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Rescue is a beautiful word! – Gayle M. Irwin
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The author and her rescued and adopted shih tzu, Jeremiah, on whom 

the dog character of “Jax,” found in several of the stories, is based.

Rhiann’s Rescue

A Pet Rescue Romance Prequel

Yellowstone Country

––––––––
[image: ]


Gayle M. Irwin

[image: A person and person walking with a dog

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Rhiann Kelly sat in the bay window, her knees pulled up near her chin. Steamers of apricot, peach, and tangerine flooded the eastern sky, although many of Spokane’s high-rise condos and commercial buildings blocked her view. Her hand surrounded a steaming cup of coffee and a crackling fire blazed in the living room hearth, helping thwart the chill from the late December day.

She sighed as she gazed at the dawn. 

“Why do I do this to myself?” Rhiann spoke softly to herself. “Happens every time.”

Her eyes left the outdoors, which not only unveiled the dawn sky, but also revealed splashes of green, red, blue, and white lights surrounding roofs and wrapped around porch poles in her neighborhood. Christmas hovered in the community’s rearview mirror; however, a recent blast of snow kept many homes still decorated for the holiday. New Year’s Eve loomed on the horizon. Rhiann sighed with relief that she hadn’t agreed to the date set-up with one of her grandmother’s friends for that night.

No, that too, was in the rearview mirror, and for that she was grateful.

“That was another disaster,” she mumbled.

The blind date she had last night went as well as the one she’d agreed to six months ago – horribly – and resurrected memories of him. Brandon, the man she had planned to marry more than a decade ago. 

“I’m getting too old for this,” Rhiann muttered as she continued staring at the awakening day. 

She took a sip of coffee and continued her perusal of the morning sky. One by one, stars faded, replaced by twinges of pastel clouds hanging by tendrils like spider webbing. 

She took a deep breath and then whispered on the exhale, “Enough is enough. No more dates. I don’t care which of Grams’ friend’s grandsons those old ladies conspire to set me up with. It’s pets and writing for me ... forever.”

Just then, Poppy, the longhaired Seal point Persian she and Grams adopted nearly twelve years ago, hopped onto the window seat, and rubbed her cheek against Rhiann’s feet. The 40-year-old woman smiled as the purring cat stretched toward her. 

“Hey, there, sweet girl,” Rhiann said, scratching Poppy’s cream-colored chin. “The single life has been good for you, and it will continue to be good for me, right?”

As she tickled the cat’s chin, Rhiann fixed her gaze upon the dimly lit living room. The Christmas tree she and Grams had chosen two weeks ago remained erect in the northwestern corner of the room. White lights sparkled like stars upon the dark green fir branches. This Pacific Northwest conifer had been the Christmas tree of choice since her teenage years. 

“Friendly fir,” her grandfather had always reminded her when time came to select a holiday tree. She smiled as she recalled his baritone voice.

Grams’ decorations adorned the mighty conifer, that not only reached nearly six feet tall, but was full and round, just as her grandmother liked. Ornaments from early years of marriage between her grandparents as well as many from Rhiann’s childhood before her parents’ passing trimmed the needled branches while white lights and red garland encircled the fir.

The peaceful surroundings helped still Rhiann’s edginess.

“We do create a fine Currier and Ives holiday setting, don’t we, Miss Poppy?” 

The cat leaned toward her and massaged Rhiann’s face with her own, as if in agreement. The woman chuckled and then caressed the top of Poppy’s head, running her fingers between the feline’s ears. “You’re up early this morning, sweet girl.”

“So are you,” came Grams’ low voice.

Rhiann glanced up. She watched as her silver and black-haired 79-year-old grandmother ambled down the stairs. Rhiann gave Poppy another soft stroke under the chin and then swung her legs off the window seat.

“Mornin’, Grams. Coffee’s hot.”

“Wonderful. I could use a cup.”

Rhiann hurried into the kitchen. She reached for Grams’ favorite coffee mug, the hand-painted one Grandpops had special-ordered for Grams’ 70th birthday. Poppy’s portrait stared back at Rhiann. She smiled and ran a finger across the ceramic cup. She glanced at the brown-framed photo hanging above the yellow-gingham curtained kitchen window. The image of her grandparents at their orchard reflected. Rhiann sighed and then turned back to the blue and white tiled counter. She removed the glass carafe from the coffee maker and filled Grams’ mug with the hot liquid. She walked into the adjacent dining area and watched her grandmother bestow affection on Poppy. Rhiann smiled again. She set the cup of coffee on the oak dining table as Grams walked into the room. Rhiann pulled a chair out for her, and Grams gave her granddaughter a kiss on the cheek and a quick smile.

“So, why up so early on a Saturday morning?” the older woman inquired as she sat down.

“I have a transport later, remember?”

Grams sipped her coffee and then nodded. “But like you said – later. Out with it.”

Rhiann sighed and pulled out a chair. “No more blind dates, Grams – no fixing me up with single grandsons of your friends.”

“That bad, uh?”

Rhiann looked at the woman she’d admired for so many years. “First, class A BORING, and secondly, came on like a hormone-crazed teenager. I’m glad I had my own car.”

Grams shook her head. “I’m sorry, dear. You’d think a 40-year-old would have better sense.”

“I don’t think men in general have much sense, Grams.”

The older woman chuckled. “Only if they’ve been married 40 years or more – to the same woman.”

Rhiann smiled. “That doesn’t happen much these days.”

“No, it certainly doesn’t.” 

Both women sipped their coffee.

“So, tell me again about this transport,” Grams prompted.

“I pick the dog up at 11:30 and take it to Kellogg. Rachel, the transporter from Missoula meets me and takes the dog back with her.”

“Too bad you’re not able to go all the way to Missoula – you could pick up some property information.”

Rhiann gave her grandmother a determined look. “Grams, we’re not moving to Montana. This is our home, at least most of the year.”

Grams sighed. “I know. I just keep wishing we could ...”

“We can’t and that’s that. The trips to Arizona are hard enough on you. In fact, I’m thinking we should cancel this year ....”

“No!” The admonishment startled Rhiann. Grams sighed. “I’m sorry for my harsh tone. Our annual trip south is the one thing I have to look forward to, and I’m not giving that up. Not yet at least.”

Rhiann drank more of her coffee. “Okay, Grams, I understand. It’s just that your heart hasn’t been as good this year, and the doctor said you need to take it easy. A week’s drive to Arizona isn’t taking it easy.”

“You may be right, but like I said, I look forward to getting away from this blasted winter, and that does my heart good.”

Rhiann smiled. “Well, I must admit, I look forward to the sunshine and colorful cactus, too.”

Grams smiled back. “And you have that rescue that wants you again this year.”

“And you know I like that, too!”

Silence fell between them for a few moments. Grams’ next statement startled Rhiann.

“I take it you’ve been thinking about Brandon again.” Rhiann looked at her. “It’s about that time of year.”

Rhiann sighed. “I can’t hide anything from you, can I?” Grams shook her head. “I guess when the love of your life turns his back on you, even years later the hurt is just like a hornet’s sting.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie. You gave up your whole life for your grandpops and me...”

Rhiann reached over and patted her grandmother’s hand. “The two of you did the same for me and Erin when we were kids. There was never any doubt I’d be here when you needed me. We’ve talked about this before.”

“Still, the older I get and knowing you don’t date that much ...”

Rhiann shook her head. “No more of that. I have you, you have me, and we both have Poppy. We’re our own little family, and that’s just fine with me.”

Her grandmother nodded, took another drink from her coffee mug, and then said. “Speaking of your sister, Erin, I saw in the paper last night that the fellow she went to prom with? Michael Jacobs, the vet? He just received some big award for his veterinary practice in Seattle.”

“I don’t think I remember him,” Rhiann commented.

“You don’t? Oh, I still do. Sweet kid! I always wished they would have reconnected.”

“Erin and Daniel are a good match, and she’s happy. I don’t think some guy from senior prom has likely ever crossed her mind.”

“Unlike you with Brandon.”

Like fast-forwarding through a movie, Rhiann recalled the last time she saw the man she had planned to marry. His words had been as abrupt and unexpected as if he’d slapped her face.

“What do you mean, ‘move to Washington?’ My life, my career is here in Boise. So is yours.”

“But I’m their only relative able to take care of them!”

“You have a sister – let her do it.”

“Brandon, you know Erin has a family and a husband who’s in the Air Force. She can’t just drop everything and go to the farm.”

“Neither can you – our life is here, together. We’ve been talking marriage for a month, as soon as I finish at the law enforcement academy.”

“We can still do that. We can still get married when you’re done,” she had tried to reason with him. “There are plenty of law enforcement jobs in and around the Spokane area. I’ve checked. City police, sheriff’s office ...”

“What?! You checked?! So, you just assumed I’d uproot myself and go so you can take care of your grandparents? My family’s here, my parents, my brother and sister ...”

Anger welled up in Rhiann. “Well, my family is near Spokane! You know good and well that Grams and Grandpops raised Erin and me after our parents died. I owe them! Now that his health is declining, I’m needed ...”

“What about my needs, Rhiann? I don’t owe your grandparents anything, and I’m not going!” Brandon had taken a deep breath and stared at her. “You choose, Rhiann – me and Boise or your grandparents in Washington.”

She made her choice, and now, after another awful date, here she sat. 

I have a good life with Grams, her brain reasoned. I’m a pretty successful freelance writer, and I help rescue animals. 

Her beloved elder interrupted her thoughts. “Rhiann? Dear? Are you okay?”

The auburn-haired woman looked at her grandmother and nodded. “Yes. Just lost in thought for a few moments.” She sipped her coffee. “I love that picture of you and Grandpops we have in the kitchen. I miss the farm, the orchard, at times.”

Grams nodded. “Me, too. I suppose that’s a reason I push for us to move to Montana. I’m growing weary of the city. I’d rather spend my final years in a rural area again.”

Rhiann reached for her grandmother’s hand and took it into her own. 

“You know that’s not practical,” she said in a gentle voice. “That’s why we moved into Spokane – to be closer to medical services. We needed to for Grandpops and we need to for you. Heck, even for me!”

“Fresh air does a body good,” Grams responded. “My parents stayed on the homestead all of their lives. I think being in the city isn’t that great for you either.”

Grams patted her hand.

Rhiann shrugged. “It’s more like the dreary weather. That cold snap and snow we had earlier this week didn’t do my mood much good. The blind date last night didn’t help either.” She pasted on a smile and again squeezed her grandmother’s hand. “But we had a lovely Christmas with Eleanor and her daughter, and I know Grandpops would have approved of the tree we chose this year.”

Both women glanced at the fir for a moment.

“Your grandfather taught you well on how to pick out a lovely Christmas tree,” Grams said in a quiet voice. “I always miss him most this time of year.” She looked at Rhiann. “Kind of like you and Brandon.”

Rhiann stood and took her coffee cup to the sink. Poppy sauntered from the living room and rubbed against the woman’s legs. Rhiann picked up the affectionate cat and rubbed her cheek on top of the kitty’s head.

“Yeah, well, if I hadn’t gone on that date last night, and if the guy hadn’t of been such a dolt ...” She shrugged, with nonchalance and to rid herself of the doldrums. 

“Some Arizona sunshine and warmth will do us both good, and the pet rescue work will shake these blahs quick enough.” Isn’t that right, Poppy?”

She hugged the cat and then set her down. “Speaking of rescue, I better hit the shower and get ready for my drive today. How about I fix us some breakfast after I let some hot water wake me up a bit more?”

Rhiann walked toward her grandmother, still sitting at the table. 

“Sounds good, honey. Would you grab my tablet from the lamp table near my chair? I have a crossword puzzle I can try to finish before breakfast.” Rhiann stepped away. “Oh, did you hear anything on that article you submitted to Big Sky Magazine? The one about the cranes and the moose?”

“No, not yet. I don’t expect an answer for another week or two. Everybody’s still getting back from their holiday.”

She walked into the living room, picked up the electronic tablet she’d given to her grandmother as a Christmas present, and brought it to the older woman.

“Here you go, Grams. You’ve become really good at that thing, by the way.” She kissed her grandmother’s cheek. “I’ll be down in about thirty minutes.”

“Take your time. As the old musical goes, ‘Wash that man right outta your hair!”

After sharing a chuckle, Rhiann kissed her grandmother’s cheek and left the room, walking up the stairs to her bedroom.
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Chapter 2
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Driving Interstate 90 between Spokane, Washington and Coeur de Alene, Idaho two hours later, Rhiann allowed the open road to continue the work her grandmother suggested. The cobalt sky and sparkling sunshine lifted her spirits, helping her release thoughts of Brandon and last night’s miserable date. The dog stationed in the booster seat strapped to her Toyota RAV’s backseat also helped.

Rhiann glanced in the rearview mirror to peek in the back seat. The black cocker spaniel, nose pressed to the back window, watched the world zip by and appeared fascinated at the speed by which the roadway, the brown grasses and shrubs, and the electrical poles along the highway passed by his eyes. Rhiann smiled. She never tired at the joy and wonder that illuminated from the four-footed passengers she transported for various animal rescue organizations. 

As the highway stretched in front of her, Rhiann reflected upon her passion for pets. She recalled the menagerie of animals she and her sister experienced, thanks to parents, and later grandparents, who allowed the siblings to experience, even take in different types of creatures. On Grams’ and Grandpops’ small farm, where the girls came to live during their late teen years after the death of their parents, they a collection of barnyard animals, including sheep, goats, cows, and horses. Thanks to Grams’ continual love of learning, the women began making their own butter, cheese, soap, and lotions, selling the soaps and lotions at fairs and other events and online. College detoured such entrepreneurial endeavors, but she had volunteered at the Boise animal shelter, which helped feed her passion.

Rhiann’s memories of those days brought warmth and smiles whenever she recalled them – such as now. Transporting dogs for rescue groups brought the same warmth and smile, although often the animals’ stories carried sad beginnings. 

She again glanced in the rearview mirror. The cocker had settled into his seat. Eyes closed and head propped against the left side of the black padded bar, he appeared asleep. She hoped he’d settle just as comfortably with the new family that awaited him in Montana, and she hoped the dog would continue riding well to Missoula, another three hours’ drive east. Rhiann felt gratitude for Rachel, the next transporter, who was driving from her Missoula home to meet her and then driving back. Rhiann recalled her discussion last week when Rachel contacted her about the transport.

“I prefer not to take long trips anymore because of my grandmother’s health,” she had told Rachel. “Driving to Missoula and back would be an all-day deal and I just don’t want to be gone that long right now.”

“No worries. If you can get the dog to Kellogg, I’ll meet you there.”

“Thanks, Rachel. That I can do.”

Rhiann glanced at the pup in the back seat again. “If you think you’re tired now, little guy, I wonder how you’ll feel in about four hours?” she mused aloud.

The indigo waters of Lake Coeur de Alene came into view, and Rhiann lifted her foot from the RAV’s accelerator pedal. As the vehicle slowed, she again glanced in the mirrors, first right, then left, and then rearview. 

Her eyes caught the gleam of another vehicle’s windshield. A black pickup truck whose driver obviously disregarded the slower in-town speed limit barreled forward. The interstate sliced through town, but due to heavier traffic and recreational vehicles going to and coming from the large lake within the community, the speed limit decreased from 70 to 50. Highway signs warned drivers of the new, slower speed. Rhiann recognized the approaching truck traveled more than that as it moved closer to her bumper. 

“He’ll get over,” she murmured as she glanced forward again. 

Her certainty waned as she again looked at her mirrors. She pressed the accelerator again to move her vehicle ahead quicker. The RAV choked, causing a delay. The driver behind Rhiann realized the truck’s approach was too fast for the front wheels turned left, but not before the pickup’s front bumper clipped the RAV’s back one. As her vehicle began to spin, Rhiann eased off the accelerator and maneuvered the steering wheel as her father and grandfather taught her. Slushy conditions caused the RAV to do an extra spin.

“Damn!” Rhiann muttered.

She heard the pup in the backseat whine, but she focused her attention on keeping the SUV upright. She pumped the brakes and whipped her head to check traffic conditions. Fortunately, people had pulled their cars to the shoulder, giving her vehicle room as it skidded. The SUV bounced once off the right guardrail, and Rhiann heard the crunch of her vehicle’s front bumper. She shook her head at the sound but then concentrated on regaining control and easing the RAV to a stop along the right shoulder. After setting the vehicle’s emergency flashers, she also set the brake. 

Rhiann looked back and, to her relief, the cocker spaniel was still securely stationed in his booster seat. She reached her arm backward and scratched the dog’s head. Emergency sirens sounded from behind. Rhiann looked in the rearview mirror again. In the distance, she caught the flickering blue and red lights of a law enforcement vehicle. She also noticed the black truck that caused the accident sat in the median separating the east and west-bound lanes of I-90. The vehicle was upright, and the driver was out of the truck, walking around the damaged vehicle.

Rhiann sighed and leaned her head on the steering wheel. She took several deep breaths before picking up her cell phone, holstered in a black stand affixed to the dash. As a highway patrol vehicle pulled in behind her RAV and another pulled onto the shoulder of the east bound lane, Rhiann did a speed dial to the transporter with whom she was to rendezvous.

“Rachel, this is Rhiann. I won’t be meeting you in Kellogg; I’ve been in an accident. I’m okay and Coal, the dog, is all right. My vehicle, however, is not. I need you to come to Coeur de Alene. Call me when you get this message.”

Rhiann hung up and pushed the window button as the officer walked up. Bundled in a brown leather jacket with the Idaho Highway Patrol insignia branding the coat, an image of Brandon flashed through her brain. Rhiann shook her head as if to vanquish the image.

Upon reaching Rhiann’s door, the man titled his hat back. 

“Are you okay? Do you need an ambulance?”

“No, officer, I’m all right.” She put a thumb through her seatbelt. “Thanks to this.”

He nodded. “Good for you.” He glanced in the back seat. “Good thing you strapped your four-footed friend in as well. I’ll need to take your statement, but first may I see your driver’s license and registration?”

“Yes, sir. The registration is in the glove box and my driver’s license is in my purse in the passenger’s seat.”

He nodded and watched her reach for the information he requested, keeping his right hand on his holstered gun. After Rhiann collected the documents, she handed them to the officer. He glanced over them and then cocked his right eyebrow. Looking at Rhiann again, he said, “I know you.”

“Really? I’m not sure I know you.”

He unzipped his burley coat and widened the fabric, showing his name plate. Rhiann read “R. Hastings.”

“Randall, Randy Hastings. I attended the academy with Brandon.”

Rhiann’s eyes widened. “Randy! My gosh! It’s been an awfully long time.”

He grinned. “That it has.” He looked at her car registration again. “Washington. Isn’t Brandon still with the Boise district? I saw him at a training in McCall last summer.”

Rhiann’s eyes fell for a moment. She looked back up and said in a quiet voice, “Brandon and I aren’t together. Haven’t been for nearly a decade.”

“Well, dang! I’d never have thought ... The only thing he talked about more than being in law enforcement back then was you. Rhiann – his classy, beautiful Irish lass.”

Rhiann looked away and bit her lip. “Well, he loved law enforcement more than this bonny lass.”

Her phone rang. She glanced at the screen and recognized the number of the Montana transporter.

“I need to get this – it involves the dog.”

He nodded, and she picked up the call. 

“Hey, Rachel.” She paused. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine, so is Coal. Sorry to make you drive farther, but I’ll be dealing with this accident for a while.” Another pause. “Great, thanks. I’ll text you where I’ll be so you can pick him up. Thanks again.”

She clicked off and looked at the officer. “I transport dogs for rescue. This one’s going to Missoula.” She nodded to the back of the RAV. “Can you contact a tow truck for me?”

“Already done,” Officer Hastings said. “Why don’t you meet me back at the cruiser and we’ll get started on your statement?”

Rhiann nodded and pushed the button to raise the window.

“I’ll be glad for the New Year, and man, I can’t wait to get to Arizona!” she muttered.
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Chapter 3
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Three weeks later, as she lounged near the pool at The Magnifico Resort near Phoenix, Rhiann held a small laptop on her knees. Adobe villas surrounded the manicured lawns brimming with blooming roses and tall palm trees. Braided lights roped around fences, including the three-foot-tall black iron fencing that enclosed the oval pool and large lounging area. 

Within several yards of the resort loomed rolling hills of desert landscape, including saguaro, barrel, prickly pear, and other cactus, many about to bloom. The 75-degree temperature warmed her skin as Rhiann relished the sunny sky while wearing her one-piece aqua-colored bathing suit with a white and cyan covering. She read the email she had received.

“Hi, Rhiann – I’m delighted to tell you that your story, ‘Moose Prance While Sandhills Dance: My Yellowstone Experience,’ has been accepted for the summer issue of Big Sky Magazine. Congratulations! I’ll be working with you during the next two months to edit the article for publication. You will receive $500 compensation, more with photos (which I believe you told me you have). I’ll send a contract with greater details in the next day or two and ask you to return a signed copy to me within one week. Thanks for your submission, and I look forward to working with you. If you have ideas for upcoming issues, please let me know. We are excited to work with you on your submitted story and other possible future articles. Sincerely, Etta Grace Johannsen – Managing Editor, Big Sky Magazine.”

A grin spread across Rhiann’s face. 

“Dang, I love what I do!” 

“That’s always a good thing, I believe.”

The deep masculine voice caused Rhiann to jerk her head. Her green eyes locked on the suntanned face of a man in his mid-40s, onyx eyes shining and full lips smiling. Rhiann startled.

“Oh! I didn’t hear anyone walk up.”

“Attributes of great walking shoes.”

He extended a leg to show off blue canvas boat loafers. Smile still on his face, the man asked, “So what do you do that makes you love your work?”

Rhiann closed the laptop. “I’m a writer.”

“Really? Awesome! I’m a nature photographer and art gallery owner.” He extended his hand. “Elias Griffin.”

She shook his hand. “Rhiann Kelly.”

“Rhiann? A unique, beautiful name.”

“Elias – that’s a name a person doesn’t often hear.”

He nodded. “Technically, I’m Elias Griffin the third. However, since my father and grandfather have already passed on, I dropped the more formal version.”

“I’m sorry they’ve passed. So have mine.”

“And I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Kelly – or is it Mrs.?”

“You were right the first time,” Rhiann responded, maintaining her smile. 

He bowed slightly. “Miss Kelly.” He nodded toward a chair nearby. “Would you mind if I sit for a few moments?” 

Rhiann shook her head and responded, “No, please. Have a seat.”

“Thank you.” 

He chose the chair closest to her. Rhiann sat up straight and placed her laptop in a blue, green, and yellow tote bag. She looked at her visitor. Dressed in a short-sleeved green polo shirt and khaki kicker-style pants, the chocolate brown-haired man appeared more dressed for the golf course than the pool. She pondered his presence in this 55-and-older community. Being Grams’ caregiver allowed Rhiann to stay here.

“So, do you have family here, Mr. Griffin?” He gave her a quizzical look. “You just don’t seem to fit the required age group.”

He smiled. “Neither do you, Miss Kelly.”

“I take care of my grandmother, so when we come here during the winter, I can stay with her.”

“My mother is giving snowbirding a try for the first time. She came down the first of the year. I have a home in Mesa with an art gallery in downtown Phoenix and one in Tucson. I visit Mother whenever I can.”

“I imagine owning galleries in two cities keeps you busy.”

He nodded. “But I take a few mornings a week and Sundays to play golf with my mother. That’s one of the reasons she chose this place – the golf course as well as the swimming pool. Plus, being in Cave Creek, it’s a good stop after I’ve spent time at the gallery in Tucson, so I’m able to see her before going home.” He indicated his attire. “This was a golf day.”

“I gathered,” she said with a smile.  “How is she liking her stay so far?”

“She’s greatly enjoying it. She’s been tiring of winter for the past few years, so we made plans for her to come down and be near me this year. Plus, my sister lives in El Paso. Mom will visit my sister in a few weeks.”

“Where does your mother live the rest of the year?”

“Montana. Missoula, Montana.” Rhiann stared at him. “What? Don’t tell me that’s where you and your grandmother live?”

Rhiann shook her head, a large smile on her face. “No, but it’s an area Grams may want to live. We’re discussing a move to Montana – we currently live in Spokane – but Grams was raised in Montana and she wants to return.”

He smiled. “What a sweet nickname for your grandmother. Sounds as if you are close.”

Rhiann nodded. “We are. I’ve been her caregiver for nearly fifteen years. Technically, I came to live with her and my grandfather when he took ill, but she’s needed my help since then, so ...” Her voice trailed off.

“I understand. How long have the two of you been coming to Arizona?”

“This is our seventh year.” She smiled. “Seems like every year we come down just a little bit earlier. We had a snowstorm and major cold snap right around Christmas, so we headed out the week after New Year’s.”

He smiled. “My mother arrived just last week. She made it through two snowstorms. She had intended to wait until the first of February, but I was able to get her in here at the Magnifico a few weeks early.”

Rhiann glanced around. “It is a lovely place. This is our fifth year here. Once we found it, we just continued reserving it for our winter’s stay.” She looked at Elias again. “Does your mother live right in Missoula or on the outskirts? Frenchtown? Lolo?”

Elias chuckled. “You know the area.”

She nodded. “I have a friend who lives near Fort Missoula.”

“I think my mother and your grandmother should meet, and I’m sure my mother would like to meet you as well. Tell you what – it’s almost lunchtime. How about I treat you ladies to lunch at Del Ray’s restaurant here at the Magnifico?”

“Lunch would be wonderful, but you don’t need to pay for me and Grams.”

“Nonsense, I insist. I’d like to hear more about your writing.”

“And I’d enjoy learning more about your galleries. Grams and I enjoy exploring, and art galleries are always on our list.”

He gave her a dazzling smile. “Well, if you haven’t visited the two of mine, I’d love for you to stop by sometime. I bring in delightful artists nearly every weekend, and I carry a great selection of paintings and pottery. Most are southwest artisans, including some from the Hopi, Navaho, and Apache tribes.”

Rhiann smiled back. “Sounds lovely.”

He stood. “I’ll find my mother and meet you and your grandmother at the restaurant in about twenty minutes.”

She nodded. “We’ll be there.”

Rhiann watched him walk away and bit her lower lip. Her brain scolded, Not so fast, Rhiann. Remember how the male species hurts and takes advantage.

She swung her legs off the lounger, gathered her tote bag, and walked toward Grams’ cottage.
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A few hours later, Rhiann drove her new RAV 4 along the side roads of Cave Creek, her grandmother in the passenger’s seat.

“Such a nice woman, that Helen Griffin!” Grams said. “I’m so glad Elias walked over to talk with you. I believe I’ve made a new friend.”

“I think you have, too, and I’m grateful she’s willing to let me interview her for the story I plan to pitch to Big Sky Magazine.”

“What an incredible idea – blending the ‘migration’ of northerners to the southwest with the migration of sandhill cranes in the fall. Clever, my dear, very clever!”

“Thanks. I hope the editor likes the idea. I think it’s unique.”

“It certainly is. You get that creativeness from your mother’s side. She was a beautiful interior designer and her business was gaining ground,” Grams shook her head. “We all lost so much that day your parents died.”

Rhiann reached over and squeezed her grandmother’s hand. After a few moments of silence, she asked, “Did his mother seem interested in joining some of the groups you’re part of at the resort?”

“Bridge and watercolors yes, knitting no,” Grams replied.

“The painting doesn’t surprise me with her son owning two art galleries.”

“You and Elias seemed engrossed in conversation a few times.”

“He’s fascinating, I must say. Starting his business from ground-level after losing his government job due to downsizing – I’d say he’s courageous.”

“So are you, honey. Look at all you’ve done in the past fifteen years.”

“I’m doing what I love, but I don’t get rich off my writing. Sounds as though Elias has done very well for himself.”

“Well, the market is right and ripe down here. You’re both doing something you love, and you do well enough. Plus, you get to do what else you love – rescue animals.”

“That’s because you don’t charge me rent.”

She smiled at her grandmother as she pulled into the grocery store parking lot. After selecting a space, she set the RAV’s parking brake and reached over to pat the older woman’s knee.

“Well, you do take care of me,” Grams said. “I likely couldn’t live at home if it weren’t for you. Speaking of home, I liked a lot of what I heard his mother, Helen, say about Missoula. Nice community, things for seniors, open space, and nature trails for you, plus a lot of nature-related groups, which might be helpful for your writing career. And good healthcare organizations.”

Rhiann nodded. “I liked what I heard, too, especially if that’s what you’re set on doing. Some of the rescue groups I’ve worked with are based in Montana, as you know, so networking in that state would be fairly easy, I’d think.”

“Let’s spend some time looking online when we get back.”

Rhiann looked at her grandmother. “Are you sure you really want to pursue this, Grams?”

The white-haired woman nodded. “It won’t be the old homestead, but that’s just a pipe dream anyway. But we could visit the area sometime. I want to return to my home-state, dear.”

Rhiann clasped her grandmother’s hand. “Okay, we’ll start looking online after I get back from my transport tomorrow. I’m glad you and Helen will have the painting class together in the morning. I have to leave around ten since I need to drive to Flagstaff and back.”

“Small dogs this trip, didn’t you say?”

Rhiann nodded. “Their owner passed away and the family put them in the shelter. I get to bring them to Jennifer’s rescue in Scottsdale.”

“You should take some time and go shopping while you’re there. Visit Old Town. We haven’t done that the last few winters we’ve been down here.”

Rhiann smiled and removed her hand from her grandmother’s grasp. “Too many dog rescues and transports then. Besides, you know I’m not much of a shopper.”

“Yes, but if you’re going to meet with that book editor, you should consider buying a new outfit.”

Rhiann bit her lower lip and nodded. “You might be right. Tell you what – if I get back to town in time, how about I swing by and pick you up and we could go together to Scottsdale?”

Her noticed her grandmother’s sea-green eyes, so much like her sister’s, light up. “I think I’d like that. I enjoy Old Town! And I’d love to help you find a special outfit.”

Rhiann smiled and then asked, “Ready to tackle the crowd?”

“Maybe late on a Sunday afternoon, it won’t be so bad.”

Rhiann frowned. “Grams, this is Mesa, Arizona in January. You know better.”

Her grandmother shrugged. “An old lady can hope.” 
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That evening, Rhiann sat at the dining table, laptop propped in front of her. Two nearby lamps provided light as she concentrated on her article proposal. The landline inside the villa rang; Rhiann answered.

“Hello?”

“Is this Rhiann?” a male voice asked.

“Who’s calling please?” she responded without directly answering the question.

“Elias Griffin.”

She smiled at the recognition. “Oh, hi, Elias. Yes, this is Rhiann. Sorry for the suspicion – I’m not used to having this phone ring late in the evening or hearing a man’s voice on the other end.”

“No problem. I’ve warned my mother to be cautious. Lots of scammers out there.”

“Yeah. We only give this number to a few people.”

“Your grandmother gave it to my mother. I think they plan a few activities together.”

“So I heard.”

“Listen, I’ve spent a few hours with mom this evening and was about to head home. I wondered if you’d join me for a drink at the bar before I leave.”

“Umm, well, I...” She stumbled over what to say. “I’m finishing up a magazine story proposal, and it is getting a bit late.”

“It’s only nine. Don’t tell me you’re on the same night schedule as my mom and your grandmother.”

“I am more of a morning person, but I often take advantage of Grams’ going to bed early to get some writing done,” she retorted.

“Sorry. I came across crankier than I meant to,” he said in a softer tone. “Sometimes the driving between Tucson and Mesa gets to me. In fact, I’m thinking of selling the Tucson gallery this year. One of my New Year’s resolutions was to explore that option. Perhaps another time then for a drink.”

“Elias, wait! No, that’s fine. I apologize for my tartness.” She sighed. “I’m, uh, I’m in the middle of a couple of things and sometimes my mouth blurts before my mind thinks. I’m not as good of juggling several things at once as I used to be.”

He chuckled. “I know what you mean. Another reason I’m considering selling the Tucson business.”

“Give me fifteen minutes. I need to finish a few thoughts for my article proposal, and I’ll meet you at the bar.”

“You sure? I don’t want to interrupt if you’re on a writing streak.”

“I can complete it in the morning. I just have to finish two thoughts while they’re still in my head.”

“Okay then, great! Since the night sky is so pretty, I’ll get us a table outside. What do you want me to order for you?”

“That’s okay – I’ll get something when I’m there. See you soon.”

“Looking forward to it.”

She heard him click off and then she hung up the phone. Rhiann walked back to her computer and typed out another half a dozen sentences, saved her document, and shut the laptop down. 

Rhiann walked down the short hall to her grandmother’s room. A small light was still on. She tapped on the door and entered when Grams said, “Come in.”

She walked into the dimly lit room. Grams held a book as she leaned upon the pillows propped against the headboard of the bed. 

“I just wanted you to know I’m meeting Elias for a drink at the bar,” Rhiann explained. “I’ll be back in an hour or less.”

Grams smiled. “That’s nice, dear. He seems like a good man.”

“It’s not a date, Grams.”

“Rhiann ...”

The younger woman held a hand up. “No, Grams, I’ve made my decision. No more dating, no matter where we’re living. I’m focusing on what life has for us, for me with writing and pet rescue and helping you find a place in Montana and getting us settled. I can’t let complications, like dating and relationships, distract me.”

“But honey, you might be missing out ...”

“Grams, you want us to move to Montana. I can’t have a relationship with a guy in Arizona.”

Grams removed her glasses from her nose and rubbed her fingers below her eyes.

“I guess that makes sense. Rhiann, I’m so sorry I’ve disrupted your life. This hasn’t been fair to you.”

Rhiann walked over and sat on the side of her grandmother’s bed. She took the older woman’s hand.

“Please don’t think or say things like that. It’s my honor to take care of you. I am fine. Brandon was the love of my life, and when he made the choice to put career above our relationship, well, you know that hurt me deeply. I don’t trust men anyway, so becoming involved with someone isn’t meant to be for me. I’m very willing to be friends with Elias, but I won’t let my heart rule my head again. I have too much good in my life to ruin it taking a risk on some man, especially a man I wouldn’t be seeing except in winter months.” Silence passed between them for a few moments. “Now, you get ready to go to sleep. I have my cell phone if you need me. Otherwise, I’ll see you in the morning.”

She kissed her grandmother’s cheek and rose from the woman’s bedside.

“Well, once we get to Montana, you may change your mind about men. Just wait and see. I have a feeling a Montana man is going to sweep you off your feet!”

Rhiann chuckled. “Good night, Grams.”

“Good night, my darling granddaughter. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Grams, more than you’ll ever know.”

Rhiann closed the door and leaned against it for a moment. A flashback hit her like a freight train.

“You can’t be serious?” Brandon said. 

“My grandparents need me. I told you that.”

“And I told you I’m not moving to Washington.”

“Then, I guess I go without you.” 

“I guess you do. The ring, please. I’ll be returning it.”

He held out his hand, and with tears streaming down her face, Rhiann removed the diamond engagement ring and placed it into his outstretched hand.

As she shook the memory from her brain, Rhiann sighed and murmured, “No one will sweep me off my feet again.”
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Holiday lights sparkled like diamonds inside the bar as Rhiann stood at the counter and ordered a glass of Chardonnay. As she awaited the drink, she glanced around, taking in the still-festive scene. In addition to the white garland of lights around the bar’s counter, additional crystalline rope lights encircled wooden posts scattered throughout the building, and large, round red and green ornaments suspended from the ceiling.

She noticed no sign of Elias, and then she recalled him saying he planned to sit outdoors to enjoy the night sky. She glanced out onto the patio. Her eyes captured two older couples sitting as a small group and a pair of older women seated across from one another. No Elias.

The bartender brought her glass of wine. 

“Eight dollars, please, ma’am,” the thirty-something man said with a smile.

After paying him, Rhiann strolled through the aisle which led to the bistro-style outdoor setting. After a few glances around the patio, she spotted Elias toward the back of the gathering area and walked toward him. He looked up from pursuing his cell phone, saw her, and stood. He smiled and pulled out a chair for her.

“Good to see you, Rhiann,” he said.

“Thank you,” she responded in a quiet tone.

She set her wine glass on the table and sat down. Elias slid the chair closer to the small, metal table, and she thanked him again.

“My pleasure. I’m glad you could join me.”

“Did you and your mom golf again this afternoon?” she asked.

Elias shook his head. “I took her grocery shopping and then we spent a few hours at the botanical gardens. She really enjoys those kinds of places. She grows several types of flowers at her home in Missoula, and she’s interested in learning more about desert flora while she’s here.”

“Has she been to the Arizona Sonora Desert Museum in Tucson?”

Again, Elias shook his head. “Not yet, but it’s on our to-do list.”

Rhiann smiled. “Well, if you don’t mind Grams and I taking her, we plan to be in Tucson on Friday; we thought we’d invite her. We also talked about visiting your gallery while we’re in town.”

He smiled. “That would be great! I think she’d like to go with you. I appreciate you thinking of her.”

The smile remained on Rhiann’s face. “Grams enjoys making new friends, and she loves the desert museum.”

“It is a wonderful place.” He took a sip of his drink. “How’s the rest of your day been?” he asked afterward.

“Good. I took Grams to the grocery store, too, and while she played bridge this afternoon, I took the time to work on my article and on a proposal I plan to send for the story I talked with you and your mother about.”

He smiled. “Busy lady.”

She shrugged. “That’s one thing I like about freelancing – I can do it anywhere, at least anywhere that I have internet access. Grams has come to Arizona for the winters for several years, and because I can take my work wherever, it all works out.” She sipped her wine. “I’m glad your mom agreed to be interviewed for the story I’m proposing to the magazine.”

“It’s a cool idea, and I know she’s thrilled you asked.”

“I hope to find a few more people at the resort who are from Montana.”

“Beneficial not only for your story, but also for your grandmother since she wants to move there. Why leave Spokane, though? Especially at her age.”

Rhiann shrugged and, after taking another sip of wine, she said, “She was born and raised there, leaving after nursing school to serve at a veteran’s hospital in Boise. Since Grandpops died about eight years ago, Grams has been talking about returning to Montana. With her heart condition, though, I’ve been able to persuade her the trips to Arizona are enough, and to uproot herself totally wouldn’t be the best idea. During the past year, however, she’s become more adamant. She knows I want to start an animal sanctuary, and she’s totally convinced Montana is the place to do that.”

“An animal sanctuary? Wow, that’s a big undertaking. What type of sanctuary?”

“Have you been to Best Friends in southern Utah?” 

Elias shook his head and then took another drink from his old-fashioned glass. Rhiann guessed it to be whiskey as the fragrance wafted her way. 

“It’s a rescue facility for all types of animals,” Rhiann continued, “from dogs and cats to birds and livestock. The organization has been around for more than thirty years, rescuing and caring for animals in need and adopting as many as they can. Do you remember the Michael Vick dogfighting scandal?”

“Oh, yes. That was all over the news!”

Rhiann nodded. “Best Friends is one of the facilities where some of the dogs were placed. The staff worked with the dogs, and several were able to be rehabilitated and adopted. Others lived out their lives at the sanctuary.”

“You want to take in dogs from fighting rings?”

She shook her head. “I’ll leave that up to the experts, like Best Friends. I want to provide a sanctuary for animals in need of a home, whether they’ve been abandoned, neglected, or the owner can’t care for them any longer. Even puppy mill dogs, which is a major issue, mostly in the Midwest, but they can pop up anywhere.”

“What’s a puppy mill dog?”

“One that’s raised specifically to make money for the owner. There are reputable breeders and there are unscrupulous breeders, the kind that keep numerous dogs, often small breeds, in kennels with little social interaction, oftentimes poor food and little to no medical care. These people are also known as backyard breeders. Their only goal is to make money from puppies, so they breed the females as often as possible. They sell the pups either to pet stores, which thankfully are becoming less known for special breed dogs and more helpful toward rescue and shelter dogs, or they sell online or in newspapers.”

Elias sat back in his chair. “Wow! I never realized that was happening.”

“A lot of people don’t. There’s a great need for education, which is something else I try to do.”

“I appreciate you educating me.” He took a deep breath, glanced around the area, and then returned his eyes to Rhiann. “I’ve been thinking about getting a dog for Mother to help keep her company since dad died a few years ago. She’s resisted the idea as being too much for her, but she’s young enough yet to care for a pet. We had a few cats while I was growing up, but they were mostly outdoor animals to keep the mice population down. Mom enjoyed them, though, I remember that.”

“My grandmother has a cat that’s been great company for her. Her name is Poppy, and she travels with us on these winter vacations. Animals are great companions, especially for seniors – helps keep them active and engaged with life. What kind of dog are you looking for?”

He shrugged.

“Not sure. She wants to spend some time here first and maybe, if she decides to get one, do it before she returns home in the spring. Or even wait until she gets back to Missoula.”

Rhiann nodded. “That may be best since she’ll be here only a few more months.”

Silence again enveloped them as they each enjoyed their drinks for a few moments. 

“How’s your wine?” Elias asked.

“Wonderful! Chardonnay is one of my favorites, especially on warm nights like this.”

He smiled. “I’ll remember that.”

She looked at him and took a deep breath. Then she said, “Um, Elias, I need to be forthright with you. I don’t date.”

Surprise reflected in his silver-black eyes. 

Rhiann entwined her fingers as she looked at him and continued, “I think you’re fascinating, and I’m delighted to get to know you better, but I’m not looking for a relationship, a boyfriend, or any type of romantic tie. I’ve been burned in the past, badly burned, in fact, and the last few dates I did go on were horrible. I’m not going down that road again. I’m focusing on my writing career and caring for my grandmother, and hopefully, starting an animal sanctuary.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he responded in a quiet voice. “I mean, not about the sanctuary, but about not dating. I had hoped to ask you out.”

“I wondered, so I wanted to be honest with you from the outset.” She stood, holding her half-filled wine glass. “I’ll take my leave then.”

Elias grabbed her hand, and she looked at him. 

“No. Please, stay,” he said. “I, uh, I respect your honesty, and I now know where you’re coming from.” He removed his hand from hers. “Please, sit, finish your drink.”

“Are you sure?” Rhiann asked.

He nodded and smiled. “Yes. I’m enjoying our conversation, and I’d like to get to know you better. A new friend is always good to find.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you feel that way. I do, too.”

Rhiann returned to her seat, picked up her wine glass, and held it toward him. “To making new friends.”

He grinned and chimed his glass with hers. They each sipped their drinks.

“You said on the phone you’re thinking of selling your Tucson gallery?” Rhiann asked.

He nodded, and she gave him a brief smile. “I guess it’s a good thing Grams and I are planning to visit next week,” Rhiann said. “Is it because of the commute?”

“Partly, yes, but it’s also becoming more difficult to manage two locations,” he responded. “I had three up until five years ago. I sold the Sedona gallery, which is the first one I started. Way too much travel.”

“What made you move farther south? I’ve been to Sedona a few times – it’s spectacular!”

Elias smiled. “That it is, but it’s also become incredibly expensive and an extremely competitive market. Lots of artists, lots of galleries. And it doesn’t draw the snowbirds or the spring training baseball teams like Phoenix and Tucson do.”

Rhiann nodded. “I can see that. More year-round traffic here, I imagine.”

“Summers not so much because they can be brutally hot, as you likely know, but with hundreds of thousands of residents, the galleries are always busy. We do a lot of festivals and other events during the fall, winter, and spring, so that helps to tide us through the slower summer months. I love bringing in various artists, and I do so every few weeks. But managing staff in both locations is wearing on me as is the commute, as you say. And if mom decides she wants to continue snowbirding down here, I want to have more time with her.”

Again, Rhiann nodded. “Time with family is precious, that’s for sure.”

She sipped from her wine glass again, and Elias drained his drink. 

“Can I order you another?” he asked. “I’m getting one more for me.”

She smiled. “No thanks. I have a dog transport tomorrow, so I’d better hold to one so I can wake up early in the morning.”

“What’s a dog transport?”

Rhiann smiled. “You’re not much into the pet thing, are you?”

He shook his head. “No, not really. I don’t mind animals – in fact, I keep a dish of water and a bench outside the galleries because I’ve noticed a large increase in the number of people strolling the streets with their dogs.”

“Well, thank you for doing that,” Rhiann said.

“It’s kind of for selfish reasons. Sometimes it draws people into the galleries. One will sit on the bench with the dog while the other comes into the building to look. Sometimes they’ll come back later and make a purchase.” 

He smiled, and she returned it. 

“Not a bad business move,” Rhiann said.

“So, what is a dog transport?”

“I help rescue groups get animals from one place to another. Sometimes the animal is going into rescue from another organization, and sometimes I’m helping get the dog or cat to its new adoptive family. We’re like a long chain, and each transporter is a link in that chain. Animals can travel hundreds of miles thanks to volunteer transporters. I once took a dog that started in Seattle and ended up in Minneapolis, from rescue to its new home. I was just one link in that transport chain.”

“Amazing!”

Rhiann smiled. “Tomorrow I’m heading to Flagstaff and bringing a couple of dogs down from the city animal shelter. They’ll be going into rescue down here. And then in a few days, I drive to the New Mexico border to pick up three dogs. Two of them will be fostered in Tucson.”

He raised his eyebrows. “You’ll be in Tucson later this week?”

She nodded. “Just for a short time, taking the two dogs to their foster home. The other is being fostered in Maricopa, so I’ll be bringing it back this way.”

“What’s a foster home?”

Rhiann chuckled. “I do get to educate you on pet rescue. That’s okay – I was in your shoes a few years back.”

“Let me grab another drink and we can continue this conversation.” He stood and then looked at her. “Are you sure I can’t get you another Chardonnay?”

“I’m sure. But a glass of ice water would be nice.”

He smiled. “Ice water it is. I’ll be right back.”

Elias walked away, heading into the bar. Rhiann pulled out her phone and noticed a text message. 

Transport for tomorrow confirmed. Check your email for the details.

Her fingers jumped to the email icon, and she skimmed until she saw the message. She read the information and quickly typed a note into her phone. She finished just as Elias returned to the table.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Just confirming my transport for tomorrow. All is well.”

He smiled and sat down. “Good to hear. So, to continue my pet rescue education – what’s a foster home?”
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The next afternoon, driving south of Flagstaff toward Phoenix, Rhiann glanced in the back seat at the two dog crates. An amber and white shih tzu lay in one and a white Maltese lay in the other. Rhiann smiled. “You two are likely going to spoiled and doted on, both at the rescue and when you get new homes,” she said aloud. “How cute you are!”

As she neared the town of Peoria, a northern suburb of Phoenix, she decided she had enough time to make a slight detour. “I think Grams would like to meet you two,” she murmured.

Taking a round-about way so as not to hit Phoenix proper, she exited the interstate and headed toward Peoria. She pulled off into a strip mall and reset her car’s GPS for the resort. Then she made a quick phone call.

“Jennifer, it’s Rhiann. I want my Grams to see the dogs before I bring them to you. Can I meet you at your house this evening and drop them off? Then Grams and I can eat dinner out before heading back to Cave Creek.”

Rhiann waited a response and smiled. “Thank you! I appreciate this. I’ll call you when we leave. Give me your address again if you don’t mind. It’s been awhile since I brought dogs to your house instead of to the adoption center.”

She wrote down the address her fellow rescue worker provided.

“Great! I’ll call you in about two hours.”

After clicking off her cell phone, Rhiann glanced at the small dogs once again. “Grams is going to be surprised to see you!”

After making sure no traffic was close, she maneuvered her RAV back onto the street and followed the GPS to the resort. Rhiann garnered her usual parking spot and brought the SUV to a stop. She left her wallet in the glovebox, and after exiting her vehicle, she opened the back door and pulled out both crates. One in each hand, she carried them to her grandmother’s villa. 

She set the kennel containing the Shih tzu onto the pavement and unlocked the adobe structure’s front door. Her foot braced the heavy wooden door as she retrieved the dog crates, and then she carried them inside.

She found her grandmother and Elias’ mother seated in the living room. Rhiann smiled.

“Hi, ladies. Nice to see you both.”

Rhiann walked closer to the women, each sitting in a chair with a small table and lamp between them. 

“Look what I brought,” Rhiann said with a smile.

She set the two crates on the floor.

“Oh, puppies!” Grams exclaimed.

“Not quite,” Rhiann responded, smile still on her face. 

She drew out the Maltese first. Grams’ eyes lit up and she held out her arms. Rhiann placed the little dog into Grams’ embrace. The older woman hugged the cuddly, soft-coated dog against her chest and cooed, “Oh, how precious!”

“It’s adorable!” Helen said, watching Martha.

A smile still on her face, Rhiann took the Shih tzu with its travel crate and held up the little animal. She saw Helen’s face light up.

“What a beautiful dog!” 

“Would you like to hold her?” Rhiann asked.

“Oh, may I?”

Rhiann nodded and placed the quivering dog on Helen’s lap. Immediately, the older woman began stroking the dog’s fur.

“They both came from the Flagstaff shelter,” Rhiann explained. “Their special person passed away, and no one in the family wanted them. They’re both older. Maggie, the Maltese, is eleven, and Star, the shih tzu, is ten. Older dogs, even if they’re small breeds, aren’t adopted easily from shelters, so the rescue in Phoenix that I work with had the dogs released to them. I’m taking these girls into the city for a better chance at being adopted, especially now that snowbirds have come in. Some couple may adopt them.”

“Can they be separated?” Helen asked.

“They probably can be, but it may not be best for them. They likely need each other.”

“Why is this one shaking so?” Helen asked.

“It’s pretty traumatic going from a quiet home to a noisy shelter,” Rhiann said. 

“You came out of your way just to let us hug on them, to comfort them,” Grams said.

“I did indeed! I’m glad Helen is here, too, so she can see what rescue is about,” Rhiann said, reaching over to stroke the Shih tzu’s head. “Besides
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