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Savannah Dexter strolled by the small outdoor play yard on her way to the indoor kennels. She paused near the gate and gazed at the six dogs inside the enclosure. Two black poodles wrestled one another in the brown grass while a tri-colored Corgi and a white and brown Bishon mix played tug-of-war with a rope toy. The other two little dogs, an apricot-and-white shih tzu and a tan and black Cavalier King Charles spaniel mix, lounged near one another in the mid-morning sun. Savannah smiled. Peace amid ruckus. For a moment, her sea-green eyes lingered on the sleeping pups, attempting to absorb their tranquility. The December sunshine created warmth within the forty-degree weather. Although a few inches of snow had fallen three days ago, the winter sunlight during the past two days soaked the moisture into the ground so that today, the shelter dogs could run and play, or sleep, under the canopy of a clear, blue sky.

“Enjoy, sweet ones. Merry Christmas a week early!”

Her whispered words laced with tenderness in her heart. Her greatest wish this Christmas was for all the dogs and cats currently living in her animal shelter to find homes. With thirty-five animals in her care, that desire was seemingly impossible, but she knew the Creator of these creatures, and her Creator, was one who could do the impossible. The two poodles had potential adopters, so her wish was at least coming true for the brother and sister duo. That left thirty-three, unless the adoption of the poodles fell through.

“Don’t think that way, Savannah,” she scolded herself in a hushed tone. “All things are possible with God. Isn’t that what Christmas is really all about?”

“Talking to yourself again?”

The voice of her shelter manager caused Savannah to look to her left, and she smiled as she observed the face of Anne Faulkner. Arms crossed, her younger cousin also had her head cocked to the left, gazing at her.

“You know me, always talking to myself because half the time I’m the only one listening.”

“Well, around here you never know who is listening, especially with how busy we’ve gotten. Better watch out – rumors could start that Savannah Dexter, animal rescue extraordinaire, needs to check into the state hospital.”

Savannah chuckled.

“There was a time when that could have happened. Thanks to you, I didn’t have to go.”

The pair observed the small dogs in silence for a moment.

“So, do you think your Christmas wish will come true?” Anne asked.

“Only God knows, and I trust Him with the outcome. We’re off to a pretty good start.”

“And that extra ten dollars off adoption fees will likely help.”

Savannah nodded. “I’m thankful we were among the chosen shelters and rescues to receive those funds.”

“Your persistence paid off. So, anything in particular you want to talk about before we open the doors in thirty minutes?”

“Let’s leave these little guys out another hour. It’s good for them to have sunshine and fresh air after being cooped up indoors for the past several days. Unless they seem to be cold. Have Heather check on them in about twenty minutes and the two of you can decide.”

Anne nodded. “We need to get the bigger dogs out sometime today as well.”

“The temperature is supposed to get to forty-seven today, balmy compared to the past few days. So, yes, bring the bigger ones out in a few hours. And let’s open the kitty condo – whoever wants to wander outside can. I’m sure several of them will enjoy soaking up the sun.”

“Will do. Anything else?”

Savannah shook her head and replied, “Except for the update on the website and Petfinder. The poodles should go out together today so they can be taken off the sites, and the two cockers have an adoption pending.”

“I think two cats are going to new homes in a day or so as well. I’ll double-check with Crystal.”

“Thanks. Let’s put “Adoption Pending” on the photos of the dogs and cats we believe have new homes but if anyone calls or emails to inquire, let them know they can still fill out an adoption application, but also encourage them to review the other photos and pet information.”

“Maybe we’ll hit that goal of all animals finding homes by Christmas after all!”

Savannah smiled and then said, “I have some meetings to prepare for, including that one with the mayor, so I need to get back to my office.”

“I’m glad the council agreed our rescue could take in adoptable animals from in-town and will help fund the endeavor. Not only will we receive additional funds, but now we can hire another staff person. We’ve needed both for some time.”

“Well, the town can’t expect us to take animals off their hands for free,” Savannah stated.

“But they did ... at first.”

“Well, not really free, but certainly a pittance. No matter how much I love animals and don’t like any healthy ones to be euthanized, I couldn’t justify taking on the extra work without fair compensation.”

Anne smiled widely and stated, “A win for all parties, animals included.”

Savannah returned her cousin’s smile.

“Hey, let’s get together for dinner tonight,” Ann suggested. “You’ve been pretty busy working with Hank lately, and I’m leaving for Christmas in a few days, I think it’s time for our weekly dinner date, which hasn’t been as weekly since Thanksgiving.”

“You’re right – we’re way overdue. Sounds good. I’ll catch up with you later and we can talk more about dinner after these meetings are over.”

Anne nodded and said, “Catch you later ... boss.”

The two grinned at one another and then Savannah walked from the outdoor play areas toward the doorway that led to the inside of the large wooden building. She opened the silver metal door and stepped into the interior of the large rescue shelter building. Savannah ambled past the indoor kennels. Many were empty. Others contained large dog breeds, including three black lab mixes, a black and tan German shepherd, a Great Pyrenees, and a liver and white English springer spaniel. She paused at each and whispered kind and encouraging words to the dogs and scratched their noses. After visiting briefly with each one, Savannah continued her journey through the enclosure area, with a stop at a kennel housing a pair of black cocker spaniels. A sign on the gate said, “ADOPTED.” Savannah smiled. She kneeled beside the gate and coaxed the dogs forward. Both walked to her, and she tickled their chins.

“Just a few more hours, guys. Your new guardians will come soon.”

She tapped her forefinger on each dog’s nose and then rose.

“Not long, my friends, and you’ll be enjoying a very merry Christmas!”

As she neared the door separating the large dog kennel area from the lobby, Savannah peeked inside a metal indoor run to find a silver-blue Great Dane sleeping on a green and red plaid flannel bed. The sign on the metal gate indicated the elderly dog’s name, “HANK,” and his age as nine. Savannah paused and studied the slender animal. She sighed.

“Oh, Hank – why won’t someone give you the retirement home you so deserve?”

She shook her head and placed a hand upon the galvanized metal. 

“If someone doesn’t come forward by the end of the week, you’ll spend your final years with me. Gracie will just have to accept a big dog in our little family.”

After another brief gaze at the sleeping Great Dane, Savannah walked to the interior door and opened it. She heard Crystal White, her lead kennel tech, speaking.

“And where did you say you found the dog?”

“About a mile down the road. It was limping. And as you can see, it’s very skinny.”

The man’s deep bass voice caused Savannah to pause in the doorway. She listened as her employee spoke to the man again.

“We can see if she has a chip. She does look like she’s been on her own a while.”

“What will you do with the dog if it doesn’t have a chip?”

That voice sounds familiar, Savannah thought.

“‘It’ happens to be a ‘she,’” Crystal reprimanded in a soft voice. “If she doesn’t have a chip, we’ll find other ways to try to find her owner.”

“And if you can’t?” 

Savannah detected a hint of concern in the visitor’s voice.

“She’ll remain on a hold for seven days as we search and in case someone comes looking and claims her. If we don’t have an owner by then, she’ll go up for adoption.”

“And if no one adopts her?”

Savannah stepped into the lobby to garner a closer look at the man in the lobby.

“She remains with us,” Crystal informed him.

“You don’t euthanize.”

Savannah noted a relief to the man’s statement.

“Not if they’re healthy and adoptable.”

“I’m glad to know that.”

Savannah smiled – definitely relief in his voice. And still vaguely familiar.

“I knew someone a long time ago who had relatives that lived in this area.”

The man’s statement perked Savannah’s listening ears.

“Oh? Who was that?”

“A woman I knew in college. Her grandparents lived here somewhere. I only visited twice so I don’t know exactly where.”

Savannah sucked in a deep breath. Couldn’t be.

“The area is becoming quite popular with people. I think the population of Silver Wolf Springs has almost tripled in the past ten years. No chip. Too bad.”

“Yeah, it is too bad. I was hoping you could find the owner when I brought her in.”

“We’ll certainly try. We have a website ....”

“Yeah, I found it on the internet when I was looking for where I could take her. Seems like a nice place. I don’t remember it when I visited before.”

“Peaceable Kingdom has served the area for nearly five years. Our founder owns the property plus the house up the hill. It belonged to her grandparents.”

“Really?”

The man’s tone noted interest, Savannah thought. It really couldn’t be ... could it?

“If we don’t find an owner in a week, would you be interested in adopting her?”

Crystal’s question took a turn away from personal information to business.

“Oh, I don’t think so. I’m not here very long.”

That voice. Lord, no, please!

“Here to ski?” Crystal asked.

“Yeah. I recently sold my business and I’m traveling a bit, catching up with old friends here and there. Like I said, I once knew someone who had relatives in the area, and I like to ski so I’m spending several days here.”

“Hoping to find that old college friend?”

Savannah took a few steps forward, closing the door quietly.

“Oh, that’s highly unlikely. But maybe her grandparents.”

“Who are they?”

“Millie and Wayne Dexter.”

Savannah took another deep breath as she gazed at the familiar face of the man she once loved with her entire being. Her heart sped up and flipped, like a car spinning out of control on a racetrack.

“You are kidding!”

Crystal’s voice nearly shook the building. Savannah’s body quaked.

“Do you know them?”

“Oh, yes, I certainly knew them,” Crystal said. “And you’re going to be interested to know, that friend of yours owns this rescue.”

“What?!”

Savannah noted the surprise in his voice. She willed her body to cease quivering and stepped closer to the pair. Crystal stood next to the customer service counter. The visitor, still tall with hair black as coal, but now spouting a manicured beard and mustache, stood nearby. He held a leash with a thin Whippet-looking dog at the other end. Savannah tried to steady her voice when she spoke.

“She’s not kidding.”

He turned, his chiseled face expressing shock. His gray eyes widened, and Savannah noticed he nearly dropped the leash.

“How are you, Trevor?”

She heard the quiver in her voice and figured he and Crystal did also. She took a silent breath to calm her rushing heart and racing mind and then she spoke again.

“It’s been a minute.”

“Um, let me take the dog,” Crystal said, glancing from Savannah to Trevor and back again. “I’ll get her settled in with a comfortable bed and some food.”

Without a word and without looking at her, the man Savannah had envisioned sharing a life with more than a decade ago handed the leash to Crystal. The kennel tech led the trembling dog around the counter and through the door signed PERSONNEL ONLY, leaving Savannah and Trevor staring at one another.

“I only dreamed of seeing you again,” he whispered. 

“Really?” she quipped. “When did that dream start?”

“The day I walked out of your apartment ten years ago.”
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Trevor Montgomery couldn’t take his eyes off the woman in front of him. His heart raced. After finding the limping dog along the highway twenty minutes ago and coaxing it into his Jeep Wrangler, his cell phone provided information about two animal shelters. Peaceable Kingdom Animal Rescue was closest to where he found the dog, and so he had gone there. His mind kept thinking of Savannah as he made his way to Wolf Springs, Wyoming earlier in the week. Although he had thought about looking up Savannah’s grandparents, and possibly inquiring as to her whereabouts and how she was doing, he never expected to actually see her. Hoped, maybe, but never thought a reunion was possible. Yet here she stood. Nearby. Close. But not too close.

He wondered if Savannah could hear the thunder of his heart. How could she not? He heard the loud hammering so surely she did, too.

“I’m here to ski.”

Trevor blurted out the words before thinking.

Savannah nodded and then said, “So I heard. You always loved skiing.”

“I remember the winter break we spent with your grandparents. The skiing was good.”

“Still is.”

“And your grandparents – how are they?”

Trevor calmed himself to ask a normal question, despite the abnormality of the situation.

“Both passed on about six years ago.”

“Oh, Savannah, I’m really sorry. I liked them – a lot.”

Savannah nodded again.

“They were special people. I inherited the place.”

“Oh. Well, that’s great. I would
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