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Leon McNamee successfully worked his life plan to a good job, his own home, and the one thing he always wanted as a boy - a dog. He hasn’t had much luck in the relationship department, but in Smoke, he has all the company he usually needs. 

Jeremy Cooke’s new plan is to stay clear of entanglements and not get hurt again. He moves to Marionville to start over and decides to rescue a damaged dog. After all, he’s well acquainted with abuse. 

Leon and Jere get acquainted over their shared love of dogs, but Jeremy holds close his secrets. When an argument escalates, disaster strikes. Leon has to fight to save Jere’s dog - and the man’s trust. At the end of the day, his best ally is a black Labrador Retriever named Smoke.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Praise for the writing of KC Kendricks


[image: image]


KC Kendricks never disappoints!"—Fallen Angel Reviews

"..beautifully moving in all the right places...KC Kendricks gives us a well-crafted tale"- The Romance Studio

"Good to the last word...."- Sensual Reads

..."Seriously entertaining and totally engaging..."- Joyfully Reviewed

"...solidly written contemporary romance..."-Jessewave
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There are some words I typically don’t utter aloud. “Vet” tops the list. Unfortunately, I’d let it slip about an hour ago and now Smoke was hiding behind the sofa. It would be embarrassing if it weren’t so funny. I knelt on the couch and peered over the back at my cowering dog. 

“Look at you. You should be ashamed.”

Actually, he looked like he was. The drooping black ears, hanging head, and sad eyes spoke with silent eloquence of his emotional state. 

“You’re a big dog. A Labrador Retriever, for God’s sake. You weigh eighty fucking pounds. You’ll chase the biggest rabbit out there and I’ve told you they have teeth this big.” I spread my arms to emphasize my point. His head dipped lower. I sighed.

“Okay. I see you’re not buying any of this. Here’s the deal, dog. If you want to keep running through the tunnels and doing fun stuff, you have to get your booster shots. I need that piece of paper to register you for your playtime. Hear me?”

Smoke didn’t move - not even a twitch. He refused to look at me now. It was time to play dirty. I went to the kitchen and shook the treat can. Sure enough, my boy came running, sliding into a sitting position at my feet. I snapped the leash on his collar and gave him his reward for being predictable. 

“Sucker.” I wondered who was better trained - him or me. “It’s ride time.”

I dropped the leash and he trotted to the door that led to the garage. He knew the drill, and now that he’d decided to cooperate, the vet visit would be simple. I opened the tailgate and Smoke leaped into the back of my Blazer, and off we went. 

With traffic, it would take about fifteen minutes to get across town to the Widmyer Veterinary Clinic. That was just enough time for the dog to get over being excited about going for a ride and begin to get drowsy. Once we got to the vet’s building, he’d be excited or reluctant, depending on the day. He seemed to know when it was time for a shot and not just a routine nail clipping, which included beef jerky treats. 

I should have lied to him and said the code word for nail clipping, which was “pedicure,” but what kind of man lies to his best friend? 

There was only one other vehicle parked in the patient’s lot when I arrived at Dr. Widmyer’s. I left an empty parking space between my ride and the ancient faded brown Datsun coupe. 

I hoped the other client would be in the cat waiting area, but no such luck. A young guy was inside, and under his knees was a battered-looking American Staffordshire Terrier, a.k.a. a pit bull, with brindle markings. The dog visibly trembled when he saw Smoke, crawling onto the guy’s lap to hide his face against his chest. His owner hugged him.

“It’s okay, Mo. No one will hurt you.” He looked at me with gorgeous, deep-set hazel eyes. “Is your dog mean?”

“Smoke? Not at all. What happened to Mo?”

“We’re not sure. The people at the shelter picked him up on the other side of Easton. He’d been dropped, probably out of a moving car.” He paused as the poor dog in his arms began to struggle to get away. 

I stood and opened the door. Maybe if I took Smoke outside, Mo would calm down. “We’ll give him time to relax. Smoke. Come.” 

“Thanks, man,” the young guy said as he managed to set Mo down on all four paws. 

“No problem.” I let the door close and leaned against the sun-warmed brick wall. When I patted my chest, Smoke came up to greet me. I rubbed his soft ears. 

“What do you think, boy? Should we butt in and try to help?”

I got licked on the face for an answer so we went back inside. Mo was still shaking, but now he seemed to realize Smoke wasn’t a threat. I took the seat farthest away from them and had Smoke lie down on my opposite side. 

“I know a good trainer if you want to work with him after he heals.”

Two pairs of suspicious hazel eyes gazed at me. I noted man and dog actually had the same color eyes, a beautiful tawny, amber-brown. “Would that be you drumming up business?”

“Nope. Smoke’s the first dog I’ve ever had. I heard how great Labs are, and he is, now. But when he was a pup, I thought I’d made a huge mistake. Talk about hyperactive. Jeez.”

“Mo’s just scared. Dr. Widmyer said we’re going to put him on something for his anxiety for a month or two to ease him over the hump. He already seems to trust me, so we’re moving in the right direction.”

“Gale is great. I’m Leon, by the way. Leon McNamee. And this is Smoke.”

The guy finally smiled and it was like sunlight filled the room. He was a cutie. “I’m Jeremy Cooke, and this is Mo, which is short for Motion.”

I hoped the “motion” didn’t refer to the fact the dog didn’t seem to ever stop shaking, but I didn’t voice my concern. “Pleased to meet you, Jeremy.”

I didn’t get to continue the conversation. The vet opened the door and told Jeremy to take Mo to the examination room and he’d be right in. Dr. Widmyer smiled at me. 

“Smoke is looking good, Leon. I haven’t pulled his chart yet. What’s he here for?”

“Just his boosters for competitions.”

“Okay. I’ll probably be a bit longer with Motion than I usually take. That poor pup has a lot of problems, and I can’t move too fast with him. You have time to take Smoke out back. No one is on the course today. I’ll yell when Motion is finished.”

“Thanks. We’ll never turn down a chance to run through tunnels, will we Smoke?”

We stepped outside and around the building to the agility course. This was playtime for a lively Lab. I didn’t have to tell Smoke what to do here. He knew this course like the back of his paw. And for Smoke, it was all about the tunnels. 

I could have worked him, but we didn’t have that much time. I let him run back and forth through the tunnels and put him over a few jumps until Gale called out the window he was ready for us. Inside, the vet gave him a bowl of water while he looked over the chart and prepared two needles. 

“I watched him work a bit, Leon. He’s in excellent condition. His eyes, elbows, and hips have checked out excellent so far. Are you going to put him up for stud?”

“You never know. His pedigree is why I never had him neutered. He’d get some great pups with the right bitch.” I wiped a drippy combination of dog drool and water off Smoke’s chin and dried my hand on my jeans. 

“I actually have a bitch in mind. She hails from Colorado so I doubt very much if we’d find any overlap in her pedigree. The owners want to get a litter from her before they have her spayed.”

Smoke was sprawled on the cool floor, panting. I reached down and tugged his ear. “What do you think? Are you daddy material?”

He didn’t move as Dr. Gale bent down and gave him the first injection.

I laughed. “He’s thinking so hard about it, he missed getting the needle. I guess if you can recommend the owners as a good breeder, we’re in.”

“Let’s hope he misses this one, too.” The dog flinched a bit but didn’t raise his head. “Okay, that’s it. Come on out and I’ll prepare your invoice.”

“I noticed your technician isn’t here today. At a show?”

“Yes. She took the Beagle to Cincinnati this weekend. They took best in class a couple of weeks ago.”

“Cool. Hey, what’s the full story on the pit bull that was here?”

He looked up as he handed me the invoice. I did the credit card swipe routine while he spoke.

“The local sheriff’s department thinks there’s a dog fighting ring in the four-state area. I guess I don’t need to caution you to keep Smoke close by your side. It’s likely, judging from his general condition and the scars he has, that Motion was a bait dog. He’s with a good guy now, though. Jeremy needs Motion as much as Motion needs Jeremy.”

“That’s just sick to mistreat any animal like that.” I looked down at the shiny black Lab by my side. I’d never let anything happen to him. Never! I wanted to ask about Jeremy, but the vet’s next client arrived. “I’ll keep my ears open and call you if I hear anything.”

“Good. Thanks, Leon. Keep up the good work with Smoke. I’ll call you if the bitch’s owners want to meet him, although we have a few months before they need to decide.”

I waved goodbye as we exited in the kind of hurry a big dog with an urgent need to pee creates. After watering the vet’s sign, Smoke jumped in the Blazer and we headed home, but we didn’t get far. 

“Smoke, do you recognize that old brown car? We have to stop.” Naturally, I didn’t expect the dog to reply when I spoke to him, but I knew for a fact my “puppy” liked me to speak to him. 

I pulled over on the shoulder of the road and backed up. The car was empty. I got out of the Blazer, shaded my eyes with my hand, and scanned the immediate area. There was no sign of Jeremy and Motion. I jumped back in the SUV and pulled the gearshift lever down to drive. 

“They can’t have gotten far, boy. We’ll find them.”

I’d no sooner said the words than we rounded a curve and spotted them. Smoke whined in my ear. 

“I got ‘em, pup. The question is, will Motion consent to riding with you?”

Slowing, I pulled up beside Jeremy and pressed the switch to lower the passenger window. Relief flooded his pale features when he recognized me. 

“Hey, Jeremy. Do you want a lift to the garage, or a friend’s for help?”

He licked his lips. His soft tenor trembled as he spoke. “Do you think Smoke and Mo will be okay together?”

He was really scared, even though I suspected he didn’t perceive me to be any sort of a threat. 

“Sure. I have an idea. Let me rearrange the seats.”

I parked and corkscrewed my torso around to sprawl between the bucket seats. “Get back, Smoke. The seat’s coming up. You be good and stay behind it.” 

With a practiced push, the back seat unfolded and clicked into place. Careful not to damage myself, I untwisted, took a deep breath, and spoke to Jeremy.

“Now you and Mo can sit in the front. Press the lever to put the seat all the way back and there will be plenty of room for him on the floor at your feet.”

“Thanks, Leon. I really owe you.” He opened the door and lifted his dog into the Blazer, grunting with the effort. 

I needed to feed both of them and put some meat on their bones.

Where the hell had that thought come from? I needed to do no such thing. The best plan of action was to take them wherever Jeremy requested and go the fuck home. I didn’t need to get involved with a scrawny kid and his abused dog. 

“Where can I drop you guys?” I asked as he closed the door. 

“I guess home is best. I need to put Mo in his crate so he feels safe before I get my car towed again.”

“Smoke likes his crate, too. It’s his castle. You should see him when I move it to vacuum up the dog hair that accumulates behind it. I’m in his dog house when I do that.”

He almost smiled. “I have an old tablecloth draped over Mo’s. He still needs to hide.”

“That’s a shame. You can tell me to butt out, but if Smoke and I can help, just call.”

Damn. I really said that. Damn.

“Thanks, but I think we need some time on our own. We both have a lot to deal with. Turn left on Montrose and stop at the corner of Elm. We’ll walk from there. Mo might have to water a few road signs along the way if you know what I mean.”

I’d made the offer but my sense of him said he wouldn’t call me. I stopped to let them out and reached into the console to grab a business card with my cell phone number on the back. 

“Seriously, Jeremy. Call me if
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