

[image: Cover for Lance]



Lance


Hathaway House, Book 12

Dale Mayer


Books in This Series:

Aaron, Book 1

Brock, Book 2

Cole, Book 3

Denton, Book 4

Elliot, Book 5

Finn, Book 6

Gregory, Book 7

Heath, Book 8

Iain, Book 9

Jaden, Book 10

Keith, Book 11

Lance, Book 12

Melissa, Book 13

Nash, Book 14

Owen, Book 15

Percy, Book 16

Quinton, Book 17

Ryatt, Book 18

Spencer, Book 19

Hathaway House, Books 1–3

Hathaway House, Books 4–6

Hathaway House, Books 7–9


About This Book


Welcome to Hathaway House. Rehab Center. Safe Haven. Second chance at life and love.

Lance Mayfair sought out Hathaway House at the recommendation of a friend, who told him it was an answer to prayer. Lance knows more about prayers than answers, but, if he can see progress in one particular area of his life and health, it will be worth the effort and the pain. He’ll do anything he can to play music again. It’s all he has left now that his days as a Navy SEAL are over and, with them, any chance of a happy, productive life.

However, the shoulder injury that ended his career pretty much guarantees he’ll never play his beloved instruments ever again.

Unless Hathaway House and Jessica can work a miracle.

Jessica has worked with many patients at Hathaway House, but she connects with Lance in a way she didn’t with any of the others. She can see the need inside him—his desire to create again, to heal through music. And his goal becomes her goal: to see him play music in his soul again.

Only his music isn’t all he wants or needs, and making him happy goes a long way to making her happy, but it’s not enough. Both want and need so much more.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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Lance Mayfair stared at the picture from Iain. In fact, multiple photos. None of them were registering as being from his friend. How was that even possible? Iain had left the same VA hospital where Lance still was, but Iain had been a mess. A determined jokester but somebody who would turn his life around. They hadn’t talked too long or too deep about their real issues because it had been painful for them all. But Lance never really expected to hear from Iain again. Instead, here he was, sending photos and letting Lance know that there was life after the VA hospital. Not only life but a crazy-good life. Lance stared in shock, and then he read the message again.

The text message with the photos was simple. Get here. It’ll make all the difference in the world.

Lance quickly responded and wrote, But will it? Or is it just more false hope?

Iain answered almost immediately. No, it’s not false hope at all.

And then his phone rang. Lance picked up and answered, knowing it would be Iain. “Are you sure? Because, man, these look like they’ve been through Photoshop. Many times over.”

Iain’s laughter boomed through the phone. “I know they do,” he said. “However, I would never steer you wrong. It’s a completely different world now. Take a look at that last photo. That is me right now,” he said. “So compare that to where I was when you saw me last.”

“It’s unbelievable,” he said.

“I know it’s unbelievable, but it happened here, and you can do it too. Don’t mess up. This is one of the biggest opportunities you’ll ever have,” he said. “Send in your application, and I’ll put in a good word.”

And, with that, Iain hung up and left Lance to his rather dark thoughts. It was hard to be in the same place forever with no progress. The doctors had pretty well decided he was as good as he would get, and that was it. So what would he do with his life? How was he supposed to deal with that when everything seemed to be so off-kilter? It’s not what he wanted for his life. This wasn’t what he expected, and so much anger was inside that he just didn’t know how to deal with it.

If he listened to Iain, Lance might have another chance at something more, but that didn’t mean that Iain’s progress would be the progress Lance would see. And that was one of the hardest things he had experienced in life. Realizing that something worked for everybody else, but you were the one exception. You were the guy it wouldn’t work for. He didn’t want that. He didn’t want any more of that same depressing “likely to be your future” results.

But, after looking at those photos, Lance wondered about that small voice which asked Lance if he really would pass up the one opportunity that might make a difference. And, of course, he didn’t dare. Because his world hinged on it. He quickly followed the link in the email to the Hathaway House application form. He looked at it, took a slow but deep breath, and quickly downloaded the file.

If he just filled it out and sent it in, that action alone was a whole different story. He could at least say he tried. With one last look at the photos from Iain, Lance completed the application, quickly attached it to an email, and sent it off, using Iain’s and Jaden’s names as references. Because Lance would do anything he could to be that man who Iain had showed him was possible.

Now Lance just had to hope that one more miracle was left for him too.


Chapter 1
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Lance’s arrival seemed to be just one more blip in the long day, both his stamina and his patience put to the test as he waited at Hathaway House to be admitted. The chaos at the front reception desk did little to ease his own insecurity about his arrival here or his confidence in his decision. In the back of his mind he couldn’t help but remember that Iain was a joker of the highest order. What if he had been joking with all those emails back and forth, with the photos that had inspired a little flicker of hope in Lance’s seemingly hopeless situation?

Again he thought, Those pictures could have been easily altered by Photoshop. They could have been doctored enough to make it look like Iain was something he wasn’t anymore. Although that would have been a joke gone too far. Lance had even asked him outright, and Iain had tried to alleviate his fears, but it was hard. Miraculously Lance’s application had been accepted, and he was now committing to a massive change in his world, and it was all because of Iain. Lance knew Jaden was here too, and maybe that was a good thing.

Lance currently sat in a wheelchair, shaky from the long trip, parked off to the side of the reception area, a big man, an orderly, holding on to Lance’s chair.

Just then a whistle broke through, and a small woman stepped from her office off to the side, and, with a glare, said, “What is going on here?” The receptionist looked relieved as she stepped forward.

“Dani, we have a problem. Steven here is trying to leave, and Jonathan is here to check in. But Steven isn’t supposed to go until tomorrow, at least according to my records. Jonathan says he was supposed to be in today, but I’m not seeing it.”

Dani shook her head. “So, they’re assigned to the same room. Is that the idea?”

The receptionist nodded, blowing a strand of hair from her flushed face.

Dani looked at Steven and said, “Steven, we went over this. Today is Tuesday. Your bride is coming Wednesday.”

He frowned at her. “No, see? They told me Tuesday,” and he held up a cell phone.

She looked at the cell phone message. “Well, that may be, but you haven’t been signed out of here yet. The doctor only approved you to leave tomorrow. So, if you make changes to your arrangements,” she said, “you have to let us know.”

He looked at her, looked at his phone again, and said, “Oh. But this guy wants in today, so why can’t I just leave early?”

“I’m not saying you can’t,” she said, “but I have to get the doctor to sign off on this.” She turned to look at the new arrival. “And you must be Jonathan, correct?” She reached out a hand. He nodded and shook her hand. He was at least ambulatory from what Lance could see. She smiled and said, “So you’re a day early. How come?”

Jonathan shrugged and said, “I was supposed to spend the night in town, but the hotel didn’t have a room for me for some reason, so I took a shot and had a cab bring me straight here.”

“Figuring that we might have a room for you instead?” she said with a note of humor.

He had the grace to look ashamed. “I know I’m not expected until tomorrow.”

“No, you aren’t,” she said. “However, it’s not the end of the world. So why don’t you both go sit down and give us a chance to sort this out.” Then she turned and looked at Lance. She took several steps over, held out her hand, and said, “So, you’re a new arrival as well, right?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m Lance,” he said.

“Good,” she said. “You, I was expecting.” A note of humor was in her voice, and he was amazed that she had kept her cool as much as she could.

She said, “I’m Dani, and I run this place with my father,” she said, as she turned to the receptionist and said, “Melanie, Lance’s room should be ready.”

The receptionist quickly made several clicking motions on the keys, then looked up and nodded. “Yes, he’s in room 1214.”

“Good,” Dani said. Turning back to Lance, she smiled, motioned at the big man standing behind Lance, and said, “I’ll let Jim here take you to your room. I’ll be there in a few minutes with your introduction package, and we’ll go over everything you need to know. Is that okay?”

He nodded and smiled. “Of course. I’m assuming you’ll get this fixed first,” he said with a wave to the other two guys.

“Let’s hope,” she said, stepping out of the way with a smile. Jim, the big burly orderly behind Lance, immediately picked up Lance’s bags, tossed them over his shoulders, and pushed his wheelchair out and away from the reception area.

“Well, I’m glad I have a proper room at least,” he said.

Jim laughed. “It happens,” he said. “At every center everybody always wants to leave early, and we do get a few people who try to come in early, but it does mess up the count on the available beds. We’re always full up, so it’s not like we can just shuffle out a bed for an unexpected visitor.”

He wondered at that. “I guess there’s also all the cleaning and housekeeping that has to be done when a room changes over.”

“Top to bottom,” Jim said, a smile in his voice. He pushed Lance down a long hallway, with several short hallways leading off to the sides. They passed a large open game room, where several guys were playing pool, others reading, and a big screen TV played with a basketball game on.

“So, what’s this? A common room?”

“One of them,” he said, sounding cheerful as they passed another hallway.

From that area Lance heard the sounds of dishes clinking together. “So, somewhere down there is the cafeteria?”

“Exactly,” he said. “Once we get you settled in your room,” he said, “and depending on how you feel, I can either grab you a cup of coffee or whatever you want or maybe take you around for a little bit of a tour until Dani comes.”

“Not a bad idea, at that,” he said. “Any idea if Jaden is still here?”

“Jaden, Jaden, Jaden,” he muttered. “Hmm, I’m not sure I remember that one,” he said. “It’s a big place though, and we’re generally assigned to one area, so we all get to know each other better in our own sections.”

“That’s okay,” he said. “I’ll find out soon enough.”

“Friend of yours?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I was just hoping maybe I could see him before he leaves.”

“If he’s here, you sure will,” he said. “First things first, so let’s get you into your room.”

They kept moving down the hallway, and then he turned a corner and then another corner. “Wow, you’re right. This is a big place.”

“You have no idea,” he said. As they came to the end of the hallway, on the right-hand side was an open door. Jim wheeled him in and said, “This is your room. Got your own bathroom, and you look out over the horses,” he said. “Hopefully that’s not a hardship for you.”

“I still struggle with the fact that you have animals right here with you,” he said.

“Yeah, I know, but that’s one of the joys of the place.”

“I agree,” he said. “It’s pretty special.”

With Jim’s help, Lance made the couple steps from the wheelchair to the bed. When he sank down onto the bed, he shifted his weight backward and stretched out and groaned with relief.

“How about I help you raise the head of the bed a little bit,” he said, “and I’ll show you how the mechanics work.” Together they adjusted the bed so Lance was at a better angle and much more comfortable.

From there, he could even look out over the horses and the pastures. His gaze was drawn to the green grass, the white fences, and the animals free to move about. “It’s a beautiful view,” he said.

“It is. Almost everybody on this side gets a similar view,” Jim said. He dropped Lance’s bags over by a wall with built-in cupboards and said, “When you get rested up a bit and feeling better, you can unpack over here. If you need help, just let somebody know, and one of us will give you a hand.”

He nodded. “That sounds great,” he said. “It’s been a very long day.”

“That’s why I would offer you a cup of coffee or some water,” he said. “Something to hold you over until Dani gets here.”

“Do you think she’ll be all that long?”

“Nope,” Jim said. “Dani is really good at sorting out stuff like that.”

“Glad to hear it,” he said, laughing. “I don’t envy her that job.”

“It’s her place,” Jim said, “so, for her, it’s less about a job and more about a passion.”

“Oh, that’s right,” he said. “I did hear something about that.”

“She started the place for her father, and, once she got it going, a tsunami of others with like needs came here too,” Jim said, his tone respectful.

“That’s cool,” Lance said, feeling hopeful.

Jim headed for the door and said, “Coffee? Or something else?”

Lance leaned back, thought about it, and said, “How about a hot cup of tea instead?”

“You got it,” he said. “Milk? Sugar?”

“A little bit of milk would be great, thanks.” And, just like that, Jim left. Lance should get up and unpack. It was part of his motto for life to do what he needed to do today and to not push it off, but his body was just too sore and too tired to tackle it now. He thought, if he could curl up under a blanket, he’d sleep. But he lay on top of the blankets, and it was way too much of a headache to try to get under them. Besides, he didn’t want to be asleep when Dani arrived. He still had yet to be properly introduced to the place. He was sure he had a mess of paperwork to handle as well. Jim came back with the tea, just a few minutes later.

“Here you go. If you need anything else, you’ve got a buzzer right beside you,” he said. “Seriously, don’t hesitate if you need it for anything. Somebody will come to your aid.” And, with that, he took off.

Lance leaned back and sipped his tea, but, when he heard light footsteps coming down the hallway, he wasn’t surprised to see Dani walk in with a bright smile on her face. “Did you get the rooms all sorted out?”

“All sorted,” she said. “There aren’t all that many places like this where people are so eager to get into it, right?” she said with a laugh.

He smiled. “Well, it’s good advertisement if nothing else.”

She nodded. “And how are you doing after your trip?”

“Questioning my choice,” he said bluntly. “Double questioning actually.”

“I get it,” she said. “So, double question all you want, but you’re here, so make the best of it. An awful lot of good work is happening in Hathaway House.”

“I hope so,” he said, shifting in the bed.

“You look worn out,” she said. “Do you want to catch a nap before dinner?”

“I was thinking about it,” he said, “but I’m lying on the blankets, and that seems like way too much trouble to deal with.”

She walked over to the cupboard, pulled out another blanket, and, opening it up, she spread it across him. “More linens and such are always in the cupboard, and, if you find that you need something that’s not there, just let us know.” Then she said, “Now I have a packet for you.” She proceeded to go over the details on his own personal iPad, showing him how it worked. She went over his team, listing all the people who would come by to see him. Then she went to a general information tab, where information about meals could be found and about how the system here works. “Dinner will start in forty-five minutes, so, if you want to have a rest, go for it. You’ve got a two-hour window for eating dinner from the buffet line,” she said, “but, if you happen to sleep through a meal and wake up afterward, not to worry. Just go on to the cafeteria. There will always be food for you,” she said.

He nodded. “That’s good to hear.” He hesitated and then said, “I know Iain.”

“Yes. Iain recommended that you come here,” she said. “I also heard you know Jaden.”

“Yeah.” He hesitated. “Is Jaden still here?”

“He is, indeed,” she said. “He’ll be here for another month or two, and Iain comes back and forth. By the way, he’s partnered up with one of our vet techs down below, so the two of them are here on a regular basis.”

“Good,” he said. “I’d like to see him.”

“Just making sure the pictures he’s sending out aren’t altered by Photoshop?” she teased, with a big grin.

He took a deep breath and said, “Is that so wrong of me?”

“No, not at all,” she said, some of her laughter slipping away. “It’s normal,” she added. “You need to see the proof, and Iain is definitely walking proof.”

“It just seems so unbelievable,” he said. “Plus the guy I knew was this jokester.”

“Well, he presented that facade to everybody,” she said. “He’s a very different person now. He helps out on various carpentry jobs for the vet clinic.”

“That sounds like him. He always did have a dabbler’s hand at fixing things.”

“I’ll let him know you’ve arrived, if you like. And I’m on my way around, talking to a few other people, so I’ll stop in at Jaden’s and tell him that you’re here too.”

At that, Lance smiled. “I’d really appreciate it. Kind of makes the arrival less …” He let his voice trail off.

“It’s always nice to see a friendly face,” she said firmly. “But, before long, this place will be home to you anyway.”

He nodded and smiled. “If you say so.”

“I do,” she said with a laugh. “So, your intake nurse will be in soon. She’ll come in to check your blood pressure and to make sure the trip was not too arduous. She’ll go over your current medications and update your file. Her name is Jessica, so say hello and be nice because you’ll be seeing quite a bit of her, especially at first.”

“Sounds good,” he said, and, with that, Dani disappeared. On the heels of that visit, a woman with a shock of red hair stepped inside. She had freckles across both cheeks, and her eyes were bright green. He was mesmerized. “Wow,” he said, “that might be the reddest hair I’ve ever seen.”

“Thank you. I think,” she said in a bright voice.

“No—I only meant—” Flustered, he continued, “Well, I like it.”

She giggled. “One can never tell. Some people like it. Others think I am cursed. As for me, it is what it is at this point.” Laughing, she walked over and said, “Hi, I’m Jessica. Let’s have a look at you.”
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Jessica Marlow loved the teasing and the way that he interacted with her. She knew it was meant to distract from his pain, and, while he’d be the first to deny it, clearly the trip had been a lot for him. She quickly slipped the blood pressure cuff over his arm, pumped it up, and checked his reading. Frowning that it was high but not excessively so, she checked his temperature and then his pulse. When she was done, she went over his medications, bringing up the chart on her tablet so he could see them. Together, they confirmed everything. Then she went on.

“Now I’m sure Dani explained that everybody on your team will be coming in and out most of today because you’re a new arrival, and then, if anybody wants any testing done, that’ll start tomorrow.”

“Great. So I get to be a pincushion again.” He groaned.

“Sorry, it’s a stage of life.”

“Does that stage ever come to an end though?”

“It does,” she said. “I’m sort of new here myself, compared to some of the others. I’ve been here for ten months. I’ve seen several people leave in great shape.”

“Yeah, but were they in bad shape when they arrived? That is the real question.”

“Good point,” she said. “Have faith.” She nodded, giving him a perky smile. “I know everything will work out.”

“I do have faith,” he said, “otherwise I wouldn’t be here at all.”

“Tough trip?”

“Tougher than I expected,” he admitted.

She moved around his room with efficient movement. She didn’t make any extra steps or repeat any movements. She knew what she was doing. “You know what? I have a few extra minutes. Do you want me to help you unpack?”

“I can do it tomorrow,” he said, not wanting to impose on her.

She looked at him with one eyebrow raised and said, “Right now you have somebody here who’s available to help. If you’re the kind of person who doesn’t feel like he’s actually settled in until he’s unpacked, let’s take care of it right now.”

“Would you mind?” he said. “I’m not used to having other people do things for me.”

“In this place,” she said, “we all do for everybody, and there isn’t anybody who doesn’t get help when they need it.” At that, she quickly opened his duffel bag, organized the clothing, and put them away in drawers. “I’m glad to see you brought swim shorts,” she said. “The pool is a major part of your program here.”

“Pool?”

She turned in surprise. “I thought you knew.”

“You’d think I would know,” he said, “because I’m friends with a couple guys who have been here or still are, but I don’t think anybody mentioned the pool.”

“When we get around to giving you a full tour,” she said, “you’ll see. Make sure you talk to your physiotherapists about our water program, if you like. Otherwise they often wait a few weeks, if not longer, before letting people into the pool.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Now that you’ve mentioned it, I’ll be right on his case.”

“Good,” she said. Once everything was put away, she folded up the duffel and tucked it in the bottom of the closet.

“Now,” she said, “is there anything else I can do for you?”

He immediately shook his head.

“What about dinner?” she asked, giving him a straightforward look. “Are you strong enough to get down there for dinner tonight?” She motioned at the wheelchair. “I saw you arrive and noticed Jim pushing you down the hallway. I can certainly take you to dinner, if you’re ready.”

He hated to even ask and shook his head, embarrassed.

“Remember,” she said. “There are no shoulda, coulda, wouldas at this place,” she said. “You’re either strong enough to make your way down there on your own—and I’ll show you where it is—or I’ll take you there.”

He stared at her wordlessly and collapsed against the bed. “I haven’t eaten all day,” he said, “so I should, but honestly, it seems like it’s an awfully long way to go.”

Frowning, she said, “It’s your first day, so, if you’d like me to pick up something, I can do that too.”

He really liked that option, but the thought of asking her to do even more went against the grain.

“The other option is,” she said, “I can take you down there, you can pick out something, and we can bring it back here for you.”

“Well, that’s a compromise,” he said. “Maybe that one?”

“Done,” she said. She brought the wheelchair to the head of the bed and then moved something forward from under the bed. A set of steps for him. “I presume you’ll need these for a few days.”

With a wince, he said, “Yeah, I think so.” He straightened up, gasping, as he worked muscles that hadn’t worked in a very long time. She immediately stepped up, moved the wheelchair into a better position, then reached out for his arm. He didn’t even think about it before grabbing hers for support. Very slowly, like a crippled old man, he made his way down the steps and into the wheelchair. He shook in place for a moment, while she grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around his legs.

“Come on. Let’s go pick you up some dinner. We’ll get you some hot tea, since yours is gone already. Then we’ll get you back to bed.”

He didn’t argue, since he knew he needed to eat. Left to his own devices, his stomach would set off a chain reaction that would keep him awake all night if he didn’t get a chance to eat. But, at the same time, it was hard and went against the grain to let other people do things for him. He’d been doing so much better at the last place, and now it’s like he’d taken a complete step back.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” she said. “This is temporary.”

He twisted ever-so-slightly. “What is temporary?”

“When most people arrive, they find that they’re set back a bit from their travels. They always assume it’ll be a quick and easy adjustment, but it’s actually worse than anything.”

“If you say so.”

“I do,” she said with a laugh.

He vaguely recognized some of the trip back to where he thought the cafeteria was.
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