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    I dedicate this book to Best Friends Animal Sanctuary and to all the other selfless pet rescue workers and everyone who assists them through fostering, volunteering, and adopting. You are my heroes!

      

    

This is a work of fiction. Although many place names are real, any character resembles to any person, living or dead, is strictly coincidental.
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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 supposed 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
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