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      Abbe Jones paced in front of the stained-glass windows of the old, weathered house that served as the heart of Furry Faces Animal Shelter. She looked through the doorway at the posh town of Wellesley just beyond the shelter's doorstep. It was a breathtaking scene, the old oaks and alder trees were ablaze with the first fiery strokes of autumn’s artistry, and it should have filled her with peace. But unfortunately, she was too angry to enjoy it.

      For the past five of her twenty-six years, Abbe had dedicated her life to caring for the abandoned animals in this well-to-do area outside of Boston. She'd inherited the house and founded Furry Faces after her grandmother's passing, and since then had poured her heart and soul into it. With the occasional help of her dear friend Charles, a charismatic man in his late 40s, and a few local high school students, she had transformed what had been her cat-hoarder grandmother’s mansion-turned-shelter into a haven for unwanted pets.

      "Charles, I can't let this happen," Abbe said with a tremor in her voice, her hazel eyes filled with determination.

      She turned to her friend, who was putting the finishing touches on the bouffant he had created for Jinx, quite possibly the ugliest Chihuahua-Chinese Crested mix ever. Jinx was old and missing teeth and had one eye that popped out strangely. If his looks were bad, his temperament was worse. You never knew when Jinx would feel threatened and try to bite. He’d lived at Furry Faces far longer than most of the other animals because no one wanted him. All of Charles’ lavish attention was like putting lipstick on a pig. A small, yipping, angry pig.

      Charles was an expert dog groomer and he had many years of success breeding and showing all kinds of dogs with his life partner Randy. Working at Abbe’s shelter to make the least attractive animals more likely to get adopted was his way of giving back. People in this town paid hundreds of dollars to have their dogs groomed by Charles because he had a gentle way about him that soothed the animals, and he made them look spectacular. Dogs and cats absolutely loved him.

      Charles fixed a red bow on top of Jinx’s lopsided head and peered over the rim of his glasses at Abbe. "You know I'm with you all the way, darling. But you have been fighting this battle for weeks now, and I hate to say it, but you’ve finally hit a brick wall."

      “No. I can't accept that. This shelter… it means everything to me, you know that. I refuse to let it go without a fight," Abbe replied.

      The source of their distress was a Boston corporation called Arc A Enterprises. For years, they had been the primary source of funding for Furry Faces. But less than a month ago, Abbe had received an impersonal email, informing her that the corporation had reallocated their funds to a more "worthy" charity.

      She had sent a trimmed-down budget plan saying she could keep the doors open with less, then she’d sent a proposal to use her shelter to advertise anything they wanted, and finally, she’d broken down and begged them, but the response from Arc A Enterprises remained cold and unyielding. The funding for Furry Faces would end at the end of September.

      Charles leaned forward, concern etched across his face. “Then we need to come up with a better plan, a new approach. Perhaps a fundraiser or a local campaign?"

      Abbe nodded, appreciating Charles' unwavering support. "I’ll start brainstorming ideas. Maybe we can hold a town meeting to rally the community behind us."

      Abbe and Charles began to outline their strategy as they did their rounds, caring for the animals. They came up with and discarded ideas while they went about watering, cleaning, and letting the animals out into the enormous yard for air and exercise. Abbe reached down to scratch the ears of a scruffy terrier mix with a troublesome skin condition. Furry Faces was a no-kill shelter, but so many of these animals would be put down if they had to go elsewhere. Her heart ached for all the animals that depended on her.

      “A bake sale just isn’t going to cut it,” Abbe said finally.

      “You could always just embarrass Arc A into giving you money,” Charles said while he had a cup of tea and watched Abbe take pictures of Jinx with his pretty bow.

      “What do you mean?” she said, frowning.

      “The internet, darling,” he said drolly. “You have an enormous following on Instagram.”

      “Well, the animals do,” Abbe replied humbly.

      Abbe tried not to take too much pride in the fact that her Furry Faces account had over a hundred thousand followers. All she did was take pictures of the animals and try to come up with funny things to say about them in the captions so they could get adopted, and they did the rest. People liked looking at cute cats and dogs and the occasional bunny. And it was the single best way to get people in the door at Furry Faces to adopt. Abbe posted at least four times a week.

      “You can turn that camera around, you know,” he said, stepping in to fix Jinx’s fur when he growled at Abbe. “Make a video of yourself explaining the situation, about how Arc A doesn’t think your shelter is worthy anymore.”

      “That’s kind of like blackmail, isn’t it?” Abbe said, hesitating.

      Charles rolled his eyes. “Desperate times, desperate measures. I’m going to be fine, but you? I’m not so sure. You need help,” he teased.

      Abbe laughed. “Maybe I do,” she admitted, letting Jinx go so he could join a few of the other small dogs on the rug for playtime.

      She watched the tumble of their play, trying to take deep breaths. Social media gave her anxiety. It’s not that she didn’t like the way she looked, she just didn’t like taking selfies or making videos of herself. She chalked it up to being shy and modest, but it was more than that. She didn’t even have a dating profile, which was probably why she hadn’t been on a date in almost a year. That and the fact that the last relationship had not ended well.

      “Fine. I’ll do it,” she said suddenly. She got actual shivers of nervousness.

      “Really?” Charles asked, surprised. “Great! Give me your phone!”

      Abbe dutifully handed over her smartphone and rolled her eyes. “Where should I stand?”

      “Take off that baggy old cardigan and stand over there,” he said, gesturing to the bank of windows.

      If there was one thing Charles was good at, it was making things look stylish and classy. He could take even the most bedraggled, scary-looking animal, and turn them into adorable cuddle bunnies. Abbe was pretty certain she’d come out looking okay. She just faced the camera, explained the situation, stated how many animals Furry Faces had placed over the past four years since she had opened the doors, and made a heartfelt plea to Arc A Enterprises to continue funding them.

      “…I just want to say, to whoever it was who wrote that letter at Arc A Enterprises, that none of these animals are unworthy. Some of them, like Jinx here, aren’t the handsomest, but they don’t deserve to be ignored for that,” Abbe said scathingly, holding Jinx up to the camera. Lucky for her, he decided to start panting in the cutest ugly-dog way, like he knew his life was on the line. Which it very well could be. “All of them deserve love and care. Help me give it to them.”

      Charles tapped the red button.

      “You’re a natural!” he exclaimed after the first take.

      “Really?” Abbe said, nervous again now that she wasn’t talking about animals. It was strange, but as soon as she started talking about what she loved—placing unwanted animals in loving homes—she completely forgot about the fact that she was terrified of social media.

      “Ugh, you are so beautiful. You’re going to get a million dates from this. Dates you should go on, by the way. It’s time you got over what’s-his-butt,” he scolded.

      “I have,” Abbe said, stopping him right there. He hadn’t said the name, but she didn’t even like to think about Danny. “Besides, I’m not looking for a boyfriend.”

      “How about just sex?” he said. “Because, honey, I love you but you’ve been so damn grouchy lately. You could use a good lay.”

      Abbe stuck her fingers in her ears. “Just post that before I have a chance to change my mind!” she said, blushing furiously, and hearing her giggle echo in her head.

      “Okay, okay,” Charles said, his fingers flying over the screen of her phone. He looked up at her and smiled. “Done.”

      Out back, Abbe heard the sound of voices as the two high school kids, Maria and Steven, who worked at the shelter, showed up and started playing with the dogs out back.

      Maria poked her head in. “I’m going to walk the big dogs and then come back and do litter boxes!” she called into the house.

      “Okay! See you in a bit!” Abbe called back before turning to Charles. “I hope we’re right about this,” she said, suddenly worried again. What if Arc A Enterprises got offended? She had been a little bit harsh when she’d called them out by name like that. Biting the hand that fed you was never a good idea, but she was backed into a corner here.

      All she wanted was to be able to take care of these animals, maintain the shelter, and pay her staff what little she could.

      “We are,” he said, “you’ll see!” He looked at his phone, watching their post-replay. “And if you do get dropped by Arc A you’re definitely going to get someone’s attention. A lot of someones, if you ask me. I’m so glad you wore a tight top this morning.”

      Abbe made a scandalized sound, playing along, but she was aware of the fact that she had a great figure. She was curvy with a tiny waist and long, lean limbs. Her figure got her more attention than she liked sometimes, especially in the past year when she was determined to focus on herself and not a physical relationship.

      “You’re leading me down the path of sin,” she joked, putting her cardigan back on primly.

      “Can’t lead someone who’s running ahead of ya!” he joked back.

      They had a great laugh, got back to work, and Abbe basically forgot all about her post.
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      The next day Abbe didn’t even get to check her social media to see if there was a response to her post. It was Saturday and she had to hit the ground running at seven a.m.

      Unfortunately, she woke up late. She left the guest house she rented from an elderly woman down the street and rode her bike the short distance to Furry Faces to open up, already feeling like she was two steps behind on her day. Weekends were usually the busiest days of the week for Abbe, as most families could only take their days off from school and work to find a new pet. Saturday and Sunday were when she set most of her adoption appointments, but she also had to deal with the lookie-loos who dreamed of having pets but weren’t really serious about owning one. She tried to discourage the lookie-loos, as they caused more commotion than they were worth, but occasionally one or two of them would go home with a new pet.

      This particular Saturday was busier than usual. Charles had a dog show, and Maria had begged off work last second when she’d awoken with a sore throat and a fever. Abbe had no one to help her that day, and she had spent all morning and half the afternoon supervising the visits of prospective families and hadn’t had much time to clean up. She was considering canceling the last two adoption visits she had scheduled just to give herself a minute to catch up when the door opened and someone came in without an appointment.

      Abbe had always believed that dogs had an uncanny ability to judge people, and when a tall, broad-shouldered man, with a shock of black hair and electric blue eyes sauntered into Furry Faces late Saturday afternoon, she was convinced the dogs were spot on about him. Jinx was gnawing on a rawhide chew toy that he had stolen from one of the other dogs, when he suddenly stopped enjoying his prize to growl malevolently at the man.

      With every lithe step this specimen took, he exuded an air of arrogance that practically screamed, "I own the world." His chiseled features and Greek nose might have made him handsome, but Abbe wasn't one to be swayed by looks alone.

      He was somewhere in his early thirties she guessed, and casually but well-dressed in a tight t-shirt and light jacket that was achingly simple, but probably cost more than Abbe’s wardrobe. He wore a pair of jeans that hugged him a little too well to be anything less than designer. This guy had that picky, overprivileged air scrawled all over him.

      “Do you have an appointment?” Abbe asked tightly as he strode in.

      He looked surprised. “An appointment? No.” The way he said it made it clear that he thought she should be thanking him that he had spared enough of his precious time to grace her shelter with his presence.

      “We only do adoptions by appointment here,” she informed him, stooping down to pick up some toys that were strewn across the rag carpet in the reception room.

      “Oh, then I’d like an appointment for now,” he said, his bright eyes twinkling with a cross between amusement and malice. Obviously, he was baiting her.

      Abbe gathered the dog toys in her arms tightly, only a little chuffed when one of them squeaked so loud she jumped a little. “Sorry, but the soonest I have would be next Sunday.”

      He threw out his arms to indicate that they were alone. “Yes, because I can see that you are completely overwhelmed,” he said sarcastically. “Are the dogs back there?” he said, already moving across the entrance room and into the back area where the kennels were.

      “Yes, but—” she stammered, her armload squeaking ridiculously as she trailed along behind them. Jinx followed along behind her, yapping at the big man. He was extremely fit. Abbe could see the taunt curve of his pectoral muscles straining against the drapey material of his expensive t-shirt.

      “Do you keep the cats with the dogs?” he asked, sounding disapproving.

      “Of course not. Cats upstairs, dogs down—excuse me!” she tried again. She dumped the chew toys into their basket outside the kennels and picked up Jinx who calmed down but shook angrily in her arms. “You can’t go in there without me!”

      She ran around in front of him to make his stop and he nearly ran into her.

      He was a lot taller close up, she thought. Which she instantly dismissed as a ridiculous observation. Everyone was taller close up. It just seemed like there was more of him than there was of other people. He was so solid, so confident, that he simply took up more space.

      “These dogs are either elderly or sickly,” she said, not allowing herself to be intimidated by this big man. “They get tired easily and they need lots of time to rest. And I need time to clean up after them. So please come back when you have an appointment. What’s your name?”

      “Rafe,” he said quietly. “And you’re Abbe.”

      The way he said her name sent shivers down her spine. “Y-yes,” she stammered. “How do you know me?”

      Half of his mouth lifted in a smirk. “Well, I mean, you’re all over social media. Anyway, since I’m already here, would it be okay if I looked at some of the dogs?” he plowed on as he brushed right past her. Abbe put Jinx in his kennel and sighed heavily, praying for calm. “The ones in their kennels are sleeping, but you can come into the back sunroom. There are a few dogs there,” she replied, even though she had already decided she would rather eat glass than give one of her dogs to this jerk. She wouldn’t give someone this insensitive a pet rock.

      She led him out to the converted sunroom that adjoined the huge backyard where several of the dogs were playing with each other in their enclosure. She watched Rafe critically, her arms folded tightly across her chest as he surveyed the sunroom and the two-acre area in the back that was reserved for the animals. The sunlight filtering through the large windows made his dark hair shine as if it had been kissed by firelight. But Abbe wasn't fooled. His confident strides, and the way he glanced around like he was assessing a five-star hotel, irked her to no end.

      “That’s a lot of real estate,” he remarked.

      “Yes,” she snapped, eager for him to take the hint and go.

      “How often do you clean the kennels?" Rafe inquired, his tone suggesting he already knew the answer but was keen on testing her.

      Abbe clenched her jaw to keep from snapping. "We maintain a strict cleaning schedule here, sir. Our animals are our top priority."

      Rafe's lips quirked into a condescending half-smile. "Sir? Wow, you really do know how to charm a potential client, don't you?"

      Abbe's cheeks flushed with frustration, and she bit her tongue to avoid saying something she'd regret. She had learned to handle difficult visitors, but there was something about Rafe that set her on edge.

      Rafe’s gaze fixed on the elderly Golden Retriever named Daisy, who had clearly seen better days. The old dog lay on a worn-out blanket, her grey muzzle contrasting with her still-bright eyes. Abbe had a soft spot for seniors like Daisy, and she couldn't stand the thought of Rafe adopting her just to neglect her.

      Daisy was the gentlest dog. She was such a sweetie that even the cats were attracted to her. Right now, a calico named Mabel was curled up next to Daisy in the sunshine, rolled over on her back and purring. Abbe had no idea how the calico had gotten down here, but cats were like that. They went where they wanted when they wanted and they didn’t care much that they had the entire upstairs to themselves. Especially Mabel, Abbe had noticed. She seemed to prefer dogs to cats, at least when she wanted to take a nap.

      Rafe crouched down beside Daisy, examining her as if she were a rare gem on display. She looked back up at him and ducked her head to be pet. He obliged, smiling softly. The sweet moment was quickly soured.

      "This one," he declared, looking up at Abbe, "I think she'll do.”

      Do? She’d do? Abbe's temper was running thin. "Daisy is a senior with health issues, and she requires extra care, patience, and love. Are you prepared for that?"

      Rafe raised an eyebrow, his arrogance undiminished. “Abby, I know how to take care of a dog."

      Abbe found herself scoffing inwardly. She had a gut feeling that Rafe was more interested in impressing someone with his ability to care for a dog than in actually providing the love and attention Daisy needed.

      "I'm sorry, but I don't think you're the right fit for Daisy," Abbe finally said, her voice steady despite her frustration.

      Rafe's eyes flared with indignation. “Why not?"

      “Look, I run this shelter, and I have a responsibility to ensure our animals go to loving, appropriate homes," Abbe retorted, her tone firm. “Do you have small children at home? A wife?”

      She didn’t know why she threw that last bit about a wife in. She shook it off, pretending it mattered.

      He narrowed his eyes at her, giving her a lazy smile. “No kids. Never married. And since you’re collecting my dating stats, I’m thirty-two, six-foot-one, and weigh 185.” He grinned.

      Abbe’s face flushed scarlet. “I didn’t ask for your dating stats… that’s not… I don’t care if you’re…” she stammered, before pulling herself together. “This dog was surrendered because the owners, who loved her very much by the way, had their third child in four years, and the two toddler boys were trying to saddle her up and ride her. Her hip got dislocated and she had to have surgery. Sometimes what you think might be a great environment for a dog—kids, a family—aren’t actually appropriate for a dog in Daisy’s condition.”

      He frowned with concern, glancing at Daisy, but quickly reverted to his belligerent self. “I actually know that already. You’re not the only person who’s ever had dogs, you know.”

      “And I actually know that already,” she replied mockingly. “But for you⁠—"

      Rafe leaned in closer, his face inches from Abbe's, and his voice dropped to an amused growl. "Are you implying that I, in particular, wouldn't be a good pet owner?"

      Abbe ignored the shiver that went down her back as they locked eyes. "From what I've seen and heard of you, yes, I am."

      The tension in the room was palpable, a silent battle of wills. Abbe was overly aware of the fact that he was taking deep breaths and that a flush had risen across his high cheekbones. The air around him suddenly smelled spicy, not in a heavy way like cologne, but from something lighter like his soap. Abbe leaned back, aware of the fact that she had allowed herself to waver a little too close to him.

      Rafe's lips curled into a sardonic smile, his pride wounded from her last remark. “What have you seen and heard of me, then?” he asked.

      “Well, for one thing, you proved you aren’t patient, seeing as how you couldn’t even wait for an appointment,” she said with a snark.

      He burst out laughing. "Like you would know anything about patience. How old are you? Eighteen?"

      Abbe scoffed. “I’m twenty-six, not that it’s any of your business.”

      “Well, you look like you’re eighteen,” he replied, tilting his head to the side. “Though I’m quite glad you’re not.”

      Abbe’s jaw dropped at how brazenly he was appraising her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been looked up and down in such a blatant way. “Who the hell do you think you are?” she said, her voice rising.

      Rafe laughed.

      Abbe's eyes blazed with determination. "I think it’s time for you to go.”

      “I think it’s time for you to take a deep breath and just let me have my dog,” he retorted.

      “Your dog. I can’t even,” Abbe huffed while he watched her, looking amused.

      “C’mon, swear at me. Call me an asshole,” he goaded. “You know you want to.”

      “Would you please just go!” she said, pointing at the front door.

      Rafe made a rumbly, frustrated sound, pushing himself up from the floor. "Fine," he muttered, his voice dripping with irritation. “But I’d like to point out that not allowing people to adopt dogs is a terrible way to run an adoption center. No wonder you’re about to get shut down.”

      With that, Rafe stormed out of the shelter, the door slamming shut behind him.

      Abbe stood there, her heart pounding in her chest, a mix of relief and anger coursing through her veins.

      “Unbelievable,” she said to the calico who was strutting by her. Mabel sat down across from Abbe and started licking a paw, supremely unconcerned with her caretaker’s raging emotions. Abbe took a few deep breaths and looked down at her hands. They were shaking. “Ridiculous,” she said to them. “What a jerk, right? Such a horrible human being.”

      Mabel stopped grooming to look at her pointedly. Then she stood and strutted from the room, apparently finished with this one-way conversation.

      As the dust settled and the tension of their encounter began to dissipate, Abbe couldn't help but wonder if she had just made a terrible mistake. But she couldn't allow herself to second-guess her judgment, not when the welfare of her animals was at stake. She was determined to protect them, even if it meant clashing with someone as infuriating as Rafe—what kind of a name was Rafe, anyway? It was a rich person's name, she guessed. Abbe climbed the stairs to check on the cats before her next appointment, trying to put the whole unpleasant episode out of her mind.
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      Sunday, Abbe had a chance to sleep in. Not that it helped. She kept having dreams about a dark-haired, blue-eyed man—dreams that were anything but restful. She awoke with an image of his hands on her breasts and his thigh between her legs, and groaned when she realized who was starring in her erotic dream.

      She threw back the covers on her bed, irritated more with herself than anything. She was not attracted to men who were jerks, no matter what her subconscious said. Sure, he was one of the most gorgeous men she’d laid eyes on in a while, but that did not mean she was attracted to him. Abbe laughed ruefully as she hauled herself out of bed to brush her teeth. Maybe Charles was right. Maybe she just needed sex. It had been way too long.

      Charles and Steven were caring for the animals that day, and handling the adoption appointments until after lunch. Abbe could have taken more time before coming in, but the truth was, she needed someone to vent to. She went in at around eleven, bearing sandwiches and iced teas for her friends.

      While Charles had his lunch and Steven took the big dogs out for their walk, Abbe told him about her encounter with the absolutely horrendous man who had insulted her and whom she had thrown out the day before.

      “He was so entitled. He would have made for such a bad dog owner,” she finished.

      “Just awful,” Charles
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