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IT WASN’T THAT LATE by the time our happy threesome got it together and hit the road. As usual, Zelda was first off the mark, waiting by the door holding a leash in her mouth.

Allie and I took a little longer. That was no surprise. We didn’t wolf down our food. We didn’t eat and drink from side-by-side bowls on the floor, either.

We figured on a stop every two or three hours to give Zelda a break from the back seat. A little water and exercise would keep her spirits up. A little water and exercise would most likely keep up the spirits of the humans in the car, too.

Zelda reluctantly permitted Allie to have her usually reserved seat up front. Good girl that Zelda was, she made me pay. Every once in a while she would stick her cold nose against the back of my neck to remind me she was still there. I called her a bad dog, but it never did any good. She just did it again for good measure, and I laughed and she snorted her discontent before we both settled down.

The day wasn’t yet so hot that we couldn’t enjoy a bit of fresh air with the windows down. Occasionally Zelda would stick her head out the window into the slipstream. Her lips flapped, revealing her teeth. Her ears joined the flapping and wriggled uncontrollably along with her lips. When she had enough, she’d withdraw onto the back seat, shaking her head and snuffing and woofing to shift everything back into place.

It was the end of a three-hour spell, and my driving companions were restless. I ignored a busy truck stop on the opposite side of the highway. It was populated by belching diesels and too many cars for the restaurant to handle in a timely manner. Instead, I pulled into our third no-service stop of the day on our side of the road. I idled past a couple of cars and a tractor minus its trailer. That was it for company at the isolated location.

There were shady trees and lots of green grass, Zelda’s favorite when we ventured out on a rare road trip. I got out her water bowl from the trunk and filled it. She lapped it up and shook her head to clear the cobwebs. When she finished, she did her little dance that told me she wanted to play.

I got out the Frisbee and took my turn with Zelda. Allie took hers in the restroom. While we waited, I made sure Zelda got her exercise by fetching on the grassy expanse that surrounded the squat cement block building. After a toss or two, I switched it out for her favorite tennis ball, and she happily chased after that, too.

When the fetching slowed, we had enough. Dog and man were huffing and puffing. We took our sweet time reuniting with our car, where I poured out more water for Zelda to slurp up and sat down beside her in the shade of a tree. I petted and scratched and she licked and snuffled her pleasure.

I think we both noticed Allie was missing at the same time. Usually, she would join us for the ball toss and the fetching. Zelda took great pleasure in returning it to one of us, and then the other. When it was her turn to drop the tennis ball at Allie’s feet, Zelda would look over at me as if to say, You’re not the boss of me all the time, mister.

Zelda got up, sniffed the air, and took off for the blockhouse and the restroom with nose to ground. I checked my watch. It was forty-five minutes since we pulled in. I retrieved Zelda’s leash and chased after her to the women’s washroom. She was sitting by the door. I hooked her up and opened the door and called Allie’s name.

There was no answer. Nothing.

I followed up by entering and easing open the doors on each of the empty stalls and looking, conscious that I might disturb a female stranger into screaming. There weren’t any. It was the same in the men’s, and in the wheelchair access, too.

Well, now. That was strange. We had barely started out and already Allie went and skipped on me. I circled the building with Zelda tugging at her leash and then detoured to investigate the area surrounding the picnic tables.

There were no clues there, either.

We returned to our car where I sat Zelda down and let her off-leash. “Find Allie,” I told her. “Go!” Zelda took off like a rocket and retraced her steps to the blockhouse. She ran around circling it with her nose to the ground. She raised her nose to test the air two or three times before heading to the edge of the grass bordering the parking lot. I wasted no time chasing after her.

She raised her nose to test the air again before padding off at a slow trot in the direction of the elongated parking lines for trucks. It was where the semis stopped and parked. That was where Zelda halted, sat on her haunches, and looked at me. Perhaps she expected me to know something she didn’t.

“Sorry, Zelda, but your guess is as good as mine,” I said.

By now, I was convinced Allie wasn’t anywhere in the rest area. That Zelda came up short in the parking lot pretty much told me that. There was no fooling a dog’s nose. But how did she leave? Where did she go? How did she get there?

And even more important, why?

As a last resort, I called Allie’s cell. A faint ringing led me to some low bushes behind the block building. I hung up and the ringing stopped and I called again for it to start all over. So much for Zelda’s nose.

Someone obviously tossed the phone. I hoped it was Allie. If it wasn’t, whoever tossed it would certainly have turned it off. Beyond that, there was no sign Allie had ever been here with us.

Now I had something to worry about. I leashed Zelda and instructed her to find Allie again. We high-tailed it around the rest stop as fast as we could go, but Zelda’s nose came up with nothing until she led me back to the asphalt parking lot and the trucking lines painted on the pavement.

That was good enough for me. We ran for the car, I opened the door, and Zelda jumped up on her front seat. This time she didn’t appear pleased to be there. We burned rubber on the way to the highway where I crossed the grassy median to leave a cloud of dust behind us.

It was time to head for the busy truck stop I had ignored earlier.

Somewhere between the rest stop and the truck stop gas-and-go my phone stopped working. That cinched it for me. If I was going to call a cop, I needed a pay phone. The odds of finding a pay phone these days was slim to none.

I found a parking spot on the outer edge of the busy restaurant. I let Zelda out and sent her off on her own to patrol the lot for Allie’s scent. When she began her slow, four-footed crawl up and down the lines of semis idling in the lot, I made for the restaurant. Zelda snuffed and huffed her way up one end and down another in a quest to catch Allie’s scent. That would keep her busy while I found a phone.

I located one in the restaurant lobby. I checked for Zelda. She slowed and sat down at a truck that looked vaguely familiar. Her antics caught my attention. I quit the pay phone mid-dial. By the time I hustled outside, an overweight man climbed down from the cab. He didn’t appear happy that my dog was keeping an eye on him.

He waved a hand at Zelda, trying to chase her off. When that didn’t work, he yelled. Unperturbed, Zelda sat on her haunches just out of reach. She looked back at me. The man chose that moment to send a foot flying.

I yelled and picked up the pace. Zelda dodged the heavy boot successfully and got down on her haunches. Her muscles tensed, readying for more. She bared her teeth and began to growl. I arrived before she launched her own attack.

“Down, Zelda.” I gave her a good girl for obeying.

“If that’s your dog you should get her out of here. She’s liable to get run over,” the man said.

Zelda used the disruption to put nose to ground. She sniffed her way to the semi’s passenger door. She jumped to put her forefeet on the first step. Her ears perked up and she began to bark.

I didn’t want her to get a beating, and I didn’t want to hand one out. I called to her and she followed me into the building. I finished dialing 911 without further interruptions.

The desk officer wasn’t a lot of help, but then I didn’t really expect much. I already knew most police departments didn’t get concerned with missing persons before forty-eight or seventy-two hours.

Unless there was reason to suspect foul play, that is.

I let the officer know I’d be hanging around the restaurant in the gas bar if anyone wanted to get in touch. I left my dead cell phone number and hung up. For my peace of mind, and being the ex-cop that I am, I ran through what I knew up to now.

It wasn’t much, but I opened the glove box and hauled out a notebook and started writing anyway. Old habits died hard. That, and it made me feel like I was doing something while I waited.

Allie hadn’t gone missing intentionally. Sure, she was under a lot of pressure and stress with the family business on the edge of bankruptcy. On the plus side, her brother, Hank, was out of rehab and doing great living on his own. He managed to pay back his drug loan. He was free of the bad guys. He even managed to keep his
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