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Chapter One
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“Gabriel, you need to come to the rez. Sherry Dale is missing and no one will listen to me.”

Hawke had answered the phone half asleep out of habit. But hearing his mom’s worried voice brought him awake in a flash. Rubbing his face and peering at the red six and two zeroes on his clock, he groaned. He’d had a late night helping with an accident. He’d been the only Oregon State Trooper available to go out north. Everyone else on duty was either floating the Snake River to catch fishing infractions or along the Wallowa River. “Are you sure she’s missing? If you called her and she didn’t answer, she’s probably still asleep.”

“Gabriel, I didn’t try to call her this morning. She never showed up last night after work to pick up Trey.”

Now he sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. “Has she ever missed picking up her boy?”

“No. If she’s running late, she always calls. But that tribal said she was either partying or found a boyfriend when I called the tribal station last night about ten. She doesn’t have a boyfriend and she doesn’t party. She’s a good girl.”

“Did he tell you to wait seventy-two hours?”

“Yes. He said she’ll get a hold of me in the morning and I’ll see she was just having fun. When I tried to argue, he also said that if she was at work, then I should call the Pendleton police. I called them as soon as I hung up from the tribal. Pendleton said the same thing. Wait seventy-two hours. She could have had a car accident and be laying somewhere hurt.”

“What about her family?” He remembered meeting the young woman a couple times when he’d visited his mom and the woman had come by to pick up her boy. She seemed like someone who wouldn’t leave her son. 

“She doesn’t have anything but an old drunk uncle who wouldn’t even know when he last saw her and the boy.” She sighed. “I haven’t slept all night worrying. Can you come over and look for her? I don’t know who else to call.”

“The good news, it’s July. The weather is good. A bit hot, but good. If she’s had an accident she won’t freeze to death. I should be able to get some time off.” He stood as Dog whined at the door of his one room apartment over the Trembley’s indoor horse arena. 

He opened the door and the animal bounded down the stairs. His horses and mule nickered and whinny-hawed. “I’ll be there this morning. Today and tomorrow are my days off. I can look for two days and if I need more, I’ll call Sergeant Spruel and see what I can do.”

“Thank you, Gabriel. I don’t know what to tell Trey. He’ll be staying with me until we can find Sherry.” 

“I’ll see you in three hours.” He ended the call, dressed, and hurried down to feed his animals and let Herb and Darlene, his landlords, know he and Dog would be gone for a couple or more days. The epidemic of Indigenous women, children, and even men, going missing or found murdered on and off reservations, needed to be addressed. He wanted to keep a positive outlook for his mom’s sake, but there was no telling what could have happened to Sherry. The one thing he did know, both his mom and Trey deserved answers. Not the years many had of never knowing what happened to their loved ones.

After feeding, he walked to the back door of the Trembley house and knocked. 

Darlene opened the door. The smell of coffee and something sweet wafted out the door. “Hawke, you’re up early.” She opened the door wide, inviting him in.

He stepped through, his stomach growling.

“Sit down. Darlene just pulled sweet rolls out of the oven,” Herb said, sitting at the table, a piece of bacon in one hand and a coffee cup in the other.

“If you don’t mind my eating and running.” Hawke sat at the table next to Herb. 

Darlene handed him a plate and fork. “Help yourself.”

“You headed back to work so soon after coming in late last night?” Herb asked. 

While his landlords were always helpful knowing the gossip and affairs of others in the county, which had helped him solve several murders, he didn’t like that they had such an interest in his life. 

“No. Mom called. A mother of one of the kids she watches never showed up last night. The tribal police are giving her the run-around. I have two days off. Told her I’d come see what I can find out.”

Darlene shook her head. “I’ve read stories about how many Native American women go missing and their bodies are found months or even years later. Doesn’t anyone care to look for them?”

“There’s a lot of reasons. One being most law enforcement, on and off reservations, aren’t tribal members. They tell the families the women went off with a boyfriend or were partying. With no one really looking, we don’t know what happens to them. Those families never get any answers. I hope I can find her in a stalled car on a stretch of road where there’s no cell service. That would be the ideal. We’ll see.” He ate a roll, some bacon, an egg, and drank coffee, before standing. “Thank you for this. It saved me grabbing something on the road. Could you keep an eye on my crew? I’ll let you know how long Dog and I will be gone. Hopefully, just the two days, but if I can’t find her by then, I’m going to take vacation days. Mom won’t rest until she knows.”

“Don’t worry about your animals. We’ll take care of them.” Darlene slipped two of the rolls into a plastic bag. “For the road.”

“Thanks!” He stepped out the back door and nearly tripped over Dog. “Hey, if you hadn’t been chasing a cat, you could have come in.” 

He patted the dog on the head and strode across to the arena. He’d pack and hit the road. He’d call Sergeant Spruel as he drove. Save time that way. 

<<>><<>><<>> 

Rather than go to his mom’s and backtrack, he went straight to Pendleton and drove Mission Road out to his mom’s searching for any vehicles that looked in distress or abandoned. He didn’t find any stranded vehicles. There were a couple of stretches of open space, but enough houses set along the road that someone would have noticed a car sitting on the side and investigated. Especially one that they would see every day as Sherry went to and from work. 

He drove by Mission Market and on down to the group of older houses in the neighborhood where he’d grown up. He parked his pickup, remembering good times and bad.

Mom met him at the door. “I’m so glad you could come help.” She hugged him tight before pulling him into the small three-bedroom house he’d lived in after his father dropped he and his mom off at her parent’s, here, on the Umatilla Reservation. His father never contacted them after that. He’d liked the ladies. When Mom gave him an ultimatum of his family or his women friends, he’d chosen the women. 

His father’s love of multiple women was one of the reasons Hawke hated having his name linked to any woman romantically. He was a one-woman man and he didn’t want the woman he was interested in, namely Dani Singer, to ever think he was fooling around with someone else. He’d remained loyal to his wife until she’d divorced him for arresting her brother on drug charges twenty years ago. 

“I drove Mission Road to see if she might have broken down on her way home. I didn’t see any sign of her car.”

“Where’s momma?” Trey, the boy Hawke remembered, walked down the hall from a back bedroom. He was dressed, but his rumpled clothes and rubbing his eyes said he’d been sleeping.

“She was held up at work,” Mom said, putting an arm around Trey and giving Hawke her mama bear glare. 

“Hey Trey, why don’t you tell me all the things you know about your momma. It will be a fun game to help you not miss her so much.” Hawke led the boy into the kitchen. “Got any cookies and milk?” he asked his mom.

She quickly put a plate of cookies on the table and a tall and short glass of milk in front of them. 

“Do you know the names of your momma’s friends?” Hawke pulled out a notepad and pen.

“Why you writin’ it down?” Trey asked, dipping a cookie in his glass of milk.

“Because I have a bad memory.” 

“You are kinda old. Not as old as Mimi, but old and she doesn’t have to write things down to remember them.” 

Hawke picked up a cookie and dunked it in the milk like the boy. He might be fifty-three, but he still loved his cookies and milk.

“Hey!” Trey grinned. “You like to make your cookies soggy, too?”

“Yeah,” Hawke smiled back at the boy. “Can you think of any of your momma’s friends?” He persisted.

“Morning.” The boy shoved the cookie in his mouth.

“Yes, it’s still morning.” Hawke said. “What does that have to do with your mom’s friends?” After having spent time with Kitree, a girl he saved and who later was adopted by friends, he knew kids could get off track easily when being asked questions.

The boy shook his head and swallowed the cookie. “Momma’s friend name is Morning.” 

Hawke glanced at his mother. 

She nodded. “Morning Farrow. She and Sherry went to school together. I’ll give her a call.”

“Ask her to come over.” Hawke flicked his gaze toward the boy. “Maybe you and Trey can find something to do while she’s here?”

His mom nodded and went over to the phone hanging on the kitchen wall.

Hawke dunked his cookie and asked Trey, “Does your mom have any men friends who come over?”

Trey shook his head. “She doesn’t want me to learn bad habits. That’s what she says.” 

“She’s never had any man come to where you live?” Hawke persisted.

“Grandfather Thunder. Momma pays him to live behind his house.”

Hawke glanced up at his mom as she hung up the phone. “They live at Silas Thunder’s place?” 

“Yes. The small trailer behind his. The one his son lived in before he died.” His mother tipped her head back and whispered a prayer. 

He wasn’t sure if it was for Silas, his son, or Sherry.
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Chapter Two
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Hawke had all the information he could get from his mom and Trey when there was a knock on the door.

“You answer that while I take Trey out back,” Mom said, picking up a box of toys and heading for the door. “Come with me, Trey.”

The boy followed her, and Hawke headed to the front door. 

Another frantic knock resounded as he grabbed the knob and pulled. 

“Oh!” The young woman’s hand still remained in a position to knock. 

“You must be Morning. I’m State Trooper Hawke, Mimi’s son. Come in.” He held the door open and waved the woman dressed in sweats, a t-shirt, and running shoes into the house. It was Wednesday. He wondered that she could come over on a work day. 

“Yes, I can’t believe that Sherry is missing.” She dropped onto the couch and stared at him. “What happened?”

“That’s what I want to know. Did she go to work yesterday?” He studied her as he pulled out his small notebook.

“Yeah, I talked to her during her lunch break. We were making plans for a friend’s baby shower. Oh God! It’s this weekend.” The woman’s eyes widened and her hand covered her mouth. “Will you find her before then?”

“I hope so, for Trey and my mom’s sakes. What can you tell me about any boyfriends?”

She shook her head, loosening the shaggy bun on her head, making it tip a bit to the side. “None. She’s sworn off men and dating until Trey is grown. That piece of shit that knocked her up and fled soured her on men. He told her no matter what he’d take care of her and Trey, then as soon as the baby arrived, he was gone.” Her forehead wrinkled in a frown. 

“Does she go to bars or drink?” Hawke had a feeling he already knew the answer given what the woman had just said.

“No. Not bars. Once in a while we open a bottle of wine and have a pity party but never get drunk to where we don’t know what we’re doing. That’s what doesn’t make sense. She wouldn’t have been anywhere to get into trouble.” She stopped and tapped her painted nails on the shoulder bag sitting in her lap. “She does go to the casino once a month, but that’s because Grandfather Thunder begs a ride off her.”

“Could he have asked her to take him last night? Before she came here to get Trey?”

“No. He only goes on weekends when there are more people there to watch.” She grinned. “He’s a people watcher. Don’t get me wrong, he plays the slots, but he also watches people.” 

Hawke remembered that about the old man who hadn’t been that old when Hawke was a boy living on the reservation. Back then Silas Thunder, now called Grandfather Thunder to the younger generation, had a family; a wife, son, and daughter. Hawke had played ball with the son. The man had lost them all and taken in everyone else on the reservation as his family.

“You can’t think of anyone Sherry said was being pushy or nosey?”

“You mean a guy?” She wrinkled her nose. “She did say there was a guy at the casino the last time she was there who kept following her around and tried to start up a conversation.”

“Indian?”

“No. White. She said he gave her the creeps. And before you ask, she didn’t get his name because she didn’t care for him to think she was interested.” She tapped her fingers some more. “Oh, and there was someone at work that keeps asking her out. Wade something. But she always turns him down.”

“Thank you. We haven’t told Trey his mom is missing, so don’t say anything to him. But he might like to see another friendly face.” Hawke shoved the notebook in his pocket and headed to the door, picking up his Stetson. “Tell Mimi I’m going to ask more people questions. Not sure when I’ll be back.”

“I will. I hope you find her soon. And not just because of the baby shower. Too many women who go missing here are never found.”

Hawke nodded and whistled for Dog. His canine companion ran into the living room. “Let’s go.”

His first stop would be the bank. Best to get all the information about when Sherry left the day before, who she might have been with, and to question the man who repeatedly asked her out. 

Backtracking how he’d arrived at his mother’s place, taking Mission back into Pendleton, he found the bank where the missing woman worked. While he wasn’t in uniform, he had his badge and he used it to get in to see the manager, Ms. Terrel Stern. 

“Trooper Hawke, I’m glad to see you. We’ve been worried about Sherry Dale. She hasn’t shown up for work and she isn’t answering her phone.”

“That’s why I’m here. She never picked her boy up from the sitter last night.”

“Oh no! Do you think something happened to her?” The woman appeared to be genuinely upset. 

“That’s what I’m here to find out. What time did she leave?”

“Her usual time, five-thirty. I was still here. She said good night to me and Wade Benson, the business loan officer.”

“How long was Mr. Benson here after Ms. Dale left?” Hawke wondered if this was the Wade who had repeatedly asked the missing woman out.

“We were both here until six discussing a loan he didn’t think had enough security.” She picked up her phone. “Who would you like to speak to?”

“Mr. Benson and anyone else who works here that she is friends with.” Hawke waited as the woman asked for a man and a woman to be sent in. Then she called another line and asked Mr. Benson to come to her office. 

A knock and the door opened. Two men and a woman walked in.

“Phil, Shirley, Wade, this is State Trooper Hawke. He has some questions for you about Sherry.”

“What about Sherry?” The man in the suit and tie asked. 

“Can I get your full names first?” Hawke asked.

The suit and tie said, “Wade Benson.”

The man in the sweater vest and tie said, “Phil Little.”

The woman said, “Shirley Hardy.”

“Thank you. Did any of you speak with Sherry yesterday?”

“Why? What’s happened to her?” Benson asked.

“She never picked up her son from the sitter’s last night. No one has seen her. I’m trying to piece together any information I can get to figure out where she might be.”

The woman gasped. “She’d never not pick up Trey. She loves that little boy. We had lunch together. She was talking on the phone with a friend, planning a baby shower for someone. She said she had to pick up a couple of things from the store before she went home, but that was it.” 

“Do any of you know anything about a boyfriend? Or if she liked to go anywhere after work?”

“As far as I know she doesn’t have one,” Shirley said.

Hawke peered at Benson. “You ever hear of one?”

“I asked her out several times but she always refused me.”

“That make you mad?” Hawke asked.

The man took off his glasses and wiped them with a handkerchief he’d pulled from a pocket. “No. It made me sad that she wouldn’t even give me a chance.” 

Hawke shifted his attention to the other man. “Were you friends or a boyfriend?”

The man laughed. “Friends. I wouldn’t have turned Wade down for a date.”

Seeing that this man wouldn’t have any love interest in Sherry, he asked, “What did she tell you about her life? Anything that might shed a light on where she could be?”

“She talked a lot about Trey. And Grandfather Thunder. I thought it was some kind of Native American religious thing until she, her son, and this old man showed up at my house for a barbecue one Saturday. Turns out he’s an ancient man she rents from on the reservation.” 

“They come over to your place often?” Hawke asked.

“No. Just the one time. It was my birthday.” Little smiled. “I only invited special people who don’t treat me any different.” His gaze flicked to Benson.

“None of you have any idea where she could have gone?” He glanced at his notes. “You said she was going to the store. Any idea which store?” 

Shirley shook her head. “It could have been any of them. We never talked about shopping for groceries.” 

“Thank you. If you think of anything, here’s my card.” He handed everyone in the room one of his cards.

“Are you investigating this because it’s a person from the reservation?” Benson asked.

“No. Tribal Police and the City Police told my mother, the woman who watches Trey, that they wouldn’t do anything until Sherry is missing seventy-two hours. She called me knowing how crucial it is to get right on a missing person investigation. Thank you for your time.” Hawke stood, put his hat on his head, and walked out of the bank. 

On the street, he decided to see if he could light a fire under the City Police to check with the grocery stores to see which one Sherry went to and if there were any cameras to see who she might have encountered.
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Chapter Three
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“We told the woman who called in, we have to wait seventy-two hours. These reservation women get liquored up and forget they have kids at home or decide they’ve had enough and walk out.”

Hawke stared at the bald-headed detective in his fifties that he’d been referred to when he explained why he was there. “Detective Lockland. You are stereotyping the reservation women. Most have strong motherly instincts and wouldn’t go on a drunk or walk away from their families. This woman happens to be one of those. She works at the bank in town, never misses picking her son up from the sitter, and doesn’t go out partying and drinking.”

“How do you know that? Her family could be lying to you.” The man wasn’t about to back down from his stand on what he thought to be the truth.

Ignorance about his people was something Hawke had fought all his life. “I know because I’ve been interviewing the people she works with and the people she spends time with. Something that might help us find her faster if you had done the same last night when my mother called you.”

The man leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Now I see. You’re one of them. Does your superior know you’re here poking around in someone else’s case?”

“Then you are going to investigate? If this is your case?” Hawke held back the disdain he felt for the man as the detective stuttered and tried to say it wasn’t a case until seventy-two hours had passed.

“I can’t talk to people on the reservation and canvas all the grocery stores in town at the same time. Could you at least send an officer to the stores with a photo and see if anyone remembers seeing her last night and if they saw anything unusual?” Hawke pulled the photo his mom had given him of Sherry and Trey taken at Christmas. He handed it to the detective. “This is the woman you say is sleeping off a drunk or running from her child.” 

Lockland looked at it and grinned. “She’s not bad to look at. You sure she doesn’t have a boyfriend she shacked up with for the night?”

“Yes. Everyone I’ve talked to, my mother, Sherry’s best friend, and her co-workers say there is no man in her life. Only her son.” Hawke stood. “I’ll call you tonight to see if you’ve heard anything.” He walked out of the man’s office without waiting for a reply. 

On the drive back to Mission, a community on the reservation, he called Sergeant Spruel. 

“Hawke, what are you doing calling me on your day off?”

“My mom called this morning—”

“Did something happen?” Spruel cut him off.

“Not to her, but the mother of a boy she watches never showed up last night. She couldn’t get the Tribal Police or the Pendleton City cops to do anything, so she called me. I’m not liking what I’ve dug up so far. I’m requesting a week’s vacation starting Friday.”

“You sure this woman didn’t just get tired of being a mother and take off?”

“Not you too!” Hawke blew out a breath.

“Hey, I’m just saying what is the usual thing when a mother takes off. No matter what race they are.” 

“This mother didn’t leave her son. According to my mom and the people she works for, her son is her world. She doesn’t date, doesn’t party, and is always on time and punctual. Something is wrong. Too many Indigenous women are never looked for because of the same statement you just made. I’m going to find her.” He’d made up his mind as he’d talked with Sherry’s best friend, that foul play had caused the woman to not pick up her son. He planned to find out what kind.

“I trust your instincts. I’ll put you down for a week of vacation, but do you really think you can find her in that short of a time? You do have a lot of days built up, but you can’t leave us one man short for too long.”

“If I haven’t found her or what happened to her in a week, I’ll come home. It will mean we’ll never know.” A lump of dread settled in his gut. He didn’t like leaving anything undone. It meant he hadn’t tried hard enough. 

“Ok. I’ll adjust the work schedule accordingly. And Hawke, you know you can count on the State Police if you need help.” 

“Yeah. I know.” Hawke ended the call as he pulled up to the Tribal Police station. The building sat at the edge of a field with the Confederated Tribes government building across the street to the north.

He walked into the building and up to the tinted window. Hawke spoke into the round, grill-looking speaker in the window and asked for a detective after stating his name and flashing his trooper badge. The voice behind the window said, “Detective Jones will be right out.”

Hawke thanked the person and strode over to the front window to look out. He knew a couple of the tribal officers. They’d helped him keep watch on his mom’s place when he had hid Kitree on the reservation. 

A tall, thin, Caucasian man in his forties entered the lobby. He held out a hand. “Detective Jones, you must be Trooper Hawke? I was expecting someone in uniform.”

Hawke stood, shook hands, and said, “My mom, Mimi Shumack, called here last night about a missing woman. She was told to wait seventy-two hours because the woman was probably out partying. I’m here to look into the missing woman, officially.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember seeing that call when I came in this morning. Yeah, these women tend to take off with a boyfriend or party and not come home for a day or two. She’ll be back.”

“No, she won’t. Not unless we look for her. Sherry Dale, from what I’ve learned from her co-workers, best friend, and my mom, doesn’t have a boyfriend and doesn’t drink.” He was getting tired of repeating himself. Especially to law enforcement members who are sworn to protect the public. 

“She had to have come to foul play. I’d like your officers to do a thorough search of the reservation.” He stared the man in the eye.

“Like hell you can come in here and tell me what I need to do. We wait seventy-two hours. Then we’ll either see the woman has come crawling back home or we look for her.”

“Where’s the Chief of Police?” Hawke was going to take this higher.

“He’s at a conference in Portland. I’m in charge.” The gleam in the man’s eyes said he wasn’t about to help Hawke out. 

“When this woman’s body is found, her death is on you.” He slammed his hat on his head and stormed out of the building. What was wrong with all these arrogant sons of bitches! A woman’s life could be in peril, and they all sit back looking down their noses at any attempt to find her.

His phone rang. Mom. “Hawke,” he answered the same as he did for anyone.

“Have you learned anything?” she asked.

“That the police around here are arrogant bastards.”

“I could have told you that.”

He chuckled. “I’m going to talk to Silas Thunder and take a look around in Sherry’s trailer. Are you and Trey doing okay?”

“Yes. I’m gathering some help.”

“What kind of help?” 

“I’ve called on some friends to help us get the word out about Sherry being missing. Gotta go.” 

The line went silent. He stared at his phone, wondering what his mom was up to. 

<<>><<>><<>> 

Driving out to Silas Thunder’s place, Hawke had a million scenarios running through his head of what could have happened to Sherry. Anyone could have pretended to be in distress, the woman could have stopped, and the assailant tried to rob or rape her, something could have gone wrong, she was killed and her car and body dumped. He didn’t like those scenarios and it didn’t make sense that no one had seen anything. Everyone in a small community were nosey. He knew for a fact the rez had a gossip line like everywhere else. There had been more than once, he’d get home from school or hanging out with friends and his mom would know what he’d been up to before he’d told her. 

He just needed the right people to ask the right questions. Maybe that was what his mom was doing. Gathering the people others on the rez would talk to.

Grandfather Thunder as everyone called him these days, had a nice place along the Umatilla River. Hawke remembered he’d had a small trailer put in years ago for his mother and later his son lived in it until his death. That must be the place where Sherry and Trey lived. 

He parked in front of the house. It was a bit run down but nothing a few cans of paint and youth couldn’t remedy. One old rusted pickup sat to the side of the yard. Tall grass grew up around the wheels, but it had flowers planted inside the open hood and on the seat, which could be seen from the open driver’s door. 

A dog barked. Hawke scanned the area and found the fat black dog smacking its tail on the porch in welcome. “Looks like you can get out,” Hawke said to Dog, stepping out and letting the animal leap to the ground and start sniffing.

“Interesting dog you got there.”

Hawke focused on the area the voice had come from. In the shadow of the house, behind the screen door, stood the silhouette of a man. 

“Silas Thunder?” Hawke asked.

“Yeah, and you are?” The man didn’t step out on the porch.

“Gabriel Hawke. Mimi Shumack’s son. I’m with the Oregon State Police.” He walked toward the house, pulling on the chain around his neck to draw his badge out from under his shirt for the man to see.

“Mimi’s boy? You’re a man. Getting to be an old man.” He opened the screen door, inviting Hawke in, and walked over to a recliner that had to have been one of the first models. 

Hawke followed after telling Dog to stay. He removed his hat and sat on the edge of another recliner that looked just as old as the one the man sat in.

“What are you doing coming to see me? Is it something to do with Sherry?” The man leaned forward. Concern etched even more lines on his weathered face.

“Why do you ask?” 

“She and the boy didn’t come home last night. They are always here no later than six-thirty. And their lights come on about seven every morning. They load up into the car about eight and come home at six-thirty. Just like clockwork. Except on weekends and holidays. Then they come see me and go visiting her friend.” His eyes teared up. “Somethin’ happened didn’t it?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. Mimi called me early this morning.” He went on to tell the man about his and his mom’s try at getting the police involved. “I’ve decided to take a week’s vacation and look into it myself. Can you tell me if there has been anyone unusual hanging around the area?”

The man shook his head. “Not that I’ve seen. Me and Three Foot go for a walk about midday every day unless the weather’s bad.” 

He pointed to the east of his place. “You might ask Debra next door. She’s retired now and spends more time at home. She might have seen something. She’s the one who plants the flowers in my truck. She said that would make it less of an eye sore.” He chuckled. “That woman is always coming up with something.” 

“Sherry’s friend, Morning, said that Sherry takes you to the casino once a month. Have you noticed anyone there taking an interest in her?” He remembered the friend’s comment that the man liked to watch people. 

“She’s a pretty girl. Men are always lookin’ her way. Not that she’d give them a look.”

“Has there been anyone in particular that pushed himself on her?” Hawke asked.

The man tapped a crooked finger on the arm of the chair. “There was one, last month that followed her. But I didn’t see him around this month. Probably someone passing through. You know the casino is just off the freeway. That’s why they put it there. To draw in more people and make it convenient for locals.”

“When did you go to the casino last month? The date?” Hawke thought he’d take a drive over to the Spotted Pony Casino and see if he could get a look at the surveillance tape for that night. Maybe the man hadn’t really taken no for an answer.

“We always go the last weekend of the month. That’s when the machines are the loosest.” The man grinned. “I can always make enough to get groceries to last me until my check comes in.” 

Hawke smiled. He could tell the trip to the casino was more of a social thing than making money. “I’d like to take a look in Sherry’s trailer. Do you have the key?” 

“Just walk out and open the door. There is only a deadbolt on the inside.” The man’s cheeks grew darker. “I keep saying I’ll get a knob that locks on it, but always forget when I’m in town.”

“Thank you. If you think of anything else, give me a call.” Hawke handed the man his card and walked out the front door. He and Dog walked around the house to the trailer sitting behind and to the side. 

He climbed the three steps to the small wood porch and turned the knob. Just like Silas said, it opened. 
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Chapter Four
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The missing woman had a thing about order. Everything was in its place. Even the small bedroom where Trey slept. The toys were in a box or lined up on top of a small dresser. His bed was neatly made and his pajamas folded on the pillow. Hawke didn’t remember his mom ever folding his pajamas. And it had been up to him to make his bed. She had worked two jobs and didn’t have time.

Sherry’s room was as neat and tidy as the rest of the house. The only photos were one of a couple in their forties and two of Trey. One as a baby and one as a toddler. He didn’t find any letters, cards, or photos stashed anywhere.

The living room had one large photo of Trey and Sherry smiling at the camera. The magazines were of home decorating. The kitchen was spotless. No food left out to attract ants or mice. 

Her home told him nothing about where she might be. He checked all the cupboards and the refrigerator. There wasn’t a drop of alcohol in the place. That kind of blew a hole in the theory of the tribal and city detectives. 

He took photos to show proof this woman wasn’t as they had stereotyped her. 

Before leaving the trailer, he gathered some clothes for Trey in a bag he found hanging in Sherry’s closet. Descending the three steps, he glanced at the house next door. Couldn’t hurt to talk to the neighbor. 

He dropped the bag off in his pickup before heading to the neighbor’s. Dog ran ahead of him as they walked the length of the fence between the properties and then walked to the rock path that led up to the door of the small home.

“Can I help you?” A petite woman, he judged to be in her sixties, stood from beside a flower bed. 

“Silas said I might want to come over and have a word with you.” Hawke drew out his badge, holding it in front of him as he walked toward her. 

Dog ran up to the woman, sniffed her, and wagged his tail. Dog was a good judge of character. After hearing how the woman planted flowers in her neighbor’s pickup, Hawke had a pretty good idea the woman would be of good character. 

“I’m Oregon State Trooper Hawke. My mom is Mimi Shumack.”

“Oh, I’m pleased to meet you.” She held out a gloved hand, shrugged, pulled her hand back, and drew the glove off, before stretching out her hand to shake, again. “The kids she watches love her.”

He shook hands. “Thank you. She loves the kids. Can I get your name?”

“Sure, I’m Debra Bolden. I taught school here on the reservation for over thirty years. I still substitute when they need me.” She pulled off the other glove and waved them toward the house. “Come around back. I have iced tea I made this morning chilling in the fridge.”

Hawke followed the woman around to the backyard. A small inviting deck had an awning over it. 

“Have a seat. I’ll bring the drinks out and you can tell me why you are asking Silas and me questions.” She disappeared into the house. 

Dog plopped his butt down beside Hawke’s chair. 

“Good boy.” Hawke petted the dog’s head while he waited for the woman to return. It was peaceful sitting here, admiring the woman’s garden, and hearing the rush of the Umatilla River in the background. This would be a pleasant visit if he wasn’t searching for a missing woman.

“I didn’t know if you preferred your tea sweetened, so I brought out the sugar bowl.” She set a tray with a pitcher of tea, two glasses, two long spoons, and a bowl of sugar on the table between the two chairs. 

Mrs. Bolden poured tea into the glasses and handed one to Hawke. “Why are you here?”

“Your neighbor is missing.”

“You said you talked to Silas.” Then it dawned on her. “Sherry or Trey?”

“Sherry. My mom—”

“Watches Trey. How is he doing? Those two are inseparable when she’s not at work.” Worry added to the crow’s feet around the woman’s eyes. When he first walked up to her, he’d noticed she wasn’t Indian. If she was, there was very little in her DNA. Her pale blonde hair had streaks of gray and her skin was as pale as a plucked chicken. 

“Trey is fine. He’s staying with Mimi. I’m worried about Sherry. Her co-workers said she left work as usual last night, but she never arrived at my mom’s to pick up Trey. Her car hasn’t been found. There seems to be no trace of her. Have you seen anyone suspicious hanging around?” That’s when it hit him, he hadn’t asked about Trey’s father. Morning had said he walked out. Could he have come back and for some reason wanted to get rid of Sherry so he could have his boy? 

Mrs. Bolden shook her head. “I’ve been spending lots of hours in my yard. It’s coming on the hottest part of the summer and I need to make sure the flowers are well watered or they’ll die. I haven’t seen any unfamiliar vehicles. And none that seem to be hanging around.” She sipped her tea and then set the glass down and peered at him. 

“There was one night several weeks ago that I was sitting out here and I heard Sherry talking on the phone to someone.”

“How do you know she was talking on the phone?” He raised the glass to his lips.

“It was a one-sided conversation, and I could hear her voice, going back and forth, like she was pacing. She was trying to convince someone to stop asking and to leave her alone. About the time I thought to walk over and tell her to just hang up, she did.” 

Hawke pulled out his notepad. “Can you narrow down the date any?” He made a note to get a warrant for the woman’s phone log. 

Mrs. Bolden shook her head. “I just know it was several weeks ago...”

“Mom! Are you in the house?” called a female voice.

“Out back!” Mrs. Bolden replied. 

The back screen door opened and a woman close to forty, with dark blonde hair pulled up in a ponytail, wearing a faded Army t-shirt and knee length shorts, stepped out onto the deck. She wore running sneakers. A prosthetic leg stuck out of her right shoe. The woman stopped, studied him, and walked over to another chair next to the house. She picked it up and carried it over to the table, a bit of a limp to her gait. 

“Who are you?” she asked, sitting down. Her gaze hadn’t left him since her first glance.

“State Trooper Hawke. You are...”

She held out a hand. “Dela Alvaro, her daughter.”

Her grip was firm. She had a wary, no-nonsense attitude. 

“Pleased to meet you. Were you out running?” Hawke asked, raising his iced tea to his lips.

She frowned. “Do you think I can’t run?”

He shook his head. “No. You’ve been sweating, you have on running shoes, and you weren’t here when I arrived, but there are two cars sitting in the driveway.” 

Mrs. Bolden stood. “I’ll get you a glass so you can have some iced tea.” 

When the older woman left, Ms. Alvaro asked, “What are you doing here? Why are you talking to my mom?” 

“Sherry, her next-door neighbor is missing.” Hawke watched the concern and then the anger cross the woman’s face.

“What do you mean by missing?” She leaned forward, her arms crossed on the table, peering into his eyes.

“Just that. She didn’t pick up Trey last night.” He took a sip of the iced tea. 

The woman slammed a fist on the table and stood, nearly knocking the chair she’d been sitting on backwards. “Shit! Not again!”

That piqued Hawke’s attention. “What do you mean not again? Has someone else gone missing?” 

She swiped at the one tear trickling down her face. “Six months ago.” She turned angry eyes on him. “Indigenous women are killed or missing at a greater rate than women of other ethnicities.”

Mrs. Bolden returned, glanced at her daughter, and put an arm around her shoulders. “I’d hoped you wouldn’t hear this from anyone else.”
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