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      "You know you don't have to commit to anything, right?" came the voice through my cell phone, currently pressed to my ear as I gazed up at the sign above my local animal shelter, the illuminated letters dim from age, the l and r flickering more toward off than on.

      Notoriously, animal shelters were never highly funded businesses, but the one here in Sweetwater Bay was at least funded decently by the community, who all loved their animal companions. The shelter spent the money from the donations and grants on new kennels and an outdoor meet-and-greet area for the animals instead of the words across the front of the building that had to be older than me at my ripe twenty-five years.

      "I know," I told a concerned Mateo in my ear, "but I've wanted to adopt a dog for a long time. I just wasn't ready to do it on my own after Carmichael."

      "I still can't believe your family named your dog Carmichael." Mateo sighed into my ear through the crackling of the phone. "That poor little guy."

      I chuckled, despite the light pang I always felt in my chest at the mention of the giant Labrador retriever who had been in my family since I was four years old. We'd had other dogs at different times, but Carmichael was the dog I bonded with the most. He'd always been there.

      Until he wasn't.

      Since then, I'd done some work on processing my feelings for the dog and letting myself grieve a relationship that was stronger than most of my human friendships.

      But it was time now. I was an adult in my mid-twenties, I lived on my own in an apartment a few doors down from some of my best friends, and I had the space and time to be able to take care of a dog. I wanted this. I'd wanted it for a few years but waited until now, when I felt financially and mentally prepared for the responsibility. A dog was a life, after all. They weren’t toys, despite idiotic modern opinions to people who think dogs were a status symbol or an outfit accessory.

      "You still there, Mattie?"

      Mateo's voice was soft, gentle, like he was coaxing a puppy out of his kennel for the first time.

      "I'm here," I smiled. "Was just thinking."

      "About?" Mateo had always been that patient guy, there with a listening ear the second you would let him in. In the six years I'd known him and the rest of our friend group of theater nerds, he was the most understanding and dependable. I trusted him implicitly.

      "I appreciate your concern, Mateo," I smiled, "but I'm ready for this. And I promise that if I go in there and get overwhelmed when I see and meet some dogs, I will take a break and come back another day. I don't want to do this on impulse. I want it to be right. I want to help a dog find a home, and I want to find myself a companion, too.”

      I could feel Mateo's smile through the phone. "Good. You should call me once you're in the car, okay? Unless you need me sooner. I will keep my ringer on."

      For people our age, that was perhaps the biggest compliment you could be paid.

      I laughed. "Wow, really? Next, you'll tell me you added me to the exceptions on your Do Not Disturb alarm."

      "I did. You are. Duh."

      I laughed, which unfortunately sounded more akin to a giggle even to my own traitorous ears. "Aww, I knew you loved me."

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah," Mateo dismissed. "Goodbye, Mattie. Find your soul-dog or whatever."

      "Love you," I called before he could hang up, knowing I could expect the sentiment to be returned even before I heard the words fall from his lips.

      I heard the click of the call disconnecting and pocketed my phone. Then I took a deep breath, centering myself for a moment before I finally pushed open the front door that hopefully separated me from my new best friend.
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      “You ready, boy?”

      Hugo, my oversized black Great Dane, only grinned at me in response, his tongue lolling out the side of his large mouth. His ears were giant and floppy, one turned inside out from his recent shake-out when I’d sprayed him with the water bottle I kept under the front counter at the Sweetwater Bay animal shelter.

      I secured my “Bennett” name tag and flipped the sign on the front door before turning to spruce up the waiting room. I straightened the stacks of business cards, returned the scattered magazines to their tidy holder, and ran a cleaning wipe over all the surfaces and high-contact areas like doorknobs and the pens in our “Happy Tails” pig mug.

      I’d worked here for the last three years, and it was honestly the best job I could ask for. Sure, the pay was rough, but it was rewarding. Not only was it “bring your dog to work day” every day—Hugo had become something of the shelter mascot at this point—but I got to care for animals who needed it. The days when each pet was adopted into a new home were easily the best part. It kept me here and kept a smile on my face, even on the bad days.

      The bad days were simple. An animal had to get put down because of a medical or aggression issue that I still insisted was always the owner’s problem and never the animal’s, or an animal was adopted, only to be returned like last week’s newspaper.

      The family always cited a reason that, frankly, was unacceptable.

      They aren’t trained for tricks.

      They growled at someone who threw a basketball at their head.

      They freaked out when my husband flung a trash bag over the porch railing (There’s this thing called trauma, and shelter animals tended to have that after being discarded or abused by their previous owners. And I made sure that everyone was aware of this before they took the animal home).

      Or, my personal favorite: They were too much work.

      Since when did anyone think that adopting an animal wouldn’t be work? They were living beings. They had needs and personalities. Those didn’t disappear just because you thought it was inconvenient.

      But enough of my tirade.

      Hugo and I made our normal rounds, filling food and water dishes. Well, I filled the dishes while Hugo flirted with the various cats and dogs in all the kennels of the back area of the shelter.

      That’s when I heard the bell.

      “Coming!” I called, setting down Daisy’s water dish just inside her kennel door and gently securing it. I didn’t bang it around, because she’s easily frightened by sounds like that. Daisy was a red-nose pit bull, and she was found underneath someone’s porch last month. We’d been trying to work with her just to get her used to people and other dogs. She was perhaps the sweetest dog I’d ever met, ears always back and tail wagging whenever she saw the shelter staff.

      I shut off the water and secured the dog food back in its cupboard before nudging Hugo back down the aisle of kennels into the front of house waiting area.

      “Hey, sorry about that.” I paused, taking in the cute man in front of me.

      He was short, maybe 5’6” or 5’7”, with warm brown hair and bright hazel eyes. He had a natural tan that looked really good on him. It was like he must spend a lot of time outdoors and somehow not burn.

      Best of all, when his gaze snapped up from our brochure stand on the counter to meet mine, a pretty pink dusted across his cheeks and his mouth dropped open just so.

      Fucking adorable. Dangerously so.

      I grinned, unable to stop myself. “I’m Bennett. It’s nice to meet you. What did you come in for today?”

      He smiled, a cute, shy thing that somehow made him look even softer. “Hi. I’m Mattie. I actually came in to see if you had any dogs up for adoption.”

      My grin widened even more. “Really? We just so happen to have a few, actually. What brought you in?” I moved to the front of the counter and leaned against it.

      I was hoping to show off my arms in a way that guys tended to enjoy, but Mattie’s eyes dropped from mine to Hugo, whose big face almost reached over the counter, though he was absolutely completely visible to Mattie, whose eyes widened.

      “Wow,” he breathed, before his shy smile turned into a grin that could perhaps melt us out of the ice age. “Hi. Who are you?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Now he’s cooing at my dog? With that voice and those eyes and–

      He leaned across the counter very near me, and I could see a colorful tattoo poking out of the back of his shirt collar and toward his collarbone.

      I wanted to bite it.

      But that was seen as unprofessional behavior for an animal shelter employee, so I heard. In fact, I hung up the “the only biting thing around here should be the cold” sign behind the counter because of our northern coastal winters with heaps of wet snow and harsh winds.

      “This is Hugo.” I chuckled after I got a grip of myself again.

      Hugo woofed—yes, woofed; oh so perfectly enunciated and everything—and inclined his head to sniff at Mattie. His whiplike black tail wagged behind him, obviously approving of Mattie’s demeanor—or his smell, but it would be considered impolite to check for myself, at least before a first date.

      Mattie hummed around his smile and playfully drummed his fingers on the edge of the countertop. “Hi, Hugo.”

      Hugo leaned in and sniffed at Mattie’s fingers, one of which took the opportunity to boop Hugo’s nose.

      Hugo sneezed, and Mattie
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