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The Mexican wolf, known as El Lobo, or more simply, Lobo, is facing extinction. The few remaining fight to survive.
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JIM NASH HELD OPEN the downstairs door and allowed Friday and Lola to scramble into the building ahead of him. He unhooked their leashes and, side by side, the dogs leaped up the stairs.

They halted briefly on the first-floor landing, did some loud sniffing, and bolted to the closed office door. They paused only long enough to sniff and snort. Disappointed, they rushed up the stairs to the third floor, where they separated.

Lola, the yellow Lab, plopped her rear-end down on the floor. Her tail swished back and forth as she waited, impatient. Friday, the black Lab, tore down the hallway. He halted briefly at the two apartment doors before hurrying back to Lola’s side.

Jim opened the office door and saw the note on his desk. He read it and then replaced it on his office desk. He trudged up the stairs after Lola and Friday to the third-floor apartment he shared with Maddie Spence and the dogs. By the time he caught up, they were in a frenzy to get past the closed door.

Jim wasn’t in a hurry. He already knew Maddie wasn’t there to greet them. The dogs didn’t know that. He slipped the key in the door and pushed it open.

Four pairs of furry legs beat him to it. Tails wagged in anticipation. Heads lowered. Noses swept the floor. Heads moved back and forth. Directions changed abruptly as they scampered from room to room in the large apartment. Unsuccessful in their quest, they returned. Furry bottoms plopped down at Jim’s feet. Two pairs of mournful dark brown eyes looked up.

“I’m sorry, boys and girls, but Maddie isn’t here.”

The dogs cocked their heads on hearing Maddie’s name. Ears perked up.

“She’s run off to the Keys for some time away. At least, that’s what the note says. What do you say we go check on the other two?” He tramped down the hall to Anya’s. Read the yellow note stuck to it.

Gone with Maddie. Back in a few.

He ambled down to Emma Mayberry’s apartment. Another note said basically the same thing.

“Well, dogs, it looks like we’ve been left to our own devices. What do you say we celebrate with a bit of a snooze before lunch?” He looked around and realized he was talking to himself. He made his way to the bedroom. The dogs were waiting.

“You two better not let Maddie see you up on our bed. There’ll be hell to pay for all three of us.”

Friday looked guilty. Lola stretched out on Maddie’s side of the bed.

Jim reached down to scratch behind two pairs of furry ears and that seemed to placate the dogs, at least for the time being. He settled on the bed and the dogs rearranged themselves to give him room.

He didn’t fall asleep right away. He worried about Maddie, although not so much this time. When she worked a case, she was always alone, unless, of course, he was backing her up. This time, she was on a well-deserved break with Emma and Anya. What trouble could she get into with those two?

He fell into restful sleep before he could answer that one.
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Somewhere in the apartment, Jim’s cell phone rang. He looked across the bed at the dogs, still fast asleep. Obviously, they weren’t interested in disturbing themselves to answer it. He stumbled out of the bedroom, found the phone, and mumbled into it. Whoever was on the other end wasn’t sure.

“Jim? Is that you? It’s Don.”

In his sleepy state of mind, Jim almost didn’t recognize Don. “What? Don. Yeah. How have you been? Long time no see.”

“I can tell Maddie isn’t there or you wouldn’t be fast asleep in the middle of the day.”

“Yeah, she and the neighbors are out on a girl weekend thing. Apparently, they’ve been planning it for a while. I’m babysitting the dogs. We just got back from a run and the dogs needed rest. What’s up?” Jim already knew Don wouldn’t be falling for that story, and he was right.

“Uh-huh. Next thing you know, you’ll have a house full of kids. I’ve got some time off coming up. I was wondering if you want to desert civilization as we know it and go fishing for a few days.”

Jim laughed. Don Boyle was a Lieutenant in Magic City’s PD. He met him while working a case a few years ago and they got along. Don convinced him to get his PI license. He had helped shepherd his application through the system.

“Did you clear it with the wife first?” he asked.

Don’s wife Nancy and daughter Tricia were favorites of Maddie and of him, too. Not to mention Friday’s tea parties with Trish.

Don mumbled a Yes, I got the okay, and Jim instantly felt guilty for teasing the man.

“Don’t mind me. I’m stuck with two dogs for a day. Not complaining, just saying. I don’t think I’d like to take both of them away with us. Lola is still an inquisitive puppy, and she’s a handful with Friday to lead her astray. Do you think—”

Don didn’t hesitate. “Already discussed with wifey. Nancy and Tricia will be happy to take Friday and Lola off your hands for two or three days.”

Jim didn’t waste time with his reply. “I’ll let her take Friday. I think Lola would be a bit of a handful, even for Trish, although I’m sure she’d like to have an overgrown puppy over for tea. You’ve got a deal,” he said. “If you don’t mind Lola coming along for the ride.”

It would be good for Lola to get out and about and socialize. The more Jim thought about it, the more he liked the idea. “As long as you don’t mind having a dog that’s trained by Friday and only sometimes by me.”

“Sounds like she’s a handful,” Don said and laughed. “I’m reminded of someone else in your household.

Jim laughed with him. “Yeah, you got me there. Welcome to my world. I’ll see you in a bit, okay?”

––––––––
[image: ]


Jim packed up dog food and toys and bowls for two dogs and managed to think of himself with a bag, too. For luck, he tossed his Model 17 auutomatic in the bag with a couple of oversize magazines and two boxes of shells. The five-shot backup went into the bag, too, complete with ankle holster.

Better to not need it and have it than the other way around.

Immediately he felt sheepish. It was a fishing trip, after all.

He made three trips down the stairs to the car and loaded the trunk with Friday’s and Lola’s belongings. He looked in to check the goods before shaking his head and closing the trunk.

Just like having kids.

Jim was about to get in the car when he remembered the dogs and his own bag. He rushed up the stairs and leashed Lola. He didn’t want her wandering off, even if Friday would happily run herd on her.

“Come on, boys and girls. Road trip.”

Friday knew the words. Lola was still in learning mode. She didn’t have more than a car trip or two to remember. Friday led the way and barked out his shotgun. Lola jumped into the back, and Friday changed his mind and did the same.

“Make up your mind or I’ll leave you at home, dog.” He wasn’t serious, of course. Still, if Maddie was here, he’d get a dirty look. He smiled and waited for the dogs to settle in. No sooner was he behind the wheel than Friday brushed his neck with a cold, wet nose. Lola took her cue and did the same.

“Zelda. I mean Friday. Bad dog. Lola, you’re a bad dog, too.”

Friday didn’t listen. He did it again. Lola did it, too, throwing in a wet lick just for spite. He laughed and reached back to pet the pair of them.

“All right, you two. Let the road trip begin.”
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Jim turned the old Packard into the Boyle driveway. Already Friday was antsy to get out. Lola wasn’t so sure. She looked from Jim to Friday. “It’s okay, girl. Tricia wants to meet you.”

Friday bounded up the steps to greet the girl.

Tricia grinned like she wouldn’t quit, and when Lola nuzzled her hand with a wet nose, she giggled. “Is Lola staying too, Uncle Jim?” the girl wanted to know.

He didn’t want to disappoint the girl. He had no choice. “She’s just a puppy, Tricia. She needs a lot of socializing. I convinced your dad to let me bring Lola along. Do you think you’ll be all right with Friday all by himself?”

Tricia’s mother, Nancy, regarded Jim with a smile. “When did you become such a diplomat, James Nash?”

He blushed and changed the subject when he saw Tricia sitting on the step with a dog on each side. Her arms circled the necks of both dogs.

“Look at that. I’m sorely tempted.”

Nancy smiled down at her daughter. “Well don’t be, James. I have a proposition for you. Our fee is your car. Leave it with us for the duration and we’ll be happy.”

“Mrs. Boyle, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

Jim unloaded the trunk and carefully placed the goods into two piles, one for Friday, and the other for Lola. He carted Friday’s food and gear into the house. Tricia helped and soon there was only Lola’s things and his bag and fishing kit remaining on the driveway.

He slammed the trunk and handed the keys to Nancy. “Thank you, Nance. Maddie is off with our neighbors on a break and I was going stir-crazy with two dogs to look after.”

“It’s not a problem. I enjoy having Friday over. Tricia loves him. He’s almost as well-behaved as you are.” She laughed and shooed everyone into the house. “I made sandwiches for two days and threw in a store-bought baked chicken and all the fixings. If you come back complaining about being hungry, you’re out of luck.”

Tricia opened the fridge and took out a package. “I made cookies for you and dad, Uncle Jim.”

“In that case, I can’t wait, young lady. The pair of you are enough to make a man want to get married.”

Nancy laughed again.

Tricia blushed.

“If Maddie was here, I don’t think you’d be saying that.”

Nancy was forever teasing the pair about getting hitched.

He knew she was only half serious. He would never admit that it made him more than a bit nervous.

Don arrived, and they jockeyed the cars and began loading the trunk. “I’ve arranged for an RV rental at our campsite,” said. “No tenting for real men, Nash.”

With the car loaded, Don waved at Nancy and Trish. Friday woofed and wagged his tail. The last thing Jim heard was Tricia inviting Friday up the stairs for story time in her room.

Lola nudged Don’s neck with her wet nose.

Jim saw her. “Lola. Bad dog,” he told her. “Don’t bother the driver.”

Don reached back from the driver’s seat to scratch at Lola’s ears. His wide smile belied Jim’s gruff tone.

“Don’t mind her. She picked up most of Friday’s bad habits and a few of mine, too,” Jim said.

Lola nosed Don’s neck again before settling in the back seat and sticking her head out the window.

“What was that about a camper?” Jim wanted to know. “Just how much is all the fish we catch going to cost me, Boyle?”

“You get half the fish and half the bill, my friend. Just like always,” Don said.
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DON PARKED THE CAR and went in to the small office to register for the RV and the campsite.

Lola stood up in the back seat and whined, waiting for the man’s return. The reaction to an absent Don surprised Jim. “Don’t worry, girl. Your new bestie will be back in a minute.”

Lola’s tail did double-time when Don showed himself and made for the car. He took his seat behind the wheel and the dog’s cold, wet nose went through the nudging routine all over again.

“Nancy better not find out there’s a new woman in my life. Tricia either. They’ll never forgive me.”

Don steered for the camping spot and the RV squatting on it.

Jim said, “We’ll never tell, will we, Lola? Let me get her leash. I don’t want her running off to investigate her new surroundings in an RV park filled with strangers.”

Jim got out and screwed an anchor stake into the firm, sandy ground beneath the shade of the RV’s awning. He unloaded Lola’s water bowl and filled it before setting it down. He hooked the long leash to the stake, and the dog busied herself lapping up the bottled water. Satisfied, she headed off to test the bounds of her new surroundings.

Don couldn’t resist the wisecrack. “It appears to me you’re familiar with the old ball and chain routine. Maddie would be pleased if she found out.” He went on before Jim could respond. “Did you notice that old-school diner by the turnoff? I’m going to pick up some coffee. Are you good to load up the fridge with wifey’s contributions to our waistlines?”

Jim didn’t need to be asked twice. He was more than familiar with Nancy’s provisioning. “No sweat, partner. I’ll have the fridge packed and dessert ready.”

He busied himself unloading the coolers from the trunk while Don took Lola for a short walk.

Jim wondered what Nancy had waiting for them. She always made it a point to prepare something sweet for them to work on at the end of a fishing day.

And there were Tricia’s cookies, too.
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The sun was setting beneath an orange horizon by the time Don made for the diner and the almost-empty parking lot. He hoped it was only closing time and not because of the food. He pushed open the door. A loud cow bell hanging from the door frame clanged to announce his arrival. The bell clanged again when the door closed.

Several pairs of eyes gave him the once-over.

He proceeded to an empty stool at the far end of the counter where he could monitor the half-empty room out of habit. He kept busy waiting for service by watching customers studying their bills while reaching for wallets.

“What’s your pleasure, boss? If you want to eat, you’re out of luck. We’ll be closing shortly.”

Don looked up. Studied the server in front of him like any man checking out an attractive woman while trying not to be obvious.

A deadpan face looked down at him.

“You gotta be quick, mister.” The server chomped on gum between sentences. “The grill is off. The place is emptying, and I need to cash out and count my tips. We’re shorthanded tonight.”

He ordered two large to go. “Cream and sugar, please.”

“Two? You out with your wife, are ya?” There was more gum-chewing.

Don gestured to the window. “We’re camped across the highway. I’ve got an RV for three or four days. Doing the fishing thing with a buddy. What time do you open in the morning?”

“We open at five. See you then.”

The server returned with the goods. She made sure to place the bill in the flat of her hand with a practiced motion before slapping it on the counter. Don ignored the proffered bill and picked up the two coffees.

“Don’t you want the bill, mister?”

“Not necessary. Here’s your tip.” He slid some coins across the counter.

The woman placed her hand over the bill and slid it toward him. “You’ll need this, I’m pretty sure.”

He gave the server a strange look before picking it up. He ignored the bill and folded it before putting it in his shirt pocket.

It was no big deal. When he and Jim went on their fishing trips, they shared expenses to the dollar.

They tallied up the receipts when they got home.
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NANCY BOYLE LOOKED out the front window and took in Jim’s beautifully restored 1956 Packard convertible sitting in the driveway. The dark maroon and off-white color scheme appeared rather mysterious. She thought for a moment before finally calling to her daughter. Friday traipsed after the little girl because he was a nosy dog, and he didn’t spend as much time as he liked with these two females.

“Dear, what say we take Uncle Jim’s car for a drive?”

Friday recognized the words—they almost sounded like car ride—and barked.

Tricia jumped up and down with glee. “Can we put the top down?”

“Of course we can. Let’s get ready. You take Friday for a quick walk and I’ll find something for us to wear.”

Tricia called to the dog. “Walk, Friday. Time for a walk to do your business.”

The words sounded nothing like what he was expecting, but it was better than nothing. Friday retrieved his leash and dropped it at Tricia’s feet. She attached it, and the pair stepped outside.

Nancy paused and thought for a minute before heading upstairs to the bedroom. She changed her mind and proceeded to the basement door. She opened it and flipped on the light to make her way downstairs to a storage room.

She flipped on another light to illuminate an old trunk stowed in a corner. It hadn’t been opened in ages, as evidenced by the dust covering it. She found a rag and carefully dusted the top before undoing the catches and flipping it open.

She rummaged through the ancient trunk’s interior, shifting contents and sliding smaller boxes to reveal more boxes. She held up several articles of clothing that once belonged to her mother, and a few more that her grandmother had worn.

She settled on three silk scarves. She held them to her nose and inhaled the familiar perfume.

These will have to do for now.

She looked through a small cardboard box and found several pairs of old sunglasses. She selected a vintage pair of cat-eyes and another of glitter bubbles before returning the boxes and closing the trunk.

She returned upstairs to look through her bedroom closet but wasn’t able to find anything that suited her fancy. She didn’t bother going into Tricia’s room.

She took the scarves to the dryer and threw them in on a fluff cycle.

While she waited for Tricia and the dog to return, she remembered another old box in the bedroom. It was on a top shelf. She was about to open it when she heard Tricia calling out.

“Friday piddled, mom. We can go now.”

Nancy made for the dryer to retrieve the scarves. “I have something for us to try on until we get downtown. Come and check it out.”

Tricia made for the laundry room. The dog scurried after her with feet slipping on the tile floor.

“Follow me to the hall mirror, boys and girls,” Nancy called out.

Friday woofed, pleased with himself that he noticed the happy females and their sunglasses and scarves.

Nancy looped a scarf around his neck and tied it off.

He preened, pleased to be the center of attention with his very own scarf.

“Here we go. We look perfect for the age of Uncle Jim’s car. Once we get to where we’re going, the look will get even better.”

It wasn’t Nancy’s first go-round with a convertible. Her husband, Don, had courted her in one. Still, she had to look for the release handles. She cursed silently when she broke a nail, but ended up with a broad smile when the electric motor hummed and the top went down.

“Front or back, Friday?”

Trish opened the passenger door and pulled the seat-back forward for the dog.

He jumped in and took up his usual position behind the driver’s seat.

Nancy leaned in and adjusted Friday’s scarf. His tail wagged as best it could against the back of the seat as his tongue slurped her hand.

Tricia giggled at her mom’s and the dog’s antics.

“Where are we going, Mommy? Somewhere special?”

“You’ll see when we get there, dear. For now, just enjoy the atmosphere.”

Nancy turned the key in the ignition. The old Packard roared to life. Her eyes roamed the interior. “Look at this, Tricia.”

She caressed the expanse of bench seat between them.

“That’s real leather. And thick carpet on the floor, not the cheap stuff we get now. This is a real beauty. Uncle Jim must be very proud of it.”

She turned on the satellite radio receiver and tuned in a 1940s music station. Frank Sinatra crooned over the airwaves.

She didn’t have to wrestle with the gearshift. It slipped easily into reverse. She backed the car onto the street, straightened, and shifted into drive.

Her foot barely touched the gas pedal. Tires squealed. The instant life in the old car surprised her.

“My goodness, but Uncle Jim did a lot of work on this beauty. It steers like a dream. The brakes are excellent. And it even has air.”

Friday placed a cold nose on the back of Nancy’s neck. She giggled like a schoolgirl.

Tricia looked across at her mom. “Friday likes you.”

She reached back to scratch at the dog, but already he was settled in the seat, out of reach. He sat like an emperor on parade, taking in the sights with mouth open and tongue hanging out as the top-down breeze caressed his face.

Nancy ignored the waves from the other drivers and the honking horns.

Tricia wasn’t so shy. She grinned and waved and enjoyed the attention.

Friday did too, as evidenced by the occasional bark.

“Here we are, dear.”

Nancy eased the car into the parking spot in front of the store.

“Wait here a moment. I’ll be right back.”
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JIM BUSIED HIMSELF going through his tackle box while he waited for Don and the coffee. It had been ages since his last fishing trip with Don, and the box needed work. He began by sorting his lures, untangling as he went. He carried on a one-sided conversation with Lola at the same time.

The dog kept one ear cocked slowly wagged a tail in response.

Don drew closer to hear Jim humming an old song, and he paused to listen. When the man got to the refrain, he sang out the dog’s name, L-o-l-a, Lola. The tan Labrador’s ears went erect, and she cocked her head before nosing Jim’s thigh.

Her reward was an ear scratch.

Lola looked up at Jim. 

Don smiled at the dog’s antics. He slid the coffee across the table. Jim closed the lid on the tackle box. “Did you and Lola get everything organized for tomorrow morning?” he wanted to know.

Lola sidled up to Don, nosed his thigh, and appeared satisfied at the reaction she got when the man reached to scratch behind an ear.

She returned to Jim’s side and settled in.

“She’s a fickle thing, isn’t she?”

Don considered what he had witnessed in the diner. He decided on the spot the indirect route would solve what he had witnessed.

“Didn’t you say Maddie and the girls were on a getaway somewhere? Where did you say they were going again?” he asked.

“They’re on the Keys somewhere,” Jim said. “I’m not sure where. I don’t expect we’ll run into them. They aren’t into fishing. At least, I don’t think they are.”

Don considered for a moment before sliding the receipt across the table.

Jim looked at him. “Are we splitting right off? Usually, we wait till the end.”

“Take a look, James.”

Jim grabbed the receipt and fished in his pocket for his wallet.

“Don’t pay me yet. Look on the back. What does it say? I can’t make it out. Luze. Or something. I don’t know what it is.”

Jim flipped the paper over. He recognized the name immediately. And Maddie’s writing.

Startled, his elbow bumped the unlatched tackle box. It slid off the table and crashed to the ground, spilling the contents.

“It’s pronounced Loos. It’s a girl’s name. Luz. When did Maddie give it to you?”

Jim didn’t see Lola moving to investigate the strange mess in the sand.

Don called to the dog. “Come, Lola. You don’t want to be sticking your cold, wet nose into your master’s tackle box. Or a paw. Come sit by me.” He patted his thigh.

Jim couldn’t recall talking about Luz with Maddie more than once or twice.

“You didn’t tell me when she gave it to you.”

He flipped the receipt over and tried to read the date.

“About ten minutes ago.” It was
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