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STRAY HEARTS

Maris hung up the phone as the door to the small office opened. “May I
help you?” She smiled encouragement to the good-looking man hesitating near
the entrance.
“You wouldn’t happen to have some room,” his dark brown eyes held a
note of hope as he produced a small dog.
As a volunteer at the Strays Are Us animal shelter, Maris was used to people
arriving with unwanted pets in tow.
She tried not to be judgmental, but it was difficult to accept the thoughtless
way some folks threw away their pets.
The guy with a handful of Yorkshire Terrier may be the best looking male
to walk through the door since she started volunteering there, but his plan to
throw away a perfectly adorable dog killed her initial attraction, as well as her
smiling welcome.
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“You’re in luck,” she said briskly. “Cassie just called to tell me they adopted
out two dogs during the Adopt-a-thon at All About Pets this afternoon.” She
pulled a sheet of paper out of a folder on the desk top.
“That’s a load off my mind,” the man said. “I found this guy in my yard this
morning. I canvassed the neighborhood for his owners.” He shrugged. “No
luck.”
A smile edged its way back onto Maris’s mouth. Nice, handsome, and
humane. She liked the combination. “He could have been dumped,” she
offered. “It happens all the time.”
“I’m going for lost. I took his picture with my digital camera and thought
I’d make up some flyers.”
Maris paused, pen hovering over the check-in form. “If you’re that sure he’s
lost, why don’t you just keep him while you look?”
“Oh, no. I can’t do that. Astrid is allergic to small dogs.”
Should have known he was too cute to be unattached. Maris ignored the twinge of
regret. “I’ll need some basic information since you’re turning the dog in.
Name?”
“Josh Braddock.”
She went down the list, completing the form. Turning it, she offered him
the pen. “If you’ll just sign here.”
He traded her the Yorkie for the pen. Maris snuggled the dog close to her
chest, trying to ease his shivering. “Hi there, little fella. Did you lose your
mommy and daddy?” In response to her cooing tone, the Yorkie licked her
chin.
She watched Josh scan the print at the bottom of the form, bracing for the

Stray Hearts

5

typical response to the last line.
“Thirty dollars! I have to pay you to take him?”
With bright efficiency Maris explained the shelter’s need. “Well, we suggest
that amount to help defray our expenses. When we take in a dog, he has to be
quarantined, taken to the vet, get shots, be fed, and housed. And don’t forget,
we’re a nonprofit organization.”
“Wow, I had no idea.” Josh studied the Yorkie, then smiled, revealing a
small dimple in his left cheek.
“What the heck, I’ll be happy to make a donation to the shelter. How about
a hundred dollars?”
His smile had sent Maris’s heart into overdrive so it took a moment for her
to realize what he said. “One hundred dollars!” It was her turn to be stunned.
“That’d be great.”
Later that week, Maris called Cassie to see if the Yorkie’s family had shown
up.
“Sure did and Elvis has left the building!”
“Huh?”
“The Yorkie’s name is Elvis.”
“Oh, now I get it.” Maris rolled her eyes. “Corny, but cute.”
“Josh called here every day to see if anyone came for Elvis,” Cassie
continued. “He’ll be glad to learn those flyers he put out worked.”
“That was nice of him.”
“Yeah, he’s a nice guy. He asked me about you–”
“Don’t read anything into it,” Maris interrupted Cassie. “He’s already got a
girlfriend, her name is Astrid.”
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“Oh.” Cassie sounded more disappointed than Maris felt. “Well, since I’ve
got you on the line. Are you still good to work our table from one till five at the
Spring Fling on Saturday?”
“No problem,” Maris said. “I’ll be there.”
Saturday afternoon found her at the city park manning the Strays R Us
table. She handed out flyers, gave away refrigerator magnets advertising the
shelter, talked about zero animal population, and tried to snag volunteers and
donations for their cause. A few feet away, another volunteer talked to children
about dogs and how to be a good pet owner with the help of an easygoing Lab
mix from the shelter.
By four-thirty the crowd had thinned enough that Maris started packing up.
“Maris?”
The unexpected but familiar voice distracted her from taping up a box of
magnets. She looked up to find Josh standing in front of the table. A
bloodhound sat beside him, mournful black eyes fixed on a half eaten piece of
pie Maris had pushed aside while cleaning up the handouts. “Josh?”
“Yep. And Astrid.” He inclined his head toward the dog.
“Astrid’s a dog?” Relief spiraled through Maris. Then confusion. “She’s
allergic to small dogs?”
“More like jealous. But I didn’t want to risk Elvis getting hurt. I figured he’d
be safer at the shelter until his family found him.” Josh paused, took a breath.
“Umm, I’m not really here to talk about Elvis and Astrid. I was wondering if
you’d like to go somewhere for a bite to eat when this shindig is over.”
“Oh yes,” Maris smiled her delight. “I’d like that very much.”
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