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    To all people who love a special someone, including the animals in their lives.

      

    

Dear Reader,

The journey began in 2019 when I published Rescue Road, the first story in what became the Pet Rescue Romance – Yellowstone Country Series, a collection of sweet, contemporary, often later-in-life romance stories set near Yellowstone National Park. I loved the characters, especially Rhiann and Levi, the primary individuals in Rescue Road. I still love those characters, and though I thought their stories concluded with In the Shadow of Mount Moran, I discovered that was not the case. Therefore, we now have Pawprints On Our Hearts. 

I hope you enjoy once again meeting Rhiann and Levi, Erin and Mike, Trisha and Phil, and Brittany and Gary, now all in Florida for the Christmastime wedding of the latter couple.

If you haven’t spent much time with these characters, I invite you to check out the rest of the books in the series. Visit my website at https://gaylemirwin.com/.

With gratitude and warm regards,

Gayle

Gayle M. Irwin

Prologue: The Four Women
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RHIANN

Rhiann Kelly Butler looked at the tracks in the snow. A splatter of blood gave indication that the individual was hurt. She scanned the horizon but saw nothing except a forest of evergreens. As her boots created their own tracks, she heard the cawing of ravens amid the pine and fir trees. She continued her journey, following the prints amid the fresh white powder near her Montana home. She determined to find the wayward soul that certainly needed help.

The December afternoon kept her from the warmth of her home and the office from which she worked on administrative tasks for Martha’s Montana Animal Sanctuary. The animal rescue she started nearly ten years ago was named in honor of the beloved grandmother who raised her and her older sister, Erin. However, finding a lost dog took precedence over Rhiann’s comfort.

She joined the search for an injured canine reported by three area duck hunters. Two local animal control officers had left the area thirty minutes ago, but Rhiann’s determination to not let the dog spend the night in the freezing western Montana night pushed her forward. Barely two hours of daylight remained. Rhiann whispered a prayer for guidance to find the animal before much more time passed.

As she reached the edge of the forest, she noticed the pawprints stopped near an old log. She craned her neck around the decaying timber. The amber eyes of a red merle Australian shepherd-mix gazed at her. Rhiann immediately sank to her knees, the Carhart pants she wore providing protection from the cold snow.

“It’s okay, little one. It’s okay.”

Her soft tone attempted to convey compassion and comfort. The dog continued to look at her, pain and fear reflecting in its gentle eyes. The shepherd whined. 

Rhiann extended her hand, palm down. The dog’s freckled muzzle stretched and sniffed. Rhiann remained still, allowing the wavy-coated animal the opportunity to understand it was safe. After a few moments, she slid a mite closer; the dog attempted to back up, scooting on its haunches. Rhiann noticed more flecks of blood from where the animal had laid down. 

“I need to get you some help,” she whispered. “Will you let me do that?”

Keeping her eyes on the shepherd, Rhiann reached into the side pocket of her heavy parka. Her gloved left hand drew out a small bag of treats. 

“Easy there, sweet one. No need to be afraid. I have something for you.”

Rhiann’s low, steady tone seemed to keep the dog calm. Its soft golden-brown eyes didn’t waver, but instead, watched as Rhiann opened the plastic zip bag. She sprinkled four small morsels onto her right hand and then extended the chicken-flavored bits toward the shepherd. The animal inched its nose forward. A tongue reached forth and licked the treats from Rhiann’s hand.

“That’s it. Good dog. Want some more?”

Rhiann transferred three more soft morsels from the bag to her hand and again extended the treats toward the dog. The animal lapped them into its mouth. Rhiann repeated the motion, this time, however, not extending her hand as far. The shepherd stretched its muzzle forward, but the treats were just out of reach.

“You need to take a couple of steps toward me if you want these,” Rhiann coaxed.

The dog responded, sliding forward a few paces. Rhiann quickly looked the animal over. She saw no collar but noticed two lacerations, one on the dog’s front left leg and the other on the canine’s chest. 

“You have some nasty cuts, don’t you?”

Rhiann kept her voice low and gentle. She again placed the chicken-flavored treats in her left hand and again, kept the tasty tidbits just out of the dog’s reach. It crept forward a few steps. Rhiann drew her hand closer to her chest. The dog hesitated for a moment.

“It’s okay. You can do it. I know you’re hungry.”

The animal moved forward slightly. Rhiann rewarded it with one of the treats and then she placed her right hand on the dog’s shoulder. It tried to wiggle backwards but the pressure of Rhiann’s grasp kept it from darting away. 

“You’re all right. I won’t hurt you. I just want to help.”

She stroked the dog’s red and white fur with her left fist, attempting to soothe it while keeping treats hidden. After a moment, Rhiann released her fist and gave the dog two more treats. As it ate, the shepherd seemed to relax a bit.

“That’s it. Good dog,” Rhiann whispered.

She reached into her coat pocket and retrieved a few more treats. The shepherd’s eyes followed her movements.

“You want some more, don’t you?” 

Rhiann kept her tone low and then presented the dog with two more treats. As it crunched the morsels, Rhiann removed a leash from her right coat pocket along with another treat. She gave the tasty tidbit to the shepherd and then slipped the lead around the dog’s neck. The shepherd balked and tried to twist away from her. Rhiann maintained her grip on the leash in her left hand and on the dog’s fur with her right. She spoke quietly to the animal.

“Hey now, you’re okay. You’re going to be fine.”

Rhiann’s right hand loosened and began to stroke the dog gently. The shepherd once again relaxed. Rhiann remained alongside the animal for a few more moments. Then she rose, noticing the dog watching her movements, which she took as slowly as possible. Upon standing, Rhiann provided the dog with another treat and smiled as it crunched while still gazing at her.

Continuing to hold the leash, Rhiann reached into the left breast pocket of her coat and drew out her cell phone. She punched a speed dial button. After two rings, a man’s voice came through.

“You okay?” her husband, Levi, asked.

Rhiann smiled. “Fine and dandy. I have the dog, but we may require your amazing EMT skills to get out of the woods. Can you meet us?”

A chuckle tickled her ears.

“And what do I get in return for tramping through the woods in the cold to rescue a woman and her dog?”

“Oh, I don’t need rescuing, but this four-legged injured and hungry dog could use your help. Might want to bring a toboggan. And please call Trisha – tell her we’ll be coming to the clinic with an injured Aussie shepherd mix. Then, I’ll buy you a beer at The Wild Pony. How’s that sound?”

“Like a lot of work for a beer.”

Rhiann grinned. “Okay, dinner too. And a Christmas vacation in Florida in a month.” 

“I’ll be right there!”

Rhiann laughed and hung up. 

––––––––
[image: ]


TRISHA

After a short conversation with Levi, her best friend’s husband, Trisha Miller Kimball clicked off her cell phone. Two vet techs, dressed in blue scrubs, stood beside her in the clinic lobby. One patient, a white Angora cat in a carrier, meowed with impatience, and the cat’s owner, standing at Trisha’s right, asked with a pout in her voice, “Doctor, Toby and I have been waiting for nearly ten minutes. I thought we were going back to an exam room five minutes ago.”

Trisha looked at the sixty-year-old woman with wavy white hair and said, “I’m sorry for the delay, Mrs. Anderson. That phone call was alerting me to an emergency.”

She then gazed at one of the vet techs and instructed, “Molly, please take Mrs. Anderson and Toby into exam room three.”

A woman about 23 with brunette hair responded, “Yes, Doctor. Mrs. Anderson, please follow me.”

The young woman picked up the cat carrier and, with a smile, led the elderly woman to a smaller room off the lobby.

After they left hearing range, Trisha looked at the other vet tech, a man slightly older than the female tech, and said, “Rhiann and Levi will be here soon with an injured Aussie shepherd mix. Let’s get exam room two set up for them. I don’t know what we’re dealing with exactly, but I do know the dog’s been bleeding from its chest area, so let’s prepare the X-ray machine.”

They began walking toward another exam room off of the lobby. Trisha’s cell phone rang. Thinking the call might be Levi again or Rhiann, she answered without looking at the caller ID.

“We’re getting everything ready for when you come in.”

“Uh, Dr. Kimball?”

The stranger’s voice caught her off-guard, and Trisha stopped.

“Ah, yes. I’m sorry – who is this?”

“I’m Virgil Sanders, fire chief with the Colter Fire Department. Um, I’m calling to let you know your husband, Phil, um ...”

Trisha felt her heart stop.

“What? What about Phil?”

“Well, ma’am, he’s in the hospital.”

Trisha nearly dropped the phone.

“In the hospital? What? How? Phil doesn’t work for the fire department.”

“No, ma’am, but he called in a fire at a large commercial building just outside of town, and he was attempting to rescue a person trapped inside, and ....”

“And what? What happened?”

“A section of the building collapsed, and ...”

“Oh, God!”

Trisha leaned against a hallway wall and asked, “How bad?”

“He was trapped under a beam ...”

“Is he alive?”

Trisha held her breath.

“Yes, ma’am. He’s in surgery ....”

“I’ll be right there!”

She clicked off the phone and took a deep breath. The male vet tech stepped closer to her and saw the look of fear on Trisha’s face.

“Doctor, are you okay?”

“My husband ...”

Tears threatened to course down her face. Trisha kept them in check enough to choke out, “My husband’s in the hospital after an accident. Ask Dr. Trask for assistance with the dog that the Butlers are bringing when he’s finished with the Kesslers’ labrador, and tell him I had a family emergency. Let the others know as well.”

“I will, Doctor,” the tech replied. “I hope everything will be all right.”

As she dashed toward her office to grab her winter coat, Trisha murmured through the tears that now fell, “So do I, oh, so do I!”
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ERIN

Erin Kelly Jacobs stood in the bridal shop waiting for her daughter to step from the dressing room. Her stomach flipped a few times as tension and excitement danced through her body. She flexed her fingers and walked from the sitting area to the coffee station provided by the store. A woman associate came over to her.

“Perhaps water would be a better choice,” she said in a soothing voice.

She held out a small plastic bottle filled with the clear liquid. Erin smiled as she accepted the offering.

“You’re probably right. I think I’ve had two cups of coffee since we arrived an hour ago.”

“Waiting can be difficult, for brides and for mothers,” the woman said. “It shouldn’t be much longer. Not a lot needed to be altered.”

“I know, and I’m sure Brittany is grateful for that. I told her she shouldn’t lose too much weight before the fitting. I was afraid she was going to do one of those starvation diets to lose even more!”

The woman nodded.

“Some brides go overboard, and we have to take in a half-size or more. Then they stress because we have a lot of alterations to make. For your girl, it shouldn’t take much longer.”

Erin nodded. The woman laid a hand on Erin’s arm.

“She’s going to look lovely!”

Erin smiled and said, “I am sure she will.”

At that moment, her twenty-eight-year-old daughter stepped from the changing room hallway and into the waiting area. Erin sucked in her breath as she beheld Brittany, flushed and smiling strolling in her stocking feet toward her mother.

“Brittany, you look stunning!”

Her daughter’s smile deepened.

“Do you really think so?”

Erin walked to her and held out her hands. Brittany extended hers and the pair of hands clasped. Erin studied her daughter’s glowing face, and she smiled through her tears.

“Your father would be so proud to be with you on your wedding day,” she told Brittany. 

“I do wish Daddy was here.”

Tears welled in Erin’s eyes.

“I know. Me, too, darling.”

Mother and daughter hugged. After the embrace, Erin smiled through her tears and stated, “You’re going to knock Gary’s socks off!”
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BRITTANY

Her mother’s words caused Brittany Christensen to blush even more. Still holding her mother’s hands, the young woman said, “Thank you for this beautiful dress, Mom, and for the wedding. Gary and I appreciate you and Mike so much!”

“Your father left us well taken care of, and Mike agrees you should have the wedding of your dreams. Your dad would want that, too.”

Brittany released Erin’s hands and turned and looked in the mirror.

“You think Daddy would be pleased?”

Erin placed her hands on Brittany’s shoulders.

“Yes, my dear, I’m certain. He would say you look stunning, and that Gary is not only a great guy, but one lucky man. I think so, too.”

With a smile, Brittany turned slightly and kissed her mother’s cheek.

“Your young man isn’t going to be able to take his eyes off you,” the store clerk said as she looked at the bride-to-be.

Brittany gazed at her image. The white chiffon with tulle netting overlay hugged her body but not so tight that she couldn’t walk or breathe. The ballgown style allowed her to move easily, flaring from the hips to her feet. The flower appliques spread throughout the skirt and upon the three-quarter-sleeves added elegance to the dress, and the plunging lace neckline showed off her tan shoulders and chest. Additional lace around the hemline brought
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A Pet Rescue Romance Christmas Story
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