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About This Book


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

Self-sabotage isn’t a concept Xavier is familiar with, until he ends up at Hathaway House—his application sent in with his buddy’s. When Xavier’s application was accepted, but his friend’s wasn’t, Xavier struggles with success. Even his arrival at Hathaway is bittersweet, knowing his friend has been rushed back to the hospital.

Talia, a patient coordinator at Hathaway House, witnesses Xavier’s arrival, her heart tugging at his obvious sense of guilt. Even with Xavier’s stomach barely holding down food and with his mind and soul emotionally struggling without his buddy, she knows Xavier’s got what it takes to make a great recovery here—if he just focuses on his own life.

Hathaway is about progress, as Xavier’s about to find out,… with friends and without.

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


Prologue
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The room was hot and airless with the windows closed, but, when you didn’t have a private room and somebody else couldn’t breathe in the cold air, you kept the window closed because it was the thing to do. But for his roommate’s sake, Xavier would be outside, with that window open at all times. But it wasn’t to be. He stared over at the man he had served with through many missions, not liking what he saw of his color. “Hey, do you want me to get you some help?”

Zander shook his head. “Nothing they can do, man.” He turned to look at him and said, “I’m sure I got this virus here.”

Xavier shrugged. “It would be hard not to, when it’s going around.”

“Yeah, before you get it, you should get outta here.”

“I got no place to go,” Xavier muttered.

“Get outta here, just get outta here. Find another center, find someplace where you could have the window open.”

“You noticed that, huh?”

“Yeah, man. I’m sorry, but that cold air kills my lungs every time I inhale.”

Xavier nodded. “That’s why it’s closed.”

“And I appreciate it, yet you need to find another place to stay.”

“Yeah? Is there even another place?”

“A friend of mine went to Hathaway House,” he shared, “and he swears by it.”

“I’ve heard that a couple times too,” Xavier noted, “but the whole process to get outta here sounds painful.”

“I don’t think it has to be,” he said, and then he started to cough again.

Xavier winced. “Man, are you sure you don’t want me to call somebody?”

“Nobody to call for this,” he said. “It’s why I’m telling you to get outta here.”

“Yeah, but it’s not as if what happened to you can’t happen elsewhere.”

“Right, but you know something? Sometimes it’s things like this that make you decide to change.”

“Sure, but you’re the one who’s sick, so maybe you should be getting out of here.”

“I gotta get rid of this virus first. Don’t wanna be spreading it around. If I could get clearance, I would,” he said.

Xavier looked at Zander, frowning. “You don’t have to give up though.”

“I’m not giving up,” he stated, “although, man, I’ve come to that point a couple times.”

“That’s one of the reasons why I’m still kinda here.”

“Don’t do that. You can’t throw your life away, waiting on me,” he replied. “Honest to God, apply for Hathaway and get out of here.”

“I’ll apply if you do,” Xavier murmured.

Coughing and laughing at that, Zander replied, “They already turned me down.”

He stared at his friend. “Why?”

“Too soon after surgery, too many adaptations still, they didn’t have a bed, blah, blah, blah. They put me on a waitlist,” he added, “but that’s just a nice way of saying, Sorry, no.”

“Well, if they’re like that,” Xavier noted, “then I don’t want to go.”

Then Zander looked at him and shook his head. “Don’t do that. Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face,” he pointed out. “You need this, and they can help you. If I had a chance of going, I would, and I would make the best I could out of it.… Besides, if you go, you can always put in a good word for me.”

Xavier frowned at his friend. “I don’t want to leave you here,” he stated bluntly.

“You’ll have to because staying here is not doing you any good.”

Xavier argued, “We’ve been to battle together too many times for me to walk away now.”

“Then step forward,” Zander ordered. “Step forward and take one for the team.”

He snorted at that. “You mean, take something good for the team? Yeah, that’s not the way I operate.”

“At this point in time I think you need to. And, if there is any chance of my getting there, then it won’t hurt to at least have a reference from somebody who is there.”

“Doesn’t mean that they’ll even accept me,” Xavier stated. “Besides, if they turned you down, they would leave me hanging.”

“And turning me down does not mean that they’ll turn you down.” Zander glared at him. “You need to try.”

And, with that, Xavier gave in, somewhat less than gracefully.

Giving it a try was a whole different story than giving in. But he expected to receive an absolute and complete no. When he got an acceptance, although it wouldn’t take effect for another couple months, he was stunned. He hated to even tell Zander. Yet Zander was thrilled.

“Good, and I’m starting to feel much better too. The last dose of antibiotics helped.”

“Well, getting your lung punctured and catching pneumonia at the same time, being on a ventilator too…”

“But I am slowly recovering, and that’s what’s given me hope,” Zander declared.

“I still think I should stay though.”

“No,” he snapped. “You need to go.” He glared at his friend. “Sometimes you have to walk alone.”

“Walking alone isn’t a problem,” Xavier snapped, “but I don’t like walking away from anybody.”

“I’m not asking you to walk away,” Zander murmured. “I’m asking you to go there first, to do your reconnaissance, and to report back.”

At that, Xavier burst out laughing. “Okay, I can do that, but only if you promise that you will contact them every week, saying you’re still looking to come. And, I mean, every week from now on, until I tell you to stop or until you hear from them that you’re accepted.”

“Do you think it will make any difference?” he asked doubtfully. “Won’t that just piss them off?”

“Then piss them off,” Xavier said. “At least it shows that you care and that you’ll do everything it takes to get there. And I’ll push from my side too.”

“Yeah, don’t you do anything to jeopardize your healing,” he warned.

“I won’t, but no way will I do well and not give you the exact same opportunity,” Xavier declared. “Remember that.”

Zander looked at him and smiled. “I’ll remember it, but—just as much as I’ll email them every week—I will email you and give you a virtual kick in the butt to ensure you do the best you can while there.”

“While I’m there, you know it. But I’ll be pissed if you can’t come and join me.”

“Don’t hold it against them,” Zander warned. “They must have rules, regulations, and limited places for people.”

“Good, depending on how long it takes, we’ll ensure a spot for you, so you sit tight. You’re coming, whether you like it or not.”

“You know I want to go,” Zander said. Then he started another horrific set of coughing. But at least it seemed productive, moving around some of the congestion. And when he stared back over at Xavier, Zander smiled and said, “I really am feeling better.”

“Yeah, sure,” Xavier said in disgust.

“You need to get out of here before you catch something that’ll kill you.”

“Same for you,” he muttered. “Same for you.”

And, with that, he settled down to rest, wondering what the odds were of getting Zander into the Hathaway place while Xavier was still there. Probably not all that great odds, but he would do whatever he could. Zander had saved his life. If Xavier could return the favor now, he was up for it. In fact, he was bound and determined to do it, whether his friend liked it or not.


Chapter 1
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Xavier Hortense stared around his room. It wasn’t even his room. It was a temporary room. Apparently one of the beds that was supposed to be empty and ready for him wasn’t. He looked back at the woman who was busy trying to give him an explanation. He just held up a hand. “It’s fine. I gather you guys are busy.”

“An ambulance didn’t arrive to transfer our patient, which is to be your room,” she added, with a nod. “So this is your room for the moment. I’ll get you into your assigned room as soon as I can.” She gave him a gentle smile. “Sorry. This isn’t the way we normally operate.”

He shrugged. “I’ve waited a long time, so I guess it doesn’t really matter.”

“It matters,” she stated. “And it’s still not the way we normally do business. So, as soon as I can, we’ll get you into your own space.” And, with that, she disappeared.

But he didn’t get a chance to do much of anything before another woman walked in, a notepad in her hand, looking up, smiling at him. “Hey. I understand you just got here, and we don’t have a room for you.”

He smiled at her. “That’s what I understand. Glad it’s not a big deal.”

“No, and it doesn’t happen often,” she shared, “but we have hundreds of people here at any given time, so, when things like an ambulance doesn’t show up or Patient Care doesn’t show up or whatever the case maybe, it can have a domino effect.”

He nodded. “And who are you?”

“Oh, sorry.” She flashed him a smile. “Talia Sweetling. I arrange some of the programs here. I’m a coordinator.”

He nodded. “So you’re trying to coordinate me a room?”

“Nope, Dani’s off doing that right now.”

“Dani?”

She nodded toward the door. “The woman who just left.”

“Ah.” Xavier nodded. “She did tell me that she would get me into my room soon.”

“Oh, you have one slotted. It just didn’t get emptied,” Talia stated, with a sigh. “We’re working on it.”

He nodded. “And what do you coordinate?”

“All kinds of programs, including yoga, day trips, horseback riding, blah, blah, blah.” She grinned good-naturedly at him. “If you want to do anything, and we don’t offer it, just let me know. I’ll see if I can find somebody to teach it.”

He stared at her. “Did you say yoga?”

“I did, indeed.”

“Wow, I don’t think I’ll be anywhere close to doing yoga for a very long time.”

“You never know,” she said, studying him. “I teach yoga. So, if you want to take a class, I would be happy to have you there.”

“I don’t think so,” he replied, with a headshake. “I want to sleep through the night and get through the day like a normal person, not with my legs going out from under me or my back giving way and crumpling me to the ground.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “So, in other words, health first.”

“Exactly,” he agreed. “And now you’re supposed to tell me that they aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“They sure aren’t,” she confirmed, with a big grin. “Yet you aren’t the first one to think that. Priorities in your world basically come down to health and fitness before yoga.”

“I guess not too many people want to do yoga, huh?”

“Lots of them do,” she clarified, with a bright smile. “The ones who don’t are the ones who have never done it before and don’t understand its benefits.”

He stared at her. “So yoga has benefits?” She burst out into peals of laughter that found an answering tug on his lips. “Well, you’ve given me something to smile about today, which I wasn’t so sure would happen.”

Immediately she frowned at him. “What’s the matter?”

“You mean, outside of the fact that life sucks?”

“Yeah, outside of that.”

“In the VA Center I just left, I had to leave behind my best buddy. We went through two tours in Iraq together,” he began. “I wasn’t even sure about coming here without him, but he wanted me to come ahead anyway. Then he got really sick just before I left. I still don’t even know if he’s survived.”

She stared at him. “I am so sorry, and, of course, it’s worse now that you’re here because you feel cut off.”

He nodded. “I do.”

“What’s his name?” she asked, clicking her pen.

“Why? You’ll phone the VA Center and see if he’s okay?”

“I presume you’ve already tried to call him directly?”

He nodded. “No answer.”

“So then, yes, I’ll phone the VA Center and see if we can get an update.” When he frowned, she shrugged. “That’s just the right thing to do, so you can expect us to go the extra mile here.”

“I’m surprised, but, yes, please call. His name is Zander Tolston.”

“It’ll take me a little bit to get through,” she began, “so do you want a cup of coffee or anything while we wait for your room to be ready?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know that I could keep anything down right now.”

“Fine. Let me get you some updated information on Zander, and then we’ll go from there.” And, with that, she darted off.
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Talia raced to her office, ignoring all the chaos going on around her. Some days were like this. Most were not. But they had enough problems and logistical issues that only so much could be done, and it would take a little time to solve them. However, confirming Zander’s status was something she could solve right now. She made the phone call, and, when she got patched through to the admitting office, she asked them about the health status of this Zander. She quickly explained who was asking and why.

“Ah, right,” replied the lady on the other end. “Xavier just left the VA today.”

“Yes, that’s correct, and he’s arrived here at Hathaway House, but he’s pretty worried about his friend Zander.”

“The two of them were inseparable,” the woman shared.

“Were?” Talia asked.

“Sorry. He’s not dead. That’s a turn of phrase because Zander isn’t right here. Let me see what I can find out.”

Talia was put on hold and stood here waiting and waiting and wondering if everybody’s life was as chaotic as theirs. At that moment the woman came back on the phone.

“He’s been taken to Emergency,” she declared. “I don’t have an update from this afternoon, but this morning Zander was breathing on his own. Yet he does appear to have a bad case of pneumonia.”

“Xavier told me that Zander had pneumonia already.”

“He also has compromised lungs, so any case of pneumonia is a big deal.”

“Right,” Talia agreed. “What hospital?” Writing down the name of the hospital, she ended the call with, “Thank you.” Then she headed back down to where Xavier still sat, staring out the window.

He looked up when she walked in, took one look at her face, and replied, “It’s not good news, is it?”

“It’s not terribly bad news either,” she clarified, “so let’s keep that in mind. Your friend’s been taken back to the hospital for pneumonia.”

He nodded at that. “He had pneumonia before.”

“Seems his lungs are compromised.”

He winced at that. “I was really hoping that he could beat this. He’s been trying to come here for ages but always has a health setback.”

“Just because he’s got pneumonia doesn’t mean he can’t come here. It just means he’s probably not strong enough to make the trip.”

“Exactly,” Xavier noted, resting his head back. “I told him that I would wait with him until he was stronger, but he wanted me to come ahead.”

“And that sounds like a good thing. We can’t do everything for everyone, the way what hospitals can do. Yet obviously he wants you to be here to get whatever benefit you can in the meantime.”

“Maybe. Did they say what hospital?”

She nodded. “I wrote it down for you, and I’ll check again later today,” she offered. “Now that we’ve got that little bit of news—and it’s not enough yet, but we’re working on it—can I get you a cup of coffee?”

He nodded. “That would be quite nice, thank you. I appreciate it.… I would get it myself, but I don’t know where I’m going.”

She smiled at him. “Would you like to see?”

He nodded. “It’s better than sitting here and doing nothing.”

She handed him her notepad. “You hang on to that, and we’ll head to the dining room, and see if you want something else to go with your coffee.”

“I’m not very hungry,” he replied.

“That can change as soon as you see the food here.”

“I didn’t eat much at the other place either,” he shared. “Food doesn’t generally appeal anymore.”

“Well, let’s see.”

As she pushed him down the hallway, he looked around and muttered, “It’s a big place.”

“It is a big place and getting bigger all the time.”

“You guys are expanding?”

“We are. We just seem to be in a constant state of growth here.”

“That’s a good thing.”

“Yes, but the logistics of catching up on the staff requirements while we add more patients can be a struggle.”

“And more beds,” he noted, with a sigh.

“We’re getting your bed ready, and housekeeping’s in there right now. I figured we could get you a coffee first, and then I’ll take you to your room, where you can relax in your own space.”

“Thank you.”


Chapter 2
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Talia pushed Xavier forward in his wheelchair through the dining room and looked up to see Dennis watching them approach.

“Hey, seems we have somebody new.”

“Yeah, this is Xavier. Xavier, this is Dennis. He runs the kitchen more or less, although Ilse is the main chef in the back.”

Xavier smiled at Dennis. “Hey. Apparently coffee is around here someplace.”

“There is, indeed. And food, if you would like something.”

At that, Xavier shook his head. “I’m not big on food.”

Dennis’s eyebrows peaked instantly. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. What do you mean that you’re not big on food?” he asked. “Food is mandatory nutrition for your body. If you’re not getting that, we’ll have to get you hooked up on my special shakes.”

“Shakes are okay,” Xavier replied. “I just don’t have much of an appetite anymore.”

Talia pushed him to the coffee area. “This is the coffee station. It’s open most of the time. Usually you will find a little bit in the way of treats too.”

“Yeah, treats don’t really interest me either.” Xavier eyed the coffee and nodded. “Black coffee, just as it is, please.”

She quickly poured him a cup and looked over at Dennis to see the shock on his face. “You’re upsetting Dennis.”

Xavier looked over at the other man. “Why?”

“Because food matters to Dennis,” she explained. “And to even think that you might not be big on food will give him sleepless nights.”

When Dennis joined them, Xavier explained, “I just don’t have an appetite, so what am I supposed to do? It’s not as if I can just keep shoving food in. It comes right back up.”

Dennis frowned at him. “What food do you like?”

“I used to like meat,” he replied, “but it all tastes like sawdust.”

“Ah.” At that, the expression on Dennis’s face cleared. “What about sweets?”

Xavier shrugged. “It’s never been my big thing.”

At that, Dennis held up one finger and entered the kitchen area behind the door and returned shortly. “These just came out of the oven. Do they appeal?” And he held out a tray of cinnamon buns.

She smiled down as Xavier eyed them. “I don’t want to insult you, but I don’t know. I hate to waste food, and I probably wouldn’t eat it.”

But Dennis wasn’t taking no for an answer. He grabbed two plates and scooped one bun onto each, along with a fork apiece. “If you don’t like it, that’s not a really big bun anyway.”

“I don’t want to waste food,” Xavier repeated.

“Good. I’m glad you don’t want to waste food. We have a policy about that here.”

“Which is why I rarely even try most foods anymore,” Xavier explained, “because so often it doesn’t taste right. And it all comes back up. Then I feel bad. So it’s best if I just don’t even bother taking it.”

“Got it,” Dennis said, with a smile. “For now just try it. If you can’t finish it, no hard feelings.”

“Okay,” Xavier conceded. He looked back at Talia. “Are we taking this back to my room?”

“Unless you want to sit out on the deck for a little bit and have it out there, while they finish off your room.”

He stared at the deck and beyond, nodding now. “That would be good. Is that deck available for people?”

“Absolutely it’s available for people. And, yes, people like you,” she added, with a smile.

Dennis walked ahead, carrying the plated cinnamon buns and took them out to the deck.

Xavier stopped when he saw all the animals in the pastures. “Good Lord.” He took several slow, deep breaths. “So I’m allowed to sit on the deck?”

“You are, as long as the kitchen’s open,” Dennis clarified. “I do lock it up overnight, but, other than that, I’m here early, and I generally don’t leave until late either.”

At that, Talia laughed. “Honestly, he’s always here. So if you need anything from the kitchen, he’s the one to help you.” She studied Xavier’s features, as he stared at Dennis, wondering at the luck. She leaned over and added, “Yes, he means it. Everybody here does.”

Xavier nodded slowly but hesitantly, as if not sure how to react.

She’d seen it every once in a while with new patients, but nothing quite so pronounced as this time. She asked him, “Are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” he stated, shaking off whatever was bothering him. “It’ll just take a bit to get used to a new system.”

“It will,” Dennis agreed. “Still, I think you’ll adjust faster than you expect.” And, with that, Dennis turned and walked away.
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Xavier turned to Talia. “Did I insult him?”

“Dennis is fine, just worried about all of us,” she said. “He’ll watch you like a hawk to see what foods you readily eat and what others he can tempt you to eat.”

“I just don’t want to waste anything,” he mentioned once again. “The VA really jumped on us about the waste.”

“Curtailing the waste is important, but here it’s not quite such a stringent deal.”

“It should be though, maybe,” he pointed out. “Food shouldn’t be wasted, not with all the hungry people in the world.”

“And I get that. Now are you more worried about the environment, about the cost, or just the fact that some food ends up as no good to anybody?”

He shrugged. “I don’t have any right to be worried about anything. My plate’s pretty full just thinking about trying to get through my days,” he explained in a quiet tone. “But I guess it just feels wrong to think of people all over the world needing food, and here I’ve got so
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