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      To the Beagles from Hell down the road, who have always been the inspiration for Bob, and my Adorkadog, the original destroyer of leads.
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      A shy young man. A cocky beagle. A confident dog trainer. What’s going to happen when the three of them collide?

      After Will adopts Bob, a beagle with a huge heart and equally big attitude, he’s slowly finding his life again. But Bob has a nasty habit of running away and when he collides with a car, Will’s world is shattered once more.

      Running over a dog is a traumatic way for a dog trainer to meet a guy. But Lawrence is intrigued by the young man who struggles in the world. He longs for two things; Will to trust him and to train Bob.

      Is Will ready to give Lawrence his heart and his dog? Will Bob break Lawrence like all the other trainers? Does Lawrence know what he’s committed to?

      Find out in Bob, Destroyer of Leads.
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      Bob endlessly circled Will Duffy’s legs, his excitement visible in his fiercely wagging tail and impatient bark. Trying not to lose his patience, Will managed to grab the beagle’s collar on the fourth attempt and clipped on his lead.

      “Just wait a minute, Bob. I’m nearly there.” Will patted his pocket. No keys. Where were his keys? He looked in the wooden bowl on the windowsill by the front door, but the keys weren’t there. Bob barked even louder when Will walked away from him. “I’m coming. Just give me a minute. Where the hell are they…oh thank God.” Will had a habit of walking out without his keys. Fortunately Mrs Jones next door had a spare set, but it was getting embarrassing to have to knock on her door and admit he’d locked himself out—again.

      The keys were on the kitchen counter, along with his mobile phone and the letter he needed to post. Of course, he’d put them all together earlier on, so he wouldn’t forget them.

      Finally ready, Will gathered up the lead. He didn’t have to go far as the park was across the road. He’d walk up to the post box, then cross the road by the traffic lights.

      Bob was dancing from paw to paw by his feet as Will locked his door, and the second Will opened the gate, he was off.

      “To heel, Bob,” Will said sternly, keeping him by his side. He was not being dragged down the road like that woman with her two Staffies. Every morning, Will opened the curtains of the front room and watched her being hauled along the pavement by her two powerful dogs in their desperation to reach the park. From the time Will acquired Bob he swore blind he was not going to make the same mistakes. Eighteen months on, and the Gods of Rock laughed at Will over their cornflakes.

      Will shortened the lead in a vain attempt to make his dog walk neatly to heel, but the beagle had other ideas. “Heel, Bob.”

      Bob spared his owner a glance as if to say, ‘You’ve got to be kidding?’ and carried on tugging at the lead.

      Thanks to Bob’s enthusiasm they reached the post box in record time. Will posted the birthday card to his mum’s best friend—three days early rather than two days late as in previous years—and headed towards the traffic lights.

      Will pressed the button, and encouraged Bob to sit at the roadside. To his surprise, the beagle did place his bottom on the pavement—for about five seconds.

      “Good boy, Bob,” Will praised. The dog stood up and he commanded, “Sit.”

      Bob ignored Will and turned to look at the man standing next to them and then he spotted the large German shepherd on the other side of the man. The dog sat placidly, waiting for instructions to move.

      Will gritted his teeth, and hung onto a wriggling, whining Bob who was desperate to greet the bigger dog. “Bob, sit down,” he said sharply.

      His dog totally ignored him. Will prayed for the lights to change to red so he could cross the road.

      “See he’s still not behavin’,” the man said. He looked smug as his dog sat calmly, ignoring Bob’s antics.

      Will resisted the urge to punch the man on the nose. “He’s getting better.”

      “Did you take him to that trainer I told you about.”

      “Yes.”

      “Didn’t work, then?”

      “Obviously,” Will said sourly.

      “Must be a bad breed. Beagles are always high-strung. You want a proper dog.”

      A proper dog? What the fuck was a beagle if it wasn’t a proper dog?

      Thankfully the lights turned red and the green man appeared. Will crossed the road and headed into the park, away from the judgemental prick, and let Bob off the lead as soon as he could. He’d got that right at least. Despite all the warnings that beagles could never be let off the lead, Bob behaved very well in the park, reserving his bad behaviour for the rest of the time.

      Will watched as Bob sniffed at the bushes and peed on most of them, admiring the dog’s endless capacity to mark his territory. He kept an eye on the time as he had to go to work.

      “Come on, Bobster. I’ve got to get to work.”

      Bob ignored him as usual until Will stuck his hand in his pocket and rustled the treat bag, then slowly, pointedly telling Will he was coming on his own terms and not at Will’s command, he made his way over and sat at Will’s feet, nuzzling Will’s hand for the treat.

      “Good boy.” Will clipped the lead on and fed him.“Time to go before they yell at me again for being late.”

      He led the way, Bob calmer than before, exiting the park closer to their home. Will waited for the traffic to clear, seeing a gap in the lane closest to him after the snot-green car when he felt a tug on the lead. He looked down to see Bob pulling frantically, the dog’s attention locked on Mrs Jones’ cat further down the road.

      “Not now, Bob. I’ve got to get to work. You can chase the cat later.”

      He tugged on the lead to grab Bob’s attention and found himself holding a broken lead.

      “Oh fuck, not again.” Will made a grab for Bob but the dog eluded his grasp and ran after the cat. The feline, who had been sitting on a low brick wall minding its own business, spotted Bob running towards it and stood, hackles up and fur puffed out. Bob didn’t slow his progress and the cat shot across the road with Bob in hot pursuit.

      “Bob! Bob! Come back!” Will charged after his errant dog.

      The cat managed to avoid two cars, then Will heard a loud screech of brakes and a thump he knew would live in his nightmares forever as Bob collided with the snot-green car. Traffic came to a halt as he ran to where his dog was slumped against the kerb.

      “Oh my God, Bob? Bobster, are you all right?”

      Will dropped to his knees beside the still dog. Bob was unconscious, blood trickled out of his nose. He felt a wave of nausea as he saw that one of Bob’s hind legs was bent at an awkward angle, and there were patches of bare skin and blood where his fur had disappeared. Will placed his hand on Bob’s heart, reassured to feel a steady thump. He thanked Freddie, Ozzy, and every God he could think of, that Bob was still alive.
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      “Is he still alive? He just ran out and I couldn’t stop in time.”A man knelt beside Will, reaching out to Bob. Will glared at him, only to discover the dark-haired young man was glaring right back, his blue eyes blazing with indignation. “What the hell did you think you were doing, not having him on a lead?”

      “Bob was on a lead,” Will protested. “It snapped when he spotted the cat.”

      “You should have had him under better control.”

      Will took a deep breath, because he was either going to strangle the man with Bob’s broken lead or he was going to cry—possibly both. The last thing he needed was another lecture. “I need to get Bob to the vets.”

      “Put him in my car. I’ll drive you there.”

      Will nodded, grateful for the offer. He didn’t have a car, and he couldn’t take Bob on the bus.

      The man helped Will lay Bob, still unconscious, on a blanket covering the back seat. “Where’s his vets?”

      “Lyon Road.”

      The man nodded. “I know it. Come on then. The queue’s building up behind me.” There was a long trail of traffic behind the man’s green car.

      Will got in the front seat and looked over at his dog. He bit down on his lip to stop it trembling.

      “We’ll be there in a minute. My name’s Lawrence Taylor, by the way.”

      “Will, Will Duffy, and this is Bob.”

      Lawrence nodded. He concentrated on the traffic for a minute then he said, “You said the lead snapped? Was it torn?”

      “More likely eaten by Bob. He’s gone through nine leads, make it ten now. I call him Bob, destroyer of leads, but he’s never got hurt before.”

      “You were lucky,” Lawrence said bluntly. “You had no control over him at all. The accident could have been far worse.”

      Will leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes. He knew all this and did not need to hear it again.

      “Closing your eyes won’t stop me talking.”

      Normally Will would have just taken the lecture but now was not the right time. “Enough, please. You can lecture me all you like after the vet has seen Bob, but at the moment I don’t want to listen.”

      Lawrence pressed his lips together. “Fine,” he snapped.

      They sat in silence until Lawrence turned into the small car park of the veterinary practice.

      Will leapt out as soon as the car stopped, reaching in for Bob. He pulled the blanket closer to help him pick up the dog. “Well, thanks,” he said awkwardly.

      “I’ll come with you. I want to know how he is.” Lawrence stroked Bob’s head.

      Short of telling the man to get lost, Will wasn’t sure what to do. He followed Lawrence up the stairs and into the reception area.

      “Hi Lawrence, what are you doing here?” The receptionist smiled at Lawrence.

      Lawrence pointed to Will and Bob. “Bob got hit by a car.”

      The smile slid off her face and she said, “Take the poor boy around to the waiting room. Evan’s free now.”

      Will cuddled Bob a little closer as he followed Lawrence down the corridor into the waiting room. A dark-haired man in scrubs was waiting for them. Will vaguely recognised him as one of the vets. He had been at the practice three times since he’d had Bob, and met this guy once.

      The vet smiled at them both. “Hi Lawrence, what’s happened to this little fellow?”

      “I hit him with my car.”

      The vet’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Let’s have a look at him.” Will was getting fed up with being ignored, especially as it was his dog dying his arms. Then the vet smiled at him. “Sorry to ignore you. I’m Evan Wells. And this is your dog?” He showed the two men into the surgery.

      Will nodded. “Bob. He’s eighteen months old.”

      “Tell me what happened.” Evan started checking Bob over, feeling his limbs and looking into his eyes with a small flashlight.

      “Bob’s lead snapped. He chased a cat and ran out into the road in front of Lawrence's car.”

      “Has he been unconscious since the accident?” Evan asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I can see his back leg is broken, but we’ll need to do an x-ray to see the extent of the damage. I’ll need to do some x-rays to check his head, and see if more bones are fractured. Leave him with me, Mr…?”

      “Duffy. Will Duffy.”

      “I’ve brought up his records,” the nurse said.

      “Do you think he’s going to be all right?” Will asked anxiously.

      “I don’t know yet, Mr Duffy.” Evan’s attention was focused on the dog, and he gave the nurse a list of instructions.

      Lawrence had been leaning against the wall, but now he came forward. “Leave Evan to look after Bob, Will. I’ll take you home.”

      “I’ll call you as soon as I have some information.”

      Will stroked Bob’s head. “I’ll go to work.”

      “Do we have your mobile number?”

      “Uh….”

      “I’ll confirm it with Mr Duffy before he leaves,” the nurse said.

      “Thanks, Gina.”

      “Come on, Will.” Lawrence put his arm around Will’s shoulders and led him into the waiting room.

      Will caught sight of the clock. “I’m so late for work.”

      “Call in sick.”

      “Yeah.” Will rubbed his mouth with the side of his hand. His mouth was bone-dry and his hands shook. He was in shock, he knew that. The sight of the car hitting Bob would remain in his head forever.

      “Sit down.” Lawrence pushed him down onto one of the seats. “I’ll get the forms from Gina.”

      “I’m here.” Gina came into the waiting room with a handful of papers. “Do you have insurance, Mr Duffy?”

      Will nodded. It was one of the first things he’d done when Bob had moved into his home.

      “At least you did that right,” Lawrence said.

      Will glared at him. “You hit my dog, remember? I’ll be claiming off your insurance.”

      “Your dog was off the lead. I’ll be claiming from your insurance for the damage to my car.”

      “Lawrence, could this wait until later?” Gina interrupted the brewing argument.

      Lawrence grunted. “Sorry. I’ll wait for you outside.”

      “I can walk thanks.” The last thing Will wanted was yet another lecture. “Can we just get this done, please?” he said to Gina. “I can’t afford to pay for the operation and then claim for the money.”

      “Contact the insurance company today. They can pay us direct but you will need to pay us the excess.”

      Will caught the look between the nurse and Lawrence. He ignored Lawrence as he went through the forms with Gina. Bob was going to need a lot of x-rays. “Are you going to do the operation for his leg?”

      “We’ll call you beforehand if Bob needs additional surgery, but this is the consent form for the operation.” She smiled at Will as he signed the form and handed it back. “Go home, Mr Duffy. I’ll call you later.”

      Will stood and looked at the surgery door. “Perhaps I should stay.”

      The nurse patted his arm. “He’ll be fine, Mr Duffy. Dr Wells is an excellent vet. And Dr Winton will be assisting. Go home and get a cup of tea.”

      “I’ll bring the insurance details when I come back.” He paused. “How do you know Lawrence?”

      Gina giggled. “He’s a local dog trainer. We send a lot of unruly dogs his way.”

      A dog trainer. Of course he was.

      She walked with Will to the main door and held it open for him. “See you later.”

      Will had to suppress a groan when he saw Lawrence Taylor leaning against his car. Lawrence opened the passenger door. “Get in.”

      Short of behaving like a three year old, Will had no choice but to acquiesce.

      “Where do you live?”

      “Where you hit my dog,” Will said childishly.

      Lawrence huffed out a breath and shut the passenger door firmly. He said nothing until they were travelling back towards Will’s home.

      “You had no control over your dog. He could have caused a much bigger accident. Bob… and you, need training,” he said eventually.

      “I’m not an idiot,” Will snapped. “He’s been to training classes. Lots of them.”

      “Well, it doesn’t look like they were very successful.”

      “He was chasing a cat. How many dogs do you know that would stop chasing a cat?”

      Lawrence didn’t reply immediately and Will was start to feel smug until Lawrence said, “Dogs trained by me.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever.”

      “You’ve got a real attitude problem, you know that?”

      Will stared at Lawrence. This guy was unbelievable. “My dog is lying unconscious on a vet’s table because you hit him. I don’t care if you’re the fucking Dog Whisperer. I don’t give a shit about your skills right now.”

      “Fair enough. But when Bob recovers, you should register him with me.”

      “Bob has been through five trainers. He hasn’t met one he couldn’t break.” Initially Will had been very disciplined with the commands each trainer had taught them, but five trainers and a lot of money on, he was more than cynical.

      Lawrence nodded. “He’s that type of dog.”

      “What type of dog?” Will asked suspiciously.

      “Intelligent, lively, and a total pain in the arse.”

      Will bit down on his bottom lip. As much as he wanted to disagree with that assessment, it was pretty accurate.

      “Just like his owner.”

      And Will went right back to wanting to punch the dude on the nose. God, did they breed these patronising arseholes in kennels?

      “Where shall I drop you?”

      “Opposite the bus stop will be fine,” Will said, anxious to get away from Lawrence as quickly as possible.

      Lawrence pulled in smoothly to the side of the road. He dug in his side pocket and held out a business card to Will. “This is my number. Call me when you can pick up Bob and I’ll give you a lift.”

      Will stared at the card as if it was a venomous snake. The last thing he wanted was to spend any more time in the company of Lawrence Taylor. “Thanks,” he said, taking the card and slipping it into his pocket. He could call a cab.

      “I’ll ring the practice later and see how he is.”

      “Listen, thanks for your help, and sorry to have affected your morning, but I’m fine now.”

      Lawrence arched one light brown eyebrow. “Do you have a car?”

      “Not at the moment,” Will admitted. His last car had died the death of the old and rusty, and was probably somebody’s compost bin now.

      “Then how will you get home? You can’t expect Bob to walk.”

      “I’ll call a cab.”

      “You really don’t want to spend time with me.”

      Will groaned inwardly as he saw the hurt look on Lawrence’s face. “I just don’t want to bother you. I’ve already made you late for…whatever you were doing.”

      “I was just coming back from the gym. I work for myself so I don’t keep office hours. Speaking of which, don’t you need to call your work?”

      Will frowned at him because once again Lawrence had managed to make Will feel like a scolded small child. “Yeah. Thanks.” He scrambled out of the car.

      “Call me,” Lawrence said sternly.

      “Bye.” Will shut the door on his encounter with the dog trainer. Hell would have to freeze over before he asked Lawrence Taylor for assistance.

      His house seemed strangely empty without Bob frantically leaping up at Will to give him a greeting. Will threw his keys in the bowl and sat on the sofa. He looked at the clock on the DVD player—10:04. He was over an hour late for work. His boss was going to kill him. Will hadn’t been at the job for long and it was just the sort of thing that would get him sacked. Reluctantly he dialled the number for his office. He deliberately used his direct line rather than his team leader’s.

      “Peter Mitchell.”

      Will winced. The department boss was answering his phone. That couldn’t be good.

      “Mr Mitchell, it’s Will Duffy. I’m sorry I’m so late but my dog—”

      “What happened to your dog?” Peter Mitchell asked, his voice curiously gentle.

      “He got hit by a car.” Will wasn’t going to go through the whole saga. He didn’t want another lecture or for it to reflect badly on him.

      “God, is he okay?” The man sounded shaken.

      “He’s unconscious and he’s got a broken leg.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s at the vets.”

      “Which one?”

      Will frowned, confused by all the questions. “Lyon Road.”

      “You’ll be in safe hands then.”

      “I… he will?”

      “I know the vets. They’re good guys. Try not to worry about him.”

      “Er… thank you.” Will really hadn’t expected his work to be quite so understanding.

      “Don’t worry about coming in today or tomorrow. I’ll swing it with HR. You concentrate on your boy.”

      Will let out a shaky breath. “That’s really kind of you, Mr Mitchell.” That was a bonus, he wasn’t alone in finding the female director of Human Resources scary.

      “Call me Peter,” Mr Mitchell said. “I hate the formality. See you on Wednesday.”

      “Yes… I…” Will was left talking to the dial tone.

      Staring up at the stained ceiling, Will said aloud, “What the fuck just happened there?”

      The ceiling didn’t answer.

      Coffee. Will needed caffeine badly. He went into the kitchen and switched on the kettle, then opened the cupboard looking for a clean mug. An empty cupboard stared back. He looked in the dishwasher. That was empty as well. Will grabbed a dirty mug out of the sink and washed it up as he waited for the kettle to boil.

      Curling up on the sofa Will sipped at his coffee. He tried to relax but his mind was totally fixed on the last sight he’d had of Bob, lying on the vet’s table. If anything happened to his dog Will didn’t know what he’d do.

      Bob was Will’s only family. Will’s parents died in a car accident when he was in his late teens, leaving him alone, without any extended family to help. After the loss of his mum and dad Will had gone into a deep depression. His doctor had suggested he got a cat to provide company in the house, something to talk to in the evenings when he was alone. Will didn’t want the responsibility of a pet, like he didn’t want a friend or a lover. He just wanted to be left alone. But the doctor had asked him about the cat every time Will visited her for a prescription refill. In the end, Will went to Battersea Dog’s Home just to shut her up and fell in love.

      Not with a cat. Oh no. Will couldn’t fall in love with a cat. No, he had to fall in love with a four month old beagle puppy with large eyes and a larger attitude. He’d missed the cattery and ended up going into the kennels. As he wandered through rows of cages, there were so many dogs trying to get his attention, but he’d spotted the puppy playing with a teddy bear in one of the kennels and come closer to the bars to watch. Will had watched him play for a few minutes, oblivious to the attention of Will or the family of three watching him. The small boy squealed as Bob played, but Will watched in silence and fell in love. He’d intended just to watch the puppy before choosing a cat, the next thing Will knew he had a home visit planned and information on homing a puppy.

      When he adopted the beagle puppy, Will hadn’t been working, his depression too deep to handle the stresses of a full-time job. Now he did work, his lovely neighbour, Mrs Jones, took Bob for a couple of hours each day during the week to give him company.

      Will sniffed, and knuckled his eyes to wipe away the wetness. He would have to let Mrs Jones know she wasn’t needed today. Bob would be all right, he would have to be all right.
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