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After his alter ego, Breaker Winslow, died in a fire, Rick Winslow was reborn. Closing his eyes, he could still feel the heat and smell the smoke. Fear spiked through him at the crackle of a fireplace or the aroma of a barbecue. After the total destruction of his tony Manhattan townhouse, Rick fled to the country. Returning to his hometown, he found what he’d been seeking—solitude, in a house on a hundred acres.

He pulled into the driveway of his new home. Standing by his car, he perused the building. Seedy came to mind, along with dilapidated and creepy. Rick Winslow approached the decrepit farmhouse with caution. Fortunately, the place came with enough land to guarantee privacy and eliminate nosy neighbors. The structure was so far below his usual standard of living, he shivered.

The house possessed a brick chimney on the left. First thing he’d do in this old wreck was brick up the fireplace.

Returning to Pine Grove hadn’t been a choice. It had been the one place he could hide, avoiding the stares of strangers. He’d live in peace, get a dog, maybe even branch out to chickens, so he could have fresh eggs. His former life was over, his future lay here.

His cousin, Mindy, had found the property. He’d gone to see it that same day and made an offer the next. Much of the land was open field. He’d let that go to seed and return to native forest, like a wall to hide behind.

He pulled a cap out of his back pocket and thrust it low on his forehead, per the doctor’s instructions.

“Stay out of the sun. Your face is gonna be sensitive for a while. Maybe forever. Wear sunblock every day and a hat. Stay away from the beach and you’ll be fine. The scars’ll fade and you’ll look okay soon.”

Look okay? By whose standards? He’d never look okay again, never be Breaker Winslow, model, actor, heartthrob of a million book covers. When Breaker Winslow pushed past the firemen and rushed up the stairs to the second floor of his townhouse looking for his golden retriever, he had no clue how ferocious the fire had become.

He’d managed to scoop up Ralph, only to be struck by a falling beam on his way to safety. He’d dropped the dog, who had been buried under a huge pile of flaming debris breaking through the ceiling. Knocked unconscious, he had been saved by the fire department. Breaker’s face had been scarred beyond more than a patch job could fix. And Ralph had died anyway.

Now he was simply Richard B. Winslow. Yeah, “B” for Breaker. Rick to his childhood friends and family. Not fit to model, Rick had no other profession. Once it hit the news, the paparazzi hounded him. Every effort to hide had failed and it wasn’t long before the picture of his hideous face hit the papers.

Deserted by his adoring public, his friends, the three women he’d been sleeping with, and even his mother, he had become a recluse. For a year, he hid out in his cousin’s house, until his face ceased to be news. The surgery had healed well, but he would never look the same. Sure, he still had the thick mop of brown hair, piercing eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea, and a body sculpted by hours at the gym, but none of that mattered.

He might as well have died in the fire along with Ralph. His life had crumbled like burnt toast. There was nothing left, not even his beloved pooch. After considering suicide, he allowed his dear cousin to talk him into returning to his roots, where he’d be near her and could find peace.

Here he stood with no idea what the next step would be. A sound coming from the long road that abutted his property alerted him. People were coming. He ducked behind a small grove of trees and watched.

A car came up to the edge of his property and stopped. A man got out from behind the wheel. Rick heard a child’s voice holler from the backseat.

“Don’t! Papa! Don’t!”

The man leaned into the car and came out cradling a small dog.

“Sorry, son. We gotta. He needs doctoring and we ain’t got the cash.”

Rick watched the man put the dog down on the lawn and get back in the car. The voice came from the backseat again, but Rick couldn’t distinguish the words.

“He’ll be fine here. Someone’ll take him in. Hell, son, he’s a dog. He can catch mice and eat ’em. He’ll be okay.” The man got back in the car and slammed the door. He rolled down the window. “Bye, Sparky. You take care now.”

A young boy leaned out the back window.

“Sparky!” He reached for the pooch.

The vehicle lurched forward and took off down the road—zero to sixty in ten seconds. The boy continued wailing until the car faded out of sight. The small dog ran after it. Rick set out after him.

After more than a city block, the dog collapsed, panting. As Rick got closer, he could see the little animal was a pug. It lay on its side, chest heaving, tongue lolling. As Rick approached, the dog whirled around. He pushed up on his little legs, then crouched, growling.

Rick stepped back. The dog held his ground, then turned, looking in the direction of a vague, dusty mist, left by the departing vehicle. The pooch twisted his head to keep his eye on the car, or that’s the way it looked.

“Sorry, boy. Your number’s up. They’re gone,” Rick said.

The canine glanced back at him, then sank down, his back legs splayed out behind him, his chin on the road.

“Better get your ass up outta there before another one comes along.” But Rick knew there might not be any more down that lonesome road for some time.

“Come on. I’ve got some chicken,” he said, motioning toward the dog. The creature pushed up, walked a few feet, circled a few times, and then peed a little lake on Rick’s grass. He returned to his former spot, faced the direction his owner had gone, rested his chin on his paws, and didn’t budge.

“You can’t wait here. Didn’t you hear me?”

The dog ignored him.

“They’re not coming back for you! They’ve dumped you! Deserted you! They don’t want you!” He yelled. The pug glanced at him, then trained his gaze back on the road.

Tears clouded Rick’s eyes. “Stupid mutt. Okay. You’re determined to wait. What the fuck? Your funeral.” His voice low, his shoulders slumped, he turned and headed for the house. Once he reached the sagging porch, he stopped and looked back. The dog hadn’t moved.

“I get it. Nobody’s coming back for me either, buddy,” he muttered to himself. After one last look at the pug, he opened the door and went inside.

* * * *
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DINNER WAS A ROTISSERIE chicken, potato salad, and cole slaw from the deli. He cut some white meat up and filled a small dish with it. Walking toward the road, he noticed the canine hadn’t changed position. This time, the pug didn’t growl as he approached, just turned and sniffed. Rick put the bowl down in front of the little beast.

“I tried to tell you. They don’t want you. Honestly. I’m telling the truth. They’re not coming back. You’re homeless now. Just like me. Sort of. Except I have a house. You don’t have anything. I know. Not very nice of me to point that out. I just want you to get out of the road.”

The dog ate the chicken and wagged his tail for a moment. He sneezed in Rick’s direction, then resumed his vigil.

“You’re welcome.” Rick opened a bottle of water and filled the now-empty dish. The pug eyed him. As soon as Rick stood a safe distance away, the animal lapped up all the liquid. Rick shook his head.

When the sun went down, the air cooled, making good weather for sleeping. He yawned and stretched his arms.

“Good luck not getting run over. Goodnight,” Rick said and headed back.

Returning to the house, he trudged up the stairs, peeled off his clothes, and climbed into bed. There were two pillows, sheets, and a thin blanket on the king-sized bed in the big bedroom at the top of the stairs. With no curtains, he could make friends with the moon while he stretched out. A downward glance showed him the little dog remained faithful and hadn’t left. Rick closed his eyes and sleep came quickly.

When he rolled over at six, the morning sun poked him in the eye. He washed up and headed for the kitchen. Soon the smell of brewing coffee filled the room. He stood by the window, then rubbed his eyes, not believing what he saw. That damn dog still lay there in the road.

Wearing nothing but jeans, Rick grabbed a bottle of water and the little bowl and strode out to the edge of his property. He jumped a mile as a blast from a huge horn startled him. Turning, he spied a gigantic truck barreling down the road.

“Must have gotten lost,” he muttered to himself. “Come on now, doggie. Time to get up.” But the animal didn’t move. Rick leaned over, yep the eyes were open, it was alive.

“Shoo! Come on. You’ve got to get outta here. A truck is coming! The fucking thing’ll flatten you like a pancake! Get up! Get up, you stupid animal!”

After all his hollering at the dog, nothing happened. Rick made a split-second decision. He scooped the dog up in his arms and fell backwards into the grass on his butt. The little creature squirmed like a greased pig, challenging Rick to hold on to him. Dust and fumes covered them as the vehicle roared past, missing them by no more than two feet, horn blasting.

“Shut the fuck up!” Rick hollered after the gleaming white behemoth belching out black smoke in its wake.

The dog wiggled out of his grasp, moved a few steps away, and sat staring at Rick. Panting, tongue lolling, the pug faced the man.

“I just saved your life. You could be a little grateful!”

Then he poured water into the dish and shoved it closer. The dog lapped it up. Rick sat on the lawn, knees up, elbows resting there, watching his little companion drink. Without warning, the dog ran over, jumped up and licked Rick’s face. The man fell back on the grass as the canine covered both sides with saliva. He laughed, though it was weird to have the tongue coating the right side. No one had touched him there since the surgery. The left was all right, smooth and perfect as always.

The pug backed up, sat on his haunches, and barked. Rick pushed to his feet.

“Okay, okay, yeah. I came back for you. You can come in. Come on. I’m hungry. Let’s eat.”

He made his way across the lawn with the animal trotting along behind him. Rick put on the radio and scrambled up enough eggs for himself and the dog.

“You’re going to need a name. Although stupid might fit, the humane society might have something to say about that. Hmm, let me look at you.”

The pug’s fur was dirty and matted. He was thin, too thin, making his head look big.

“Boy, no one would ever offer you a job modeling, either. Hmm.” Rick stroked the uneven stubble on his bad cheek. Finally, his beard was growing in. The doctor said it would come back and it was. Might be spotty, but it would hide some of the scarring and redness.

“You’re pretty scruffy. But then, so am I.” Rick took a swig of coffee and continued to stare at the creature.

“None of the nice names, like Sparky, fit you. So Scruffy it is.”

The dog barked. Rick refilled his water bowl. The pooch had no harness or collar. Rick had no idea if he had had shots either.

“We need to get you to the vet. Need a harness, too. I’ll call Mindy.” He checked the clock. Only seven. Too early to call his cousin. She was probably banging her new husband about now. He lounged back in his chair as his mind wandered to morning sex. God, he loved morning sex. Waking up to a naked, sexy, willing chick beat a mimosa as the best way to start the day. Didn’t look like that would happen again real soon.

Breaker Winslow had slept with too many women to count. They all wanted his body and to claim they’d warmed his bed. Who was he to stand in their way? More than happy to oblige, he’d become adept at the art of lovemaking. The more he loved, the fewer he’d selected. He’d become quite choosy over where he spread his seed.

Now, he’d be lucky to find a hooker who’d agree to screw him without a blindfold. He’d been celibate since the fire. He rubbed his face again, gently. A soft, but insistent whining caught his attention. Scruffy stood at the back door, wiggling his back end.

“Okay. I get it. You need to go out. Come on, I could use the exercise.”

He yanked on a ball cap, opened the door, and the two ran and jumped across the backfield.

* * * *
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“MINDY, I’VE GOT A JOB for you.”

“I’ve already got a job. I run the Pine Grove Playhouse, remember?”

“I need help and you’re the only one I can call.”

“It’s time you got out.”

“I can’t. I’m the Elephant Man. You don’t want the right half of my face to scare old ladies and little children, do you?”

“Knock it off, Rick. It’s time you were self-sufficient again.”

“It’s not just about me. I’ve got a dog.”

“A what?”

“A dog. Pug to be exact. Scruffy. And he needs to go to the vet, but I need a harness and leash for him.”

“I have a friend who needs work. How about I send her over? She can be your gofer and you can pay her?”

Silence.

“Okay. As long as she won’t faint when she sees my face.”

“It’s not as hideous as you think. It’s a couple of scars on the right side, that’s all.”

“A couple of scars? Think again.”

“Your point-of-view is different. You’re seeing it as a model. See it as a regular person. That kind of shit happens to people. They get over it and go back to Walmart during peak hours.”

“Send the girl. What’s her name?”

“Jessica Lennox.”

“Fine. Send her.”

“How much will you pay?”

“Whatever she wants.” He was in no position to haggle over her fee.

“Okay. I’ll see if she’s interested.”

He hung up. After dragging a chair out on the back deck, he and Scruffy sat in the shade. The dog laid his head down on his paws.

“You’re going to need a bed, too. Several beds, I think.”

Disheartened, he looked around at the sagging porch and recalled the peeling paint on the window frames and in every room. The bathrooms were one step above an outhouse, and the kitchen was a refugee from the 1950s.

He hated waiting, so he made a few calls. Time to make his life in the boondocks more comfortable.

“Carla, darling. It’s Breaker. Yes, I’m still alive. I have a little decorating job for you.”

“I don’t do ‘little’ jobs, Breaker, darling. You know that.”

“It’s a small house. Farmhouse. Out in the country.”

“Ugh. I hate to leave the city. How big?”

“Three bedrooms, living room, dining room and big kitchen. Oh, and two baths.”

“Only two baths? How will you deal?”

“Get off it. It’s a quaint old place. Needs a little work...”

“How much work?” He imagined the calculator that was her brain hard at work.

“Okay. A lot of work.”

“Darling, I’d love to help, but I’ve just signed on to do a townhouse in the East 60’s for millions. You understand, don’t you? I can’t be in two places at once.”

“I understand completely. Good luck.”

He hung up and erased her number from his contact list. “Bitch,” he muttered to himself.

He wasn’t surprised at her reaction. Since he’d lost everything, he’d discovered his friends had turned their backs on him. Without his prestige and contacts, he no longer commanded their attention. Everyone shunned him as if he had the plague. Frustrated, he pushed to his feet, pacing on the squeaky wood floor.

He went inside and grabbed a pad and pen. Might as well make a list of everything he needed. His new servant girl would have to get it all since he’d not set foot in a store.

The knocker on his front door sounded as he finished the list and his coffee. Unfortunately, with no curtains up yet, he couldn’t hide and decide if he wanted to answer or not. He’d have to add those to the list. A pretty, blonde young woman stood outside.

He tilted his head slightly, hiding the right side of his face as he opened the door.

“Jessica Lennox, Mindy Winslow said you had a job?”

“Yes, yes. Come in. Don’t mind the house.”

He opened the door. She entered, looking around.

“I haven’t really moved in yet. I lost all my furniture in a fire, so I’m starting from scratch.”

“Do you need help with that?”

“Yes. Let’s talk in the kitchen.”

Rick led the way. As Jessica approached, Scruffy stiffened and barked. Jessica stopped.

“Don’t mind him. He’s a visitor. Leaving as soon as I can find him a home.”

Rick leaned down and petted the dog. “Back boy. She’s a friend.”

Jessica took a seat at the table, far from the dog. The pug circled, then lay down on the floor, keeping his eye on the newcomer.

She opened her purse and pulled out a pad and pen. “What do you need done, Mr. Winslow?”

“Please, call me Rick.” He sensed heat creeping up his neck as he watched her reaction to viewing his face. She glanced at him, knit her eyebrows, and then opened her notebook. He relaxed, sitting back in his seat. Looked like she wasn’t going to lose her lunch or anything. He breathed easier.

“I need to furnish the house. I need groceries. In fact, I need them every week. And I need dog supplies. Can’t take him to the vet until I have a harness and leash. Food and water bowls, as well.”

“I can do that. But why can’t you go to the store yourself?”

“With this face?” he said, then lowered his glance to his hands.

“Oh, okay. I get it. I can do whatever you want. I charge fifteen an hour, including travel time.”

“That’s no problem. Can you start right away?”

“Sure.”

“Let’s get the dog taken care of, then we can talk about the house. I have some ideas.”

Jessica glanced around. “This old place needs some repairs, too.”

“I know. The people who lived here didn’t take care of it. It has potential.”

“Oh, it does. It does. I love old houses,” she said, pushing to her feet and wandering through the kitchen until a low growl from Scruffy stopped her.

“Don’t mind him, Miss Lennox, He’s not staying.”

“Jess,” she said, giving the animal a wide berth.

“I think every room needs something besides painting. And there are all those colors to pick.”

She licked her lips. “Sounds like a big project.”

“I’m sure it’ll take months. But when we’re done, it’ll be a masterpiece.”

“My brother, Will, is a carpenter. He can do a lot of the work here.”

“Excellent! You’re a one-stop place to shop. Here’s the list.”

Rick gave her the piece of paper and instructions as well as a wad of cash.

“By the way, what do you do?”

“I bake pies and cakes for the café in town and a few other places. And odd jobs, like what I’m doing for you. I help some of the older people here.”

“Oh. I see. Kind of an entrepreneur,” he said.

“I guess you could call it that. I’ll be back with the dog stuff right away, then do the grocery shopping.”

“Good. I want to get Scruffy to the vet as soon as possible. Who knows what diseases he could have? Look at him.”

He pointed to the thin, grubby creature.

She wrinkled her nose. “Maybe we should add dog shampoo to this list.”

He nodded and followed her to the door. After cleaning up breakfast, he sat on the back porch with the last mug of coffee. Scruffy curled up on the floor beside him. He clicked open a pen and opened a notebook. Rick’s gaze traveled over his land—grassy knolls, woods, one lone road, no houses in view. He sighed. Complete privacy, just what he needed.

He put pen to paper.

“Time to make a list, Scruffy. Time to get on with my life.” He searched his mind for a place to start but came up with nothing. After fifteen minutes, he closed the book and slid the pen into his pocket. He sipped the last of the coffee and looked out toward the trees.

The dog crept closer until he rested his head on Rick’s shoe. He reached down and scratched the pug behind the ears, then stroked his back. Feeling fur under his fingers again soothed him. Just like it had with Ralph. Although, being more of a retriever and a hunting breed, Ralph wasn’t nearly as cuddly. Still, he was good company, a faithful protector, and companion.

The little canine sneezed, snorted, and sighed before closing his eyes, getting comfortable on Rick’s sneaker. The touch of the animal warmed Rick. No one, besides doctors and nurses, had touched him in such a long time. He missed it. Modeling had involved almost constant touching. Fixing a costume, refreshing makeup, styling hair, adjusting a pose, and he’d loved every minute of it.

But now that chapter was closed. He needed to get something else in his life. Something he could do away from people because he’d be damned if he’d put up with sly glances, concerned looks of pity, or averted eyes. He wasn’t Quasimodo, though some days it seemed that way. But he was scarred, and it showed.

He rubbed smooth patches on his right cheek. Shit! Damn! The beard had grown in spotty. He’d counted on the facial hair hiding some of his disfigurement, but it looked like it would be another let-down. Fuck. Disappointment had become his middle name.
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Jess returned with a leash, harness, food, bowls, and beds for Scruffy. Rick called his cousin.

“Okay, now we’re ready for the vet. Who and where?”

“Hmm. There’s a new vet who took over for Doc Blaine, who’s recovering from a heart attack. Doctor Henderson’s been here about six months. Here’s the number.” She rattled it off. “Look, I gotta go. Shy is here to go over the set design for Miranda’s new play. Call me tonight and we’ll catch up. By the way, how did Jess do?”

“She’s fine. Out getting groceries now. You can’t take Scruffy to the vet?”

“You’ll have to face people sooner or later.”

“Face? Was that a pun? A joke? In bad taste, Mindy. Talk to you later.” He hung up, took a deep breath, and dialed the vet’s office. They had a cancellation and the doctor could see him in an hour.

“This is all your fault!” he said, wagging his finger at the pug. The big brown eyes staring at him almost melted his anger. “I’m supposed to be a hermit. I bought this place to stay away from people, not rush out and meet ’em.”

The dog barked.

“I know, I know. That’s life, right? I’m stuck. Damn it.” Rick put the harness on Scruffy and took him for a walk. Then he fastened the pug in the backseat and drove to the vet’s. He grimaced, rubbed his rough chin, took a deep breath, and strode up the walk with the canine in tow. When he entered, the nurse sat at the desk, her head down, writing.

“Rick Winslow. I have an appointment?” He turned his good side to her.

“Mr. Winslow? Any relation to Mindy?” The nurse asked, looking up at him.

“My cousin.” He tapped his foot and kept from turning toward her.

“Sweet. Dr. Dani will be with you in a minute,” she said, pushing away from her desk and heading for the back of the office.

Dr. Danny? What is he, like Dr. Doolittle?

The nurse directed him to an exam room. He kept his bad side to the wall as he shepherded Scruffy into the room. A tempting female rump bent over and clad in jeans grabbed his attention.

“I’ll be with you in a minute,” a feminine voice said.

Oh shit! Dr. Danny is a girl! I can’t face a woman.

“Look, you’re busy, we’ll come back later.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said straightening up.

She stared at him for a moment before he remembered to turn. She blinked once, glanced at the pug, back at him, and then spoke.

“Don’t I know you?”

“I don’t think so. You might be wondering about my face. I can explain.”

She turned away from him. “Actually, I’m wondering about him,” she said, pointing to the dog. She scooped him up and set him on the examining table.

“What happened to him?”

“Scruffy?”

“You call this poor creature ‘Scruffy’? Is that a joke?”

“Sort of.”

“It’s a very bad one. Who has abused this pug, you? This should be reported to the Humane Society.”

His eyes widened as he faced her squarely. No way, he couldn’t lose Scruffy. He raised his hands. “No, no. Wait a minute. He’s not mine.”

“Then I can’t treat him. Where did you get him?”

“Please give me a minute to explain.”

She made a face, narrowed her eyes, and stared at him. Waiting for his explanation, she held and petted the animal.

“Someone drove up to my place and dumped him. Right by the side of the road.”

Her frown deepened. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Call my cousin, Mindy. Call Jess Lennox. It’s the truth.”

“And you’re keeping him? For how long?”

Her glance washed over Rick from top to bottom. Her eyes widened. He still dressed the part of an expensive, successful male model: well-tailored shirt, expensive jeans, and perfectly combed hair. He rubbed his face, suddenly aware he stuck out in this laid-back country town. He’d grown up here but had left it behind for the glamour of the big city.

“I don’t know. Forever, I guess. Hadn’t thought about it.”

“I’ll take him. I’m sure I can find a good home for him,” she said, cocking an eyebrow before turning her back. She transferred Scruffy to one arm as she took out supplies and laid them on the stainless-steel examining table.

Panic captured his breath. He couldn’t lose this little critter. In their short time together, he’d become attached. Pain rocketed through him. As quickly as it came, it morphed into anger. He snatched the dog back.

“You’ve got some fucking nerve! He’s mine. I found him. I’m keeping him. We’ll find another vet.” He headed for the door.

“Hey!” She stood rigid, hands on hips.

Anger flared in his gut. He turned.

“We come to you for help and you try to take the dog away? What the fuck? This little pug has been tossed aside, dumped. I know what he’s going through. I brought him to you to save him and this is how you treat me? Like a criminal?” He resumed his path to the door, cursing to himself as tears burned at the back of his eyes. He took a deep breath to steady his emotions. Nope, he surely would not cry because this woman was a bitch.

“No, wait. Wait!”

Rick stopped. “What the fuck do you want?”

“You don’t have to get mad. I was only thinking of the animal.”

“Were you? You don’t want some repulsive man to get his hands on this nice little dog?”

She stepped back. “What? No. I never thought that.”

“Then what did you think?” His nostrils flared, adrenaline flowed through his veins. His body prepared to do battle to hang on to his small companion.

“I’m sorry. I just thought. I mean. Well, you are Breaker Winslow, aren’t you?

“Breaker Winslow is dead.” His tone rang harsher than he intended.

“Oh. Guess I made a mistake. Come here. Let me take a look at him.” She placed a stethoscope around her neck. You’re right, he needs help.” Her quiet tone mollified him. She shot a tentative smile his way.

Fear slowly seeped out of his body. “You’re not going to take him away again, are you?”

She shook her head. “No, no. I believe you. But this boy is malnourished. He needs medical attention.” She wrinkled her nose. “And a bath.”

“Okay then. Fix him up.” As he handed her the dog, his gaze connected with hers. The frosty blue from a few minutes earlier had softened. He stared at the floor. Pity. He recognized it the second he saw it—pity. He hated it worse than derision. Nobody needed to pity Breaker Winslow. He was a rich son-of-a-bitch. Even if he had lost his profession, his total identity in the fire, at least he had enough money to lick his wounds in high style.

The doctor gave the dog shots, flea and tick protector, eye medicine, and took some blood to run tests.

“I see now what that asshole meant when he said Scruffy was expensive.”

“He was probably referring to the eye medicine. He’s going to need it for the rest of his life.”

“How old is he, doc?”

“Looking at his teeth, I’d say, maybe two?”

“That’s good. He’ll be around for a long time.”

“With proper care, food, and exercise, he should last.”

“Good.”

“Oh, one more thing,” Dani said.

He raised his eyebrows. “What’s that?”

“For God’s sake, give him a new name!”

Rick cracked up. It was the last thing he expected. “What do you suggest?”

“Anything but Scruffy!”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Once you get him cleaned up, he’ll be handsome. Let me do his claws.” She plucked a doggie nail clipper out of a drawer. The pug squirmed. Rick placed big hands on either side of the pooch and spoke calmly to him, keeping him still. Dr. Dani stood a few inches away. He smelled lilacs. Must have been her perfume. Damn, the scent caused activity in his groin.

When she finished, she gently placed the dog on the floor.

“That’s it. You can pay at the desk.”

“Thank you,” he said, offering his hand. She shook it with firm confidence. The softness of her skin reminded him of being Breaker Winslow, womanizer. He’d always had women in his life. Touching them, kissing them, making love to them had been his favorite hobbies. It had been so long, he couldn’t remember the last time his thumb had raked across a tender hand.

She opened the door, and he took the hint.

“Don’t forget. A thorough bath and a new name.”

“Got it,” he said with a nod. He approached the receptionist. “Miss, can you give me the name of a good dog grooming place?”

She burst out laughing. “It’s Nancy. Boy, are you in the wrong town! Everyone here grooms their own dog. Have you got a hose? Nothing more refreshing than a bath out in the backyard with a little shampoo and the hose on a warm day. Groomer. Really? In Pine Grove? You’re funny. That’ll be two hundred and fifty dollars.”

He gave the woman his credit card.

“Oh, here. Eye medicine. Give it to him once a day. I’ll give you an extra tube.”

Scruffy strained to get out. Rick chuckled to himself. Smart dog. Already hates the place. He recalled how his brave retriever had dissolved into a mass of quivering jelly every time he had to go to the vet. Looks like Scruffy followed in his footsteps.

* * * *
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DANI HENDERSON WAITED until Rick cleared the waiting room before she sauntered out. She leaned against the front desk. The receptionist turned to her.

“What planet is that man from?”

“Who?” Dani asked.

“Winslow.”

“Why?” Dani shifted her weight.

“He asked me for the nearest groomer.” Nancy burst into laughter.

“Really?”

“He must be from Mars. Can you imagine? A groomer in Pine Grove?”

“Nancy, you didn’t think he was repulsive, did you?”

“Winslow? Nope. Kinda cute, if you ask
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