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One/Uno 
Flight # 1476 from Los Cabos to Seattle 

Saturday, January 5th  

familia (f� ·m�l’· � ·� ) – 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. 
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Two/Dos 
Seattle-Tacoma International Airport 

Monday, January 14th   

avión (� ·v� ·� n’) – 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. 
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“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 
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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 
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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. 
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Three/Tres 
Hotel El Nuevo – San José del Cabo 

Christmas Day, almost three weeks earlier 

sorpresa (s� r·pr� ’·s� ) – 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. 
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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 
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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. 
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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.’ 
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“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. 
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Four/Cuatro 
Johnsons’ home – Redmond, Washington 

Wednesday, January 9th  

investigar (�n·v� s’·t� ·g� r) – 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. 
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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 



Missing in Mexico 

13 

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. 
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“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. 
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Five/Cinco 
University of Washington Campus – Seattle, Washington 

Friday, January 11th 

estudiante (� ·st� ’·d� ·� n’·t� ) – 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?” 
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“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 
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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 
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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. 
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“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 
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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. 
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“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?” 
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“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. 
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I hope you enjoyed the first five chapters of Missing in Mexico. To purchase the 

complete book, please go to www.stuartgustafson.com where you will find links to 

purchase electronic versions for all readers including Kindle, nook, Sony, etc. You 

will also be able to purchase an autographed print version directly from the author. 

Thank you. 

 


