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Missing in Mexico

One/Uno
Flight # 1476 from Los Cabos to Seattle
Saturday, January's

familia (f -mI'- - ) — family. Hay cuatro personas en mi familiihere are four
persons in my family.

The voice over the intercom system announced, #sadnd gentlemen, we trust you had a
good time in Los Cabos, but it's now time for uddke you back to the States. The cabin doors
have been closed, and Alaska Airlines flight 147€hwonstop service to Seattle-Tacoma is
ready for departure.”

“Hey, wait. Sarah’s not here; we can’'t leave withbar,” the girl in seat 14A yelled in a
frightened voice. Mary reached up and pushed tgatfattendant call button even as the flight
attendant was already headed toward her seat. ‘A& leave yet; Sarah’s still down there,”
Mary continued, now reaching the point of hysteria.

“Please calm down, miss. Everyone’s already onboéod can look for yourself,” the flight
attendant said in a calm voice as she pointedetovihdow.

“What do you mean everyone’s onboard? Sarah’s e; lshe should be sitting righere”
Mary pulled her tearing eyes away from the empat aed looked out and saw that the boarding
ramps had been pulled away from the airplane, thatwhe didn’'t see scared her. How come
Sarah’s not out there, running in a panic towaelpglane? “Where’s Sarah? She was just there
with me. Where is she? Don't leave; Sarah’s mid8iMary cried out as tears began flowing
down her cheeks.

The annoyed passengers felt a jolt as the plandoeiag pushed back. They were ready for
their flight home from Los Cabos. But Sarah wasmit board; she’s missing — Missing in
Mexico.
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Two/Dos
Seattle-Tacoma International Airport
Monday, January {4

avion ( -v - n’) — airplane.Este es un avion muy grandghis is a very big
airplane.

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

Stan Walkorski was glad he was able to book a nop-8ight; he wanted to get to Los
Cabos and start talking to people down there as as@ossible. He’'d been in the nearby airport
shop looking for a book to read when he heard itisé fre-boarding announcement. He had his
passport ready, but he didn’'t know that he had aweehhis boarding coupon stamped at the
counter. Stan picked up his briefcase and walkest tw the gate 46 counter and stood in line
behind a man and woman in their matching Hawaitasinssand khaki shortsThere are just
some sizes of clothes that should be outlaésh thought to himself.

His mind flashed back to his meeting with the Joimss and then to his conversations with
Mary and some of the other students on the UnityeadiWashington campus. Nothing seemed
to fit yet; nothing was falling into place. He knatmvas still early, but he also knew that the
chances of a happier outcome diminish with eackipgsiay. He unconsciously moved forward
in line, keeping pace with the “twins” in front 6fim. When he was finally at the front of the
line, his mind had been so preoccupied that heofondgy he was in line. Shaking his head to
snap out of it, he said, “Oh, yeah, | need a rednpton my boarding coupon, please,” as he
handed it to the counter agent.

“I'll need to see your passport, sir,” the agerntlied. As he handed his blue-cover U.S.
Passport to the agent, his mind once again triesbitbthrough all the pieces he had so far. The
agent took Stan’s passport, compared its phototda 8s she squinted through her glasses to
look at him, and then inserted it into the scane scanner beeped and the agent removed the
passport. She then took a large rubber stamp amdpsd Stan’s boarding coupon with a bold
red SEA, the code for the departing airport, Seattle-Taxdnternational Airport. She said a
routine “Enjoy your flight, sir,” as she put themmastamped boarding coupon into the passport
and handed them across the counter to Stan.
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“Thank you. I'm sure | will,” Stan replied as hecapted his passport and boarding coupon
from the agent. “Have a good day,” he said to lseh@was stepping away, but she didn’t hear
him. She was already engaged with the next paseefAgeéhe walked over to get in line at the
boarding gate, he realized that they weren’t boaythy zones, even though ZONE 2 was printed
in the middle of his boarding coupon. “Why don’t Wave to board by zones today?” he asked
the gate agent as he handed her his boarding cambpassport.

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

Walking down the jet-way to the plane, Stan notibeav cold it wasAfter all, it is still
winter, he thought to himself. He’d been so busy the pastk that the local weather was of no
real concern to him. He'd checked online to seetvtha weather in Los Cabos would be in
January, and he was pleased to see the highs mith&0s and evening lows around 6@an
take that over this weather atiyne. It was cold in the jet-way, but he saw that itrdidseem to
bother the couple in the khaki shorts and Hawashints up ahead of him. They were just
laughing and having a good timr@h well, at least they are having fun.

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

“Good morning to you, too,” Stan replied. “Do youee 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 coulpoes — “Down and back, every time. But
I've taken a vacation down there — it was a loffuosf. 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, i#?tTravel to great spots and then just work,
work, work.” Stan knew that wasn’t always the cdsd, it sounded good. “I'll see you later,” he
said as he turned right to head down the centé. &ie noticed that First Class was only half
full as he continued down the aisle to his row w & The agent was right; there is hardly
anyone on this pland.here was no one else in row 8.

He had just sat down and buckled his seat belt wigeheard the crackle of the PA system
come on. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to AlaskbnAs flight 1745 with non-stop service
to Los Cabos, Mexico. As you can see we have b fampty flight today, and we're ready to
close the front cabin door. If you would like to weoto another seat in your ticketed cabin,
please do so now before we close that door. Oncgonose the front cabin door, you will need
to be seated with your seat belt securely fasteared,all of your portable electronic items must
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be powered off. This includes your cell phones, rytRods, and even your noise-canceling
headphones. Thank you for your attention.”

Stan had just unlatched his briefcase and waswéwghis notes about Sarah Johnson when
he heard a familiar voice. “Mr. Walkorski — is thabse? | hope | didn’t butcher your name too
much.”

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

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

“Thank you,” he said as he unlatched his seat edtbbed his briefcase and stepped out
into the aisle, following her up into the First €tacabin.

“I think you’ll be more comfortable in this seair,5she said as she stopped in front of his
new row.

“I'm sure | will. Thank you very much,” Stan saidagiously as he stepped over the legs of
the well-dressed woman already seated in seat BBcuse me.” Stan sat down in his “new”
window seat, and he slid his briefcase under s&afA% he buckled his seatbelt, he looked to his
right to see the new travel companion was not repdnything, so he took the opportunity to say
“Good morning.”

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

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

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

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

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

The announcement continued, but Stan didn’t he&tatwas thinking about Sarah Johnson
and why she didn’t board her flight from Los CalbosJanuary 8. Had she been abducted? Did
she run away — but why would she? Did she misdlitjet and was frightened? But that had
been over a week ago, and no one had heard fram her

Stan tried to think about Sarah, but the hum oftihe engines along with the late hours
he’'d been working combined to put him to sleep.ditith’t move as the airplane was pushed
back from its gate, taxied out to the runway, amehttook off on its flight to Los Cabos. Stan
was exhausted, and his body responded by allowimgtt sleep. The sefiora in 2B pulled a
magazine from her purse and began to flip through pages. She would have enjoyed
continuing the conversation with this man in 2At bbe noticed that there was a sense of relief
on his eyes as they closédaybe later she thought.
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Three/Tres
Hotel ElI Nuevo — San José del Cabo
Christmas Day, almost three weeks earlier

sorpresa(s r-pr ’-s ) — surpriseTengo una sorpresa para ustédhave a surprise
for you.

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

Feliz Navidad; Feliz Navidad;

Feliz Navid, prospero afo y felicidad.

| want to wish you a Merry Christmas;

| want to wish you a Merry Christmas;

| want to wish you a Merry Christmas from the bottof my heart.

Christmas in Mexico was enjoyable, but sand onbis@ch somehow didn’t make it seem
like a “white Christmas.” Sarah Johnson missed gdmthe cabin in the mountains where they
would make a snowman, have snowball fights, anc leatreal” Christmas tree — not like the
fake one that stood in the center of the lobbyhef iHotel EI Nuevo. Since “El Nuevo” meant
“The New One,” Sarah figured that they named thtelhtbis because it was obviously the “new
hotel” when it was built. The Christmas tree hadteof lights and decorations on it along with
empty boxes wrapped to look like presents undetrée 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 onlygbed things about this Christmas trip to
Mexico: her friend and college roommate Mary catoagwith the family, plus the two of them
were going to stay for an extra four days aftergarents returned home. As a nineteen-year old
freshman at the University of Washington where Ishedd in an on-campus dorm room, Sarah
Johnson had a few more freedoms than many of leerds. She deserved her freedoms — she’'d
always been a good student, and she usually mand&bke choices when faced with decisions
that other young people might not have handled gnigpSarah was an only child and so her
parents typically let her bring a friend whenevsyt would go on a family trip. That made the
trip more bearable for Sarah and definitely morpyable for Robert and Tina Johnson, two
caring parents who were also very entrenched ineRabladder-climbing career and Tina’'s
social activities.
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Hotel El Nuevo was situated on Boulevard Antoniojdvlis on the eastern edge of the
downtown area of San José del Cabo. The localeccétie road as Boulevard Mijares, and the
street signs — the ones that hadn’t been knocked mvdefaced with spray paint — said BLVD
A. MIJARES. The hotel wasn’t the fanciest one iwg the nicer ones — including many of the
timeshare resorts — were south of town where BauteMijares intersects with Paseo Malecéon
San José. Mr. Johnson had originally booked theatiat at the Hotel Presidente
Intercontinental, but he changed his mind wheneladized that it wouldn’t be a convenient walk
into town from there. Being close to the town’staesants and shops was an important selling
point to both Sarah and her friend Mary to get thermome on this trip.

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

“It was kind of like watching a foreign film withduhe subtitles,” Mary replied. “I really
didn’t understand a thing they said. Is there agotlervice we have to go to today?”

“Nope, just the Christmas Eve Mass.”

“Did your folks say when they’re coming down forubch? I’'m getting hungry. | could do
without the music, but the food smells good.” Meaised 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 youtchaon? | left mine in the room,” Sarah
replied. “Oh, here they come. Let’s go; I'm staxyisso.”

Mr. Johnson was carrying two large boxes that wera@pped in festive Christmas paper.
Smiling as he saw the girls approach, he held loeitwo boxes to Sarah since the top box was
hers. “Merry Christmas, honey,” he said as sheheddor the box. “Merry Christmas, Mary,”
he said as he handed her the other box.

“Thanks, Dad,” Sarah said exuberantly — she wasteen years old, but still a little girl at
heart when it came to presents. “I thought you sa&dwere waiting until after brunch to open
presents.”

“And since when do | follow the rules?” her daddsas he enjoyed seeing the happy look on
her face.

Sarah held the box in her right hand as she reachgide her Dad a hug. She then wrapped
her arms, box and all, around her mom. “Merry Ghrés, 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?” Saeatied to open her present.

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

As Mr. Johnson turned toward the bar area, theetlfieenales sat in the big comfortable
chairs that circled a large square wooden table.tahle was a highly polished wood, certainly



Stuart Gustafson

not native to the area. Mr. Johnson returned iouple minutes with a waiter right on his heels,
carrying a tray with four chilled flutes and a betwf champagne.

“That was fast,” Mrs. Johnson said.

“They’re not terribly busy right now,” Mr. Johnsaaplied. “Besides, | called down earlier
while you were putting on your makeup.” His faceltzaslight smile — he liked to surprise his
women.

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

“Here’s to a wonderful vacation, and to three & firettiest and smartest women | know.”
As Mr. Johnson raised his glass for a toast, helsiadded, “Merry Christmas.”

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

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

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

“Mary,” Tina began, “I think it's time you start limg us Robert and Tina. ‘Mr. and Mrs.
Johnson’ makes us sound so old. You're a dear.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 | know | wil forget and then I'll call you Mr. and Mrs.
Johnson again. I've had a good time; this has haenrhanks for inviting me.”

Sarah set her glass on the table and started gaitithe red bow and ribbon on her package.
Struggling with it, she said, “Gee, Dad. Did yowéa&o put so much tape on it?”

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

“Thanks,” Sarah said as she took the knife to batrtbbon so she could then start tearing
off the foil paper that adorned the large box. 8heal 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 plaper, slicing through the tape so she
could find an edge to pull.
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Finally she ripped the paper off the box, but knayhat the box top would be taped to the
bottom, she instinctively reached for the knife omare time. She turned the box over, sliced the
tape, and separated the two halves. Hidden inbiel¢igsue paper were a pair of jeans and two
brightly colored tops. As she held up the pink tsipe exclaimed, “This is perfect. How did you
know?”

“We saw you looking at them in the shop the othagr, tther mom replied.

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

Mary went through the same routine that Sarah hatlgompleted. She never knew that
opening a present would be that much work. Buterathan ripping the paper off the box, she
slowly sliced the tape connections and then untblithe foil paper as if the paper itself were a
present. Her box also contained a pair of jeanstaodorightly colored tops. “Wow — these are
awesome!” she exclaimed. “Thanks,” she said aschmmsily arose from her chair to give
Robert and Tina a hug. Mary was already a litppsytifrom the one glass of champagne and her
empty stomach.

“Let me run these back to our room while you gatk @ spot to eat,” Robert said as he was
rising from his seat. He stacked the boxes, thepamd 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,” Tinaoenmented as she saw Robert step into the
elevator. “So, what are you girls going to do negek after we leave?”

“Who knows, Mom. We’ve only been here a couple dagswe don’t know what there is to
do. | guess we’ll hang out at the pool, maybe gthtobeach one day. We'll probably just relax
and get ready for school to start back up on thewWhat do you think?” Sarah aimed the last
guestion over to Mary who was looking totally redex

“Yeah, that's about it. Anything but thinking abasthool is fine with me. This last term
was a real bear, but | couldn’t have made it withamu.” Mary reached for her champagne glass
that someone had refilled, fortunately only halfywa

“Right,” Sarah said sarcastically. “You're the brigst one | know. You just put too much
stress on yourself. You've got to learn to takeaisy.”

“Well, whatever you girls do, just be careful. Thearre lots of guys down here, and you two,
well, you know what | mean.” Tina always found d@rtd when the conversation got around to
‘boys and girls’ or ‘the birds and the bees.’
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“We know, Mom,” Sarah replied. “Nothing’s going bappen. That’'s one of the reasons that
Mary and | always stick together when we go outs-safer when it’s the two of us.”

Mary nodded her head in agreement with Sarabh.

Seemingly coming out of nowhere, Robert reappediattll, did you pick a place? I'm
starting to get hungry, too.”

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

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

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

Feliz Navidad.

10
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Four/Cuatro
Johnsons’ home — Redmond, Washington
Wednesday, Januar}'9

investigar( n-v s’-t -g r) — investigateEs tiempo de investigar el problenits
time to investigate the problem.

As he stopped his car alongside the curb in fradn4@25 Park Drive in Redmond,
Washington, Stan Walkorski observed a well-mairgdityard with just the right amount of
landscaping. The flowering trees were bare fordbéason, but everything else was its proper
color and shape in spite of the steady winter wexatAs a seasoned private investigator, Stan
noticed everything — everything was a clue or astea piece of a clue to him. While most of
their neighbors’ lawns showed signs of winter negléhe Johnsons had a beautiful yard.
Appearance is very important to them.

Pulling his briefcase across from the passengdr Séan opened the car door and stepped
out into the wind and rain of a “typical Washingtanter.” He had seriously thought about
moving to a warmer area, but the Seattle-metro weesahis home — he had family, friends, and
lots of business here. He didn’t always like theatlier, but he had gotten to where he could
tolerate it. He was just about ready to push therlalell when he saw a small statue in the corner.
It looked quite new, but he didn’t recognize ithigaway. Stooping down to read the inscription
at the base, he saw, “St. Jude — Patron saintsbtthuses.” He set down his briefcase and rang
the bell.

Stan immediately introduced himself when the dgeered. “Hello, I'm Stan Walkorski.”
He was holding out a business card in his rightlhemd his P1 credentials in his left hand.

“I'm Tina Johnson,” the lady replied as she took husiness card with her left hand and
then extended her right hand to shake hands. “Wanitcome in, please?”

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

“This is my husband, Robert,” she said as theyredtée living room. Robert Johnson was
a stocky but well-built and handsome man. His seregiave him a preppy look, but the
fashionable dress shirt underneath it said “higth4gmfessional.”

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

“Thank you. Please call me Robert. Won't you hageat?”

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

11
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Stan nodded and was about to sit on the sofa whenshiggested, “Why don’t we sit at the
table? | think it'll make it easier.”

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

“Thank you,” Stan replied as he sat down at thedhefithe table. He reached down,
unlatched his briefcase, and reached inside ititbqut a file folder and a pad of paper. Opening
the folder he picked up two sets of stapled pabgasdach had a bold headi@QNTRACT FOR
SERVICES. Handing one set to each of the Johnsons, he‘Jdits covers the details of what we
talked about on the phone. We’'ll all sign both esp+ one will be for you and the other one will
be for me.”

As the Johnsons began reading, it struck them bdtfis is real! The grief, the shock, and
the disbelief — it had all hit them before, butwias so very real now that they were doing
something about it. Tina sniffled as the beginrohg tear formed in her right eye.

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

“No, it's fine,” Robert said as he signed his naonethe third page. He slid his set across the
table to his wife as she was signing hers. Shequlibler 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 contfaats the grieving parents. He opened
each set to the last page and signed his namédnenanded 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, “ehap can find her.” His voice had lost a
lot of its confidence and control. He was no lontEking as a senior executive; he was now
talking as a dad, Sarah’s dad.

“I hope so, t0o,” Stan replied as he looked fitsRabert, and then to Tina. “I'll certainly do
my best.” Stan put the check and his copy of th&raat into the file folder, which he then put
into his briefcase. Pulling the pad of paper imfrof him, he picked up his pen and said, “I
know we talked about some of this on the phone|tlaubest to start over so all three of us are
hearing and saying the same things. Remember, wetren the clock for my services, so don’t
be rushed for time.”

“Okay. I'll start,” Tina said as she sniffled agaf®he wiped her nose a couple times with a
tissue and then began. “We wanted to spend Chrgstinanean this last Christmas, down in
Mexico. There were four of us — Robert, myself, daughter Sarah, and her friend Mary. We
flew down to San José del Cabo and we stayed aiakel EI Nuevo right there in the middle of
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town. We were there for nine days from the twehiygtto January first. Robert and | flew home
on the New Years’ Day, and the girls were stayimgré until Saturday the fifth — sort of an
extended semester break for them. They're bothggirthe University of Washington, and their
second semester started on Monday.”

Tina was sniffling more now, and Robert took thataacue for him to take over. “We had
talked to them twice while they were on their oang everything seemed to be fine. We went to
SEA-TAC on the fifth to pick them up. We weren’tl@alto meet them at the gate, of course, so
we had to wait outside the security area. But dvigry came through Security — Sarah wasn't
with her. At first we thought the girls were plagia joke on us, and that Sarah would be the last
one through. But no one else came through Secwéypoked at Mary and she was crying.”

Stan was a little confused — the logic somehow e¥RsA person gets on a plane but then is
not on the plane when it lands. That didn’t makg s@nse to him. “The other day you said it
was a non-stop flight from Cabo to Seattle. Oneegit on the plane there would be no way for
her not to get to Seattle. Right?”

“Mary,” Tina started while trying to speak calmiMary said that Sarah never got on the
plane in Los Cabos. The plane took off and Saradnivan that flight.” That did it — Tina broke
out in hysterical sobs.

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

Stan sat and listened and asked questions fortbres hours. He wrote down all the details
as Robert and Tina described their Christmas vatati San José del Cabo; as they talked about
Sarah when she was a young girl; as they just reaindah.

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

Standing up from his chair, Stan said, “I know the&s been hard for you — what you've
been through in these past few days as well ahatlyou told me tonight. I'll be going to the
campus tomorrow or Friday, and then down to Cabd 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 emotioniallyned as they followed Stan as he
headed to the front door.

“Thank you,” Stan said as he extended his rightdhanthem. “Good night,” he said as he
stepped off the porch to the walkway down to his ca
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“Good night,” was the faint response from both Rolaad Tina that Stan heard when he
reached his car. “Thank you” was the tearful plegdrom Tina as he closed the car door and
headed home.

As he drove home, Stan wondered if there were Argsdrom the past that might say what
could have happened to Sarah. He would just haxsskomore questions, although he wasn’t
certain that he would uncover anything. The onlpdhhe was certain of right now was that she
was missing in Mexico. Knowing how the police depants worked in Mexico, Stan was less
than optimistic in getting any help from theklissing in Mexicde repeated to himself.
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Five/Cinco
University of Washington Campus — Seattle, Wasloingt
Friday, January 11

estudiante( -st -d - n’-t ) — studentEl es un buen estudiantele is a good
student.

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

Stan called the phone number on Wednesday morhomgng to reach Mary in the room.
Sarah’s parents did not know Mary’s class scheduld,they didn’'t have her cell phone number,
so Stan just had to try to reach her any way tkeatduld. The phone rang four times and then
Stan heard the message. “Hey this is Sarah, asdstMary,” the message started before the two
voices were in unison. “We can't take your call,Iesave us a brief message. Bye!” The two
voices sounded so cheerful — the voices of two-biestd college freshmen. Stan left a message,
although it wasn’t brief; there was too much he twaday: he had to introduce himself, tell Mary
that he had met with the Johnsons, say why he aléing; and ask her to pleasall him back.

He left both his cell phone number and his homelmmon the message.

Thankfully, Mary had called him that afternoon, aheéy made arrangements to meet on
campus the next day — Friday.

Pulling into the parking lot on NE Pacific Streatthe southwest quadrant of the campus,
Stan was thankful that he found an open s@ais prices might be high, but they don’'t seem to
stop people from drivingde dashed across the busy street over to Merdérdie of the few
residence halls for first-year students. Stan wdlie the fountain in the middle of the two
buildings that are each named Mercer Hall. The-$iwey buildings house a total of about 450
students in single rooms, doubles, and three-papartments.

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

“Hey,” she replied.

“I'm Stan Walkorski. Thanks for meeting with me.®ehbulled out his ID to show her.

“Sure. Wanna get some coffee?”
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“Sure,” he replied as he dutifully followed her éded hey walked north past Henderson Hall
over to Terry Hall. They went inside and went te #spresso bar in Eleven 01 — an eclectic mix
of eating choices on the first floor of the elewtory building. Mary ordered a double espresso,
Stan a mocha latte. After he paid for both drirdkee led him to a small table in the corner where
it appeared they would have some privacy. “Thamksnieeting with me,” he said again as a
way to start the conversation.

“Yeah. I've talked to the Johnsons, but | don’'t knehat else to tell them. Plus with the
new semester starting up, it's been crazy gettiagkhnto the swing of things.” Mary was
staying somewhat reserved, but he could sensest®atidwant to talk, hopefully providing
some clue to help find Sarah. “What do you think gan do to find her?” Her plaintive question
told Stan that she would do anything she couldetp.h

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

“But I've already told them everything,” Mary sashmewhat apologetically.

“I know you have, and | also know this is hard @uySarah’s parents know that, too. I'm
sure that some of my questions will seem like repes | hope you'll just bear with me.”

“Sure, anything to help find her.” Mary’s tired eyand quivering voice told Stan that she,
too, was hurting. Sarah was her best friend — wbald have happened to her?

“Thank you,” Stan said as he opened his briefcasepailled out the notes he had taken at
the Johnsons. He’d memorized the key points froer tmeeting, but he wanted to make sure
that he didn’t miss anything — every little detass important. “I am going to read some of my
notes to you — things that the Johnsons told mesttp occasionally and | want you to tell me if
there’s anything you remember about it that igtke Idifferent, anything at all. Okay?”

Mary nodded her as she sipped the last of her esp&he’d need another one soon.

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

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

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

“I'll get it,” Stan said as she was heading ovevaod the espresso machine.

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

While waiting for Mary to return, Stan looked otietwindows at the bare tre¢deel like
one of those trees, barredust then Mary returned with another cup of stegnmot espresso.
He waited for her to look re-engaged before hetexfaagain. “Did you do anything different
after her parents left that you hadn't done whhieyt were there? Did you go to different
restaurants or bars? Did you go out with any negpje® Any dates?”

“No, there wasn’t anything really different aftéey left. It was more like just a vacation for
the two of us. Sure, there were a couple of guyshumey out with, but we'd seen them even
while her parents were there. But we always staggether. If you're asking if Sarah went home
with any of them, the answer’s ‘No.” We've knowrchadther long enough that we know there’s
safety in numbers. And in our case, that numb&xds The two of us stay together all the time —
or at least we used to. That way no one would ggemto any trouble.”

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

“No way. First term was over and we’d already gotbeir grades. We managed to get some
awesome schedules for this term — lots of clagsgether, but there was no reason to talk about
any of it down there. Those days by ourselves waebeeak for us — no school, no parents, no
restrictions.” Mary paused a little before contmgii “Yeah, we both talked about how neat it
would be to live down there all the time. Nothirggdo but hang out, go to the beach, hit the
parties. But Sarah was the practical one; she awanted to know what we were going to do
for a living. It was a fun thought, though.” Martased out the windows, most likely nlobking
at the trees that had no leaves.

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

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

“That Saturday was just like any other day themeept that we had to leave. We didn’t
have a wakeup call so we slept in. We kinda neé&deduse we were out late on Friday night. |
called down and ordered a bowl of fresh fruit, saest, and lots of coffee.” Mary was more

17



Stuart Gustafson

methodical now as if she were reading entries fjoaornal. “We sat in the room as we ate
breakfast, then Sarah took her shower, and theoK mine. We packed our clothes, but she
didn’t have much to pack. She’d sent her big segdaome with her parents.”

They didn’t tell me that.

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

“Yeah, why not? She said it would be easier for ihehe didn’t have to lug that big one
around at the airport. Her dad thought it was adgdea, and | sent mine with them also. So all
Sarah and | had left were one smaller suitcasedatkpack each. Anyway, after we packed we
went downstairs and checked out. Mr. Johnson haah@ed to have everything else there
charged to his credit card, so all we had to doteasgn the bill. We got on the shuttle and went
to the airport.”

“What time was your flight?”

“Two o’clock or close to that, | guess” Mary anser

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

“It was supposed to pick us up at eleven fifteenibwas late, maybe like fifteen minutes or
s0.”

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

“No,” Mary started. “The driver took our suitcasas of the back of the van and he carried
them inside the terminal as we got in the lineAtaska Airlines. It took about twenty minutes to
get to the front where they put our bags on a tahbtk opened them to check for stuff. We then
went to the counter where they took our bags an@ @& our boarding passes. They said the
flight was on time and so we should go on througbuBty to the gate. That's what we did.”

“Then what?”

“We went over to the security line, put our backgaon the belt and we went through the
thing without any problems. We got our backpackd #ound our gate. | saved Sarah’s seat
while she went to look in the Duty Free storesph’d know if she bought anything or not. She
came back, and then | went to look. Perfume, ctggseand tequila — people were buying it, but
it wasn’'t anything | wanted.”

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

“No, it wasn’t too crowded; certainly nothing liIlREA-TAC on a holiday weekend. Sarah’s
cute, so guys are always looking at her. But | didee anyone following her or anything like
that. Do you think that maybe someone nabbed hdety had perked up; perhaps it was the
espressos.
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“I don’'t know,” Stan replied. “But it would be ptgthard to nab someone inside an airport
with all those people standing around. She woulgeked, which would've drawn attention to
her. It's hard to imagine something like that, at not ruling it out — I'm not ruling out
anything. What about when you boarded the planefeliteyou 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 rigeway because we were in zone 2 or zone
3; anyway we had to wait until we could board. Witenas our time, we went over to the gate
and got in line. They were trying to rush peopletiyh so they could take off before a storm
came in. We were at the front of the line when Baad she had to go back to one of the stores
to get something for her parents. | said I'd waitd she said, ‘No, go on. I'll be right there.” She
turned around and walked back to one of the stilv&isshe’d already been in. So | kept going.
They took my boarding pass and checked the stufiiyrbackpack. As | walked out the door |
looked back and | saw Sarah still in the store iloglat things.”

Mary paused. She was doing well up to this poirr Ebmposure had held up, but she was
now getting to the more emotional part — the plagtdidn’t want to re-live.

“That’s okay,” Stan said noticing it was gettingrdhex 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 hahdevay from the windows. It felt good to
stand up and stretch his legs.

As he returned a couple minutes later, Stan gtihento get them each a refill. He noticed
that Mary was talking to someone on her cell phétecouldn’t hear what she was saying, but
the animated gestures showed a happier Mary tharotie he’d just been talking with. He
ordered his latte, her espresso, paid for themdaopped the change into the tip jar. He walked
slowly over to their table, wanting to give her sortime and space to regroup from their
conversation. He set her cup on the table and stepway to give her some privacy.

“Thanks,” she said as she closed her cell phongyakdup her third double espresso of the
morning.

“You're welcome,” he replied. “Is it always this $uin here?”

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

“Wow,” was all Stan could say. He was mentally iyito calculate how much money this
place made off the students’ addictions to caffelivée’re just about done, | think. So you
walked out the door and went to the plane and gat. @ut Sarah never got on the plane?”

“No. | kept looking out my window to see her, biiesnever showed up. | told the flight
attendants about her, but they said there was ngptihiey could do. | said, ‘But her bag's on
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board. Certainly we can’t take off without herthink 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 yoatithey took her bag off the plane?”

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

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

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

“Right.”

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

“l asked them one more time about Sarah. They Wwastrated with me, and they said there
was nothing they could do. Sarah’s name was ofilijte list, but she never boarded the plane
and she didn’t have any luggage onboard eitherteltvas nothing else | could do, so I just got
off the plane, and walked out through Security eHenet the Johnsons.”

“And you've never heard from her? No phone callemails?”

“Nothing.”

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

“No, everything was fine. She had good grades aasl n@ally happy. She’d been dating this
one guy, but they’'d broken up right around Thankisgi. Something bad has happened to her. |
just know it. What else could it be?”

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

A sudden thought came to Stan. “Mary, you said yloat 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 the plane, right?”

“Right.”

“So how could she check it in at Cabo but somehomasn’t on the plane?” Stan asked this
guestion, although it wasn’t asked to anyone ini@aar.
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“But it was,” Mary said emphatically. “Her bag waa the carousel at SEA-TAC just like
mine was. | recognized it because of the big puaple gold bows on it — our school colors.” All
of a sudden Mary was more engaged as she reabzelé first time that Sarah’s bag hlaglen
on that flight.

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

“Yes, it came off the belt right after mine did.r8a'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 offdamusel, and that her parents took it
home with them?” Stan was starting to talk moredigmow.

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

Stan tried to put the pieces of the puzzle togetHere’s what he knew:

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

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

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

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

Sarah was not on the plane to Seattle, but healygdidarrive.

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

“Excuse me, just a minute,” Stan said to Mary aptiéed out his cell phone. He punched in
the 10 digits for the Johnson family home, hopihgttone of them was there. He was getting
discouraged, but then the phone was finally ansivere

“Hello,” the female voice said as she answeredtiane.

“Hello, Tina. This is Stan Walkorski.”

“Oh. Hi, Stan. How are you?”

“I'm fine, thank you. I'm here on campus talkingtwviMary.”

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

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

“Yes, we just thought that perhaps she missedligt,fso we took it home.” Then in a tone
of expressive curiosity, Tina asked, “Well, why Wbthe airline say her suitcase wasn’t on the
plane when it was?”
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“Right, | don’t know why they would say that, butbhdve a hunch. Would you do me a favor
and get the suitcase so | can ask you to lookrae#dung?”

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

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

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

“Yes, I'm still here. Is the baggage claim tagl it it?”

“Let's see. Yes, itis.”

“It is?”

“Yes, | 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 slpause, and then Tina continued. “No; it
says Mary Raymond. Why would Sarah’s bag have Mamgme on it?”

“I'm not sure right yet, but | have an idea | ndedcheck into. Thanks, Tina. Tell Robert |
said hello. Okay?”

“Okay, Stan. Does this help you?”

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

“Bye, Stan. Let us know.”

“I will. Bye, Tina,” Stan said as he closed hislg#one.

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

Stan began, “The baggage claim tag on Sarah’sasaiticas your name on it. That's why the
flight attendants said her suitcase wasn’'t on tlamg As far as the airline knew, ydad
checked twasuitcases on that flight, but Sarah hadn’'t checked”

Mary’'s eyes opened very wide — not from the esprelsst from the information she had
just heard.
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| hope you enjoyed the first five chaptershissing in Mexico To purchase the

complete book, please gowavw.stuartgustafson.comhere you will find links to

purchase electronic versions for all readers inofydindle, nook, Sony, etc. You
will also be able to purchase an autographed pardion directly from the author.

Thank you.
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