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I BUILT A NEW LIFE for myself, and I was happy to share it and live it with Pilar, my wife and the love of my life. She had a part-time job with the resort hotel’s small school for the children of its employees. She thoroughly enjoyed her duties in assisting the teachers in the two small classrooms.

We even talked about starting our own family, but agreed to give our marriage a little more time for both of us to settle in for the long haul. Another year, or perhaps a bit less, and we’d be ready for the dramatic change to our lifestyle. Although, we dispensed with birth control, so perhaps it would be sooner than that.

Every three months, Pilar would jump on the Caravan or take a boat to the mainland and fly out to San Diego. She’d hop a cross-border bus into Tijuana and spend time at her family’s small house with her abuelita and her sisters. She always returned content and happy to be home once again in our bungalow by the beach.

I was always thrilled when she returned. She’d text just before getting on the Caravan to let me know to meet her on the resort’s dock. Each time, it was as though she landed for the first time, giddy, happy, eager to walk with me to our home. Each time was as though we were starting out all over again.

Which was why I was waiting with Warren, sitting in the marina office, when her text came through announcing her arrival at the waterfront air taxi service that would bring her back to me.

I responded with the usual silly string of emoticons. I could see her face, smiling, eager to get home, eager to be back where she belonged.

“You two are still on your honeymoon,” Warren said. “Hasn’t that been going on long enough yet? When are you both going to settle into married life and get grumpy and bitchy with each other like normal people?”

I grinned and grinned and Warren grinned back and we pretty much agreed that he was sadly mistaken and I would never be normal again.

And I wasn’t, until the Caravan didn’t land at its appointed time. According to Pilar’s text, she should have been here by now. The sky was clear. There was little chop in the bay. The amphib would have an easy landing.

An hour went by. Then another.

And then my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number, but the name attached to it was the name of the Caravan’s air charter company.

“Mr. Nash?” It was a voice the sound of which I didn’t like. My heart was in my throat.

“Mr. Nash, we’ve lost contact with the aircraft bound for your resort. Harbor—”

“Was my wife on the passenger list?” I already knew the answer. Pilar’s text was still fresh in my mind.

“Yes sir. The harbor patrol is searching the area now. We’d like you to proceed to our hangar for a briefing.”

Warren knew by the look on my face. He headed for the dock to prep one of the resort’s speedboats. I ran up to the house to pack a suitcase and then returned to the wharf. I cast off the lines, and jumped aboard.

“The plane?” Warren asked.

I nodded. He firewalled the twin throttles and an hour later we docked at the airline’s amphibious base of operations. We passed harbor patrol boats circling what I assumed to be the accident site. They were pulling bits and pieces of wreckage from the water.

The FAA had already arrived. Their aircraft sat parked beside the hangar.

I didn’t want to go in. If Warren hadn’t been with me, I wouldn’t have. I already knew what I was going to hear. I wasn’t sure I could stomach it.

I attended the briefing anyway.

Air traffic control lost contact ten minutes after liftoff. Witnesses saw the plane tumbling into the water. The investigation hadn’t yet begun, but a video showed a wing separating in flight. They wouldn’t allow any of us to view it.

The FAA specialist remarked it could take up to six months for the investigation to discover a cause. When the passengers had been recovered, we would all have to return to do an identification.

So it was a recovery, not a rescue. Why wasn’t I surprised?

“Let’s go back, Warren. I need to be at home. We can’t do anything here, anyway.”

I cursed most of the way home. Just before Warren throttled back to coast to the dock, I screamed. I wasn’t looking forward to calling Pilar’s grandmother and her sisters—as if that would be the least of it.”

Somehow I managed. And somehow, I managed to survive all the pain and my suffering without turning into a drunk yet again. I put in my time at the resort. For much of that time, I resembled a zombie more than an actual man.

Almost six months to the day, the cause of the accident was revealed to be saltwater corrosion and faulty maintenance on a wing strut. All of my questions about Pilar’s luggage not being returned were never answered. Also not answered were the reasons why, during the course of the investigation into the crash, the FBI and DHS showed up on my door with a search warrant. All of Pilar’s possessions were seized. I never got them back.

That same day, I packed my bag, said my goodbyes, and departed the resort.

I never returned.
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Zelda was making a racket outside, barking like there was no tomorrow. I clambered out of bed and opened the door for her to come in. “What’s the matter, girl? The sun is barely up and you’re raring to go.”

Zelda barked once more, happy she had early morning company paying attention to her. With tail wagging, she turned and waddled in a circle. She halted. Picked up something I couldn’t see. She climbed up the steps and strutted past me. She was holding on to a pup by the scruff of its neck. She held her tail high and it wagged the entire way as she continued past me. She circled back and deposited the black ball of fur at my feet and sat down beside me.

Zelda woofed, again, just to be certain I was paying attention.

“I heard you had a new litter. Is this the runt Lily’s been telling me about?”

The pup’s eyes weren’t yet open. I bent to pick her up. Zelda’s snout brushed my face and rewarded me with an enthusiastic lick. Her tail thumped the floor. I thought she might break it off with her enthusiasm.

“Zelda.” The dog looked up at me. “You brought one of your little ones with her eyes still shut. What am I supposed to do with her?”

I went to the fridge and opened the door. A glass container was labeled puppy milk. That had to be Lily’s doing. I opened it, poured a bit into a bowl and dipped a finger. I placed my finger near the runt’s mouth. The pup squirmed and licked at my finger.

Zelda wagged her tail and woofed like the nervous, caring mother she was.

“All right. I’ll help you feed her. I already know she can’t eat with all of her brothers in the way. You’ll have to help me out.”

I set down the runt of the litter and went in search of some blankets. I pulled out the sofa and arranged a makeshift bed. When I finished, Zelda had a go at making her own nest in the out-of-the-way spot behind the sofa in my cramped living quarters.

Like the new mother she was, she snuffled and pawed and sniffed and re-arranged things to meet her expectations. Finally, after a couple of minutes, she settled in with a satisfied sigh. I placed the pup between her feet and she allowed the runt of her litter to suckle.

“You are a good girl, aren’t you Zelda? Are you happy now? You can come and check on her whenever you want.”

I grinned and scratched the black Lab’s snout. I think Zelda was almost smiling. I know her tail was sweeping the floor as her pup kept busy.

“I suppose you checked with Lily first to let her know I’ll be taking over babysitting duties?”

The screen door slammed shut. A worried-looking and breathless Lily ran into the room. I should have known.

“Uncle Jim. Zelda’s runt— oh, you have her.” Her look of worry disappeared.

“Calm down. Zelda brought her over. I made a bed for her to come and feed her. I found the milk you left in the fridge, too.”

“That’s good, because I’m going back to school in a few days.” The worried look returned to the young girl’s face. “I can’t look after her all day any more.”

“There’s no need. I can do that for you and Zelda both. You’ll have to bring over what you’ve been feeding her, if that’s all right. Make a list of everything I need to know and leave it with me and Zelda.” I grinned at Lily.

“I’ll go get it right now,” she said.

Width her pup snoozing in the warmth of the blankets, Zelda bounded after Lily and out the door as fast as the plump dog could. She just about tripped over the girl’s feet in her enthusiasm to match Lily’s rushed pace.

Mission completed, the pair of them came rushing back and almost ripped the door off of its hinges in their haste to get inside.

“You can’t feed her cow’s milk, Uncle Jim. It will make her sick. I got her some special formula from the vet.”

I knew right away I’d have to do some research. I wasn’t used to looking after runt puppies. Hell, I could barely manage to take care of myself. I looked down at Zelda with a stern expression.

“You’re going to have to do double duty, girl. You need to come here to feed her by
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