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San Anselmo Pueblo, New México  

Spring 2007

NIGHT CLOSED IN as completely as drawn curtains beyond Sandy Jacob’s living room window. No matter how many years she had lived in the Southwest, it always amazed Sandy how swiftly the sky darkened after dusk, as though nighttime had barely a moment to lose before gaining purchase once the sun slipped beneath the horizon. She reached over from her perch on the overstuffed beige sofa and turned on the table lamp, illuminating the pile of papers on the coffee table. As school principal for the sole comprehensive—grades one through twelve—school on the small Pueblo, her husband Ben often worked late, leaving her time to catch up on her grading. 

She patted her stomach, which was protruding under the night shift. She would finish teaching this semester, but would have to take maternity leave before the fall. A tingle ran up her spine. What a joyously anticipated event. Her first pregnancy with Ben; their first child together. She had given birth to a child years earlier, but she had been too young, and, at the insistence of her mother, he had been adopted out. After years of separation, she had finally found him, but, while she remained in contact with Tim and his parents, they preferred she not intrude too often on their busy lives. She understood, but that understanding didn’t diminish the longing and sadness. Now she would finally have another child she could love and nurture ... and she was having it with the love of her life.

Ben had recently asked her if she’d rather have a girl than a boy, but it didn’t matter to her. She was simply thrilled to have conceived. There was no question she would welcome this child into the world with open, loving arms. 

Ben, on the other hand, tried to control his expectations, cautious after suffering the loss of his wife in Haiti years earlier. But he couldn’t quite tamp down his enthusiasm. His coffee-colored eyes would sparkle when he spoke about the anticipated child and a smile would spread across his chiseled, but rugged, face. How Sandy loved that face. It reminded her of the jagged, but graceful, hills beyond the Pueblo. He had been such an important part of her life for the last six years, and now they would be inviting another life into their sacred space. In spite of how intimidated she felt at times about the many modifications to her life, and apart from her doubts about her ability to be a good mother, it warmed her heart to think of this new addition. 

A noise outside drew her attention. It couldn’t be Ben this early in the evening. He’d told her he would have to stay for the entire panel discussion and wouldn’t be home until well past nine. She peered out the window and saw a shadow pass by. So unusual to see any activity outside the house after dark on a non-ceremonial night, she had to wonder what was going on. She rose, switched on the outside light and opened the door. 

A chill filled the room and she gripped her arms. Before her stood her friend Cecilia, hair askew, face ashen. Her whole body appeared to quake. 

“What’s going on, Cecilia? Why are you out and about so late?”

Tears cascaded down Cecilia’s cheeks. “I ... I am looking for my cousin Sylvia. She has disappeared from home. No one seems to know where she has gone.”

Sandy took Cecilia by the arm and steered her inside. “When was she last seen?”

“Yesterday,” Cecilia said. “She left for her boyfriend’s in Albuquerque, but never returned today like she said she would. Her mother ... my cousin ... is frantic.”

“Of course.” Sandy gestured toward the sofa. “Do you want to take a breath and have a calming cup of tea?”

Cecilia shook her head. “No, Tsila. I must go help my cousin out. We are combing the area and asking if anyone has seen her. We do not know what else to do. None of us can relax right now.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to wait until morning?”

“It would, but my cousin is too worried to wait. We will do what we can tonight and start again in the morning if she cannot be found.” Lines creased Cecilia’s brow, making her look older than her forty-five years.

“Can I do anything to help?”

“No, Tsila. Not tonight. We might ask you for help later handing out flyers if we do not find her, but not tonight.” Cecilia glanced at her stomach. “You should take care of yourself right now. You do not want any problems.”

Again, Sandy’s hand caressed her bump and she smiled. “Okay, but I will be here if you need anything ... anything at all. I’m family, so don’t you hesitate.”

Cecilia nodded. “I know, Tsila, I know. But tonight, you rest. Tomorrow I will be by to let you know if we found her.” 

Cecilia turned toward the door, but Sandy stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Promise me you’ll let me know.”

Cecilia patted the hand on her arm. “I will.” With a quick glance back, she scurried out of the house. 

Stunned, Sandy stared after her. What had started out as an ordinary, quiet night at home had mutated into something quite different. Disconcerting. She didn’t know what to make of it, but it left her queasy and uneasy. While she had felt safe and secure earlier, the events of the last few minutes had left her shaky and insecure. Where she had been enjoying her private time prior to seeing Cecilia, now she anticipated Ben’s return with eagerness. She no longer felt safe ... even in her own home.

Ben Rush opened the front door to a lovely sight: Sandy asleep on the sofa, her head leaning back against the armrest, her legs askew, one on the pillows, the other over the edge. On her lap rested a paper that had been partially graded with red marks on the upper half. She had obviously fallen asleep in the midst of grading. Unusual for her to nod off this way, but growing another human being inside must take a tremendous amount of energy. 

He didn’t want to wake her unexpectedly, so he quietly closed the door behind him and made his way to the bedroom for a blanket and a pillow. Back in the living room, he gently laid the blanket over her and lifted her head just enough to place the pillow beneath it. 

She stirred. Opened her eyes. “Ben ... oh my God, Ben. I’m so glad you’re home.”

She tried to rise, but he held her back with a hand. “Stay where you are. I was just making you comfortable.”

“No!” she said with such force that he stepped back. “Do you know about Cecilia’s cousin?”

He shook his head. “What about her?”

“She disappeared and no one knows where she’s gone.”

“Oh.” He took a seat beside the now seated Sandy and rested his arm on her thigh. “What happened?”

Sandy explained to him what she knew. 

He raised a brow. “You know, she might have stayed an extra day in Albuquerque.”

“But why didn’t she call and tell anyone?”

“You know as well as I do how difficult it is to get a message out here. Perhaps she tried and failed.”

Sandy’s hair flopped over her forehead. “I hope you’re right, because she has her family worried to death.”  

She looked so adorable he couldn’t help but bundle her into his arms. “Why don’t we wait until tomorrow to worry about this. If she doesn’t return by then, we’ll do what we can to sound the alarm.” He patted her stomach. “Besides, right now you and the baby need to get your rest.” He levered her up. “I’m going to tuck you into bed.”

Sandy smiled up at him and he tightened his arm around her shoulder. Even after all these years, her appeal proved irresistible to him. Unpredictable at times, yes. But irresistible, too. 
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Sandy rose slowly, aware of the bulge in her belly. Had it grown overnight? Or was she so focused on it, every millimeter seeming miraculous, meaningful? She smiled to herself, before remembering what she had on her agenda for the day. First thing, find Cecilia.

After seeing Ben off to work and letting him know she’d be home a little later than normal, she tugged on a pair of black stretch slacks and a red knit top, woofed down oatmeal and blueberries, and left the house in search of her friend. A knock on Cecilia’s door proved fruitless. She must have left for her cousin’s house already.

Not knowing which house belonged to Cecilia’s cousin, she left a note telling Cecilia she’d be by after work, before heading into school. She had no sooner entered the old adobe school building than she became aware of the commotion inside. The lobby was abuzz with students. A large flyer adorning the door of the office drew her attention. On it, a photo of an attractive young woman graced the top half with a notice below asking anyone who had seen Sylvia Cisneros to report the sighting to office personnel. It was obvious Cecilia’s family had been busy earlier plastering flyers around the Pueblo. 

She heard the grating sound emitted by the loudspeaker and Ben’s voice announce a meeting in the auditorium in ten minutes. Apparently, nothing had changed overnight and Cecilia’s cousin hadn’t returned home. A chill ran through her at the thought that something terrible had happened to that lovely looking young woman. Even though Sandy didn’t know Sylvia, she was Cecilia’s cousin and that made her a distant adopted relative of hers. 

Sandy followed the crowd of students and staff into the auditorium. On stage, a blowup of the flyer rested on an easel. Sylvia’s countenance beamed down upon them. How she hoped this sweet-faced woman had been spared any bodily harm. 

She took a seat and waited along with the restless crowd. Students chatted away, and a couple of the boys near her took aim at one another with a paper airplane. She had to intervene to quiet them down before the room exploded in anxious anticipation. It seemed a lot to ask of children to sit quietly while awaiting such unsettling news—especially in a Pueblo where everyone was interrelated to some degree, if not biologically, then socially. The tension in the air was palpable. 

Ben took the stage and Sandy had to admire his lanky frame, his long, straight, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, and his casual demeanor in jeans and a light blue shirt. No matter how long she lived with Ben, she still found him sexy and exciting. While not a pretty man, his rugged masculinity proved a potent draw to her.

He stepped up to the microphone and tapped it with a finger. It resonated throughout the auditorium. The kids immediately quieted down.

“Good morning,” Ben said into the microphone. “I’m here today to ask your help with an important situation. As you may already know, since you’ve seen the flyer and heard the rumors, Sylvia Cisneros has not been home in three days and her family is worried about her. They have spoken with the Pueblo police and placed flyers all over the village. If you hear anything about her, please report it to my office or to your parents so they can inform the police.”

He cleared his throat. “I don’t want you to worry, because the authorities know what to do. Your job right now is to go back to your classrooms and do your utmost to finish your assignments. That is the best help you can give us right now.” As if on cue, the bell sounded and everyone rose and shuffled out of the auditorium, a little quieter and more constrained than usual. 

After school, Sandy went directly to Cecilia’s house, hoping to see her. Instead, her husband, Tonito, answered the door.

“Good to see you, Sandy, but Cecilia’s at her cousin’s house.”

“Yes, I heard about Sylvia. That’s why I’m here—to find out if there’s any way I can help.”

Tonito shrugged. “Her disappearance has been reported to the police and we hope they will do their job. Flyers have been posted all over the Pueblo. I do not know what you could do, but I will let Cecilia know you came by when she returns. I am sure she will want to speak with you.”

“Thank you, Tonito. I’ll be waiting for her at home. Please tell her she can stop by at any time.” She turned to leave, then looked back. “And take care of yourself. I know this is an unsettling time for all of you.”

Tonito’s face drooped. “It is, Tsila. It is.” 

Sandy always loved when the family called her Aunt, but under the circumstances, it was particularly important to her. She wanted them to know she was family ... and would do her part to solve this problem.

Late that afternoon a knock on the screen door summoned Sandy. She opened the door to a harried looking Cecilia, with hair standing on end and red, swollen eyes. Totally uncharacteristic of Cecilia not to comb her hair. Sandy took her by the arm and steered her into the living room, urging her to sit for a few minutes. Cecilia finally acquiesced and took a seat on the sofa while Sandy went into the kitchen to pour her an iced tea.

Once Sandy returned, she took a seat on an overstuffed chair across from Cecilia. “Any news on Sylvia?”

Cecilia stared at the ground, tears welling in her expressive, dark brown eyes. “Nothing, Tsila. It is as though she vanished into thin air. No one seems to know anything. We have posted flyers all over the Pueblo, spoken to the governor and the council and inquired with the local chief of police, Greyson, but the authorities have no knowledge of her whereabouts. We are at our wits’ end.”

“What did Greyson say he’d do?”

“Whatever he can. Since there are no clues and no one knows anything, what can he do? He says his resources are small and he will do what he can with what he has.”

After her earlier experiences with Greyson, she knew he might have his hands tied. “Well, she didn’t evaporate. She’s somewhere.” Sandy considered for a moment. “Didn’t you tell me she went to visit a new boyfriend in Albuquerque? What do you know about him?”

Cecilia shrugged. “Since he happens to be a new boyfriend, no one knows anything about him, even her mother. All she knows is that Sylvia met him when she took her car into the repair shop in Albuquerque.”

“Hmm ... I wonder if she had his name and number on a scrap of paper, or on a card. Maybe we could locate him.”

Cecilia raised her head for the first time. “Do you think it is possible we could find him?”

“Why not? As long as we have permission to search her room without disturbing anything, I can’t see what it would hurt.”

“But the police already searched her belongings and they did not find anything.”

“If the police weren’t looking for anything specific, they might have overlooked something.” Sandy sighed. “It’s probably a wild goose chase, but it’s worth a try. Do you think you could convince her mother to let us look?”

Cecilia arched a brow. “I think we could convince her mother to let us do anything right now, as long as it helps her find Sylvia.”

“Good. Why don’t you get her approval and we’ll start looking in the morning? I’ll arrange for a sub tomorrow. Sounds like it’s time to take the ball into our own hands.”

A faint smile lit up Cecilia’s face. “This is the first time I have felt any hope in the last couple days. Thank you, Tsila. What would we do without you?”

At the moment Sandy didn’t feel confident enough to deserve her enthusiasm or trust.

“I will run that idea by her when I return later, but now I have to go home and feed my family.” Cecilia rose.

Sandy stood too. “Let me give you some leftover stew I have in the freezer. I’m not sure it will feed everyone, but with some corn or rice, you can probably stretch it out.” She retrieved the container from the freezer and handed it to Cecilia.

Tears filled Cecilia’s eyes. “You are good to us, Sandy, and we all love you. Thank you for being so special to us.”

Sandy hugged Cecilia to her. “Isn’t that what family is for?”
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NEXT MORNING, SANDY rose early, saw Ben off to school and met Cecilia at the old five-room adobe she called home. Together, they made their way to Cecilia’s cousin Bea’s equally unassuming house just three blocks away. Inside, Bea greeted them with coffee and a look of wistfulness. How she must be praying they would be able to find something which would lead them to her daughter. 

Inside Sylvia’s exceptionally clean and organized bedroom, they immediately took different areas, with Cecilia going through the closet and Sandy rifling through the drawers. Bea hovered in the doorway with an anxious expression on her drawn face. Sandy looked from one woman to the other and couldn’t help but notice the strong family resemblance. Although Bea was younger and trimmer than Cecilia, under the circumstances, she appeared more haggard than her cousin 

Sandy had only started going through the top desk drawer, when she came upon a business card for a repair shop in Albuquerque. The name of the shop was Menaul Mechanical and it was located near the corner of Menaul and University. She held out the card for Bea to see. “This could be the repair shop where she took her car. Do you know anything about the location of the shop or the name of the mechanic?”

Bea grasped the card as she might grasp a life preserver. She studied it. “I do not know the name of the shop, but she called the boyfriend David. That is all I know.” She began to whimper. “I wish I knew more.”

Sandy was close enough to wrap an arm around her shoulders. “She’s an adult and, of course, you respected her privacy.”

“It does not make it any easier now that she is lost to us ...” 

Sandy could feel her tremble with the thought. “We’re going to do all we can to find her. And this might be a clue. Hold onto it while I search for something else.”

An hour later, they had found a charm bracelet and a pair of turquoise earrings that Bea didn’t recognize, a stuffed animal in the closet, and a pipe in her nightstand, but no other clues to Sylvia’s whereabouts. The three women shuffled out of Sylvia’s bedroom and took seats around the dining room table, spreading the little evidence they had on the tabletop. 

Bea fingered the card. “What do we do now with this. Should we show it to the police?”

Cecilia took a sip of coffee. “I will take all of this over to Greyson today. So far it is all we have to go on in our search.”

Sandy nibbled her lip. “What do you think he’ll do with it?”

“I do not know, Tsila, but it is right that we give what we have to the authorities,” Cecilia said.

“Of course, you’re right, but I think we should still take a ride into Albuquerque and see if we can find out anything about this David guy. If Sylvia was last seen in Albuquerque, the tribal police probably won’t have jurisdiction. We’ll have to go to the APD and find out who would be responsible for the investigation. I would assume it would be them ... unless it’s a federal matter.”

“How will we know that?” Bea asked.

Sandy raised her arms in a gesture of uncertainty. “I wouldn’t know. I think this is a lot more complex than an ordinary case since the missing person lives on sovereign Native land. We have our work cut out for us, discovering who would be responsible for following up on our find. I plan to drive into Albuquerque. Who’s joining me?”

Both women nodded and Cecilia said, “We would not let you go without us, Tsila. When do you want to leave?”

Sandy had loaded up her Jeep Cherokee with water and a container of peanuts for the trip into Albuquerque, but had conveniently waited to call Ben until the time she thought he might be too busy to take the call. She had to let him know she’d be late getting back from town, but she really didn’t want to face the myriad questions he would have for her about the trip. Ben was not an enthusiast of her throwing herself into these types of investigations, as past ones had proven, but with the lack of police resources and, in the last case, integrity, and the isolation of the Pueblo, she often had to follow up on matters that needed attention, like this “boyfriend” in Albuquerque who was out of the reach of local police jurisdiction.

She picked up the phone and dialed Ben’s number. His secretary, Diane, answered and put her through to his office. She crossed her fingers hoping he wouldn’t pick up the phone and, much to her relief, she heard the recording on the other end.  

At the end of the message, she said, “Ben, I’m heading into Albuquerque for the rest of the day to follow up on a lead about Sylvia’s disappearance. We think we know the name of the shop where she took her car. We’re going to find out if anyone there knows anything about her or what might have happened to her. I’ll probably be late coming back from town and might just grab a bite while I’m there. There’s some tuna salad in the fridge so you can make yourself a sandwich for dinner. Don’t worry if I’m held up for a while, I’ll call you as soon as I’m free to let you know when I’ll be home. I’ll miss you, sweetie. Love you.”
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