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Stray Pets
“When wil I ever learn,” she chided herself. “When wil I ever learn not to just jump right in with
both feet without looking. Caution real y is a virtue, you know.” Mumbling to herself had become a nasty habit. Unfortunately, she rarely listened to her own wise words. That, of course, was the reason she
now lived with three cats and two dogs. And yes, they allowed her to reside with them rather than the
other way around. She just never knew when to mouth the firm word ‘no.’
Her mother had given up trying. “Sally McBride,” she would say, shaking her head, “when will
you ever learn!” It was just so hard for her, strays always caught at that soft spot right at the core of her heart. She couldn’t turn her back on these poor creatures. 
Maybe that’s the reason she finally agreed to go out with Elliot Janasy. There simply couldn’t
be any other explanation for it. Who knew? She certainly didn’t. 
What Sally did know was she wasn’t the best judge of men. She was always trusting the wrong
ones and ended up getting hurt. The Brood knew, of course. They hadn’t let any of her recent dates
through the front door, growling and hissing, every last time. Good lord, Sprinkle had even peed on one
of them, firmly pronouncing her disapproval loud and clear. Had Sal y listened? Nooooo. After that last fiasco, Sally had promised herself, and ‘the Brood,’ she was done with men. Gone. Kaput. Over with. 
So why for heaven’s sake did she agree to go out with El iott? Her heart just wasn’t up for another failed attempt. 
She’d met El iot at a recent ASPCA-sponsored dinner-dance. They were the sort of fundraisers
she couldn’t resist, always at ending because she worried so about those poor homeless, abandoned
creatures. With her knew maxim of no men, she hadn’t planned on attending this one, but her friend
Mary, who was a member of the local Board, had coaxed her into it. Much against her better judgment, 
she’d gone ahead and attended, not wanting to let Mary down. And, of course, who did she meet? 
Poor, lonesome, abandoned El iot . What was she, a magnet for the abandoned and neglected of the
world? 
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Just as she’d been about ready to make her escape, after the dinner and speech parts of the
evening where over, a deep whisky sleek voice had surprised her from behind by asking her to dance. 
Her first instinct for self-preservation was to say ‘no.’ But it was that moment of hesitation when she turned around that buried her, when she looked up at him. 
He was certainly easy on the eyes, and, real y, she didn’t have anything better to do than go
home and do the infamous hair washing routine, so she said yes. El iott seemed nice enough, kind of
quiet though. He was a pret y good dancer, hardly stepping on her toes at all. And he was at least a full head tal er than her, put ing him probably at about six foot three or so. 
A dance was one thing, but how in the world he had ever convinced her to say yes to a date
she would never know. The Brood would not be happy. Maybe she ought to stop on the way home to
pick up some treats to kind of ease her way through the announcement. At least she might have a
fighting chance that way of saving her clothes from cat pee when Sprinkle made her displeasure patently
obvious as she’d been infamous for doing in the past. 
Of course, it might have been the sad, puppy dog look in El iot ’s huge velvet brown eyes, 
when he confided to her that his date stood him up, and that he was only at the dinner alone because he
hadn’t been able to find a replacement date. Or maybe it was the gallant way he treated her once the
dance had ended, guiding her back to the table with a light, but firm hand at the small of her back, that sent a tingle along her spine. Or maybe it was when he pul ed her chair out for her when they got back
to the table. It could have been the way he picked up her purse when it fel to the floor, and the shy
sweet smile he had given her when he handed the beaded contraption back to her. And then again, 
maybe it was the lust at ack she’d begun to experience the moment he’d taken her into his arms when
they danced. 
Did it real y mat er what the reason was? For the first time in her whole life Sal y felt like
Cinderella at the ball rather than the little old lady who lived in a shoe with all her children maddeningly surrounding her. Of course, what had probably sealed her fate was the deep discussion they had gotten
into about children’s stories. Children’s stories of al things! Stories like ‘Beautiful Joe’ and ‘Black Beauty.’ They had talked and talked for what seemed like hours. Something she never did with
anybody. Of course, most of the men she’d dated in the past had IQs of about minus thirty. Any real
thimble of intelligence they’d possessed was probably af ectionately named ‘Big Al’ and resided below
the belt zone. 
She was sure anyone listening to her impassioned conversation with El iot would have thought
they were both nuts. But it felt to her like they were in sympatico on almost everything they talked about that evening. 
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And when he had asked her out, her brain told her to tel him ‘no,’ but her mouth blurted out
‘yes.’ Immediately after she’d said it, panic reared its head and she felt an urgency to reach out to grab the words and stuff them back inside. Of course, it was already too late for that. She didn’t have the heart to reverse her decision and maybe end up with him thinking she belonged in the ranks with the
date that had left him high and dry. 
On the surface, he seemed like a really nice guy. But what if, once again, it was all smoke and
mirrors? To be honest with herself, she was just plain scared to trust her feelings again. They had let her down before. 
So here she stood facing herself in the bedroom mirror, preparing to go out on a date, with five
sets of accusing eyes all staring up at her, wondering what in the world she was doing. What would
El iott think when he real y met her lit le family? How would the Brood react to El iott? Would they be hissing and growling yet again, let ing her know he was yet another dud who had finagled his way past
her defenses? 
She looked down at Sprinkle and shook her index finger at the lit le ringleader. “Don’t you dare
cause trouble for me tonight, do you hear me, or no tuna for you for the next week.” Then her gaze
circuited the room. “And no trouble from the rest of you either.” 
Sprinkle, the calico cat, was the oldest of the brood. She had adopted Sally about six years
ago when she’d found her by the side of the road, having been hit by a car that kept going on its merry
way. Sprinkle now just started at her fixedly as if to say we’l just see about that.  Sal y shook her head. 
Like anybody listened to her when she tried to lay down the law. 
She turned her gaze on the lit le troublemaker next to her. Abner had been the next to join the
family, the oldest of the canines, a mix of beagle and poodle, he was certainly a sight when first he
strayed onto her doorstep. Sally tried to find out where he might belong, but no luck and that was about four years ago. 
Then, of course, came the tornado duo, Scrappy and Scamper, one black and one white, kit ens
who wandered over to her picnic basket, wet as could be, having managed to fight their way out of a
bag that was thrown into a river near where she had been picnicking. Could she real y turn her back on
two such heartbreakingly bedraggled babies? 
And finally, last, but certainly not least, Augustus. No one could ever dismiss Augustus, part
Great Dane and part Saint Bernard, yet he was real y the baby of this rowdy hoard. Sal y had gone with
a friend to choose a pet at the Animal Shelter. Big mistake! And she’d known it the minute she passed
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through the doorway. Augustus’ time apparently was up as one of the volunteers was getting ready to
lead him from his cage. And as he was about to round the corner, gone forever, he turned his head to
look back with his big, sad brown eyes. As it happened, it was just at that moment Sal y had turned her head as well. The rest was history, of course. 
Sally sat in front of her dressing table just staring at her reflection, which reflected back to her a
woman with the most bewildered look. Kind of saying, I really think you’re making a mistake here, but
how do we get out of it?  She knew absolutely nothing about this guy except for his name and the fact that he probably liked animals. But then her own innate honesty elbowed its way to the surface. The
problem was that she really liked him too much, and she was scared that again, she would find he wasn’t
what he appeared to be. Was she making yet another big mistake? 
She sighed, know she was defeated, because she was going to give him a chance to prove
them all wrong. Applying the finishing touches to her makeup, she rose from the stool, switching of the two lit le lamps set ing to either side of the dressing table. As she walked out of the small bedroom and into the living room, four lit le, and one not so lit le, bodies followed her. They wanted to play, and kept nudging at her legs, but as she looked at the clock, she knew the hour had almost struck. Bewitching
hour? I guess!! 
Sure enough, a knock sounded at the door. She inhaled deeply and smoothed her hands
down over her hips. Did she look okay? There wasn’t much she could do now. He was prompt, at
least she could say that about him. Check. Add notation to mental tot board a girl always kept handy at times like this. That was a good sign, wasn’t it? She looked at the Brood and they looked back at her. 
No one was going to help her out of this one. “Okay guys, I get the message. This is al up to me. 
Thanks a lot.” 
She walked over and opened the door, pasting a smile she hoped was welcoming onto her
face. 
And there he stood, just as mouth wateringly delicious as she remembered. Her heart
hiccupped and she swal owed, trying to find her voice. “Hi,” she managed to eek out. 
And then he smiled, and boy, did she remember what the lit le curve of those sensuous lips had
done to her libido at the dinner. It was a real y nice smile. Real y, real y nice. And being on time is a good thing. She would have to remember that, too. 
“Come in.” Sally stepped back and opened the door wider, allowing him room to enter. “Don’t
mind the Brood.” 
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“Thanks.” He stepped into the room. The Brood all raced across the room toward him cautiously
sniffing for any signs of bad vibes. No growls or hisses. That was a good thing. At least she thought it was. Then to Sal y’s amazement, their tails began wagging. Al of them. And then they moved in fast, 
vying to be the first to receive attention. 
El iot shifted to knel at audience level. Didn’t he have any sense of self-preservation? 
“Watch it!” cautioned Sal y. “They’l cover you in hair.” 
El iot grinned. “No problem, I’ve got a clothes brush in the car. Hi, fel as,” he said to the group. 
Then, reaching a hand into each pocket he pul ed something from inside. He opened both hands to
reveal that he held nuggets of Pounce in one hand and Milkbone biscuits in the other. Sally was
speechless. “I remember you saying you had quite a lit le family.” Immediately he made five new
friends for life. He smiled sheepishly up at Sally, who was standing there staring at him with what she was sure was a bemused expression on her face. El iot had apparently ‘passed inspection’ from the
Brood. And that was definitely a banner moment in this house. 
“I hope you don’t mind,” he said apologetically. Sally just shook her head in disbelief, still
unable to voice any reasonably intel igent response. She couldn’t remember having dated anyone who
had ever understood how important her animals were to her. And the way he talked to them–
Maybe it wasn’t El iott who was the stray; maybe it was her. Like her brood, she had been
looking for that special someone who could really understand and not find fault. And maybe, she had
walked into his life rather than the other way around. Slowly she knelt beside him. 
She raised her hand to brush a stray white dog hair from the sleeve of his jacket. Eliott, 
interrupting his conversation with Augustus, turned his head and smiled at Sally. Darn, that was a really nice smile. Her heart missed a beat. There it was again, that feeling of having known someone for a
very long time, a rightness she had never felt before. There certainly is something to be said for animal
instinct, she thought, returning El iott’s smile. 
~ 0 ~
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