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CHAPTER ONE
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1968 turned out to be one of the hottest summers Charlton Wessly could recall in southwest Oklahoma. He wiped the sweat from his forehead as he looked ahead at the non-existent trail. Traipsing through the brush and stickers was not his idea of fun at the moment. He really wanted to be in an air-conditioned bar sipping a nice cold beer. Instead, he was searching for lost Spanish gold in Devil’s Canyon.

“I think I see a dark spot over on that west cliff?” Gene Morton excitedly pointed out.

“If an old Spanish mine were that easy to see, it would have already been found,” Charlton noted.

Gene gave him a frown. The big man was not going to be swayed from his endeavor of searching every single inch of the canyon until he found something. “Don’t be such a pansy. It hasn’t been found yet, and we know it’s here.”

Charlton laughed inside to himself. How on earth could they know that? Just because someone a few years before had found an old knife and part of a metal suit of armor in the canyon didn’t mean the Spaniards had actually stopped and dug a mine there. It may have just been a hot summer like the present one and some poor guy shucked his heavy gear in favor of getting back to Spain.

There had always been the legend of the Seven Cities of Gold, but from what Charley had studied about them, they were not in Oklahoma, but much further west. Yet, his friend, Gene, insisted that Devil’s Canyon had once housed a Spanish Fort and it was there because of a mine filled with gold. 

Charlton motioned for the other man to go on ahead. “I’ll catch up with you, but I have to rest a minute. This heat is a killer today.”

“I have to admit I’m glad the girls didn’t tag along. They would have been bitching all day about how hot it was and how rough the trail is,” Gene chuckled.

“What trail?” Charlton moaned as he sat down on a large, granite boulder.

The other man said nothing, but continued on toward the cliff that held his interest. Charlton had to wonder what his friend really thought about him. He’d been griping all day about this little excursion into hell. He watched as Gene vanished from sight in some scrub brush. His canteen was almost empty, but he needed some moisture on his dry lips as he opened it and took a quick sip. What he wouldn’t give for a beer.

Charlton started thinking about what Gene had said about the girls. They were hardly that. Gene’s wife, Norma, was in her mid-forties. And his wife, Maureen, was nearing forty. Both women had been to Devil’s Canyon on past trips, but opted out to go shopping in Altus for the day. He knew they would be back at the campsite, getting a big dinner ready for their men’s return. A return he was ready to start.

Putting the canteen back around his shoulder, Charlton stood up. “Did you find anything?”

Nothing but the sound of crickets, even the birds had stopped singing because of the stifling heat.

He hollered again, but louder. “Was it another dead end? If so, I say we call it a day and head back to camp.”

There was a shout back. “Get your ass over here! You won’t believe what I’ve found.”

Charlton couldn’t help but notice the excitement in his friend’s voice. He cautiously moved through the prickly scrub, almost stepping on some cactus. This was only their first full day of a week’s vacation. He was already realizing a week was too long to be searching for lost gold mines in the summer. The several weekend excursions they had taken over the last year had been okay, mainly because they’d been during the fall and spring.

“You better have found something good. Like an entire helmet or sword,” Charlton said, coming upon the other man.

Gene glanced around, a grin across his entire face. “Look at this vein of quartz in the cliff. It goes all the way up into that alcove above.”

“This is what got you so excited?”

Gene frowned again. “Don’t you get it? Wherever you find quartz, there is gold.”

Charlton touched the white line of rocks. “But this is in solid granite. It takes forever to dig this stuff out. I have a feeling gold would be the same.”

Gene shook his head. “I know that. They hardly got any gold during the last rush over near Meers at the turn of the century because it was in granite. But the prevailing story about this Spanish Fort is that the mine they had here was used to stash the gold they had gathered from other places.”

“Then we might as well be looking for that Cave of the Iron Door over in the Wichita Mountains?”

Gene smiled. “I believe that is there too. And everyone knows that Frank James lived nearby and used to scout around for the loot him and his brother stole back in the day. He never found it all.”

“We’ve been out here for six hours. Don’t you think we should call it a day and start again fresh tomorrow?” Charlton offered.

There was a look of disappointment on his friend’s face. “If you really want to get back to camp, I suppose we can head on out.”

Charlton never felt so relieved. “I sure hope our wives bought some ice-cream.”

“It would probably melt before they could get it back to camp,” Gene smiled. “Not that it would stop them from eating it. They probably ate the entire carton.”

Charlton was glad to see his big friend hadn’t lost his sense of humor as they headed back in the direction they’d started from. Of course there was still the drive back over to the State Park. Gene’s old Ford pick-up had no air-conditioner. The two of them walked the rest of the way in silence, making much better time now that they weren’t looking for signs of treasure.

“You haven’t said much, but how is Maureen holding up?” Gene finally asked, upon reaching the truck.

“She has her good days and her bad. Her parent’s death in the fire almost sent her over the edge. Then when we got the notice a few weeks later that her older brother was missing in action over in Vietnam, I was surprised that didn’t do it. The doctors say her mental state of health is very fragile at the moment. That was part of the reason I thought this vacation with you and Norma might be a good thing. She has always liked the two of you.” He then brushed both hands over his face to wipe away the sweat. “And this heat will definitely have her mind distracted for the week.”

“For damn sure.”
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Maureen opened all the windows in the camper, knowing it would do little to help against the heat. Not even the slightest breeze was in the air. She could see Norma bustling around inside the big army tent at the next campsite. How her friend could stand to sleep on cots in that hot tent was beyond her. She could barely handle the camper. Maureen went to the sink and turned on the water, placing her hands under it. She rubbed the cool liquid over her face before turning off the faucet.

A small mirror on the wall showed Maureen a person she did not care to see. A classic beauty with long red hair, all she saw was a sweaty face with hair pulled back in a pony-tail. She was a woman of the city. Her loves were movies, the theater, the ballet,   and the opera. She did not share her husband’s passion for camping and treasure hunting. But she came because of the fact that she did love her husband. Charlton was her rock, her anchor.

“I thought I’d walk down to the lake. Want to come?” Norma asked, her deep voice showing off a twangy Oklahoma accent.

Maureen glanced out the window at her friend. “I better stay here and cool off. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather join me and have a glass of ice tea?”

Norma laughed. “I need a little exercise. Gene called me thunder thighs the other day. Thought I was going to have to hit him over the head with a frying pan, but once he put on that half grin, I knew he was just trying to get me riled up. But I have gained some weight, so I’m doing some walking.”

“Well, enjoy. There’ll be a cold drink here when you get back.”

Maureen watched as Norma took off down the road. She would never have said anything, but she had noticed her friend was easily forty pounds overweight. Norma and her were polar opposites, but for some reason they got along well. Maybe it was because with Norma you got what you saw - a country gal who was comfortable with who she was. And a better friend wasn’t to be found. Maureen knew she had been raised a snob, with wealthy parents living in their Nichols Hills mansion in Oklahoma City. She would have probably not even given Norma a passing glance during her school days. Luckily, her husband and Gene had served together in the National Guard and become chummy over the years. Once the four of them started taking a few weekend camping trips together, Maureen had found herself really liking Norma.

She stood up and went to the screen door of the camper. Something was moving in the brush. Maureen was startled to see a scrawny coyote sniffing around the trashcan. “Get away from there!” She hollered. The sad looking creature looked at her for a second before vanishing
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