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“Hmm, okay. This guy looks promising.” I flash my phone to my older sister Jenn, showing her the guy in my dating app. 

She shifts her attention to the screen before twisting the keys out of the ignition. “He’s cute. Go for it.”

I should go for it. Based on looks alone, I’m about to swipe right. He’s hot and lives less than an hour away. But then I look at the rest of his photos. In one, he’s placed a giant peach emoji over his mouth, which I guess is supposed to make him seem more appealing, but it forces my mouth to curl up in a snarl of disgust.

And then it gets worse. Like, much worse when I read his profile catchphrase.

If your waistline is bigger than my IQ, swipe left.

“Uck, gross. Nevermind,” I mutter. My finger promptly swipes left and I close out the app.

Jenn laughs. “Always some kind of red flag, isn’t there? That’s why I gave up using those things.”

Seriously. Who would put something like that in their bio? Do they even think skinny girls will like that? And I know dudes like this have the tiniest dicks.

“All right. I gotta run in now. You gonna be okay out here for half an hour or so?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“You sure you don’t want to come in so you don’t get too cold out here?”

“Nope. I’m good.”

“Cool. I’ll finish up as fast as I can, then we can get dinner at that new wing place.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Just what I need today. More junk food.

I should eat ten pounds of celery to offset all the calories in the wings. Maybe then I could lose weight and find a guy who—

No. I won’t stoop to the level of these assholes.

“Hey, Jenn. Let me get your opinion on something.”

“Hmm?” She turns to face me before getting out of the car.

“Would you date a guy who fat shames?”

Jenn’s eyes go wide as she gives me a perplexed look. She’s ten years older than me but a solid fifty pounds lighter, making her super skinny.

“Hell no, sis. You can do better than that.”

I nod and watch her disappear inside Shady’s Bar. She’s right. I can do better than that.

It’s just that so far, I haven’t.

And I’m tired of being single just because all the nice guys my age either aren’t ready to settle down or they live 500 miles away.

This small mountain town is tapped out. I’ve been here all of two months and I can see that. Jenn’s even given up and she’s only 30. But she can see the “writing on the wall,” as she puts it: that finding a partner in today’s dating landscape is nearly impossible. And it’ll only get worse.

The difference between me and her is that I still have hope. I have faith that the right guy is out there.

I have to be right for someone. And someone has to be right for me.

I let out a sigh and stare out the window. A couple strolls hand in hand down the sidewalk, turning to walk into the ice cream parlor. I don’t know how anyone can eat ice cream in the dead of winter, but as I sit here for the next thirty minutes waiting for my sister to finish up some paperwork, that’s all I can think about: burying my lonely sorrows in a gallon of frozen chocolate chip cookie dough.

Suddenly, out of the blue, movement catches my attention. I squint, trying to get a better look in the dark, when I see what it is. Hovering at the edge of the building is what looks to be a kitten, shivering in the cold.

“Oh no.” Sympathy grips me, and I reach down to find the zipper of my coat, tugging it up to my neck. I get out of the car and approach the kitten slowly, terrified I’ll scare it away. It’s an orange tabby, probably no bigger than my hand. My god, it must be petrified.

As I get closer, he looks my way, fear freezing his expression.

“Hey, baby. Where’s your mama?”

Crouching down slightly, I can see how violently he’s trembling. I can’t wait to scoop him up and take him home, try to nurse him back to health and ... maybe keep him? Or find him a good home if Jenn won’t let me, seeing as I’m living at her place for the time being.

When I get about two feet away, he darts off, tearing down the dark alleyway that leads to the back of Shady’s.

“Wonderful,” I sigh.

Knowing I can’t leave without trying to find the poor thing, I scurry down the dark path in hopes I’ll spot him. I glance up at the night sky, praying the few clouds will blow over and let the moonlight shine down so I can see a little better.

I get to the back of the bar and stand there for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness that surrounds me. I click my tongue several times, as if that will make my furry friend magically reappear.

Finally, I make out a dumpster about twenty feet away. It seems to be something a kitten would be inclined to hide near, under, or behind, so I take a few steps in that direction, keeping my focus on the ground for any movement.

When a huge shadow appears from behind the dumpster it catches me off guard. I stumble back a few steps, sure that I’ve just entered some drug dealer’s territory. But then I hear a tiny, helpless sound. A mew that’s impossible to mistake as none other than that of a kitten.

“There, there, little guy. It’s okay, I got you.”

My mouth drops open when a large man steps into a sliver of moonlight that’s cutting through some clouds above. He’s huge, wearing nothing more than a thick, green flannel shirt, dark blue jeans that hug his muscles, and light brown work boots.

What’s even more shocking than his size is the fact that he’s cradling the orange tabby, holding him to his chest and softly stroking him with his hands. Hands that lack a wedding band. Weird that I noticed that right now, but okay.

A long but neatly trimmed beard brushes the top of the kitten, and all I can think is that I’ve never seen a man so big holding something so tiny, much less with so much love and care.

Not to mention the kitten is no longer trembling. He even looks relaxed.

My stomach immediately does a few somersaults, and ... damn. I’m smitten.

Smitten for a man cuddling a kitten.

His eyes suddenly shoot up, and he doesn’t look nearly as shocked to see me as I am to see him. But he does drag his eyes over my body in a certain sort of way that, well, honestly, no man has ever done.

Heat blooms in my core at his attention and—

Oh my god, what the hell is wrong with me? I should be scared of this man.

“This little guy yours?” he asks, holding the kitten up slightly. His voice is deep, like a soft roll of thunder that comes from above with no warning and makes you realize just how badly you need rain.

I part my lips to answer but I don’t know what to say. If I tell the truth, this guy will probably take him to a shelter where he’ll be put to sleep.

And if I say that he is mine, I may get in trouble for letting him get out or look like an irresponsible pet owner.

“Miss? Is this your kitten?”

“No, he’s—he’s not,” I finally answer. “I mean not yet.”

“Not yet?” he asks, a confused look washing over his face.

“I mean, he’s clearly homeless. I saw him out front and when I approached, he ran back here. I followed him in the hopes I could find him and take him home.”

The man nods in understanding. “Little booger has been out here all week. I’ve been tossing scraps to him, trying to soften him up and lure him in. Finally worked.”

“Oh, so do you work here?” I ask with a pitch of hope in my voice. If he works here, then Jenn knows him. She can introduce us.

Or wait. I could just introduce myself right now. Duh. Why am I suddenly the world's biggest airhead?

“I’m one of the bartenders. My buddy just came in and said he spotted him outside. Must be cold and hungry so I'm glad you're willing to take him.”

The man approaches me and passes the kitten in my direction. The tiny creature looks back at him and flails his arms towards his chest, as if to say please don't give me up.

It's heartbreaking, really. Like the two of them belong together. But as I take the kitten from his grip, our eyes lock and I can see how much compassion is there in this gentle giant’s eyes.

“Thank you,” I say, rubbing the top of the kitten’s head. I immediately feel him purr and it melts my heart.

“No, thank you. I hate seeing animals paying the price for humans being negligent. I'd take him myself, but I'd worry too much about the coyotes on my land getting to him.”
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