kids, taking off on wild business ventures and hooking up with strange partners and even stranger women. He’s been having a great time since he moved down here. Sometime last summer, he got a hold of a map, claimed he bought it from an old prospector over at the Mesa swap meet. He said it showed where some bags of gold, which had been robbed from a stagecoach back in the eighties, were buried. The map was pretty crude. It looked like a kid had drawn it. I guess I made fun of it and hurt his feelings. The map had nothing to show what part of the country it covered or any identifiable landmarks. He got a bit huffy, stomped out and took off for about a week. For some reason, he had the idea that the gold was hidden north of Tucson, and he decided he was going to see if he could pin it down. Around that time, I started investigating some silver and copper prospects here and properties across the border, which had reported reserves of native silver. When I mentioned it to Fred, he was quite blunt in telling me I was wasting my time and money. He offered to have a look at the Arizona claims, but he had irritated me to the point I refused to tell him where they were located. He also said the area in Mexico, which I was in the process of acquiring, was mined out years ago. I showed him some of the samples the owners had sent me, but he refused to be impressed. I’ll go get them for you. They look pretty good.”
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