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Chapter 1

Del Whipple was dreaming about being with his wife on
their vacation on a white sandy beach in Kauai. As she dipped in
and out of the surf, her hair glistened in the sun. Her blue
two-piece bathing suit matched the chromatic sky over the remote
cove. He lay near the edge of the lapping waves and gazed at the
grey cumulus clouds above. A ray of sunshine vectored through,
their solid beams disbursing into a milky evanesce as they reached
the ocean. The gulls were diving in and out of the calm waters, no
doubt retrieving substance that would allow them to sit in the sand
and nap with their lazy companions. Behind him massive green fronds
of palm trees swayed in the gentle breeze. The wet sand on his back
had a soothing affect. As he briefly regained his consciousness, he
realized that it was not wet sand against his back at all. It was
something quite different. Blood! It was his blood, and a lot of
it.

Del had been raised in several states as a result of
his father being a career warrant office in the U.S. Coast Guard.
He was born in New Orleans, Louisiana where his parents met, and
after a passionate romance were married. At the age of one, his
father was transferred to Kodiak, Alaska where he worked as a
telecommunications specialist. Del and the family loved the
adventure of being transferred every three or four years to a new
location. San Francisco, Long Beach, California, Norfolk, Va. were
only a few of the places Del had lived before he came to El Paso,
Texas as an eleventh grader. His father was stationed at the El
Paso Intelligence Center, referred to as EPIC, which was a Federal
facility responsible for coordinating Federal and other agencies
involved in drug law enforcement.

Del was on the football team and very popular in high
school. He was so good at football that in his senior year, he was
offered, and accepted, a scholarship by the University of Texas at
Austin. After the first year of college, he was permanently removed
from the team due to a back injury experienced on the field. It was
not a permanent injury, but the recuperating period was long enough
that he had to leave the team. He was not disappointed by this turn
of events, as he never expected to pursue a football career after
college. He was really interested in becoming a lawyer and enrolled
in the university law program where he first met Kristi Hand. They
were in several classes together but the relationship was only
casual. The law school curriculum was strenuous and both of them
had very little time for anything outside of academic interest.
Kristi continued her studies and went on to pass the bar
examination in Arizona, where she had been raised and attended high
school. Del dropped out of college in his junior year, and with his
father’s help got a job as a systems analyst at EPIC in El
Paso.

On a business trip to Phoenix, Del looked up Kristi
and a serious romance bloomed even though they were many miles
apart. It was a beautiful April weekend when Del drove to Phoenix
to be with Kristi, as he had done since their friendship had
evolved into a burning romance. He had made the El Paso, Phoenix
run often, but this time was different. He had bought a ring and
intended to propose marriage to Kristi. She wasn’t surprised when
he did.

Impetuously she said, “Yes, but with one condition, I
want to do it right away, and without a major ceremony. I think it
would be exciting to elope.”

Del agreed and they found a minister who performed
the marriage on Sunday morning and invited them to stay for the
church’s devotional services, which they declined. They took a week
away from their work and honeymooned in San Francisco.

Del continued to work in El Paso and Kristi remained
in Phoenix. It was emotionally straining for the two newly wedded
young people to only see one another on weekends. Del was about to
quit his job and move to Phoenix, when an opening came up at the
Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) office in Phoenix. He jumped
at the opportunity and soon he and Kristi were living the life they
had dreamed of. Both had paying jobs. They enjoyed their work and
were looking forward to promising careers.

 



Chapter 2

Kristi Whipple came into Bret Pretlow’s office with a
look of despair on her lovely face. “Bret I just received a call
from the Wadslow Police department about Del. He left Saturday on a
trip to the desert and has been gone for the past four days. I
wasn’t too worried about him yesterday, since he often goes for two
or three days without calling; cell phone service being sketchy in
the desert. The officer who called me said they found Del’s vehicle
in a ditch near town, but Del was nowhere to be found. I am sorry,
but I need to go out there immediately to see what’s going on.”

Bret hoped that the situation would not be too
serious, but right away, he had concern for his partner going to
the desert by herself, to look for her husband. He decided to take
this as an opportunity to get out of the office for a while. “Wait
a minute Kristi I’ll go with you. It is only an hour’s drive.
Besides, if this is serious you will need all the help you can
get.”

Bret owned the law firm and had brought Kristi in a
few years ago. He was keenly aware of her attractiveness. As a
two-person law firm, she carried more than her share of the work.
He was comfortable working with Kristi and respected her
professional acumen. As a slim-five-foot-six inch blonde, she
normally had a bubbly outgoing disposition. Her personality, blue
eyes and hair that swept down past her shoulders, occasionally
disarmed her adversaries who stereotyped her as a “dumb blonde.”
Nothing could be further from the truth. When given the chance, she
did not hesitate to turn this biased attitude to her advantage.
Those who knew her learned quickly that to underestimate her legal
prowess could be a costly mistake. She was an intelligent lawyer
who had rescued Bret professionally on many occasions.

Bret could see that the news about her husband was
inflicting a blow on her emotionally. He had never seen her in such
a vulnerable state of mind. It was obvious she had been crying
since receiving the news about her husband’s disappearance. He
couldn’t understand why the pickup showed up, without any trace of
Del, but hoped the trip to Wadslow would soon clear up what he
hoped would be “an overblown situation.”

As they departed from the city, the two-lane road
west was straight and hot. The late August temperatures were
hovering around 100 degrees. Heat waves rose from the road in the
distance. Passing beneath the last overpass, the humdrum of the
city suddenly seemed far away. The expansive desert took on a hue
that was sparse and beautiful. Under the mid-day sun, the dying
foliage was turning brown in anticipation of forthcoming winter.
The road was familiar to Bret since he occasionally travelled it
exploring the mountains. Exploring the desert and mountains was his
only outlet. He needed to do more of it. But first he needed to
find out what was going on with Kristi’s husband.

As they drove along, Bret could not get his mind off
Kristi’s predicament. Del certainly knew the dangers of traveling
off-road and alone in this area. It did not sound like Del to leave
his vehicle. He was an experienced outdoorsman, and it was unlikely
that he would have voluntarily left his pickup without a very good
reason. He knew the rule of staying by your vehicle in case of
emergency and someone would eventually come along to help. Surely,
he would have called for a tow if he had had an accident. Even if
he had been hurt, he could have called 911 on his cell phone.

After coming to the top of a small mountain about
seventy-five miles west of Phoenix, Bret saw the profile of the
buildings of Wadslow nestled on a plateau in the distance. Wadslow,
a small town in the southern desert of Arizona, inherited its name
from an early Arizona miner. At one time during the late 19th
Century, more than 10,000 people populated the town where John
Wadslow had discovered gold. A lone desert prospector, he
reportedly discovered gold nuggets as big as walnuts scattered atop
the plateau where the town is now located. The site of the town was
near the stagecoach route between Phoenix and San Francisco. It
wasn’t long before the news got out about his discovery. As it did,
settlers and cowboys alike overran the area seeking their fortune.
The first commercial enterprise was a general store, then a stage
station. Next was the Golden Slipper Saloon, the center of
activity. In no time at all, the growth of the town exploded and
became the center of the southern Arizona gold boom. In the early
20th Century, the price of gold was set by the government at around
thirty-five dollars an ounce. This, along with the discovery of
heavy encrusted gold veins near Sutter's Mill, California, resulted
in prospectors and others with gold fever migrating away from
Wadslow. Its rapid growth was exceeded only by its rapid decline.
The population dwindled to around 5,000, where it has remained
until the present day.

Bret and Kristi arrived at the police headquarters by
3 PM. As they pulled up, they saw one police car in the parking
lot. A tall police officer with a “Smoky the Bear” hat and a stern
look on his face was about to get into a car, clearly marked,
“Police. To serve and protect.” The car was light brown with a row
of lights across the top.

Bret approached him and asked, “Can you tell me if
someone called Kristi Whipple from this office about her husband
missing in the desert?”

“I am Chief Sickenfelt and I spoke with Mrs.
Whipple,” the officer replied.

After Bret introduced Kristi and himself, the chief
invited them to come into the office. They walked through the
double front doors and into a small foyer, then through an open
room where several desks were located. To the left of the room,
Bret noticed a spacious office, which he assumed belonged to the
chief. Three people were in the open room sitting at desks. One
woman was typing on a computer terminal and two men were talking on
phones.

The chief escorted them to a small room no more than
eight feet square with a one-way glass along one side. There he
offered them coffee. They thanked him and declined. As Bret glanced
around, he realized they were in an interrogation room. As an
attorney, he had seen the inside of many police interrogation
rooms. He didn’t feel comfortable in this space but under the
circumstances, said nothing. Courtesy took precedence over comfort
right now.

As the chief sat down he said, “Your husband’s
vehicle was located in the ditch on a dirt road about 30 miles west
of town Saturday morning. The road is not often travelled, but a
local rancher happened to drive by and stopped to investigate. The
rancher found no sign of anyone and called us. The county sheriff
was on scene within 30 minutes. Since I received the initial call,
I decided to go out there even though the scene is out of my
jurisdiction. A database search of the pickup license plate number
turned up your name, Mrs. Whipple, so we contacted you. The county
sheriff is in charge of the search and investigation, but we are
all working together. The sheriff asked me to contact you. The
Yavapai County Sheriff’s Headquarters are in Prescott, but they
have a liaison office in town. I was just leaving to return to the
scene. You are welcome to follow me if you would like. You can get
an update and ask any questions of the sheriff on the scene.”

“Have you located his motor home,” Kristi nervously
asked.

“Well no, we haven’t been looking for a motor home.
We didn’t know that he was driving one.”

“Oh yes, he has a large motor home. It’s 40 feet long
and is white with a streamer painted in blue on both sides. It’s a
2005 Excursion,” said Kristi.

“That should definitely help. I will get that
information to the on-scene search party immediately. I am headed
out there now. You are welcome to follow along in your own vehicle.
“

“Yes, we will follow you out,” said Kristi.

As they passed through town, Bret could not help but
admire its small town character. There were no big box stores. He
saw a pharmacy, a hardware store, a real estate office, a run-down
motel, and several restaurants advertising southwestern food. There
were also several small private residences of the adobe variety
with clay roofing tiles.

Bret had passed through the town before. Every time
he did, he envied the people who lived here. Outside the town, they
passed several mini-ranches, each proudly proclaiming their
imaginary tie to the old west: The Circle Bar, Big Sky, Bar K, and
the Two Pesos. Most of the small roads entering the ranches were
marked by arches over the roadway leading to the ranch house
usually a mile so from the road. Off to the north mountains rose in
cadence, broken by vast interludes of peaks covered with snow that
had not melted from the winter. In the foreground of the mountains
there were thousands of scattered saguaro cacti and other plants
indigenous to the southwest. The few vehicles they met on the road
were pickups, four-wheel-drive Jeeps, motor homes, and a couple of
all-terrain-vehicles (ATVs).

Kristi and Bret didn’t talk much on the way to the
site. She was still very concerned, and Bret didn’t want to worry
her any more by discussing the situation. Neither did he want to
patronize her by discussing trivial matters. He simply said on a
couple of occasions, “Everything will be OK Kristi.”

About 15 miles out of Wadslow they reached a small
village of Justice. It had a convenience store, an antique shop,
and a few homes. The small road forked off to the right. The chief
turned and they followed. A short distance further on they turned
onto a dirt road leading east. As they did, they passed a garbage
disposal station on the left. Posted on a sign by the dump were its
hours of operation. There were several trucks unloading garbage,
and there must have been a hundred birds flying and dipping down to
scavenge the detritus. The road was rough with deep ditches along
both sides. It seemed seldom travelled. They passed a sign that
said it was a county-maintained road, although recent maintenance
wasn’t apparent.

After traveling about five miles, they spotted Del’s
blue Ford pickup in the ditch. Parked nearby were two sheriff’s
SUVs, with uniformed men standing near them talking.

As the chief rolled to a stop, both of the men walked
over to his SUV and one of them said, “We are still searching
chief, but have found nothing so far.” Kristi and Bret got out of
their vehicle and approached the pickup. Sheriff Jimmy Twoeagle
introduced himself. The other officer had already departed on foot
to search the surrounding area.

Sheriff Twoeagle explained, “We have searched several
square miles on foot around here, where we found the vehicle. A
helicopter search has also been made of a 25 square mile area. We
have now expanded our search and are questioning the few residents
living in the area. There are two trailers parked within a couple
of miles of here. They were unable to provide any information.”

Kristi said, “As we were driving in we saw a pickup.
Where would they have been coming from?”

“That pickup passed by here. He is one of the
residents living up in the area. We spoke with him, but he had no
useful information. We have also been asking other passersby if
they have seen anything of interest. So far, no one has reported
any sightings of your husband and no one saw his truck go off the
road. We’ve had a crew out here searching for the past 24 hours.
The Bureau of Land Management, generally referred to as BLM, owns
90 percent of the land hereabouts. Several trailer residents have
BLM permits to live on the property fulltime.

“Where does this road lead?” Kristi asked.

“Well in a few miles it splits up. Eventually it just
turns into trails. There are numerous vacated old gold mine shafts
in and around the mountains. Many of the mines are posted with ‘Do
Not Trespass’ signs. Some of the largest mines have permanent
caretakers to protect the property and warn off potential curiosity
seekers. We’ve spoken with them and they have not seen any
strangers in the area. Mrs. Whipple, can you tell me when your
husband left home?”

“He left Saturday morning. He was planning to do some
exploring west of Phoenix, which seems to be this area. He has been
out here many times before. He is an avid outdoorsman and knows all
about safety. He always takes his cell and GPS and carries safety
equipment with him. He was planning to stay out here in his RV
Saturday and Sunday night and return home late Monday.”

“What does he do when he is out here, Mrs.
Whipple?”

“He has a very expensive metal detector and looks for
gold nuggets. He has a collection at home of some beautiful nuggets
that he has found in this area. He mentioned to me that he
occasionally talks with people that he has run into here in the
desert. I’m surprised that no one has seen him.”

“Do you have the names of any of the people he has
met?”

“No I am sorry but I do remember, once he told me
that he visited an old mine where he spoke with some man. Maybe it
was one of those caretakers you mentioned.”

“Neither of the men we spoke with remembers him. Many
of the people that stay out here have ATVs and run all over the
place. We will get in touch with anyone we see. In the meantime
we’ll keep searching, but shortly, we plan to call it off for the
day as we can’t do much in the dark.”

Sheriff Twoeagle gave them his business card and said
he would contact them if he had any other information. As they left
the scene, a truck was towing away Del’s pickup.

Kristi told the sheriff they would be staying in town
at the motel they passed on the way out, if they could get
reservations. The chief commented, “That won’t be a problem, they
always have vacancies.”

 



Chapter 3

Del Whipple worked in the Phoenix office of Drug
Enforcement Administration as a software engineer. He had been
working in the DEA El Paso Intelligence Center, also known as EPIC,
until a few years ago and traveling home to Phoenix on weekends.
When an opening came up in Phoenix, he jumped at the chance to
change positions and move to the new job location. He had made many
improvements in DEA information technology systems and had attained
the highest level of security clearance available. When hired, both
he and his wife Kristi went through a thorough background
investigation. Over the years as he gained more responsibility and
access to other systems and information, he gained additional
levels of clearance. The DEA gave him a polygraph test when he was
hired and again every two years thereafter.

As a member of the DEA information technology staff,
Del had a hand in solving several high profile cases. He loved the
challenge of the chase even though he was not on the front line. He
often worked fifteen hours a day to put together paper trails
necessary for the capture and prosecution of villains. He enjoyed
talking with agents about field operations. Secretly, he wished he
had his boots on the ground, instead of sitting behind a computer
all day.

It was 3:30 AM, as Del lay awake, he was thinking
about the new metal detector he had just bought. It had cost him
$5,000, money he couldn’t really afford. However, Kristi encouraged
him to get it anyway. Kristi and Del had an agreement on money.
They would spend his whole salary for daily living expenses. Since
they had been married six years ago, Kristi invested most of her
salary and paid the mortgage with the rest. They often talked about
a baby but always put it off. From time to time they would go on a
luxurious vacation. They felt they owed it to themselves. They
loved to go on cruises and the Caribbean and Baja were their
favorites. They had also travelled to the Hawaiian Islands.

Kristi did a lot of charity work with the local legal
society but always supported Del in his pastime activities. He
liked mountain climbing and roamed the deserts and mountains of the
southwest to do metal detecting. They owned a $200,000 motor home
that they stored near their condominium when not in use. She
sometimes wished Del would get interested in a hobby like stamp
collecting or something that was not so dangerous. She rationalized
her worries by telling herself that she probably would never have
fallen in love with someone less adventurous.
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