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DON BOYLE RATTLED POTS and pans in the kitchen. He grumbled the entire time as he chopped mushrooms, tomato, and bacon. He broke eggs. Poured in a bit of cream. Whisked merrily away at the giant omelet.

Emma called from the living room.

“You need any help back there, Don?”

There was more grumbling and a gruff voice replied. “I think I can manage a few eggs and bacon. Too bad Friday isn’t here to help with that. What were you teenagers up to, anyway?”

Lola, the Boyle’s dog, recognized bacon. Immediately, she trotted into the kitchen and sat patiently at her master’s feet.

“Good girl, Lola. My fave dog is on my side, at least.” Don reached to give the dog a pat and resumed fussing over the stove as he called to the group assembled in his living room.

“If that Jim Nash character was any kind of fisherman, he’d offer to cook up some of his famous grilled cheese sammiches for all of us. Right, Lola?”

Awakened by the commotion, a sleepy Tricia made her way downstairs to investigate. She poked her head around the corner. “D-a-a-D. Did I hear sammiches? What are you doing? It’s too early for breakfast.”

Don grinned at his daughter. He was happy she was up to witness his kitchen fussing. “Did you look in the living room, daughter? The gang’s all here and they’re hungry. They didn’t even bring me a coffee for my troubles.”

Nancy used the fuss to make for the basement where she stored her backpack. In minutes, she returned to the living room to address Luz. “We’ll take a look tomorrow, okay?”

Luz nodded. She was relieved Nancy would help her check out the Nash building. Before she moved in, she wanted to improve the security of the place. She studied Nancy. The hija comment set her mind wandering back to better times, to her mother and father. Although, these times were good, too, since she had moved here from Mexico.

Tricia peeked into the living room. Her eyes took in the crowd and went wide. “Hello everybody.” She looked around the living room. “Where’s Maddie? Where’s Friday?”

Jim jumped up to take the test. “So only part of the clan isn’t good enough for you, young lady? I’ll be talking to your dad about that, I’ll have you know.”

He went on before Tricia could scold him. “I had a report that needed fine tuning. Maddie is looking it over. I think she’s going to get an A+ grade if I know anything about her writing skills. And faithful dog Friday is helping her out, as always.”

“Uncle Jim, dogs can’t read or write. Everybody knows that.”

Jim smiled down at the girl. “Don’t be too sure about that, young lady. Friday is pretty smart for a dog. Why don’t you give Maddie a call and see how they’re doing? I’m pretty sure she’d like an invitation to the party.”

Tricia retreated to the kitchen, where she borrowed her father’s phone before returning to the living room with her results. “There’s no answer, Uncle Jim. I tried a bunch of times.”

“That’s strange. She should be there. Did you try the office phone too? Here, I’ll dial it for you.” Jim waited for it to ring before handing the phone back to Tricia.

She took it and listened and finally held the phone up. “There’s no answer there, either, Uncle Jim.”

Don called the crowd to order with his announcement. “Come and get it or you’re never invited back.”

Hungry friends gorged on Don’s omelets and toast and bacon and fried tomatoes until chairs pushed back and dishes rattled in the sink.

Jim endured Don’s breakfast fixings only long enough until he could gather Luz and Emma together in the living room. “I think we need to go. Maddie isn’t picking up,” he said.

He made a quick stop in the Boyle kitchen to say goodbye.

Don looked up at his friend. “Eat it and beat it, huh, Nash? Let us know what you find out. Maddie and Friday are part of our family, too, even if you won’t bring them.” He laughed.

“Yeah, we know. Considering recent developments, it’s nothing serious. Just— just—”

He looked at Nancy. “She’s not there.”

Jim, Emma and Luz piled into Emma’s new SUV.

“I’m worried,” Jim said. “Take us to the office.”

Emma started the car and backed into the street. “She’s fine, Jim. She probably turned the phones off knowing you’d be calling to check up on her.”

It was true. He had been bugging Maddie about checking his work on the report he needed to file. He had concerns about the final 50K payment due from the feds. If there was one thing he was certain of, it was that he wasn’t about to get cheated out of honest pay for an honest job.

Emma wasn’t driving fast enough for his liking. To take his mind off of that, he tried calling the office again. When there was no answer, he called Maddie’s phone. He texted, too, but there was no response. “She’s still not picking up.”

Emma pulled into the empty parking spot in front of the business where his Packard usually sat. It was out for repair.

Jim left Emma and Luz in the dust and made for the building’s door. He rushed up the stairs two at a time, halting at the office. The door was closed but unlocked. He rushed in to check the desks, searching for the report. It wasn’t there.

He deserted the office and ran upstairs. He used his key to get past the locked door and rushed into the apartment. The report lay open on the kitchen table. It appeared Maddie had made notes on about two-thirds of it before she was called away.

Friday was gone, too.

He searched the apartment looking for a note. Friday’s bowls were where they should be, which meant Maddie hadn’t taken the dog on an unannounced road trip.

He met the women coming up the stairs and shooed them down to the second-floor office.

“There’s nothing up there. She made it through about half the report. Friday is gone, too.”

Jim punched in the combination to the huge office safe and swung the heavy door wide. He hauled out the money bag and looked inside. “It looks like there’s about 20 thousand missing. Do either of you know anything about this? Did she say anything about taking on a new case? She does that sometimes when she can’t get hold of me. I’m usually the last to know.”

“Not a word, Jim.” Emma looked at Luz. “What about you?”

“She said nothing to me.”

Jim went on. “I suppose she could have taken a call and went out to meet up with someone about a case. Like I said, it’s happened before. I don’t see any notes though.”

He shuffled random papers on Maddie’s desk.

“Wait. Here’s something.”
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MADDIE SPENCE HUNG up the phone and looked down at Friday snoozing in his office bed. From there, her eyes moved back to the report on the desk in front of her. She was supposed to be finishing up with some editing. She rubbed at her eyes and blinked. “Well, Friday, it sounds like we have a road trip coming up. Are you ready?”

Already she was making a mental list. Dog food and dishes? Not needed. There would be plenty on-site. She’d throw a few toys together in a bag for her dog. Phone? Check. She pulled out a new burn phone from the desk and a charge cord. Suitcase? Check. In the upstairs closet. All she had to do was throw a few things into it.

Friday sighed in his doggie dream and rolled onto his side. His feet moved as though he were walking somewhere.

“I swear, Friday, you are far too relaxed.”

She pushed back the office chair. The wheels squeaked, disturbing faithful Friday.

She picked up the report and made for upstairs and her closet and the suitcase. Friday jumped up and seemed to give her a dirty look, as though annoyed at being disturbed.

“That’s it, watchdog. Come along.” She dropped the report she was supposed to be editing on the kitchen table.

Friday trotted up the stairs after his mistress. His ears perked up when he overheard her rummaging in the bedroom. He jumped up on the bed and sat down to keep an eye on things.

Maddie put the bag on the bed beside Friday and began filling it with clothes. She snapped it shut and hefted it onto the floor, where she pulled out the handle to roll it into the kitchen.

“All right. Let’s see. Laptop. Phone. Doggie bag. My bag. Long and short leashes. I think we’re good to go.”

She filled Friday’s portable water bottle with cold water. She grabbed dog treats, cold drinks and yogurt from the fridge, and walked out of the apartment. She made sure to lock the door behind her before descending to the office. She opened the gun safe, took out her Model 17 automatic and two magazines, and locked it.

Nash’s report would have to wait.

“Come on, boy. Car ride.”

That was all Friday needed to hear. He trotted out the open ground-floor door to an empty parking spot. He woofed and looked up at his mistress.

“Yeah, Jim’s car is gone. We’re taking mine. Come along.”

She extended the handle and pulled the suitcase behind her.

Friday dutifully trotted along at her side until they arrived at her compact car. Friday barked to call shotgun, and she laughed as she opened the passenger door for him. His furiously wagging tail nearly got caught when she slammed it shut.

She sent off a text announcing her arrival time, started the car, and they were on their way.
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The pair stopped for water and Frisbee breaks. Still, they made Panama Crossing in jig time. Maddie pulled into the marina’s parking lot. A scramble of people and dogs hurried to greet her.

She opened her door and Friday scrambled across her thighs to join the approaching noisy melee.

She quickly counted heads and sighed with relief.

Lily was there, safe and sound.

“Am I glad to see you, young lady.”

An embarrassed Erica was forced to explain that Lily’s cell phone died. That she hadn’t called to check in. That panic had set in when no one knew where she was. That the girl had been at a friend’s place having too much fun riding horses.

“I panicked when I couldn’t get in touch with her,” Erica said. “My first thought was to call you and Jim, Maddie. I’m so sorry to bring you all this way on a false alarm. I tried calling you to let you know—”

Maddie held up a hand and smiled at Erica. “First of all, there’s no need to apologize. I’m just happy to learn Lily is fine.” She looked across the parking lot at Friday. “Judging by my dog’s reaction, he’s happy to see everyone.”

Friday busied himself running circles around dogs and people he hadn’t seen for ages. Sniffing and snuffling and giggles and laughs followed his antics as he attempted to renew acquaintances all at once.

“I’m sorry I scared you, Auntie Maddie,” Lily said
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