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      We talk to each other every week, sharing the ups and downs of the writer’s life. Joanna is incredibly creative (as you probably already know from her many craft-related books) and Neil tends to provide her tether to reality, based on his long experience writing police procedural mysteries. Writing is a solitary profession, and having a friend to collaborate with can be an amazing experience. (At least it is for us!)

      We were so delighted by the results of our first pair of novellas, Death at the Dog Park, that we wanted to do it again. We began with the title: Santa and the Slay Dogs. Then each of us thought about how we could incorporate the Christmas season in our series.

      In Dog Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen, Steve and Rochester witness an electrocution at a holiday party at Eastern College, and it’s up to them to use Steve’s computer skills and Rochester’s sensitive nose to bring the perpetrator to justice.

      In The Bite Before Christmas, Kiki Lowenstein-Detweiler and her Great Dane Gracie are ready for photos with Santa when one of the attending dogs bites Kiki’s leg. Other problems at the event eventually lead to murder. Kiki’s craft knowledge helps with the solution of the crime.

      We hope you enjoy reading these two novellas as much as we enjoyed discussing them and writing them.

      Neil Plakcy, Hollywood, Florida

      Joanna Campbell Slan, Jupiter Island, Florida
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      The November afternoon light filtered through the square windows of my office at the Friar Lake Conference Center, casting long shadows across the pile of catering invoices I’d been reviewing. Outside, the skeletal branches of the old oaks and maples swayed in the crisp breeze, their last stubborn leaves clinging like red and orange confetti. I was pushing back from my desk to stretch when I heard the rumble of a heavy truck pulling into the parking lot.

      Rochester, my golden retriever companion, lifted his head from where he’d been dozing on his favorite rug near the window. His ears perked forward, then flattened slightly—a reaction I’d learned meant he was detecting something that made him uneasy.

      Through the window, I watched Marty Kowalski climb down from the cab of an Eastern College maintenance truck, his clipboard in hand and his expression carrying the grim satisfaction of someone about to deliver bad news. Behind him, Joey Capodilupo, who handled operations for me, emerged from the passenger side, looking distinctly uncomfortable.

      “This can’t be good,” I muttered to Rochester, who had moved to the window for a better view.

      Marty’s knock on my door was perfunctory—three sharp raps that suggested he wasn’t really asking permission to enter.

      “Steve? We need to discuss some efficiency improvements for the Friar Lake property,” Marty announced as he walked in, not waiting for an invitation.

      Joey followed reluctantly, offering me an apologetic shrug.

      “What kind of improvements?” I asked, though Marty’s presence rarely brought good news for anyone.

      Marty consulted his clipboard with the intensity of someone reviewing battle plans. “I’ve been conducting a comprehensive survey of maintenance costs across all college properties, and Friar Lake presents some significant operational challenges.”

      “Such as?”

      He flipped to a page covered with diagrams and calculations. “Specifically, the irregular placement of trees throughout the grounds creates an inefficient mowing pattern. My crew spends forty percent more time here than at comparable sites because they have to navigate around individual specimens rather than maintaining clean sight lines.”

      Rochester’s unease was becoming more pronounced. He’d moved away from the window and was now sitting at my feet, looking up at me with those expressive brown eyes that usually meant trouble was coming.

      “You’re talking about cutting down trees,” I said flatly.

      “Selective removal,” Marty corrected, though his tone suggested the distinction was purely semantic. “Approximately thirty to forty specimens are poorly positioned for efficient grounds maintenance. Most of them are pines.”

      Joey cleared his throat. “Steve, I tried to explain to Marty that those pines have been there for decades, probably planted by the friars back when this was a monastery. Some of them are impressive specimens.”

      “Impressive doesn’t pay the bills,” Marty shot back. “We’re talking about reducing annual maintenance costs by twenty-five percent.”

      My jaw tightened. The pines Marty was so casually planning to eliminate were part of what made Friar Lake special. “Have you cleared this with President Babson?”

      Marty’s expression showed a flicker of irritation. “Grounds maintenance decisions fall under my department’s authority. If we’re reducing costs and improving efficiency, the administration doesn’t need to micromanage operational details.”

      “Cutting down forty trees isn’t an operational detail,” I said. “It’s a major change to the property’s character.”

      “Character doesn’t show up in the budget reports,” Marty replied coldly.

      Before I could respond, there was another knock on my door. Fred Searcy from the biology department appeared in the doorway, his characteristic slightly harried energy amplified by obvious agitation.

      “Steve, I was hoping—” Fred stopped mid-sentence as he spotted Marty and Joey. “Oh. I didn’t realize you had a meeting.”

      Marty’s voice grew colder. “Dr. Searcy, I suppose you’re here to tell me the trees we need to remove are special?”

      “Special doesn’t begin to cover it,” Fred said, turning to me urgently. “Steve, I’ve been researching those pines for weeks. What we have here isn’t random landscaping. It’s a deliberate botanical collection. The friars created what amounts to a pinetum, a specialized arboretum dedicated to pine species.”

      He pronounced the word with an emphasis on the second syllable – a pie-NEE-tum.

      “A what?” Marty’s skepticism was evident.

      “Some of those trees are incredibly rare for this region,” Fred continued, ignoring Marty’s dismissive tone. “I’ve identified at least six different species so far. Eastern White Pine, Austrian Pine, Scots Pine, possibly even Ponderosa Pine. This collection represents decades of careful cultivation and botanical expertise.”

      Marty snorted. “Dr. Searcy, they’re pine trees. They cost the college money we don’t have.”

      “They’re living specimens that have been carefully maintained for over a century,” Fred shot back. “This isn’t landscaping. It’s a curated collection that connects directly to the monastery’s scholarly traditions. The friars were creating a living library of coniferous species.”

      “Well, this living library is about to become firewood,” Marty said flatly. “Tree removal services are scheduled for next Monday.”

      I watched the exchange with growing concern. Fred was passionate about the trees, but Marty had the authority to proceed with his plans. More importantly, Marty had framed the issue in terms of cost savings, which would appeal to an administration under constant budget pressure.

      “That’s five days,” Fred said, his voice rising with panic. “Steve, there has to be something we can do. This collection is historically significant.” He turned to Marty. You want to destroy trees that would take decades to grow again.”

      I held up a hand. “Marty, give me until Friday to review this with President Babson. If the trees are as significant as Fred suggests, the college might want to consider that angle.”

      Marty’s expression darkened. “I don’t need approval to remove trees that are causing operational problems.”

      “Maybe not,” I said carefully, “but you might need administrative support if faculty start questioning the decision.”

      “Exactly!” Fred seized on the opening. “Steve, if I can document the historical significance of the pinetum, it could become a teaching resource for multiple departments.”

      “Teaching resources that don’t pay for themselves,” Marty said coldly.

      “Actually,” I said, an idea beginning to form, “they might. If this collection has genuine educational value, it could be a unique feature that sets Eastern apart from other small colleges.”

      Fred’s eyes lit up with hope. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! The contemplative tradition, the scientific curiosity, the long-term thinking required to establish and maintain a collection like this. It’s one of the things that makes Eastern special.”

      Marty looked at his watch with obvious impatience. “Dr. Searcy, you have until Friday to provide documentation that justifies canceling a cost-saving maintenance project. But I’m warning you. It better be compelling evidence, not just academic enthusiasm.”

      “It will be,” Fred said firmly. “Steve, would you be willing to help me research the monastery records? If there are documents about the pinetum’s establishment and purpose, they’d be in the archives at Friar Lake.”

      I nodded, already committed to the project. “We can start this afternoon if you want.”

      After they left, Fred slumped into the chair Marty had vacated. He looked exhausted by the confrontation.

      “I can’t believe he’s serious about cutting down forty trees to make mowing easier,” Fred said. “Some of those specimens have been growing for seventy or eighty years.”

      Rochester padded over to Fred and offered his head for petting, as if sensing the botanist’s distress.

      “We’ll find what we need,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely sure how we were going to prove the historical significance of trees in only five days. “The friars kept detailed records of everything they did. If they deliberately established a pinetum, there should be documentation.”

      Fred straightened up, his academic instincts overriding his emotional reaction. “You’re right. And if we can connect the collection to their scholarly mission, it becomes much more than landscaping. It becomes a living monument to the Franciscan tradition of learning and stewardship.”

      “Then let’s go find that evidence,” I said, standing up and reaching for my jacket. “Rochester’s been cooped up all afternoon anyway.”

      As we prepared to leave for the library, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was about more than saving trees. Marty’s aggressive push for “efficiency improvements” felt like part of a larger pattern of cost-cutting that was changing the character of Eastern College. If we could demonstrate that some things were worth preserving—that educational value and institutional heritage mattered as much as operational efficiency—it might be a victory for more than Fred’s beloved pines.

      But first, we had to find proof that the pinetum was what Fred believed it to be. And we had exactly five days to do it.
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      I glanced out the window toward the rolling grounds that surrounded the conference center. The property had been a Franciscan monastery for over a century before Eastern College purchased it, and the friars had been meticulous groundskeepers. “You think the friars planted these pine trees deliberately?”

      “I do,” Fred said, pulling out one of his ever-present notebooks and flipping through pages covered with neat handwriting and small sketches. “A pinetum is a specialized arboretum dedicated to pine trees and other conifers. The concept became quite popular in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, especially among institutions with a scholarly bent. Universities, botanical gardens, even some monasteries established them.”

      I found myself genuinely interested. “Why would the friars want to do that?”

      Fred shifted forward in his chair, warming to his subject. “There are several reasons. First, there’s the practical aspect. These varied pine species have different growth habits, timber qualities, and environmental tolerances. A pinetum would let the friars study and compare these characteristics. But there’s also the spiritual dimension that would have appealed to the friars. Evergreens have deep symbolic meaning in Christian tradition: eternal life, steadfastness, the promise of resurrection. Many monastic communities saw tending such collections as a form of contemplative practice.”

      “And you want to incorporate this into a class?”

      “Yes, but also if I’m correct, I’d like to write a scholarly article about the collection.”

      Fred’s expression grew more serious. “I’m already tenured, but I still need to maintain a publication record for my periodic reviews. And honestly, the administration has been making noises about... restructuring... some of the smaller departments. A solid journal article about a previously undocumented historical pinetum, especially one connected to local religious history, could be exactly what I need to show I’m actively contributing to the field.”

      I nodded understanding. Budget pressures had been affecting every aspect of college operations lately, and I’d heard rumors about potential department consolidations. “What would you need to research this properly?” I asked. “We inherited all the monastery records when we bought the property from the friars. Most of it’s never been properly cataloged, but there are boxes of documents going back to the 1890s in the scriptorium, the library here on the property. Want to take a look?”

      Fred’s face lit up. “That would be fantastic.”

      I grabbed my sheepskin-lined jacket and an Eastern College ball cap, and we walked outside with Rochester beside us. Then my dog took off to investigate an exciting scent.

      The property still retained much of its monastic character despite its conversion to a conference facility. The scriptorium had high ceilings and arched doorways, and an atmosphere of quiet contemplation that seemed to encourage lowered voices.

      The library occupied what had once been the friars’ scriptorium, a large room with tall windows designed to provide optimal reading light. While one wall now housed the conference center’s modest collection of reference books and local history materials, the rest of the space was devoted to the monastery’s archives.  Metal shelving units were filled with leather-bound volumes, wooden filing cabinets, and dozens of document boxes.

      “This is incredible,” Fred murmured, running his fingers along the spines of the old ledgers and journals. “It’s like stepping back in time.”

      I pulled out a box labeled “Grounds & Maintenance 1905-1925” and set it on the reading table. “The friars were meticulous record-keepers. If they were deliberately establishing a pinetum, there should be some mention of it in here.”

      Fred opened the box with the reverence of someone handling ancient artifacts. The documents inside were well-preserved, organized in manila folders with neat handwritten labels. He pulled out a folder marked “Tree Planting & Landscaping Projects” and began carefully examining the contents.

      Rochester prowled around the perimeter of the room, investigating ancient scents, and finally settled in a pool of sunlight in front of one of the windows.

      “Look at this,” Fred said after a few minutes, his voice tight with excitement. He held up a yellowed sheet of paper covered with precise handwriting. “It’s a letter from 1908, from Brother Sebastian to a nursery in Pennsylvania. He’s inquiring about acquiring ‘specimens of various Pinus species for the purpose of establishing a collection suitable for both scientific study and contemplative reflection.’”

      I peered over Fred’s shoulder. “Brother Sebastian?”

      “He must have been their groundskeeper, or maybe someone with particular interest in botany.” Fred continued reading. “Listen to this: ‘The community believes that the study of God’s creation in its infinite variety serves both educational and spiritual purposes. We are particularly interested in species that can thrive in our climate while providing examples of the divine artistry expressed through the coniferous families.’”

      Rochester looked up, his chin resting on his paws, but his eyes remained alert, as if he understood the significance of the discovery.

      I pulled out my phone, took some pictures, and then sat by my dog, answering emails and handling other college matters.

      Fred spent the next hour working through the files, occasionally calling my attention to particularly relevant documents. We found nursery catalogs with handwritten notes in the margins, sketches of proposed planting layouts, and even some early photographs of young pine trees arranged in carefully planned groupings across the monastery grounds.

      “This is exactly what I needed,” Fred said finally, leaning back in his chair with satisfaction. “There’s enough here to document not only the existence of the pinetum, but the friars’ methodology and philosophy behind it. This could make a compelling article for the Journal of Forest History, or maybe even Environmental History.”

      I was about to respond when Fred suddenly straightened, a new thought occurring to him.

      “You know,” Fred said slowly, “this gives me an idea for a practical application too. The college’s holiday party is coming up on Friday. What if I brought my students out here to collect specimens from the different pine species? We could use the branches for decorations, and the students could create educational placards identifying each variety and explaining its significance to the original pinetum.”

      “That’s a great idea,” I said, already envisioning how the natural decorations would enhance the party’s atmosphere. “It would beat the usual generic holiday decorations we rent. And if we can reduce the party expense, Marty Kowalski should be happy.”

      Fred snorted. “Nothing about the holidays makes Marty happy. He’s the original Grinch. But putting the research on display at the holiday party would draw attention to Marty’s plans and either derail them or give us more time to combat them.”

      I had to laugh at that. Marty Kowalski was notorious for his complaints about every holiday expense and tradition. Each year he submitted increasingly creative memos about how much money the college was wasting on “frivolous seasonal celebrations” when there were “real maintenance issues that needed funding.”

      “But you’re right,” Fred continued, “he can’t complain about free decorations that also serve an educational purpose. It’s exactly the kind of experiential learning the administration is always pushing for. The students would get hands-on experience with species identification, they’d learn about the historical and cultural significance of the monastery’s botanical legacy, and they’d be contributing to a community event.”

      I nodded. “You’d need to coordinate with Joey,” I said. “He’ll probably want to supervise the trimming. And you’ll need to work quickly, to get everything done by Friday.”

      “Joey’s great,” Fred said. “He’s got a pretty good eye for plants. I bet he’d be interested in learning more about the pinetum’s history.”

      As we began packing up the documents Fred wanted to study further, I found myself looking forward to the project. There was something appealing about connecting the conference center’s present purpose with its contemplative past and about honoring the friars’ careful stewardship while serving the college’s current educational mission.

      “I’ll bring a few of my advanced students out here tomorrow to start surveying the full extent of the pinetum. I’d like to GPS map the locations of all the different species and get a complete inventory before we start the trimming project.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Let me know when you’re planning to come out, and I’ll make sure you have access to whatever you need.”

      Rochester stood and stretched, apparently sensing that our library session was coming to an end. He padded over to Fred and offered his head for a final pat, as if giving his seal of approval to the entire enterprise.

      As we walked back through the grounds toward my office, Fred clutched his folder of photocopied documents like a treasure. “You know, Steve, this kind of discovery is exactly why I love what I do. You never know when you’re going to stumble across something that connects the present to the past in unexpected ways.”

      I smiled, already anticipating how my wife Lili would react when I told her about Fred’s find. She had always appreciated the way seemingly mundane discoveries could reveal deeper stories about the people and places around them.

      Outside, the wind rustled through the trees, carrying with it the whispered secrets of ninety years of careful cultivation and the promise of discoveries yet to come.
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      That evening over dinner, I told Lili about Fred’s discovery. She listened with the kind of focused attention that had first attracted me to her, occasionally asking questions that showed she understood not only what Fred had found, but why it mattered.

      “A pinetum,” she said, twirling pasta around her fork. “That’s fascinating. The friars really were more sophisticated than most people give them credit for.”

      “Fred thinks it could be exactly what he needs for his publication requirement,” I said. “The timing couldn’t be better, with all the budget pressures the college is facing.”

      Lili’s phone beeped with a notification, and she set down her fork and reached for it. “Oh, it’s the latest wrap-up of community news from the association manager,” she said. “Mrs. Henderson is reminding everyone that New Year’s Eve fireworks are now prohibited in River Bend. Apparently last year’s celebration traumatized half the dogs in the neighborhood.”

      “I remember Rochester hiding under the bed for two hours,” I said. “You’d think people would get the message by now.”

      “And Gwen Daroff is looking for a carpenter recommendation. Something about her kitchen cabinets falling apart.” Lili scrolled through her phone. “Oh, and Beverly Burke’s turtle has escaped again.”

      I nearly choked on my wine. “Again? That’s what, the third time this year?”

      “Fourth, actually,” Lili said, grinning. “She’s asking if anyone’s seen Shelly wandering around the neighborhood. How far can a turtle go, anyway?”

      “How far can a turtle go?” I repeated, shaking my head. “I love that this is a legitimate question in our community. ‘Excuse me, officer, I’d like to report a runaway turtle.’”

      “Beverly’s convinced that Shelly has some kind of homing instinct,” Lili said. “She thinks the turtle is trying to get back to the pet store where she bought her five years ago.”

      “That’s either very touching or very insulting, depending on how you look at it.”

      We spent a few more minutes laughing about Beverly’s ongoing turtle adventures before moving on to other topics. It was one of those comfortable domestic conversations that reminded me why I’d fallen in love with small-town life, where escaped turtles could be front-page news and neighbors cared about each other’s pets.

      The next morning, Rochester and I were out for our usual walk through River Bend when my golden retriever suddenly veered off the sidewalk toward a hedge along the edge of one of the lakes that had been created when the land was dredged to build our community. He began nosing around the base of the shrubs with unusual intensity, whining softly and pawing at something I couldn’t see.

      “What is it, boy?” I asked, following him over to investigate.

      Rochester kept nudging at the hedge, but his size prevented him from getting close to whatever had caught his attention. He looked up at me with those expressive brown eyes and whined again, clearly frustrated by his inability to reach his target.

      I got down on my hands and knees and peered into the gap between the hedge and the ground. There, wedged between two roots and looking thoroughly annoyed by the whole situation, was a medium-sized turtle with distinctive yellow markings on her shell.

      “Well, I’ll be darned,” I said, carefully extracting the reptile from her hiding spot. “Shelly, I presume?”

      Rochester’s tail wagged furiously, as if he was proud of his detective work. I had to admit it was impressive. My dog had a talent for finding things that humans missed. It was a skill that had proven invaluable over the years when we’d gotten involved in various mysteries. My best friend Rick Stemper was one of the police detectives in Stewart’s Crossing, and he’d begun calling Rochester his “unofficial K-9 consultant” after the third or fourth time my dog had helped locate crucial evidence.

      Through Rick, and some crimes at Friar Lake and in Leighville, where the Eastern campus was located, I’d come to know Tony Rinaldi, who had a similar role up there. He wasn’t as convinced about Rochester’s talents as Rick was, but he still allowed us to snoop around when he was faced with a difficult case.

      “Good boy,” I told Rochester, scratching behind his ears while holding the surprisingly heavy turtle. “Beverly’s going to be so relieved.”

      I walked the three blocks to Beverly Burke’s house, Rochester trotting proudly beside me as if he was escorting a VIP. Beverly answered the door in her bathrobe, her gray hair still in curlers. She nearly burst into tears when she saw Shelly in my arms.

      “Oh, thank goodness!” she exclaimed. “I was so worried. She’s been missing four days now.”

      “Rochester found her hiding under a hedge by the middle lake,” I explained. “She seemed comfortable enough, just stuck. I bet she was trying to get home to you.”

      Beverly took the turtle with the kind of gentle care normally reserved for newborn babies. “Shelly, you naughty girl. What am I going to do with you?”

      Fred showed up that afternoon with a cadre of students, and they moved around the property like a group of proper surveyors, taking measurements, notes and photographs.

      That evening, Lili was unusually quiet during dinner, picking at her food and occasionally sighing in a way that suggested she had something on her mind.

      “Everything okay?” I finally asked.

      Lili looked up, her expression troubled. “I need to tell you about today’s holiday committee meeting. It was... memorable.”

      I raised an eyebrow. The holiday committee was usually one of the more pleasant aspects of campus life, a group of faculty and staff who genuinely enjoyed planning the college’s seasonal celebrations. “Bad memorable or good memorable?”





