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      In memory of Olive, who knew the world through a puppy’s eyes.
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      Rodriquez tried to move his leg, but it was trapped by the warm, hairy lump that nuzzled against his body, resting its head on his thigh. He smiled, sinking back on the pillow. You’re retired now, and you can do anything you want. He watched the German shepherd snoozing peacefully beside him.

      He’d been Max’s handler and they formed a tight-knit bond, working together in a special police unit. Max was exemplary, highly intelligent, and an unparalleled sniffer. A well-trained cadaver dog who also saved lives, he was a veteran of countless search-and-rescue missions. When the dog retired, Rodriquez adopted him and signed off at the same time, planning to spend their well-earned sunset years together.

      “Hey,” he said, giving Max a gentle nudge. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      At the sound of the word walk, Max’s ears perked up, and his eyes popped open.

      Rodriquez laughed. It was their routine now. Going for the morning walk and enjoying this time before most people woke up was a nice way to start the day with the early joggers and the chirping birds. Afterward, they’d come home, and he’d make a pot of coffee and have a leisurely breakfast, read the newspapers, and feed the dog—but not in that order. He’d take care of Max first.

      Rodriquez dressed quickly in sweats, a top, and loose pants, whistling as he walked around the house, picking up his keys and the dog leash.

      Max barked in excitement when Rodriquez opened the door and the crisp fresh air, earthy smell, and sounds and sights of the slowly waking world greeted them. They started about the same time each day. Today, the sun was rising, casting glows of soft light, chasing away the shadows of the night. Yet Rodriquez shivered, chilled by a cool breeze.

      They traveled their usual path down the sidewalk, turned left and went to the next street, and then left two more times, bringing them back home—it was about a mile. A short, brisk walk. Max led the way, stopping now and then to explore a patch of grass or something else … until today, when they walked by one property on Fools Lane. The dog sniffed, and all of a sudden he lurched toward the house and charged onto the front lawn, dragging Rodriquez along.

      Max was unstoppable. His keen sense of smell and training kicked in as he recognized the familiar scent of death from previous searches for missing persons and bodies. The dog pulled Rodriquez across the yard.

      Rodriquez gave in and trusted the instincts of the canine, making his way to the backyard as Max tracked down the scent to its source.

      Despite all the signs, Rodriquez was shocked by the sight under the sprawling oak tree.
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      Christmas with my mom. It was like old times. I loved the bright, festive lights, the smell of fresh-cut fir trees, the Christmas music, the sweet and tangy taste of hot apple cider, and my mom’s delicious home-cooked meals.

      Despite my best intentions to come home regularly, I saw less of her since moving away to college. But that made my homecomings all the sweeter. She’d been my biggest supporter and cheerleader. I wanted her to be proud of me. She told me once that she’d labored for over forty hours when she birthed me. I figured the least I could do was to make up for that. She’d mumbled that it was worth it, and the pain was only a distant memory pushed away by the joy I brought her.

      I often caught my mother looking at me with an endearing expression. “What?” I’d ask her.

      She just smiled and said, “I’m proud of you, kid.” Mom was never one to gush over me. She’d given me plenty of breathing room. I’d made a few poor decisions, but I’d learned each time.

      Lessons like these made more of an impact than any classroom teaching. Life could be funny. A mistake could turn out to be a gift. A trial run. A chance to make things right the next time. A glimpse of someone’s character. A lifesaver. A mistake could also be costly and bad. One thing was for sure—take nothing for granted. I’d learned that the hard way. I wasn’t a kid anymore, but a young adult, my teenage years barely behind me.

      I had finished a busy semester in college, studying journalism, and was looking forward to a three and a half week winter break before classes resumed in January. I had some time off for myself and to see Mom.

      My friend Cassie had called during exam week with an invitation. “My aunt Madison is going out of town during the holidays, and she’s looking for house sitters.”

      “Where does she live?”

      “Briar Hills. It’s a small town north of here and close to the city. She said she’d be away for a few days after Christmas, and the place would be empty. It’s a huge house, and we could stay there for free. Interested?”

      I’d missed Cassie. Beautiful, leggy, red-headed—she was Southern born and bred. I hadn’t seen her since she’d invited Bob and me to her grandmother Nora’s cottage at Lolly Beach last summer. That was a summer I would never forget. The attack on Cassie’s friend and later-to-be fiancé, Blake. The burglary at the beach house we stayed in. A murder at the small town’s beach, where such crimes were practically unheard of. Cassie needed help, and I couldn’t just stand by. I got involved in the investigation as a journalism intern after meeting Beach Beat reporter Jake Thorne in the hospital where Blake was taken by the ambulance.

      “We … meaning us?”

      “Yes!” she said. “Wouldn’t it be a thrill? We could have a reunion. I’ll invite Bob too.”

      I mentioned Randall. We all knew each other from college, and the opportunity to have a free place to stay and a few days together to have fun and explore the nearby city sounded great. When Cassie told me about the ginormous fireworks display on New Year’s Eve, I jumped at the chance to see it. It would differ vastly from the fireworks in my hometown, which usually lasted only a few minutes.

      It took several calls to discuss our plans after checking with friends and family. We finalized a time when we’d all be available to get together and leave town. Our winter break would be split in two, spending roughly the first half at home with our families over Christmas, and the second half on our trip starting the day after Christmas to New Year’s.

      It sounded like a splendid plan. Just the thought of traveling was enough to get me excited and to start packing. But I couldn’t help thinking of the contrast, before and after Christmas, like day and night. Light and dark. Yin and yang. Two halves of a circle. The days before Christmas—filled with excitement, love, warmth, and good cheer. Then it flipped. The days after Christmas to New Year—a letdown.

      I had worked hard throughout the semester, and now I’d play hard. At least, that was the plan. A change of scenery and some fun with friends would be exactly what I needed.

      Of course, I was leaving Mom behind. She encouraged me to go and insisted that she’d be fine by herself on New Year’s Eve. I suggested maybe she could join us, and she made a joke about looking forward to some peace and quiet. Mom didn’t show any disappointment, but I vowed to myself that, one day, I’d treat her to a trip, just the two of us. I could take some time off after I’d graduated from college and saved some money. I knew some places Mom wanted to go, but in the past I couldn’t have afforded it, and the timing hadn’t been right, or something else had come up. Perhaps I could surprise her with tickets in hand, refusing to take “no” for an answer? Later.

      “Watch out in the big city,” she’d said.

      “Mom, we’re going to Briar Hills to house-sit. It’s a small town with a low crime rate. I don’t think much happens there outside of the police writing parking or speeding tickets,” I said.

      Mom was worried about the crime. Every day on TV there’d be news. Compared to the relatively peaceful community in our small town, the city was a scary place. I told Mom I’d be careful and that traveling as a group, we’d all be safer.

      She’d given me the usual cautionary advice, and most of it was common sense. “Don’t go out at night alone. Watch where you’re going. Stay alert.” There were no guarantees anywhere. Even though I’d reassured her we’d be careful when we went sightseeing in the nearby bustling city, she’d still be worried about me.

      It ended up being the three of us—Cassie, me, and Randall—going on the trip. Blake stayed back in Lolly Beach. He still had terrible symptoms caused by the attack. He suffered excruciating headaches, nausea, dizziness, and other post-concussive symptoms of traumatic brain injury. Blake couldn’t go with us.

      Bob had plans already and couldn’t make it either. He said for us to live it up and have fun in the city.

      Randall was super-excited to go on the trip. He was a lifelong Southerner like Cassie, but unlike her, he’d never traveled outside of the state. Though he didn’t broadcast this, he didn’t hide it either.

      Mom was glad it wasn’t just us girls on this road trip. I kidded her back. Her response was, “At least someone knows how to change a tire.” She was right about Randall. He was handy and could practically fix anything.

      Of course, that wasn’t the reason I asked him. “You’ll see,” I told Cassie. “Randall is a handful to get used to at first, but once you do, he grows on you fast. He’s a good guy. I trust him. And in a pinch, he always has your back.”

      Cassie had taken a semester off last fall and stayed in Lolly Beach to look after her beloved grandma, Nora, whom she adored. She was with her when she passed away. She remained a friend to Blake after he was hospitalized. The road to rehabilitation could take years, the doctors warned, and there were no guarantees of a full recovery. Blake was a fighter with a strong will to live. He never gave up. He was the owner and chef of a crêpe food truck. Cassie had become his inspiration for a new crêpe, and he named his special creation “The Cassandra.” Their romantic relationship had blossomed. When he proposed, Cassie was ecstatic.

      After finals, I had talked to her to see if she’d be back in school for the upcoming spring semester. Cassie said it was doubtful, but she looked forward to seeing me during the winter break. She sounded exhausted, although I’d never heard her complain. She had taken no time off, and carrying the weight of her worries and helping to take care of Blake was wearing her down.

      Now, with perfect timing, her aunt needed house sitters during semester break. Blake had urged Cassie to go without him, insisting he felt well enough to look after himself—for a few days, at least. Cassie made the arrangements with her aunt, and all I had to do was pack.
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      We piled up in Cassie’s car, with her in the driver’s seat. I sat in the front, and Randall was in the back. We stuffed our luggage in the trunk. Driving was the more affordable alternative to flying, especially with three people chipping in on the gas.

      We stopped at a gas station to fuel up, then quickly headed out. It was late morning before we were all packed, had breakfast, and were ready to go. Cassie calculated we would arrive after nightfall, with stops to eat and only quick breaks at the gas stations. In December, the sunset came early, around five thirty p.m. We took turns behind the wheel and didn’t worry when we’d get there as long as we arrived safely.

      Randall made sure we gave him equal time in the driver’s seat. “Y’all! Seeing how I’m outnumbered.”

      Cassie and I laughed.

      “You’re the person in charge of keeping us on track,” she said, tossing a quick glance my way.

      “Why me?” I didn’t want to be the taskmaster, especially among friends.

      “Do you have to ask?” Cassie grinned.

      We bantered back and forth, roughly laying out our plans and who was doing what.

      Randall was good with his hands and offered to be Mr. Fix It. He brought his tool kit and jumper cables, in case we broke down or had problems along the way.

      “What about you, Cassie?” he asked.

      “I’m the liaison with
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