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THE POSTCARD RACK IN the shirt shack window caught Allie’s attention. Hank, her brother, collected them. When he couldn’t lay his hands on the originals, he liked reproductions from the 50s and early 60s. He thought of them as placeholders for when he acquired the originals. Allie commanded Zelda, confident she would obey.

“Zelda. Stay.”

Allie Sands left the dog in the shade, sitting on the sidewalk, and went in for a better look at the cards. She fished in her bag for a list and began perusing the contents of the rack. She looked out the window to check on Zelda. A little girl was happily allowing the dog to nuzzle her face and lick her fingers.

She returned to the postcard rack, content that Zelda looked to be in expert hands. She smiled at their antics as she made her choices. She hoped Hank would approve as she paid and left the shop.

Her mind still wasn’t where it should be, given what happened to her and to Jim on the trip down. She couldn’t stop thinking about the narrow escape they had. The crazy had been stalking Jim. The man, Ron, had been captured trying to escape in the same tractor-trailer he used to hold both of them prisoner. Her FBI acquaintance told her they found Jill and another woman in the trailer, strapped down on surgical tables. Both were very much dead.

Allie considered herself lucky to have made it out of that situation alive and in good health. Ditto for her boyfriend and new business partner, Jim Nash.

Content with the postcards she found for her brother, she paid and exited the small shop. She was expecting Zelda to be where she left her. The dog was well-trained, after all. Surprised when she wasn’t, she looked up and down the street. She thought she saw the dog traipsing after a little girl, but she was too far away to be certain before they disappeared into the crowd. She wished she had given the girl a better look through the store’s window when she noticed her petting Zelda.

Jim wouldn’t be happy when she told him she lost Zelda to a little girl in the late morning on the already-crowded street. It was the Key’s major tourist draw. Rather than give up, she walked down the street, first in one direction, and then reversing to the other. She hoped to catch sight of Zelda in the throng of tourists and lookie-loos doing what she called the mad shuffle back and forth on both sides of the street.

Zelda was nowhere to be seen.

Allie had no idea where the dog had gotten to, or what to do next. The girl was long gone, too. She doubted she would be capable of recognizing her in the crowded street. She didn’t rush back to the inn where they were staying. She took her time strolling toward it, certain that Zelda would catch up or be waiting for her when she arrived.

Instead, she found Jim waiting, back from his own walk.

The inn was perfect for them. She had called ahead to tell them about the dog and learned Zelda wouldn’t be a problem. By the time Jim checked them in, Zelda already made a bunch of new friends on the ground floor where their room was located.

“You must have gotten tired of the crush of people. I thought you’d still be in a seat at Sloppy Joe’s”.

“You were right. It was crowded and noisy. How long have you been coming down here?” he asked her.

Allie and her family were regulars on the tourist circuit known as the Keys. “Our parents would bring us down when we were kids. It was a ritual visit every year. That’s how I know my way around.”

“In that case, what’s your recommendation for dinner tonight?”

Allie looked down at Zelda’s food and water bowls. She knew she had to tell him about Zelda sooner rather than later. “Before we do that, we need to be on the lookout for Zelda.”

“Zelda? She’s not outside?” Jim opened the door. Zelda wasn’t there to rush in. He turned to Allie and raised an eyebrow.

Allie said, “I don’t know where she is. The last time I saw her, she was outside the postcard shop making friends with a little girl in a purple shirt. They seem to have disappeared together, because when I turned around to check on Zelda, they were both gone.”

“I’ll tell the front desk to let her in if she shows up. I’m sure we’re worrying about nothing.”

“I was sure she’d be here, waiting for us,” Allie said.

Allie walked out front of their hotel, still concerned about the missing Zelda. She waited on the sidewalk in the shade. She hoped it wouldn’t be long before the dog came back. If Zelda didn’t turn up, and soon, she’d never forgive herself.

By the time Jim joined her, Zelda was already on her way, strutting down the sidewalk toward them. She barked a caution to let them know. A garland of flowers and a purple scarf adorned her neck. Her tail was held high and waving like a flag flapping in the wind. She didn’t appear to have a care in the world.

Allie gently scolded Zelda for going missing. The dog waited until the woman finished and then sat at her feet. Embarrassed, she wouldn’t look up. She knew she shouldn’t have disappeared with the girl.

When it came time for Zelda to walk with them, she wouldn’t leave the inn. In a stubborn mood after her adventure, she lay down and wouldn’t get up. Instead, she barked softly and wagged her tail. Her actions perplexed Jim.

“That’s a new one. I’ve never seen her do that before.”

“Maybe she’s feeling guilty about abandoning me this morning,” Allie said.

Jim walked back to the dog. She got up and ran in the opposite direction, away from him. The dog stopped and waited and looked back and forth as though expecting them to be following after her.

“I think she wants something,” Jim said. “Let’s see where she leads us. Maybe she found a place to have lunch.”

Allie rolled her eyes, and Jim grinned. “Come on. My other girl is wanting something. I learned a long time ago never to ignore a woman who wants something.”

Allie regarded him coyly. “How long ago, exactly?”

“About as long as it took me to learn that my girl Zelda needed to be fed, watered, and walked regularly. Now come on.”

The pair followed the dog for half a dozen blocks. Every time Zelda got too far ahead of the pair, she turned and trotted back, huffing and puffing and doing a stiff-legged dance to hurry them up.

Allie said, “She obviously found something she wants us to know about.”

The dog rounded a corner, sat down, and waited for her masters. When Jim and Allie took the corner, she trotted up to an old van and waited.

“There’s a vehicle I’m glad I don’t own.”

The van was rusted. Faded paint on the roof and short hood disappeared a long time ago from too many days in the burning sun. A badly cracked windshield and taped windows took the dilapidated look to the extreme. The side door creaked open on rusty tracks and a girl appeared.

“Look, Jim, there she is. That’s the girl.”

“Are you sure she’s the same one?”

The purple shirt is a giveaway. It’s what I noticed when she was petting Zelda. The scarf matches, too.”

The girl’s appearance was Zelda’s cue to run to the van and accost the girl. She squealed and hugged the dog. A woman’s voice inside the van chastised her. “Lily, we can’t afford to feed a dog, too.”

Lily adjusted the neckerchief around Zelda’s neck. She got down on her knees and hugged her again. “But she’s so sweet. And she likes me. I like her, too, mommy.”

Jim knew Allie wasn’t capable of ignoring what was going on in the van. She had a soft spot for children. The ragamuffin look this one had would be difficult for her to ignore. Before he could stop her, Allie approached the girl and went down on one knee. “Hello. My name is Allie. The dog’s name is Zelda.”

Zelda barked and circled around the two of them. Her tail wagged a happy greeting. A head stuck out of the van. “Lily, how many times have I told you about strangers?”

Allie stood up and quickly introduced herself. The short-haired blonde woman exited the van. The woman, obviously the girl’s mother, introduced herself as Erica. Reluctantly, she shook Allie’s proffered hand. Immediately, she climbed back in and sat down.

The little girl stayed with Zelda.

Allie wasn’t content to walk away with Zelda in tow, especially after hearing the woman’s comment about food for a dog.

“I’d say our dog is quite taken with your daughter.”

“She is, isn’t she?”

Allie waved at Jim. “Come and meet Lily and her mother.”

He ignored her. The woman stepped out of the van. She maneuvered to place herself between her daughter and the two strangers. “What do you want? Why did you come here?” she asked abruptly.

Jim approached, finally. “My partner lost our dog to your daughter earlier in the day. When Zelda came back to the motel on her own, she acted like she wanted us to follow her. This is where she brought us.”

A black and white pulled in behind the van. Two officers got out and approached, hands on hips, looking stern and professional. “We told you yesterday you couldn’t park here any longer. Move, or we’ll tow you.”

To emphasize the point, a tow truck turned the corner and bore down on the gathering. Ex-cop that he was, Jim looked around for no parking signs.”

“I don’t see any signage, officers. Is what you’re saying a local bylaw? Is there a limit to how long someone can park on city streets?

One cop moved a hand to
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