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​Paws & Promises 

WHEN A RUNAWAY GOLDEN retriever crashes into Maya’s animal rescue, she expects chaos, not destiny. But Pumpkin’s collar leads her straight to Evan, a shy wildlife photographer who’s been secretly caring for the same strays Maya watches over.  

Their pets know each other. Their paths have crossed for months. Their hearts just haven’t caught up yet.  

As the two spend time untangling Pumpkin’s mischief, sharing stories, and discovering how deeply their quiet acts of kindness have already intertwined their lives, Maya and Evan begin to wonder if love can grow the same way trust does — gently, patiently, and with a bit of help from furry matchmakers.  

A cozy Valentine’s romance for animal lovers everywhere, full of wagging tails, soft sparks, and the kind of love that feels like coming home.
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​Author’s Note About the Series
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IN TAILS OF THE HEART, love arrives in unexpected ways—sometimes with a wag, a purr, or a shimmer of starlight. Each standalone romance follows a different couple, a different world, and a different holiday, but all share one guiding force: an animal who knows exactly where the heart belongs.

Quote

“Where there are animals, there is trust. Where there is trust, love is never far behind.”
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​Chapter One
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​Maya

THE WINDOWS ARE ALREADY sweating frost when I unlock the door, the glass bordered in patterns no one could design by hand. Some pale sun tries to muscle through, shoving against the hard edge of February, and I stand just long enough on the stoop to let my lungs freeze clean before stepping inside. There are mornings—today especially—when I want to stay outside a little longer, where the silence sits heavy and honest and doesn’t demand much in return. Inside, the day is waiting even if no one else is.

The Second Chance Sanctuary smells like cedar shavings, bleach, and a polite undertone of wet dog. I’ve stopped noticing the smell unless something new gets in. The morning greeting comes from the cats: first the sharp yowl of Keiko, the old calico who insists on breakfast before oxygen, then the expectant chorus from the glass-walled community room. I drop my bag by the office cubby and wrap my arms around myself until the heat kicks in. Only then do I switch on the bank of lights, carefully shielding my eyes. My retinas, and my animals, prefer the soft indifference of gray dawn.

Routine is the skeleton that holds my days upright. I start with water bowls, lined up like a row of open-mouthed children. Fill, wipe, replace. I check the food dispensers—one by one, never trusting the automatic sensors, always suspecting the machines will betray me or my wards if I let my vigilance slip. The cats blink at me from their towers and shelves, as dignified as little Buddhas, except for Keiko, who paces with intent until I kneel beside her.

“Morning, trouble,” I whisper, running two fingers down her spine, feeling every vertebra shift beneath her fur. She head-butts my hand with such force that my wrist cracks. If she weighed more than eight pounds, she’d take me out. “Gently,” I remind her, but she’s already wrapping around my legs, kneading invisible bread in the air. I scoop her up, and she surrenders, melting into a coil of bones and purr.

Today, she’s the only one who gets a cradle. There’s a hush in the room—the other cats lounge, gaze through glass, or curl together in pairs, content to wait their turn. I know their stories and their wounds. Most of them prefer affection on their own terms; some will never want more than the steady presence of my shadow, moving around them but not through. This is the pact I’ve made with them: predictable care, no forced intimacy, no expectations beyond full bowls and safe walls.

By the time I finish with the litter pans and the trash, my hands smell like sanitizer and clay. I rub a bit of coconut oil into my palms, primarily out of habit. Even my own skin requires maintenance here.

The dog kennels greet me next, a slow-building symphony of whimpers, scrabbles, and one excited baritone howl. I keep my voice low as I move from run to run, unlocking latches with a gentle click and nudging bowls into place so they don’t rattle too loud. The dogs know my routine. Lincoln, the mastiff, sits at attention until I acknowledge him; after that, he lets out a deep bark. Starbucks, the husky mix, insists on pacing circles until his paws blur, and when I pause beside his door, he flops theatrically, all of him splayed in a gesture of submission that always makes me smile, even when I try not to.

They’re good dogs. Even the ones who came in angry and bit through gloves are mostly just frightened. This time of year, surrenders go up—the cold, the holidays, the ugly surprises that emerge once the tree is gone and the new year fails to transform anyone. I get it. No judgment. The world is made of limits.

I feed, scoop, and check the bedding for accidents. Swap out soaked blankets for fresh ones, run a brush over the more cooperative fur, click a treat into an open mouth for every patient sit. I catch my reflection in the polished edge of the kennel glass: hair pulled back in a not-quite-bun, dark circles smudged under eyes, mouth in a line that could be concentration or fatigue. It’s never easy to tell.

Somewhere near the end, after I’ve wiped down the last surface and the animals settle into their post-breakfast lull, I pull my phone from my pocket and glance at the lock screen. Still no messages. Not even a junk notification. I check the time, like maybe it’ll reveal a secret. It doesn’t. My thumb hovers, and then I lock it again, stuffing it deeper into my jeans.

It’s not that I expected anything this month—Valentine’s Day is for people who have someone to expect from—but there’s a subtle emptiness in the sanctuary this morning, as if all the noise and fur and panting is just a complicated windup toy, set in motion to keep me distracted from the static hum at the center of my chest.

I make my rounds again, checking every latch, every water bowl. Perfectionism is a comfort, a promise that nothing will go wrong on my watch. The animals watch me, some with curiosity, most with indifference. They don’t mind being alone. They don’t know this upcoming Saturday is supposed to be different from any other.

I move on to the med bay—two rooms and a converted closet where I keep the antibiotics, bandage rolls, and stacks of paperwork for every current resident. I inventory supplies, log the data in the sanctuary’s battered laptop, and fill out a progress chart for Lincoln's mange recovery. Each click of the pen is a tiny rebellion against chaos. I love this part: the illusion of order, the rows of checkmarks, the neatness of numbers instead of feelings.

A shadow flickers on the frosted glass of the front door. My pulse kicks up, stupidly hopeful for a moment, but it’s only the mail carrier’s shoes, retreating after tucking in the day’s batch of envelopes. Probably more bills. I’ll get them later. No hurry. No one comes in this early except volunteers, and my only scheduled help for today is Kola, who brings coffee and a headache of questions about my “work-life balance” every Saturday.

The silence reasserts itself. I watch the dust float in a column of pale sunlight and listen for something—footsteps, laughter, even the sharp clang of a dropped bowl. There’s nothing. I take a slow lap of the rooms, my hands trailing along the tops of kennels, tracing the routes I’ve walked a hundred times before. When I pass the phone again, I allow myself another look—still nothing.

There’s no self-pity in it, just a flat acceptance. The sanctuary is my work, my anchor, and if it means being alone—if it means being alone every day—that’s a small enough price. I tell myself I prefer it that way.

But the ache is there, in the stretch of my shoulders and the way my hand lingers on a door latch after I’ve double-checked it, like waiting for someone to catch up.

The animals don’t mind. But I do, a little.

***
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KOLA ARRIVES FIVE MINUTES before the hour, as always, armed with the tools of intervention: two travel mugs of coffee, a box of donuts dusted with enough sugar to coat a small child, and an agenda that’s barely concealed behind her sunshine smile. The shoes she wears leave tiny squeaks on the sanctuary linoleum, her brisk steps pulling me from the trance of paperwork. I smell the coffee before I see her, a sharp edge of roast that cuts through the usual sanctuary funk, and the box of pastries follows as a second wave.

“I come bearing carbs and caffeinated motivation,” she calls, nudging the door open with her hip.

I manage a grin, and Kola sets the box on the supply table like it’s a diplomatic offering, flipping the lid to reveal six pink-glazed, heart-shaped donuts. It’s almost a dare. “Did you have to get the ones with sprinkles?” I ask, already reaching for the mug labeled “World’s Okayest Boss.”

“You know I believe in complete thematic commitment.” She unwraps a donut, breaking it cleanly in half, and offers me the larger piece. The inside is neon red.

Of course.

“You should see what the grocery store does for St. Patrick’s,” she continues. “I’m still not convinced that shade of green is technically legal.”

“Mutant clover,” I say, and it’s a private joke—last year, we found a donut so violently dyed it left a handprint on the counter for a week. The memory lightens something in my chest.

We eat standing up because Kola claims it burns more calories. I savor the first sip of coffee, even as it scorches my tongue; I’d rather feel anything, even second-degree burns, than start the day numb. “Everything quiet so far?” she asks, scanning the kennels.

“No surprises. One of the cats staged a hunger strike, but I suspect it’s only because I switched the brand of wet food. She caved after ten minutes.”

“She’s learning from the best.” Kola’s eyes crinkle above her mug. She has a way of teasing that never lands sharply.

We drift through morning chores, the old rhythm returning. She sorts the mail and pulls the day’s intake files. Her movements are quick and efficient; each motion contributes to the larger flow of order. My own hands are slower but more precise; I line up syringes and portion out doses for the animals on meds. The contrast between us is as comfortable as an old pair of socks—hers technicolor, mine basic black.

Kola leans against the counter, flipping through the appointment ledger. “Please tell me you’re not spending next weekend with four-legged valentines,” she says.

I focus on the pill organizer, counting out tiny white tablets. “It’s next Saturday. What else would I do?”

“Some people might say that’s the problem, Maya.”

“There are worse problems.” I’m aiming for sweet-talking, but the words are too soft.

She holds my gaze a second longer than necessary, as if she’s measuring something I can’t see. “You know, you could at least go to the community event tonight. They’re doing adopt-a-pet photo booths. Skyler’s volunteering. She made a banner.”

I shake my head, feigning focus on the pill bottle. “I don’t have a date, and I’m not about to third-wheel myself at the town hall.”

“You could bring Lincoln,” she says. “Everyone loves a slobbery meathead in a bowtie.”

“That’s how rumors start.”

Kola snorts. “Fine. But maybe you could celebrate the fact that you’re literally surrounded by unconditional love? Not everyone gets that. Most people are fighting their own bitterness this week.”

I’m about to answer when I spot a smear of something on the intake sheet—mayo, probably, from where I set my sandwich last night. I wipe it away with the edge of my sleeve. “Speaking of fighting, someone left a new pile of food by the park bench again. Wet, this time. The raccoons are going to love us.”

Kola narrows her eyes. “Are you sure it’s not one of the neighbor kids?”

I shake my head. “The placement is too deliberate. Same spot, same night of the week, and now they’re portioning it out with actual Tupperware containers. No kid’s that consistent unless they’re on the spectrum.”

“Or unless they have a crush,” Kola offers, grinning.

I groan, but she presses on. “Maybe this is your secret admirer. Did you check for a love note under the bag?”

“Just kibble and a half-deflated soccer ball.” I pop a piece of a donut into my mouth and chew with more force than necessary. “But I am serious. Someone is feeding them. It’s making it harder for us to track the strays. They change their patterns when they know they can get food elsewhere.”

Kola’s face grows thoughtful. “I can canvas the neighbors, see if anyone’s noticed. Maybe leave a little sign?”

“I’ll make a flyer,” I say. “Just a friendly PSA.”

She raises an eyebrow. “You are dangerously close to weaponizing your spreadsheet skills for romance.”

“Don’t make me spill my coffee,” I warn, but she laughs anyway. Her smile is the opposite of the weather: warm, and it lingers even when the conversation moves on.

We finish the donuts, Kola picking at the sprinkles like a bird, and turn to the backlog of animal reports. She reads aloud some of the more memorable entries—“Male, intact, possibly half-coyote, answers to ‘Shithead’”—and I scrawl notes in the logbook, pretending to care more about the paperwork than the way her presence steadies the air.

After a while, the lull between tasks opens up just enough space for Kola to try again. She sets down the last intake form and folds her arms. “You could let people in, you know. Just a little. Even if it’s not the perfect meet-cute. Even if it’s awkward.”

“I do let people in,” I protest. “Just not all at once. Or on a schedule.”

She watches me over the rim of her mug, not buying it for a second. “What would happen if you did?”

I think about it. The question is real, not just a rhetorical prod. “Maybe nothing. Maybe I’d break something I can’t fix.”

Kola nods, as if that’s a perfectly reasonable answer, and starts stacking the forms. “Well, I’m rooting for you either way. Whether your Valentine’s Day miracle is a human or just another rescue animal with unresolved trauma.” She bumps my shoulder with hers, just hard enough to remind me she’s on my team.

I look at the clock. Still morning, but the day feels older than it is. “Want to help me restock the medical kits?”

“Lead the way, boss.”

We move through the halls together, a two-person parade of sarcasm and logistics. I can feel her questions pressing at my back, but I keep my answers in the motions of my hands: count, restock, label, repeat. When we pass the window near the front office, I notice a line of tiny paw prints pressed into the frost on the outside sill, leading away from the building. For a second, I imagine the mysterious caretaker outside, waiting for the coast to clear.

Kola follows my gaze and shrugs. “Maybe you’ll catch them in the act someday.”

“Maybe,” I say, and don’t add that I kind of hope I do.

For the next hour, we fall into companionable silence, the kind that happens only when both people are too stubborn to say everything that matters. Kola hums as she sorts, and I let the rhythm of our work wash over me, grateful for her optimism and the fact that she never expects more than I can give.

When she finally leaves for her break, the echo of her laughter hangs in the air long after the door closes. I sit with it a moment, drinking the last of my coffee, the sweetness of the donut glaze still stuck to my teeth. My phone stays silent, but I check it anyway.

Outside, the frost on the windows is already melting, and the morning feels just a little less cold.

***
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I LET KOLA’S LAUGHTER fade before I grab my coat and head out. The day’s gotten brighter; sun reflecting off the new snow burns my retinas, but I squint and forge ahead. Every time my boots hit the frozen earth, the crunch is deafening. If I concentrate, I can almost hear the slow thud of my own heart. Maybe that’s why I like these walks so much—there’s no room for anything but the cold and whatever’s directly in front of me.

The air is brittle enough that my breath floats in perfect little clouds. I pretend I’m a dragon as I check the perimeter, expelling fatigue and disappointment in neat plumes. The sanctuary is ringed by a patchwork of old wire fencing and chain link, and every panel is a potential weak spot, thanks to last week’s blizzard and the ongoing war between hungry raccoons and my best-laid plans. I work my way down the line, gloved hands testing the tension, feeling for give or gaps, my eyes tuned to the signs only I seem to notice: tufts of fur snagged on barbs, faint lines where something burrowed or squeezed through.

Behind the tool shed, the wind has sculpted snowdrifts into strange, smooth curves. I pause to listen—there’s the faint chitter of starlings, the scold of a squirrel, a high, thin bark from Lincoln inside. I smile, just a little. Even here, the animals don’t leave me alone for long.

The water station is next: galvanized tubs for the larger mammals, black dishpans for the smaller ones. I bang the ice loose with the handle of my hammer, then top off each bowl with warm water I’ve hauled from the garage. The steam rises quickly and ghostly, and I watch it dissolve into nothing, like breath or hope or the sound of Kola’s voice.

It’s when I round the corner toward the bird feeders that something tugs at my vision. There, pressed into the crust of snow below the seed trays, is a pattern too deliberate to be random: a meandering line of birdseed, broad at the top, tapering elegantly, forming a nearly perfect heart. Not the crude, accidental kind, either, but one with a distinct cleft and the suggestion of symmetry.

For a full five seconds, I stare, convinced my brain’s making things up, but it’s there. Not a trace of wind has ruined it. The seed sits bright against the snow, every grain intentional, or at least lucky.

I stand over it, arms folded, feeling something pull inside my ribcage. Maybe it’s just the cold, or the way the heart is both clumsy and lovely—like all the best things. I can’t help wondering if it’s the work of Lisa, the neighborhood “animal ambassador” who likes to leave treasures for the birds, but she’d have used neon sidewalk chalk or attached a pun. More likely, it’s the wind and gravity, or a flock of starlings with an eye for holiday marketing.

Still, I kneel, denim soaking through at the knees, and trace the outline with my glove. The seeds roll a little, but the shape holds. When I look up, the sky is hard blue, empty except for a single contrail slicing through it. It feels like a sign, even if it isn’t. I don’t know what I want it to mean.

I look around for any sign of the mysterious caretaker, but the only tracks are small, three-toed bird tracks. The air is sharp in my nose, and my cheeks sting, but I stay there a minute longer, just tracing the heart, memorizing it in case the wind erases it before lunch.

I let my hand linger at the bottom point, then stand and dust off my knees, fighting the impulse to laugh or roll my eyes or—god forbid—cry. Instead, I just let it settle inside me: this small, strange offering, here on a day I’d written off as just another Saturday before an important Saturday.

On the way back, I walk slower, noticing things I usually speed past: a crow balancing on a bent metal sign, a cluster of tiny paw prints leading to a hole in the brush, the way the ice on the creek glints like broken glass. At the door, I stop and breathe, dragon-like, just once more.

Inside, the animals are already waiting. There are blankets to fold, meds to prep, and another shift of routine to unspool. But the warmth from the office hits my face, and the sugar from breakfast is still a ghost on my tongue, and the quiet isn’t so heavy anymore.

I check my phone as I strip off my gloves. Still nothing. But now it makes me smile.

Somewhere, someone out there is leaving hearts behind. And for today, that’s enough.
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​Maya

AFTER THE BIRDSEED heart, after the frost-melted windows and the post-donut sugar crash, I drift back into the rhythm of the sanctuary. It's a fragile system, this chain of routines and small controls, but it’s enough to keep the day upright. I’m two paws deep in a sedated tabby’s ear mite treatment when the sound comes—a hollow thunk and then, unmistakably, a dog's full-body slide into the swinging gate.

At first, I assumed it’s Starbucks or one of the usual suspects, but the patter is wrong. It’s heavier, more exuberant, with the cadence of a bowling ball disguised in fur. Then I hear the click-clack scramble of untrimmed nails, followed by a high-pitched yip that is not any of the regulars. I don’t even have time to strip off my gloves before the source rounds the corner at warp speed, trailing a ribbon of muddy prints over the tile. In the split second before collision, I recognize what’s coming and brace.

A golden retriever barrels into my knees at full enthusiasm, nearly taking me down, then circles twice and sits against my shins, panting me in wet, muddy victory. His tail thwacks the cabinet under the sink, sending a neat stack of donation forms into a paper blizzard. Every inch of him is caked in the kind of winter sludge that can only be achieved by faceplanting in all available puddles nearby. He looks like a crime scene for a chocolate fountain.

I blink once, twice, then stare directly at him. “Excuse you,” I say, as if he might understand sarcasm. The dog beams up at me, tongue flopped, as though I’ve just awarded him a medal.

Kola’s head pops around the doorway, ponytail swinging. “Maya, did you—” She stops at the sight of me, the dog, the donation forms gently settling to earth. “Oh my god,” she says, deadpan. “Is this your Valentine’s date?”

I ignore her and crouch to get a better look. The retriever’s collar is crusted but intact, the hardware is of good quality—someone cares about this guy. He pushes his head under my palm and does that thing only retrievers do: a full-body lean, testing if you’re going to cave or push back. I do neither, just let him weigh me down, then gently turn his collar until I find the tag. The metal is warm from his skin.

“Pumpkin,” I read. The name fits, somehow. Under it, in tidy stamped letters: IF FOUND, PLEASE CALL EVAN. A ten-digit number and nothing else. No address, no desperate plea, just the confidence that someone will help him home.

Pumpkin gazes up at me with the unearned trust of someone who’s never heard the word “no.”

Kola crouches beside us, keeping her hands out of splash radius. “He’s a mess. Are you going to call the number?”

“After,” I say, and steer Pumpkin toward the big utility sink in the back. He resists at first, but the promise of attention, or maybe the scent of liver treats in my pocket, wins him over. He hops up on the stepstool with a grace that belies his bulk.

The sink is deep enough for a small farm animal, which is not far off. I angle the sprayer to lukewarm and douse his paws first, working the mud out of his fur. He tolerates it better than most, though when the water hits his chest, he gives a single mighty shake, showering both of us in a fine mist of retriever cologne. Kola ducks out of range, laughing so hard she nearly drops her phone.

“I should post this on the sanctuary page,” she says, snapping pictures. “Do you think he has followers?”

“He’s about to.” I reach for the oatmeal shampoo and work it through his fur. It smells like cookie dough and is designed to soothe even the most inflamed skin, but what it can’t do is restore order to the chaos of a soaking retriever. Pumpkin accepts my scrubbing with a stoic dignity, only occasionally grumbling when I dig too deep behind his ears.

I talk to him the way I speak to all the animals who end up in my sink: low voice, steady stream of nonsense, letting him get used to the patterns of sound. “You’re not the first runaway this week, you know. If you were a cat, I’d check for secret passageways. But you? I bet you just saw something you couldn’t resist.”

Pumpkin wags, water arcing from his tail in perfect geometric splatters across the stainless steel. I lather and rinse in sections, moving methodically to make sure I’m not missing any ticks or cuts. His right back paw is pink and a little swollen, but not alarming. I file it away for later.

When I finish, I towel him off with the same focus I apply to triaging an emergency—quick, thorough, efficient. The towel is soaked in seconds, but Pumpkin is now more gold than brown, and he seems to appreciate the attention. He stays standing on the mat, watching me with the devoted patience of a dog who’s never once doubted his worth.

“You’re a good boy,” I say, and I mean it. He leans into me so hard I almost lose my balance. There’s a thump behind me, and I realize he’s knocked my phone off the counter.

Kola retrieves it, flipping it over in her hand. “He’s a charmer. You sure you don’t want to keep him?”

I roll my eyes but can’t hide the smile tugging at my mouth. “He’s someone else’s problem. Or joy. Whatever.” I glance at the tag again: Evan. There’s a little burr in my chest, but I ignore it, leading Pumpkin back to the main area.

Inside, the dogs in the kennels have gone quiet, all of them
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