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      To the real Hazel. You’re such a wonderful girl.

      (And ten years on, she’s still a wonderful girl)
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        In one day, Peter lost his beloved dog, Harry, and met the love of his life, Evan. The vet has moved into his heart and home, and Peter has never been happier, even though he desperately misses Harry.

      

        

      
        Evan is surprisingly sensitive about Peter’s feelings and doesn’t nag Peter about getting a new pet. Of course, not nagging and not doing anything about it are two different things, at least in Evan’s mind.

      

        

      
        When Peter is presented with a wriggling red bundle of fur to hold, he realises the devious vet has set him up, and all his friends are in on the scheme.

      

        

      
        Will Peter fall for the new puppy? Will he forgive Evan for scheming behind his back? Will he manage to change the puppy’s name?

      

        

      
        Find out in Hazel Takes Over.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      In hindsight, Peter Mitchell should have seen the advent of the puppy into his home as inevitable. Since the death of his beloved Harry, he had refused to consider the idea of getting another dog, having taken the loss very hard.

      Evan had been surprisingly sensitive to Peter’s feelings about a new dog, and had resisted the urge to nag him, for which Peter was grateful. It had only been the new presence of Evan in his life that had distracted him from the gaping hole left behind by the loss of his companion. After years of bringing up his family followed by a bitter divorce Peter had resigned himself to the fact his life had settled into quiet and boring. Instead on the worst day of his life, when he’d had to put Harry to sleep, he’d met Dr Evan Wells and had been manhandled onto one long rollercoaster.

      Of course, not nagging and not doing anything about it were two different things, at least in Evan’s mind.

      Occasionally, Peter popped into the surgery to eat lunch with Evan. Their friends laughed at them for still needing to spend time together but Peter didn’t care, and Evan loved sharing his lunchtime with his boyfriend. He and Evan were eating their sandwiches in the surgery’s tiny staff room when Gina, the practice nurse, poked her head around the door and grinned at Evan.

      “They’re here.”

      Evan beamed at her and turned the full force of his smile onto Peter who blinked, dazzled by the sheer love in Evan’s expression. Then Peter was struck by a horrible suspicion.

      “Who’s here?”

      “Um….”

      Peter growled. “Evan, who is here?”

      Evan actually shivered. “Ooh, I do love it when you go all big boss on me.”

      “I’ll go big boss on your arse if you don’t tell me what scheme you’ve just cooked up.”

      “And that’s a threat?” Evan actually licked his lips.

      “Evan!”

      Evan got to his feet and held out his hand. “Come with me.”

      Peter hesitated for a second, but resistance was futile where Evan was concerned. He placed his hand in Evan’s and let him pull him up.

      Evan led him into the surgery and smiled at the fifty-something woman who stood guard over a large box, a chocolate Labrador sitting quietly at her feet. “Hey Ruth, this is my boyfriend, Peter.”

      Ruth grinned at Peter and held out her hand. “Nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Peter shook it, giving her a resigned grin as he realised he’d been set up. “Hi, Ruth.” He arched his eyebrow at Evan. “ So, I guess what you’re desperate for me to see is in that box?”

      Evan had the grace to look embarrassed, even if it was tinged with smugness, as he guided Peter to the table. Peter looked into the box and bright eyes, surrounded by lots of red curly fur, stared back at him.

      “Oh my God, they’re gorgeous. How old are they? Can I touch them?”

      “Of course you can. They’re five weeks old,” Ruth said.

      Three little red coated puppies wriggled frantically as Peter stroked each of them in turn. “They are adorable. What are they?”

      “Labrador-Springer Spaniel mix. As you can see Mum is a chocolate lab, and the dad is a springer spaniel. He wasn’t meant to be the dad.” Ruth handed him one of the puppies. “Stroke her. She loves all the attention. Dad lives next door and we didn’t realise he could jump the fence until it was too late.”

      Peter scratched gently behind the pup’s ears.  She closed her eyes in ecstasy. “They are so pretty. Have you got homes for them?”

      “Most of them. Just these three left although two of them might be going together.”

      “So who is the last one?” Evan asked.

      Ruth pointed to the one Peter was stroking. “This little one. She’s a mischievous little critter but somehow every time people came to look, she was asleep and didn’t show herself off.”

      Evan stroked one finger down her back. “Poor baby, you need to find a good home, don’t you? Isn’t she adorable, Peter?”

      Peter looked at the blissful expression on his boyfriend’s face, mirrored by the puppy that burrowed into Peter’s sweater. “This is a set up, isn’t it?”

      “That’s harsh,” Evan said.

      “Totally,” Gina agreed as she came in. “He’s been planning this since the puppies were born.

      Ruth wisely kept quiet.

      “Gina!” Evan said, “You weren’t meant to tell him.”

      Gina just rolled her eyes at her boss. “You always make this mistake of thinking Peter is stupid.”

      Peter huffed. “That’s what I keep telling him. At least you didn’t just bring her home.” He looked at Ruth. “So was she free or already chosen by my boyfriend here?”

      She laughed. “You know Dr Wells so well.”

      “Too well,” he said, resigned to bringing the puppy home.

      “Betrayed!” If Evan was trying to look put-upon he failed.

      Peter decided to go on the offensive. “We’re not in a position to take a puppy, Evan. We’re both at work all day.”

      “David’s already agreed Hazel can come with me to work, unless you’re working from home. She can have the staff room and the garden.”

      Damn, the man had probably thought of every objection Peter could throw at him if he’d got David on board. David was Evan’s cousin and the senior partner of the vet practice.

      “Hazel?” Peter’s eyebrows shot up. “You’ve already named her? Don’t I get any say in the matter?”

      “She looks like a Hazel,” Evan crooned.

      Peter was going to have words with his boyfriend. Big, long words that started with “What the hell…?” He hadn’t thought how he was going to end the conversation. “She hasn’t had her injections yet, has she?”

      “Not yet, she’s too young,” Ruth said, “but Dr Wells has already booked her in.”

      “Of course he has.” Peter scowled at Evan. “What would you have done if I’d put my foot down and refused to have her.”

      “I knew you’d love her once you saw her little face.” Evan scritch-scratched Hazel’s back gently.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Peter said. The puppy opened her eyes and yawned, burrowing into Peter’s elbow. He fell just a tiny bit in love.

      “Of course you are,” Evan said. “I wouldn’t expect anything different.

      There was a knock at the door and Lawrence walked in, followed by Will.

      Peter scowled at Will, who gave him an apologetic look. “Was everyone in on this?”

      Lawrence nodded. “Will wants to see the puppy. I just wanted to see your reaction and what you are going to do to Evan.”

      “Don’t think I’m just stopping at Evan. You’re all going to get it, one way or another.”

      “Is this the little one?” Will asked, stroking the puppy in Peter’s arms. “She is beautiful. May I hold her?”

      Peter found he was reluctant to give up Hazel, but because he didn’t want anyone to notice how hooked he was by the little puppy, he handed her over to the young man. The joy on Will’s face almost made up for the momentary loss.

      “Don’t worry, babe. You’ll have her back soon,” Evan whispered in his ear.

      Peter was about to respond with something cutting when Gina interrupted, saying, “Surgery in ten minutes, Evan.”

      “I love her. How old are they?” Will said as he handed her back to Peter.

      “Five weeks,” Evan and Ruth said together.

      “They are all gorgeous,” Lawrence said. “How is Mum?”

      Ruth rubbed Karla behind the ears. “Exhausted and finding them all a bit much, but she’s a good mum.”

      “They’ll be leaving soon, won’t they?”

      “In a few weeks,” Ruth said. “The new owners agreed they could stay with mum to get them good and strong. The pups had a rocky start because Karla wasn’t very well and she found it hard to feed them. They are leaving at eight weeks, but the new owners spend a lot of time with them.”

      Peter found himself a mixture of relieved and disappointed he wasn’t expected to take little Hazel home immediately. Hazel! That was the first thing he was going to change. Reluctantly he placed Hazel back with her litter mates, a smile curving his lips when he saw her snuggle into the middle of them and yawn.

      He looked at the others. “Okay, Will and I have to go back to work and you have a surgery to do.” He stabbed Evan in the chest. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Evan clapped a hand over his chest. “Ouch.” He kissed Peter on his cheek and whispered. “Thank you for not going mental.”

      Peter huffed and looked at Will. “Do you want a lift or are you going with Lawrence?”

      Will looked hesitantly at his boyfriend.

      Lawrence hugged Will to him. “Go with Peter. I need to talk to Evan, and I can give Ruth a hand with the puppies.”

      Peter held his hand out to Ruth. “Nice to meet you, Ruth. I’ll see you soon.”

      She grinned, the smile lighting up her face. “A pleasure to meet you too, Peter. Evan talks about you all the time.”

      Peter patted Evan’s red face. “Aw, honey, I like you too.”

      “Shut up,” Evan muttered.

      Gina poked her head around the door. “Your first patient is here.”

      Peter kissed Evan on the mouth. “Later.”

      “Am I in big trouble?” Evan asked quietly, and despite the hilarity of the past few minutes, Peter could see Evan was genuinely concerned.

      “A bit,” he admitted, “but we’ll talk later.”

      “Okay.”

      Peter followed Will and Lawrence out of the surgery. “Hold on, Will, I need to get my wallet and keys.”

      He ran back to the staff room and laid his hand on the door handle when he overheard Lawrence and Evan.

      “Have you told him yet?” Lawrence sounded muffled and Peter guessed they were in the surgery rather than the staff room.

      “Of course I haven’t,” Evan said.

      Peter waited, a gut feeling that they were talking about him. “You’ve got to tell him, Evan, it’s not right that he doesn’t know.”

      Peter turned as he heard footsteps, feeling guilty for listening into their conversation.

      “I picked up your wallet and keys earlier.” Gina led him back to reception and produced Peter’s things from behind the counter.

      “Thanks.”

      As he took them from the nurse she said, “Go easy on the doc. He was petrified of this moment.”

      Peter nodded. “We’ll see.” He had a feeling he was about to be handed another surprise and this one he wasn’t going to like half as much.

      He got ambushed by his staff wanting to know about the new puppy as soon as he walked through the office door, and Peter realised he’d been set up by more than just Evan. Will smirked at his scowl and walked away to his desk. In the excitement and a long afternoon the conversation between Lawrence and Evan slipped out of Peter’s mind until he was going to sleep. Evan was resting on his chest and when he murmured Evan’s name, Evan’s response was a long snore. Peter made a mental note to talk to Evan in the morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      His son stared at him in horror. “No! You can’t get another dog. What about Harry? How could you do that to him?”

      “Simon, that’s unfair,” Sofie started, but stopped when Peter raised his hand.

      He swallowed against the grief that Harry’s name always evoked in him. “Harry’s not here, Simon. I wouldn’t have got another dog whilst he was alive.”

      “Harry’s our dog. He’ll always be our dog. Not some stupid puppy.” Simon shoved his plate away from him in a violent action that threatened to spill the contents on the table. Miraculously the food stayed on the plate, the only victim Simon’s chair, falling to the floor as he ran out of the kitchen.

      No one said anything as he stomped up the stairs and into his bedroom, slamming the door behind him. The silence left behind was deafening.

      Peter dragged in a shaky breath and looked at his daughter. “How do you feel about it, Sofie-pops?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. Peter’s heart sank as he waited for her answer. “I think it’s a good idea,” she said eventually. “You need another dog to stop you getting fat.”

      Peter gave her a small smile to show he appreciated the attempt at humour even if he couldn’t find it very funny at the moment. “But do you think it’s too soon? After Harry?” He was aware of the distressed look on Evan’s face, but he couldn’t focus on him.

      Sofie shook her head. “It’s not like Harry died last week. Simon just misses him, that’s all.”

      “I miss Harry,” Peter said quietly. God knows he missed Harry every day.

      “I know and Simon knows that. He’s just having a paddy. He’ll get over it.” She leant forwards and squeezed his hand. “Tell me about Hazel.”

      “She’s not going to be called Hazel.” That was one thing he was determined about. She could be called Daisy or Mary or Angelina Jolie, but not Hazel.

      “But she looks like a Hazel,” Evan said. “Look, Sofie. I’ve got some pictures.” He reached over to the dresser and picked up his iPad, scrolling through the photos until he reached the ones of the puppy.

      “O.M.G!”

      Peter winced as Sofie’s screech hurt his ears.

      “She’s so beautiful and she’s red. I’ve always wanted red hair. Look at her eyes and her ears. When are you getting her?

      Evan laughed. “Breathe, Sofie. You won’t be able to see her if you pass out from lack of oxygen.”

      She stared at him. “We’re going to see her?”

      He nodded as he stood and picked up Simon’s plate. “I’ll cover this up and put it in the microwave. Simon can eat it later if he wants.”

      “Evan, Hazel, concentrate,” Sofie snapped.

      “Your dad and I were planning to take you to see her this afternoon. We arranged with Ruth that you could visit. We’re going to bring her home during the week.”

      “Awesome. I’ve got to tell Katie and Becca. Can I borrow the iPad, Evan?”

      “May I,” Peter corrected.

      Sofie flapped her hand at her father. “Whatever. Evan?”

      “Sure.” As she held her hand out, Evan shook his head. “Eat, and help me clear away the table. Then you get the iPad.”

      “But—”

      “I mean it,” he said as she groaned.

      “But—”

      “iPad after lunch or nothing,” Peter said, unable to deal with her tantrums at the moment, minor or otherwise.

      Sofie’s eyes narrowed as she looked at her father, and then she nodded. “Okay, but I get it before Simon.”

      “Done,” Evan said. “I’ll go and get Simon.”

      “No, I’ll do it.” Peter got to his feet.

      “Hey.” Evan tugged Peter into his arms and held him close for a moment. “You all right, love?”

      If they had been on their own Peter would have collapsed against Evan and let him handle Peter’s grief, but Sofie was there, and she didn’t deserve to see that. “I’m fine,” he said, and pulled away, giving them both a smile. “I’ll be back shortly.

      Evan squeezed Peter’s arm. “Here if you need me.”

      Peter left the kitchen, and looked up the stairs. They’d just moved into a larger house, still renting until they found a home of their own. Evan had loathed Peter’s flat, but he hadn’t said anything until a conversation with Will and Lawrence. The house was big enough for Sofie and Simon to have their own rooms which they preferred, and for Evan to have a small room for a study for all his books. He took a deep breath and walked up the stairs, trying to decide what he was going to say to his son.

      Simon was curled up in a tiny ball on his bed, his face away from the door. Any angry words on Peter’s lips melted away as he took into account the rigid lines of his body.

      “Simon.” Peter sat on the bed. He laid a hand on Simon’s shoulder, sighing when his son flinched away from him. “Simon, talk to me. Are you really upset about getting another dog? I won’t get one if you don’t want me too but I thought you’d like a puppy.”

      “I do like puppies.”

      “What’s the problem? Is it too soon after Harry?”

      Simon shook his head, his face still buried in the pillow.

      “Then talk to me.” Peter waited. “I can’t help unless you tell me why you’re so upset.”

      To Peter’s relief, Simon rolled over, his face red as if he was trying not to cry. “Everything is changing.”

      Peter waited but Simon didn’t continue, he said, “Like what?”

      “You and Mum split up. Harry died. Sofie has a boyfriend. Evan’s moved in.”

      Peter restrained the urge to leap on the one thing that really worried him. “There is a lot going on.” Then he paused. “Sofie’s got a boyfriend?”

      Simon pulled a face. “His name’s Dean. He’s in her year at school.”

      “Why didn’t I know this before?”

      “Because you’re Dad.” Simon’s tone suggested Peter was being stupid.

      Peter got a sharp reminder he wasn’t the most important person in his children’s lives any more. They were growing up too fast. Then he thought about Evan. “Is my… relationship with Evan bothering you?”

      The answer was written on Simon’s face. “I… don’t be angry with me?”

      “Tell me what you’re thinking. Are you getting hassle at school?”

      “No… a little… some… but it’s not important.” Simon looked like he was being tortured with hot coals.

      Peter let out a long exhale. “It is important, Simon. “ It was the first obvious sigh of homophobia he’d experienced and his kid was suffering.

      “It doesn’t matter, Dad. It’s not that bad and I know what kids are going to say.”

      “You’re not just saying that because you know that’s what I want to hear?”

      Simon shook his head. “It’s just everything at once. I like Evan but it’s not like you and Mum.”

      Peter reached out to squeeze Simon’s shoulder. “I know.”

      Simon sat up. “I thought you and Mum would get back together.”

      “I… really? But she’s got someone else, Simon.”

      “He’s never around.” Toni’s lover was summarily dismissed as unimportant.

      “Your mum and I were never going to get back together. I’m sorry if we gave you that impression.” Peter ran his hand through his hair.

      Simon sighed and Peter could see the tears in his eyes that he was desperately trying to hold back. “I want us to be a family again.” He said it so quietly, the words squeezing Peter’s heart.

      “Son, we are a family. You, Sofie, your mum, me, Evan and Roy. We’re one big family.”

      “Not like before.”

      “No, not like before,” Peter agreed. He couldn’t tell his son that now was so much better than before. With Evan in his life he was truly happy for the first time in years. He loved his son and daughter, but Evan made him complete.

      Simon bit down on his lip so hard he drew blood. “Have… have you got a picture of the puppy.”

      It was Peter’s turn to blink away the tears. “Downstairs. Come down and look at the photos. You have to help me pick a better name than Hazel.”

      Simon snuffled and wiped his eyes. “I like Hazel.”

      Peter groaned. “Not you too. She needs a proper name, like Fluffy, or Curly.”

      “They’re stupid.” Simon climbed off the bed. “Hazel’s a good name.”

      “You’re all soft in the head,” Peter muttered.

      

      Evan looked over Simon’s head to Peter as he and Simon walked into the kitchen. Sofie was nowhere to be seen. “Okay?” he mouthed.

      Peter nodded and guided Simon to the table. “Where’s your iPad, Evan?”

      “Sofie’s got it, but I’ve got the pictures on my phone. Simon can look at the bigger versions later. You can make the coffee whilst I show Simon our baby girl.”

      “That’s not fair,” Peter said but he went to the kettle.

      Simon frowned. “She’s not a baby.”

      “Just wait ‘til you see her,” Evan said as he tapped some buttons on his phone. He handed it over to Simon.

      Peter could see the reluctance Simon felt to look at the photos, and then the smile that spread across his face.

      “She’s so little. Whoa, look at her. What is she? When can we meet her?” Simon scrolled through the hundreds of photos Evan had taken. “Dad, look at this one.” He held the phone.

      Peter switched on the kettle and looked over Simon’s shoulder. He tapped the screen as it went blank. “That was taken a couple of days ago. You can see her this afternoon, and help me pick a proper name.”

      “She’s got a proper name,” Simon said. “’Sides, it begins with H so it must be good. It fits with Harry.”

      Evan laughed. “Give it up, love, you’ve lost.”

      Peter made a point of huffing loudly, but as his back was to them both, neither Evan nor Simon could see the enormous smile across his face.

      

      Three hours later, with Sofie and Simon bickering loudly about who should hold Hazel next, Peter didn’t try to hide the smile. He grinned at Evan who slung an arm around his shoulders and held him tight.

      Evan dropped a kiss on Peter’s cheek, whispering, “Love you.”
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