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Landon Turner puts everyone else first and has dedicated his life to caring for his quadriplegic brother while working his butt off at his full-time job. There’s nothing glamorous about his existence, but all that might change when he meets a woman who makes him realize how much he’s sacrificed. And then he gets the opportunity of a lifetime—to try out for his hometown city’s pro hockey team. 
Landon doesn’t know if happily-ever-after exists, but in a city like Red Valley, anything can happen…







  
  
The story doesn’t end on the last page…

There’s something special waiting for you at the end of this book—but don’t peek just yet… some things are better discovered at the right moment.

Visit www.rachellevaughn.com and subscribe to my newsletter for exclusive Red Valley Ravens extras, collectible cards, and reader-only surprises.



Come spend a little more time in my world:
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  Dedication


For D
A Regular Joe who is anything but ordinary








  
  Dear Reader,


Every once in a while, the underdog gets his day to shine. For Pure Ice, I thought it’d be fun to step aside from the mansion-living, expensive car-driving, star hockey players of the Red Valley Ravens and see what it would be like if an Average Joe got the chance to play for the team.
Landon Turner is your garden-variety good guy who puts everyone else first and has dedicated his life to caring for his quadriplegic brother while working his butt off at his grueling full-time job. There’s nothing glamorous about his blue-collar existence, but all that changes when he gets the opportunity of a lifetime.
Pure Ice is about perseverance and unfailing integrity, and of course, I’ve sprinkled some romance into the recipe, too. Landon’s story wouldn’t be as fun without an alluring woman like Hannah Heatley to open his eyes to more than just hard work. She is as complicated as she is beautiful, which gets him wondering if there really is such a thing as happily ever after.
I hope Landon and Hannah’s romance motivates you to reach for the stars no matter who you are!


Purely yours,
Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Chapter One
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Landon Turner had to stop himself from throwing a fistful of popcorn at the TV. “They’re playing like garbage. I could get out there and play better than that.” 
“Sheesh,” Cam said around a heavy sigh. “I could play better.”
Landon glanced over at his quadriplegic brother and had to agree. Cam lacked the ability to move his arms and legs and had been confined to a wheelchair ever since suffering a spinal cord injury, but Landon had no doubt that Cam could wheel out onto the ice at the NorCal Center and do a great deal better than the pro athletes currently fumbling around on their skates.
The long season had obviously taken its toll on the Ravens, Red Valley, California’s beloved pro hockey team. They looked tired and uninspired and nothing like the tenacious team that Northern Californians faithfully cheered for every season. They’d held their own during the first two periods of the game, and then somewhere in the middle of the third, the wheels began to fall off. Now, every line the Ravens sent out on the ice looked like they were skating in slow motion compared to the Ontario Flurry.
Didn’t the boys in red know how much was riding on this single game? This was the most important match-up of the season. Not the time to forget the fundamentals of the game. Like making sure you got the puck into the net more times than your opponent. This was a must-win, their last chance to earn a spot in the playoffs.
Landon was literally sitting on the edge of his seat on the couch while Cam sat in his high-tech wheelchair. The Turner brothers watched in astonishment as Ravens captain Cody “CoLa” Lambert went to the backhand and the Flurry goaltender stretched out to make a fantastic glove save.
Yep. The Ravens were now losing to the point where Landon thought he and his community league could get out there and play better. If not, then at least they’d look like they were trying. Which he couldn’t say about his team at the moment. They skated like they were beaten down and exhausted, like they’d already accepted defeat.
Landon knew the feeling. He hadn’t exactly been on fate’s good side for the past decade or so. When life had been handing out limited addresses on Easy Street, the Turner brothers had been at the back of the long line.
Landon set the bowl of slightly burnt microwave popcorn down on the coffee table. He didn’t like eating much during a game, but Cam enjoyed having something to crunch on because he wasn’t able to sporadically throw his arms up in the air in response to certain calls by the officials and the occasional player misstep the same way Landon was.
For a moment, Landon pictured himself out there on the ice at the NorCal Center, stealing possession of the puck and breaking away down the neutral zone with such speed that the Flurry players were left to scurry behind him, scrambling to keep up. He’d deke once, then twice, before firing the puck up over the goalie’s left shoulder, where it would hit the back of the net and skitter to the ground, gently resting on the cold, white ice that represented victory.
His arms would pump into the air in celebration and his linemates would rush in around him, patting his helmet and gushing their congratulations. They’d lift him onto their shoulders and parade him around the arena, even though there was still more work to do, more goals to score until the sounding of the end of the period.
He’d smile up at the 17,000 fans in attendance and know that he’d done his part to ensure the Ravens made it into the playoffs, where they belonged. Eager to widen his team’s lead, he’d skate by the bench and high-five the line of outstretched gloves before returning to the face-off circle, where he’d do it all over again with the help of his energized teammates.
“They’re being so lackadaisical!” Cam yelled at the TV screen.
Landon brought himself back to reality and watched as Lucas “Lucky” Leighton’s shot hit the post, demolishing any chance that the Ravens had at a postseason. Luck had obviously left the building.
During the next play, the Flurry center caught the puck on his tape, split the Ravens’ defense, and made the prettiest goal of his career.
The problem wasn’t between the pipes. Beloved Ravens goaltender Alexandre “Sebby” Sebastien was doing his damnedest to impersonate a brick wall, but the defense was dropping the ball by not clearing the puck and giving away too many turnovers.
Being a team from California in a Canadian-dominated sport, the Ravens were never the favorite. Especially not when they were up against teams like the Ontario Flurry and the Quebec Caribou. Tonight, the Flurry were practically giving a clinic on how to score goals.
As they announced yet another turnover, even the commentators sounded exasperated at the Ravens’ ineptitude.
Then came the news that sharpshooter Patrik “Trik” Levine wouldn’t be returning to the game after leaving early in the first period with a lower-body injury. The team simply couldn’t catch a break.
“It’s too bad The Fist isn’t there to get in and shake things up,” Cam grumbled out loud.
A big chunk of the Ravens’ roster was on the Injured Reserve List, including Pete “The Fist” Fontaine, the team’s fierce enforcer. If there was ever a time the Ravens needed their resident tough guy, it was now. Pete was out on a three-game suspension for knocking another player’s block off. Plus, Colton “The Cobra” Greene was out with a busted wrist and his linemate Logan Murray had been rushed to the hospital for an emergency appendectomy on the eve of the game.
Without their snipers on the ice, the team didn’t stand much of a chance in the scoring department. And scoring goals was the only way the Ravens were going to make it into the playoffs.
Later, when Ravens center Ryan Wade’s shot went wide, the Flurry goalie sprawled out, stopped the puck with his right pad, and denied him the rebound. A few minutes later, Charlie Cooper beat a Flurry winger through traffic, and his long wrister was gobbled up by the man between the pipes.
No matter what they did, what shot they tried, what position they took, the Ravens couldn’t manage to score a single goal. The Flurry swiftly eliminated their opponents’ scoring opportunities and it didn’t take long before they led the game 4-0.
This was the type of game that would hang like a black cloud over the organization for years to come. Suffering a shut-out in their own building was painful enough when their post-season fate wasn’t on the line.
With eighty-two games per season, there were always a few games that the team wanted to toss in the garbage and forget about. This was definitely going to be one of those games.
As the seconds ticked by on the clock, the camera panned across the Ravens’ bench, displaying a line of discouraged faces.
“I wish we could hear what they’re saying to each other on the bench,” Cam said.
“I hope CoLa is telling them to get their heads outta their asses,” Landon murmured. Team captain Cody Lambert couldn’t win the game on his own.
The camera cut to Coach Baker behind the bench. The seasoned head coach was red-faced and beyond frustrated as he attempted to keep his team from going down for the count.
Landon was half tempted to jump through the screen and show ‘em how it should be done. But playing United National Hockey League hockey was probably a lot harder than it looked. Especially when the other team was ripping the Ravens a new one.
Then suddenly, with ten minutes left on the clock, it looked like the tide might turn. In a move that had fans cheering and jumping to their feet, forward JD “Hollywood” Mason scrambled after the puck, took possession, and skated it toward the Flurry’s net. He pulled back his stick and fired. And the puck promptly hit the goal post with a resounding ting! That simple sound of defeat set everyone’s teeth on edge and reality sunk in to replace the brief glimmer of false hope.
“Oh, come on!” Landon yelled at the TV. He’d be picking up popcorn from around the living room for days, but he couldn’t suppress the need to throw something, anything, at the mockery that was skating across his television.
“How did that not go in?” Cam asked the ceiling in desperation.
The hockey gods were obviously watching over a different game tonight, leaving the Ravens to flounder pathetically on the ice.
Foolishly, Landon had looked into getting tickets for tonight’s game. And then the coffee he’d been drinking had nearly shot out of his nose when he saw that ticket prices had been jacked up into the unbelievable range. The fact that people had paid thousands to watch the Ravens lose tonight was more bitter than sweet.
More than anything, Landon was glad he hadn’t indulged in a moment of madness and busted out the emergency credit card in the name of supporting his favorite team. Witnessing a loss of this magnitude in person might be too much to bear. Seeing it from the comfort of his own living room was enough to make him pull his hair out.
Frustrated and dog-tired, the Ravens gave it a valiant effort, but ultimately fell short and handed the Ontario Flurry a free ticket to the playoffs.
That night, thousands of crestfallen fans streamed out of the NorCal Center, mumbling their disbelief. The only thing that helped soothe the burn of the bitter loss was the fact that the Turner brothers hadn’t been able to afford tickets to the game in the first place.
At least for a few hours, Landon’s mind had been somewhere else, skating alongside his favorite players—guys he looked up to, guys he wished he could trade places with—shooting pucks and scoring goals for a team he fantasized about playing for. But there wasn’t any room in his life for fantasy. No time for daydreaming about things that would never happen.
Landon knew the nasty beating would plague the players for a few days and then they’d be free for the summer, jet-setting to tropical destinations and golfing all around the country’s finest resorts. Who had time to wallow in defeat when you drove a half-million-dollar car and lived a life of luxury?
Meanwhile, guys like Landon had a job to go to and a pile of bills to pay. No one ever said life was fair.
“All right, Lando Calrissian,” Cam announced. “Time to hit the sack.”
Cam’s fatigue-tinged voice cut into Landon’s thoughts. The game had run late and he had work in the morning. Sticking to a schedule had been one of the few things that made sense after Cam’s diagnosis and it was definitely time for bed. Everything took a lot longer to complete now, so they made sure to allot time for eating and showers and everyday activities that Cam couldn’t do by himself.
Unfortunately, Landon didn’t know how he was going to get any sleep after watching that sorry excuse for a game. He’d be replaying the plays in his mind long after he shut the TV off.
Besides keeping to a schedule, Cam subscribed to a daily mantra that he recited when needed. Ironically, today’s mantra had been “My setbacks are my motivation.”
Too bad that mindset hadn’t helped the Ravens come out on top.
“I’ll meet you in there,” Landon said and watched as Cam wheeled down the hall.
To drive his chair, Cam used a head array. There were buttons for on/off, forwards and back, left and right sides. One motor lifted the chair up and down, reclined, tilted, raised his feet up and down, and shifted the pressure points on his behind. A “sip and puff” device ran his remote control for the TV, lights, phone, and opened the automatic door that Landon had installed in several rooms of the house.
Those things cost money and overpriced hockey tickets were way down on Landon’s list of priorities.
“I’m sorry about the game,” Cam said sadly after he was tucked into his bed. The sling they used to transfer him was pushed out of the way and his wheelchair was stored in the corner with the battery charging.
Landon turned his head and busied himself with smoothing the sheets so his brother wouldn’t see the disappointment swimming in his eyes. He was good at hiding his emotions, but for some reason, this latest loss had left him reeling. All in all, the Ravens had played horribly, closing out a mediocre season in which they’d suffered a string of embarrassing losses.
Landon set all thoughts of hockey aside and made sure there weren’t any creases in Cam’s pajamas or the sheets. Something as small as a wrinkle could trigger skin irritation and cause autonomic dysreflexia. Because when Cam’s nerves tried to send signals to his brain, their message wasn’t able to get past the damaged portion of his spinal cord, therefore sending his nerve responses into overdrive. Even a little thing like an ingrown toenail or constipation could cause a multitude of symptoms like difficulty breathing and high blood pressure.
“It’s just a game,” Landon replied. It was a bold-faced lie, but he hoped Cam would accept it and change the subject.
Hockey had never been just a game to him. Once, it had been his whole life. A long time ago, his world had revolved around the sport, and he wouldn’t have had it any other way. Now, the games on TV were simply entertainment. Or so he told himself. And the community league he played for was just a way to get some exercise. A way to fulfill that competitiveness that had been stirring in him since he’d been a young boy. Even when everything else in their lives had been turned upside down, the meaning of the game still remained the same.
“I know they would’ve made it into the playoffs if you were on the team,” Cam muttered.
Landon appreciated his brother’s well-meaning validation, but honestly, all it did was remind him of everything he’d given up eleven years ago. He couldn’t change the way things had turned out. And he didn’t want to. He’d accepted the hand Fate had dealt them. Getting to play in the UNHL wasn’t meant to be. End of story.
He had a different purpose now. Cam was entirely dependent on others to take care of him, and Landon would much rather help his only sibling live life to the fullest of his capability than play a game for a living.
“No regrets,” Landon said confidently.
“Yeah. No regrets.”
Cam was two years younger than Landon’s twenty-eight years. Despite everything he’d been through, Cam still had that boyish look of innocence about him. Landon felt like he’d aged a hundred years since that fateful night when their lives had changed forever.
Tragedy had reared its ugly head, the way it was prone to do every now and again, and their naiveté had been stripped from them, tossing them into a foreign reality. But they’d persevered and stuck to a routine and were here to tell the tale. The early days had been rocky, but the Turner brothers had prevailed.
When his spine had suffered permanent damage, Cam had learned to focus on the things he could do, as opposed to the things that had been taken away from him.
“Get some sleep,” Landon told Cam.
In four hours, Landon would be back in to adjust him to prevent pressure ulcers. Getting up by alarm multiple times during the night had become another part of the routine.
“You’ve got a big day tomorrow helping Gabe with VINCE.” Landon turned the spotlight onto his brother and Cam took the bait.
Gabe Crawford worked for a software company in Red Valley. The tech genius’ work included revolutionary software that assisted the disabled, visually impaired, and the elderly with their daily lives.
VINCE—Voice Interactive Computer Electrode—was Gabe’s creation and Cam had been helping with some new program upgrades. Instead of a bunch of individual apps, VINCE was a fully customizable, portable program with a user-friendly interface. It had the potential to help thousands of individuals. Technology had advanced enough to where people with disabilities weren’t exiled to live a solitary, unproductive life.
Cam kept busy with his YouTube channel that chronicled his life as a quadriplegic, and with VINCE’s impressive capabilities, Cam was able to edit and upload his videos with simple voice commands. Gabe’s vision was all about allowing users to remain independent.
“Yeah, the big system update goes live tomorrow night,” Cam said excitedly. “Gabe said he’s added some exciting new features and it’s going to be even more efficient.”
“Shut ‘er down for the night,” Landon said, referring to Cam’s overactive mind.
“Okey-doke. ‘Night, Lando.”
“’Night, Cammo.”

      [image: ]Landon wasn’t sure of much in life, except for the fact that he was sick and tired of his team being the laughing stock of the UNHL. 
Without thinking twice about it, he dumped his Ravens jersey—the one with retired Raven Jace McQuaid’s name and number on it—into the garbage can in the kitchen and shoved it down on top of the mac and cheese boxes from last night’s dinner.
Disappointment couldn’t begin to describe how he felt about yesterday’s loss. This was supposed to have been their year. If they couldn’t advance to the playoffs this year, then what chance did the Ravens have for next year? Or the year after that?
Landon knew he was being a lousy fan, but he loved the team so much it hurt to experience them suffer such a poignant loss. They’d worked hard all season, damn it. And still, another team who’d worked just a little bit harder had come along and shoved them out of the way.
Landon looked forward to watching those eighty-two games a season to help him get through. To give him something to look forward to. To be a part of something. To show him that a group of conditioned athletes could band together and succeed against all odds.
Unfortunately, Landon didn’t share his brother’s positive “Maybe next year” attitude. Landon had needed them to win now. To show him that the underdog could experience victory once in a blue moon.
He cast one last look at the trash can. He’d spent a pretty penny on that jersey, and for what? To help fuel the team’s private jet? Go towards paying the players’ exorbitant salaries? Fund the owner’s second or third home or his wife’s designer handbag habit?
Landon swallowed down the bitterness, knowing that if he went in to work pissed off, it would set the tone for his entire day. One of the guys Landon worked with was from Ontario and would undoubtedly give him a crock of shit the second he walked through the door. He needed to conjure up a Zen attitude and fast.
“Maybe next year,” he mumbled under his breath as he grabbed his lunchbox and walked out of the kitchen.
He patted his pockets to make sure he had his phone, wallet, and keys. Time to quit moping around about a game and go earn his paycheck.






  
  Chapter Two
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Landon slid his ID badge through the slot in the time clock and officially became the property of MegaMart, Inc. for the next ten hours. Here, at the one-shop stopping store’s regional distribution center, he was simply a number, a means to move freight from one place to another, where it would ultimately end up in the hands of the paying customer. 
The job was decent, and it paid well enough, but there was always that nagging feeling in the back of Landon’s mind that told him he was meant to do something more than drive a forklift around for the rest of his life.
But what else was he going to do? Without a college education, he couldn’t simply move up through the company ladder and leave manual labor behind him in the dust. Blue-collar work was all he was qualified to do now. He’d forgone college altogether when financial troubles forced him to jump right into the workforce with both feet.
Sure, he probably could have enrolled in community college, but he’d settled into his job at MegaMart and thought it was better for everybody if he closed that other chapter of his life for good. The work he did at the warehouse wasn’t something he needed to be ashamed of.
Besides, there wasn’t really anything he wanted to do. His aspirations in high school had been simple. Play hockey and the rest of life would fall into place and magically work itself out.
Well, it had worked itself out, all right. And now Landon was moving pallets around from one slot to another for slightly more than minimum wage.
The retail giant paid one of the highest wages for entry-level jobs of any employer in the county and employees were guaranteed their hours. In a reality where Cam’s medical needs cost an arm and a leg, and insurance didn’t always cover everything, a full paycheck was a necessity.
Landon had started working at MegaMart straight out of high school and had been there for ten years. A full decade of his life. When he took this job, he never thought he’d still be there so many years later. Then again, he hadn’t really looked ahead that far. Ever since Cam’s accident, all Landon had been doing was taking each day as it came. Ever since the accident, he’d steered away from wondering what might have been. Living in the past wasn’t beneficial for him or for Cam.
In a way, Landon supposed it was comforting to know that he was in a job that could be done well into his twilight years. On the other hand, working at MegaMart for another thirty-five years until retirement was a thought way too depressing to entertain.
There were twenty people—mostly men—in Landon’s department, Storage and Replenishment, on this particular shift, and they all gathered around for the morning meeting. As much as Landon would have preferred to go straight to work and skip the bullshit, MegaMart insisted on boring their employees with a morning meeting that’s sole purpose was to keep everyone informed of policy changes (that didn’t always even pertain to them) and to give area managers a chance to feel important (because they thrived on the attention).
Looking around at the long-faced group, Landon noticed that the SR group wasn’t all that diverse. Most of the younger employees started out in the back-breaking, sweat-inducing areas like Unloading, Orderfilling, and Shipping. Forklift jobs didn’t come available very often and you had to have enough seniority to beat out all the other transfer applicants.
Most of the guys in SR were near retirement and the rest were Landon’s age or older. The majority were fully vested in the company and weren’t going anywhere. He’d be one of them someday.
Driving a forklift in an assigned module was solitary work and Landon only had a few acquaintances with the dock workers and in his own department.
Almost all of the older guys had families of their own and the younger guys spent their free time at Club 21, cruising for chicks and drinking themselves into oblivion. Some of them still lived at home and mooched off their parents.
Landon didn’t have much free time, and what he did have of it he spent at the gym or shooting pucks for fun and playing community league hockey once a week. The majority of his time was split between working—regular hours as well as voluntary and mandatory overtime—and taking care of his brother. He didn’t even have the time required to nourish a relationship with a woman.
Did he want to spend the rest of his life alone and worked to the bone? Not really. But what other choice did he have?
Some of Landon’s coworkers were decent and the rest of them either had a shitty work ethic, just plain didn’t care about doing a good job, only looked out for number one, or an astonishing mix of all three. Landon didn’t like to leave messes for people on the next shift to clean up and preferred going home feeling good about the honest work he’d done. To say the least, he was a rarity at a place like MegaMart. There were plenty of people in the warehouse who were just there to collect a paycheck and didn’t give two shits how many of their coworkers’ lives they made miserable because of their crappy workmanship.
Gary Lorde, Landon’s boss, called the morning meeting to order in the same way a king addressed peasants. Gary had only been with the company for a little over six months. But because he was management and had the required business degree, he was the shit. Or at least he thought he was. Landon knew from experience that respect was earned, and Gary hadn’t done a damn thing in the last few months to earn his.
All of a sudden, something happened that had Landon forgetting all about where he was and the work he was expected to do for the next ten hours. The sound of Gary’s nasally voice quickly became an insignificant hum in the background.
A woman walked by, headed for the front of the building. Her back was to Landon, but that didn’t make the view any less inspiring.
The first thing he noticed was her swinging ponytail, swaying with the motion of her stride. Then, inevitably, his eyes slid down her slender back and landed on a cute little ass that filled out her jean shorts quite nicely. Long legs with shapely calves rounded out the hourglass-shaped package.
When nature cranked up the thermostat outside, hoodies and pants were replaced with tank tops and shorts inside the warehouse. That wasn’t always a good thing when you were dealing with a workforce made up of mostly middle-aged guys sporting pot bellies and hair on their backs and shoulders. But whoever this woman was, she made shorts and a tank top look like a summer day at the beach with Otis Redding’s “Sittin’ On the Dock of the Bay” playing in the background.
She wasn’t in a big hurry to get to wherever she was going, and Landon thanked his lucky stars for getting a few extra seconds to check her out. All the while, Gary’s annoying voice droned on about production expectations and policy changes. Momentarily hypnotized, Landon let himself enjoy a few minutes of unadulterated distraction with a capital D.
As hot as her body was, that swaying ponytail caught his attention again, and he watched her walk away until she rounded the corner of the aisle and disappeared.
“Landon, you’re in Module 14 today,” Gary informed him. “Keep an eye out for all that summertime seasonal freight comin’ in from the receiving dock. If you get too swamped down there with barbeques and lawn chairs, I’ll send somebody down there to help out.”
And just like that, Landon snapped his attention from ponytails on the beach to a sweaty warehouse in the valley.
“Be safe out there,” Gary advised, and the group dispersed.
Landon didn’t want to turn his forklift towards Module 14 and get to work. He wanted to follow that ponytail, no matter where it led him.
Felix clapped him on the shoulder, effectively tearing Landon out of his wild-goose-chase fantasy. “Tough loss last night, Turner. Hate to say I told you so...but I totally told you so.”
Landon turned away from the mystery woman and faced the music in the form of his coworker Felix, who was proudly wearing an Ontario Flurry T-shirt along with a smug smile. The guy was incorrigible.
Landon bit down on the inside of his cheek and prepared to take the gloating like a man. The Ravens had screwed the pooch and now he had to face the consequences.
Felix nodded towards Landon’s baseball cap. “I’m surprised you’d wear that out in public after we gave you the ass-beating of the season.”
When he’d tossed his Ravens gear in the garbage, Landon had forgotten all about the cap he wore on a daily basis. Right there on the front was the team’s sleek logo. Normally he wore the hat with pride, but that was early on in the season when the boys in red had a fighting chance at making it into the playoffs and not making complete fools of themselves and their loyal-to-a-fault fans.
Landon shook his head and shrugged. “And yet I still wouldn’t be caught dead in a Flurry shirt. There’s always next year,” he said, borrowing his brother’s optimism. He gave Felix a jaunty tip of his hat and headed toward where the equipment was parked.
Then he stepped onto his forklift, switched his mind into auto-pilot, and began the slow journey through the nine hours and forty-seven minutes ticking away on the timeclock.

      [image: ]At the end of his shift, Landon emerged from the warehouse, squinting against the lowering sun. 
During the short days of winter, he drove to work before the sun even got its ass out of bed, and he clocked out and drove home as it was starting to sink behind the foothills that rimmed the valley. And in the summertime, the long days mocked him while kids were free from school and families indulged in memorable vacations.
At least he wasn’t on the graveyard shift anymore. Having any semblance of a normal life was just about impossible when you had to live like a vampire.
As he made the turn into his neighborhood, he mentally cataloged the contents of his refrigerator. Luckily, there was some leftover spaghetti in there for tonight’s dinner. Cheap and easy. A win-win for everyone.
He pulled up to the little house with the peeling paint and the tall grass growing in the front lawn and parked his truck on the street. He’d need to squeeze some time in this weekend to mow and tackle the weeds. The house might not be one of the nicest on the street, but he’d never let it get to the point where it was the worst.
Fortunately, the inside of the house would be spotless.
The only thing Landon had splurged on in the last ten years was a housekeeper. Veronica came in once a week and cleaned, did laundry, changed the bed linens, and generally was the highlight of his existence.
Landon was always at work when she came and went, but just because he never saw her didn’t mean he didn’t notice she had been there. When he got home from work, the house was vacuumed and sparkling. There were no dishes in the sink or on the table, and the whole place even smelled clean.
She even left the garbage disposal smelling like lemons. He didn’t know how she did it and he was smart enough not to question it. Some things in life were simply meant to be savored.
When life got him down and he was discouraged beyond belief, he looked forward to that one day during the week and knew that when he saw the shiny faucets and the neatly folded laundry, he found the hope he needed to get through another week without pulling his hair out or collapsing in exhaustion, whichever came first.
Sometimes Veronica even left a bouquet of flowers sitting on the dining room table. The splash of color and fragrance of springtime never failed to bring a smile to Landon’s face. There weren’t any female touches in the Turner household, and it was refreshing to find the cluster of cheerful daisies when he walked through the door after a hard day’s work in a building with no windows.
The handicap-equipped van was parked in the driveway, which meant that Cam was home. Landon made a mental note to remember to take his brother out sometime. Cam had been spending too much time cooped up in the house lately. Cam’s gadgets and computer stuff were important to him, but he needed to get out and get some fresh air once in a while.
Inside the house, the living room TV was turned up to eardrum-busting decimals. Cam watched the screen intently as Gideon Kanoa, Cam’s daytime aide, refilled Cam’s water bottle.
The first few times Landon had come home and seen Gideon standing in his kitchen or sitting on the couch, he’d been momentarily caught off guard. At 6’4” Gideon was a big guy, imposing even, if you didn’t know him. In fact, he looked more like a wrestler than a Registered Nurse. If The Rock and Jason Momoa had a baby, that big, magnificent bundle of joy would be Gideon Kanoa.
Now, seeing 240 pounds of pure Hawaiian muscle didn’t even faze Landon when he came home.
“Dude!” Cam exclaimed when he saw Landon come in. “These gulls are using these dolphins to fish for them. And the dolphins are fishing on land. Can you believe it? It’s in Georgia, the only place on Earth this happens. It’s incredible.”
Landon could barely hear his brother over the deafening roar of the TV. “Jesus, Cam. What’s with the volume? You’re paralyzed, not deaf.”
“It helps me drown out my sorrows,” Cam quipped without missing a beat.
Landon welcomed the onslaught of sarcasm. Anything was better than those first few months after the accident when Cam had sat in his new chair, wooden and silent. The silence had threatened to swallow them both up, but Landon had refused to give up on his brother. Now, Landon might not be able to shut his brother up, but he wouldn’t trade the barbs, insults, and jokes for anything.
It had taken them a while, but they were back to their old dynamic. The routine was everything. Get up at the same time, eat at the same time…
In a topsy-turvy world where anything could happen, the Turner brothers had their shit together.
“What’s with the sourpuss?” Cam asked, eyeing his brother up and down.
Landon snatched the remote from the coffee table and lowered the volume until he could hear himself think again.
“You’re extra surly today,” Cam pointed out again. “Bad day at MegaFart?”
“Why do you always have to have the TV turned up to oblivion?” Landon asked, ignoring his brother’s questions.
“Because that’s how I like to watch it,” Cam answered simply.
Landon mumbled something under his breath.
And then Cam made a suggestion. “You need to get laid.”
Landon’s irritation went up a notch and he felt his last nerve shrivel and give up the ghost.
“Gideon got laid,” Cam informed him.
Landon sighed and spared a glance at Gideon.
In response, Gideon lifted an eyebrow and a hulking shoulder in silent acknowledgment.
The guy never said much, and that automatically made him one of Landon’s favorite people.
“I’m not interested in either of your sex lives,” Landon said, scowling.
“We’re getting’ more action than you, big brother. Just sayin’.”
Gideon looked up from his phone and watched Landon stride out of the room. “The two of you are like an old married couple,” he commented.
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