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One/Uno

Flight # 1476 from Los Cabos to Seattle

Saturday, January 5th

familia (fă·mĭl’·ē·ă) – family.
Hay cuatro personas en mi familia. There are four persons in
my family.

The voice over the intercom system
announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, we trust you had a good time in
Los Cabos, but it’s now time for us to take you back to the States.
The cabin doors have been closed, and Alaska Airlines flight 1476
with nonstop service to Seattle-Tacoma is ready for departure.”

“Hey, wait. Sarah’s not here; we can’t leave
without her,” the girl in seat 14A yelled in a frightened voice.
Mary reached up and pushed the flight attendant call button even as
the flight attendant was already headed toward her seat. “We can’t
leave yet; Sarah’s still down there,” Mary continued, now reaching
the point of hysteria.

“Please calm down, miss. Everyone’s already
onboard. You can look for yourself,” the flight attendant said in a
calm voice as she pointed to the window.

“What do you mean everyone’s onboard?
Sarah’s not here; she should be sitting right here!” Mary pulled her
tearing eyes away from the empty seat and looked out and saw that
the boarding ramps had been pulled away from the airplane, but what
she didn’t see scared her. How come Sarah’s not out there, running
in a panic toward the plane? “Where’s Sarah? She was just there
with me. Where is she? Don’t leave; Sarah’s missing!” Mary cried
out as tears began flowing down her cheeks.

The annoyed passengers felt a jolt as the
plane was being pushed back. They were ready for their flight home
from Los Cabos. But Sarah wasn’t on board; she’s missing – Missing
in Mexico.


Two/Dos

Seattle-Tacoma International Airport

Monday, January 14th

avión (ă·vē·ōn’) – airplane.
Este es un avión muy grande.
This is a very big airplane.

“Alaska Airlines flight 1745 with non-stop
service to Los Cabos, Mexico, is now available for boarding at gate
46. As a reminder to all passengers, you must have a red stamp on
your boarding coupon and you must show your passport as you board
the plane. Come to the desk here at gate 46 if you don’t have that
red stamp on your boarding coupon. Once again, Alaska Airlines
flight 1745 with non-stop service to Los Cabos, Mexico, is now
available for boarding at gate 46.”

Stan Walkorski was glad he was able to book
a non-stop flight; he wanted to get to Los Cabos and start talking
to people down there as soon as possible. He’d been in the nearby
airport shop looking for a book to read when he heard the first
pre-boarding announcement. He had his passport ready, but he didn’t
know that he had to have his boarding coupon stamped at the
counter. Stan picked up his briefcase and walked over to the gate
46 counter and stood in line behind a man and woman in their
matching Hawaiian shirts and khaki shorts. There are just some
sizes of clothes that should be outlawed, Stan thought to
himself.

His mind flashed back to his meeting with
the Johnsons, and then to his conversations with Mary and some of
the other students on the University of Washington campus. Nothing
seemed to fit yet; nothing was falling into place. He knew it was
still early, but he also knew that the chances of a happier outcome
diminish with each passing day. He unconsciously moved forward in
line, keeping pace with the “twins” in front of him. When he was
finally at the front of the line, his mind had been so preoccupied
that he forgot why he was in line. Shaking his head to snap out of
it, he said, “Oh, yeah, I need a red stamp on my boarding coupon,
please,” as he handed it to the counter agent.

“I’ll need to see your passport, sir,” the
agent replied. As he handed his blue-cover U.S. Passport to the
agent, his mind once again tried to sort through all the pieces he
had so far. The agent took Stan’s passport, compared its photo to
Stan as she squinted through her glasses to look at him, and then
inserted it into the scanner. The scanner beeped and the agent
removed the passport. She then took a large rubber stamp and
stamped Stan’s boarding coupon with a bold red SEA, the code
for the departing airport, Seattle-Tacoma International Airport.
She said a routine “Enjoy your flight, sir,” as she put the
now-stamped boarding coupon into the passport and handed them
across the counter to Stan.

“Thank you. I’m sure I will,” Stan replied
as he accepted his passport and boarding coupon from the agent.
“Have a good day,” he said to her as he was stepping away, but she
didn’t hear him. She was already engaged with the next passenger.
As he walked over to get in line at the boarding gate, he realized
that they weren’t boarding by zones, even though ZONE 2 was printed
in the middle of his boarding coupon. “Why don’t we have to board
by zones today?” he asked the gate agent as he handed her his
boarding coupon and passport.

“Our load,” she replied. “We’re only about
30% full on the flight today, so it’s just as easy to have everyone
board at once than to have to turn people back because they aren’t
boarding when it’s their zone number. Have a good flight.” The gate
agent handed Stan’s passport back to him along with the stub from
his boarding coupon, and he looked down at it to see that he was
seated in 8A.

Walking down the jet-way to the plane, Stan
noticed how cold it was. After all, it is still winter, he
thought to himself. He’d been so busy the past week that the local
weather was of no real concern to him. He’d checked online to see
what the weather in Los Cabos would be in January, and he was
pleased to see the highs in the mid-70s and evening lows around 60.
I can take that over this weather any
time. It was cold in the jet-way, but he saw that it didn’t
seem to bother the couple in the khaki shorts and Hawaiian shirts
up ahead of him. They were just laughing and having a good time.
Oh well, at least they are having fun.

“Good morning, sir,” the flight attendant
greeted Stan as he stepped on board the plane – a Boeing 737. A lot
of the airlines had been phasing out the 737’s for more
fuel-efficient aircraft, but it was still nice to fly out of
Seattle in a plane that had been built less than thirty miles
away.

“Good morning to you, too,” Stan replied.
“Do you ever get to stay down in Los Cabos or is it just fly down
and back in the same day?”

The smirk on her face told him before she
could respond – “Down and back, every time. But I’ve taken a
vacation down there – it was a lot of fun. From the looks of your
carry-on, I’m guessing this is more of a business trip for
you?”

“Yes, that is the bane of the working class,
isn’t it? Travel to great spots and then just work, work, work.”
Stan knew that wasn’t always the case, but it sounded good. “I’ll
see you later,” he said as he turned right to head down the center
aisle. He noticed that First Class was only half full as he
continued down the aisle to his row – row 8. The agent was
right; there is hardly anyone on this plane. There was no one
else in row 8.

He had just sat down and buckled his seat
belt when he heard the crackle of the PA system come on. “Ladies
and gentlemen, welcome to Alaska Airlines flight 1745 with non-stop
service to Los Cabos, Mexico. As you can see we have a fairly empty
flight today, and we’re ready to close the front cabin door. If you
would like to move to another seat in your ticketed cabin, please
do so now before we close that door. Once we do close the front
cabin door, you will need to be seated with your seat belt securely
fastened, and all of your portable electronic items must be powered
off. This includes your cell phones, your iPods, and even your
noise-canceling headphones. Thank you for your attention.”

Stan had just unlatched his briefcase and
was reviewing his notes about Sarah Johnson when he heard a
familiar voice. “Mr. Walkorski – is that close? I hope I didn’t
butcher your name too much.”

Stan looked up and toward the aisle to see
the flight attendant who had greeted him as he boarded. “Oh,
hi.”

“Sir, we have a new seat for you,” she
whispered as she leaned in from the aisle. “Here is your new
boarding stub.” The engaging flight attendant handed Stan a
boarding stub that had “2A” hand-written on it. As Stan saw it and
looked up at her, there was slight smile on her lips.

“Thank you,” he said as he unlatched his
seat belt, grabbed his briefcase and stepped out into the aisle,
following her up into the First Class cabin.

“I think you’ll be more comfortable in this
seat, sir,” she said as she stopped in front of his new row.

“I’m sure I will. Thank you very much,” Stan
said graciously as he stepped over the legs of the well-dressed
woman already seated in seat 2B. “Excuse me.” Stan sat down in his
“new” window seat, and he slid his briefcase under seat 1A. As he
buckled his seatbelt, he looked to his right to see the new travel
companion was not reading anything, so he took the opportunity to
say “Good morning.”

“Buenos días. I mean, good morning,” she
replied. “It looks like a pretty day to be flying, doesn’t it?” Her
distinguished features had a slight Hispanic look, and Stan did
pick up just a hint of an accent in her voice. His profession
taught him to notice these things, no matter how small they were.
Of course, that also made it hard for him to establish close
relationships because he was always aware of all the little
details. Curses!

“Yes, I guess it is. I hadn’t noticed the
weather,” he said as he paused to look out his window – but his
view was partially blocked by the boarding bridge. “I’ve just been
too busy with work I didn’t even see if it was clear or not
outside.” Stan seemed apologetic as this striking woman next to him
was doing everything she could in their first minute seated beside
each other to be welcoming and conversational.

“Yes, it’s supposed to be a nice day today
here and, of course, it will be a beautiful day when we land in Los
Cabos.” Stan’s new friend smiled as if she were giving him an
invitation to continue the conversation.

Stan was just ready to say something when
the PA system came back on. “Ladies and gentlemen, the main cabin
door has been closed and secured, and it’s now time to make sure
that your cell phones and all other electronic equipment have been
powered off and put away for our takeoff. At this time, please
cease all conversations and give your undivided attention to the
flight attendants who are standing in the aisle to give you a
brief, but extremely important, safety demonstration of this Boeing
737 aircraft.”

Stan looked to his right, smiled at the lady
in 2B, and leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. He’d heard
all this many times before.

The announcement continued, but Stan didn’t
hear it. He was thinking about Sarah Johnson and why she didn’t
board her flight from Los Cabos on January 5th. Had she
been abducted? Did she run away – but why would she? Did she miss
the flight and was frightened? But that had been over a week ago,
and no one had heard from her.

Stan tried to think about Sarah, but the hum
of the two engines along with the late hours he’d been working
combined to put him to sleep. He didn’t move as the airplane was
pushed back from its gate, taxied out to the runway, and then took
off on its flight to Los Cabos. Stan was exhausted, and his body
responded by allowing him to sleep. The señora in 2B pulled a
magazine from her purse and began to flip through the pages. She
would have enjoyed continuing the conversation with this man in 2A,
but she noticed that there was a sense of relief on his eyes as
they closed. Maybe later, she thought.


Three/Tres

Hotel El Nuevo – San José del Cabo

Christmas Day, almost three weeks
earlier

sorpresa (sōr·prĕ’·să) – surprise.
Tengo una sorpresa para usted. I have a surprise for
you.

José Feliciano’s singing of “Feliz Navidad”
was blaring in the background as the hotel lobby tried to instill
some Christmas spirit for its guests – mostly American tourists. A
few of the vacationers who had been enjoying more than their share
of the local “cheer” joined in on the chorus:

Feliz Navidad; Feliz Navidad;

Feliz Navid, prospero año y felicidad.

I want to wish you a Merry Christmas;

I want to wish you a Merry Christmas;

I want to wish you a Merry Christmas from
the bottom of my heart.

Christmas in Mexico was enjoyable, but sand
on the beach somehow didn’t make it seem like a “white Christmas.”
Sarah Johnson missed going to the cabin in the mountains where they
would make a snowman, have snowball fights, and have a “real”
Christmas tree – not like the fake one that stood in the center of
the lobby of the Hotel El Nuevo. Since “El Nuevo” meant “The New
One,” Sarah figured that they named the hotel this because it was
obviously the “new hotel” when it was built. The Christmas tree had
a lot of lights and decorations on it along with empty boxes
wrapped to look like presents under the tree. It was a pretty tree,
but it was still a fake tree. And the presents were also fake.

As far as Sarah was concerned, there were
only two good things about this Christmas trip to Mexico: her
friend and college roommate Mary came along with the family, plus
the two of them were going to stay for an extra four days after her
parents returned home. As a nineteen-year old freshman at the
University of Washington where she lived in an on-campus dorm room,
Sarah Johnson had a few more freedoms than many of her friends. She
deserved her freedoms – she’d always been a good student, and she
usually made sensible choices when faced with decisions that other
young people might not have handled properly. Sarah was an only
child and so her parents typically let her bring a friend whenever
they would go on a family trip. That made the trip more bearable
for Sarah and definitely more enjoyable for Robert and Tina
Johnson, two caring parents who were also very entrenched in
Robert’s ladder-climbing career and Tina’s social activities.

Hotel El Nuevo was situated on Boulevard
Antonio Mijares on the eastern edge of the downtown area of San
José del Cabo. The locals called the road as Boulevard Mijares, and
the street signs – the ones that hadn’t been knocked over or
defaced with spray paint – said BLVD A. MIJARES. The hotel wasn’t
the fanciest one in town; the nicer ones – including many of the
timeshare resorts – were south of town where Boulevard Mijares
intersects with Paseo Malecón San José. Mr. Johnson had originally
booked the vacation at the Hotel Presidente Intercontinental, but
he changed his mind when he realized that it wouldn’t be a
convenient walk into town from there. Being close to the town’s
restaurants and shops was an important selling point to both Sarah
and her friend Mary to get them to come on this trip.

“What did you think of Mass last night?”
Sarah had to yell over the music.

“It was kind of like watching a foreign film
without the subtitles,” Mary replied. “I really didn’t understand a
thing they said. Is there another service we have to go to
today?”

“Nope, just the Christmas Eve Mass.”

“Did your folks say when they’re coming down
for brunch? I’m getting hungry. I could do without the music, but
the food smells good.” Mary raised her eyebrows as she took a big
sniff of the aromas that were wafting through the lobby area.

“I thought they said by eleven. Do you have
your watch on? I left mine in the room,” Sarah replied. “Oh, here
they come. Let’s go; I’m starving also.”

Mr. Johnson was carrying two large boxes
that were wrapped in festive Christmas paper. Smiling as he saw the
girls approach, he held out the two boxes to Sarah since the top
box was hers. “Merry Christmas, honey,” he said as she reached for
the box. “Merry Christmas, Mary,” he said as he handed her the
other box.

“Thanks, Dad,” Sarah said exuberantly – she
was nineteen years old, but still a little girl at heart when it
came to presents. “I thought you said we were waiting until after
brunch to open presents.”

“And since when do I follow the rules?” her
dad said as he enjoyed seeing the happy look on her face.

Sarah held the box in her right hand as she
reached to give her Dad a hug. She then wrapped her arms, box and
all, around her mom. “Merry Christmas, Mom. Is that a new
perfume?”

“Yes, your dad gave it to me.”

“Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Johnson,” Mary
chimed in.

“Do we open them here or at the restaurant?”
Sarah wanted to open her present.

“How about if we sit here and have a glass
of champagne while you girls open your presents? Let me go get some
champagne for us.”

As Mr. Johnson turned toward the bar area,
the three females sat in the big comfortable chairs that circled a
large square wooden table. The table was a highly polished wood,
certainly not native to the area. Mr. Johnson returned in a couple
minutes with a waiter right on his heels, carrying a tray with four
chilled flutes and a bottle of champagne.

“That was fast,” Mrs. Johnson said.

“They’re not terribly busy right now,” Mr.
Johnson replied. “Besides, I called down earlier while you were
putting on your makeup.” His face had a slight smile – he liked to
surprise his women.

POP went the cork as the waiter forced it
out of the bottle and it went flying up to the ceiling. As the
bubbles began to flow out of the bottle, the waiter deftly poured
the chilled elixir into the four glasses. He then set the bottle on
the table and discreetly left the area.

“Here’s to a wonderful vacation, and to
three of the prettiest and smartest women I know.” As Mr. Johnson
raised his glass for a toast, he simply added, “Merry
Christmas.”

“Oh, Robert,” Tina said. “You say the
sweetest things. But true.” She giggled as she took a sip of the
sparkling drink.

“Ooh, it tickles my nose. Thanks, Daddy.”
Sarah took just a small sip; she didn’t drink alcohol, but she also
didn’t want to cause a disruption in the festive occasion.

“Yes, thank you, Mr. Johnson and you too,
Mrs. Johnson.” Mary shivered as she took her first sip of the
champagne. She was not used to it – the cold, the bubbles, and the
alcohol – but she was going to enjoy the experience.

“Mary,” Tina began, “I think it’s time you
start calling us Robert and Tina. ‘Mr. and Mrs. Johnson’ makes us
sound so old. You’re a dear. I’m glad you could come.” Tina did
have a genuine smile on her face as she looked at Mary.

“Thanks,” Mary replied. “I’ll try, but I
know I will forget and then I’ll call you Mr. and Mrs. Johnson
again. I’ve had a good time; this has been fun. Thanks for inviting
me.”

Sarah set her glass on the table and started
pulling at the red bow and ribbon on her package. Struggling with
it, she said, “Gee, Dad. Did you have to put so much tape on
it?”

“You know me,” he replied. Robert loved to
wrap presents as much as he liked to buy them. But one of his
idiosyncrasies was the use of tape. He wasn’t satisfied with just
one piece to hold something in place. He would tape down the ribbon
and the bows so they were absolutely picture perfect and would not
move – could not move. Of course, that also meant it usually
required a sharp knife or scissors to cut them loose. He reached
into his pocket and pulled out a small knife that he handed to
Sarah.

“Thanks,” Sarah said as she took the knife
to cut the ribbon so she could then start tearing off the foil
paper that adorned the large box. She tried to grab a loose edge of
paper on the end, but it was taped down – of course.

Robert just smiled as his daughter fought
with the paper, slicing through the tape so she could find an edge
to pull.

Finally she ripped the paper off the box,
but knowing that the box top would be taped to the bottom, she
instinctively reached for the knife one more time. She turned the
box over, sliced the tape, and separated the two halves. Hidden
inside the tissue paper were a pair of jeans and two brightly
colored tops. As she held up the pink top, she exclaimed, “This is
perfect. How did you know?”

“We saw you looking at them in the shop the
other day,” her mom replied.

“They’re great; thanks!” She popped out of
her chair, dropping the other top that narrowly missed knocking
over her glass. She hugged her parents and then plopped back down
in the overstuffed chair. “Here, you’ll need this,” Sarah said
smugly as she slid the knife across the table to Mary.

Mary went through the same routine that
Sarah had just completed. She never knew that opening a present
would be that much work. But rather than ripping the paper off the
box, she slowly sliced the tape connections and then unfolded the
foil paper as if the paper itself were a present. Her box also
contained a pair of jeans and two brightly colored tops. “Wow –
these are awesome!” she exclaimed. “Thanks,” she said as she
clumsily arose from her chair to give Robert and Tina a hug. Mary
was already a little tipsy from the one glass of champagne and her
empty stomach.

“Let me run these back to our room while you
gals pick a spot to eat,” Robert said as he was rising from his
seat. He stacked the boxes, the paper, and the ribbon, and then
headed down the hallway to the elevator.

“Where do you girls want to go?” Tina
asked.

“It smells good right here,” Sarah
responded.

“Yeah, that’s fine with me,” Mary chimed
in.

“A quick decision. Your dad will like that,”
Tina commented as she saw Robert step into the elevator. “So, what
are you girls going to do next week after we leave?”

“Who knows, Mom. We’ve only been here a
couple days, so we don’t know what there is to do. I guess we’ll
hang out at the pool, maybe go to the beach one day. We’ll probably
just relax and get ready for school to start back up on the
7th. What do you think?” Sarah aimed the last question
over to Mary who was looking totally relaxed.

“Yeah, that’s about it. Anything but
thinking about school is fine with me. This last term was a real
bear, but I couldn’t have made it without you.” Mary reached for
her champagne glass that someone had refilled, fortunately only
half-way.

“Right,” Sarah said sarcastically. “You’re
the brightest one I know. You just put too much stress on yourself.
You’ve got to learn to take it easy.”

“Well, whatever you girls do, just be
careful. There are lots of guys down here, and you two, well, you
know what I mean.” Tina always found it hard when the conversation
got around to ‘boys and girls’ or ‘the birds and the bees.’

“We know, Mom,” Sarah replied. “Nothing’s
going to happen. That’s one of the reasons that Mary and I always
stick together when we go out – it’s safer when it’s the two of
us.”

Mary nodded her head in agreement with
Sarah.

Seemingly coming out of nowhere, Robert
reappeared. “Well, did you pick a place? I’m starting to get
hungry, too.”

“Yes, dear. The girls thought we could just
eat here. The food does smell really good and we don’t have to go
walking anywhere. Why don’t you finish the champagne so we can go
eat?”

“Why don’t we just take it with us then?”
Robert replied as he reached down to grab the bottle with his left
hand while he extended his right hand to help Tina.

The two girls pushed themselves up out of
their seats and followed Robert and Tina down the hallway toward
the wonderful smells and the sound of a live mariachi band.

Feliz Navidad.


Four/Cuatro

Johnsons’ home – Redmond, Washington

Wednesday, January 9th

investigar (ĭn·vĕs’·tē·găr) –
investigate. Es tiempo de investigar
el problema. It’s time to investigate the problem.

As he stopped his car alongside the curb in
front of 4625 Park Drive in Redmond, Washington, Stan Walkorski
observed a well-maintained yard with just the right amount of
landscaping. The flowering trees were bare for the season, but
everything else was its proper color and shape in spite of the
steady winter weather. As a seasoned private investigator, Stan
noticed everything – everything was a clue or at least a piece of a
clue to him. While most of their neighbors’ lawns showed signs of
winter neglect, the Johnsons had a beautiful yard. Appearance is
very important to them.

Pulling his briefcase across from the
passenger seat, Stan opened the car door and stepped out into the
wind and rain of a “typical Washington winter.” He had seriously
thought about moving to a warmer area, but the Seattle-metro area
was his home – he had family, friends, and lots of business here.
He didn’t always like the weather, but he had gotten to where he
could tolerate it. He was just about ready to push the doorbell
when he saw a small statue in the corner. It looked quite new, but
he didn’t recognize it right away. Stooping down to read the
inscription at the base, he saw, “St. Jude – Patron saint of lost
causes.” He set down his briefcase and rang the bell.

Stan immediately introduced himself when the
door opened. “Hello, I’m Stan Walkorski.” He was holding out a
business card in his right hand and his PI credentials in his left
hand.

“I’m Tina Johnson,” the lady replied as she
took his business card with her left hand and then extended her
right hand to shake hands. “Won’t you come in, please?”

“Thank you,” Stan said as he picked up his
briefcase with his left hand, wiped his shoes thoroughly on the
WELCOME mat, and then followed her inside.

“This is my husband, Robert,” she said as
they entered the living room. Robert Johnson was a stocky but
well-built and handsome man. His sweater gave him a preppy look,
but the fashionable dress shirt underneath it said “high-end
professional.”

“Hello, Mr. Johnson. I’m Stan Walkorski.
It’s nice to meet you, although it would be better under different
circumstances.”

“Thank you. Please call me Robert. Won’t you
have a seat?”

“And call me Tina,” Mrs. Johnson chimed
in.

Stan nodded and was about to sit on the sofa
when Tina suggested, “Why don’t we sit at the table? I think it’ll
make it easier.”

“You’re right dear,” Robert responded and he
motioned for Stan to follow his wife into the dining room. The
dining room lights came on automatically as they entered the room.
“At the end here, please,” Robert said as he touched the back of
the chair at the end of the impressive table.

“Thank you,” Stan replied as he sat down at
the head of the table. He reached down, unlatched his briefcase,
and reached inside it to pull out a file folder and a pad of paper.
Opening the folder he picked up two sets of stapled pages that each
had a bold heading Contract for Services. Handing one set to
each of the Johnsons, he said, “This covers the details of what we
talked about on the phone. We’ll all sign both copies – one will be
for you and the other one will be for me.”

As the Johnsons began reading, it struck
them both – this is real! The grief, the shock, and the disbelief –
it had all hit them before, but it was so very real now that they
were doing something about it. Tina sniffled as the beginning of a
tear formed in her right eye.

Breaking the silence, Stan said, “Take your
time – I know this is difficult for you. I’ve done this many times,
but that doesn’t make it any easier for me either. Feel free to ask
me any questions that you might have.”

“No, it’s fine,” Robert said as he signed
his name on the third page. He slid his set across the table to his
wife as she was signing hers. She pushed her set over to Robert and
they each then signed the “second set” and handed them to Stan.

“Thank you,” Stan said as he accepted the
contracts from the grieving parents. He opened each set to the last
page and signed his name. He then handed one fully-signed set to
Robert who reached inside his sweater and pulled out a check.

As he handed the check to Stan, Robert said,
“I hope you can find her.” His voice had lost a lot of its
confidence and control. He was no longer talking as a senior
executive; he was now talking as a dad, Sarah’s dad.

“I hope so, too,” Stan replied as he looked
first at Robert, and then to Tina. “I’ll certainly do my best.”
Stan put the check and his copy of the contract into the file
folder, which he then put into his briefcase. Pulling the pad of
paper in front of him, he picked up his pen and said, “I know we
talked about some of this on the phone, but it’s best to start over
so all three of us are hearing and saying the same things.
Remember, we’re not on the clock for my services, so don’t be
rushed for time.”

“Okay. I’ll start,” Tina said as she
sniffled again. She wiped her nose a couple times with a tissue and
then began. “We wanted to spend Christmas, I mean this last
Christmas, down in Mexico. There were four of us – Robert, myself,
our daughter Sarah, and her friend Mary. We flew down to San José
del Cabo and we stayed at the Hotel El Nuevo right there in the
middle of town. We were there for nine days from the twenty-third
to January first. Robert and I flew home on the New Years’ Day, and
the girls were staying there until Saturday the fifth – sort of an
extended semester break for them. They’re both going to the
University of Washington, and their second semester started on
Monday.”

Tina was sniffling more now, and Robert took
that as a cue for him to take over. “We had talked to them twice
while they were on their own, and everything seemed to be fine. We
went to SEA-TAC on the fifth to pick them up. We weren’t able to
meet them at the gate, of course, so we had to wait outside the
security area. But only Mary came through Security – Sarah wasn’t
with her. At first we thought the girls were playing a joke on us,
and that Sarah would be the last one through. But no one else came
through Security; we looked at Mary and she was crying.”

Stan was a little confused – the logic
somehow was off. A person gets on a plane but then is not on the
plane when it lands. That didn’t make any sense to him. “The other
day you said it was a non-stop flight from Cabo to Seattle. Once
she got on the plane there would be no way for her not to get to
Seattle. Right?”

“Mary,” Tina started while trying to speak
calmly. “Mary said that Sarah never got on the plane in Los Cabos.
The plane took off and Sarah wasn’t on that flight.” That did it –
Tina broke out in hysterical sobs.

Robert’s face tightened up as he fought to
hold back his own emotions. But tears trickled out of both of his
eyes. He put his elbows on the table, his chin in his up-turned
hands, and sighed. “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

Stan sat and listened and asked questions
for over three hours. He wrote down all the details as Robert and
Tina described their Christmas vacation in San José del Cabo; as
they talked about Sarah when she was a young girl; as they just
rambled on.

Finally, he knew it was time. The parents
were now grieving, and while there was nothing wrong with that, he
knew there was no new information to be told. Being a private
investigator sometimes involved being a grief counselor, and Stan
was good at it. But he had also learned through the years how to
control the grieving session, and he had to control it now.

Standing up from his chair, Stan said, “I
know this has been hard for you – what you’ve been through in these
past few days as well as all that you told me tonight. I’ll be
going to the campus tomorrow or Friday, and then down to Cabo next
week. I’ll get in touch with you in a week and a half or so. Try to
stay strong.”

The Johnsons remained silent. They were
emotionally drained as they followed Stan as he headed to the front
door.

“Thank you,” Stan said as he extended his
right hand to them. “Good night,” he said as he stepped off the
porch to the walkway down to his car.

“Good night,” was the faint response from
both Robert and Tina that Stan heard when he reached his car.
“Thank you” was the tearful pleading from Tina as he closed the car
door and headed home.

As he drove home, Stan wondered if there
were any clues from the past that might say what could have
happened to Sarah. He would just have to ask more questions,
although he wasn’t certain that he would uncover anything. The only
thing he was certain of right now was that she was missing in
Mexico. Knowing how the police departments worked in Mexico, Stan
was less than optimistic in getting any help from them. Missing
in Mexico he repeated to himself.


Five/Cinco

University of Washington Campus – Seattle,
Washington

Friday, January 11th

estudiante (ĕ·stū’·dē·ăn’·tā) –
student. Él es un buen
estudiante. He is a good student.

As a Seattle native, Stan was more than
familiar with the University of Washington. The campus was its own
mini-metropolis of hundreds of buildings and with tens of thousands
of students criss-crossing the campus on a daily basis. The
Johnsons had given Stan the apartment number where Sarah and Mary
lived, as well as their room phone number. Most students had their
own cell phones, but each room in the campus residence halls still
had its own telephone with voicemail service.

Stan called the phone number on Wednesday
morning, hoping to reach Mary in the room. Sarah’s parents did not
know Mary’s class schedule, and they didn’t have her cell phone
number, so Stan just had to try to reach her any way that he could.
The phone rang four times and then Stan heard the message. “Hey
this is Sarah, and this is Mary,” the message started before the
two voices were in unison. “We can’t take your call, so leave us a
brief message. Bye!” The two voices sounded so cheerful – the
voices of two best-friend college freshmen. Stan left a message,
although it wasn’t brief; there was too much he had to say: he had
to introduce himself, tell Mary that he had met with the Johnsons,
say why he was calling, and ask her to please call him back. He left both his cell phone
number and his home number on the message.

Thankfully, Mary had called him that
afternoon, and they made arrangements to meet on campus the next
day – Friday.

Pulling into the parking lot on NE Pacific
Street in the southwest quadrant of the campus, Stan was thankful
that he found an open spot. Gas prices might be high, but they
don’t seem to stop people from driving. He dashed across the
busy street over to Mercer Hall, one of the few residence halls for
first-year students. Stan walked to the fountain in the middle of
the two buildings that are each named Mercer Hall. The five-story
buildings house a total of about 450 students in single rooms,
doubles, and three-person apartments.

Mary said she would be wearing a red hoodie,
which she translated for Stan on the phone (“a hooded sweatshirt”),
and she was standing there just as she said she would be. “Mary?”
he said as he approached.

“Hey,” she replied.

“I’m Stan Walkorski. Thanks for meeting with
me.” He pulled out his ID to show her.

“Sure. Wanna get some coffee?”

“Sure,” he replied as he dutifully followed
her lead. They walked north past Henderson Hall over to Terry Hall.
They went inside and went to the espresso bar in Eleven 01 – an
eclectic mix of eating choices on the first floor of the eleven
story building. Mary ordered a double espresso, Stan a mocha latte.
After he paid for both drinks, she led him to a small table in the
corner where it appeared they would have some privacy. “Thanks for
meeting with me,” he said again as a way to start the
conversation.

“Yeah. I’ve talked to the Johnsons, but I
don’t know what else to tell them. Plus with the new semester
starting up, it’s been crazy getting back into the swing of
things.” Mary was staying somewhat reserved, but he could sense
that she did want to talk, hopefully
providing some clue to help find Sarah. “What do you think you can
do to find her?” Her plaintive question told Stan that she would do
anything she could to help.

“I wish I had a simple answer for you, Mary.
Sarah’s parents asked me the same question Wednesday night. Working
a case like this is similar to walking through a maze; you make
your decisions about where you are going to go and what you are
going to do when you get to the next decision point. If I had all
the answers right now, I would tell you and I would tell the
Johnsons. They gave me a lot of information, and I’m hoping that
you can also give me some information that will lead me to the
right clues.”

“But I’ve already told them everything,”
Mary said, somewhat apologetically.

“I know you have, and I also know this is
hard on you. Sarah’s parents know that, too. I’m sure that some of
my questions will seem like repeats, so I hope you’ll just bear
with me.”

“Sure, anything to help find her.” Mary’s
tired eyes and quivering voice told Stan that she, too, was
hurting. Sarah was her best friend – what could have happened to
her?

“Thank you,” Stan said as he opened his
briefcase and pulled out the notes he had taken at the Johnsons.
He’d memorized the key points from their meeting, but he wanted to
make sure that he didn’t miss anything – every little detail was
important. “I am going to read some of my notes to you – things
that the Johnsons told me. I’ll stop occasionally and I want you to
tell me if there’s anything you remember about it that is a little
different, anything at all. Okay?”

Mary nodded her as she sipped the last of
her espresso. She’d need another one soon.

Most of it was rather routine. Mary had a
few things to add about their stay at the Hotel El Nuevo in San
José del Cabo, but she agreed with most of what Stan read from his
notes. Stan learned nothing new about the first part of the trip –
from the twenty-third to the first when the Johnsons flew home.
Mary had said that she and Sarah had been to a few bars instead of
shopping as they’d told Sarah’s parents, but those were things that
typical teenagers and young adults do – they weren’t of major
concern. At least not yet.

“So her parents left on the first, New
Years’ Day. And then you two had the rest of the week there on your
own. I’m not a police officer, and you’re not under investigation,
so you don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to. I know
that some teens will do things in Mexico that they won’t even tell
their best friends about, and especially not their parents or some
other adults. I know that. But I swear that whatever you tell me
will never be told to anyone else. I promise. All I’m trying to do
is to help the Johnsons find out what happened to Sarah. Okay?”

“I know,” Mary said rather hesitatingly as
she arose to go get a caffeine refill.

“I’ll get it,” Stan said as she was heading
over toward the espresso machine.

“That’s okay. I’ve got a card,” she
replied.

While waiting for Mary to return, Stan
looked out the windows at the bare trees. I feel like one of
those trees, barren. Just then Mary returned with another cup
of steaming hot espresso. He waited for her to look re-engaged
before he started again. “Did you do anything different after her
parents left that you hadn’t done while they were there? Did you go
to different restaurants or bars? Did you go out with any new
people? Any dates?”

“No, there wasn’t anything really different
after they left. It was more like just a vacation for the two of
us. Sure, there were a couple of guys we hung out with, but we’d
seen them even while her parents were there. But we always stayed
together. If you’re asking if Sarah went home with any of them, the
answer’s ‘No.’ We’ve known each other long enough that we know
there’s safety in numbers. And in our case, that number is two. The
two of us stay together all the time – or at least we used to. That
way no one would ever get into any trouble.”

“Did you two talk about school, what you
were taking this term?”

“No way. First term was over and we’d
already gotten our grades. We managed to get some awesome schedules
for this term – lots of classes together, but there was no reason
to talk about any of it down there. Those days by ourselves were a
break for us – no school, no parents, no restrictions.” Mary paused
a little before continuing. “Yeah, we both talked about how neat it
would be to live down there all the time. Nothing to do but hang
out, go to the beach, hit the parties. But Sarah was the practical
one; she always wanted to know what we were going to do for a
living. It was a fun thought, though.” Mary stared out the windows,
most likely not looking at the trees that
had no leaves.

Stan asked a few more questions about what
the two girls did on those four days after the Johnsons had left.
The answers were ordinary answers, not revealing anything of major
value to Stan. The girls had gone shopping along Boulevard Mijares
and on some of the side streets. They went to “Ladies Night” at
Shooters, an upstairs bar just two blocks from their hotel. They
spent a couple days lounging around the pool, and one day at the
beach working on their tans. Stan felt that Mary was telling him
everything that she could; there just wasn’t that much else to
tell.

“Tell me about Saturday the fifth. Did you
have any breakfast? When did you pack your bags? When did you check
out of the hotel?”

“That Saturday was just like any other day
there, except that we had to leave. We didn’t have a wakeup call so
we slept in. We kinda needed it ‘cause we were out late on Friday
night. I called down and ordered a bowl of fresh fruit, some toast,
and lots of coffee.” Mary was more methodical now as if she were
reading entries from journal. “We sat in the room as we ate
breakfast, then Sarah took her shower, and then I took mine. We
packed our clothes, but she didn’t have much to pack. She’d sent
her big suitcase home with her parents.”

They didn’t tell me that.

“Wait a minute. Sarah’s parents took one of
her suitcases home with them when they came home on the first?”
Stan asked the question that Mary had just answered, but he still
had to ask it.

“Yeah, why not? She said it would be easier
for her if she didn’t have to lug that big one around at the
airport. Her dad thought it was a good idea, and I sent mine with
them also. So all Sarah and I had left were one smaller suitcase
and a backpack each. Anyway, after we packed we went downstairs and
checked out. Mr. Johnson had arranged to have everything else there
charged to his credit card, so all we had to do was to sign the
bill. We got on the shuttle and went to the airport.”

“What time was your flight?”

“Two o’clock or close to that, I guess” Mary
answered.

“And what time did the shuttle pick you
up?”

“It was supposed to pick us up at eleven
fifteen but it was late, maybe like fifteen minutes or so.”

“You’re lucky it was only fifteen minutes,”
Stan offered. “What about when you got to the airport? Anything
unusual happen there?”

“No,” Mary started. “The driver took our
suitcases out of the back of the van and he carried them inside the
terminal as we got in the line for Alaska Airlines. It took about
twenty minutes to get to the front where they put our bags on a
table and opened them to check for stuff. We then went to the
counter where they took our bags and gave us our boarding passes.
They said the flight was on time and so we should go on through
Security to the gate. That’s what we did.”

“Then what?”

“We went over to the security line, put our
backpacks on the belt and we went through the thing without any
problems. We got our backpacks and found our gate. I saved Sarah’s
seat while she went to look in the Duty Free stores; I don’t know
if she bought anything or not. She came back, and then I went to
look. Perfume, cigarettes, and tequila – people were buying it, but
it wasn’t anything I wanted.”

“Did it seem like it was crowded inside? Did
you notice anyone watching you or talking to Sarah while she was in
the stores?”

“No, it wasn’t too crowded; certainly
nothing like SEA-TAC on a holiday weekend. Sarah’s cute, so guys
are always looking at her. But I didn’t see anyone following her or
anything like that. Do you think that maybe someone nabbed her?”
Mary had perked up; perhaps it was the espressos.

“I don’t know,” Stan replied. “But it would
be pretty hard to nab someone inside an airport with all those
people standing around. She would’ve yelled, which would’ve drawn
attention to her. It’s hard to imagine something like that, but I’m
not ruling it out – I’m not ruling out anything. What about when
you boarded the plane? Weren’t you two together? Her parents said
you told them that Sarah never got on the plane.”

“They called our flight but we couldn’t get
on right away because we were in zone 2 or zone 3; anyway we had to
wait until we could board. When it was our time, we went over to
the gate and got in line. They were trying to rush people through
so they could take off before a storm came in. We were at the front
of the line when Sarah said she had to go back to one of the stores
to get something for her parents. I said I’d wait, and she said,
‘No, go on. I’ll be right there.’ She turned around and walked back
to one of the stores that she’d already been in. So I kept going.
They took my boarding pass and checked the stuff in my backpack. As
I walked out the door I looked back and I saw Sarah still in the
store looking at things.”

Mary paused. She was doing well up to this
point. Her composure had held up, but she was now getting to the
more emotional part – the part she didn’t want to re-live.

“That’s okay,” Stan said noticing it was
getting harder for her. “Take your time. I’m going to get another;
you want one?”

“Sure,” Mary replied.

“The restrooms?”

“Out that door and to your left.”

“Thanks. I’ll be right back,” Stan said as
he headed away from the windows. It felt good to stand up and
stretch his legs.

As he returned a couple minutes later, Stan
got in line to get them each a refill. He noticed that Mary was
talking to someone on her cell phone. He couldn’t hear what she was
saying, but the animated gestures showed a happier Mary than the
one he’d just been talking with. He ordered his latte, her
espresso, paid for them, and dropped the change into the tip jar.
He walked slowly over to their table, wanting to give her some time
and space to regroup from their conversation. He set her cup on the
table and stepped away to give her some privacy.

“Thanks,” she said as she closed her cell
phone and pick up her third double espresso of the morning.

“You’re welcome,” he replied. “Is it always
this busy in here?”

“No, sometimes it gets really crowded and there’s no place to sit down.”

“Wow,” was all Stan could say. He was
mentally trying to calculate how much money this place made off the
students’ addictions to caffeine. “We’re just about done, I think.
So you walked out the door and went to the plane and got on it. But
Sarah never got on the plane?”

“No. I kept looking out my window to see
her, but she never showed up. I told the flight attendants about
her, but they said there was nothing they could do. I said, ‘But
her bag’s on board. Certainly we can’t take off without her.’ I
think that got their attention as they asked me her name again, and
then picked up their phone.”

“What did they say after that? Did they tell
you that they took her bag off the plane?”

“No, they never told me anything else. Not
much time went by and they started with their instructions to
fasten our seat belts ‘cause we were going to be taking off. I rang
my flight attendant call button, which really ticked them off. I
asked them again about Sarah, and they just said, ‘There’s no
problem, we have to take off now.’” Mary started crying quietly as
the emotion that she had been holding inside finally surfaced.

Stan took a sip of his latte and leaned back
in his chair, letting Mary cry. As she regained her composure, Stan
offered his handkerchief to her, but she declined, using one of her
napkins instead.

“So the flight took off, and Sarah wasn’t on
it.” It was a statement, but Stan intended it as a question; and
Mary answered it.

“Right.”

“What happened when you landed at
SEA-TAC?”

“I asked them one more time about Sarah.
They were frustrated with me, and they said there was nothing they
could do. Sarah’s name was on the flight list, but she never
boarded the plane and she didn’t have any luggage onboard either.
There was nothing else I could do, so I just got off the plane, and
walked out through Security where I met the Johnsons.”

“And you’ve never heard from her? No phone
calls or emails?”

“Nothing.”

“Did she say anything to you while you were
down in Cabo? Was she unhappy with anything, or was there anything
that worried her?”

“No, everything was fine. She had good
grades and was really happy. She’d been dating this one guy, but
they’d broken up right around Thanksgiving. Something bad has
happened to her. I just know it. What else could it be?”

“I don’t know what it could be, Mary, but I
am going to do my best to find out what happened, and to find her.”
Stan tried his hardest to sound confident, but even he knew that
the prospects of finding Mary dwindled as each additional day went
by.

A sudden thought came to Stan. “Mary, you
said that you and Sarah each checked one bag in Cabo and that you
each had a backpack, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And the flight attendants said that Mary’s
bag wasn’t on the plane, right?”

“Right.”

“So how could she check it in at Cabo but
somehow it wasn’t on the plane?” Stan asked this question, although
it wasn’t asked to anyone in particular.

“But it was,” Mary said emphatically. “Her
bag was on the carousel at SEA-TAC just like mine was. I recognized
it because of the big purple and gold bows on it – our school
colors.” All of a sudden Mary was more engaged as she realized for
the first time that Sarah’s bag had been
on that flight.

“Her bag was on the carousel?” Stan
repeated.

“Yes, it came off the belt right after mine
did. Sarah’s parents took it home with them.”

That’s something else they didn’t tell
me.

“You mean to tell me that Sarah’s bag came
off the carousel, and that her parents took it home with them?”
Stan was starting to talk more rapidly now.

“Yeah, they recognized it also and they took
it.”

Stan tried to put the pieces of the puzzle
together. Here’s what he knew:


	
Mary checked in at Los Cabos; she checked in
one bag, received her boarding pass, and boarded the flight to
Seattle.



	
Sarah also checked in at Los Cabos; she
checked in one bag, received her boarding pass, but didn’t board
the flight to Seattle.



	
The airlines aren’t supposed to fly with
luggage from a customer who has not boarded the airplane.



	
Mary arrives on the plane in Seattle, and
her luggage is there of course.



	
Sarah was not on the plane to Seattle, but
her luggage did arrive.





Something didn’t make sense. Even though the
plane was taking off from Mexico, the airline still had to follow
the FAA regulations of not transporting luggage from a customer
who’s not on the plane. Stan had been on flights that were delayed
as the ground crew had to find and remove a piece of luggage. So
how could Sarah’s suitcase still be on the plane to Seattle?

“Excuse me, just a minute,” Stan said to
Mary as he pulled out his cell phone. He punched in the 10 digits
for the Johnson family home, hoping that one of them was there. He
was getting discouraged, but then the phone was finally
answered.

“Hello,” the female voice said as she
answered the phone.

“Hello, Tina. This is Stan Walkorski.”

“Oh. Hi, Stan. How are you?”

“I’m fine, thank you. I’m here on campus
talking with Mary.”

“How is she doing? She’s such a nice girl.”
Tina Johnson asked about Mary in a caring, motherly voice.

“Yes she is, and she misses Sarah, too.
Tina, Mary said Sarah’s suitcase was on the flight from Cabo and
that you and Robert took it home from the airport. Is that
right?”

“Yes, we just thought that perhaps she
missed her flight, so we took it home.” Then in a tone of
expressive curiosity, Tina asked, “Well, why would the airline say
her suitcase wasn’t on the plane when it was?”

“Right, I don’t know why they would say
that, but I have a hunch. Would you do me a favor and get the
suitcase so I can ask you to look at something?”

“Sure; can you wait for a minute?” Tina’s
voice was suddenly filled with anticipation.

“Yes, I’ll wait,” Stan replied as Tina had
already set the phone down and was leaving the room to retrieve
Sarah’s suitcase.

Not more than a minute passed before Tina
returned to the phone. “Are you still there, Stan? I have the
suitcase here.”



“Yes, I’m still here. Is the baggage claim
tag still on it?”

“Let’s see. Yes, it is.”

“It is?”

“Yes, I just said it was.”

“Good. Whose name is on it? Is it Sarah’s
name?”

“It should be; it’s her suitcase.” There was
a short pause, and then Tina continued. “No; it says Mary Raymond.
Why would Sarah’s bag have Mary’s name on it?”

“I’m not sure right yet, but I have an idea
I need to check into. Thanks, Tina. Tell Robert I said hello.
Okay?”

“Okay, Stan. Does this help you?”

“I think it might. I’ll talk to you later,
Tina. Bye for now.”

“Bye, Stan. Let us know.”

“I will. Bye, Tina,” Stan said as he closed
his cell phone.

Mary looked a little puzzled as Stan was
looking happy. He wasn’t smiling, but she could still tell that he
was happy.

Stan began, “The baggage claim tag on
Sarah’s suitcase has your name on it. That’s why the flight
attendants said her suitcase wasn’t on the plane. As far as the
airline knew, you had checked two suitcases on that flight, but Sarah hadn’t checked
any.”

Mary’s eyes opened very wide – not from the
espresso, but from the information she had just heard.


Six/Seis

Approaching San José del Cabo

Monday, January 14th

conversacíon (cōn·vĕr·să’·sē·ōn) –
conversation. ¿Le gustaría tener una conversacíon?. Would
you like to have a conversation?

“Excuse me, sir. You have to complete the
immigration forms before we land in Los Cabos.” Stan heard the
words being said, but they didn’t register. He was, as the saying
goes, “Dead to the world.” “Excuse me, sir.” This time he felt the
hand on his right shoulder that was nudging him to awaken. “Mr.
Walkorski?”

That did it. He knew his name, and someone
touching him and saying his name meant that alertness was required
of him. Blinking his eyes a few times and shaking his head quickly
to the right and to the left a few more times, he finally rejoined
the conscious world of Alaska Airlines flight 1745. He
instinctively looked to the right because the touching he felt was
on his right shoulder. “Hi,” was all he could come up with.

“Sir, we’ll be landing in Los Cabos within
the hour, and you must complete your immigration forms before we
land. May I offer you a snack or a drink?” The same flight
attendant who’d moved him from seat 8A in Economy Class to seat 2A
in First Class wanted to complete her cabin duties, but she also
wanted to accord him First Class service.

“Thank you, uh, Margie,” he said as he
looked at her name tag. “Sorry, I guess I was out of it for a
while. Just a Coke will be fine; thanks.”

As Margie handed the two forms to him, she
headed to the front galley to pour him a glass of Coca-Cola. “You
must have been really tired,” Stan’s neighbor in 2B said.

“Wow, I guess so,” he replied. “I’m sorry to
have been so rude. My name is Stan Walkorski,” he said as he
extended his right hand to her.

“That’s okay,” she replied. “I’ve also slept
on many long flights. It is nice to make your acquaintance, Mr
Wal…”

“Walkorski,” Stan interjected. “Think of
being in the mountains in winter. You can either walk or ski. My
name is Walk-or-ski; Walkorski. It’s not an easy name, is it?”

“My apologies, Mr. Stan Walkorski.” She said
his name somewhat hesitantly this time, but with skill.

“No apologies necessary. It’s a tough name,
not like Smith or Jones.”

The lady in 2B smiled in response. “My name
is Carmelita Sanchez. I am pleased to meet you, Mr. Stan.” She
giggled a little as she called him by his first name, something
that she would not normally do. “My name is a common name, as many
of our names are in México. And,” she paused, “we do not
have many mountains where we can ski in the snow.”

Stan noticed that she said México,
not Mexico. She is a lady of class; I wonder what she does
living in Cabo. Stan stole a quick glance at her left hand and
saw that she wore a beautiful white gold ring with a stunning
diamond perched on top. “I am pleased to meet you, Señora Sanchez.
I wish that I had not fallen asleep so we could have talked on the
flight.” Realizing he’d been asleep for a couple hours, he
continued, “I hope I wasn’t snoring. I guess I was just really
tired.”

“No, you did not snore.”

“Thank goodness,” Stan replied just as the
flight attendant was bringing him a glass of Coca-Cola. “Thank you,
Margie,” he said with a slight smile. He took a small sip and let
the flavor and the bubbles of the Coke rest in his mouth before
swallowing.

“Business or pleasure?” Señora Sanchez
asked.

“Business of course; I’m not lucky enough to
come down here for pleasure. And you – do you live in Los
Cabos?”

“Not any more. My family lived in San José
for many years, but I moved to Seattle to live near my daughter
after my husband passed way.” She paused for a moment and then
continued in a softer voice as she made the sign of the cross. “May
he rest in peace,” she said softly.

Stan saw her expression change and he
decided he should allow her some personal space and time.

She sensed Stan’s reluctance to continue the
conversation. “That’s okay; thank you. It has been many years, but
it’s still hard to believe. My brother Roberto and his family still
live in San José del Cabo.”

“Su hermano Roberto y familia?” Stan said to
try out his rusty Spanish.

“Sí, my hermano Roberto y su familia viven
allí. ¿Hablas Español?” she answered with a pleased look on her
face. She was no longer talking with a man sitting in seat 2A; she
was now conversing con un amigo (with a friend).

“Not very much,” Stan replied. “My Spanish
is not very good. I know some phrases and how to put a few
sentences together. But beyond that, I can’t really carry on a
conversation. If I try I usually end up misunderstanding what they
said, or I’ll say the wrong thing – and that can be really
embarrassing.”

“At least you tried.” The glow on Señora
Sanchez’s face brightened as she was feeling more comfortable –
more comfortable in fact than she had felt in years in being around
a man who was not a member of her family.

“Thank you. I mean gracias,” Stan replied.
He took another sip of his Coke. Now he was the one starting to
feel uncomfortable. What’s going on here? Was he flirting
with her, or was she flirting with him? This was a strange feeling
for him; he wasn’t sure what to do.

That issue was solved for him when she
started, “Señor Stan, is it okay if I call you that?”

“Sure, that’s fine. Walkorski’s a hard name
even for most of my friends who’ve known me for many years.”

“Yes. Señor Stan, if it does not seem too
forward of me – I think that is how you say it – I would be happy
to show you around my town if you have time. Or are you going to
Cabo San Lucas?”

“No, I’m not going to Cabo San Lucas. I will
be in San José del Cabo staying at,” he had to pause as he pulled a
piece of paper from his shirt pocket. “I’ll be staying at the Hotel
El Nuevo.”

“Oh yes, that is a very nice hotel. And it’s
very new, as its name says.”

“Sure, I would love a tour of the town. I’ve
never been there, so I don’t even know where the hotel is. I was
just told that’s where I should stay.”

“Is there a business meeting there? It is a
popular hotel for the tourists and for business meetings.”

“No,” he replied as he lowered his voice so
he wouldn’t be broadcasting to everyone else in the First Class
cabin. “I’m a private investigator, and I’m trying to locate
someone who didn’t go home after a family vacation there.” Stan’s
face took on a serious look as he wondered if he should’ve told her
why he was going to Los Cabos.

“Oh, that’s too bad. If there is anything I
can do, or my brother Roberto, please let me know.” She reached
down to her purse and pulled out a small but elegant wallet.
Opening it she pulled out a small card, a business card. She turned
it over and wrote something on the back. “Here is my brother’s
address and his phone number where I will be.” She then handed the
card over to Stan who graciously accepted it.

“Thank you,” he said as he pulled a business
card from his pocket and wrote “Hotel El Nuevo” on it. He handed
his card to her outstretched left hand and smiled.

“Your forms,” she said. “The immigration
forms. You must fill them out before we land.”

“Oh, yes. I forgot about them. Thank
you.”

“Some more Coke, or something different?”
the flight attendant asked as she stood dutifully in the aisle.

Stan first looked at the flight attendant,
and then he lowered his eyes to look at the lady in 2B. “Señora
Sanchez, would you like to have a glass of wine with me? Or perhaps
something else?”

“Sí, a glass of wine would be excellent,
thank you.”

“Blanco o rojo [white or red]?” he
asked.

“Blanco, gracias,” she replied.

“Two white wines, please.” As the flight
attendant walked to the forward galley, Stan switched his look back
down to the lady who had just become his traveling companion. Her
face revealed a very slight girlish grin. She’s happy. I wonder
what that means.

Moments later, the flight attendant
reappeared. “Here you are,” she said as she put a wine glass on
Señora Sanchez’s tray. “I thought you might like some cheese and
crackers to go with the Piñot Grigio,” she added as she set the
plate down on the platform between the two seats.

After both wine glasses had been set on the
trays, Stan raised his glass as he looked to Señora Sanchez. He
didn’t know what to say in Spanish, so he just held his glass up,
hoping that she would recognize the gesture.

She did, and she gently touched her glass to
his. Even though the clink of the two glasses was slight, it did
still catch the attention of the passenger across the aisle in 2C;
he smiled.

“Thank you for making this flight enjoyable;
I would truly like to take you up on your offer to show me around
the area.” Stan paused as she gave him a slight smile, nodded her
head, and put the glass to her lips to take a sip.

As he took his first sip of the chilled
wine, she said, “I would enjoy it also.”

“Thank you,” Stan replied. He then picked up
one of the crackers with the cheese on it, took a bite, and then
followed that bite with another sip of the wine. “Oh, the forms –
do I have to fill out both of them?”

“Yes,” Señora Sanchez replied. “The bigger
one is for the entire family, but that’s just you on this trip. The
smaller one is for each person to complete. When you go through
Customs, they will tear off the top part of the bigger form and
give you the bottom part back. You have to hold on to it and bring
it back with you when you are ready to leave the country. If you
lose it or forget it, the Customs Officials can make it very hard
on you, and you will probably have to pay a fine.”

“Well there’s an incentive to keep it.” Just
as Stan started writing on the first form, the airplane shook as it
started to descend into Los Cabos International Airport. The wine
sloshed in his glass, but none spilled out as there was only a
small amount left in the glass. He hurriedly completed both forms
and put them in his ticket case just as he could feel the landing
gear begin to lower. The extra drag on the aircraft once again
caused a shaking motion that made him instinctively reach to hold
the glass.

“Would you like a last refill before we
land?” the flight attendant asked as she came back into the First
Class cabin after collecting the plastic cups and other debris from
the economy cabin.

“No, thank you,” Señora Sanchez replied as
she handed her empty glass to the flight attendant. “And thank you
for the crackers and the cheese; they were very nice.”

Stan took the last sip of his wine, and even
though he would have liked another glass, he declined. “Yes, thank
you, Margie. It was all very nice,” he said as he smiled and handed
his glass to her. As Stan sat back in the leather seat, he let out
a big sigh as he was now truly relaxed; but he knew this relaxation
would last for only a few more minutes. He had just closed his eyes
to fully enjoy those last few moments of peace when he heard that
familiar crackle of the PA system.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, as you can tell we
are now on our final approach into Los Cabos International Airport.
Please make sure that your seat belt is fastened securely across
your lap, and that your seatbacks and tables are in their upright
and locked positions.” Stan relaxed as he closed his eyes and tried
to think once again what could have happened to Sarah. Not only is
she missing, she’s missing in Mexico. Is there any hope of finding
her, and finding her alive?

Stan’s eyes opened and he looked to his
right and said, “What’s this I heard about a red light and a green
light when you go through Customs?”

“Oh,” Señora Sanchez began. “When you get
your luggage you have to put it on the belt to go through the X-Ray
machine. Once it comes out you push a button, like the button on
the street light that you push to cross the street. If the light
turns green, then you are done and you leave. If the light turns
red, then they will make you open your bags and they will search
them.”

“That’s it?” he asked somewhat
incredulously. “What’s the logic behind whether the light turns
green or red? Is it based on the X-Ray scanning?”

“No; it’s just how they do it to decide
whose luggage to check.”

“Oh, okay.” Stan still didn’t understand the
logic, but he realized that perhaps there really wasn’t any logic
to understand. Gazing out the window, he said, “Is it always this
green? I thought this was a desert.”

“Oh, yes. It is a desert area. But we
receive most of our rain in December and January, and with the
cooler weather, the plants turn green. It is a pretty sight, isn’t
it?”

“Yes it is. I just didn’t expect to see so
much vegetation.” Stan continued to look outside as the plane
finally settled down on runway 16. “Welcome home,” he said as he
glanced back to Señora Sanchez.

“Gracias, Señor Stan. It is nice to be here
so I can see my family. Don’t forget to call me so I can show you
around San José.”

“I will, thank you. But please stop calling
me ‘Señor Stan.’ Please just call me Stan.”

“Thank you, Stan. And you must call me
Carmelita.”

“Thank you, Carmelita,” Stan replied as he
extended his right hand as a gesture of a new level of
friendship.

Carmelita swiveled her torso
counter-clockwise so she could shake hands with Stan.

Two new friends.

The Boeing 737 reached the end of the runway
and made a U-turn heading back to Terminal 3 as it taxied on the
runway itself. As the pilots finally maneuvered their way to the
area on the tarmac where they would temporarily park the plane
(turnaround time was just a little over an hour), they tapped the
brakes several times as they eased to the final spot. “From the
flight deck, we’d like to add our welcome to you here in Los Cabos.
Hope you have a great time, and we look forward to seeing you on
your return trip.”

Looking out his window, Stan could see the
ground crew rolling the tall stairway into its place at the forward
door on his side. He saw the young man climb the stairs and then
there was a tap-tap on the cabin door – the universal sign that
everything was ready on that side of the door. Margie turned the
big door handle to the right and the door swung open for the ground
crew to finish opening the door.

Even though Carmelita had given him an
implicit okay to be friendly, Stan knew that the traditions and
customs in Mexico meant that he shouldn’t display any outward signs
of friendship at this point. Once inside the terminal, a uniformed
young lady was asking to see everyone’s forms. Carmelita and Stan
showed theirs and the young guard nodded for them to continue.

As they moved past the first hall Stan
looked to his right to see two big signs for the “Mexican
Nationals” and the “Foreign Visitors.” Both signs were in Spanish
and in English, no doubt due to the large amount of
English-speaking visitors to the area. As he moved to the right he
was surprised to see that Carmelita was staying on the left side,
for the Mexican Nationals. He waved to her as he didn’t know if he
would see her once he passed through the Customs line. As he
approached the Customs Officer he handed him his passport and the
two completed forms.

“Business or pleasure?” the Customs Officer
asked.

“Business,” Stan replied.

“What type of business?” was the
response.

“I am a private investigator.”

“What are you investigating?”

“I am looking for information on a missing
person.” Stan suddenly realized that perhaps he should’ve just said
that he was there on vacation. But it was too late to change
now.

“If you find this missing person, are you
planning to take him or her back to the States?”

Stan paused briefly as he remembered that
Mexico does not like to extradite people; perhaps the “missing
person” did not want to be found. “No, I am just looking for
information to tell her parents.”

“How old is she and how long has she been
missing?” The Customs Official was not showing any signs of ending
the interrogation.

“She’s 19 and she’s been missing for about
two weeks.”

“Where are you staying?” The Official
continued his questioning and Stan knew that he had to satisfy the
Customs Official so he could have his passport stamped and get
through the line.

“Hotel El Nuevo in San José del Cabo,” Stan
replied. He knew that the locals referred to the town as simply San
José, but at this point he didn’t want to sound like a local or
someone more knowledgeable – he wanted to sound like a first-timer,
which he was.

“Are you a police officer?”

“No, señor. I am not a police officer.”

“Are you going to ask our police for their
assistance in helping you find this person?”

“No, sir. There’s no reason that your police
would need to be involved. I don’t even know that she’s here, or
even in Mexico.” Stan knew he had to do something quick, or this
could go on for a very long time. He lowered his voice and
continued. “Her parents are very wealthy and they gave her money to
come down here for Christmas break. Why they would do something
like that, I don’t know. I’m guessing she changed her ticket and
went to Cancun, but her parents insisted I come down here to look
for her. They’re paying for this trip, so I have to pretend I’m
looking for her. They have the money so I’ll do what they want.”
Stan gave the Customs Official a ‘you know what I mean?’ look.

“Sí, I know what you mean. Okay,” he said as
he stamped Stan’s passport and the white form. He tore off the top
part and handed the bottom part back to Stan along with his
passport and the other form. “Just don’t go asking too many
questions; it makes some people uneasy.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you,” Stan said as he
picked up his items and walked toward the baggage carousel that
held the luggage from his flight. Somewhat paranoid now, Stan kept
his focus in his own world, not making eye contact with anyone
else. He saw his suitcases approaching from the right and he
reached out to pull them from the belt. The line was not very long
to go through the X-Ray machine – some of his fellow passengers had
already gone through while he was being grilled by the Customs
Official. He placed his suitcases and his briefcase on the belt as
he saw the matching shorts and shirts couple pushing the button and
a green light appeared. He retrieved his items from the X-Ray
machine belt, pushed the button and he, too, got a green light.

Stepping into the next hall, Stan was
greeted by several people wanting to show him their resorts – it
would turn out that they were trying to get him to visit timeshare
properties – but he said, “I already have a reservation with Cape
Travel. Do you know where I’d find them?”

“Sí, just go through those double doors, and
someone will be out there with a Cape Travel sign.”

“Okay, thank you very much,” Stan replied as
he headed toward the glass doors. Stan encountered his second
pleasant surprise on this trip when the 70-degree weather warmly
greeted him to Mexico. This sure beats Seattle right
now.


Seven/Siete

San José del Cabo

That same afternoon – January
14th

comer (cō·mĕr’) – to eat. Quiero
comer tacos. I want to eat tacos.

Once the last couple had climbed into the
van and the driver had slammed the rear doors shut, the eight
passengers were about to begin an adventurous ride into town. There
were more seats than eight in the van, but Stan didn’t see how it
could accommodate any more luggage. The suitcases were stacked so
high in the back that any sudden stop would send one or two of them
hurtling onto the passengers in the very back seat. “I’m glad I’m
not sitting in the back,” Stan whispered to the passenger on his
left as the driver pulled on the gear shift lever and the van
lurched forward.

Within one minute the van was leaving the
airport. There was a large green sign over the road that said,
‘Bienvenidos a Los Cabos’ [Welcome to Los Cabos]. The driver
veered to the right and turned onto Highway 1. Stan peered out the
window as a way of passing the time. There were empty lots, some
lots with half-built homes, and several small buildings with
hand-painted “TAQUERIA” signs announcing they were taco stands. At
the first stop light, Stan saw a couple street vendors selling
T-shirts under their canopies. He knew they were still several
miles from town. Who would be buying T-shirts out here? Probably
the tourists who rented a car at the airport, he thought.

The asphalt covering on Highway 1 was
anything but smooth. It was constantly bumpy with an occasional pot
hole just to keep you alert. Not knowing where he might have to go
in search of Sarah, Stan paid attention at the stop lights even
though he wasn’t writing down the names of the streets. The next
one was Calle Ernesto Aramburo, and then Calle Baja California. He
saw a Pemex station on the left side of the road, making a mental
note of it in case he had a rental car and had to fill it up with
gas. As the road went up a slight rise and to the right, Stan was
focusing on the brightly colored buildings (the ones that
had paint, that is) and he missed the next
stop light as the driver drove through the green. Then there was
Avenida La Paz that went to the right, and another Pemex station on
the left.

“What’s that building?” Stan asked out of
natural curiosity.

“That’s Soriana,” one of the passengers
replied. “It’s a big grocery store with a good selection and decent
prices.”

“Thanks,” Stan said as he filed away that
information for future use. Won’t need a grocery store on this
trip, but maybe on another one. The next light was for another
street that only went to the right – Colonia Chamizal. Another
Pemex station, and then one more right-only street – Pescador. Stan
knew that pescador had something to do with fish, but he
wasn’t going to ask another question and be labeled a “tourista.” A
couple lights later the green sign had a left arrow and said ‘San
José Centro.’ Stan later found out that centro typically
means the center of the town. So if you got on a bus that said
Centro, you could guess that it was going to the center of the town
– well, most of the time anyway.

The driver turned left at that light, and
headed down the hill along Valerio González Canseco. A half block
down that road was the bus station. Now that’s something to
remember; I wonder if the buses run on a regular schedule. The
driver turned left into the bus parking lot and let out a couple
who were taking the bus north to La Paz. Pulling back out onto the
street, the driver narrowly missed a taxi. Even though it was a
close call, Stan noticed the absence of car horns; in fact, he
hadn’t heard any since he arrived. The drivers seemed to be much
more courteous than the ones in the States.

A few stop signs later, and a left turn onto
Boulevard Mijares brought Stan to his stop – Hotel El Nuevo. He had
to excuse himself as he climbed over the legs of the passenger to
his right, and he was able to climb out of the van without stepping
on anyone’s toes or tripping on the steps as he got out. The hotel
bellman was quickly out to the van and grabbed Stan’s luggage as
quickly as the shuttle driver pulled them down from the towering
stack. Stan handed the driver a couple dollars since he hadn’t yet
exchanged any money for pesos. “Gracias, señor,” the driver said as
he was re-closing the back doors; he didn’t have to slam them this
time.

“Welcome to Hotel El Nuevo, señor,” the
bellman said as he extended the handles on Stan’s suitcases and
pulled them into the hotel.

“Gracias,” Stan replied – now the hard work
was about to set in. Sarah’s missing, and his job was to find
her.


Eight/Ocho

Waikiki Beach – Oahu, Hawaii

June, 10½ years earlier

curioso (kyoor’·ē·ō’·sō) – curious.
Caminé cerca un gato curioso. I walked near a curious
cat.

“It’s cold!” Sarah Johnson shrieked as the
first wave slammed into her, almost knocking her over. She was
knee-deep in the water and chatting with her friend Beth when the
wave surprised and hit them both.

“Brrrr!” exclaimed Beth as she shook her
body to try to warm up.

In reality the water wasn’t that cold. The
two girls, best friends for the past three years at Lakeview
Elementary School, had been sunning themselves on their towels and
then ran into the surf because, as Sarah said, “I’m hot. Let’s go
in the water and cool off.”

Robert and Tina Johnson hadn’t even looked
up as the two girls jumped up from their towels and ran toward the
water, kicking up sand with each step they took. Robert was
absorbed in reading the latest business book, while Tina was going
through one of the many magazines that she had in her beach bag.
Both of them were lathered with sunscreen, and they made sure the
girls’ arms, legs, and faces were also covered with sunscreen.

Going to Hawaii that summer was a special
vacation, but it was also a typical vacation in that daughter Sarah
was able to take a friend with her. Her parents felt that bringing
along a friend made the vacation more enjoyable for Sarah, and for
them, too, of course – Sarah had someone to keep her busy. Beth’s
parents were happy to let Beth go with the Johnsons because Beth
was also a single child and it gave her a chance for a nice
vacation with a friend. Beth went with the Johnsons the previous
year when they’d gone camping along the coast of southern
Washington; she was almost like a second daughter to Robert and
Tina.

Sarah and Beth were jumping up and down as
another wave approached them. They were ready for it this time
although it was still a little bigger than they expected. The water
splashed up in their faces as the wave crested on its journey to
the shore. “Yuck,” Sarah said as she spit out a mouthful of
saltwater. “How can the fishes like this stuff?”

That caused Beth to giggle, and just as she
did, she was yanked down by the pulling action of the wave as it
moved back from the shore toward the open ocean. She used all fours
to get up off the sandy bottom and also spit out a mouthful of
water. “Let’s go back,” she hollered to Sarah who was pulling the
open palm of her right hand across the top of the water like a
gliding bird.

“Okay,” Sarah replied. “I’ll race you,” she
said as she turned toward the beach and tried to run. She wasn’t
prepared to run in the waist-deep water, and she fell forward as
the tidal action inhibited her stride. “Hey, wait for me,” she
yelled out to Beth who was almost to the water’s edge.

“No way,” Beth yelled as she looked back at
her friend who was getting back on her feet. “You’re the one who
wanted to race.” Beth continued running but once she was completely
out of the water she had to look around to find the Johnsons. She
and Sarah had drifted in the water as the currents gently pushed
them south. Finally seeing Mrs. Johnson waving to her, she turned a
little to her left and ran through the soft sand back to her towel.
Sarah, the faster runner and being able to see where Beth was
going, got there shortly after Beth. The two girls flopped down on
their towels and started giggling.

“Did you two leave any sand on the beach?”
Tina asked. The girls’ legs were covered with sand, as they had
once again kicked up lots of sand with each step as they ran across
the beach.

“Don’t be silly, Mom,” Sarah replied.

“How was the water?” Robert asked as he put
a bookmark in his book and set it down. “Is it warm?”

“It was cold when we first got in,” Beth
said. “Then it was okay, but then the waves that hit us were cold.
And the water tastes yucky!” she added.

“Yeah,” Sarah chimed in. “How can the fishes
drink and live in that water?”

Neither Robert nor Tina had an answer for
that question. Tina looked at her husband with a look that said
Answer the question. “Maybe they’re used to it, just like
we’re used to breathing air.” It was a feeble attempt and he knew
it.

“Oh, yuck,” was the response from both
girls. Apparently “yuck” was the popular word for second-graders
going into third grade.

“Do you girls want a sandwich and some
chips?” Tina asked as she reached for her beach bag. The large bag
seemed as magical as Mary Poppins’ bag because Tina could pull all
kinds of things out, and there seemed to be no end to it.

“Yeah,” they both screamed.

“Okay, but let’s remember that there are
other people out here. So we shouldn’t be so loud. All right?”

“Yes, Mom,” Sarah answered.

“Yes, Mrs. Johnson,” came the reply from
Beth.

“Thank you, girls. Now – who wants a cheese
sandwich and who wants peanut butter and jelly?” Tina asked as she
pulled out a brightly flowered zipper bag. The thermal bag held
four sandwiches plus four small cartons of milk.

“Cheese, please,” Sarah said with a wide
grin, amused at her own rhyming.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” Beth replied,
displaying her excellent manners – just one of the many reasons why
the Johnsons liked taking Beth on trips with them.

“We have both,” Tina said. “Your choice –
cheese or peanut butter and jelly.”

“Peanut butter and jelly, then. Thank you,
Mrs. Johnson,” Beth answered.

Tina handed each girl her sandwich plus a
carton of chilled milk. “Are you hungry, Robert?”

“Yes, dear. Any one is fine with me,” he
said without looking up from the book he’d started reading
again.

Tina handed a sandwich and a carton of milk
to Robert and then took the last ones for herself. She opened a
large bag of potato chips and put some in two bowls – one for the
girls to share, and the other for Robert and her.

For once, there was silence, except for the
sandwich chewing and the milk slurping, in their small piece of
paradise. The rest of the beach area around them continued in its
varied regimen of talk, laughter, reading, playing cards, and even
a little snoring. How could you argue with catching a nap on
Waikiki Beach?

After the girls ate their sandwiches, some
chips, and the milk, they were eager to run back to the water, but
Tina imposed the 30-minute rule: You have to wait thirty minutes
after eating before going back into the water. Sarah knew it was a
house rule, but she pouted nevertheless.

Finally, they were allowed to go back to the
water, and Tina went with them this time. Robert was not a big
ocean water fan, so he was extremely content to stay on the sand
and read his book. But realizing that he’d probably already had too
much sun, Robert didn’t want to stay much longer; getting a sunburn
was not his idea of a good time.

After about twenty more minutes, Robert
closed his book and put it back into his beach bag. He then stood
up, picked up his towel, and tried to gently shake the sand off of
it without sending sand flying onto other people. It took him a
minute before he was able to catch Tina’s attention. He waved at
her and she waved back. Tina then turned toward the girls once
again. “Darn it,” he muttered. He was hoping that she would realize
that he wanted to leave.

He kept looking out to the water, but no one
was looking back at him. He didn’t want to leave their towels and
beach bags alone there on the sand, but he looked around and saw
that other towels were devoid of people. Still slightly
uncomfortable at the thought of leaving their things alone on the
beach, although he had his wallet and room key with him, he set his
towel and bag on Tina’s towel and headed down toward the water.

As he was nearing the end of the “dry zone”
– the area not yet touched by the waves – Tina happened to look
over and see him. “You’re not coming in?” she asked even though she
saw that he still had his shorts and shirt on.

“No, you know I don’t like the ocean.
Besides, I think we’ve been out in the sun enough for today. Any
more and we might get burned. How about if we go back to the hotel
and the girls can play at the pool if they want?”

“Okay,” was Tina’s less than enthusiastic
response. Robert was not always the “most fun” on a vacation. But
she knew he was right; getting a sunburn would definitely make the
rest of the vacation miserable. Turning back to the frolicking
girls, she hollered over the noise of the waves, “Let’s go girls.
We need to head back to the hotel.”

“Aw, Mom. Do we have to?” Sarah whined.

“Yes, Sarah. We do have to. But you two can
play in the pool if you want. And we have Cokes back in the
room.”

“Okay, Mom. Come on, Beth. Maybe there’s
some kids we can play Marco Polo with back at the hotel.” With that
said, Sarah started running back to the beach and their towels;
Beth followed shortly behind.

After they had gathered up all their towels,
bags, and trash, they meandered through the maze of people, beach
towels, and chairs, finally reaching the sidewalk that ran parallel
to the beach. The sidewalk served a dual purpose: a walkway from
the hotels to the beach areas, and a dividing line with flowers,
trees, and buildings on one side, and the beach on the other. The
builders of the sidewalk envisioned it being a well-traveled
walkway – which it was – and so it had been built double-wide to
accommodate a lot of walkers and bicyclists.

The four of them stomped their feet on the
sidewalk as they attempted to dislodge all the sand from their feet
and their sandals. As they went to the right on the sidewalk, the
imposing sight of Diamond Head was in the distance in front of
them. The extinct crater had long been one of the world’s most
famous natural landmarks. The sidewalk was fairly empty so the four
of them were able to walk side-by-side. The girls walked in step
with each other so the sound of their sandals hitting the sidewalk
was a steady beat.

Approaching the Johnson group was a pair of
nuns in their black habits. Sarah and Beth looked at each other and
giggled. They thought they looked funny in their long black robes,
especially in summertime.

Nodding his head toward the nuns, Robert
said, “Good afternoon, Sisters” as they were close enough to make
eye contact and speak to each other.

“Good afternoon,” one of the nuns replied.
“Hello girls,” she continued as she looked down at Beth and
Sarah.

The girls just giggled again. It’s amazing
what can amuse eight year-old girls.

“Girls,” Tina said in a reprimanding voice.
“That was not nice.”

“What are they doing wearing black robes at
the beach?” Sarah asked, unaware of her mother’s rebuke.

“Those aren’t robes the same way we think of
robes,” Robert replied. “They are Catholic nuns, and that robe is
what they wear – it’s like their uniform.”

“But you called her ‘Sister,’” Sarah
replied.

“Well,” he started. “That’s what they are
called. It would be like calling you two ‘Sister Sarah’ and ‘Sister
Beth.’ If someone saw you, but didn’t know your name, they could
just call you ‘Sister.’” Robert hoped that answer would suffice
because he didn’t know how much more he could explain it so it made
sense to the girls.

“If that’s their uniform, where do they
work?” queried Sarah as the four of them continued to walk toward
their hotel.

“Um,” Robert started.

Tina decided to take over because she had
gone to an all-girls Catholic School and could do a better job of
explaining. “Nuns work in many places, but it isn’t always the same
way we think of work. You see, a nun devotes her life to God and so
she might do many things. She might live in a convent where many
nuns live together, or she might even teach school. I went to a
school where we had nuns for teachers.” Tina’s eyes turned serious
as she said, “Sister Frances was very strict. If you talked in her
class, she would hit the back of your hand with a wooden ruler. And
it would hurt.”

“Did she ever hit your hand, Mrs. Johnson?”
Beth was starting to get curious now.

“Oh, yes. I don’t think there was a single
girl who got out of her class without being hit by that ruler.”
Tina chuckled to herself as she thought about those times in school
and how often she and her friends were caught even though they
thought they had been quite sneaky.

“But what’s a convent?” Sarah asked.

“Well,” Tina started to answer as they
reached the connecting sidewalk for their hotel. “A convent is a
place where nuns live. They spend a lot of time praying, and they
also have gardens where they grow their food. They might take in
sick people to help them get better. Not every convent is the
same.” Tina was starting to realize that it was going to be very
difficult for her to give a complete explanation to an
eight-year-old.

“But what about their kids, where do they go
to school?” Sarah asked.

“The nuns aren’t married,” Tina continued.
“They live their lives for God, and so they don’t have any
children.”

“You mean it’s like if there were only girls
at our school and there were no boys around to bug us?” This idea
of being a nun was starting to sound good to Sarah – even in her
own eight-year-old world.

“Yes, that’s right,” Robert chimed in. “No
boys to bug you.”

Sarah turned to Beth and giggled. “No boys
to bug us.” She giggled again. I like that, she thought to
herself.


Nine/Nueve

Hotel El Nuevo – San José del Cabo

Tuesday morning, January 15th

desayuno (dĕ·sā’·yū’·nō) – breakfast.
El desayuno empieza a las siete. The breakfast begins at
seven.

Room 304 at Hotel El Nuevo was like most of
the other rooms at the hotel. It was like most other rooms except
that it was the room that Sarah and Mary had stayed in while they
were in San José. That made it special, and that’s why Stan had
specifically requested it when he made his reservations the
previous week. He’d said that the friend who recommended the hotel
to him had stayed in that room, and it was a very quiet room. So he
would like to stay in that room if possible. That was a lie, of
course, but he really wanted to stay in Sarah’s and Mary’s room; he
needed to.

Stan spent most of the previous afternoon
and evening scouring the room for clues. Even though he wasn’t a
forensic expert, he had a small kit that he used to look for blood
spots, fingerprints, etc. Perhaps Sarah had taped a note to the
bottom of one of the drawers. Had there been some struggle that
Mary didn’t tell him about, either because she didn’t want him to
know about it or it happened when she wasn’t there? Were there any
fresh signs of the doors or windows being pried open? What about
the air conditioning vents – was there anything behind them or
could they be accessed from someplace else? What could be seen from
the room through the windows? Who could see in through the windows?
Could someone get on the patio from the roof or from another room’s
patio? Stan wanted to do all of this checking before he started
asking the locals any questions, or let them know why he was
here.

All his digging and searching were in vain.
The bedding had been thoroughly washed, including the bedspreads
and blankets. The couch and pillows had been sprayed with a
cleansing solution, also yielding no clues. He looked everywhere he
could think of, but he couldn’t find anything that would give him a
hint of Sarah’s disappearance. Even though the hotel was only few
years old, there were many grown trees that did a good job of
blocking the views to and from room 304 at Hotel El Nuevo. Stan was
frustrated, but not discouraged. His many years as a PI had taught
him the value of perseverance; now he was going to need some extra
patience to go along with that perseverance. Not that many are
easy to solve; this one is elusive and it’s going to be extremely
difficult.

In addition to taking some mental notes,
Stan jotted down a few items in his small pocket notebook in case
there was something he wanted to talk with Mary or the Johnsons
about. He decided to take the stairs rather than the elevator down
to the hotel restaurant for breakfast. He noted that the hallway
was rather dim, surprising given the newness of the hotel. The
stairs were in an open area, so there was nothing to worry about
with them. Upon reaching the main floor, he didn’t know where the
restaurant was, but his nose told him which direction to go.
“Buenos días, señor. How was your first night here in San José?”
The assistant manager who checked him in yesterday was now serving
as host at the restaurant. I hope everyone else in town has as
good a memory as his.

“Buenos días. It was a very good night. I
slept well, thank you. And now I am ready for the best breakfast in
town,” Stan said with a slight grin back to Miguel.

“Then you picked the right place, señor.
Follow me, please.” Miguel led Stan to a small table near the back
of the restaurant, the kind of location that would allow Stan to
observe people without really being watched himself. “Some coffee,
señor?”

“Yes, with cream, please.” Stan normally was
not extremely fond of overly effusive people, but he developed a
way to use it to his advantage when it was necessary. Since Miguel
had remembered that Stan had just arrived yesterday, perhaps he
would also remember something about Sarah Johnson that would help
him. Stan took out his little notebook and wrote Miguel’s name in
it. No rush, I’ll talk to him later. Looking up, Stan saw a
waiter coming his way with a pot of coffee, so he picked up the
menu and look for a hearty breakfast because today was going to be
a very busy day.

“Are you ready to order, señor, or do you
need some more time?” The waiter, just like everyone else he had
encountered so far, spoke pretty good English. He poured the coffee
into Stan’s cup, and placed a chilled cream pitcher next to it.

“I’m ready, thank you. I’ll have the Huevos
Rancheros and a large glass of, uh, orange juice, please.” Stan
said as he looked at the waiter; Stan sneaked a look at his name
badge also. His name was Pepé. “Thank you,” he said as he handed
his menu to Pepé.

“Gracias, señor. Do you want the salsa on
your eggs to be Mexican style or American style? Mexican is hotter
than American.”

“The American salsa will be fine. Thank you,
Pepé.” As he took the first sip of the coffee, he savored its
robust flavor. It’s not Starbucks, but it’s pretty good.
Stan worked his way through that cup of coffee without realizing
that he was drinking it faster than normal.

“Your breakfast will be out soon,
señor.”

“Thank you,” Stan replied. Pouring some
cream into his second cup, Stan started planning his day. He hoped
to talk with some of the locals today to see if any of them
remembered Sarah and anything that might have gone on with her.
Stan was deep in thought when Pepé brought the large steaming plate
of Huevos Rancheros.

“Be careful, señor. The plate is very hot.
Do you need ketchup or anything else?”

“No thanks.” The large plate consisted of
two fried eggs on top of corn tortillas, hash brown potatoes, and
refried beans, all covered with a red salsa. Instead of a fruit
garnish, there were three slices of avocado, a lime wedge, and a
two stems of cilantro. Stan was used to having three regular meals
at somewhat regular times, and yesterday’s travel interfered with
that. He was hungry, and he devoured the breakfast, washing it down
with the orange juice.

“Anything else, señor?” Pepé asked as he
refilled Stan’s coffee cup.

“No, thank you. This was all very good.”

“Charge it to your room; number
three-o-four?”

“Yes. Thank you, Pepé.”

“Are you off to do some souvenir shopping? I
can tell you the best place to get silver and opals for your lady
friend.”

“Not today, thanks. I’m just going to walk
around for a little bit. Do I need to sign anything?” Stan would
want to talk with the hotel staff, but not right away. He wanted to
stroll through town first.

“Nothing to sign, señor. Have a good day,”
Pepé said as he cleared away the plate and utensils, and then left
Stan to enjoy his third cup of coffee.


Ten/Diez

San José del Cabo

That same morning – January
15th

tienda (tē·ĭn’·dǔ) – store. Quiero
ir a la tienda nueva. I want to go to the new store.

Stepping out onto the sidewalk from the
hotel lobby, Stan was immediately met with the warmth of the day.
It wasn’t hot; it felt like it was about 70 degrees. That would be
considered a heat wave at this time of year in Seattle, but it was
actually cool for San José, and the locals displayed that by
wearing long sleeves or sweatshirts. He was comfortable in his
short sleeve shirt, slacks, and his Rockport shoes. He had tried
many brands but he found that the Rockports were the most
comfortable for a lot of standing and walking, and he did a lot of
both in his line of work.

Hotel El Nuevo was located at the northeast
corner of Boulevard Mijares and Calle Coronado. The main plaza, or
town square, was two blocks north, and it appeared that there were
enough little shops along the nearby streets to keep most tourists
busy and happy. Stan turned right toward the square, figuring he
had to start somewhere to get acquainted with the layout of the
town and to get his orientation. The sidewalk was an interesting
mix of walking space, trees, and businesses that had expanded their
reach out on to the sidewalk area. There’s no real sidewalk, per
se, just mostly six-sided pavers that were probably made in a local
factory. Adjacent to the hotel was a farmacia [pharmacy]
that sold all kinds of prescription drugs over the counter. Is
that Albuterol really the same as what you get in the States?
Next to the pharmacy were a jewelry store and a Tequila store.

As he reached the southeast corner of
Boulevard Mijares and Calle Manuel Doblado, Stan saw The Palm Tree,
an interesting looking eclectic restaurant. A sign that hung over
the sidewalk said “Shooters Sports Bar” with a sign pointing down
the narrow street or alleyway. Mary said she and Sarah had gone
to Shooters for a beer; I’ll have to check that out later in the
evening when there’s some action. Stan decided to see exactly
where Shooters was so he headed down the road. The road itself was
actually stamped concrete made to look like various size rocks.
About one hundred feet down the road was a squared archway in the
stucco wall with an interesting sign above it:

Shooters Sports Bar – San José del Cabo,
Mexico

What happens at Shooters

Never really happened!

Stan stepped inside the archway just to get
his bearings. He saw another Shooters sign on the wall to the right
with a few steps up and then more steps angled up to the left. “Go
on up, señor. The bar is open,” a man to his left said to Stan.

“Thanks. I was just trying to find out where
it was. I’ll be back tonight,” Stan replied as he looked back to
his left. But the man was gone. Stepping back through the archway
Stan headed to the main street where he saw that the road to his
right, Boulevard Mijares leading up to the plaza, had various items
blocking the road to discourage drivers from entering the area.
There were various sizes and shapes of concrete planter boxes with
palm trees; there were some two-foot high concrete balls, and then
the road and sidewalk became one. City Hall, with its square bell
tower, was off to the left. Farther up was a large fountain with
jumping waters, just like at some of the Las Vegas hotels. Behind
the fountain was a 90-degree curving wall with four arches cut out
of the wall and a half-arch at each end. High on the wall was an
inscription that Stan strained his eyes to read. Seven perched
busts were on pedestals behind a short chained off area in front of
the arched wall. Those seven must have been important in the
development of San José del Cabo. The center bust, the tallest one,
was Mijares. The fountain wall also had an inscription: Plaza
Publica “José Antonio Mijares.” This Mijares fellow must
definitely be a central figure for San José.

Stan was just about ready to stroll into
some of the shops surrounding the town square when he heard a bell
ringing. He had seen a bell in the City Hall tower so he thought
that was where it came from. As the bell continued to ring he
determined that the sound was coming from someplace west of the
town square. Looking in that direction he saw a twin-towered church
set up above street level, and he counted a total of ten rings. He
looked at his watch; it was about three minutes past ten o’clock.
Stan would later find out that the church was the town’s mission,
although it wasn’t the original building and that was not the
original location.

Seeing that some of the shop owners were
unlocking doors and changing their window sign from Cerrado
[Closed] to Abierto [Open], Stan figured he would start with
the shops that would have the most appeal to nineteen-year-old
college girls. He saw a señora open the door to her store and roll
out a hanging rack of blouses and skirts. The colors were amazing –
reds, pinks, greens, blues; what a kaleidoscope of artfully matched
colors and designs. “Buenos días, señora,” Stan began as he entered
her small store. He understood only the first three words of her
reply and decided he better take a different approach. “¿Hablas
Inglés?”

“Sí, I speak some English,” the women said
with a pronounced accent. “Looking for something for your
lady?”

“No, thank you. I am looking for some
information on two young girls who were in San José two weeks ago.
Do you recognize them?” he asked as he pulled two pictures out of
his shirt pocket.

“Did they do something wrong?” she
asked.

“No, nothing like that. One of them is
missing, and I’m trying to help her parents find some information
that might help them locate her. They were staying at the Hotel El
Nuevo, and I thought your store might appeal to them.” Stan didn’t
have any idea if her store would be one that the girls would have
gone into, but he said this as he touched one of the cotton
dresses.

“Oh, that’s too bad. They are pretty girls.
I have a lot of tourists come into my store, so it’s not possible
for me to remember all of them. But I think I remember these two;
this one has a pretty smile,” the shopkeeper said as she pointed to
Sarah’s picture. “Yes, they were in here. They were looking at some
long dresses, just like these,” she said as she pointed to the rack
of dresses right by Stan. “They tried some on, but they didn’t buy
any of them.”

Buoyed by this recognition, Stan’s hopes
began to climb. But his experience had told him not to get too
excited too early. “Did you notice anything particular? Had they
been drinking? Was anyone watching them? Was there anything a
parent should worry about?” Stan knew he was throwing a lot of
questions at her, but he knew he had to give her some leads on
things to think about.

“No, there was nothing. They were talking
and just having a good time. If someone was following them, I
didn’t see him.”

“Would there be anything that would help you
narrow down what day they came into your store? Perhaps a certain
person was working and that person only works on a Thursday or a
Friday for example.” Stan was trying to get as much information as
he could from the lady who truly wanted to help.

“I was here alone, so it would not have been
a Saturday. That’s all I can think of; I’m sorry I wasn’t much
help,” she said

“You were a big help, señora. Muchas
gracias,” Stan said as he turned to walk out of her store. Stan
already knew it wasn’t a Saturday because Saturday January fifth
was the day of the girls’ return flight. If it had been Saturday
during the previous week when the Johnsons were still here, that
wouldn’t add anything. Not great help, but at least it wasn’t
bad news.

The next shop was a jewelry store with a big
MEXICAN OPALS sign in the window. Perhaps this was the store that
Pepé was talking about. He pushed on the door but it wouldn’t open.
He saw a sign in the window next to the door that said
Horario [Hours]. He wasn’t sure that he knew the Spanish
days of the week, but most of them were 1100 – 2000, so he took
that to mean the store was open from 11:00 AM to 8:00 PM. Since it
was just past 10:00, he’d have to come back to this store.

Next was a small grocery store that appeared
to cater to kids or tourists; it was mostly snacks, ice creams, and
soft drinks. Being adjacent to the town square meant that most of
the tourists would pass by the store on the way to the fountain or
to the church. Stan was thirsty so he decided to buy a bottle of
water here. “Ten pesos or one dollar, señor,” the man behind the
counter said. Stan pulled out his wallet and realized that he
hadn’t exchanged any dollars for pesos. He handed the man a one
dollar bill. “Gracias,” was the man’s reply.

“You’re welcome,” Stan replied. He then
continued, “I was wondering if you could help me; I’m trying to
find someone. ¿Hablas Inglés?”

“Yes, I speak English. Are you looking for a
local person or for a certain type of store?” The man’s English was
pretty good, Stan noticed.

As he pulled the two pictures out of his
shirt pocket again, he showed them to the man and he said, “Do you
know if you saw these two girls about ten days to two weeks ago?
One of them is missing and I am trying to help her parents find
her.”

The man’s eyes squinted as he looked at the
pictures. “Yes, they were in here, but I don’t know the exact
date.”

“You sound pretty confident; how can you be
so sure?” Stan asked.

“Most of my customers,” the shopkeeper
began, “are locals or old tourists, usually with a group. There are
not very many young Americans who come into my store, so it is easy
for me to remember the few who do. They bought bottles of water,
just like you did. And they also bought a bag of chips.”

“Was there anything particular about them
that you recall? Is there anything they said that you can
remember?” Stan continued his line of questions.

“No. They just came in here, looked around
and got what they wanted. As you can see, the store is not very
big, so it wouldn’t take them very long to look at everything in
here.” The man was acknowledging what Stan was aware of – the store
was small.

“Did you notice if anyone else was paying
attention to them, or did anyone come into the store after them and
ask anything or say anything about them?”

“No. By the way that they acted, you
would’ve thought they lived right around the corner, and that
coming in here was something they did every day. The only thing
that made them different was the color of their skin, hair, and
eyes. Sorry I can’t give you any more help than that. Has something
bad happened to the girl? I have a niece about the same age, and I
know I would feel really bad if something happened to her.”

“I don’t know yet. I’m still trying to find
her. I’m staying at the Hotel El Nuevo; I’ll check back with you
before I leave in case you remember anything else. Is that
okay?”

“Sure, that’s fine.” The man diverted his
attention to another customer who’d come into the store.

“Thanks again,” Stan said as he walked out
of the small place. But the man did not hear him; he had engaged in
conversation with the new customer in his store. Stan wasn’t paying
attention as he stepped out of the store, and he almost stepped on
a small dog that was being taken for a walk on a leash by his
owner. “Excuse me,” Stan apologized to the old man who had an unlit
cigarette hanging out of his mouth. The old man mumbled something
and kept on walking; the dog hadn’t even noticed the peril that
almost befell him.

The next shop was still closed for the day,
and the one after that looked closed for good. After that was “Die
Trying,” a clothing store that advertised itself as “Born and bred
in Cabo San Lucas, and living large since 1992.” Its posted motto
was “Don’t Die Watching, Die Trying.” Stan walked into the store
and it was obvious that the clothing in here was not for him. But
he could see that Sarah and Mary might have been attracted to it –
shirts, shorts, sandals, and swimming suits.

“Hey,” was the greeting from the
twenty-something clerk in the store, a young man with an earring
dangling from each ear and one through his right nostril. Stan
didn’t even want to guess how many other piercings he might have,
or where they were.

“Hi,” Stan responded. Saying “Hey” as a
greeting just didn’t work for Stan. “I was wondering if you recall
seeing these two girls,” he said as he pulled the two pictures out
of his pocket. “It would have been almost two weeks ago on January
second, third, or fourth.”

“I might have; what’s the deal?”

Stan took that response to mean “Maybe.”
“One of the girls is missing and her parents have asked me to
locate some information on where she might be. They were visiting
from the States. Anything you recall?” After asking that last
question, Stan actually wondered if this guy could even recall what
he did last night.

“Yeah, I remember them. Who wouldn’t
remember a couple of babes like that? They were talking about going
to the beach for a day of rays. One bought a two-piece, and the
other bought shorts and a halter top.” Mary didn’t tell me about
that.

“Did they say what beach they were going
to?”

“No. I told them they should go up to Cabo
Pulmo. When I told them where it was, they said they didn’t have a
car. So I told them to just take a taxi to Playa Azul.” The young
clerk was actually being more helpful than Stan thought he could
be.

“Where’s that?” Stan asked.

The clerk pointed to his right as he said,
“Just go down this street, Boulevard Mijares, until it hits the
end. Turn right and that’s where the timeshares begin. You can go
to any of the beaches along there – that area is Playa Azul.”

“Okay, thanks. One last question. Did
anything seem odd or out of place when they were in here?” Stan
knew that was probably a strange question
to ask this guy; “odd or out of place” could be his nickname.

“Nah, they were cool. Just two young chicks
hangin’ out. They seemed like good friends. Nothing odd there.”

“Thanks a lot, man. You’re a big help.” Stan
actually meant that; this was the first real help he’d gotten.

“No problem, man. Good luck.”

“Yeah,” Stan replied as he was heading out
the door. Stan’s gait was a little stronger now as he mentally
reviewed what he’d learned so far:


	
Sarah’s and Mary’s pictures had been
recognized by three shop owners so far (one advantage of their
standing out from the crowd).



	
They bought beach outfits in a store close
to their hotel.



	
They were given a recommendation of a close
beach to go to, although he didn’t know if they actually went to
that one. Mary said they went to the beach, but she didn’t specify
which one.



	
None of the people recognizing them felt
there was anything wrong or that they were being followed.



	
Stan found nothing that appeared to be amiss
in room 304 at the hotel.





He had more work to do, but he was feeling
good about what he’d learned so far. He still wanted to talk to
more merchants; he needed to go to Shooters Sports Bar, and then
there was the beach to go to (although he didn’t know if Playa Azul
was the right one). Good progress so far, although he didn’t have
much tangible to tell the Johnsons. The walking around was making
him hungry. Where’s a place the girls would go to eat?


Eleven/Once

Misíon San José del Cabo Añuití – San José
del Cabo

That evening – January 15th

oracíon (ō·ră’·cē·ōn’) – prayer.
¿Va a decir una oracíon por mí? Will you say a prayer for
me?

After some time off his feet and then a
quick dinner across from the hotel, Stan walked north on Boulevard
Mijares to the plaza, and then left toward the church, San José del
Cabo Añuití – the central Catholic church in San José. The setting
sun lit up the twin towers as if they were rocket ships sitting on
a darkened platform. Stan walked up the steps from Calle Hidalgo
and was approaching the entrance to the church when he saw a Padre
over to the right. Hoping it might be the parish priest he walked
over to him. “Excuse me, Padre. Are you the parish priest? I don’t
speak much Spanish.”

“God understands all languages my son, and
even when we don’t speak He still hears us. Yes, I am the parish
priest. How may I help you?”

“Gracias, Padre. I’m here from the States
trying to find information for some grieving parents whose daughter
was visiting here, but never returned home. I will be at Mass
tonight, and I was hoping that you might say a special prayer for
the girl; her name is Sarah.”

“Of course, my son. Please come by during
the day and perhaps someone can give you some information that will
help.” The priest then put his right hand on Stan’s shoulder as he
said a quiet prayer.

As the 7:00 Mass started, there were about
thirty people inside. After a few intonations in Spanish that Stan
didn’t understand, the priest then said, “Tonight we will include a
special short mass for one of God’s children who is lost and whose
parents are seeking guidance. The child’s name is Sarah. Please
turn to page 27 and follow me in the words of the Missa Brevis.”
Stan didn’t understand much, but he was thankful for their prayers
for Sarah.

Not an overly religious man, Stan was still
drawn to stay in his pew after the Mass had ended. He’d felt a
connection and that he would be able to
find Sarah. He finally got up to leave, and on his way out he
dropped a 100 pesos bill in both the mission collection box and in
the poor box. He’d be back.


Twelve/Doce

Shooters Sports Bar – San José del Cabo

Later that evening – January
15th

útil (ū’·tĭl) – helpful. Ese hombre es muy útil. That man is very
helpful.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/57432
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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