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PRAISE FOR THE BOOKS OF 
#1 INTERNATIONAL 
BESTSELLING AUTHOR
KERK MURRAY



Since the Day We Kissed


“Murray nails the bittersweet nostalgia of first love. I’m pretty sure I just felt every emotion known to mankind.”— Reader Review



“The plot twists in this book caught me off guard in the best way possible. They kept me on my toes without sacrificing the emotional core of the story.”— Reader Review



“This is the first romance I’ve read written by a male and won’t be my last by this author. His take on romance was surprisingly insightful—you can’t help but cheer for Kara and Ethan.”— Reader Review



“The best story in the series by far!”— Reader Review



“I can’t wait to read more Kerk Murray books! He’s my favorite new-to-me author.”— Reader Review



“I absolutely adore Hadley Cove! It felt like I was returning to my hometown.”— Reader Review





Since the Day We Fell



“Hadley Cove feels like a character in itself. It’s a place that feels both real and magical and one that I never want to leave.”— Reader Review



“Kerk has a gift for capturing the nuances of human emotion. I found myself stopping to highlight several passages.”— Reader Review



“I’ve been a fan of Kerk’s work since Pawprints On Our Hearts, and Since the Day We Fell did not disappoint.”— Reader Review



Since the Day We Danced


“Murray’s writing is simply gorgeous.”— The Book Commentary



“An emotional rollercoaster that will make you fall in love with love all over again.” — Reader Review



“A beautiful escapist Nicholas Sparks type romance.”— Reader Review



Pawprints On Our Hearts


“Animal lovers will feel connected to Murray’s almost spiritual awakening and admire his devotion to following his heart, even in the face of tremendous sacrifice. This touching memoir overflows with intense emotion.”— Booklife by Publishers Weekly



“A deeply moving memoir... one of the best books that capture the connection between human beings and dogs... Pawprints on Our Hearts inspires a love for animals while exploring the painful edges of the human heart in need of love and healing.”— The Book Commentary



“A powerful and emotional story.”  — Alyson Sheldrake, Bestselling author of “Kat the Dog"











  
  


BEFORE YOU BEGIN…
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You’re invited to join my private Facebook Reader Group, where you’ll make new book friends, meet other animal lovers, and be the first to know about new releases, book clubs, and special deals.




Join here :



Kerk Murray’s private 
Facebook Reader Group





















  
  
STORY PLAYLIST
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Listen to it on your favorite music streaming platform.
Download it by clicking here.

Kara’s listens:





	“But Daddy I Love Him” — Taylor Swift


	 “Born to Fly” — Sara Evans


	 “Everywhere” —Michelle Branch


	 “Complicated” —Avril Lavigne


	 “Unwell” — Matchbox Twenty


	 “Kiss Me” —Sixpence None the Richer


	 “Don’t Speak” —No Doubt


	 “Girl on Fire” — Alicia Keys


	 “Homegrown” — Zac Brown Band


	 “Are You Gonna Kiss Me Or Not” — Thompson Square






Ethan’s listens:



	 “Red Dirt Road” — Brooks & Dunn 


	 “American Soldier” — Toby Keith


	 “Iris” — Goo Goo Dolls


	 “Here Without You” — 3 Doors Down


	 “Summer of ’69″ — Bryan Adams


	 “Wherever You Will Go” — The Calling


	 “Photograph” — Nickelback


	“How to Save a Life” — The Fray


	“Then” — Brad Paisley


	“Making Memories of Us” — Keith Urban













  
  


































To those who believe their best days are behind them. May you find the courage to create new beginnings from old endings—this one’s for you.













  
  




















“In a universe of ambiguity, 


this kind of certainty comes only once,


and never again, no matter how many 


lifetimes you live.” 






—Robert James Waller, The Bridges of Madison County










  
  


DEAR READER,

I’m thrilled to welcome you back to Hadley Cove for the third book in this series. 

As I wrote this story, I found myself reflecting on the nature of love itself—how it can withstand time and distance, how it can heal wounds we thought would never mend. 

You’ll meet Kara and Ethan, whose journeys unfold through missed opportunities and unspoken truths, revealing the quiet strength it takes to confront the past and the courage required to open our hearts once more.

My hope is that as you wander through Hadley Cove alongside Kara and Ethan, you’ll feel the sand between your toes, taste the salt on the air, and perhaps recognize a piece of your own heart in their experiences.  I invite you to consider your own paths not taken, the words left unsaid, and the power we all have to rewrite our stories. May their journey inspire you to believe in the possibility of new beginnings, no matter where life has taken you. 

Thank you for being a part of this incredible adventure and for joining me in creating a more compassionate world for all living beings, one heartwarming story at a time. 

Your support through reading and sharing this series, along with your kind words in messages and reviews, means more than I can express. I’m forever grateful.

Don’t forget to check out the extras I’ve included at the front and end of the book, created with you in mind.

With love,
Kerk











  
  

Prologue
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Twenty-Two Years Earlier


Hadley Cove, Georgia

How did this happen?  

The salty tang of the ocean filled the air alongside the distant cries of seagulls overhead. Kara’s heart pounded. Her dad was going to kill her—and Ethan, too. Clutching the thick woolen blanket to her body, Kara leaned over and placed her hand on Ethan’s shoulder. 

“Ethan, wake up!” 

His eyes fluttered open, then closed again. “Hmph?” 

She shook his shoulder. “We gotta go. My dad’s gonna freak when he finds out I didn’t come home.” 

“Huh? What?” Ethan’s eyes opened again.

“We stayed out all night. We fell asleep.” Ethan propped himself up on his elbows and blinked a few times, taking in the secluded beach cove. His eyes crinkled, lips curving into a slow, contented smile as he gazed at Kara. “Well, good morning, gorgeous. I suppose we got a little carried away last night, huh?”

“Very!” Kara nodded rapidly, her eyes wide and her breath coming in short, sharp bursts. She pulled out her phone, but the screen was blank. Dead. “Ethan, what time is it? Can you check your phone?” 

Ethan patted his pockets, his brow furrowing. “Uh, about that ... It fell in the water last night. We couldn’t find it. Remember?”

Kara’s eyebrows leaped toward her hairline, her jaw dropping as if unhinged. Her stomach plummeted as the gravity of their situation sank in. “Shoot! We need to grab our things and—”

“Looks like I’m phone shopping today.” Ethan grabbed Kara’s hand, pressing a kiss to the back of it. “Don’t stress, babe. It’s still early. We’ve got time.”

Before Kara could say anything, Ethan sat up, cupped her face and met her lips with his as if nothing else mattered. She kissed him back as if she believed it, too.

As they parted, lips tingling from the shadow of their kiss, Kara rested her forehead against his. “Ethan, seriously. We really need to get going.”

“All right, all right.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “I’m up.” He reached over and grabbed his T-shirt from the sand. Dusting it off, he pulled it over his head and let out a yawn. 

Kara snatched up her bag, sending a spray of fine sand into the air. She shoved the beach towels inside—the damp, gritty fabric rough against her fingers in her frantic rush. “We should’ve packed some of this stuff last night,” she said, mostly to herself. “Have you seen my shoes?”

“I don’t know ... maybe up near the grass? I think that’s where I left mine.” Smoothing back his blonde locks, Ethan got to his feet and stretched. “Can’t believe the sand fleas didn’t eat us alive out here.” 

“They should’ve,” Kara said, shaking her head and scowling. “Would’ve been payback for being so irresponsible.” 

“Let’s not call it irresponsible. I prefer—daring. Or adventurous.” He snaked a hand around her waist, pulling her in for another kiss.

“My dad. Our boss. He won’t see it that way.” Kara smiled as she pressed her hands against Ethan’s firm chest, pushing him away. “And stop distracting me. We’ve gotta focus.” 

“Come on, distracting you is what I do best.” He reached for her again, but she stepped away, just missing the path of his outstretched arm, and began gathering more of their things. 

“Ugh, these sandwiches have been sitting out all night.” She grabbed a soggy PB&J half-wrapped in a piece of wax paper, then stuffed it into her bag. “Gross!”

Ethan waved his hand dismissively. “No biggie. Who cares about the sandwiches? I’m here for you.” 

“Uh-huh.” Kara shook her head. “Now come on, help me pack up.” 

“Sun’s barely up.” Ethan grabbed one of the blankets and shook the sand off it. “You think your folks are even awake?” 

Kara considered his question for a moment before responding. “Maybe.” She grabbed the blanket from his hands and folded it. “But I’d rather not wait to find out. Can you hurry? And don’t forget your camera.” 

Kara pointed at the Polaroid camera that Ethan had brought with him, lying on top of the sand.

“I know, I know.” He leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to her nose. “But hey, before we go, let’s take a picture. That’s why I brought the camera, after all.”

“Ethan.” Kara’s voice took on a pleading note.

“It’ll just take a sec, I promise.” He paused, grinning. “Two seconds, tops. We forgot to take them last night.” 

Kara tilted her head back, her eyes narrowing against the pale light of the rising sun. Her gaze followed a pair of pelicans skimming low over the water, their wings grazing the surface. A memento from what was probably the best night of her life would be worth the delay.

Her attention drifted back to Ethan. “Fine. But hurry.” 

“Alright, let’s get one like this.” Draping his arm across Kara’s shoulders, he pulled her in close and held the camera out in front of them. 

Click.

The camera flashed. 

Kara blinked. 

“Wait! I think my eyes were closed.” She looked up at Ethan. “Can we take another?” 

Ethan grinned. “Of course.” He carefully tucked the first photo into his shirt pocket.

“Here, get one like this.” Kara pulled his arm around her, resting her head on his chest.

Click.

Ethan slipped the second photo into his pocket alongside the first. “Ooh, and then one maybe like this?” He leaned down and kissed Kara on the cheek.

Click.

After securing the third photo, Ethan readied the camera again. 

“How about we look into each other’s eyes?” Kara asked, tipping her chin up to his face.

Click.

Ethan quickly pocketed the fourth photo before dipping his head. “How about a candid?” 

“A candid? How’s that supposed to work?” 

“Like this!” 

Ethan reached down and tickled the small of her back.

“Ah!” Kara let out a squeak. “You know that’s where I’m the most ticklish!” 

He started laughing. “I know.” 

Kara giggled as he tickled her again. 

Click.

Kara held up her hand. “Okay, that’s enough. How many did you get?” 

Ethan carefully set the camera down, then pulled out the Polaroids from his pocket, each in various stages of development. He counted them quickly. “Five. Now we have to wait and see how they turned out.” 

“Ethan!” 

“Chill. It’ll just take a sec.” 

Kara crossed her arms, one eyebrow arching high. She stared at Ethan, unblinking, her foot creating a soft thump as it tapped against the sand. “A second. Two at the most?” 

He waved the Polaroids back and forth. “We have to make sure they came out all right. Don’t wanna get home and find out they’re all duds.” 

“Fine, you can wait. But I’m gonna keep packing.” 

“Almost there.” Ethan held them out. “And—there we go. See? That didn’t take long.” 

Kara dropped her bag and stepped toward Ethan. “Let’s have a look.” 

Ethan drew her into a side hug, holding the Polaroids out between them. 

“Ugh, look at that one. My eyes are closed.” Kara pulled it from the stack. “But you look cute in it. So, I’m keeping it.” 

Ethan smirked. “Okay, well then, I’m claiming this one. You look absolutely stunning here.” 

Kara’s eyes lingered on the second photo, drinking in every detail. There she was, nestled against Ethan’s chest, her long chestnut hair all messed up from the sea breeze. It should’ve looked awful, but somehow ... it didn’t? The image showed her in a way she rarely saw herself—carefree, radiant, and undeniably happy. Her usual self-consciousness had vanished, replaced by a girl who seemed to glow from within. It was a snapshot of pure, uncomplicated love—the kind she’d always dreamed of but never quite believed she’d find. “You really think so?” 

“Definitely. In my completely honest opinion, you look gorgeous in every single one. Even the blinky ones.” 

Kara rolled her eyes. “If you say so. Looks like the rest are pretty blurry, though.” 

“Yeah, there’s always a few duds. It happens.”

“Well, I guess you were right. At least we both got a good one out of it.” She picked up her bag and slipped the Polaroid into the side pocket. “But now we seriously need to go.”

“All right, let’s get you back.” Ethan took the bag from Kara’s hands and slipped it onto his shoulder. “Did we forget anything?” 

Kara glanced around, her eyes scanning the grassy area where they had been. A few stray items caught her attention: a water bottle, a couple of napkins, and some litter that didn’t belong to them. She hurriedly picked them up, adding them to the bag. “I think we’ve got everything now.”

Ethan grinned. “Glad one of us has an eye for detail.”

“Always good to leave a place better than we found it,” Kara said, smiling as she adjusted her bag. “All right, let’s go.”

As they walked back to Ethan’s blue Chevy truck and hopped inside, Kara’s teeth chewed at her bottom lip. Excuses for her overnight absence spiraled through her mind, each more far-fetched than the last, crumbling under the weight of her dad’s inevitable scrutiny. Her heart raced as she pictured the vein throbbing in his temple, his voice booming as he demanded an explanation. And if he ever found out she had been with Ethan—she shuddered to think of the consequences.

“Try not to worry,” Ethan said as he pulled onto the road. “Everything will be fine.” 

Kara sighed. “I hope you’re right ... You know how my dad can be.” 

“He’s probably still asleep. Don’t worry, we’ll be at your house soon.” 

Kara leaned her head out of the window, the wind whipping through her hair. As they drove down the oak-lined street, she noticed the Spanish moss draping from the branches like wispy, gray-green curtains. The delicate tendrils swayed in the breeze, casting intricate shadows that danced across the windshield and the cobblestone sidewalks below. The sight was hauntingly beautiful, one that always took Kara’s breath away, even in her anxious state. She watched the quaint shops and businesses pass by in a blur, her stomach twisting with each familiar landmark. 

They were less than a minute from her house, and her pulse quickened as Ethan’s truck rumbled down the familiar street.

“Hey, don’t park out front,” she told him. “Drop me off a few houses down—just to be safe.” 

“Sure thing.” Ethan slowed and pulled the truck to a rolling stop two houses down from hers. Taking the keys out of the ignition, he turned to her. “Wanna hang out later today?”

Kara’s eyes darted down the road to her parents’ bedroom windows. Fingers fidgeted with the hem of her shirt, twisting the fabric as she scanned for any signs of movement. The curtains were drawn tight. The darkened glass revealed nothing, yet the sight sent her heart galloping in her chest. Her palms turned slick and cold with sweat. “I mean, I’d love to, but—” She took a breath and forced an exhale, “it kinda depends on how things go when I get inside.” 

Ethan took her hand, pulling her across the seat toward him. “I can come with you, talk to your dad. Smooth things over.” 

A short, nervous chuckle bubbled up from Kara’s throat before catching on to her vocal cords. “Are you kidding? He’d straight up strangle you if you walked into my house right now. Bad idea. No, best I deal with this myself.” She looked over at him. “Call me later, yeah? When you get your new phone?” 

“Of course,” he said, with a roguish half-smile that made her heart skip a beat.

Leaning forward, Ethan closed the distance.

Kara’s eyes fell shut, the darkness behind her lids filling with bursts of color. Then the world around her faded away until all that existed was the gentle pressure of Ethan’s lips on hers, the heat of his breath mingling with her own, the hard planes of his chest pressed against her soft curves. They were two halves of a whole. 

She tried to push down the nagging feeling that this moment of bliss was the calm before the storm. But even as she lost herself in Ethan’s embrace, the niggling sense of unease remained, like a splinter lodged beneath her skin. 

Then, as if a bucket of ice-cold water had been dumped over her head, her muscles tensed, her body went rigid, and her eyes snapped open. The dreamy haze of passion evaporated in an instant. 

Her dad.

She needed to go inside.

Now.

As she broke the kiss, Ethan cupped Kara’s chin, tilting her face up to meet his gaze. His touch was featherlight, yet it seemed to burn against her flushed skin, igniting a flurry of butterflies in her stomach. The intensity of his piercing blue eyes left her breathless. 

“I love you. You know that, right? I’ll love you forever, Kara,” he whispered.

He spoke with a fierce conviction that she felt reverberating in every bone of her body. It filled her up, consuming her wholly and completely in a way she had never experienced before.

All she could do was nod while overcome and unable to find her voice.

“I know,” she finally whispered back, her voice catching with the swell of feelings. “I love you too, but I really have to go.” 

Reluctantly, she slid back over to her side of the truck and reached for the door handle, already missing his touch and closeness. “You better call me.” 

Before she could jump out, he stretched across and grasped her small hand in his, entwining their fingers together. “You know I will.”
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Present Day


Friday

Everything had finally caught up to her.  

Kara Walker’s fingers trembled over the keyboard.

She refreshed the page three times, hoping for a different result. 

But the numbers didn’t lie. 

They only confirmed her worst fears.

Second Chance Animal Rescue was at full capacity. 

She stared at the screen, heart sinking as she scrolled down the lengthy list of recent intakes. Outside her window, May flowers bloomed, oblivious to the crisis unfolding within these walls. For nearly two decades, she’d never turned away a single stray, but now they were arriving faster than she could find them new homes.

The harsh reality settled in her gut: The next abandoned soul to land on her doorstep would be the first she’d have to turn away.

Unable to bear the sight any longer, Kara minimized the spreadsheet with a shaky breath. The old office chair groaned as she pushed it back, its mismatched wheels snagging on the uneven floor. She rose, stretching her back as her stiff joints popped. Then with practiced ease, she navigated the obstacle course of her office-turned-storeroom. Towers of dog food bags and cleaning supplies loomed over her as she wove between them, their presence a constant reminder of the countless lives depending on her care. 

As Kara reached for the door, a stack of folders began to topple. Kara’s reflexes kicked in, and she lunged, catching them midair. With a sigh, she placed them back on the shelf, then wondered for the hundredth time if she’d ever get proper storage.

The lobby air enveloped her the moment she stepped inside—astringent disinfectant warring with the earthy musk of kibble. It was the rescue’s signature scent, one that often clung to her clothes long after her workday had ended. Kara’s shoes scuffed against linoleum that had seen better days, each step releasing a faint whiff of pine-scented floor cleaner. 

As she arrived at the door to the kennel area, Kara paused, gathering her thoughts before plunging into the heart of the rescue. With a determined push, she opened the door. A chorus of barks, whines, and a lone shrill yap welcomed her as she entered the cavernous room lined with rows of fenced-in enclosures, each housing dogs of every imaginable size and breed. She walked down the first row of kennels, peering in each one.

How had it come to this?

Kara stopped at the fourth kennel and kneeled.

A scruffy cocker spaniel mix with soulful brown eyes lay curled on a flannel blanket, her four wriggling puppies nestled against her belly, nursing at her side. Kara smiled, recalling the afternoon the pregnant dog had been brought in and the relief she had felt that the little lady had given birth safely at the rescue—but this also meant that there were now four new puppies needing adoption.

Sighing, Kara stood and continued down the row. 

Kara wondered if the rescue would make it to the next month—or, for that matter, if she would. The shortage of volunteers only exacerbated the problem. With fewer hands to help, Kara worked around the clock, her own health and well-being taking a backseat to the needs of the animals. The physical toll was evident in her aching muscles and the dark circles under her eyes, but it was the emotional strain that weighed heaviest. 

Caught in an endless cycle of day-to-day crises, her fundraising efforts and strategic plans to move the rescue forward felt like distant dreams she could barely bring herself to think about, let alone implement. Being at full capacity meant more than just a lack of space for additional animals. It meant skyrocketing costs across the board. The food bill alone had doubled in the past month. Veterinary costs were spiraling out of control—routine check-ups, vaccinations, and unexpected emergencies had depleted their meager savings at an alarming rate. Even basic supplies like cleaning products and bedding were becoming luxuries they could scarcely afford.

The once-bustling adoption events had dwindled to sparsely attended gatherings. Potential fosters and adopters seemed few and far between. Even those who showed initial interest often hesitated when Kara outlined the true costs and resources required for proper animal care, their excitement dimming into uncomfortable silences and polite retreats as the reality of long-term commitment sank in.

What was she going to do?

Kara had exhausted every avenue, including reaching out to other rescues to see if they could take some of her animals—even temporarily—but that lifeline had dried up as well. Her inbox was a graveyard of well-meaning rejections. Just this morning, she’d received an email from Loving Hands Rescue in the next town over, confirming that they were also at capacity. It was the same story with Paw Pals last week, and Hopeful Hearts the week before that. Even Whisker Wishes, two counties away, had turned her down last month. Full kennels, strained budgets, and overworked staff—it was the same story everywhere she turned. The pattern was clear: Every rescue in the area was facing the same uphill battle, leaving Kara with the unsettling truth that help wasn’t coming.

Why were there so many animals in need of a home right now?

Maybe it was time to expand—but how? 

Second Chance Rescue didn’t have a steady influx of cash; they couldn’t set up more housing. 

Kara wracked her brain for potential solutions, no matter how unpleasant. Desperate times called for desperate measures. Her mind drifted to her father, and for a moment, she considered asking him for help again.No way. Not now. Never again.

She could already hear his disapproving tone.

“Kara, when are you going to realize that playing Noah’s Ark isn’t going to pay the bills?”

“If you’d taken over the pharmacy, you wouldn’t be drowning now.”

“I built our family business. You’re running a petting zoo.”

The thought of facing his criticism now, when she was at her lowest point, made her stomach churn. She would figure this out on her own. 

Grabbing a broom off the wall hook, Kara began sweeping the concrete walkway between the kennels, wincing at the accumulated fur and debris. 

A bark erupted from the far end, followed by a splash. Kara rushed over to find Finn, Labrador mix, had knocked over his water bowl, creating a puddle that began to seep into neighboring kennels. As she mopped, the unmistakable smell of diarrhea wafted from another section. Kara groaned, steeling herself for the mess awaiting her. Hurrying to grab cleaning supplies, she was stopped short by an ear-splitting whine. She turned to see Max, the anxious husky, frantically pawing at his kennel door. To her horror, the latch was bending and could break at any moment.

One more disaster, she thought, and she might just lose it completely.

An hour later, Kara found herself back where she started, broom in hand. She’d managed to clean up the messes, calm Max, and reinforce his kennel latch.

With the sweeping finally complete, Kara moved on to the next task, changing out the bedding in each of the kennels. As she worked, her mind wandered back to her predicament.

Something’s gotta give.

As she approached the last kennel at the end of the row, her eyes fell on the faded name tag affixed to the gate. Benny—the name belonging to a grizzled miniature schnauzer whose graying muzzle and world-weary eyes marked him as one of Second Chance Animal Rescue’s most tenured residents. He had been overlooked at adoption events time and time again; mostly because of his age, Kara assumed, and that he was much slower these days, with the stiffness in his back legs giving him a little limp when he walked. 

Kara stepped inside the kennel and closed the gate behind her. “Hey there, Benny,” she whispered.

Benny stood from his blanket, stretching out his front paws as he took a few steps toward Kara, his tail wagging as she reached down to stroke his wiry hair. Once a rich salt-and-pepper, twelve years had softened Benny’s distinctive schnauzer coat to a silvery-gray, lending him an air of quiet dignity and hard-earned wisdom.

“How are you doing, boy? Get a good nap in?” Kara’s fingers found that perfect spot behind Benny’s ear, and she grinned as his back leg thumped against the floor. “You’re such a sweetheart, Benny. Don’t you worry, we’ll find someone who appreciates a distinguished gentleman like you.”

He let out a whimper and closed his eyes.

Kara patted Benny’s head. “I know, sweet boy. It won’t always be this way. For now, let’s get you a fresh blanket, okay?” 

She laid out the fresh blanket, smoothing it with her hands. “There we go. All nice and clean.” Reaching into her pocket, she grinned. “Look what I’ve got.” She offered Benny two Riley’s Recipe treats, which he devoured, his eyes brightening with a spark of his younger self.

Kara gave Benny one last scratch behind the ear. “Okay, buddy, you get some rest now. We’ll go for a walk later, and in the meantime, I’ll keep working on finding you the perfect home. Sound good?”

Benny let out one quick bark, then turned and laid back down on his new blanket. Smiling, Kara stood and stepped out of the kennel. 

After she finished gathering all the old bedding, she headed over to the small laundry room and threw the blankets into the washing machine. As she started the load, she noticed a puddle forming at the base of the machine. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Kara muttered, shoving a towel against the leak. It was a Band-Aid solution at best. She’d need to call a repair service—another expense she couldn’t afford.

Once the load had begun, she walked back through the kennels and into her tiny office. Sinking into the creaky chair, Kara logged into her desktop computer and pulled up the daunting list of administrative duties she needed to finish. Just as she was about to dive in, her phone buzzed.

She smiled as she saw the face pop up on the screen, then picked it up and answered. “How are you, sweetie?”

Charlotte’s voice came through the line. “I’m good! How are you?”

“Where are you? You sound far away.” 

“I’m driving,” Charlotte said. “Just left. Heading back to Hadley Cove now.” 

“And you’re talking on the phone? You need to pay attention to the road!” 

“Mom, chill. I’m fine—I’m on speaker phone. Hands-free.” 

“Don’t ‘Mom’ me. It’s my job.” Kara smirked and leaned back in her seat. “So, did you hear back from the internships you applied to?” 

“Actually, yeah. Got a call from the clinic near campus.”

Kara straightened. “That’s the one you wanted, right? What’d they say?” 

Charlotte sighed. “Well, they liked my application, but their internship program is full next semester.” 

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” 

“No, no, it’s okay, Mom. I got an offer from another clinic outside of town. It’s a bit of a commute, but I’m excited. They handle a lot of farm animals, so I’ll get to tag along on some of those appointments and see what it’s really like. Wasn’t my first choice, but it’s a good start. Things will work out. They always do. But I’m more excited about being home with you for the summer.” 

“Can’t wait to have you home, too. And you know what? That’s a really great perspective. I’m proud of you for seeing the silver lining.” Kara’s fingers traced the edge of the photo frame on her desk, her eyes drawn to the image of a younger Charlotte’s smiling face. “When did my little girl grow into such a thoughtful, mature young woman?”

“I am pretty awesome, ain’t I?”

“Humble too.” Kara let out a chuckle. “I just know you’re gonna be an amazing vet when you finish school.”

“I hope so,” Charlotte said. “But hey, it’s starting to pour. Need to go. I’ll be home in an hour—an hour and a half, tops.” 

“You sure you don’t want to just wait it out? Maybe you can pull over until it passes. No need to rush getting here, honey.” 

Charlotte laughed. “Mom, I’ve driven in worse. I’ll be fine, I promise.”

Kara sighed, her frown deepening. “Well, be careful. Drive slow and keep your headlights on. It’s getting dark. Okay?” 

“Stop worrying.”

“I know my old self worries too much, but that’s what us moms do.”

“Forty is not old!” 

Kara chuckled. “If you say so.”  

“I do say so. But gotta go for real. Love you.” 

“I love you too, sweetie. See you soon.” 

As the call disconnected, Kara set her phone down on the cluttered desk. The warmth of her daughter’s voice lingered for a moment, and she smiled. For all the joy Charlotte had brought her, being a single mom had never been easy. There’d been countless nights lying awake wondering if she was giving Charlotte enough, if she was enough. The juggling act between work, bills, the rescue, and motherhood—it had felt impossible. But she’d done it. Somehow ...

Kara released a sigh, and her smile soon faded as her mind wrestled again with the mountain of challenges facing the rescue. 

When Kara returned to the to-do list on her computer, her elbow accidentally nudged a stack of papers. As they slid, a familiar corner peeked out—the dog-eared edge of Animal Rescue Stories, the book her mother had read to her every night as a child. Kara gently pulled it free, running her fingers over the worn spine and yellowed pages. The book fell open to a well-loved chapter, and in an instant, she could hear her mother’s soothing voice.

“Second chances aren’t just for the animals we save; they’re for all the hearts we heal along the way.”

Smiling, Kara remembered how her mom would bring home stray dogs and cats—much to her father’s disapproval, which only made her open her arms wider. She had a soft heart for all the poor, unwanted animals in the world, and that’s how she lived her life until the day of the accident. 

Kara’s eyes fluttered shut, and in the darkness behind her lids, she saw that last day with startling clarity. 

“Tomorrow, we’ll start planning our own sanctuary. With all these strays, we need a proper home for them,” her mom had said.

But tomorrow never came. Just a phone call, flashing lights, and heartache like nothing she’d ever known.

Tears stung her eyes, turning the world into a watery blur. She swallowed against the tightness in her throat. Her mom would’ve loved the rescue and all the work Kara had done in the community to give stray animals a safe haven. But now—what would her mom think of the problems she was facing? How would she fix it?

Losing the rescue would mean more than just giving up her life’s work; it would be like losing her mother all over again. Coupled with this was the agonizing fear of letting down the animals who needed her—those abandoned souls who had nowhere else to go. 

The weight of it all pressed down on Kara’s shoulders, making it hard to breathe, but more of her mom’s words echoed in her mind again. 

“Remember, sweetheart, every setback is just a setup for a comeback.”

Throwing in the towel wasn’t an option.

Kara wiped away her tears with the back of her hand and squared her shoulders, ready to take on the task ahead. Over the years, in the space between heartache and hope, she’d discovered the truest measure of love—giving all, knowing the cost.

Turning back to her computer, Kara forced herself to focus. There was no time for her to get lost in her thoughts, not when she had a rescue at full capacity and volunteers to find. As she started typing out the list of supplies she would need for the upcoming adoption event, the soft chime of the front doorbell cut through the quiet of the office. A single bark rang out from the kennels, followed by another, and another, until the air was filled with excited woofs and howls.

Kara’s heart raced.

This late? Who could be visiting the rescue now?

A new volunteer signing up? Part of her dared to hope, but the almost two decades of late-night emergencies had taught her to prepare for the worst.

Images flashed through her mind: a sodden cardboard box, whimpering puppies, a hastily scrawled note bearing a simple message: “Please help them. I can’t.”

This was more likely—always more likely—in this calling of endless heartbreak and healing that was both her blessing and her burden. 
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