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Chapter 1

John entered the room.

“Hello, Anne. I expected to find you here.” He walked toward her in his usual confident manner and...

“Damn it!” Samantha muttered. It was her second try at writing the final scene of her new romance novel. It seemed she wouldn’t be able to finish it on time.

She started pacing around her writing room. There had to be something to help her get back into the groove.

Samantha rose up from the chair and walked into the kitchen to drink some water. The water rarely helped, but it didn’t hurt to try. Besides, sitting in front of her laptop in front of an empty screen always made her thirsty. When you can’t squeeze any words out of yourself, every reason is good enough to leave your work.

She poured water from a glass pitcher into a coffee mug and gulped it down. The silence in the house was overpowering. Back in L.A., there was always some kind of noise. Here, everything was quiet and sleepy. Too quiet.

It was the loneliness. That’s why she couldn’t write. The house was too quiet and empty. She just sat there all day long with little else to do. Something or someone to occupy her mind would help her write. Perhaps it was time to break out of her shell and make some friends in the town. Socializing had always been a struggle for her.

She looked out the window. An older woman walked her beagle down the street. The dog trotted right beside her with a happy expression on its face.

What if she made a different type of a friend? Samantha rushed back to her writing room. It was a bare-bones yellow-painted space with a single cheap folding brown desk in the back of the room and her laptop on top of it. She was far from living like a monk, but her writing room had to be minimalistic.

She sat at the desk and typed into the search engine, “Animal shelter Maple Hills.” There was an animal shelter in the town. Samantha exhaled a long breath and clicked on the first result.

Pictures of dogs, cats, and rabbits appeared on her screen. The next cuter than the last, they all begged with their eyes to take them home and give them love they hadn’t had the opportunity to experience.

The pictures of puppies and kittens from animal shelters always broke her heart. This time, Samantha wouldn’t just look at the pictures. She was going to adopt a puppy. Robert wasn’t around to tell her how much dogs stink. It was at least one perk of her divorce.

She noted down the address of the shelter and checked it on Google Maps. The shelter was at the end of the town, close to the horse riding school.

Samantha put on her white sneakers and grabbed the car keys lying on top of the granite countertop in the kitchen. She stomped out of her house and hopped into her car.


Chapter 2

The animal shelter in Maple Hills was an unconventional place.

The owners of the shelter, James and Melinda Brooke, had a true passion for their job.

The area that belonged to the shelter looked more like a residential home than an animal rescue. The office, a one-room building with stocked shelves of animal food, looked like a wooden cabin in the middle of Alaska. The small office building was surrounded by several tiny houses hosting the animals.

“We opened the shelter to give them a second chance, but not at the expense of making them feel like hell when waiting for a new owner. Hence the houses,” Melinda said to Samantha when Samantha introduced herself to the couple and asked them why there were no cages.

Now Melinda was gone to tend to the rabbits, while James gave Samantha a tour of the shelter.

“Let’s go this way,” he said. James was a lanky 50-something brunet with gray strands of hair. He wore a white wool jumper, faded jeans and a pair of leather work gloves.

James led Samantha to a tiny wooden building across the office. They entered a spacious room with felt dog furniture. A pack of puppies slept at the back of the room in a brown-colored plush dog bed. The room smelled of hay that covered the floor.

“Here we have five beagle puppies from Jake Miller. If you’re looking for a faithful companion, a beagle will be the right choice. Don’t expect him to be a guard dog, though. Everyone can win over a beagle with some food.”

“They’re too cute.” Samantha squatted near the puppies to pet them. One of the dogs opened its eyes and licked her hand.

“I gotta warn you, though. Beagles are easily bored. If you want to adopt one, I hope you can spend a lot of time with it.”

“I work at home. I have plenty of free time.”

“Good. We don’t let everyone adopt our dogs. They need proper attention.”

“That’s understandable.”

Another puppy woke up and yawned.

“Would you like to see our other puppies? We have some crossbreeds in another kennel right beside this one.”

“Yes, please.”

James led her to a tiny house standing next to the one they had just visited. The room was divided in two by a wooden wall with a door in the middle of it.

“Samantha, meet Apollo.”

A cross between a schnauzer and poodle wagged its tail between her legs. It made circles around her and jumped at her legs.

“What’s up with the door?” Samantha asked. She crouched down to pet the dog.

“Some dogs don’t like each other. We don’t have enough space to keep every dog in a different house, so we built the wall. We don’t like fences.”

Samantha liked the couple more and more. Who would have gone to such lengths to make animals feel at home rather than like in a prison? The only animal shelter Samantha visited in her life was the complete opposite of this place.

She could grow to love this small town. Nobody in L.A. would care that much about stray animals.

“Let’s see how Prince is doing,” James said. He opened the door in the wall and motioned her to get in.

Samantha couldn’t name the breed of the dog. It reminded her of a friendly dog of her friend back in L.A. It was small, white and with long hair that covered its eyes.

Prince was anything but friendly. When he saw them enter the room, he started barking so loudly that she couldn’t hear what James was saying.

“So young and so moody. We better leave him alone today. Melinda will come later to give him food,” James said. He closed the door to Prince’s room.

“Let me show you the other dogs. I’d like you to see all of them before you make a decision.”

James led her to two other houses and showed her even more puppies, all of them as cute as the ones in the other kennels.

“It was the last one,” James said. He closed the door to the kennel where he showed Samantha a dog that reminded her of a German shepherd, but James explained it was a crossbreed.

“How am I supposed to pick just one? They’re all so cute it hurts,” Samantha asked.

“How about you go home and sleep on it? I don’t want you to make a hasty decision,” he said. 

Melinda left the office building and approached them. “Oh, hey, Melinda,” James said.

Melinda Brooke was a mirror image of James. Tall and skinny, and wearing a similar pair of leather work gloves as James, she appeared like his sister, not his wife.

“Hey, Melinda, maybe you can help me out. How am I supposed to pick just one puppy out of all these sweet dogs?” Samantha asked.

“You could start with telling us how big of a dog you want. A beagle and a German shepherd won’t be exactly of the same size when they grow.”

“Frankly speaking, I haven’t thought about it. I have a spacious place. It doesn’t really matter if the dog is big.”

A loud bark besides the office building interrupted their conversation. Something big was running in their direction.

“What’s that?” Samantha asked.

“Oh, it’s Winston. We let him wander outside during the day. He’s too big for his kennel,” James said. “Nobody wants him because everyone wants a puppy. Besides, he frightens people,” Melinda said.

Before Samantha could ask why Winston frightened people, the biggest dog Samantha had ever seen emerged from behind the office and ran straight across them. She wanted to curl up on the ground and hope it wouldn’t kill her.

Winston came to a halt a few feet away from her and trotted over to Melinda. Samantha felt as if her heart was going to beat out of her chest.

If James and Melinda weren’t so tall, Winston, a gray, long-haired dog would probably be half their height. Samantha was five feet four, so when the dog approached her, its grey head was right above her hip bone. His head had to be twice as big as hers.

“Good boy,” Melinda said and patted his huge head. The dog couldn’t look happier. His brown eyes were so lit up they were almost orange.

“What breed is that? I have never seen such a big dog.” 

“I saw your frightened face. You thought you would die, didn’t you?” Melinda chuckled.

“It’s the Irish Wolfhound,” James said. “The tallest dog in the world.”

“How tall is he?”

“Thirty five inches, one hundred fifty pounds,” James replied.

“Oh my God.”

“The best part is when he stands on his hind legs. He’s easily seven feet tall this way,” Melinda said.

“How old is he exactly?” Samantha asked. The dog looked at her with an incredulous stare. She avoided eye contact with it in fear she would aggravate it.

“We don’t know exactly, but he can’t be older than three years. It’s still too old for most people, though,” Melinda replied.

“Besides, most people who come to us want a family dog, and they judge Winston by his looks. Actually, Irish Wolfhounds are tempered, patient and gentle. But try to tell them about it when they think they’re on the brink of death,” James said.

“How did he get here?” Samantha asked.

“One day, when I was tending to the horses in the evening, he appeared out of the blue. Got me thinking it was a rabid wild dog, but then he simply lay on the floor and looked at me as if asking for food,” James said. “So I went to the pantry, got a bone with some meat on it and gave it to him. Been here ever since. He’s the nicest dog ever.”

Samantha looked at the dog with a mix of fear and admiration. It was scary, yet its eyes were calm, with no hint of aggression.

The dog sat in front of her and looked at her as if waiting for her to pet it.

“Okay, okay,” Samantha said. She extended her hand to pet the dog. It opened its mouth and licked her fingers with a tongue that had to be longer than her hand.

“Yuck. We’ve only met each other and you’re already exchanging your fluids with me?”

There was something in the dog that drew her to him. Perhaps it was the look in his eyes, confident yet thoughtful. Or maybe it was the way he was treated by people that reminded her of herself. They like them younger, don’t they? Just like Robert and his doll back in California.

She was surprised she was so afraid of the dog in the beginning. Now that she was petting him, she knew he was anything but aggressive. She had never seen a dog that looked more peaceful than Winston.

“Gentle when stroked, fierce when provoked. That’s what people say about them,” James said, as if reading her mind.

Samantha couldn’t imagine Winston angry. He wagged his tail in a circular motion and begged her to keep stroking his back.

“I want to adopt him. He’s perfect.”

“Are you sure? Don’t you want to sleep on it?” James asked. He had a startled expression on his face. Samantha guessed people didn’t adopt animals on their first visit.

“No. I made up my mind.”

“What do you think, Melinda?” James said.

“Let the gal take him. I recognize love at first sight when I see it. Even when it starts with a near-death experience.”

“So be it, then,” he said.

James led Samantha to the office and asked her to fill out papers stating that she was adopting the dog. When she was done, Melinda came back with Winston on the leash and handed the leash to Samantha.

“Winston, behave yourself. Don’t make us look bad in Samantha’s eyes,” Melinda said. Samantha noticed a tear forming in Melinda’s eye.

“Oh, and if you ever need to go see a vet, call Chris Green. He’s been our local veterinarian for quite a few years,” James said. He pulled a white business card from his pocket and handed it to Samantha.

And just like that, Winston was now her dog.


Chapter 3

“Hey buddy, what’s wrong?” Samantha asked. Her Irish Wolfhound lay with a sad look on its face near her work desk.

Winston has been with her for a few weeks already, and she had never seen him acting so sad.

When Winston vomited for the second time that morning, Samantha decided to take him to the veterinary clinic. She pulled out from the drawer the business card James handed her a couple weeks ago. She dialed the number, waited for a few rings, and hung up.

“Well, it won’t hurt us to drive there and at least check the opening hours. Right, Winston?”

The dog just looked at her with no emotion instead of jumping at her as he always did when they were going somewhere by car.

“Okay, get up and let’s go, boy.”

Ten minutes later, Samantha pulled her car in front of a small beige-colored building with a big sign that said, “Maple Hills Veterinary Clinic.”

She got out the car, opened the door on the passenger’s side and motioned Winston to get out. He jumped out of the car with reluctance. It pained her to see him in such a condition.

The clinic was open, but the door to the main office was closed. Samantha could hear voices coming from the office, so she sat down in the chair and ordered Winston to lie beside her.

The waiting room was a small rectangular-shaped room with beige tiles and white walls. The whole place reminded her of a regular doctor’s office, if it wasn’t for the posters of animals on the walls and a bowl of water in the corner of the room.

“I’d like to check up on her in two days.” Samantha heard a deep male voice right beside the door.

“Of course. See you on Thursday, then. Thank you, Chris,” a female voice said.

A short brunette carrying a small ginger cat left the office. She glanced at Winston and left the room in a hurry. A tall thirty-something brunet with short hair and a full beard appeared in the doorstep of the office. He had a kind and warm face. His lively emerald eyes wandered toward Winston.

“Hello. I’m Chris Green.” He extended his hand.

“Samantha Anderson.” They shook hands.

“Samantha and...?”

“Winston.”

“How can I help you today?”

“Winston has been behaving in a strange way recently. He’s just lying in the house and doesn’t want to go out. He didn’t even touch his food today.”

Winston vomited on the clean tiles as if to confirm what she has just said. “Oh, and it’s the third time he vomited today. I’m sorry for that.”

“No worries, I’ll clean it later. Let me look at him in the office. Please come inside.” He motioned them to get in. 

Chris lowered the metal examination table to the floor and guided Winston to stand on it.

“Please sit down while I check him.” He pulled the lever to raise the table.

While Chris examined Winston, Samantha took a moment to look at the room.

A white wooden desk in front of her had a stack of papers on it. She saw a desk calendar with a picture of a St. Bernard, a plain brown organizer, and a couple of pens. 

At her left, behind the examination table, was a white rack with a shelf of neatly stacked small bottles and a box of disposable white gloves Chris pulled on his hands before examining Winston. It was an office of a person who had liked order.

Samantha looked with concern at Winston standing on the table with his head bowed.

“Does he have diarrhea?” Chris asked.

“I’m not sure. When I take him for a walk, I don’t keep him on a leash.”

“His symptoms indicate it’s food poisoning. Fortunately, it’s nothing serious. I can give him some medicine to ease the pain.”

“Oh, thank God it’s nothing serious. I was getting worried.”

“Don’t worry. He probably just ate something spoiled. He should feel much better in just a day or two. Let me write you a prescription.”

When Chris was busy writing the prescription, Samantha examined his face. 

His greenish-blue eyes were of almost the same color as his scrubs. His short brown beard was neatly trimmed. She didn’t like beards in men, but she had to admit it fitted him.

Samantha’s eyes slipped down to his wide forearms. They reminded her of the forearms of a tennis player.

“Please give it to him two times today. If he’s still vomiting tomorrow, give him another one.” Chris raised his head and startled her with sudden strong eye contact.

When he handed her the prescription, their fingers touched for a second. The gentle pressure sent a small shiver up her spine. Samantha felt something she didn’t expect to feel toward a random stranger a couple minutes after meeting him.

Samantha looked at the prescription with uncertainty.

“The pharmacy is just around the corner. You’re new here, aren’t you?”

“I moved here a few weeks ago. How did you know?”

“The look on your face. Besides, I have never seen you before. I recognize all people from the town, even if I don’t know their names.”

Samantha was glad he misunderstood her confusion. She knew where the pharmacy was. What she didn’t know was why he threw her off balance. She had a passing thought of getting to know him a bit better, more than just as a neighbor. She scolded herself for her unusual thoughts.

“Well, I think I must get... get going.”

“If Winston doesn’t get better by Thursday, please come again.”

“Thank you. I hope it won’t be necessary. Winston, let’s go.” She guided her dog out of the office. She hoped Chris hadn’t noticed her wobbly legs.


Chapter 4

“Winston, where are you?”

Samantha had been so lost in writing her newest novel that she didn’t notice her dog was no longer snoring beside her working desk.

She already checked the kitchen, the bedroom, and the guest room. She didn’t remember leaving any doors open, but now she wasn’t sure about it. She ventured outside.

“Winston!”

The dog was nowhere in sight. He must have somehow escaped. She shouted for him once again. The singing of the birds was the only reply.

Samantha inspected the brown wooden fence to find any possible place Winston could escape. The fence was high enough that he couldn’t jump over it, so the only possible way had to be either under it or through the gate. She heard a movement beside the fence.

“Winston?”

A squirrel appeared on a tree branch right beside the fence. Her house shared the eastern part with a thick forest. She was terrified that the dog got lost in the woods. She ventured back to her house and grabbed car keys.

When she was about to drive away, she saw Winston walking down the street with a happy look on his face right beside a St. Bernard kept on a leash by Chris. She got out of the car and approached them standing near the gate.

“What is going on?” Samantha asked.

“Your crazy dog appeared out of nowhere in the forest when I was taking a walk with Elsa. I thought it was a large wolf until he came closer. Then I remembered your visit last week.”

A broad smile illuminated his face. He looked completely different than the professional veterinarian she met a week ago. His casual clothing made him look even more attractive than his professional attire.

“I have no idea how it happened. One moment he was right beside me, a second later he was gone.”

“Thankfully he had his tag on. If I didn’t know where you lived, I would probably take him to the Brookes’.”

Samantha wanted to go home as soon as possible. Chris made her feel like a shy teenager, and she didn’t like this feeling at all. She was too old for that.

“Thank you for walking him home. I appreciate it. Winston, heel!”

But Winston wouldn’t budge. He was busy playing with Elsa and heeded no attention to Samantha’s order.

“Winston!”

“I think he wants to play with Elsa a little longer. Why don’t you take him for a walk with us? You’ll most certainly make Winston happy.”

Winston stopped playing with Elsa and looked at Samantha with begging eyes. What the heck, did he learn how to read minds?

Samantha was glad she didn’t have any children. She couldn’t handle the begging eyes of her dog, let alone the begging eyes of a kid.

“I... Why not.” She looked at Winston with feigned anger. “Let me grab his leash. I’ll be back in a second.”

Samantha trotted over to the house and entered the bathroom. She combed her brown hair and rushed out of the bathroom. There was no time to make herself prettier. She went to kitchen and grabbed Winston’s leash from a hook.

When she went outside, Chris was busy throwing the dogs Frisbee. Samantha bought it for Winston a couple days ago to give him more exercise in the backyard in addition to their regular walks.

She descended the steps of the porch and joined them.

“I’m ready,” she said. They walked together to the forest where they let their dogs loose to play. The dogs started chasing after each other, running in circles and jumping. They were an imposing couple – two dogs that were almost taller than her three year old niece Angela.

“You didn’t come again last week, so I guess Winston got better.”

“He was back to his usual self two days later. Thank you again for your help.”

“That’s my job. I’m glad I could help. You were lucky to catch me at noon last week. I usually don’t open before two o’clock.”

They walked for a minute in silence.

“So, what brought you to Maple Hills?” Chris asked.

“Escape. The new beginning. I wanted to get away from the city.” She scolded herself for sharing too much information with him.

“You’ve definitely came to the right place. There are few places quieter than Maple Hills, unless you like the farm living.” It seemed the broad smile rarely left his face. God, he was so handsome when he smiled like this.

Chris was so calm and easygoing. Everything about him was peaceful. She liked his simple outfit – raw denim jeans and a tailored blue shirt with rolled cuffs that exposed his muscular forearms.

“What about you? How long have you been living here?” she asked.

“I was born here. Left the town to go to the veterinary college and intern. Couldn’t wait to get back here to open my own clinic.”

Winston kept chasing after Elsa as if they were the best of friends. He usually appeared thoughtful to Samantha, but now he just looked foolish.

“Do you work in the town?” Chris asked.

“I work at home. I write books.” She dreaded his next question.

“What kind of books?”

“Um... Romance novels.”

God, he made her feel so nervous, and now he was asking questions about her books. Samantha sometimes blushed talking about her books with her family, let alone with a stranger.

“That’s interesting. I have never met a writer in my life. I would love to read one of your books. I love any kind of good fiction.”

“I... Of course, I have some of my old books in the attic.”

“Great, I’ll take you up on that offer.”

Samantha regretted telling him about the books.

They kept following a dirt trail in the middle of the pine forest. For a minute, neither of them said a word.

The dogs put an end to the awkward silence. Winston appeared with Elsa carrying a big stick in her mouth. Chris took it from her and threw it in front of them. Both dogs started running at the same time, as if they were competing in the Olympics.

“Let me take you to my secret place,” Chris said. He briefly touched her lower back to guide her to a small trail between the trees.

His touch sent a shiver down her spine. Why was she acting like a teenager? He was handsome, but so what. She was done with men after what Robert had done to her.

They followed the trail for a minute or so when a small opening appeared in front of them. A small wooden bench stood right beside a forest stream surrounded by moss-covered stones. Chirping of the birds accompanied the relaxing sound of the running water.

“Wow, it’s so beautiful,” she said.

“Let’s sit here for a while.” Chris motioned her to the bench situated beside the stream. “I come here to recharge my batteries after work. Nothing is better than solitude in nature.”

Samantha sat down at the edge of the bench. She didn’t want to sit so close to him. His calm confidence intimidated her.

“How do you like the town? Does it help you write your novels?”

“At first it was too quiet for me. It all changed when I adopted Winston.”

“Did you get him from the Brookes?”

“I did. I wanted a puppy, but when Winston showed up, I felt as if he was waiting for me.”

Samantha smiled, thinking about the first days with Winston at home.

“I could see how you looked at him at the clinic. There are people who love their dogs, and there are people who adore them.”

“Why a veterinarian?”

“I have always loved animals. It’s in my genes, I guess. My grandfather was a dog breeder.”

“What about your parents? Do they love animals, too?”

“They passed away three years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

Chris threw a small rock into the stream.

“Elsa was their dog. Just a puppy when they died,” he said. “Let’s get going. I have a surgery at four. Auntie Florence would be pissed off if I was late,” he said.

They took the same route back. Their dogs were still chasing after each other as if they could never tire out. 

“Your aunt lives in the town?” she asked.

“She’s been living here her entire life.”

“What’s wrong with her dog?”

“Nothing. He just needs to be neutered. He’s impossible when chasing ladies.”

When they reached the edge of the forest, they took their dogs on the leash. Samantha and Chris stood at the beginning of the trail and looked at each other. Their pets were finally tired of playing with each other and just sat down, watching the surroundings.

“I enjoyed talking with you. Why don’t we grab some coffee sometime this week?” Chris asked.

Her cold mind said no, her emotions said yes.

“Why not,” she said, trying to sound casual. They exchanged phone numbers. When she was giving him her number, she glanced at his fingers. She was surprised there was no wedding band on his hand. He had to be at least thirty five. A divorcee, then, just like her. Or perhaps a widower.
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