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About This Book


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

Uncle Sam’s Navy wasn’t kind to Owen Powell. After he walked too close to a landmine, he was left with leg and back injuries and a rough road to regaining his health. His career is down the drain; his future is uncertain, and every day is a struggle toward better mental and physical health.

The last thing he expects to find is love in the midst of therapy at Hathaway House.

Penny Abigail has spent all her adult life trying to prove to her family that she’s strong enough after a lifetime of illnesses to live her life on her own terms. Although frail, she’s worked hard to get to where she’s at today. She has created several charities and hands out large sums of money to deserving organizations, including Hathaway House.

Meeting Owen wasn’t part of her plan, but she’s willing to run with it. The problem is convincing her overprotective family that the broken SEAL is good enough for her and is not just after her money …

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


Prologue
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Owen Powell checked his email on his phone, wondering what that last ding was. Then he realized it wasn’t an email; it was a text message. He stopped and stared.

Hey, Owen, this is for real.

He clicked on the image. The only reason he would have was because he recognized the sender’s phone number. Owen saw the picture of Nash, standing tall and straight, in shorts, with a bare chest, showing his scars, but obviously in a lot better shape than Owen had seen him the last time, and Nash had his arms around a beautiful woman. Owen stared at the couple in shock. When the phone rang in his hand, he wasn’t much surprised to see it was Nash himself.

“Did you see the picture I sent?”

“Dude, okay, so first off, whose body are you in, and, second off, does it come with a girl?”

Nash laughed and laughed. “No, the girl came with my broken body,” he said. “But thankfully I am now sporting that body.”

“Is that really you?” he asked. He couldn’t look back at the phone and keep talking, so he pulled the phone from his ear and stared down at the image on his phone and shook his head. He hit Speaker. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “You look unbelievably good.”

“Well, I still have a couple more weeks of fine-tuning,” he said, “but I also got accepted into the local college to become an arborist. And you need to congratulate me because I’m getting married.”

The shocks just kept going through him. Owen said, “I remember, not all that long ago, having you in the bed beside me, absolutely devastated because your trip to Hathaway House had been pushed back.”

“Now you know why I was so devastated,” he said. “I knew, I just knew I had to come to Hathaway House. I was hopeful that I would have some great results, but I didn’t expect to have these kind of results. And I never expected to have Alicia back in my arms again.”

“Again?”

“Yeah, she is the ex-girlfriend I talked to you about. We went out a long time ago, and she’s been through quite some things in her life, and, of course, I have too. So now we’ve come together in a way that I hadn’t even thought was possible.”

“I still wouldn’t think it was possible, if I wasn’t seeing it for myself,” Owen said.

“An empty bed is coming up here.”

“Sure, but also a huge waiting list too.”

“Well, I’ll put in a good word for you, but you have to get your application in now.”

“I don’t want to take anybody else off that waiting list. I know what it’s like when somebody else preempts you.”

“Well, I put you on the waiting list a long time ago,” he said. “So that’s something you need to consider.”

“You did what?”

“Hey, Owen,” Nash said, “I know that you were there with me, sharing a VA room, but I know you can be a whole different man. You can be the man you want to be, if you only get here. I can lead you to water, but it’s up to you to drink it.”

“Meaning?”

“I’ve already sent your name in. It’s up to you to fill out the rest of the paperwork and to ask for that bed,” he said. “I know you’ll be happy you did.”

“Well, if I go by your results,” Owen said, “I don’t see how I couldn’t be.”

“Remember that,” he said. “Maybe, if you get here in time, you’ll come to my wedding.” And, with that, Nash gave another bark of laughter and said, “Hurry up.” Then he hung up.

Owen stared at the picture for a long moment and then reached for his laptop. As soon as he filled out the form, he wrote out a personal email, saying that he looked forward to every opportunity they could give him. And he hit Send. Thank heavens for Nash. Owen was grateful that he had the opportunity to apply now. What were the chances that Hathaway House could bring him the same miracle it had brought Nash?


Chapter 1
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Owen Powell slowly worked his way up the ramp, his pride choosing his crutches, keeping him mostly vertical and mobile. He just felt so much better about that, rather than being in a wheelchair. But, as he stepped into the front lobby, he noted all the other people staring at him—probably readying to catch him if he dropped. So, whatever he thought he was trying to achieve, they didn’t necessarily approve of it, having seen it before.

The woman behind the front desk smiled at him. “Hi, welcome to Hathaway House. May I get your name?”

“Owen Powell.” He tried hard to control his breathing, but he was gasping for breath and struggling to not show it.

She nodded quickly. “Do you want to take a seat, while we do our intake?”

He walked slowly over to a series of chairs sitting nearby, and, with less finesse than he’d hoped, he collapsed downward.

One of the guys beside him turned toward Owen, smiled. “It’s a tough trip, isn’t it?”

“It so is,” Owen gasped out. “But I’m here now.” He studied the stranger, who looked vibrant and buff, full of health. “Are you visiting someone?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I’m leaving. I’ve been here for the last four and a half months.”

Owen stared at him in shock. “I’ve got to tell you that it doesn’t look like you belong here at all.”

“I looked like it when I got here.” He reached out of hand. “My name’s Jake.”

“Nice to meet you. You’re a walking poster child for this place,” Owen joked.

“A lot of us poster kids are here.” He shrugged. “They’ll take care of you, but you’ve got to listen, and you’ve got to do what they tell you.”

“And that’s far from easy to do all the time,” Owen admitted. “Sometimes you get your hopes up, and it doesn’t happen the way you think it should, and you end up losing some of that confidence, and then you start dealing with all kinds of related problems.”

“Or you’re afraid to succeed, like I was,” Jake confessed. “And then you’re pretty sure that nothing they say will make a difference. But I was wrong, and I’m not afraid to admit it.”

“I’m really glad to hear that.” Owen nodded. “I came because a friend of mine was here, and his recommendation got me in.”

“What friend was that?”

“Nash. We were in the same VA unit together. Both of us had to have corrective surgery and shared the same room in the hospital, while we were recuperating.”

“I know Nash. Good man, and he hasn’t steered you wrong. You’ll do just fine here.” With that, a honk was heard outside, and Jake grinned, bounced to his feet.

And then Owen noted that Jake was missing his lower leg and wore a prosthetic. Wow. And I’m having a hard time handling some back and leg injuries? I should be more grateful. Granted, his doctors kept telling Owen that he had endured severe enough trauma that they wondered if they could save his leg. Thankfully they did.

Jake headed out and added, “Remember to trust.” Then he was gone.

Owen sat here, thinking about that, as a woman stopped in front of him to catch his attention. He looked up. “Sorry, I was drifting off again.”

“You’re tired. It’s been a long trip,” the woman acknowledged, with a gentle smile. “Come on with me. I’m Dani, the manager of this place. Let’s get you to your room.”

“No forms?” he asked hopefully.

“Sure there are, by the triplicate, dozens of them, I’m sure,” she added, with a laugh. “But let’s get you to your room. Let’s get you to unwind and to destress a bit. Then we’ll go over some things, and you’ll have time to sort your way through it all, on your own time frame.”

He liked the sound of that. It took effort to get back on his feet.

Dani stopped, considered him. “So have you had enough pain-inducing pride yet?”

“Is there such a thing?” he asked gamely.

She pointed to a wheelchair nearby. “Look at where you are. You’ve made it to Hathaway House. If you want to take it easy for these last few steps, it wouldn’t hurt you in the least.”

He looked at the wheelchair, shook his head. “I’m fine.”

“Of course you are,” she replied cheerfully. “Come on then.” She walked down a side hallway at a much slower pace than it appeared she had originally intended.

He struggled to walk behind her on his crutches, and, when he finally saw her turn into a room, Owen let out a heavy sigh of relief. She smiled, knowing exactly what he was thinking, he was sure.

She motioned to the bed. “Sit up here.” She brought out a set of steps from underneath the bed, so he had easier access. Taking the crutches from him, she laid them at the bottom of the bed, as he turned and slowly sank atop the bed.

“Let’s get you adjusted properly.” She gave him the remote to the bed, and they quickly shifted the bed height, so that he was in a better position. “Is that more comfortable?”

Owen relaxed into the bed and shook his head ever-so-slightly. “God, yes.”

“See what stubborness gets you?”

“Gee, you act like you see this all the time.”

“I do.” She nodded. “It’s amazing how much you guys want to arrive on your own two feet, as if it’ll make a difference. I guarantee you, Owen, that you’ll leave on your own two feet, but there’s no convincing you until you’re ready.”

“I hear you,” he said, but doubt filled his tone. “It’s because of Nash that I’m here.”

“Yep, we’ve talked to Nash about it, and, on his recommendation, we brought you in. You got lucky with your timing because of the way the bed situation worked out,” she explained. “We had opened a new wing with more rooms in Hathaway House.”

“Business is that good?”

“Life’s that bad,” she corrected. “I would absolutely love nothing better than to shut down because not enough of you guys are out there, needing our services.”

He believed her. Something was so sincere and heartwarming about her words. He let his head relax on the pillow, felt the body pains start to build inside, and he knew he would be in for a long night.

She turned to him. “Here’s your tablet and let’s go over some of the ways our system works. Maybe Nash gave you some of the information, but I want to make sure you have what you need.”

“He only told me that it was a miracle or something along that line.”

“Good enough. Let’s take a look and see what we can do.” With that she opened up the tablet, explained how it worked, where to find his schedule, what he could expect for the first couple days, then Dani would leave him alone, giving Owen a chance to relax, unwind, and recover from the trip.

“Does it ever take anybody longer to recover?” he asked.

“Yep.” She nodded. “We’ve even had to send a few people back to the hospital because they overdid it.” He winced at that. She smiled. “Let’s hope that’s not your case.”

“I hope not. I feel like I have been to Hell and back to just get here.”

“I understand. And I hear that from everyone upon arrival.” She handed him some paperwork. “Read these, sign them, and I’ll collect them later. Now, do you need a cup of coffee? Do you need food? Do you need anything at this point to help you relax and unwind?”

He stared at her in surprise. “It depends if it means getting back up again. I don’t think I can.”

“I’m happy to grab you something.” She smiled knowingly. “This is why we don’t like people to push it just to get here because it’ll make your recovery a little bit longer than we like to see.”

“I’ll be fine,” he stated.

“Now you’re just being stubborn,” she noted cheerfully. “I’m going to get coffee. Would you like one?”

“Yes, please,” he replied, with a smile. “Also, if perhaps I can get a snack to eat with it, or when is there food again?”

“Right, I forgot to mention the meals.” She quickly explained the hours for scheduled meals. “Also there’s always food available, if you’re hungry. We only ask that, if you take it, you eat it. That’s the way we keep costs down here, by not being wasteful.”

“That makes sense anyway,” he noted. “The world is in a mess. Why add to it?”

“Glad to hear that. So, coffee, tea, juice, milk? I’ll see what options we have for a quick snack. You okay with muffins or do you prefer a sandwich?” She looked at her watch. “Dinner starts in about three hours.”

“Something small—a muffin or half a sandwich. Then maybe I can just rest for a little while, until dinnertime.”

“As soon as I get you some coffee and a snack, I’ll tell Nash you’re here,” she added, “although he may let you be, to recover and to get acclimated over the first few days. Also, if you’re not capable of making it to the dining room for dinner, give us a shout by pressing this button on your tablet, and somebody will come help you get there.”

He frowned at that.

“Remember. You were already toughing it out on the crutches when you first made it here, and now you’re in pain and in bed,” she pointed out. “But, if you insist on continuing to be tough, it will work against you, especially if your body isn’t ready for this level of exertion.”

He nodded, slowly realizing just how much damage he might have done to himself by overdoing it. “Maybe Nash has got a few moments?” he said hopefully.

“I’ll find out for you. Also, lots of food is here, and somebody will always help you get through everything, so keep that in mind.”

“Thank you.” As she disappeared, he relaxed. He had a fancy tablet, one he hadn’t seen before. He would have to up his techno skills; he was really a good hand with a cell phone, but he wasn’t so great with these things. Never had been much of a computer nerd but had been forced to deal with all kinds of computer stuff in the navy, and that had been good; it kept his knowledge updated but not enough. He felt like the tablet was a bit beyond him. But he was determined to figure it out and to not appear to be quite such a dunce.

Nash poked his head in. “Hey, buddy.”

“Nash, you made it by.” Owen grinned, attempted to sit up.

“Don’t move,” he said rushing forward. “Everybody remembers the agony of the first day traveling here. And I got word that you powered in on crutches, so you’re really paying for it now.”

Owen shook his head, as a sigh slipped out. “Yeah, maybe.”

“It’s okay. We learn by our mistakes, right?” He stepped closer to the bed. “I won’t stay long. Today you need to rest up because the PT here is killer.” He laughed. “But it works. I can attest to that.”

“You look amazing,” Owen said.

“You will too. Just takes time and perseverance. So, before I leave, do you need anything?”

Owen shook his head. “Dani’s bringing me coffee and a snack.”

“Dani’s always got us covered.” Nash patted Owen on the shoulder. “Rest up. I’ll check on you later. Glad you’re here, man.”

“Me too. Good to see you.”

And then Nash was gone, but it was good to touch base with him. Owen needed a friend here.

As he relaxed, he felt some of the tension easing, but, at the same time, he also felt his muscles knotting up. He had been stubborn; he’d wanted to come in on his own two feet, to prove to Hathaway House that he was capable, that he would be somebody who would work with them, who would fully participate in his own healing. Instead he came off as stubborn and likely a knothead. What else was new? Just as he drifted off, he heard footsteps coming down the hallway and turning into his room.

“Here we go,” Dani said softly, noting his eyelids were closed. “Or, if you want to leave this until later, you can do that. Sleep’s the best thing for you anyway.”

He let his eyes drift open. “You saw me napping, huh?”

“It’s the best thing,” she noted, with that bright smile of hers. “And having your friend Nash drop by too. Get yourself some rest, and I’ll check in on you in a little bit. In the meantime, here’s coffee, a sandwich, and a couple cookies.”

He smiled at that. “Nobody can turn down a cookie,” he declared.

“Nope, none of us can.” With a cheeky grin, Dani held up her other hand, which had cookies for herself.

He just smiled, and she quickly disappeared from his room. Something was very special about that woman. He knew who she was in theory, but didn’t know any of her history. Upon his formal acceptance here, Owen had asked Nash a ton of questions, but he had had only so much time to answer those. However, he had promised that there would be time for them to catch up, once Owen arrived.

Owen hoped so, he really did, because having even one friend here would make this not quite so scary.

That was really what he’d been all about, coming in so gung ho, because he’d been terrified that somebody would think less of him, terrified that he was heading into a situation that he couldn’t handle, and, therefore, bluster was Owen’s prime defense. Somehow he didn’t think that would work too well here. These people were professionals who had seen it all, probably times one thousand. Transparency and honesty seemed to be key here. Owen let his eyelids drift closed, even as he heard other footsteps up and down the hallway. As long as nobody came in, Owen was good. And, if they did? He would be too far gone into the sleep mode to notice. And, with that, he fell into a deep sleep.
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Penelope Abigail—who preferred to be called Penny—backed up her truck in the parking area, as close to the vet clinic as she could. She understood that they didn’t want the vehicles right up tight against the building, but it was a pain in the butt when she had a lot to unload and then had to carry some of the bigger animals even a short distance. Plus she was here on a constant basis, so often that it almost was her second home. When she got out of the vehicle, one of the women from the vet clinic stepped out. Penny looked up, smiled, thankful for the extra help. With this busy clinic, sometimes they weren’t able to assist Penny. “You’re Robin, aren’t you?”

Robin smiled in return. “You’re getting good at sorting out who is who.”

“Are you kidding? I should have had that down pat by now.” She opened up the back of her pickup. “One dog, two cats.”

“What’s wrong with them?” Robin asked, pushing a trolley out to load the cages.

“The dog looks like he’s been hit by a car. His back leg isn’t as good as I’d like to see it.” She sighed. “The two cats were abandoned in a corner lot.”

“Of course they were. Any idea if they’re fixed?”

“I don’t think so. In fact, I’m guessing we’ve got one pregnant female here.”

“Right.” Robin groaned. “What would we do without you?”

With that, Penny just laughed. “We both offer a valuable service, so it is what it is.” She looked up at the floor above. “I wonder if Dani’s in?”

“You know she will be, if you need her,” Robin said.

“Yeah, nothing urgent, just checking in with her,” she replied, “Dani and I are friends more than anything.”

“That’s always good,” Robin replied. “And we definitely appreciate your patronage too.” With that, she pushed the trolley back toward the door, and Penny raced forward to let her safely inside. Then Penny gave Robin a wave, walked back out to her truck, closed the tailgate, and headed toward the main reception area for Hathaway House.

As soon as she entered, the receptionist, who she thought was Melissa—who also helped out in Stan’s vet clinic—looked up, smiled. “Good morning, Penny. You delivering more animals?”

“Yep.” She nodded. “These three need medical attention, and then I can probably take them to one of the shelters in town.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice if we had no need for shelters at all?” Melissa noted.

“Absolutely. We hope for a better world, where all the animals receive the care that they need.” Penny looked toward Dani’s office and caught sight of her friend on the phone. “What’s Dani’s schedule look like?”

“Busy as always,” Melissa replied. “You know how that is.”

“Right, I keep hoping that there will be a day when it’s calmer.”

“We all do,” she agreed. “But, when you run a big business like this, it’s always busy.”

“I know,” Penny said. “I’m the same way, only my business has me running out of my office all the time. Tell Dani that I’ll take a walk down to the dining area and grab a coffee. If she’s got a few minutes for me when I get back, I’ll stop by.”

Melissa nodded.

Knowing the place well, and having made several friends here, Penny walked toward the cafeteria. As soon as she stepped inside, Dennis looked up and hailed her.

“There you are. I hadn’t seen you in a few days. I was just talking to Ilse about it.”

“I’m here.” She smiled. “It’s been a busy few days—a busy few months.”

“It has, at that. How’s life in your corner now?”

“It’s doing pretty well.” She shrugged. “Just always seems I deal with one of those things.”

“Yep, one of those things,” he agreed. “Still, it’s all good. So, what can I get you?”

She shook her head. “Just coffee.”

“Oh, I don’t know about just coffee,” he argued. “Did you eat? You’ve gotten so skinny on us.”

“I’m just coming back out of a really bad flu,” she admitted.

“You’re not one of those people who drops ten pounds a minute when you get sick, are you?”

“Yeah, I am.” She smiled. “Me and my grandmother have been like that for our whole lives.”

“I wouldn’t tell too many people about that.”

“I’m sure they’ll hate me for it.” She chuckled. “Yeah, it’s not made me any brownie points anywhere.”

“For you, I’ve got parfaits, ice cream, fresh apple pie.” He came from behind the counter and motioned to the dessert table, full of treats.

She stared at him. “How the heck can you guys even begin to stay skinny here?”

“That’s not your problem,” he said, chuckling. “If anything, we need to get some weight back on you.”

She rolled her eyes at that. “The apple pie is very tempting though.”

“How big a slice?” he asked, his pie server hovering over several of different sizes.

“The small one.” She pointed, and then her stomach growled.

He stopped, looked at her, and frowned.

“I ate,” she replied defensively. “I promise.” But then she looked at her watch and frowned and added, “But it was a few hours ago.”

Immediately he put down the dessert plate. “How about a big green salad and some fried chicken?”

She looked at him with added interest and asked, “Southern fried chicken?”

He leaned forward and whispered, “Is there any other kind?”

She chuckled. “Okay, two pieces. That would be lovely, thank you. I’m hoping to meet with Dani in a few minutes.”

“I’ll send her a message that you’re down here,” he offered. “Go outside and sit.”

“It’s almost dinnertime,” she noted. “I don’t want to be in the way.”

“You’re not in the way,” he replied, with a shushing motion. “Go, sit.”

She smiled, picked up her coffee, and headed out to the sunshine. Hathaway House was such a phenomenal thing that Dani had built here. Penny felt some pride growing inside, as she was building her philanthropic enterprises, supplementing funds to many of the deserving charities around town—like Hathaway House. And that, in itself, was more than a full-time job for her.

Her family had money, and so Penny—rather than sitting back, watching that interest money roll in and driving Ferraris, like the rest of her family—she would coax them all to donate to her causes, and now she had set up a series of financial trusts, whereby she doled out assistance as needed to various favorite charities, including animals and veterans mostly. Dani was one of the recipients, as was Stan’s clinic downstairs. Penny didn’t know two people who deserved it more. They were both doing what they could to help those injured, two-legged and four.

She looked at the entrance to the dining area and saw somebody standing on crutches, looking awkward and tired. As she headed back for a second cup of coffee, she got a closer look at him. He seemed like he was ready to collapse. She immediately walked over and offered some help. “Hey, do you need a hand?”

He gave her a lopsided grin. “If you could cut my pride back down into something a little more manageable, it would be easier.”

She burst out laughing. “You know what? I get that, and you probably should be in a wheelchair, but I admire somebody who won’t let circumstances get him down.”

“I fell asleep earlier,” he explained. “When I woke up, I had a leftover sandwich, but it didn’t seem like it was quite enough without a hot coffee to go with it.”

“I’m about to have some leftovers from lunch myself,” she stated. “I grabbed a seat in the sunshine, if you want to join me.”

“Sure. I can’t remember the last time a beautiful lady offered to share her table with me.”

She smiled at him. “I’m Penny. I’m here all the time.”

“And I’m Owen, a new arrival, as of today.”

“Owen, you’ve got some pretty good gumption to get down here on your own.” Dennis nodded, as he walked toward them, with Penny’s plate of fried chicken and a big green salad. “I’m Dennis. You need anything from the kitchen, then you just let me know.”

Penny looked at her plate that Dennis had piled high. “No wonder you work in the kitchen. You can’t count, can you?”

He grinned at her. “Hey, so I gave you three pieces of chicken instead of two, just in case you get hungry.”

She shook her head.

“Is there any more of that fried chicken left?” Owen asked hopefully, then looked at Dennis. “I’m not even sure I’m allowed to be here actually.”

“Sure you are. Particularly it being day one for you,” Penny suggested. “You can probably get away with all kinds of infractions.”

“Welcome, Owen.” Dennis reached out a hand to shake. “This is my domain, and I do have more fried chicken. Do you want to sit outside? If not, we’ll move the two of you inside.”

With that, Penny realized that it would be much better for Owen if they sat close by. “Come on. Let’s go sit here.” She motioned at the nearest table.

“I could have made it out there,” he protested.

“You could have,” she agreed. “But then you also must make it back to your room again. We don’t want you falling flat on your face.”

“Pride cometh before a fall,” he noted. “Unfortunately I’ve seen that firsthand, a time or two.”

“Don’t kid yourself. We all have.” She then gave him a big smile and added, “Please, join me.”


Chapter 2
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Penny smiled and watched as Owen awkwardly sat down and then propped the crutches up beside him.

“I am tired,” he admitted, “but there’s just something odd about being in a wheelchair.”

“Is it that bad?”

“Brings up all kinds of bad memories,” he admitted. “I haven’t quite adjusted to accepting that I need it for a time, and then later I can let it go. I just see myself heading down the pathway of my grandfather.”

“Was he wheelchair bound?”

Grimly he nodded. “From a disease.”

“But you?”

“I walked too close to a land mine.”

She stopped and stared at him. “I hope you’re kidding,” she replied, her voice faint.

“I was on the outside of its blast radius. There was a group of us,” he explained. “So I only took a periphery impact. One of the guys lost both legs. He’s still having surgeries, trying to get enough of a stump to sit on. Another one of us died,” he added sadly. “It’s one of those times in life where you just keep trying to get better, but it doesn’t always work.”

“I get it,” she replied. “Sounds so sad.”

“It is, but I’m here, and I have mobility, and I have both legs,” he said. “So I really don’t have any right to complain.”

“Doesn’t stop us though, does it?” she added cheekily. She watched as his smile bloomed across his face.

“So why are you always here?” he asked. “I figured you must have been a nurse or someone off duty or I don’t know what. Most people here are in uniforms, not in jeans.”

“I wear many hats.” She chuckled. When he remained silent, as if wanting more, she explained. “I run my own businesses, which cover my many interests.” Again she laughed. “Also I’m loosely a consultant here.”

Owen raised his eyebrows. “So what do you consult on?”

She hesitated, then the Major joined them, with his usual boisterous self. “Ah, she’s just being modest, our Penny,” the Major said, bending to give her a kiss on the cheek. He turned to Owen, extending his hand. “I’m Dani’s father, but everyone calls me Major.”

“Nice to meet you, sir.”

“And this lady here is our benefactor, our personal social worker, and another animal lover in the fight to save them all.”

Owen turned in surprise to face Penny. “Wow. Impressive.”

“What brought you here today?” the Major asked Penny.

“I delivered a dog and two cats downstairs,” she explained. “Stan’s going to take care of them.”

“Are they yours?” Owen asked.

“Nope. I operate a charity that helps out animals at vet clinics, rescues, and other well-deserving institutions.”

“Ah, like the veterans at Hathaway House, by any chance?”

“One of the things that Dani and the Major have done here is they’ve opened up beds for those who can’t afford it and don’t have any medical coverage,” Penny said. “So my charities like to help out with that.”

Just then Dennis arrived with another plate of fried chicken, and—instead of a green salad—there was potato salad on the side.

“Oh my. I hear my stomach calling me. I’ll just go visit Ilse for a minute.” The Major winked at Penny and waved to Dennis, while calling out to Owen, “Nice to meet you, son. Stay the course.”

Penny watched as Owen stared after the Major, then at the food. Owen looked up at Dennis and asked, “Is this normal fare here?”

“Absolutely it is.” He proudly nodded. “Also, don’t you let her hogwash you into believing that she doesn’t do much. She’s a hugely valuable part of this place. She donates many hours as a social worker to our patients on an as-needed basis.”

“I believe it.” Owen nodded. “Apparently you are invaluable too, and whoever is on the staff behind those double doors.”

“Ilse runs the kitchen, and she’s got a wicked hand with food.” Dennis smiled. “So, enjoy.”

“That goes for both of us, I guess,” she noted. “We arrived in between meals, so I felt a little guilty.”

“Like you, I don’t know any better, so I think we can get away with it right now,” Owen said in a conspiratorial whisper.

Dennis shook his head. “You two are welcome here at any time. So eat up. Tell me what you think.”

Just as they both chomped down on their first piece of chicken, Dani came around the corner and joined them. “There you are.”

Owen watched as Penny hunched her shoulders guiltily, and Owen felt his own going the same way. They both stared up at Dani, waiting. She took one look at their faces and laughed. “Talk about two-year-olds caught in the act,” she said. “And where the heck did you get fried chicken from?”

They both looked at each other, at her, and then at Dennis.

“You had fried chicken today?” Dani asked. “And you didn’t tell me?”

“You didn’t show up for lunch,” Dennis said, shaking his head. “How am I supposed to do anything, if you don’t appear on the spot?”

“Maybe,” she muttered. Then she groaned, walked to the coffee station to grab a cup, and returned to join them again. “You guys are quite the picture.”

“You want a piece or two?” Penny asked, offering her plate.

Dani hesitated, and Penny urged her again. “Go ahead. I asked for two pieces, and he gave me three.”

“Yeah, but he also probably saw that you had dropped ten pounds. Are you feeling any better yet?”

“I am. Otherwise I wouldn’t be eating.”

Dani smiled and nodded.
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Owen watched in amazement as he was accepted as part of the conversation with the owner of Hathaway and somebody who was obviously a friend as well as an investor, somebody who donated to the animal clinic in the lower floor of this place, as well as donations to cover free beds for veterans. Nash had given Owen somewhat of an explanation about how that worked. Owen was looking forward to seeing the animals when he was stronger.

In the meantime he devoted his attention to the fried chicken but kept his ears open, as the two women discussed horses, patients, and business. Finally he pushed back his empty plate. “I wasn’t sure I’d survive without food immediately.”

“I’m surprised to see you here at all,” Dani noted. “When I left you last, you were closing your eyes for a good nap.”

“And I woke up hungry,” he noted. “That happens a lot.”

“Me too,” Penny said. “Particularly now.”

“Yep, your blood sugar,” Dani added, with a chuckle.

“So you keep telling me.” She shrugged. “According to the doctors, nothing is wrong.”

“No, maybe not. Except for stress. But, as long as you look after yourself, you’ll stay healthy,” Dani said, with a smile.

Not wanting to interrupt the two women as they visited, he looked over at them. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll work my way slowly back to my room.”

“Are you sure?” Dennis asked, arriving to take his plate. “There’s apple pie and ice cream.”

He stared at him, and then he raised his eyebrows to Dani.

Dani smiled and nodded. “Sure. Have some. There will be a meal in a couple hours, so you eat as you need to eat.”

He sank back down again. “Okay, that would be lovely. Please, not too big of a serving though.”

Dennis nodded and rushed away. Owen stared at his retreating back.

“What’s that look on your face for?” Penny asked.

“He seems to be, I don’t know, happy to do this.”

“Dennis is a special person,” Penny explained. “Also I think that he’s truly somebody who loves people and loves making them happy.”

Dani agreed.

“You better be ready for your piece of apple pie then,” he told Penny, chuckling, as he watched Dennis approach them both with two plates in his hand.

“No, no, no, no,” she told him. “I don’t have room for that too.”

“If you sit here a while,” Dennis explained, as he placed the plate down in front of her, “you will.” Then he took off again.

“We’re lucky we don’t have to deal with ice cream too,” Owen suggested.

Penny groaned. “You probably should not have said that out loud. Because he’ll come back with the gigantic bucket of ice cream, and then you’re in trouble.” Then she turned to Dani. “And how come Dennis is not giving you apple pie?”

Dani laughed. “Because I already had a slice about an hour ago. I couldn’t resist it.”

Sure enough, not five minutes later, Dennis reappeared with a large bucket and his serving spoon. “How much do you want?” he asked Penny and Owen.

Immediately Owen smiled and said, “I’ll take one scoop, please, and then I’m heading back. I might need this sugar to make it there though.”

“We can get a wheelchair for you,” Dani offered immediately.

He gave her a one-arm shrug. “If I have to, I will.”

“Funny how that statement rolled through this room, like a great big blaring horn.”

He looked at her, startled, and then he gave her a wide grin. “I get that. Sorry, I guess the stubbornness is very prevalent at the moment.”

“Not a problem,” she replied. “We’re getting to know who you are pretty fast.”

“Now, is that a good thing though?” he asked curiously.

“It absolutely is,” she stated, with a smile. “Because none of this happens without your participation, and, if we don’t know what’ll get that participation from you, then nothing will really be helpful.”

“I guess,” he said doubtfully. “Still sounds a little bit suspicious.”

She just smiled like she had a big secret.

As soon as he was done with his apple pie, he pushed back from the table and stood. “Now I’ll go crash.”

“Do that, but make sure you reach your bed first,” Dani teased. “We’ll check on you at dinnertime.”

“I doubt I could eat again,” he said, with a headshake. “That was a lot of food.”

“That was nothing,” Dani told him. “Wait until you see dinner.”

He smiled at that thought. “Thank you, ladies. That was lovely to have company with my meal.”

“Hey, you’re the one who accepted my invite,” Penny pointed out. “So don’t be a stranger, stranger.”

He grinned and slowly reached for his crutches and left the dining room.


Chapter 3
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Penny looked over at Dani. “Now, he’s an interesting character,” she noted. “I should spend more time here. You have such interesting people.”

“We do, indeed. And you just made another friend, who could probably benefit from your social work knowledge,” Dani smiled. She nodded in the direction that Owen had disappeared to. “I’m really surprised to see him in the dining room and on his crutches too,” she said. “He just arrived today.”

“He looks like he wants to start the way he means to leave from here,” Penny suggested quietly. “If it causes him pain, it’ll cause him pain, but it’s not about the pain. It’s about being determined to do the right thing.”

“Or determined to make the most of this, whatever that is,” Dani noted equally quietly. “It’s not always the right thing to push oneself like he’s doing. He could really set himself back.”

“Is he hurting himself?”

“I’m hoping he has enough wherewithal to make that decision on his own,” she replied. “It certainly helps if we have patients who are more aware of their physical status. However, some are not. In his case, I don’t know yet. We’re still working on who he is, his condition, still waiting for some of his files to arrive actually. He came because of Nash.”

“Nash …” Penny tilted her head, as she thought about him. “Oh, I remember him.” She asked Dani, “He’s still here too, isn’t he?”

“Yes, he is,” she said. “He’s doing incredibly well.”

“Good. Then we have to wonder who else these people are telling about your place here.”

“Hopefully they’re telling everybody,” Dani replied. “We’re certainly busy enough. We have a six-month-long waiting list.”

“In some ways, that’s just sad, isn’t it?” she asked.

“It is. I would love to help everyone and to tell them to come on out here now.” Dani sighed.

“So, how did Owen get in? Do you give bonus points for people who come with a referral?”

“Nope.” She shook her head. “He just happened to get lucky with his timing. We had three beds open up—within our new wing—and right after that, things got crazy busy.”

“I don’t suppose you like it that way, do you?”

“No. Once I know about somebody,” she explained, “I do my best to try to get them in as soon as I can, because every day when they’re in this healing stage counts. But I can’t accommodate everybody. One of the hardest things about running this place is that there’s just not space for anyone and everyone, using their own timing.”

“Even with the new wing? You just finished that expansion too, didn’t you?”

“Yes, and you were a big help with that,” she acknowledged, with a nod. “We’re still not quite there yet, but we’re getting there.”

“You probably aren’t ready for another expansion at this stage anyway.”

“Nope, we’re still absorbing all the new staff, getting everybody into the new system, and that takes time. I wouldn’t want to talk about another expansion for a bit yet because it’s not just an expansion of the physical space. It’s staff. It’s logistics. It’s travel. It’s trips to town. It’s medical. It’s food. It’s, well, everything,” she said, with a wave of her hand.

Penny nodded.

Dani went on, “I know that there’s a future need for it, so it’s not something that’s off the table. I just was hoping for a little bit more of a break between each one, before we went to the next stage.”

At that, Penny smiled. “You see? That’s one of the reasons why I don’t mind helping Hathaway House with any of its goals.” She nodded. “You don’t do things mindlessly. You’re very concerted in your efforts to do this in a logical process. I think you allowed for an eighteen-month process, to adapt to incorporating the thirty new beds.”

“Exactly. Maybe at the end of that fully operational stage in the new wing, if we think we still need more, and there’s still this too-long waiting list, we could look at another expansion again. I’m not even sure what that would look like at this point,” Dani admitted. “So we won’t worry about it right now. I was thinking that Stan might need to expand too. Though, boy, is he busy already.”

“It seems like the animals never get quite the same money or care or time and effort that people do,” Penny noted. “And I understand that, but you’re right. Stan could use a bigger space down there too. Even if it’s only to add more pens outside.”

Dani frowned, thinking about that. “I was wondering about putting in a new set of barns. We’ve got some, but they’re really not barns. They’re more like shacks or lean-tos.”

“I know. He’s mentioned that a couple times, but I don’t think he’s put anything down in writing as to plans for it, has he?”

Dani grimaced. “I think he’s too busy, too strapped for time, too overworked to get into proper planning mode. I look forward to Aaron being home, but I bet Stan is as anxious to have Aaron here as I am.”

Penny knew Dani was missing Aaron. And, as a benefactor, Penny was always curious what plans Dani was working on here because Penny was a huge supporter of this place and did put the funds behind her interest. At the same time she loved the working business aspect and the mind-set of the people here, who were helping everybody they could.

Therefore, expansions were always done with the idea of helping more people and less about decor or fluff or superficial nonutilitarian items—but, without trying to sacrifice care at the same time, which is why these expansions had to happen slowly. “Maybe you should talk to Stan about it?” Penny suggested.

“I can do that,” Dani agreed. “He also has to anticipate what he needs, and I’m not sure if he’s there yet.”

“Maybe that’s something Aaron can talk to him about, when he gets back.”

“That will be nice,” Dani said, with a bright smile. “It’s hard when he isn’t here all the time.”

“Oh, I can imagine,” Penny sympathized.

“Absolutely.” She sighed. “Long-distance relationships suck. But he’ll be here soon.” She shook her head, smiling. “He’s back and forth now quite a bit more,” she noted. “And that’s really lovely because we get to spend a lot more of our time together, but, as soon as he’s done with his education, now that will be fun to have him here full-time.”

“And he’ll work with Stan?”

“Yep, the two of them already have a lot of plans for the business.”

“So then, that’s something that maybe we need to take a look at, before he gets here.”

“Good point,” Dani said, with a nod. “That would be something to consider ahead of time, and then at least whenever they’re ready for the expansion, they’ll have the infrastructure in place. I’ll mention it to Stan and to Aaron.”

“You do that.” Penny stood and stretched. “I need to move around now that Dennis has made me fat.”

Dennis called out from the far side of the counter, “You need at least fifty additional pounds before anyone would call you fat.”

She shook her head. “I’m only skinny right now because I got so sick.”

“You’ve got to watch that. Just being underweight makes you susceptible to every germ,” Dani said worriedly. “Then add on all your worries, piled onto your shoulders, which just cause you further stress. Don’t tell me that it’s not there. You’ve got to watch that. You care too much.”

“Look who’s talking.” Penny bent down, gave Dani a big hug. “I’ll see you in a few days.”

“Did you just come to bring animals?”

“Seems to be the big reason I go anywhere these days,” she said. “You know what it’s like with the charities right now.”

“There’s always so much need for animal help,” Dani agreed.

Saying goodbye, Penny walked out of the cafeteria and headed down the hallway, her mind consumed with the idea of what an expansion would look like for downstairs. She knew Stan needed a larger cage area for the current animals that came in because she often overwhelmed him with numbers. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to give him more pens outside, considering he was doing large animals as well. But that was definitely something that Dani needed to talk to both men about, to see what their ideas and plans were.

As Penny headed down one of the side hallways, she saw a man leaning against the wall, his crutches keeping him propped up, his eyes closed.

She immediately recognized Owen. She walked around the corner, and, in a gentle voice, she asked, “Are you okay?”

He opened his eyes, and she saw such pain in them.

She shook her head immediately and stepped up, putting a shoulder underneath one of his arms. “Come on. Let’s get you into bed.”

“I would,” he said, “but I’m lost.”

She nodded. “So, we’ll figure that out. Do you know what room number is yours?”

He gave her the number, which she knew immediately, and she nodded again. “You’re down the wrong hallway. Do you want a wheelchair?”

“I’ll be okay, with the crutches.”

She gingerly stepped back a little bit, letting him get his balance again; then he situated his crutches under his arms. She understood it was probably easier that way, than her trying to help him. She led him back down the short hallway, up a little way, down to another short hallway.

As soon as she got him to the right room, he groaned with relief. “Thank God for that,” he whispered, half under his breath.

She walked with him up to his bed. As he sat down, she took the crutches from him. He slowly crashed onto the mattress, and she could see the shudders working through his system. She murmured a strangled exclamation and reached for a blanket and covered him up; then she sat on the nearby chair, staring at him in concern.

“I’m okay.”

“Baloney,” she shot back to him.

That startled him. He smiled and added, “I will be okay, put it that way.”

“I’m sorry you got lost,” she said. “It never occurred to me, but I should have thought of it. I know it took me a while to figure out where everything was here.”

“It’s not so much that,” he explained. “I just got turned around somehow.”

“Easy to do.” She frowned at him. “I think I should get you a nurse.”

“If you want to,” he replied, and she heard the exhaustion in his voice. “I think I’ll just lie here and go to sleep.”

“You do that.” She stood, tiptoed to the door, took one last look to watch his chest rising and falling in an even manner, and he looked like he’d already dropped off. She raced back to the dining room, where she caught Dani walking back toward her office. Penny quickly explained everything to Dani.

Dani had a concerned look on her face. “Thanks for letting me know. We’ll handle it.”

“Good. In that case, I’m taking off.” Penny lifted a hand and left. She could only hope that Owen would have a much easier time of it, when he woke up again. And it was hard to not think about the man, as she headed into town. She resolved to check in with him in the morning, to see how he was doing. It’s the least she could do.
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When Owen woke hours later, he felt groggy, and a soreness encompassed his whole body, something he hadn’t experienced for a while. He lay here without moving, until he heard footsteps walking into his room. He opened his eyes to see a large man in what looked like sports gear.

“Hey,” he said. “My name is Shane, and I’ll be working with you while you’re here for physio.”

“As long as I don’t have to do anything today but crane my neck to see you,” he said. “I don’t think I have any energy at all.”

“I heard you overdid it,” Shane noted.

“Bad news travels fast.” Owen yawned. He snuggled deeper into the blankets and just let his eyes close again.

“It’s not so much bad news,” he explained, “but we’re a family, and we look out for each other.”

At that, Owen’s lips twitched. “That sounds good in theory, but I don’t really know anybody here.”

“You’ve already met some very important people,” Shane stated. “Penny found you and helped you back to your room.”

“She’s part of this somehow though, right?” He vaguely remembered the beautiful woman who looked almost gaunt and way too weak to have helped him, but she’d immediately stepped up to try. He appreciated the thought. Even as broken, and as weak as he was, he was pretty sure his strength right now was greater. Hard to imagine but true.

“Penny is a special person,” Shane said, with a smile. “And a good friend to have in our corner.”

“She looks like she’s been ill.”

“As she tells everybody, she has battled some pretty major issues all her life,” Shane explained. “So she knows what it is to struggle. Now she devotes her life to helping others.”

“That’s very noble,” he muttered.

“She’s one of the good people in the world. The fact that you got to have lunch with her is pretty cool. I’ve been trying to break free of this place long enough to share a meal with her for quite a while.”

“My schedule is kind of open, whereas you are probably booked.” Owen chuckled.

Shane nodded. “So is Penny. With her master’s in social work, we have her exclusively for Hathaway House.”

Owen frowned. “I thought the Major was joking. How does that work?”

“And you’ve already met Dani and now the Major. That’s pretty sweet for your first day.” He paused to study Owen, then answered his question. “Penny and Dani entered into a standard HIPAA-Compliant Business Associate Agreement, covering PHI—protected health information—regarding a patient—who can share it and with whom.” At Owen’s ongoing stare, Shane added, “Some of our patients prefer to talk to her than our psychiatrists. Plus, she can give us her insights to add to that which the docs and the physical therapists offer.”

Owen softly shook his head. “She did say that she had many interests.”

“I don’t know if you’ve met our therapy dogs and cats yet. They are a big hit, too, with our veterans.” Shane paused. “Want to tell me how you got in trouble?” Shane asked. “How you overextended yourself earlier?”

Owen carefully shrugged. “I woke up from my nap and thought I should get out and walk around and explore a little bit and ended up having a late lunch with her. Then I got lost on the way back. Thankfully Penny’s path crossed mine again.”

“All good now?” Shane asked cheerfully.

Owen shifted on his bed and rolled over to look at him, his body completely screaming at the movements.

“Everything hurts, huh?”

“Everything,” he confirmed.

“How about a soak in the hot tub?”

Owen stared at him in shock. “Seriously? You have one?”

“We do,” Shane stated. “Normally we wouldn’t be starting with a hot tub, but every part of you seems to be in pain. And it looks muscular, versus anything else.”

“Yes,” he uttered fervently. “Yes, yes, yes, to a hot tub, if that is an option.”

“Do you have swim shorts? Can you get into them on your own?”

“I do have some. Nash told me to make sure I brought them. But I don’t remember him mentioning a hot tub, yet he did say something about a pool.”

“They’re beside each other, downstairs.” Shane brought over the wheelchair that came with Owen’s room. “Where are your shorts?”

“I didn’t unpack yet, so they’re still in my kit on the floor there.”

Shane lifted it onto the bed and helped Owen to sit up, while they dragged through his clothes to find what he needed. Shane said, “I’ll be back in a minute. Get yourself changed and into the wheelchair.”

At that, Owen hesitated, as he looked over at Shane.

Shane shook his head. “I get it. You hate that wheelchair. It’s not what you want to use. It’s not how you want to be seen. And it’s not how you want to physically move around. Just remember that it is temporary. However, there are times, when doing anything other than giving your body the break it needs, that you’re hurting yourself.” With that, he stepped outside the room.

Owen mulled over Shane’s words, as he dressed, and what should have been a quick process ended up taking much longer. By the time Shane came back, Owen was just getting to his feet. He took one look at the wheelchair and slowly made his way over. “I was hoping to leave the wheelchair behind.”

“And you can one day,” Shane muttered gently, “but not yet. When you’re ready, you won’t struggle to do it. You’ll not even think about that wheelchair as being part of the equation. You’re not there yet. It’s a mind-set you shift to because you’re putting your brain and your former self ahead of where your physical body is right now. It’s good that your mind wants to improve and go forward, but it’s not good if you let the price of that stubborn disconnect from the past just slow the progress of your physical ability in the present.”

“That sounds harsh,” he muttered.

“I can sugarcoat things for you, if you want,” Shane said. “But, I guarantee you, you’ll do much better if I don’t avoid reality. I can also tell you that sugarcoating won’t change anything.”

“Got it,” he said, with a long exhale. “I also figured I missed dinner.”

“Are you hungry?” Shane asked, as he wheeled Owen down the hallway.

That was another thing about the wheelchair that bothered Owen. Normally when in a wheelchair, he pushed himself, but Shane wasn’t even giving Owen that option. He sat back and gave in, realizing that he gained a certain amount of relief coursing through his body, knowing that he didn’t have to put out any physical effort right now.

As he had heard Shane’s earlier question, he replied, “I did have fried chicken with Penny midafternoon. “So I’m not sure that I should be hungry.”

“If you’re hungry, you need to eat,” Shane stated. “Don’t ever turn down your body when it needs food.”

“What about when it just wants food, and it doesn’t necessarily need food?”

“The state you’re in,” Shane said, “chances are your body is looking for something, nutrients to help heal it. Speaking of which, I’ll start you on a regimen of shakes. Straight nutritional value. I don’t care if they taste good or not to you. I want you to get them down.”

“Can you at least make them palatable? Add some honey or fruit or something?” Owen asked, with humor in his tone. “Because you’re already gearing me up to think it’s absolutely mind-crunchingly terrible.”

Shane burst out laughing. “Nope. They aren’t terrible, but some people are not a big fan.”

“If it’ll help me get some strength back, I don’t really care.”

“And that’s the right answer,” Shane said approvingly. “Once we get you in the hot tub, I’ll go get you one.”

There wasn’t much Owen could say against that, surely nothing that would stop Shane. With a sigh, Owen longed for the day to come where the same could be said for him. Unstoppable. As they exited the elevator, Owen looked around with interest. “I don’t know where we are.”

“You’re on the ground floor now,” Shane explained. “With the wheelchair ramp up to the main entrance of Hathaway House, you really enter on the second floor. Then to the left here is the vet clinic, and to the right is the pool. We’ll go through these big double doors, and you’ll see the hot tub beyond the pool.”

As Shane pushed Owen closer toward the pool, he sniffed the air and smelled his destination. “Nothing quite like heat, chlorine, and the smell of a pool,” he muttered.

“It’s the best rehab equipment we’ve got here,” Shane said. “And you’ll be very happy to get into it, once that’s an option for you.”

“When will that be?”

“Not for a bit, not until we’re sure you don’t need an attendant the whole time.”

“Right.”

“And we haven’t even had a chance to do any testing on you,” Shane added, a humorous note in his voice. “So I don’t have any answers for you yet.”

“I kind of jumped ahead, didn’t I?”

“Eagerness is great but not if it hurts you.”

“I didn’t think I was hurting me,” he said. “I woke up and felt like I was supposed to be doing something, so I thought I’d explore.”

“And that’s all good too,” Shane replied. “It’s just that we’ll slow down your progress ever-so-slightly and give you a chance to adjust. In your current state, you won’t get the pain feedback until it’s way too late. So we’ll keep that in mind as we work with you. But you also must note your limits and not exceed them. So let us get some testing done. Meanwhile, you’re welcome to walk around, but only as long as you stay within your energy levels. Don’t deplete them halfway into your exploration.”

“I thought I had that covered,” he said, “until I got lost.”

“Exactly.”

Reaching the hot tub—which was huge, could probably hold fifteen, maybe twenty people—Shane locked the wheels of the wheelchair. “Now, let’s see if you can get in there on your own.”

“I should be able to, no problem.” Owen stood and tried to take the steps.

“Use the railing,” Shane admonished.

Shane had parked Owen right beside the railing, so he put out a hand and felt some of his shakiness firm up with that bit of support. He took the last few steps to the edge of the hot tub and then slowly walked down into the hot tub. As soon as the warm water encased his knees, his body wanted to flop right into it. He sat down on the step and just sank even lower.

“I know it’s still warm outside, what with the Texas heat,” Shane said, “but there’s just something about having your body encased in that warm vibrating water that will help ease some of the pain.”

“That’s good,” he replied, “because I could use that.”

“Now, while you’re there, I’ll walk around here and check on a few other things. Are you okay to be alone while I get your shake?”

Owen looked up at him in surprise and then nodded. “Yes, I am.”

“So you’ll stay there then, right?”

Owen smiled. “I can see I’ve got you worried.”

“Not necessarily. I just don’t know your full measure,” Shane said seriously. “And I don’t want to make a mistake at this point.”

“I’ll stay here,” Owen promised. Almost as if to prove his point, he closed his eyes and sank back into the water, just until his neck rested against the edge, and his body completely sank into the heat. “I really don’t want to be anywhere but here right now.”

“Perfect. I’ll be back soon.” And Shane disappeared.

At that, Owen closed his eyes and relaxed further, feeling some of the stress and strain easing already. He could just stay here until his skin got all pruney. He’d be totally okay with that.


Chapter 4
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The next morning, Penny woke up and wondered almost immediately how Owen had handled his first day there. She picked up her phone and saw that it was not quite late enough to phone Dani. So Penny got up and had a shower, as she worked through what was on her day’s schedule. That varied from one day to the next and could be any number of things. Today she had a meeting with the family, then a meeting with her board. Afterward she had some phone calls she needed to make, some people she needed to check up on.

Mentally she added Owen to her list. No point in spending time with somebody and helping them when they get into a pickle, if you didn’t follow up afterward to ensure that they were okay. Too many people reached out a hand and then pulled away, long before the person was actually self-sustaining.

It’s one of the things that she was determined to keep up with and to keep on top of, when she worked with each of her projects—to ensure that these people got to the point where they didn’t need her again. And it didn’t always happen; sometimes more money was needed, which they didn’t necessarily get at the beginning, yet they needed to. Like psychological services, which so many needed and yet didn’t think it applied to them.

Some had misconceptions of lying on a couch, being hypnotized or something. People needed to know that during times of stress, they all need relief. For Penny’s more artistic people in need, she’d send them to an art therapist who she knew. For pet lovers, she’d sign them up to be foster pet parents, even suggesting they hook up with a seniors’ home or a hospital and see if they were allowed to bring in animals to cheer up the people there.

Penny knew psychology could open doors for many people that she alone couldn’t do. Even addressing anger issues that could lead to criminal acts of violence if not countered early on. In Penny’s opinion, it literally started at home and with the community. And she was doing as much as one person could. At times she wondered if she needed an assistant—or a business partner.

As soon as she got out of the shower, her phone started ringing—about her charities, tying her up for most of the morning. She didn’t get a chance to even think about Owen again until it was almost 11:00 a.m. By then, she immediately grabbed her phone and called Dani.

When Dani answered, Penny asked, “Hey, just checking. Is Owen okay this morning?”

“He’s doing fine,” Dani replied. “He did a stint in the hot tub last night to help ease some of his muscles, and I know his testing started today.”

“Oh, good.” She sighed with relief. “It was really hard to see him standing against the wall, like he was hoping for a rescue but not wanting to ask for it.”

“Not knowing how to ask for it is another issue,” she stated calmly. “Not only was he around a corner where he couldn’t just yell out for help, he hadn’t taken his tablet with him, so he didn’t have all the numbers available.”

“Hopefully he’s being a little bit more cautious today,” she said.

“He is.”

“I’ll run by anyway later today and pick up the cats,” she told Dani. “I might stop in and say hi to him.”

“You do that,” Dani said warmly. “I’m sure he’d appreciate it.”

“Or he would just rather forget all about the fact that I saw him at one of his weakest points.”

“In which case, you definitely should come,” Dani said, with a laugh. “You never want to let these guys forget something like that. We don’t want to rub it in their faces, but they need to know that it’s okay to show weakness. Otherwise they tend to brush over it, and you’ll never get them to admit it afterward.”

“Right,” she agreed. “I’ll see if I have time this afternoon, then I can run through.”

“If you can, great, but I know you’re busy.”

“I’m always busy.” She sighed. “Sometimes I need to be out there, gathering up strays and hurt or abandoned animals, but then I have this pull to be there at Hathaway House. People don’t make appointments to see me but will stop me in the halls and just need a moment to share. So I try to show up every few days to give them that chance. Yet it doesn’t mean that I don’t stop in just to say hi to you at times.”

“It’s always good to see you,” Dani stated. “Stop by, if you do drop in again. You know you’re welcome to visit, even when it’s not business.”

On that note, Penny hung up, and she thought about Owen for the next couple hours. By the time she got into her vehicle and headed toward the vet clinic, she figured he would have been put on his PT schedule now. She remembered meeting certain people, and then trying to find them later when she had dropped by, but a quick check of their schedules had revealed they were busy with their rehab program, and the programs tended to dominate all else. Still, she’d check on Owen when she got there, and, if it worked, it worked—and if not, well, not.

Penny arrived at the vet clinic, yet she’d run up first and look for Owen, so that she didn’t have the cats sitting in the vehicle. As she walked to Owen’s room, it was hard to forget it now, she knocked on the closed door. When he called out, “Come in,” she opened it and poked her head around the corner. Then she gave him a bright smile. “Hey. Just stopping in to make sure you are okay.”

“Ah.” He groaned and gave her a twitch of his lips. “Not exactly how I want to be remembered.” He cringed. “Memorable, yes, just not in this way.”

“Nope, none of that,” she said. “I think it’s great.”

“What, that I got lost?”

She laughed at him. “Great that you were trying to do as much as you could.”

“Apparently not to the benefit of my health though.” He groaned, with a smile.

“Maybe not, but that’s not the point.” She walked in and looked around his room. “Nice room. Look at you. You’ve got a view of the horses.”

“I haven’t really had a chance to even see very much,” he admitted. “I hear we have therapy animals.”

She laughed. “Even a bunny. A very large bunny.”

“And you too,” he said.

“It’s nice of you to say. All I really do is listen to people. That’s what most of us want. To be heard. To be understood.” He stared at her for so long that she wondered what he was thinking. “And how was your second day so far?” she asked.

“Today has been all about appointments, meeting others on my team, and starting some testing.”

“Good.” She nodded. “Once they figure out the testing, they’ll be all over you, setting up your new PT program.”

“I know,” he agreed, yet seemed hesitant. “I should be grateful for having the break while I’ve got it, but it’s one of those funny things that you kind of worry about at the same time.”

“Of course you do,” she said. “You’re looking so much better.”

“Wow, I must have looked really bad then yesterday,” he teased, with a smile.

“Nope, not at all. Have you eaten?” she asked, looking at her watch. “Because, as far as I remember, lunchtime is almost over.”

“I had an early lunch, before it got busy. But I didn’t have much. Dani told me that you would try to stop by. I wasn’t too sure if you had eaten, so I didn’t eat very much.” Just then his stomach growled.

She looked at him and shook her head. “You’re as bad as I am. Come on. Let’s go have a coffee and check out what else is there.”

He frowned. “Are you sure? I don’t know if I’m allowed.”

“You’re allowed,” she said. “Crutches or wheelchair?”

He groaned. “Shane would definitely tell me wheelchair, but I would prefer crutches.”

She stared at him steadily. “So, stop thinking with your brain. Think with your body. And what should it be?”

He wrinkled his face up at her. “That’s cheating.”

She laughed. “I guess that means wheelchair, huh?”

“I guess, but I can push myself,” he stated quickly.

“I’m okay with that,” she said. “I don’t have a problem with you getting there on your own, if you can.”

“I hope I can,” he added. “The lack of independence is hard.”

“There’s such a thing as a lack of independence,” she noted, “but then there’s also being stupid.”

He laughed. “Here at Hathaway, I think I have that last part nailed down.”

She grinned. “Yeah, but you don’t have it all to yourself. Plenty of others have made the same mistake.”

As they walked slowly down the hallway, he asked, “What are you doing back here again?”

“I came to pick up the cats I dropped off yesterday,” she explained.

“And what will happen to them?”

“They’ll go to a rescue, and we will see how they do there. With any luck we’ll get them adopted out.”

“I hope so,” he said. “It’s a tough time for animals, whether stray or domestic, what with the economy this year.”

“It’s always a tough time for animals,” she replied. “If people have only so many dollars in a day, animals almost always end up being shortchanged.”

“True,” he agreed. “It’s kind of sad though, because people could certainly make it better.”

“They could, indeed.” She added, “That’s what we try to do. But, as you know, that’s one of the reasons I won’t just drop them off at a rescue and ignore them. I’ll see to it that they get homes.”

“Good.” He nodded. “I’d hate to think of the alternative.”

“No, I’m very much a believer in happy endings.”

Inside the cafeteria he saw a couple tables were full of people, papers, and food, plus lots of discussion. “I guess it’s a convenient place to have a meeting, isn’t it?”

“It is.” She looked down at her watch. “It’s three o’clock, so in between the lunch rush and the dinner run.”

“When’s dinner, I wonder?”

“It should be between five and seven,” she stated.

Just then Dennis looked up, smiled at the pair. “How is it we’re blessed with your presence for two days in a row?”

She rolled her eyes at him. “You’re such a sweetheart. This guy here? His stomach is growling, and he needs some food.”

Dennis looked over at Owen in surprise. “Glad to see you’re up again.”

“I’m not exactly up.” He patted the wheelchair.

“Nope, that’s up to me,” Dennis corrected. “Hungry tummies mean you probably didn’t have enough lunch, huh?”

“I wasn’t exactly sure what was coming at me today,” he said. “So I kept my food to a fairly light amount.”

“What would you like now?”

He shrugged. “I’m not really sure what’s available.”

“I’ve got leftovers from a hot lunch. I’ve got sandwiches. I’ve got treats,” he replied. “But, if you’re looking for something more substantial, you probably don’t want a lot of sugar.”

“Right, more healthy food would be better,” he noted. “A sandwich would probably be good.”

“Let me go take a look at what we’ve got made up.” He looked over at Penny. “What about you?”

She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

He snorted at that. “Did you eat lunch?”

She lifted her gaze to him and smiled. “You’ve got enough people to feed here.”

With a wave of his hand, he said, “Enough of that folderol. Go take a table.” He looked at Owen. “Coffee?”

“Penny and I can handle that part.”

Dennis headed to the kitchen, leaving them on their own.

Owen said, “Let’s go see what there is at the coffee station.”

Penny smiled and let him take the lead.
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Owen was delighted to see Penny again, and the invitation to come and even have coffee with her made him smile. She was a nice lady, and right now he could use a friend. This place operated differently than any VA he had been in, and it required adjustments that he hadn’t quite made yet, so a friendly face was very welcoming.

“Were you okay yesterday?” she asked.

“I was.” He nodded, as he reached for the coffeepot and poured a cup for him and her. “But I was so much better after Shane popped by and suggested the hot tub. That was dynamite. I knew of the pool. Had no idea about the hot tub.”

“Good,” she said. “I’m glad to hear that.”

“Do you help with things like that?”

She looked at him, puzzled.

He clarified, “Finances, funding big-ticket items here.”

“Oh, well, they apply for grants, and, once it’s approved, then we help them complete whatever it is that’s needed to be done. I don’t remember if the hot tub was one of those items or not.” When he asked how she took her coffee, she reached for it as is. “Black, please.”

He smiled. “You know that not too many people drink coffee black.”

“I’ve been drinking it that way for a long time,” she said.

“Me too.” Together they made their way over to one of the tables, and he stopped, pointed outside, and asked, “How about out there on the deck?”

“That sounds great.” She nodded.

The two of them made their way to one of the tables outside but in the shade of the overhang.

“It’s lovely out here,” she said.

“It’s beautiful.” He pushed himself up to the table, struggling to move a chair out of the way, so that the wheelchair would fit there instead.

“I guess we all have things to adjust to everywhere, don’t we?” she asked. “But especially when encountering changes.”

“Absolutely. Life is a constant adjustment. But accidents? Those are more so. And this wheelchair? Maneuvering it around tables in the dining room? That’s just one of the reasons why I prefer crutches.”

“Do you think you’re viewed differently in the chair than with the crutches?”

“I view myself differently,” he noted. “Whether that’s right or not, I don’t know. It’s hard to know anymore, isn’t it?”

“It is, absolutely.”

They sat here outside, talking about little issues, basically making small talk.

But he appreciated just being with her. “I appreciate you spending the time with me,” he confessed. “Being a stranger, in a strange environment, while healing from trauma, isn’t the most comforting.”

“I understand,” she said, with a slight nod. “But I’m not doing it as a favor. I’m always interested in people, and you strike me as somebody who’s particularly interesting.”

He laughed at that. “I don’t know why because I’m just another one of the broken men here.”

“A broken man?” she repeated, as she shook her head. “You’re a man on the road to his recovery.”

“It’s all in your perspective.”

She looked up and smiled, and Owen figured that Dennis was probably coming behind Owen.

“You didn’t have to feed me, you know,” she scolded him.

“Nope, I didn’t. These were left over from lunch. I just boosted them a bit.” He placed salads and sandwiches in front of them.

“I won’t eat dinner at this rate.” Owen stared at the platter.

“Yes, you will,” Dennis argued. “That’s three hours from now, and not a whole lot is here, except greens. Nutrition, remember?”

“Right,” he replied, cringing.

Dennis laughed. “I presume that means you have had one of Shane’s green shakes?”

“Absolutely.” He puckered up his face. “They’re pretty hard to get down.”

“They are, but they do the job.” Dennis turned and took off.

“I think he only ever has one speed.” She laughed.

“I haven’t known him that long, but it’s always like he’s onto his next major venture.” He picked up half a sandwich, looking at the fillings. “If this as good as everything else I’ve eaten here, I’ll really enjoy this.” He bit down into the slightly toasted bread, filled with corned beef, a bit of mustard, onions, and he wasn’t sure what else. He tried to work out the flavors and then realized it was horseradish. “This is really good,” he said enthusiastically. He looked at hers, and hers was different. “No corned beef and horseradish for you?”

She shook her head and grimaced. “Not a big fan of hot. Horseradish would kill me.” Hers appeared to be a ham and Swiss cheese. But she ate just as ravenously as him.

“So how come you got sick?” he asked. “You mentioned it the other day. Or do you mind me asking?”

“I’ve been sickly most of my life,” she said. “I’ve been a huge proponent of green shakes too, trying to get my fitness back up, but, anytime I get a cold, I usually drop into bed for days. In this case I got a heavy bout of flu, and it was kind of hard to recover from. Whenever that happens, I tend to drop a lot of weight. It takes me a month or two to get the weight back on again.”

“A lot of people would not be very upset to have that problem.”

“I know,” she agreed. “Yet a large section of us in the world have trouble keeping the weight on. We just often don’t hear about them.”

“That’s a good point,” he said. “We certainly haven’t figured out everything about the human body, have we?” He took another bite, thoroughly enjoying the flavors in his sandwich as they blended together, pleasing his palate. It was gone way too quickly. Staring down at his half empty plate, he added, “Now that I’ve scoffed that down, I could have eaten two or three of them.”

She burst out laughing. “I think that’s what Dennis meant about you’ll be ready for dinner.”

“Maybe. That was a very fine sandwich.” He picked up his fork and tucked into the greens. “And I do like my veggies.”

“Good, because that definitely is on your program, getting that nutrition back up to snuff,” she added.

He nodded and motioned to hers. “How’s yours?”

“Mine is excellent too.” She was almost done with her sandwich and about to tackle her salad.

“How often do you come here?” he asked.

She gave him a cheeky grin. “Why? You want to make this a standing date?”

He burst out laughing, loving her humor. “You know what? It’d be lovely if you could stop by every day,” he said, “but that’s not likely to be an option.”

“No,” she replied bluntly. “It won’t be. But I come a lot. Besides, even if I do come, there’s no guarantee that you’re scheduled for a coffee break.”

He wrinkled his nose up at that. “Now that’s quite true. I’ve been working on the whole schedule thing, but we haven’t really started yet.”

“You will,” she said, with a note of warning. “They’re nothing if not efficient here. But first they gather all the data and figure out just where to start with you.”

“I get that.” He nodded. “I’m just hoping it will happen fast enough, so that I won’t feel like I’m wasting my time, and efficient enough that I can see progress.”

“Progress will be on all different levels,” she replied quietly. “You’re the one who has to be easy on you.”

He looked at her in surprise. “Why do you say that?”

“Look at you. The first day you had a wheelchair available. You wanted to start out on crutches. You wanted to be viewed as somebody who was capable and didn’t need a wheelchair. You’ve at least acclimated to the reality that it’s easier on your body to use the wheelchair. Yet it was hard for you to make that mental adjustment, wasn’t it?”

“It was.” He pushed away his empty plate. “And I would still much rather be on crutches.”

“Sure, but we all make sacrifices for the greater good, even that.” She laughed. “That sounds trite, I know. However, in truth, a lot of reality is in that statement.”

“I promise I’ll be open-minded about the changes,” he relented. “You might have to remind me every once in a while.”

“Not a problem,” she agreed cheekily. “Any time you need a slap back down to reality, I’ll be there.”

He burst out laughing at that. Then he looked at his watch, sighed. “I really need to get back. I’m supposed to meet with the shrink this afternoon.”

“Which one?”

He frowned. “I think Dr. Madison?”

“The new guy,” she said, with a smile. “Let me know how it goes.” She held out her phone. “And speaking of which, what’s your phone number?”

He gave her the number, and she added it to her Contacts, while he watched.

“I’ll send you a text, so you’ve got mine.” Then she waved a hand and stood. “I got to run too.” And, with that, she dashed off.

He watched her go, feeling as if something special had just walked out of his life.

As it was, Dennis came up behind him. “She’s quite something, isn’t she?”

Owen smiled and nodded. “She is. I don’t know why she’s taking an interest in me, but I’m grateful.” He shrugged. “It’s just nice to have another human being, who doesn’t see me as a broken piece of humanity, sporting a medical injury that needs to be fixed.”

“Wow,” Dennis said. “I hadn’t considered it from that angle.”

Owen looked up at him and nodded. “After so many surgeries, so many doctor’s visits, you just know you’re a piece of meat that they’re trying to fix, one way or another. It doesn’t necessarily mean in a way that works or in the way you want it to be but just so that you’re functional.” He pushed back his wheelchair, stopped, and added, “I really appreciate the extra food. Thank you. It was delicious.”

Dennis nodded. “If you have any favorite foods, just let us know. We’re always looking for new menu ideas.”

“Lasagna, fish and chips.” He then quickly added, “And I love paella.”

“Wow, that was fast.” Dennis laughed. “How about Greek?”

“I love all ethnic foods, at least those that I ever tried.”

“We have Mexican for dinner.”

“Perfect,” he said. “I’ll try to get back in time.”

“Have a good afternoon,” Dennis called out after him.

Owen lifted a hand, as he wheeled through the door, not wanting to be late for his first appointment, yet he knew he would be.


Chapter 5
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Two days later she was happy to get a text from Owen.

Hey, haven’t seen you in two days.

She sent back a quick answer. Won’t be back today either. How’d the testing go?

Decent. I’ve got a full schedule.

Give yourself a break these first few days.

I’m in bed already, and it’s only four o’clock.

No dinner?

That’s not for another hour, so hoping for a nap.

Shane?

Shane and …

She laughed and sent him a happy emoji and a thumbs-up. At that, she pocketed her phone and headed into her kitchen.

That was what she really liked about being at Hathaway, their food. Here at home she had to make her own, and, although that was something she often enjoyed doing, it was lonely to cook for one. Plus recipes didn’t cater to the solo eater either. And, with her sensitivities, she couldn’t cook much for herself, whereas Dennis always presented many selections to choose from. Definitely a lot to be said about having a decent supply of food.

But Penny had to work with what she had and based on the current state of her tummy. She pulled out eggs and made herself a big omelet. It was hardly as substantial as what Dennis would have made, but her stomach hadn’t been very solid all day.

As she sat back down again, she got a phone call. “Hey, Dani. What’s up?”

“Did I catch you at a bad time?”

“I’m having an omelet,” she replied. “I got hungry, and I missed lunch.”

Dani gave a heavy sigh. “You know that you’ve got to stop doing that.”

“I was busy and in town.”

“Stomach still touchy?”

“Very. Wasn’t sure if this omelet would go down or not.”

“Give it a good try,” she suggested. “You really can’t afford to lose any more weight.”

And just enough worry was in her voice to put a smile on Penny’s face. “Thanks for caring,” she said. “Did you have a reason for calling?”

“I always have a reason for calling,” she replied.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing. I’m just checking up on you.”

“Really?” She was inordinately pleased to hear that.

“It’s not always that we need something.” Dani laughed.

“Nope it isn’t,” she agreed. “I don’t want you to think I do that either.”

“It’s just, you know, you scare me when you’re looking as peaked as you were.”

“And I’ve been trying to take it that much easier these last few days too,” she said.

“Maybe you need to take it that much easier yet again.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I’ll work it out.”

“How’s the family?” she asked.

“As always,” she replied in exasperation, “fighting me tooth and nail.”

“I hear you,” she said. “If you ever need any help …”

“Thanks,” she replied.

“Please, at least take care of yourself.”

And, by the time the two women hung up, Penny stared down at her cooling omelet and wished she did have something a whole lot more substantial. But this was here in front of her, so she quickly ate that and then got up to put on some toast. If nothing else she needed a bit more food.

She needed more care. She knew that.

Both from herself and her blood relatives. Self-care and caring feelings from her family instead of the constant criticism. She hated that, but it was what it was. Penny appreciated the friends she had made in her life, but her family battles made Penny’s life and her work harder on her, all because she had that intense desire to help those who had it worse than her.

She had lived a life of privilege, and she, for one, appreciated that it had been so easy on her, but, at the same time, she didn’t want to maintain the status quo, especially if she couldn’t help other people. Her family didn’t really understand, and they more or less tolerated her, with a certain amount of amusement and love. And, because of that, Penny was forever fighting for more money. They had buckets of it, and she understood that need to preserve it and to be smart with it, but she also didn’t understand why she had to fight so hard to get what she did.

Just then her mother called.

Penny looked at her phone, groaned, and said, “Hello, Mom.”

“You know that it would be much better if I didn’t hear the testiness in your voice when you answer,” she replied, and yet, this time, a rare fatigue was in her own voice.

“I’m just tired of fighting,” Penny said. “That meeting today was brutal.”

“You were asking for another million dollars,” her mother replied in exasperation. “What did you expect?”

“Cooperation,” she stated. “You just finished telling us about the profit margin being over 128 million, so what’s another million to you guys?”

“We go through this every time,” she complained.

“Then give me more without me having to ask for it,” she replied. “You know that I’ll be sensible. We’ll set it up as a trust. It’ll be the money, the interest money, that is handed out. I won’t be touching the principal. We’ll do it all correctly.”

“I know that’s how you feel, but it seems like you never stopped asking.”

“So then give me enough that I won’t ask for more,” she said in exasperation.

“You have all these pet projects. I doubt that, if we give you enough money, you’ll ever have an end to them.”

“Helping veterans who have been seriously injured through their war service to get back on their feet is hardly a pet project,” she stated very quietly. She could feel the same burning anger inside, which she felt time and time again. Her mother had no real answer for it. Her parents had no real understanding of how to get past this, but their lack of wanting to help burned constantly.

“I didn’t call to fight,” her mother replied.

“That’s good. So why did you call?” She desperately wanted to get off the phone and to spend some time watching TV, doing something a whole lot easier and more productive than this. And more enjoyable.

“Your father’s friend is in town this weekend.”

Immediately Penny felt her insides tightened. “Meaning?”

“We thought it would be good for you to meet.”

“Matchmaking again?” She tried to keep her tone light and failed miserably.

“I just think that you would be happier if you were settled.”

Penny’s face twisted into a wry smile, as she realized, once again, her mother—who didn’t understand her at all—was trying to marry her off, thinking that that would make Penny settled. “Mom, anybody who has suffered physically like I have throughout my life has a different idea of what being settled means.”

“And I don’t mean to knock that,” she argued. “We do understand that life has been very different for you, than for the rest of the family.”

“You mean, my sisters.”

“Of course,” she stated. “You’ve had a more difficult time of it than they have, which obviously has changed your perspective of the world around you.”

“Yes, I don’t want other people to suffer quite the same as I am,” she said. “I want to help. Maybe that’s because of my personal experience. I don’t know, but it seems like all I do now is fight the family.”

“Believe me. The family,” her mother replied with a note of asperity, “they feel like all they’re doing is fighting you.”

“So what’s the solution then?” she asked.

“Your father and I have been talking about this.”

She groaned. “Meaning?”

“We’ll have a meeting with the accountants and see what we can come up with, some kind of a common ground.”

At that, Penny stared at the phone in surprise. “Really?”

Her mother laughed. “We’re not insensitive to what it is you’re trying to do, but, like everything, it needs to be watched.”

“What kind of watch?” she asked, with suspicion.

“No, we’re not trying to put a watchdog on you. You can manage these charities on your own,” she replied. “We just need to discuss with the accountants what’s the best way to handle this.”

“Handle what?”

“A plan that we have in the back of our heads.”

“Is it a good plan or a bad plan?”

“I’m hoping it’ll be a solution to the problem,” her mother answered.

“Which problem?”

“You, always asking for money.”

“Does that mean you might give me enough of it to do some good?”

“We’ve given you millions.”

“You have, and I appreciated every penny,” she said. “And, of course, as you understand, none of it’s for me.”

“You know what? If it were for you, I’d have no trouble giving you more,” she retorted. “But you won’t spend it on yourself.”

“No,” she said. “Unlike my sisters, I don’t have a chauffeur. I don’t have a housekeeper and a maid. I don’t have a nanny.”

“Maybe if you had kids …” her mother stated. “which would go along with other things, like being settled. Maybe that would appeal more.”

“So, from all that, I’m not sure,” she replied. “What is it that you’re actually after here?”

“We want you to come and meet this young man, who your father thinks is a great pick for you, and I want you to be openhearted, open-minded, and give him a good try.”

“Matchmaking again?”

“Yes, but it goes along with the fact that we are talking to the accountant,” her mother pointed out carefully. “About what’s the best way to move forward with you.”

“Okay, so blackmail.”

“Ouch,” her mother said. “That’s hardly fair.”

“I like to call a spade a spade,” she told her mom. “In order for you to continue to talk to the accountant, I’m expected to meet this young man. Are those your terms?”

“Is there a reason you can’t try to humor your father?”

Her mother did that all the time, and it drove Penny crazy. Her mother would fob off the responsibility for these decisions as being her father’s decision, so her mom could play the nicer middleman.

“In other words, come play nice, and you’ll play nice too.”

“See? That’s how the world works,” her mother replied.

“I know it’s how the world works,” she stated. “I had hoped it was different from how the family worked. Regardless I’m just trying to make a difference in the world.”

“And so are we, which is why we’re also willing to talk to the accountant.”

Penny pinched the bridge of her nose, knowing there was absolutely no point in arguing. “When and where?”

Her mother immediately said, “Don’t make it sound like this is a business meeting.”

Isn’t it? She held back the comment, that of course it was, and that was just the penalty she had to pay in order to do what she needed to do, but such was life.

“You still haven’t answered me,” she asked again. “You promise you’ll show up with good intentions?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay, good,” her mother said, with relief. “It’s next Saturday night. This gives you plenty of time to plan to attend. We’ll meet here at the house at six p.m.”

“And then what?”

“We’re having a big business dinner at the house,” she said. “I promise that you’ll enjoy yourself.”

“Right.”

“But please don’t be disagreeable, especially if you want more money. Humor your father.”

“Message received.” Penny ended the call, put down her phone, and stared at it.

She still didn’t understand how she could be so different from everybody else in the family. Her sisters were horrified at her charities. They had charities too, but they were managed by other people, and they were the politically correct kind of things. Not what Penny did, as she tried to help more and more people, so she needed more and more money funneled into her trusts. The family all kept to their nice little boundaries and their nice little tax havens. Penny didn’t give a hoot about paying the taxes, about trying to shelter things to pay less. In Penny’s mind, taxes were the price of doing business. As long as it allowed her to keep functioning and to keep helping others, she was fine with it.

So she had to play the game as much as she could, and, with her father, that was very much a case of play the game or else. He still controlled the major purse strings, and, if she were to do anything to buck that, then life would not be terribly pleasant. She could close the door on getting any more funding from him, and that she wouldn’t do. So many people were in need, and Penny was desperate to make sure they were helped, as many as she possibly could.

No matter what the cost.
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When Owen still hadn’t seen her for another couple days, he just set the whole idea of her off to one side. That was pretty easy to do because really? The bottom line was, his personal world had gone from nothing to overdrive—at least in the rehab department. Now it was all he could do to get himself and his sorry butt back up to the meals on time. He knew he’d been warned about the PT here, but he hadn’t really understood.

It’s not that Shane was driving him past what Owen could do, but he himself was also driving himself past what he should be doing. Shane had cautioned him several times to pull back a little bit, to not overdo it. The hot tub had become his solace, and the food from Dennis had become what he craved on a daily basis. He wasn’t seeing the progress yet; he was only seeing the pain, but he knew that the pain often came first, and the rest would fall into place.

Days later he looked up to see Penny walking toward him. He stared at her in surprise.

She carried a small plate of something in her hand, and she sat down beside him. “Hey,” she said. “Figured, since I was in the area, I’d stop by.”

“You didn’t stop by to see me,” he noted, motioning at the huge piece of apple pie in front of her. “You stopped by to see Dennis.”

She burst out laughing. “You know what? You could be right,” she teased. “His food is very addicting. And so much better than what I can create.”

“And who would have thought that would be possible, when dealing with an institution.”

“Hardly an institution,” she corrected. “But I do understand.” She picked up her fork and asked, “Would you like to share this with me?”

He shook his head. “You need all those calories yourself. Besides”—he smirked—“I just had a bigger slice than that.”

She laughed. “I’ll do my best to eat all this myself.”

“How is life?” he asked her, as she took a bite, chewing slowly, then swallowed.

“Ah,” she said. “I’ve got a big family to-do this weekend, so it’s fine. Yet, at the same time, ugh.”

He burst out laughing. “I thought women liked to dress up and to do all kinds of family things.”

“Sometimes,” she grumbled. “This time it’s more of a family thing that I don’t want to do, but I have to, so I will go with a big smile on my face.” Shaking her head, she took a bigger bite this time.

“That’s the way to deal with it,” he replied. “No matter how bad it is, you’ll have the upper hand because you’ll know exactly why you’re going, and it’s your choice then.”

She stared, frowning at him, and then smiled. “I like that,” she said, pointing her fork at him. “It’s a good way to look at life.”

“Sometimes that’s the only thing we can do,” he replied.

“How are you holding up here?” She kept eating between talking, making good progress on her pie. And it was some wonderful pie.

“It’s interesting,” he said cautiously. “I’m working on that whole not-overdoing-it thing.”

“Yeah, … are you working on it, or are you actually beating it?”

“No, I’m definitely not beating it.” He chuckled. “But I am working on it.”

“So, progress is being made?”

“Absolutely.” He nodded. “And it’s progress that needs to be made.”

“But only in the time frame that you can best do it,” she cautioned.

“Yep, that’s the bottom line still, isn’t it?”

“It is, but that’s okay,” she said. “You’re looking better.” She had eaten most of the pie, now laying her fork on the plate.

“I don’t know how that’s possible.” He gave her a headshake. “Honest to God, I feel exhausted all the time.”

“But I think, that in itself, has put color back in your face,” she noted.

“Now if only there was color in yours.” He studied her features intently. “You look like you’re still sick.” He paused, then added, “Or stressed?”

“I’m not trying to be,” she said. “I am working on it.”

“Sorry, stress is such a hard thing to conquer.”

She gave him a lopsided grin. “Family. It’s my family.”

“I just have my brother now,” he said. “So I don’t really have the same viewpoint as you.”

“Maybe that’s something I need to be reminded of,” she replied. “I do love my family, but I’m an oddball to them.”

“Ah,” he said. “My sister was like that.”

“Was?”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “Our family was all very close. Our parents and our sister were killed in a car accident—a long time ago.”

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “How hard to lose so many all at once.”

“It was hard.” He nodded.

“But you do slowly adjust, and you never forget because they’re always part of you.” She tilted her head, watching for his reaction to her words.

“Exactly,” he said, with a smile.

“I need to remember that I do love my family,” she stated. “What kind of oddity was your sister?”

“I would say faerie.” Immediately she stared at him in surprise. He grinned. “Not a term most people use, I know, but something was so very fairy-dust-like about her. She wasn’t grounded in this reality and wasn’t grounded for this world at all and not for very long. I swear to God, I don’t want to think that she would have been beaten down by life, but something was just so special about her that I worried all the time that life would have crushed her, would have made her not her.”

“Interesting,” she said. “I’m the true philanthropist of my family, so I’m always hounding them for more money for more projects—for various things that I’m involved in—and they do get tired of it.”

“So you give them something they want in order for them to keep giving you something you want.”

She frowned. “Very insightful, but it seems like a game that way.”

“It’s business,” he said bluntly. “And what business is, is a game. So you have to play the game to keep getting what you want.”

“That’s kind of where I’m at. That’s what the family to-do is this weekend.”

“Then go with a smile and know that you’re the one in control and pay your dues.”

“Aye, aye, captain,” she said, with a big smile, relaxing in her chair, enjoying this peaceful interlude to her week. “I think I can do that.”


Chapter 6
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“How come you’re so smart?” Penny asked, puzzled.

Owen smiled at her. “I was in the family business before I went into the navy,” he explained. “I kept up some of my business studies on the side, but I did eventually lapse. It’s in the back of my head to set up my own business. I just haven’t figured out what.”

She stared at him, her eyes wide.

He grinned. “Hey, I’m not a dumb bunny, you know.”

“And I never said that.” She had her hands up in the air in mock surrender. “But it’s always nice to find people who have done something more unusual than you expected.”

“That’s because we never really know who people are, do we?”

“Nope, not until you sit down and get to know them,” she noted. “And I’m happy to have done so with you.”

“Ditto,” he said.

She looked at her watch and groaned. “It’s time to go to work.”

“What? You mean you haven’t been working yet?” he teased.

“I work all the time basically.” She stood, smiled down at him. “Have a good weekend. I’ll see you next week sometime.”

“Ha! Maybe, maybe not. Depends on your schedule.”

“To a certain extent, yes.” She nodded. “But I don’t know of a week that I haven’t been by.”

“You take care this weekend. Remember. It’s all a game.”

“I guess I’m not really good at games,” she said in all seriousness. “I’m a straight shooter, and I wish everybody else was.”

“I am too,” he agreed. “So I understand. But, when it comes to things like this, it’s the business game of give and take.”

“I hadn’t considered it in quite that light,” she admitted, as she gave him a brilliant smile. “Thanks, you gave me some things to think about.”

He watched as she walked away. She was definitely twenty pounds on the lighter side, but it looked like she was working hard to regain the weight she had lost. She appeared to be that tall willowy type anyway. It wasn’t the usual kind he went for, but then he was no longer the usual kind of man he was before either. It blew him away to see just how different his life was now, these days. Still, it was all good, and he was definitely happy to have made a friend here.

He understood the family side of the business too, just because he knew how hard it was for so many in the family to accept and understand somebody who was different from themselves. They always wanted everybody to go in the direction they were going in, without realizing just how much their point of view and their direction may not mesh with other people. There were always multiple ways to accomplish the same thing.

When people were tough like that, seeing only one point of view, they didn’t really want to accept others. And it sounded like her family had a healthier dose than normal of that same kind of negativity.

“It would be nice if they accepted her for who she was,” he muttered.

“Talking to yourself now?” Dennis came by, a big grin on his face.

Owen smiled at him. “Sometimes.” He shrugged. “Sometimes nobody else will talk to me.”

With that, Dennis gave a shout of laughter and sat down beside him. “What do you want to talk about?” he asked. “The origin of the universe? Black holes? How about we argue the Bible?”

“Oops, no, I can’t do that,” he said. “I was raised as an atheist by an atheist, so my Bible knowledge is extremely limited.”

“So, what do you want to talk about?”

“How does one make a decision, about what to do with their life?”

Dennis’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re in a good place for these questions, in that many of the people here spend time pondering that same question,” he said. “The thing is, it’s a different answer for every person.”

“It really is, isn’t it?” Owen said.

“My suggestion is to always talk it out with someone, whether a friend or a professional. Bring it up at your required psychiatrist appointments.”

Owen nodded, giving a one-arm shrug.

Dennis added, “Regardless of whose advice you seek, you are the only one who can truly answer that question about what is best for you.”

Owen sighed. “Just when you think that you have figured it out, you realize that you haven’t figured anything out.”

Dennis chuckled. “And that’s not just on your side of the table. That’s for everybody.”

“And I think that’s one of the things that we tend to forget too,” Owen suggested. “We always think that everybody else is dealing with exactly the same issues. Or … that they look like they have no issues.”

“True. We all are dealing with something, in many ways,” Dennis agreed. “But the issues will be different, depending on who the person is and their perspective.”

“Which is why we all have our own opinions,” Owen said, with a nod.

“What is it you’re looking at doing with your life?” Dennis asked.

“I was just talking to Penny about business because that’s what I was in before I went into the navy, and I was thinking it’d be nice to have my own. I’m not sure I want the stress though.”

“Definitely not until you’re actually healed,” Dennis mentioned, “because stress is one of the huge killers of the healing process.”

“And yet it’s something that we all live with and in extremely heavy dosages.”

“Even despite everybody’s best ability to shut it down,” he said, with a grin.

“Yet you always find something to smile about.” Owen asked him curiously, “Why? How?”

“I’m not sure there is a how, as much as it’s a case of just accepting that life will always do its best to give you something to challenge you, and it’s up to you to make that challenge into something that you can handle.”

“That sounds kind of like biting off what you can chew.”

“Yep, same deal. At the same time, it also means, don’t let things scare you. Expect that you can handle the worst thing that’s happened to you—which, in your case, has already been pretty traumatic. Figure out what would make you happy,” he said, “versus what gives you something to do. And there’s a huge difference in that.”

“True,” he agreed. “We do tend to forget that, don’t we?”

“We definitely do. There’s an awful lot to life beyond having a job. Yes, money is necessary. Yes, you need something to do and should find a way to keep yourself occupied. You also want to have something that puts a smile on your face on a daily basis.” Dennis paused. “Some people go to work and have a job that is mindless and are destressed completely. Nothing to it because it allows them to have a calm day, for, when they go home, they can do what they really want to do. It saves them energy for the part of their life that they love.”

“And it kind of seems sad that that would be the case,” he said, “because you would really want that to be the larger occupation in your day.”

“Yes,” Dennis agreed. “But think about an artist. So somebody has had this hankering to be a professional artist all their life. They’ve done it as a hobby. They’ve done it when they had time. They’ve done it when they felt like they had something creative to put on canvas. And then, all of a sudden, it’s a job. This is their sole income. Now the stress comes because they must create for a living. They take on commissions that they don’t like. They do things that they hadn’t thought that they would be forced into a corner to do, or maybe they take off financially, and they do brilliantly, and they can create a few paintings a year and end up making more than a decent living. Some of them have phenomenal success,” he said.

At that, Owen interjected, “Usually after they’re dead.”

Dennis chuckled. “Isn’t that the sad truth. So, for a guy like that, maybe having a job that’s simple and easy, that pays the bills, that allows him to come home and do what he really likes, is the better answer.”

“And, of course, we can’t answer that question because we don’t know the circumstances that he’s up against,” Owen said, with a nod. “Which takes us back to the fact that it’s a different scenario for every person.”

“Exactly. But, if you like being in business, if you’d like to have your own business, where you get to have control and to not answer to anybody, where you get to make the rules and to break them when you want to,” Dennis said, “then having your own business is huge. If you don’t want to deal with people, do an online business. If you want to deal with people, do something that requires in-person clients,” he suggested. “There are all kinds of options.”

“There are,” Owen said. “Sometimes too many options.”

Dennis nodded knowingly. “You could also take on a business partner to help with the stress level.”

“I’ll let it roll around in my brain a little longer.” Owen shrugged.

“Look at Penny,” Dennis continued. “Now she’s blessed in that her direction came from her family. But she took that family in a different direction than they were expecting to go.”

“Not sure they’re happy about it either,” Owen noted, with a laugh.

“I’m pretty sure I can tell you that they aren’t happy about it, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t the right thing to do or the right thing to push their buttons to try to get them to see life in a whole different way. They’re all about making money, and she’s all about helping people. That doesn’t mean she’s any less lovable or any less part of the family, but it means that she might have to stand up with her back straight and ignore anything that they do, as they try to change her.”

“And I think that is only something that comes with time—and confidence,” Owen said quietly. “So far I see that she appears to have a fair dose of the latter.”

“She does, but her family can be wearing,” Dennis noted. “She’s the only one like that in that outfit. Her grandmother was very much a philanthropist and fought the rest of the family all the time too. But she passed away a year or so ago, and, since then, the mantle’s been picked up and carried by Penny alone. I think it’s been a tiring journey.”

“I feel sorry for her. She would have felt the loss of her grandmother intensely.”

“She would have.” Dennis pushed back his chair. “So find something that makes your heart smile and then, with any luck, the rest of it will fall into place.” With that, Dennis snagged the empty dishes and walked away.

Owen watched him go, wondering if Dennis did something special in his spare time, or was this service industry his passion? Owen certainly knew that different people sought different passions, which ran the world. So, as far as Dennis’s ability to handle a food service business and the people in it, Dennis was beyond doing a phenomenal job. He was well loved by everybody, and, if there was nothing else that one put on somebody’s gravestone other than that, it said a whole lot about the person involved.

So, what was it that Owen wanted people to look back on him and think about? And did he care? Maybe it was more about what he did; he wanted to write on his own gravestone, wishing he had accomplished certain things in life. He wanted to find something that mattered, find something that felt right, something that gave him an avenue to pursue. And if he could do that, he was pretty darn sure he would be happy. And that had to be worth a lot.
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Penny had to admit she was nervous. She didn’t know why. Penny studied herself in the mirror. She knew that her family would make some comment about the fact that she wasn’t looking after herself and that she was almost gaunt again. But they should also understand that it was a battle that she’d been fighting for years. She was pretty sure most of them thought that she did this deliberately. It seemed like her grandmother, once again, was the only one who had understood, as she’d also been cursed, with a similar constitution.

“I miss you, Granny,” she said to the empty room.

Penny gave a heavy sigh because, even though she missed her, it didn’t bring her back. She needed to accept that it hurt that her granny was gone. And, of course, she knew that, but she didn’t really want to let go of the thought that maybe Granny was here, somewhere in the ethers all around Penny, ready to smile or looking down on her. Lots of people would say, Of course she was, but it didn’t feel that way. It felt like a gaping hole, a wound that she didn’t know how to fill.

Penny picked up her purse and looked outside. Her father’s car had arrived—his way of letting her know that he was ordering her to come. She should be used to his games, but sometimes they still made her tired—or angry. It seemed like she struggled constantly to be who she was, and it was much harder to find acceptance within her own family for that. With a shrug, knowing it was useless to not comply, she stepped out the front door, locked it, and walked down to the car.

The driver got out and around.

“Good evening, Hani. How are you tonight?”

“I’m doing fine, my dear. How are you?” he asked.

Hani had been working for her father for such a long time. “You still happy in this job?” she asked suddenly.

He looked at her in surprise, then smiled. “I don’t have another one. Neither have I bothered to try and find one.”

“I wonder why?” she asked.

“You have time for deep thoughts these days?”

“I guess,” she said suddenly. “It just seems like I’m doing a lot of thinking about my life right now.”

“Ah. You’re coming up on what, thirty?”

She winced. “Wow. Is it that obvious?”

He chuckled. “Nope. But it seems like the time when everybody stops to rethink and to reanalyze what it is that they’re doing with their life.”

“Maybe that’s it too.”

Once she was seated inside, he got into the driver’s seat and took the car out onto the highway toward her father’s estate. As they got closer, Penny felt her energy sink. She loved her family. She really did. But being around them was exhausting. When Hani got out and opened the car door for her, she let him because she knew her father would be there—watching and waiting—to make sure.

She walked up to the front of the house, and, of course, Isabella opened the door for her. Penny smiled at her mother’s housekeeper. “Don’t you look lovely,” she said warmly to Isabella.

Isabella, well into her sixties, flushed with pleasure. “And you always say the nicest things,” she replied, with a smile. “Come in. Come in. You’re late.”

Penny rolled her eyes. “I thought it was fashionable to be late.”

“Not that late,” her father said, his voice booming out.

Penny walked toward her mother and gave her a gentle hug and a kiss on the cheek. Then, making sure her smile was firmly in place, she walked to her father’s side. “And one should never regale a lady with her failures,” she replied lightly.

He just snorted at that.

She turned to smile at the man at his side. Tall, slim, smooth, polished, and yet she couldn’t see anything about him that set her heart on fire. Maybe she was judging him by his cover, but just something about him seemed almost artificial. She reached out a hand. “Lovely to meet you. I’m the wayward daughter, Penny.”

His face immediately broke into a lovely smile, and she had to revise her initial opinion.

“Nice to meet you,” he said warmly. “I admit that your father’s told me much about you.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” she replied. “It would have been nice if you’d had a chance to get to know me first.” She turned and shot her father a look. “And how are you doing, Dad?” she asked.

Isabella came around with a tray of champagne.

Penny picked up a large flute and smiled. “Champagne? What are we celebrating?”

“Having you come and visit for once,” said her brother Kennard, appearing at her side, with an affable grin. But under that prop of his hid a business shark.

“Says you,” she replied. “You can come up my way and have lunch any time.”

“Hard to get out of the office these days,” he replied. “It seems like you’re the only one running around, as if you don’t have a real job.”

“I do have a real job,” she stated, trying to avoid the instinctive stiffening of her spine.

He nodded. “Yes, and I know that it matters to you.”

He reached out a hand to the woman approaching, and Penny watched as Caroline joined him. The pair had been married for two years, but Penny had yet to warm to his wife. However, Penny knew Kennard was happy. He and his wife were two of a kind. They just weren’t her kind. Once again she felt like a fish out of water. She turned to look around at the gathering. “It’s nice to see so many people,” she noted.

Steve, her father’s choice for her, stepped up to her side and asked, “Is it?”

She looked up at him and caught the humorous glint in his gaze. “For me it’s an interesting thing. Not one of them could tell you my name.”

“That’s not true,” her father protested.

She nodded. “Yes, it is,” she argued. “They all just know me as the difficult daughter, the wayward daughter, the problem child,” she stated flatly, “because that’s how you’ve always referred to me. And, once you get a moniker like that, it’s difficult to shake it off.”

He frowned at her, but she could see her words had struck home.

At that, her mother stepped forward and gave her a warning look.

Penny sighed and nodded. That was her one shot fired. She would not be allowed another one, depending on what her parents were up to.

“I see a few people I’ll go say hello to.” And Penny turned her back on all of them and walked through the crowd. She would just as soon sit in the corner and not play the game, but, because she also ran a charity, a lot of people here donated. She stepped inside the huge ballroom, outfitted with seating areas all about for this gathering’s comfort, and smiled her way through, acknowledging various people she dealt with, as far as her charities. Everybody was open and affable. It was business, after all.

By the time they were called for dinner, she headed to the formal dining room, finding Steve seated, of course, on her right side and her father at the head of the table beside her. Her mother was across from her. Her brother and his wife, and even her younger brother and his long-term partner, were here. She had not even said hi to him. She didn’t have to wonder where her sisters were. At home, with the family.

Typical patriarchal system.

As Penny sat down, her brother Kennard caught her eye and gave her a nod. And that was the extent of their relationship. He had been the apple of her father’s eye because he was a few years younger, much stouter, physically active, a big sports athlete, and all that had been something her father could relate to—instead of the frail alien daughter he had somehow sired by accident.

She knew her role in all of this.

Quietly she made her way through the dinner and through the rest of the evening. But with no small relief she accepted the lift from Hani back home again.

When he finally got her home, he asked, “That was a tough night for you, wasn’t it?”

She nodded. “It doesn’t matter how much I try, and I understand it’s a game I need to play,” she said, utilizing Owen’s words, “but it’s not my kind of game.”

“And they thrive on it,” he noted.

She nodded. “Just one more example of being the fish out of water.”

“The thing about that,” he suggested, “is that fish out of water either adapt or they die. You haven’t died, and you’ve adapted. That is worth everything.”

With his thoughts in mind, she blew him a kiss, raced up to her front door, and inside to her small townhome—a beautiful old brownstone that she had wanted, versus a big mansion. This suited her to a tee, and, as she headed up to her bedroom, she realized just how much comfort this place gave her. It was her solace. Her space. And here it wasn’t about the family name; it wasn’t about the family money either. It was all about being who she truly was. And, for that, she was grateful.
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The next few days went by in a blur of pain, torture, groans, relief, and then a repeat. By the time Owen hit Friday, he could feel his shaking muscles settling in, after one of Shane’s sessions. Owen immediately said, “Stop.”

Shane looked at him and asked, “What’s up?”

He raised a hand, so Shane could see the tremors.

“Good call,” he said. “We probably should have stopped ten minutes earlier.”

“Probably,” Owen agreed, “but I didn’t see it happening. I was focusing on the exercises too much.”

“Hot tub?”

“That would be nice.” He sighed with relief. “And maybe something for the blood sugar.”

“You go to the hot tub,” Shane stated. “I’ll get you a green drink and something to go with it.”

“Just make sure whatever is coming with it is a whole lot easier to get down than the green stuff,” he noted.

Shane grinned. “The nutrition is huge in those drinks, more than you could possible eat in a day,” he argued. “It’ll make a big difference in your healing.”

“And I get that,” he said. “I really do. At the same time, it’s also hard to get some of that down sometimes.”

“Good enough.” And he disappeared.

Shaky, tired, covered in sweat, Owen headed back to his room on his crutches. There he got dressed in his swim trunks, and, knowing he would be too tired to make the grade, he sat down in the wheelchair—an easy concession for him to do at this point. If there was one thing he had right now, it was a complete lack of energy, hoping he could reach the pool. He didn’t see anybody on his way, which was too bad because he wanted to spend some time with Stan and the animals.

When Shane finally got to Owen, he mentioned it. “They’re a busy clinic, aren’t they?”

“Very,” Shane said. “The fact that they do a lot of charity work adds to that though.”

Owen nodded. “I can see that, but still, they’re fulfilling a need that otherwise wouldn’t get taken care of.”

“Exactly. And you’ll find a lot of people here who are in full agreement with it.”

“Good,” he agreed. “I always feel bad for the animals.”

“I feel bad for everybody,” Shane admitted. “So I stick to those I can help.”

“And that would be my path,” Owen agreed. “So maybe I need to do something different myself.”

“In what way?”

“I’m not sure,” he said. “It’s something I’ll talk to Penny about.”

Shane looked at him in surprise. “Well, I don’t know if you read my mind, but she’s in the dining room right now.”

“Interesting. Huh. I wonder if she’ll find me down here?”

“I’ll be going back up, as soon as you get this down.” He handed him a green shake. “I’ll tell her that you’re down here.”

Owen groaned, looked at it, frowning. “Did you have to make it quite so big?”

And then Shane pulled out his other hand from behind his back, and there was a huge ice cream sundae.

“Wow.” Owen almost salivated when he saw that. “That’s hardly fair. I feel like a two-year-old.”

Shane grinned. “You are a two-year-old. Now drink up.”

Instead of sipping it, Owen downed it. Threw it all the way back. Then, with a full tummy, he groaned again. “Okay, that was painful.”

“And that’s because you tried to take it all at once,” Shane said.

“It was hard, but I can see that it was needed.”

“It was, indeed,” Shane agreed, “but you’re doing fine.”

“Says you.” He laughed. But he took the sundae and settled back into the water, letting his head float against the edge of the hot tub, holding the parfait aloft, until he felt someone’s presence. Owen opened his eyes to find Penny staring at him. He smiled at her. “It’s not quite the cafeteria, but here we are. Still meeting over food.”

At that, she looked at the sundae in his hand and held up her own.

He burst out laughing. “I think Dennis just lives to feed us all,” he said, with a grin.

“You need to eat yours faster or just accept that you’ll drink it instead.” With a smirk, she sat down on the side of the hot tub, then kicked off her sandals and pivoted around so her feet were in there. “This is heaven.” She sighed. “Wonder why I never thought about putting in a hot tub at home?”

“’Cause you are never there?” He laughed. “Plus, I think they’re probably a lot of work, especially if you don’t use them very much,” he noted.

“I hadn’t considered that. But it’s different here, isn’t it?”

“It is, indeed,” he agreed. “This is Nirvana after a hard workout.”

“Shane again?”

“It’s always Shane,” Owen said, with a tired smile. “How’d the last weekend go?”

“Well, it went.” She shook her head. “I did my best.” She decided to eat her sundae before it melted, like Owen’s.

“And did you get told off over it afterward?”

She thought about it, then shook her head. “You know what? I haven’t. I did meet with them this morning.”

“Good. Or maybe good,” he corrected quickly.

“Yes,” she said. “It was good. Although my father’s still trying to matchmake, and he’s not terribly happy with my lack of interest.” She smiled, then took another bite of ice cream.

Owen grinned at that. “Fathers are always trying to matchmake,” he stated. “In most cases, unless you’re married and settled off to a good man, they won’t be happy.”

“You do understand him,” she said. “I find I’m still chafing at it a bit.” She wasn’t halfway through her dessert, but she was making good progress.

“That’s only because you haven’t become your own woman,” he stated comfortably.

She stopped and stared at him.

He shrugged. “I don’t mean to insult you, and you have plenty of confidence when it comes to running your charities,” he quickly said. “Just build up your self-confidence when dealing with that family of yours. When you’re comfortable in who you are, and you’re secure within, then, whatever they say, it just won’t matter. It’ll roll off your back.”

She studied him in shock.

He shrugged. “And again, I spoke out of turn. I’m sorry.”

“No,” she said. “I appreciate it. It just surprises me the things that come out of your mouth.” Still frowning, she ate some more of her sundae.

“Sometimes my words surprise me too.” He chuckled.

“Shane said something about you wanted to talk to me?”

“Not necessarily want to talk to you,” he explained. “I just, … I mean, outside of the fact that I like spending time with you.”

She grinned at him. “Wow, that was hard to come out, wasn’t it?”

“Nope, I’d be lying if I said anything differently.”

“Interesting.” She took another bite of ice cream and then set it aside, feeling full.

“Why?”

“Because I met this guy my dad wanted me to, you know, click with, and absolutely nothing was there. Sure, I thought he was a nice enough guy by the end of the evening. He was … He was nice. But, when he asked me to go out again, I let him down gently because just nothing there made me want to see him again.”

“And you felt guilty about that?”

“Nope. Actually I don’t, and now I think I feel guilty about not feeling guilty.”

He burst out laughing. “You know what? Sometimes there’s chemistry, and sometimes there isn’t.” He shrugged. “I think the worst thing you can do is fool yourself into thinking that it’s there, when really it’s not.”

“Voice of experience?”

“Hard-learned experience, yes,” he agreed. “I went out with one girlfriend for years because it was comfortable and easy. But, when push came to shove, I didn’t want to get married, and she was of the opinion that I’d been leading her on. I hadn’t. Not intentionally. I just hadn’t seriously given the relationship any long-term thought. And, for that, from that time forward, I’ve always been a whole lot more aware of how our relationships affect other people.”

“He took it decently, so I think that’s a good thing,” she noted.

“You don’t want to cheat him either,” he added.

“Nope, I don’t. And I did get a bunch more money from my family, so that’s good.”

“Good enough to keep you off their back?”

“That’s what they’re hoping,” she said, with a laugh.

He grinned. “That’s the thing about money,” he noted. “When you don’t have enough, and other people seem to have so much of it, it seems unfair.”

“The thing is, I do have a lot,” she said, with a twist of her lips. “It’s just that I have so many charities and so many people who I want to help, and it never seems to be enough.”

“Now that’s actually what I wanted to discuss with you. What kind of charities and how did you set up your businesses?”

“Are you asking idly or …” She let her words hang.

He thought about it for a long moment and then decided she was probably the one person he could talk to. “I have money,” he admitted. “I inherited it, and it’s been sitting there, and I haven’t been too sure what to do with it.”

“So you’re thinking of setting up a charity?”

“I’m not sure exactly how that works legally,” he said, “but I can see setting it up, as a trust, I imagine, and using the interest to help others.”

“Exactly,” she said, and then her smile brightened. “See? Now that’s talking my language.”

He smiled at her. “Helping anybody is talking your language.”

“That’s very true.” She shifted to the side of the hot tub. “It’s actually hot in here, isn’t it?”

“Not to me but maybe to you,” he said. “You don’t have to stay here with me. Grab a chair over there and sit beside me.”

“I’m surprised that you can handle this heat.”

“Oh, I can certainly handle it, not too badly now,” he explained. “Besides, the benefit far outweighs any pain.”

“Got it. That makes sense too. So, let me tell you what I did for my business, and this is all based on my lawyer’s advice.” She then launched into an explanation of how the business side of her charities ran.

“Wow,” he said, when she ran dry. “A lot of really good information was in there.” He frowned though, as he wondered if it was the best avenue for him.

“In your case,” she offered, “I’d talk to somebody and see what the current advice would be, and, you know, see what they would suggest. I do have a couple men in town you could talk to.”

“And I might do that when I get out of here.”

“That’s the thing, I think, is not to rush. There’s time.”

“It’s funny how we always say there’s time, and yet there’s always that urgency to get at it. Before time runs out.”

“I felt that myself,” she admitted. “Always so much pressure in the world.”

“That’s also why I was thinking about some kind of a job, a business of my own,” he explained. “A company where I’m my own boss.”

“And, if you have family money, you obviously don’t have to work, which eases back on the timing too,” she noted. “So, keep that in mind.”

“I may not have to work, but I would go stir crazy without something to do. And I have received so much help from so many people that I can’t see not doing something that would help others.”


Chapter 7
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Penny couldn’t believe just how like-minded the two of them were. She compared that to the slick moneyed look of Steve, who had ended up being much nicer than her initial impression, which had been a lesson for her to not judge by a cover. But they both had agreed that, at the moment at least, neither of them were too interested in going forward. She wondered at that point how much her father was pushing Steve too. That was embarrassing to think that Dad might be trying to line up dates for her because he thought she couldn’t get her own. But then again, it was her father, so it was quite possible.

“What are the heavy thoughts for?” Owen asked.

“My father is a bit of a challenge for anybody,” she said. “I was just wondering if Dad forced Steve into that blind date.”

“And maybe he wasn’t forced at all,” Owen suggested gently. “You’re a beautiful woman. Don’t even go down that pathway. You made a decision. You followed through. It’s done.”

She grinned at him. “I really like that. You’re very cut-and-dry and simple.”

“I am, and then I’m not,” he replied. “I tend to make decisions quickly, whether right or wrong, and sometimes they’re not the right ones at all.”

“But you committed,” she said. “A lot of people can’t make a decision, can’t quite commit and go forward with any choice. At least you’re doing something.”

He raised his eyebrows and then nodded. “See? You’re very much my kind of person.”

“Ditto,” she agreed and grinned. “Look at that. I found somebody way more interesting, sitting in the hot tub at Hathaway House, than at the charity dinner of my father’s.”

“That’s because you’re also not looking for the same kind of person as everybody else in your family.”

“You’re so right there,” she declared emphatically. “I’ve been an outsider all my life, and I don’t want that in a relationship.”

“No need for it either,” he said. “It’s all about finding who you are now.”

After that, their conversation went rapidly from various topics, like schools, history, education, friends, family, animals.

By the time the conversation finally ran down, she said, “I haven’t had such a great conversation in a very long time. Thank you.”

He smiled. “You’re welcome. Like I said, you’re the one who has to keep coming back for more because I can’t really get anywhere to come after you.”

She laughed. “And now you make it sound almost like a date.”

“You know I can invite you to sit around the hot tub,” he stated. “Or maybe come share a meal with me on Hathaway’s nickel, but I really can’t do a whole lot more than that just yet.”

“When are you expected to be done here?” she asked curiously.

“Couple more months.” He shrugged. “I could hope for it to be less, but I … I was thinking of it earlier in one of our previous conversations, and you’re right. I don’t want to shortchange myself. If I can stay here and get better, then I need to stay here and get better.”

“Good,” she said. “Meanwhile I can have my lawyer call you. He could possibly give you some business advice to consider for later.”

He stared at her. “Maybe. At least give me his name. I do have somebody I can talk to as well.”

“Good.” She nodded. “Who knows? I might hit you up for my charities.”

“Who knows?” he said immediately. “I might hit you up for mine.”

She burst out laughing. Then she hopped her feet. “It’s been lovely. I’ll see you in a couple days.”

“Have a good weekend,” he called out.

She lifted a hand in acknowledgment and quickly disappeared.

Owen was surprised to hear Dani’s voice behind him. “You two seem to be getting along like a house on fire.”

“Absolutely,” he said. “She’s dynamite.”

“She is, indeed,” Dani agreed. “Heart of gold, that one.”

He nodded. “I can feel it, and I would really like to get to know her better.”

“Sounds to me like you’re perfectly on the path,” she noted. “Don’t push it. Let it happen naturally, and you’d be surprised at just how much you already have in common and how far it can take you.”

“I didn’t expect to find anybody I’d like,” he said reaching for his phone off to the side with his towel. “But then I saw that picture of Nash and Alicia.” And he brought it up on his phone and held it out for Dani to see.

She smiled. “I’m the one who took that.”

He nodded. “Of course you did.”

“They look happy though, don’t they?” she asked, studying the image.

“Very much so.” Owen had spoken to his buddy many a time, and he knew for a fact that his friend was as happy as he had ever seen him in his life.

“Is this what you’re hoping for?”

“I don’t think hoping for was even on my radar,” he admitted. “I’m just grateful to have found a friend.”

“More than a friendship is there,” she said in all seriousness. “And Penny’s certainly been hurt by her family.”

“She’s completely different than the rest of them, just from what’s she said and not said.” He nodded, with a knowing smile. “She needs to blossom into who she should be, not into who they want her to be.”

“My thoughts exactly,” she agreed. “Anyway, keep that in mind.” And she turned and headed away.

He didn’t know if a bit of warning was in that last part or if it was just Dani being Dani and looking out for her friends too. It was hard in a place like this because everybody knew everybody, but, at the same time, nobody knew anybody. At least nobody knew him. Maybe that was closer to the truth.
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Penny found that she was looking for excuses, every so often, to find ways to get out to Hathaway House. Now she was stopping in two and three times a week, sometimes four. Usually, two out of three times, she managed to find Owen as well. She was looking forward to his visits so much that she knew this was a serious issue. When Dani called her off to the side one day, Penny worried that she was in trouble for it.

“I shouldn’t really be encouraging him, should I?” she asked, chewing on her bottom lip, her arms crossed over her chest.

“I’m not saying that at all,” Dani replied, with emphasis. “I really like Owen. He’s a great guy, and it seems like you two have hit it off in a big way.”

“Do I hear a but coming?”

“No, not a but,” she said. “Just remember to take it slow and to get to know him first.”

“I know so much about him already now.” Penny shook her head. “Honestly, I’ve never really known anybody like him.”

“And that’s good and bad. As a new element, he’s a curiosity. But I don’t know how your family will feel about it.”

“I really don’t care,” she said calmly. “If he’s my choice, and it works out between us, I’ll tell them all to disappear.”

Dani nodded. “You know that Owen could be an issue for them.”

“Maybe,” she replied, “but I’m not sure he would allow it to be.”

“Good,” Dani agreed. “Because I’d hate to see something like that cause a lot of pain for Owen too. And that is just as important because we don’t want anything to set back his healing.”

“Exactly.” And Penny thought about that over the next few days.

When her mother called and asked, without preamble, “Who is he?”

Penny stared at the phone. “Who’s who?”

“You’re preoccupied all the time. I’m assuming that means a new male friend.”

“Well,” she said, “I don’t know about that. The fact is, I found somebody I really like, yes. But it certainly isn’t to that stage.”

“You should bring him home to meet the family.”

“And why would I do that?” she said, with a laugh. “So you guys can grill him, can put him through all kinds of tests?”

“We wouldn’t do that,” her mom protested.

“Of course you would,” Penny argued. “You’d have his full history and life open to public viewing, so you could look to see if there were any issues.”

“You have had a couple bad boyfriends in the past.”

“Yes, and that was in the past,” she stated. “This is an entirely different story.”

“What makes it different?”

“I’m an adult for one,” she murmured. “And this guy is somebody you can’t hoodwink with your power and prestige and money,” she said, laughing.

At that, her mom sounded more alarmed than anything.

“Have to run, Mom.” Penny hung up. But she knew that it had just started. They would dig until they found out more and more about him. She wasn’t even sure what she should do about it. She didn’t want them hassling Dani for information, and, if they wanted to make life difficult, they probably could. She worried on it and then made a special visit to Hathaway House the next morning.

“So, my mother knows about … that I have somebody in my life,” she said. “At least somebody I care about.”

“It was bound to happen at some point in time,” Dani admitted.

“I’m afraid they’ll hassle you for information.”

“Ah.” Her lips thinned, as she thought about it. “That’s fine. We’re all about patient privacy here.”

“Have you forgotten it’s my parents?”

“Nope, I sure haven’t,” Dani stated. “But have you forgotten that I was raised by the Major?”

At that, Penny laughed. “Good, because I want his privacy protected above all.”

“So do I.” Dani grinned. “So they’ll just have to wait.”

“Wait until what?”

“Wait until you’re ready to take Owen to meet them.”

She shook her head at that. “I don’t know that I ever want that day to come.”

“Trust in Owen,” she said. “He can handle it way better than you think.”

“My family is not somebody to play around with. They’ll crush him—or try hard to.”

“He was a Navy SEAL,” she reminded Penny gently. “It’ll take a lot to crush him, and uppity, wealthy snobs won’t have that kind of power over him.”

She stared at her friend for a long time. “You know what? I think you’re right.”

“I know I am,” she said. “So just relax.”

“I feel like I should warn him.”

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “Or you can let him handle it, when it comes to him.”

“Got it.” Penny waved and headed off for the rest of her day.
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An odd text was on his cell phone when Owen got up the next morning. It had come in before 8:00 a.m., while he had been sleeping. As it was, he had had a bad night and, even now, was just barely getting his morning together. He read the text message, asking simply for a call back. No name given, personal or company. Owen did call, had to leave a voice message, and carried on with his day. At the end of the day he had time to get back to his room and relax, then found he had missed a phone call this time. He listened to the message. Cryptic. No name given.

He had a shower and sat down and just relaxed. He replayed the message on his phone, and he didn’t recognize the voice, but it sounded fairly authoritative. Thinking it might be something to do with his medical records, he quickly dialed the same number once more.

A man answered the phone with “What?”

Owen frowned. “I’m sorry, maybe I have the wrong number,” he said. “My name is Owen Powell, and I received a message on my phone to call this number.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” the other man said genially.

“Good,” Owen said. “What can I do for you?”

“You can leave my daughter alone,” the man demanded.

Owen’s eyebrows shot up. “Pardon me?”

“My daughter Penny,” he stated. “We’ve spent a lifetime keeping money-grabbing grubs away from her, and you’re just another one. I want you to stay away from her.”

“I think your daughter’s perfectly capable on her own of telling me to stay away, if that’s what she wants,” he said, wondering at the attitude and the behavior of a man who supposedly was her father. “And, if you loved her, you would care about her finding somebody who loves her.”

“You don’t know her well enough to love her,” her father replied. “Not only that, you are never going to see dollar signs of your own. She’s not some wealthy heiress for you to glom on to and get a ride on easy street. You’re nothing but a broken-down vet.” And, with that, he hung up.

Owen stared at the phone for a long moment. He’d never gotten the guy’s name, but obviously it had been Penny’s father, and the discussion just pissed him off enough that he dialed somebody else, who he knew well. “Gunner, it’s Owen.”

“Hey, how is my favorite broken-down vet?”

He winced at the phrase. “Well, somebody else just called me that,” he explained. “And he sure wasn’t nice about it.”

Gunner’s voice was outraged when he asked, “What?”

“Yeah, it’s true. Do you know Penny Abigail’s dad?”

“Sure do, big business, high and mighty, thinks he’s the be-all and end-all of life,” Gunner replied in a grumbling voice. “Probably a draft dodger too.”

“He just called me to warn me away from his daughter,” Owen explained, with a note of humor back in his tone.

“Now you know, on one hand, that’s a compliment. Because, wow, I haven’t been warned away from anybody’s daughter in a long time.”

Owen snorted. “Never expected that to happen while I was sitting here in Hathaway House.”

“He just doesn’t know you,” he said. “But Penny? Now she’s dynamite. She’s the only one in that entire family who has a pure heart. The others are a black-hearted group, the whole lot of them.”

“Are they really, or are they just rich minions?”

“You know what? That’s probably all they are,” he agreed. “But the father’s one of those wealthy entitled men, who likes to rub his money in everybody’s face.” At that, Gunner paused. “He doesn’t know who you are, does he?”

“Nope,” Owen replied, with a chuckle. “Not that I’ve told anybody. I mentioned something to Penny.”

“Depends what you said to her, but I still don’t see her telling her father jack squat,” he said. “Penny, well, that woman, I tried to get her to come work for me before, but she’s handling her own charities and doing a mighty fine job of it.”

“Yeah, as far as I understand, she’s providing a lot of very needed assistance to a lot of places and donating her time too. I was wondering about doing something similar.”

“Hey, she’s a good one to talk to.” Then, a moment later, he chuckled. “And that’s the one who you were warned away from. Hathaway hits again,” he noted. “I know so much about it because of Levi and Aaron, and then, of course, well, you know that I might have helped out Hathaway myself a time or two.”

Owen grinned. “And I, for one, thank you,” he said. “I’m sitting here, reaping the benefits.”

“How is that physical condition of yours?” Gunner asked in a curious voice. “You’ll get released from there sometime soon, and I’d love to have you out for lunch.”

“I’d love to come,” he replied. “It’ll probably still be a couple months though.”

“Make it a date,” Gunner said. “And I’d certainly give a thumbs-up to Penny, but, as for her father, just ignore him. He might do anything to keep you away from her. If he offers you a check, take it right to the bank and then give it all to charity. That’ll be sticking it in his nose. And, if you want me to step in and have a word with him, I will. We know each other well. I just don’t like the man.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. I can fight my own battles,” he replied. “I’m just sad for Penny that, where she should have a father who cares, she’s got one who appears to be shoving his face into her business, both financial and personal.”

“Then again,” Gunner said in a contemplative voice, “I only had sons. But, if I had had a daughter, I might do the same,” he admitted. “We can’t really judge a father for his methodology when handling the daughter’s beaus because, when you think about it, a lot of money is at stake.”

“Are we talking millions or billions?” he asked.

“Closer to the billions than in the millions. When I said a lot of money, I meant, a lot.”

“Okay, so he seems to think he’s up there in that fraction of one percent.”

“He might be, but that doesn’t give him the right to be ignorant.”

After the phone call, Owen sat here for a long moment, and then he sent Penny a text. Hey, stop by the next time you get a chance.

Sure, she responded. Any specific reason?

He sent her a happy face emoji.

Ah, I like that. It’d be lovely to spend some time with you.

I have to be sprung from jail for that, he wrote. I’m also asking you out for lunch, with a friend of mine, when I get out of here.

Can you do day trips now? she asked.

Not certain. I’ll ask Dani about that.

He quickly sent Gunner a text. Apparently I’m allowed day trips. I’ll double-check with Dani.

Come for lunch, he texted. You bring Penny. I’ll bring her father.

That might be a good way to do it, he wrote.

Then he wondered if he’d pushed the level of what was normal. Maybe he really shouldn’t be getting Penny quite so deep into this. He worried and fretted over it, and then finally, when Dani passed by his room, he asked, “May I ask you a personal question?”

“Sure.” She nodded and stepped forward.

“I may have overstepped the mark,” he explained. “I got a nasty phone call from Penny’s father.”

Ah,” Dani said, with an understanding look. “He is nothing, if not protective.”

“Is he protective because he’s arrogant, or is he protective because he loves her?”

“Probably fifty-fifty,” she said.

Owen burst out laughing. “Well, in that case, that’s good to know. I am, however, very good friends—family friends—with Gunner.”

She nodded slowly. “Right, so, in that case, you probably have a really good idea of what her father’s like.”

“Most likely,” he said. “I also have a lot of experience with people like him, so, yes. Gunner suggested that I take Penny out for lunch, and he would bring her father.”

Dani laughed. “I would love to be a fly on the wall for that lunch.”

“Maybe,” he said. “I might also be pushing things a little bit and putting Penny on the spot. We’re friends, heading toward something better, but I don’t want to rush things or to make her feel cornered.”

“Somebody needs to be on Penny’s side,” Dani said. “We’ve all been bucking the family’s trend against her for a long time. Why don’t you talk it over with her?”

“Maybe,” he said. “She’s supposed to come by in the next couple days.”

“Actually I’m here,” Penny announced, walking into Owen’s room, a bright smile on her face, as her gaze went from one to the other. “Did I hear my name mentioned?”

“You did,” Dani said. “I’ll leave the two of you to it now.” She gave a small finger wave and stepped outside into the hallway.

Penny walked over and sat down on the side of Owen’s bed and asked, “So, what’s that all about?”

He grabbed her hands. “I may have put you in a tight position. However, it’s not too late to change it. I’d like to discuss it with you.”

“But you wanted to discuss it with Dani first?”

“Not really,” he said. “I was asking her opinion—of your father.”

At that, her face wrinkled up, and she said, “Uh-oh. Don’t tell me that my father called you?”


Chapter 8
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Penny hoped not; she was annoyed, but she hoped not. As she saw Owen nod, she groaned. “I’m so sorry,” she cried out. “He just can’t leave well enough alone.”

“And that was one of the questions I asked Dani. Whether he was doing it out of love or whether it was out of control.”

“Fifty-fifty,” she replied automatically.

He chuckled. “That’s what Dani said too.”

“Yes, he just can’t seem to leave well enough alone.”

“Anyway, I’m also friends with Gunner. I don’t know if you know him.”

“Absolutely,” she said. “He’s a few hours away though.”

“Yes, he is. He invited me for lunch and said to bring you.”

“It’d be a long drive for you,” she noted worriedly.

“He has a place up here, and he’ll be doing some local work. I think his idea was we’d go out for lunch.”

“That would be nice,” she said. “He’s a sweetheart.”

“He also suggested that he invite your father.”

She stopped and stared, and then her jaw dropped. “Oh boy,” she replied. “I never considered that being an option.”

“I don’t know if it’s a good option,” he said carefully, as she stared off into space.

Her mind was considering one option, then the other, not sure which would be better. “What did Dad say in the phone call?”

“Basically he called me a money grub and instructed me to leave his daughter alone. And that there was no money if I went after you.”

“That sounds like him,” she said sadly.

“Have you been hunted by money chasers before?”

“Sure,” she replied. “It’s hard to get away from it.” Then she frowned and added, “I don’t know how my father would feel, if he were cornered like that, given no notice.”

“True,” Owen agreed. “Maybe we’ll just shelve the idea for a while.” He squeezed her fingers gently. “Thank you for stopping by.”

She looked over at him shyly. “You know that I was planning on it anyway. But it was nice to be asked by you, to know that you missed me.”

He chuckled softly. “If I wasn’t in the condition I’m in”—he motioned at his broken body on the bed—“I wouldn’t be letting you leave, not without a commitment for the next visit.” He gently smiled.

“Speaking of which, I’m curious. How is it going?” She looked down at his legs. “They still look like chicken legs.”

He looked at her mock outrage.

She shrugged. “I’m just calling it the way I see it,” she said, with a grin. “But it’s not a whole lot different than what mine look like anyway.”

“Are you eating?” he asked instantly.

She rolled her eyes. “Of course I’m eating,” she replied. “And, no, I haven’t seen Dennis since I’ve arrived. So, no, I haven’t been filled up since I got here. But obviously I am eating.”

“As long as you are,” he said. “It can take time to regain the weight that you’ve lost. Particularly from an illness.”

“Are you dealing with that too?”

“I certainly am,” he said. “I’m down a good thirty pounds, and at least twenty of that was muscle.” He held out an arm. “Look at the veins, still showing up.”

She nodded and held out hers.

“Not much better,” he said, shaking his head.

“That’s the way I’ve always been,” she noted. “So, what am I supposed to do?”

“Work with it,” he replied instantly. “Don’t expect more out of your body than it’s capable of giving, and don’t expect it to be something other than what it is.”

“Awesome.” She grinned. “I like the way you think.”

At that, Shane walked in, looked at him and Penny. “Wow, what’s going on here?”

“Don’t tell me that I’m not done,” Owen said, with a groan.

“I was wondering if you wanted to do a hot tub visit?”

“I absolutely do,” he replied instantly. “Does it come with ice cream?”

Shane rolled his eyes. “It can come with ice cream,” he said. “but it’s hardly a two-part set.”

“I like the ice cream part,” Penny said immediately.

Shane sighed, clearly outnumbered. “Then you go deal with the ice cream,” he said, with a mock grin. “And I’ll get this guy down to the hot tub.”

“If it’s just a break and a soak, I can get myself to the hot tub.”

“Nope, it won’t be,” Shane said cheerfully. “I’ve got some stretches for you to do.”

“No, no, no, not more of those yoga stretches. I don’t bend in those directions.”

“You will by the time we’re done,” he promised.

Penny sniggered, got up. “I want to see this.”

“That’s not fair.” Owen looked at her, feigning shock. “I’m supposed to look my best when you’re around.”

“Then you know what you are supposed to do,” she said. “Do your best. How you look is completely different than that. I’m off to see if I can rustle up some ice cream.” She turned and walked out, still chuckling.

The two of them were wrangling behind her, and it was one of the things that she hadn’t really expected, but the camaraderie here was something else. She walked past Dani, as she stepped out of a patient’s room. Penny said, “I just want to tell you that I really appreciate the atmosphere here. You’ve done really well at Hathaway House.”

Dani gave her a pleased smile. “What was that for?”

“I was just listening to Owen and Shane fuss and tease and bug each other.” She shook her head, with a lopsided grin. “It’s good to see.”

“They both work so well together,” Dani said. “Owen is especially dedicated to his rehab.”

“He was, until Shane told him that he’s heading down to do some yoga stretches in the hot tub.”

At that, Dani laughed. “I don’t know too many of the guys who are into that,” she noted. “Somehow Shane still gets them to twist and to turn into pretzel shapes.”

“I was going to get ice cream for them,” she explained. “Apparently the hot tub for Owen means ice cream time.”

“We can blame you for that too,” she said. “Happened first when you were here with Owen at the hot tub.”

Penny smiled. “It’s not exactly what I thought I’d be known for, but, hey, it’s better than nothing.”

“It absolutely is,” Dani said, as she fell into step beside her. “Did he talk to you about your father?”

“Yep, he did,” she replied. “And about Gunner’s offer for lunch. I don’t know if we should take it or not.”

“I hear you.” Dani nodded. “In my case, Aaron was never an issue with my father. I think the Major was just happy that I found somebody I cared about.”

“I don’t know why mine isn’t,” Penny said.

“Because, to them, you’re weak and need to be protected,” Dani replied.

“Ow,” she snapped. “That doesn’t sound very nice.”

“Think about it. You’re the sickly one. You’re the one who doesn’t have a degree in business like they do.”

“As you well know, but my family so easily forgets, I have dual degrees, my minor in finance, with my main focus on my master’s in social work,” she corrected. “I just chose to go into business in a different way than them.”

“Exactly, because you chose to be different,” Dani agreed. “For them, that means that there’s probably something wrong with you.”

She laughed at that. “Oh, isn’t life so simple when you know it all,” she teased.

“For a lot of fathers, it is just that simple,” Dani argued. “But it’s all good, as long as you can handle it.”

“I love them, so I’m not sure I have a whole lot of choice,” she replied, with a smile. “I do want to get along as best I can, but it is hard.”

“Of course it is,” Dani agreed. “When you think about it, they are your family. So you do things with them, share your life with them, and love them, even when they are not so easy to love. In other words, you make the best of it.”

“Still, it’s not easy,” she grumbled, as she headed toward the cafeteria, but Dani had stopped. Penny turned. “I guess we part ways here, huh?”

“Just for the moment,” Dani said. “We are but ships in the night, every dusk to reunite.”

“Oh, I like that,” she said. “What is that? A Hemingway phrase?”

“No, it’s a Dani phrase.” She chuckled. “Go get the ice cream and make Owen’s afternoon.”

“It would be a good thing if I did.”

“You will,” she said. “Don’t underestimate that man.”

“Have you known him a while?”

“Nope, but I know the kind well,” she replied. “So far he’s done absolutely nothing to make me think he is anything other than the very honorable man I believe him to be.”

“I hope you’re right,” she agreed in a quiet voice. “I really, really like him.”

“Oh, I think you’re well on your way past that,” she said, with a smile. “I think you should talk to your father.”

“Maybe that’s the answer.” She frowned. “Tell him that I really care.”

“And, if he doesn’t want to listen, he doesn’t want to listen.”

With that, the two women parted ways; Penny turned around to see Dennis.

“Did I hear ice cream?”

She grinned. “Owen’s heading to the hot tub. Apparently ice cream’s required.”

“Awesome.” He rubbed his hands together. “What can I make for you?”

“Why don’t you surprise us?” she said. “And I’ll take it down.”

“You got a deal,” And he disappeared into the hallway leading to the dining room.

She followed him at a more pensive pace and sat down on one of the dining room chairs, waiting, then pulled up her phone to see a message from her father. She sighed, hit the Dial icon, and, when he answered, she said, “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”

“Where are you?”

One eyebrow raised, she replied, “I’m at Hathaway, visiting Owen.” A shocked silence followed on the other end, and she said gently, “Dad, did you really think that you’d scare him away?”

He sounded flustered, when he tried to answer, and couldn’t get out a coherent word.

“I really care about him, Dad. I don’t want you to mess this one up.”

“If I mess it up,” he added, “it wasn’t meant to be.” His tone was gruff.

“Maybe,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean you have to make life so ugly.”

“Warning somebody away from my daughter is not being ugly,” he retorted. “It’s a father’s duty.”

There was a stiffness to his voice that made her wonder; she nodded slowly. “I can see, for you, that’s how you feel about it, and I get it, but I really like him.”

“Then you better hope he’s a good man,” he replied gruffly, “because otherwise it won’t make a bit of difference.”

“Got it. You could come and actually meet him, before you draw these harsh conclusions that belie who he is,” she said, completely out of the blue.

He stopped. “Huh?”

“He might surprise even you.”

She didn’t want to give a hint that Owen wasn’t the poor broken-down man that her dad expected him to be. And maybe, if she dangled Gunner’s name, that would help. But, at the same time, she didn’t want that to be the reason why it was all of a sudden okay for her to go out with Owen.

She waited, and he said, “I’ll think about it.”

“You do that,” she replied. “In the meantime, did you have another reason for calling?”

“Your mother wants us to up the amount for your charity.”

She laughed. “Mother does, huh?”

“Yes,” he grumbled. “When is enough, enough?”

“When is enough money in your bank account enough?” she asked curiously.

“There is no such thing,” he snapped.

“And that’s my answer for you,” she replied gently. “The more you give me, the more people I can help.”

“You can’t help the whole world,” he said in exasperation.

“And I don’t need to,” she said. “I just need to help a lot of it—those who are here, within my sphere, my orbit, those I can help. Just because it’s a big problem doesn’t mean we get to walk away and not help anybody.”

“I can’t be bothered to help them at all,” he snapped. “You do enough of that.”

“And, in a way,” she said, “that is you helping. That’s what you are doing to help when you help me. Then I help them. That’s how the world works.”

“Not my world,” he said in a wry tone.

She chuckled. “And I’m delighted to hear that you’ll up the amount. How quickly are you doing this?”

“Of course there’s paperwork,” he hedged.

“Of course, and, if you run it through the company, it’s a tax deduction. I get it,” she said. “I know all about that kind of stuff. I know you don’t remember that I have a finance degree, Dad, but I do. And I stay very close to my accountants. What I need to know is when, how much, and what I can do with that money?”

He sighed. “I’ll have figures for you tomorrow.”

“Good.”

“And don’t you be telling that other guy about any money,” he snapped. “The less he knows, the better.”

“I hear you,” she said, with a smile.

When she hung up, Dennis stood there with sundaes. “Problems?”

She shook her head. “Nope, just family.”

He rolled his eyes. “Family. We got to love them because we can’t leave them.”

“Lots of people leave them,” she replied. “I was just hoping not to.”

“No reason for you to have to,” he said gently. “Knowing a bit about your family, I understand you must work within the confines that they give you, and, if that doesn’t work for you, then you should walk, be you, and they make their decisions accordingly.”

“Yeah, I hear you.” She took in the concoctions in his hands and gasped. “Those are massive.”

“Either you can share one together and hand off the other to somebody else,” he suggested, “or you’ll eat one yourself, and he’ll eat one.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

“You both need to gain weight,” he said bluntly.

She replied, “Is this a good way to do it, with sugar?”

“That’s not fair,” he replied. “This is really good ice cream. It has no chemicals in it, lots of fat, which you could use. Nuts are in here, strawberries, and a little bit of whipping cream.”

She smiled. “You’re still not going to convince me that it’s healthy.”

He grinned. “Don’t have to convince you,” he said, smiling. “It’s already in your hand. You’re already envisioning eating this, hands down,” he joked. “And I’ll consider my day a good day if I get you to chow through this masterpiece.”

“It’ll probably make me sick,” she feared.

“Nope. That it won’t. You just need to keep eating.”

“I’m always working on it,” she said, with a smile. And, indeed, she was. That he always took such good care of her here said a lot about who he was. It also said a lot about where Penny’s world focus was, about the friends that she hung out with. She certainly loved coming here, where she felt so welcome and warm.
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Owen was about ready to swear at Shane.

Finally Shane took a breath and said, “Okay, now slowly release your breath and straighten up.”

Owen groaned, as he straightened. “You did that on purpose.”

“Of course I did. We have to stretch and do a little bit more than what you want to do,” he explained. “It’s part of making your body do what it needs to do.”

“Says you.”

“Now that we’ve done a bunch of stretches, you can get into the hot tub.”

“You mean, now that my body is even more sore,” he teased. Then he quickly added, “I’m going. I’m going, just in case you change your mind.” He grabbed the railing, so that he could step down into the hot tub and at least get wet, before Shane made him do more exercises.

“You’re too funny,” Shane said.

“So, is his workout over?” Penny said from the stairs.

Owen looked up to see Penny coming down with two of the biggest sundaes ever in her hands.

He stared. “Wow, Shane, this is where you are at the crossroads of being a good guy and a bad guy. You need to tell her that, yes, I worked hard, and I do get one of those.”

Shane laughed. “He did work. Not exactly sure that he did enough to deserve one of those but …”

“It’s all good,” she said, as she walked over. “The question is whether we need one each or whether we should share one.”

“I’m prepared to share two,” Owen said. “How about you?”

She burst out laughing. “You know what? That’s not a bad way to look at it. If I only eat half of yours and half of mine, I didn’t eat a whole one, did I?”

“Really?” Shane asked. “Is that what you’ll tell yourself?”

“Maybe.” She grinned at him. “The two of us are trying to gain weight,” she explained. “I’m not sure this is the best way to do it but hey.”

“You do you,” he said, as he looked down at Owen, sitting in the hot tub. “Now, don’t overdo it—for the rest of day.”

“No,” he replied, with a big sigh. “I won’t. I’m just too happy to be done for the day.” Owen asked him, “Are you telling her that it’s a yes for the sundae?”

Shane said, “Yes, you can have a sundae.” And, with a grin at the two of them, he turned and walked away.

Owen smiled, as he looked up at Penny. “Wow, that’s quite the treat.”

Penny kicked off her sandals, carefully walked over, and stepped down one step, where she could sit on a dry section by the hot tub, and she handed him one. “This is chocolate, and this is butterscotch apparently,” she said.

“In that case, we are definitely doing half and half because I love both flavors.”

She burst out laughing. “I didn’t even think about that, but I do too.”

“Good,” he said. “So, anything happen while you were up there?”

She looked at him in surprise. “Why would you say that?”

“You look a little off.”

“My dad called, and it’s good news really,” she said. “He’s going to up the amount of the charity money that I’ve asked for.”

“Excellent,” he said, with a bright tone. “Good for you.” She smiled at him. “But you still sound glum.”

“Not so much glum, just a realization that, you know, maybe I’ve been taking him the wrong way.”

“That’s a good realization.” He paused. “Right?”

“Not really,” she said. “A part of me says I haven’t, and I shouldn’t let him off the hook so easily, but maybe I haven’t seen him for who he is.”

“Why? What happened?”

She gave him bits of the phone conversation, and he said, “He is just looking out for his daughter. You can’t blame a man for that.”

“No, I guess I can’t,” she noted. “I just haven’t really liked the way he’s done it.”

“Besides, he’s right. I mean, if scaring somebody away works, then they aren’t right for you anyway.”

She grinned. “And does that mean you won’t be scared away?”

He looked at her in surprise. “No way. Of course not. I won’t be scared away.”

She smiled and said, “Good.”

“Feel better, huh?”

“I do,” she said. “I mean, I figured that but …”

“I’m not made out of icing sugar,” he said. “And I don’t break down in the rain.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” she replied.

“And, when I really want something in my life, I fight for it.”

She smiled and felt the heat on her face, which meant he could see the flush on her cheeks.

“That’s the thing,” he said. “I’m not even in a position to really offer you anything, and I can’t even talk about the future yet because I’m still working on today.”

“I know,” she replied. “I didn’t ask for anything either. I’m happy to take it one day at a time.”

“I’m not certain I am,” he said. “I really want to ensure that I have a future that I want. And that is still a ways off yet.”

“Understood,” she said and took a bite of her ice cream.

“How’s it that you can bite into ice cream?” he asked, with a shudder.

“Not a problem,” she said, with a chuckle. “It’s not that hard. It’s started to melt a bit too.”

“It’s not that hard maybe, but it hurts my teeth.”

“Mine too,” she agreed. “At least sometimes, although not right now. You should try a bite.”

He winced and averted his gaze. “It’s easier if I don’t watch.” He laughed.

“You do you,” she said, “but I’ll totally eat this.”

“And here I thought it was too much,” he said.

“Nope, it isn’t.” She chuckled. “I thought it was too, but I was wrong.”

“Glad to hear it.” He smiled at her. By the time they got to the bottom of the dishes, he was groaning. “Maybe I ate too much.”

She looked at her watch. “You’ve got about an hour and a half until dinner.”

“Okay, that’ll be fine,” he said. “I’ll stay here for a bit and then go lie down.”

“And, on that note, I’m heading home.”

“Good enough.” He watched as she left, feeling part of his heart leave with her.

It was such a weird feeling, but he did feel handicapped, yet in a completely different way. Something he needed to bring up with the shrink next time. Something he hadn’t really expected, but it was there, and it needed to be dealt with. Now if only he remembered to bring it up.

It seemed like the days went by so fast, and time didn’t seem to matter here. He was back to remembering, having to remind himself, that this was a gift. This was a time for him to do what he needed to do. He also had to plan for tomorrow because he couldn’t stay here forever. It was starting to feel like he was hiding. And that would never be a good thing.


Chapter 9
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Several days later Penny walked into the lawyer’s office to take care of the paperwork.

He looked up, smiled, and said, “You dad was generous this time.”

“Good. I apparently have been quite a trial for him.”

“It’s good for him,” he said. “It sounds as if his conscience tells him that, as long as he’s helping you, then it doesn’t feel like he’s wasting money.”

“Oh, yes, he still does.” She chuckled. “It’s just easier for him this way.”

“True enough.” He grinned. “The paperwork’s here for you. Let’s start.”

By the time they were done, she stared at the amount of money typed up in front of her and said, “Now the question is, what can I do with that?”

“For those questions, you’ll need to visit your financial guy,” he said. “Then, when you decide what you’ll do, make sure you stay within his boundaries.”

“Yep, I do that now. The taxman has a habit of killing me, if I don’t.”

“Exactly,” he said.

Penny walked out of the lawyer’s office and into the investment advisor’s office. By the time that was all done, it was lunchtime.

She stood. “Man, I don’t even know where the morning went.”

“It does take a long time doesn’t it?”

“It so does,” she said, “but this has been a good morning.”

“Excellent. We can start with this amount of money going out on a regular basis now, and then you can up it by another ten thousand in a month.”

“Only ten thousand?” she asked, disappointed with that figure.

He laughed. “Only until we get past the first sixty days,” he said. “Then we can up that by another six figures a month.”

“That’s more like it,” she said. “Any way to make that even higher?”

“I’ll look into some of these new investments,” he stated. “I’ll see what we can move around to maximize your interest, but this is pretty decent.”

“It’s a help,” she agreed. “In fact, it’s a big help.”

He grinned. “I’ll keep in touch.”

She walked out, smiling and happy. As she was thinking about her morning, she sent her father a text. Thank you.

He sent back a little heart.

She stared at that for the longest time, wondering how long it had been since she had actually felt like daddy’s little girl. She thought about it as she went through the rest of her day. She sent Owen several texts throughout the day just to connect. When she didn’t hear back after the last one, she figured he just got busy.

Then Dani called her. “Where are you?” she asked lightly.

“I’m at one of the rescues, just picking up another rabbit,” Penny said. “Then I’ll bring it to Stan to get fixed.”

“Ah,” Dani said. “That’s interesting timing.”

“Why?” she asked.

“I probably shouldn’t say anything, but your father’s here.”

“What?”

“Did you make mention to him that maybe he should come meet Owen?”

“I did, but I wasn’t really expecting him to take me up on it.”

“Well, he did,” she said. “There hasn’t been any blows or screaming yet.”

“Good.” She frowned. “But I can’t say it makes me feel very good.”

“Your father is always going to be your father,” she said gently.

“I know. I know. I know. I’m supposed to be grateful.”

“He did just give you a lot of money.”

She laughed at that. “He did, and it’s all locked up nicely for investing, so I can help more people.”

“Good,” Dani said. “That’s nice to see.”

“It is, isn’t it? I keep reminding myself of that, while I’m on my way to your place. I should be there in about twenty minutes.”

“See you then.” Dani hung up.

Penny frowned, as she thought about her father and Owen. Was it okay that they were together, or was it bad news? As she walked into Stan’s, she handed over the rabbit, and they talked about what needed to be done, and then she headed to the elevator and upstairs.

When she exited the elevator, she caught a smug look on her father’s face, as he walked out of Owen’s room. Her heart froze at that.

He looked at her, trying to wipe the look off his face, and then shrugged. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

“You told me to come meet him. So I did.”

“And?”

“What’s to say?” he said. “I delivered the warning in person this time.” He shrugged and then added, “I’ve got to get back to work.”

She watched, aghast, as he turned and strode off. The tilt of his head, the arrogance of his smile, all said the visit went exactly as he had expected it to.

She crept forward and looked around the doorway to see Owen lying down, his eyes closed. “Owen?”

They flew open as he looked at her and smiled. “Your dad’s a hard man.”

“Are you okay?”

“He did catch me in a weak moment. I’ve been run through one of the worst workouts with Shane that I’ve had in forever,” he said. “So the pain is at level twelve, off the charts.” Then he shrugged.

“Did Dad upset you?”

She noted a shadow in his gaze, when he shook his head. “No, just made me think about a few things.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” she said.

He smiled. “But it’s not necessarily bad.”

“Doesn’t sound good though,” she repeated.

He replied, “He just gave me some things that I need to think about.”

She stood here awkwardly in the middle of the room, not knowing what to say, and he looked so exhausted. “I was hoping to spend some time visiting, but you look like you need to sleep.”

“Actually I do.” He struggled to keep his eyes open.

“I’ll see you tomorrow then?”

“Absolutely.” He yawned, and she could see that he was seriously done.

She sighed, turned, and walked out. She didn’t even stop in to see Dani because Penny wasn’t sure what to say.

As she got home and back to her empty townhouse, she realized how lonely it was and how much she was using the place not just as solace but as a nest. A place to come home to and a place to lick her wounds. Because that’s what she felt like she was doing today, and she didn’t even have any real reason to. As far as she knew, her father hadn’t been terrible, but again terrible had a lot of different definitions for various people. He wasn’t nice sometimes, and he was quite a hard man in many others. And that’s what Owen had said.

She frowned as she thought about it, as she tossed and turned for the rest of the night. By morning she had worked herself into a complete mess. And she still didn’t know what to do. But her day was busy, and she carried on with the work that she had to do, even as she tried to pull her mind back from Owen and her father and focus on everything else. By the time she got through her day, she hadn’t heard from Owen or her father.

Frowning at that, she called her mom. “What did he do?”

Her mom gave a heavy sigh. “He talked to Owen.”

“Yes, I saw him there,” she said. “What did he say?”

“What did Owen say he said?”

“I don’t know, Mom. I haven’t talked to him.”

A sad tone was in her mom’s voice. “Then maybe that was for the best.”

“I don’t understand,” she wailed.

“If your dad sent him away, and he left, then he’s not the man for you.” Her mother’s tone was filled with exasperation.

Penny snapped and said, “You know something? I’m more than a little tired of you guys deciding that for me. I get to choose who I want to spend time with.”

“And, if you do that and if it’s somebody he doesn’t approve, he will cut you off.”

“Interesting,” she murmured. “So, it’s all about power, and it’s nothing about love.”

“It’s also about protecting the family dynasty,” her mother said. “So, stop being a child about it.”

Hurt by her mother’s tone, and the obvious frustration in her voice, she hung up on her mother, not knowing the last time she’d ever done something like that. But now she was beside herself with worry about Owen. And the more she worried, the more she knew just how much she cared and how much she wanted Owen in her life. And she didn’t know what to do about it. And how was she supposed to broach that part of her that seemed to feel left out?

She somehow needed to make this right.
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Owen got off the phone, stretched, and turned ever-so-slightly, trying to ease the pain. He should go down to the hot tub. But he still had things to work on. He’d spent a heavy hour talking to the shrink this morning, then had quite a busy afternoon, doing more of the same. Shane had allowed Owen to not only skip a physical therapy session in order to go back for more counseling but to draft a letter for him too. And Owen was meeting the doc yet again in an hour.

As Owen walked into his final appointment of the day, Dr. Madison looked over at him and smiled. “And?”

“It’s funny,” he said. “I understand that man in so many ways. Because, if I had a daughter like Penny, I’d want to protect her too. At the same time, I’m struggling with that concept of I’m not whole. I’m not healthy. I’m not capable of looking after her.”

“Which is what we went over this morning. You’re just parroting her father’s words.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “And I feel much better about it all, and I made a decision. I’ve done something that—I don’t know—might upset Penny. And that’s not why I’m doing it obviously. But I’m going to give her father something that he needs.”

“What’s that?”

“He needs confirmation that I’m a good enough man for his daughter.”

“And how do you expect to give him that?”

“A simple reference from a friend, from a mutual friend, from someone he may not like but should respect. Plus a letter from Shane, as to my rehab success,” he said. “Normally I won’t play games. But, when I put myself in her father’s position, I realized that, for him, he needs to know that his daughter’s okay. Just by being stubborn I could walk away, and I could cause all kinds of trouble, and I’m not sure that Penny would align with my side, not so much because of what I said but more about why I did it. I hope she understands what I’m doing and my motivation. However, I don’t think she should be torn in the middle of this conflict between me and her father.”

“Good,” Dr. Madison agreed. “I’m still not too sure where you’re going with this.”

“Our mutual friend, he’ll meet with Penny’s father. They do know each other, running in the same business and social circles.”

“Maybe you should meet with them too, all at the same time.”

“I was just sitting here, trying to work my way through that.” Just then the phone rang. He apologized, looked down at the caller ID. “It’s Gunner, the mutual friend.”

“Go ahead and take it,” Doc said.

He answered the phone. “Hey.”

Gunner replied, “I’m coming in. We’re to have cocktails in about two hours. I think I should swing by and pick you up.”

“Yes,” he said instantly. “That’s a good idea.”

“Good. Are you sure you don’t want to bring Penny?”

“I’m still working my way through that.”

“Right. Either way, I think it’s time. Let me know what you decide.”

“Will do,” he replied. With that, he hung up and looked over at the doctor. “He’ll pick me up in two hours. I’m trying to decide if we should include Penny.”

“You might want to give her a chance to make that decision for herself.”

“Maybe,” he said. “I’ll think about it as I get ready.”

Just as he crutched into his room, he got a call. It was Penny.

“I don’t care what he said to you,” she declared, her tone firm. “I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

“What decision is that?” he asked.

“I want to spend time with you. I want to be with you. If he’s done anything to chase you away, I’ll never forgive him.”

“Remember, Penny. It’s not a case of your father chasing me away. It would be a case of somebody giving your father permission to do so.”

“Semantics,” she said, and he could almost hear the airy wave of her hand over the phone.

“Well, tell you what,” he said. “I’m meeting your father and Gunner in ninety minutes,” and he named the restaurant. “We’re having drinks.”

“Why?” she wailed.

“Because the one thing I do understand,” he said, “is his love for you. I also understand that your father cares, and he isn’t in any way convinced that I’m right for you or that I won’t hurt you. So references and reassurances are a simple thing I can give him, and it won’t cost me anything, but it will gain me something.”

“What will it gain you?” she asked.

“You can ask me that when this meeting’s over,” he said, with a note of humor.

“And you want me to just sit and wait?”

“Or you can come,” he offered. “But it might be better, at least in this instance, for just the men to meet.”

“That …” And then she stopped.

“I know it’s not the way you and I would normally do things,” he explained. “But your father respects men. I’m not so sure what he thinks about women at this point.”

“That they’re to be taken care of,” she replied instantly.

“Right, so let me have this meeting with him, and I’ll contact you when it’s over.”

“I don’t know if I can wait,” she whispered.

“We’ll see then,” he said. “Let me deal with your father—my way.”

She sighed. “If you say so. I won’t be happy if you let him chase you away.”

“Well, he won’t chase me away. Please remember that.”

“Still, that doesn’t mean that I trust him.”

“You trust me?”

Her answer was instant. “Yes.”

“Good,” he said. “Then just relax.” And, with that, he hung up.

How she would handle this, he wasn’t completely certain, but he did feel fairly strongly that this was something that he could do and that probably needed to happen. While getting ready, he knew it would be a challenge. He was tired, worn out, and, although he was on the mend, he sure wasn’t as far along as he could be. And he didn’t want to give an impression of something he wasn’t. But tonight needed to happen, so he would do the best he could and would go on from there.

He only hoped that she let the meeting happen and that the parties showed up with goodwill in their hearts because, if it went bad, it could get very bad. He was prepared for that, but he didn’t think that Penny should have to give up on her family. Not like this. There was just too much in life to live for, and it shouldn’t be a case of a life with Owen versus a life with her family. Owen and Penny hadn’t even gotten that far. He knew it was obvious that they were all talking about it, but he hadn’t had a chance to even venture down that path yet. He really was not happy that her father was trying to stop their relationship before it could even get that far. Owen understood that that didn’t change anything.

Hopefully tonight, everything would change. If not, he would have made a major gamble, and he would have lost. And there’ve been times in his life where he’d lost before. But never something as so important as tonight. Because, as he already knew, Penny meant everything to him.


Chapter 10
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Penny sat nervously in her living room, as she pondered the phone call with Owen and her parents. It was hard to know what to do; she wanted to let Owen have full rein, but she also knew that her father appreciated strength and hated weakness. In fact, maybe that was the wrong wording. He loved weakness because then he got to pounce.

But did he see that the difference between most men and Owen wasn’t spiritual weakness but a physical weakness, which was getting even stronger now? Did her father see that the inside was different, or was this actually Owen’s chance to show him? The fact that he was even doing this amazed her because really it said a lot about who Owen was.

She wasn’t exactly sure of his motivation behind it but knew that it was to pave the pathway for the two of them. And that made her feel so special that she knew, regardless of the outcome, it could never change her feelings for him. And she would do anything she could to make that pathway move more smoothly.

She sat, tormented, wondering back and forth what her options were, what the right path was. She knew her girlfriends would be split equally; one would say, Forget that. Go. You belong in that conversation. And yet another would say, No, this is his chance. He asked you to stay where you are, and you need to honor that. Penny groaned, getting up and working on paperwork for a few hours, while she tried to figure it out.

When her phone finally rang, she turned to see it was her mother. Eyebrows raised, she picked up her cell. “Hello?”

“What is going on?” her mom asked.

“You tell me,” she replied. “I’m sitting here, waiting.”

“Did you actually sic him on your dad?” her mother asked, sounding horrified.

“What are you talking about?”

“I’ve been given orders not to go for dinner tonight,” she said. “So, I’ve been sitting here, trying to figure out what’s happening. Hani said that he delivered your father to a restaurant, where two other people were waiting for your father. It took me a bit, but I finally got that out of him. Your weak boyfriend is actually there, trying to do something with your father.”

“Do not call him weak, Mother,” Penny snapped. She took a couple long inhales, composing herself. “I don’t think Owen’s trying to do anything,” she said. “I think he’s being a very generous soul, offering Dad some reassurance.”

“He’s injured. He doesn’t have a job. He’s got no money. He’s nobody,” her mom said in horror. “Do you really think your father cares?”

“Is that all he cares about?” she asked quietly.

Her mom stopped and said, “Don’t be foolish. Of course he cares about other things in life, including you.”

“That I think is what Owen’s banking on,” she said, “but I could be wrong. Because there’s absolutely no way for me to be sure exactly who my father is right now.”

“Please don’t do anything to split up the family.”

For the first time, Penny heard a note of pleading in her mother’s voice. “Why would you think that’s what I’m trying to do?” she asked, stinging from the accusation.

“Because often, when you try to make a point, you make it with a sledgehammer.”

“Wow.” She shook her head. “If I do, maybe it’s because you aren’t listening to me, and maybe it’s the only language you actually understand.”

Her mother gasped at that. “You can’t surely put me into that same group, can you?”

“Of course I can,” Penny snapped. “You don’t do anything unless it suits you, if it preserves the status quo. Even if you wanted to go against Dad, you know better than to try, so you avoid it, solely for self-preservation. Yet you don’t stand up for me, never have, and so this is just another example of Penny cannot make it on her own if we don’t support her. Do you ever really think about what I may want? Maybe that’s why you never wanted me to have a partner and to never have anybody care about me.”

“Don’t be foolish,” her mom snapped, obviously hurt. “That’s not fair.”

“Maybe not,” Penny said in the tired voice. “But I do know that I’m entitled to make my own mistakes and to pick my own friends and partners now that I’m an adult. You had a lot of control over that angle of my life growing up.”

“Well, we had to,” she said. “You were so sickly.”

“And now I wonder how sickly I really was. Maybe it was just your way of keeping me under your control.”

“How dare you say that,” her mom gasped in outrage.

“I don’t really know what to say to you,” she explained. “You keep telling me how I was sickly, when I know firsthand that I had an awful lot of bouts of ill health. But does that really mean that I wasn’t allowed to have friends of my own?”

“A lot of the families were afraid that, whatever you had, their kids would catch it.”

“Really?” she asked in surprise. “Wow, that’s protective of them.”

“That’s what we thought initially too, but everybody seemed to be fairly adamant about it. So, we just found it easier to keep you home.”

“But then you never switched out of that practice,” she said. “You kept me home—all the time. I didn’t get to go on some of the holidays that you went on with my brothers and sisters because, of course, I wasn’t strong enough. Wrong. Of course I was strong enough. I may have been sick, but I wasn’t mentally or physically disabled.”

“That’s not fair,” her mom said. “Most of those holidays you wouldn’t have enjoyed.”

“How do you know? I wasn’t given the choice,” she said quietly. “You made all those decisions for me, and, even now, you’re still trying to make these decisions for me, and that’s not fair.”

There was silence on the other end of the phone. Then her mother spoke. “I hadn’t considered that,” she said. “What we did, we did because we love you.”

“You know what? I’d like to believe that,” she replied. “I really would. And the fact of the matter is, depending on how this goes tonight, I’ll have a better idea if that’s the truth or if it’s just all about control. I really, really, really like this man, and I won’t appreciate it if you guys chase him away because of your own control issues.”

“And I told you before,” her mother interrupted, “if we chase him away, he’s not the man for you.”

“Yes, I heard that both times, and I can tell you right now that you won’t chase Owen away,” she said. “You’ll chase me away. Because this is somebody I want to keep in my life. And, if it comes to making a choice, then I will choose him over you. So that’ll be the decision you have to take with you.”

“That’s not fair,” her mom said. “Please don’t do anything rash.”

“I wasn’t planning on doing anything rash at all,” she snapped. “Why would you think that?”

“Because of the way you’re acting,” she said. “They’re just having drinks.”

“Yes, they are,” she agreed. “And the thing is, Dad’s already called him and told him to get out of my life. Then he visited him at a time when he was at his lowest, after a very tense physical therapy day, and, of course, Dad went for the jugular. I don’t appreciate it, and it does say an awful lot about what a sad example of a man my father is. I get that you find things to be proud of about him—for the way he acts, for the way he goes after people—but, when it comes to somebody who’s already down, that’s not cool. I don’t respect Dad for his actions. This isn’t about love and caring. It’s about having control of my future.”

There was silence at first. Then her mom said, “I didn’t know he was having a bad day.”

“But then you didn’t ask, did you? You just automatically assumed that this man, that I’m sure Dad told you all about, was nothing, was this broken-down, pathetic, weak man, who would feed off me and my inheritance,” she spat. “Didn’t you?”

Her mother’s total silence this time was more than enough for Penny.

“Not everybody is like that,” she said quietly.

“How do you know he’s not?” her mother asked. “You don’t know that.”

“But I do. His body has suffered a terrible trauma, and he is struggling to heal, and we don’t know what he’ll be like when he gets to the other side. In a sense, I haven’t actually seen him healthy yet,” she said. “But, regardless of his physical health, I do know who he is on the inside. I also know that neither of my brothers served in the military, and yet Owen did. I also know that my father never served in the military. He was too busy making money to serve his country.”

“Don’t go there,” her mother warned. “You know that’s a touchy subject for your father.”

“Sure, because both of his brothers went, and an awful lot of the family lauded their accomplishments while serving their country,” she said. “I think, in part, that’s something that Dad will hold against Owen, and that’s not fair either.”

“But life isn’t fair,” her mom snapped. “We keep telling you that.”

“I know,” she agreed. “If life were fair, I would have had a family who supported me, doing all the things I wanted to do, instead of keeping me away from the public eye, where I was out of view, so I wasn’t an embarrassment.”

Penny heard a short gasp on the other end, and then her mother said in a strangled voice, “That’s not why we did that.”

“I hope not,” she replied in a quiet voice. “But, when you look at it from my point of view, I no longer know why you kept me at home all the time. You say it’s because I was sickly, but it didn’t feel that way to me. It felt like I was somebody you wanted to keep away from the world, somebody you were ashamed of, somebody you didn’t want to acknowledge.”

“Stop, stop,” her mom said, and this time tears were in her voice. “That’s not true. None of that is true.”

“Then tell me. What’s true?” she demanded.

“We kept you home because we were afraid that you may not survive the next battle,” she argued. “We were protective because we came so close to losing you, time and time again. All we wanted was your safety.”

“Yes. And I’m really appreciative of that. But you forgot one of the golden rules of being a parent is that, at some point in time, you have to let go.”

Another long silence ensued on the other end. Her mother finally said, “I think you’re right.”

“Wow. Then I should have had this talk with you a long time ago,” Penny stated, keeping her voice low and quiet but still full of love. “Maybe such a confrontation earlier would have been the better thing to do, but I kept avoiding it, because I didn’t want the conflict. Everything in our family involves conflict. The only way to avoid it is to do exactly as we’re told to do. You would never just let me be me.”

“It’s not been that bad,” her mom protested.

“A gilded cage is still a cage, Mom,” she said quietly. “At some point in time, that has to change.”

“I know,” she agreed, her voice heavy. “I managed to let your brothers and sisters get married, but that’s because I always knew that you would be there, kind of always there, forever.”

“And having a partner doesn’t take me away from you, any more than it took my sisters away from you,” she said in surprise. “You know that.”

“It does, if your father doesn’t like him.”

“Ah,” she said. “Meaning that, as long as he approved of my choice, you would be allowed to keep seeing me. But, if Owen wasn’t in keeping with the family accord on this topic, then there would be an issue.”

“I love your father dearly,” she said, “but I’m not blind to how he is.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Penny replied, “because that makes you complicit in many ways, yes. It’s easier to believe that you were complicit in the way you raised me—because you were concerned about losing me—than to think it was all about power and control.”

“It’s not all about power and control for your father either,” she argued. “But he does think that he knows best, and he wants to make sure that you’re taken care of by somebody who can take care of you. An injured veteran who’ll never be at his peak again can’t do that.”

“When is he supposed to take care of me?” She paused. “I mean, if we’re talking about somebody breaking into the house, you know perfectly well then that it doesn’t matter what skills they have. If they come in with a gun and shoot us from the doorway while we’re sleeping, it wouldn’t have mattered what skills or what health my partner has.”

“All I can tell you is that your father’s worry will never go away, until he’s absolutely sure his daughter is in the correct hands.”

“Did he go through the same thing with my brothers?”

“No, of course not,” she snapped. “They’re men. And you can make all the comments you want about how sexist that is, but it doesn’t change the fact that a father wants sons, but he adores his daughters.” With that, her mother hung up.

Penny sat here for a long time, wondering on that adoring part. Had she really misunderstood her father because of all the power issues he had—and his inability to let go and to let be? As she thought about it some more, she wondered if maybe she shouldn’t go to the restaurant and step up. Thinking about it, she got dressed and called Hani.

Hani came to pick her up, and, even as she stood here on her front steps, unmoving, she wondered what her role in this was. She frowned.

Hani looked at her. “You sure you want to go there?”

“Yeah, I think I have to.”

He got her into the vehicle and took her to the restaurant. The whole way she was quiet. He suggested, “It might be better to let them work it out themselves.”

“Maybe,” she said, “but I feel like something is there that I didn’t understand. Maybe it’s better that I do this and that I figure it out now.”

“Maybe figure it out, without interfering?” Hani suggested hopefully.

She looked at him, smiled. “If they both love me, they’ll forgive me, if I’m on the wrong path.”

He shrugged, then nodded. “They might be angry for a little bit, but, yes. You’re right.”

“Anger’s not a bad thing,” she said. “Often we’re angry for the wrong reason. We just don’t want to look at what the real reason is.”

“So, when did you get to be so smart?”

She smiled and gave him a gentle hug. “When I was in the background of life, watching everybody else get to live, and I was always being protected because life was too dangerous for me.”

“They only did that out of love,” he explained, as if already understanding where she had been going with that.

“And I agree,” she noted, “but it’s also time for them to stop doing it.” With that, she turned, and she walked up to the restaurant.

The maître d’ walked over, and she motioned toward her father who, she saw, was seated in the far back section. The maître d’ escorted her to the table and to the spare chair, which was unusual because, most of the time, they removed any empty chairs. She walked over first to her father, gave him a hug and a kiss, something that he really didn’t like in public. She then walked around and did the same for Gunner. As she walked toward Owen, who was watching her, she did the exact same thing.

He pulled back the empty chair for her, even though the maître d’ was about to do the same thing, and she sat down beside them.

“So, how’s the talk going?” she asked to the table in general.

At that, Owen burst out laughing. “You are so special.”

She grinned at him. “You see? That’s why I like you. You take me as I am.”

“We’ve always done that,” her father said immediately.

She looked at him gently. “No, you see me as somebody about to break at the slightest stress. I get that it was out of love, but I’m not that same sickly child on my deathbed that I was before. I’m much stronger. And I’m much older. I’m fully capable of making decisions in my life.”

He frowned at her but played with his wineglass.

She looked over at Gunner. “Have they been playing nice?”

“As nice as they can be,” he said, with a sly grin.

“That’s more than I had hoped for.” She looked over at Owen, laced her fingers with his. “How are you?”

“I’m fine,” he said, with that lazy grin of his and then smiled at her. “You just couldn’t leave well enough alone, huh?”

“I thought about it for a long time, had a long talk with my mother, and then I realized that I didn’t need to come here to defend you.”

Owen’s eyes lit with surprise. “No?”

She shook her head. “No,” she said, “because you don’t need defending. You are one of the most honorable, straight-up men I know. You will do exactly what you need to do in every instance. I know that you’re there for me, now and forever. I certainly don’t have to do anything for Gunner because he’s well-known for being who he is—a sharp businessman, a crafty guy, with a roaming eye. He’s got a good heart, all the way through.”

“Oh, oh,” Gunner replied, a hand to his chest, expressing faint praise. “So, what are you after?”

She immediately said, “Money.”

He burst out laughing again.

“And I don’t need to defend myself.” At those words, she slid her gaze to her father, and she gave him the gentlest of smiles. “It’s actually my father who I came here to defend.”

All the men stopped and stared.

“Because he’s a hard man, and he’s very much a power pusher, he’s somebody who thinks he knows everything, that he has all the answers. But really he’s coming from the heart here, and he’s worried about me,” she said, as she looked over at Owen. “He just doesn’t really know or understand that I’m all grown up, and he doesn’t even know who I am as a person.”

She shifted in her seat to face Owen. “It’s not about whether you’re capable of looking after me. It’s whether Dad feels comfortable enough to let me go. I have come to tell you guys that you need to give Dad a handicap and treat him a bit gently because I’ve been his little girl for a very long time,” she said, feeling tears in the back of her eyes. “And he just isn’t quite ready for that status to change. I don’t think it’ll matter if I’m thirty, forty, fifty, or whatever. I’m always going to be his little girl. And, the fact that I had a rough childhood adds to this.”

Her dad choked up, when she said that.

“Okay, a really rough childhood. Apparently they almost lost me several times, and some of those details were never given to me. Until today. So the real reason Dad can be such a jerk when it comes to my life is because he loves me.” She looked over at her father. “Isn’t that right, Dad?”

He stared at her, and she saw the shimmer of tears in his eyes, but he was too choked up to speak. All he could do was nod.
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Owen had to admit that he hadn’t been so sure when she’d shown up. He’d even been worried that she hadn’t trusted him to handle this. That she’d come for a completely different reason had warmed his heart and had made him realize just how very special this woman was. With their fingers laced together, he leaned over, and their lips met ever-so-gently. He whispered, “Well done.”

She gave him a brilliant smile. “Thank you. And, no, I never doubted you.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” he said. He looked over to see how her father was composing himself because it was always hard for a man like that to have an emotional hit in public. As it was, Owen caught Gunner’s gaze, and Gunner winked at him.

Owen smiled at Penny’s father. “I gave Gunner permission to share a few things about me. Gunner and I are old friends, old family friends for that matter.”

Her father, managing to regain his composure, looked at Gunner and then stared at Owen. “Oh?”

“Yes,” Gunner replied. “Originally his family and mine did business way back when. Over the last decade or so, it’s just been Owen and me,” Gunner explained. “We’ve invested in some ventures together.” He quickly named several big development projects that they had collaborated on.

Her father sat back, frowning at Gunner in surprise, and then he turned his direct gaze to Owen. “And you have been involved in some of that?”

Owen knew that her father was, more or less, asking as to whether Owen was in business himself, was he actually active in any of this, or if he was just like maybe his own daughter, somebody who got a lot of money off the family.

“When I went into the navy, I completed my business degree, and I carried on with a lot of my education while I was there, and now I’m stepping back out into the business world,” he said. “There is an awful lot of my family’s business that I could step in and take over, but my brother is doing a great job. So I’m not sure that that’s what I want to do.”

“What are you planning to do?”

“Gunner and I were talking about setting up a company together,” he replied. “And honestly, your daughter has more or less convinced me that I probably need to do something along the line of what she’s doing.”

At that, her father laughed. “You’ve got to watch that,” he said. “She’s deadly at getting money out of people.”

“I’ve had the opportunity to see her work,” Owen said, with a lopsided grin. “And I admit that I’m not immune. So there will be that aspect of the money too. I need to find a house and potentially make some modifications, depending on how well my rehab goes.”

“How much longer do you have?” her father asked.

“At the most two more months,” he said. “I’ve come a long way already. And I have that in writing from Hathaway House.” Owen slid over a sealed envelope, containing Shane’s letter, confirming Owen’s recovery to date. Also setting out the factors that led him to seek out Hathaway House.

“You have, indeed, come a long way,” Gunner said. “I’m so thrilled I came up here to see you. After seeing those early pictures, I was afraid. Your brother told me that he wasn’t even sure you would survive.”

“And yet here I am,” he said, with the same lopsided grin. “Some of us just aren’t meant to go young.” Owen looked over at her father and said, “So your daughter will be in good hands, and, more than that, I will be in good hands with your daughter.” Owen watched as the older man took a long slow deep breath and let it out quietly.

“Thank you for that,” he said. “She’s been difficult to raise, in the sense that we spent a lot of time not knowing if she would live from one day to the next. Then, when she finally seemed to get better, she would get sick again. She doesn’t look after herself,” he warned.

“That’s not fair,” Penny interjected.

Owen squeezed her fingers gently and nodded. “When she comes to see me, we feed her every time she’s at Hathaway because she’s just so busy.”

“Exactly,” her father said, with a shake of his head, as he glared at her. “How many times have we told you that you’ve got to eat.”

“I eat,” she replied with a resentful tone.

“And what do you two do now?” her father asked.

Grinning at her, Owen answered. “We talk, share about our days, compare notes on various topics, hash out business ideas. I think half of our time is spent sharing food.”

“And it’s really good food,” she added.

“So maybe then, when we get a house,” he said, “we’ll see what we can do about fattening you up?”

“That won’t ever happen with my build,” she said, “but we can work on fattening you up.”

“We’ll both be scrawny and skinny together. How’s that?” he said, grinning.

She nodded.

Owen turned to her father. “We are aware of this issue with both of us. And it’s isn’t for a lack of care,” he said, “as much as we’re just always busy.”

“You still have to look after yourselves,” her father admonished them.

She rolled her eyes and then glared at her father, who was now grinning. “See? See? This is what I deal with,” she told Owen, pointing at her father.

“Good,” her father said. “I’m glad to see it.”

And, in Owen’s opinion, her father did look like a huge weight had come off his shoulders.

“You may want to talk to Mom when you get home,” she suggested, “because I know that she’s worried too.”

“We’re all worried,” he replied, “but I’m glad that it appears we were worried needlessly.”

“Not needlessly,” she said. “Dad, I understand. At least now I understand. I promise that I’m not planning on being so foolish as to not look after myself.”

“No, I think you just get caught up in all the stuff that you’re doing that food doesn’t even matter.”

“And I’ll work on that too,” she said.

“Good. I’d like to have you around for a few more years.”

“How about a year or two?” she said in a teasing voice. “So, Dad, when did you last have a checkup?”

He rolled his eyes. “I don’t like doctors,” he replied. “I’m not going there.”

She burst out laughing, as she looked over at Gunner. “I suppose you’re the same.”

He gave a mocking look of shock. “Yep, I don’t like doctors much either.”

“I can’t say I do either,” she said. “I spent more than my fair share with them, growing up.”

“It seemed like you caught everything,” her father said, with a reminiscent tone. “And it didn’t matter how well sheltered we kept you, it just came in the neighborhood, found you, and bam. You were down.”

“But I’m stronger now,” she added. “Way stronger.”

“And that’s a good thing. Now if we could just keep up that progress.”

“I’m almost thirty, Dad.”

“And still, that last bout knocked what? Ten pounds off you?”

She winced. “Maybe a little more.”

“Exactly. That’s what I mean,” he said. “So, it is what it is, but let’s make sure that we get you as healthy as we can.”

She grinned. “Fine. And you’ll stop meddling in my life?”

“It seems,” he said, with a note of approval to Owen, “it seems like you’re finally getting your life straightened out.”

“I am,” she said. “I definitely am.”

Owen smiled, realizing that he’d passed whatever test he had to pass. The beginning of the meeting had been stiff and formal, with very few words spoken and more drinking going on. Her father knew both Gunner and now Owen, but he had no idea about the connection between Gunner and Owen, only that they knew each other too.

As soon as her father had heard that Gunner was an old family friend, her father had had his suspicions that something else might be going on here. But Gunner hadn’t come right out and said anything. And, for that, Owen appreciated that strategy. Gunner let this play out, just catching up on business with Penny’s dad and telling of Gunner’s recent successes.

Watching the polite interactions at the table had been amusing, since Owen knew what the ultimate goal was here and her father was still searching for that. Owen had seen Penny’s father’s expression when his daughter had shown up. Owen had frowned initially, thinking that she might have gone against his wishes or had come to pressure him. But her words had completely disarmed him in a second. And that was worth so much.

Not only had Owen witnessed a father’s love but also a daughter’s love, and, for that, he was very grateful.


Chapter 11
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The next morning Penny woke with a smile on her face. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done that. But she felt this sense of acceptance inside—with her mom and her dad. The men had met for drinks and a talk, but, with Penny’s appearance, it had morphed into dinner. So last night had been a wonderful affair; she’d almost phoned her mom to come and join them but realized that it was a unique opportunity to be with her dad, one-on-one. The fact that she had been there with Owen as well was just even that much more special.

At the end of the evening Hani had delivered Owen back to Hathaway, and she’d given him a good-night kiss and then she had gone home again.

As she got out, she looked over at Hani and said, “It was all good.”

“Good.” He nodded. “Life’s too short for all this strife.”

“I agree.” Now she’d walked inside and realized that she had not only turned a corner in her relationship with her parents but also with Owen. They hadn’t actually talked about tomorrow; they hadn’t talked about anything except that they really wanted to make sure that today had happened. When she thought about this morning, she realized that the tomorrows weren’t even important because she already knew that she and Owen would be together. It was just such an oddity, a peculiar feeling, to sense that knowing inside her. It was so strange, so special.

She got up, had a shower, and walked into the kitchen to put on coffee. Then she stopped, remembering the conversation last night. Then determinedly she walked to the fridge to see if she could get down any food. She found a container of yogurt and thought that was a good place to start; she mixed it with little fresh fruit and some seeds, and then sat out on the sun deck with her breakfast.

She loved her little brownstone, but Owen’s comment about maybe some adaptations made her realize that her time here might be coming to an end too. If she wanted a life with Owen, then they would look at a more open house plan. Maybe a one-story home. She didn’t know.

He walked and used a cane some of the time; she knew she hadn’t seen him with crutches or in a wheelchair in a while. Of course, the day her father had seen him, Owen was in a wheelchair. So it was an interesting problem. She’d talk to him more about it and didn’t really want to push it. Her phone rang, and she looked to see that it was her mom. “Good morning, Mom,” she said, wondering just how this conversation would go.

“Good morning,” she replied. “I don’t know how the two of you did it, but your father’s singing a completely different tune this morning.”

“Perfect,” she replied. “It was a lovely dinner last night.”

“I’m glad to hear that, and I still don’t know how you managed to make that happen.”

“You were actually instrumental, Mom, in helping me to figure out what was going on. Once I did, then, well, that was easy.”

Her mom still sounded confused, when they rang off ten minutes later, but Penny wasn’t; she was content and happy within her own little world now. It was already getting to be late morning. As she checked her schedule on her phone, she knew it would be a crazy busy morning. If she could, she would try to make time to get out to Hathaway House. And, if it didn’t work out, well, unfortunately that would be a day that she didn’t get to see Owen.

And those days were hard days; she missed him terribly. It was like finding another half of yourself, and then only being allowed to be complete with that other half on the odd occasion. The tearing apart, the separation, was getting worse. Last night she’d had a hard time with it. It had been a good evening. And all the rest? It still wasn’t quite their time yet. She knew it was coming but just not now. It was noon before she walked into Hathaway.

Dani looked up from the front desk, where she was sitting, and said, “Just in time for lunch.”

She threw up her hands. “I don’t do it on purpose, you know.”

She chuckled. “And you know that it’d be totally okay if you were.”

“It’s hardly in the associate agreement,” Penny said.

Dani laughed. “But it’s in your employee packet.”

“Really?”

“You didn’t read it, did you?” Dani asked, smirking.

“No,” Penny admitted. “Plus, you guys have enough mouths to feed.”

“Did you have breakfast?”

“I did,” she replied. “I had yogurt.”

“Good, that’s excellent,” Dani said.

“Does everybody really think I don’t look after myself?” she asked.

“I think your basic scrawniness is enough to make everybody think you never eat,” Dani explained. “We care and we worry.”

“And that’s the nicest thing people have said to me in a long time,” she noted. “But you’re right, and I am working hard to look after myself better.”

“Good.” She nodded. “I’m pretty sure Owen will take a hand in that too.”

“And yet I don’t want him having to mother me,” she complained. “I’m finally getting my own mother into her rightful place.”

“How’s that going?” she asked.

“Much better after last night.” She explained briefly everything that had gone on, from her mother’s phone call to dinner.

When she explained about the dinner, Dani’s gaze widened. “That’s huge.”

“It is. I should have done it a long time ago,” Penny said. “I just never even knew.”

“And you can’t blame yourself for that,” Dani replied. “Life is so full of twists and turns. It’s hard to even see where we’re supposed to go, without questioning things where we’ve been.”

She chuckled. “I hear you.” She looked down at her watch. “If you’ll excuse me.” Then she raised her eyebrows.

“Yes, I’m sure you’re off to see Owen. He’s been with the psychologist this morning.”

“Oh, that could be good or bad.” She frowned.

“Trust,” she said. “Even if it was bad, remember. It’s a process.”

“Right,” she replied, as she walked down the hall. She wondered just what they talked about in those meetings. She could imagine, but, at the same time, it had to be rough on everybody. Particularly with her, hearing this newest information about her childhood, she should probably go. She used to as a young child, but maybe, if she’d gone since then, it would have taken her less time to have sorted herself out.

As she got to Owen’s room door, it was closed; she knocked but there was no answer. She frowned and looked up and down the hall and then walked back to the front desk. “Can you tell me where Owen’s supposed to be right now?”

Melissa was back to manning the front desk now. “I thought Dani said that he was in his shrink’s appointment.”

“His door’s locked, closed,” she said. “I don’t want to interrupt or to wake him.”

She checked the schedule in the computer. “His appointment’s over. So either he’s in the dining room or he may be resting.”

“Okay. I’ll check to see if he’s in the cafeteria. If I don’t get to see him, I just don’t get to see him.”

“But you know you want to.”

“Yep, I sure do,” she said, with a bright smile, “but his health is more important than anything.”

She headed to the dining area and stopped just inside the door; it was lunchtime, and a lot of people were here. Why she hadn’t assumed that Owen would be here, she didn’t know. As she walked forward, she saw Dennis at the counter. She called out to him and asked about Owen. Dennis shook his head, understanding what she was asking, and telling her that he hadn’t shown up yet. That meant Owen was in his room.

She sighed with disappointment as she headed back to his room. When there was still no sign of him, she stepped out to the front of the building, determined to leave, figuring that today just wouldn’t work out; that was the way some days were. Whether she liked it or not. She drove on out and headed home again. By the time she got through the rest of the paperwork she’d been pushing off, she noticed a message on her phone; somehow she’d missed a call too.

She checked, and, sure enough, it was from Owen. She called him back and got him. “Hey, I stopped by, but I couldn’t find you.”

“Really?”

“Yes, I knocked on your door, but you didn’t answer, and I didn’t want to wake you if you were sleeping.”

“What time were you here?”

“Just past noon.”

“Ah,” he said. “Yes, I was lying down. I guess I zoned out. When I woke up, it was past one.”

“In that case, I’m glad I didn’t wake you. You need to heal.”

“I’m getting there,” he said. “How are you doing after last night?”

“I’m doing fine.” She smiled to herself. “You?”

“Much better,” he replied. “And, as long as everybody is talking and working toward having relationships, it’s all good.”

She chuckled. “Thank you for making the effort last night.”

“I was pretty surprised when I saw you show up,” he said. “But you know what? I think you did the right thing.”

“Thank you,” she replied, happy to hear his praise. “I wasn’t thinking it was the right thing. I had nerves the entire way.”

“They didn’t show when you got there. And that’s something anybody in business can appreciate.”

She chuckled. “Are you really looking at doing a project with Gunner?”

“Absolutely, we’ve done some in the past together,” he said. “This one is just a little bit different.”

“In what way?”

“We’re looking at doing an animal hospital in town,” he explained. “One of the vets needs to expand, for emergency care, and they also want to do a certain amount of pro bono work.”

“That’s the Penta Coast project?”

“Oh, you’ve heard of it,” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “I was really hoping that it would go forward. It’s one thing for me to donate a little bit, but that’s going to require a big amount of money.”

“It is,” he agreed. “Which is why we’ve been talking together about it. We might even drag your dad into it.”

She laughed. “Oh, I’d love that,” she said in amusement. “Hey, I’m really sorry that I didn’t get to see you today. I’m actually finding all this time apart very frustrating.”

“Then maybe you’ll be happy to hear that I’ve got about four more weeks, according to Shane.”

“Is that all?” she asked, looking at the calendar. “That would be huge.”

“Yes, it also means I need to make some plans for when I get out of here.”

“Oh, wow,” she said. “When you’re done there, you need a place to go to.”

“Absolutely, a lot of people have family already, and my brother is not here in my corner of the world,” he said. “So, something I need to think about. Shane didn’t guarantee it would be a month, but it won’t be much longer than that anyway, and that’s really good to know.”

“You’ve done so well,” she said warmly.

“And I still have a ways to go, so I want to make the best out of what I’ve got here.”

“Exactly. I’ll stop by tomorrow morning.”

“Do that,” he said, with a smile. “I’ll be sure I’m not asleep.”

“Sleep if you need to,” she said. “Remember? That’s why you’re there.”

“To sleep?” he asked, with a note of laughter.

“Ha, ha,” she said. “One month, wow!”

[image: * * *]

The next morning, a knock came at Owen’s door. “Come in.” He looked up to see Dr. Madison.

“Hey, just coming to check on you.”

“I did crash after our session yesterday,” he admitted. “It was not the easiest.”

“And yet it was a triumph,” he said, walking forward and pulling up the chair beside him.

“I achieved all kinds of things,” he acknowledged. “I’ve still got to deal with the fact that I don’t feel like I’m presenting as an able-bodied man.”

“And yet you’re so much more able-bodied than when you came here.”

“More so, but obviously that’s an issue, as I had to come in on crutches, not a wheelchair, but is more so enough?” he asked.

“Nobody can answer that but you,” the doctor said.

“And I get that, but, at the same time, I worry.”

“I think if you don’t worry, then it’s a problem. But, as long as you’re worrying, it’s keeping you on target. It’s a learning process. Remember that.”

Owen sank back and thought about it. “It was an interesting dinner the other night.”

“And interesting that she went to the restaurant.”

“And that she didn’t defend me,” he said, with a lopsided grin. “It was a unique twist.”

“It just shows that she loves her father very much.”

“It does, and I like that,” he replied.

“It also means that she understands you,” he said.

“How do you figure?” he asked.

“Because she didn’t undermine your own confidence. She didn’t try to take that away from you. She was perfectly secure in letting you have your able-bodied moment.”

He chuckled at that. “It sounds so foolish when you say it that way, doesn’t it?”

“Absolutely,” the doctor said, with a grin. “But, just because we have a slip from time to time, doesn’t mean that it isn’t of value. You’ve been working on this since you arrived, and it’s just as important that you deal with it and understand that you’re likely to still deal with it. First impressions are important. You have a business life, and many needs are out there. So, as far as you’re concerned, you want people to see you as a strong capable person, not as a disabled person.”

“Because I’m not disabled,” he said honestly.

“Exactly, and having made that decision that you’re not disabled, then you don’t have to worry about it. You’re in transition right now. You know perfectly well that everything is shifting. So I think, after the sleep you got yesterday, you’re probably doing just fine.”

“I missed Penny’s visit yesterday and then slept through the rest of yesterday—lunch, dinner, all of it,” he noted.

“And yet you’re still pondering something.”

Owen looked over the doctor, smiled. “Yes, but I do feel much better. Now I have some weighty matters to deal with.”

“They should be done with heart,” the doctor said gently. He stood and smiled. “I know you know how to take care of that part from here.”

“Thanks, Doc,” he said, lifting a hand.

“You’re welcome.” He nodded. “You’re a good man. Don’t be afraid to show it.”

“I’ll try not to be a jerk,” he said. “I had that pretty well taken out of my résumé, after that dinner. I learned a lot from her actions. They were completely coated in love.”

“Because she came from her heart,” he said. “So treat her the same way.”

After the doctor was gone, Owen thought about that. It wasn’t hard because he really cared for—no, he loved Penny. He hadn’t thought to find love in a place like this, but he’d certainly seen couple, upon couple, upon couple here find love themselves. It was an amazing added benefit of Hathaway House, something that he had never expected.

Neither had he expected to end up with future business ties to Gunner. But Owen should have known that would always be a possibility. Gunner had wanted him to do a couple things for him, years ago. When Owen had refused, saying that he would be his own boss, Gunner told him to let him know when he was ready, that he should come to Gunner and that they would do something together. Owen had forgotten about so much since he’d been injured; it was like time was frozen, and he hadn’t moved forward. But he was now in a big way.

Even as he thought about it, he got an email from Gunner, outlining some of the issues they faced on one of their projects.

Owen sent back an email message, asking if Gunner knew of a house for rent locally. When his phone rang, Owen wasn’t surprised. It was Gunner.

“Lots of them,” he said. “Give me a list of your requirements, and I’ll have somebody pull up a bunch of the houses in your area and see what might suit. Are you looking to buy right away?”

“Not yet. I’ll get her input on that first.”

He chuckled. “Do I get an invite?”

“If she says yes.” And Owen left it at that. He had lots to consider, and he would discuss it all with Penny.
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Owen was happy to see Penny today, since he had missed her visit the day before. This was their first face-to-face exchange since that evening spent with her father and Gunner. He kept thinking back to that night and was so proud of her. Yet why was he so tongue-tied today?

Finally, at the end of her visit, Penny stood, tilted her head. “You’ve been off today.”

“I’m just tired,” he said, as an excuse.

She gave him a gentle hug and then laughed. “And you said sleeping here was not an option.” With a wave and a smile, she left.

Owen really didn’t deserve her, but he had no intention of not accepting everything she had to offer because he really, really cared. What he had to do was find a way to tell her and soon. And he didn’t quite know how to do that.

Another week went by, as Owen dealt with more of his psychological issues than his physical rehab. He told Shane, “It almost feels now like I don’t belong here.”

“And that’s when you know it’s almost time to leave,” he said.

“It feels good,” Owen said. “I didn’t think that, when I first got here.”

“And now?” Shane asked.

“Now I’m so glad I came,” he admitted. “It’s been a heck of a journey but a really worthwhile one.”

“Keep that in mind when you head out into the bigger world and when you come up against things that may be physically challenging. They’re just things you learn to deal with in smaller bites, and you’ll get there.”

“I wonder. It feels like everything’s completely different now.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Shane cocked his head at Owen.

He grinned. “It’s good.”

“And, of course, you have Penny too.”

“I do, but I must do something about that too.”

“In what way?”

Owen shrugged. “I haven’t solidified that relationship yet.”

“Probably,” Shane said, “because you’re in here, so you still feel more invalidity, than a man on his own.”

“That’s true,” he agreed. “I’m about to take a trip into town and look at a place that I might rent from Gunner.”

“That would be good. If you have a prospective place to move into, that would mean independence in a big way. But she might have other plans too.”

Owen raised his eyebrows. “Like what?”

At that, Shane just laughed. “You’re a couple now. I suggest you talk to her first.”

Owen thought about that a lot. Just hours later, he smiled as Penny approached him.

She smiled back and asked, “Are you really out of here in three weeks?”

“A little faster if I can,” he replied. “Now that I’m getting so close, it’s like I can’t wait.”

“But remember,” she said. “It’s all about accepting the gift of being here.”

“It’s been a huge gift.” Owen snatched her up into his arms and held her close.

“You feel so different,” she said, chuckling against his neck.

“I feel it too. I feel strong. I feel vibrant.”

“Good,” she’s murmured, looking up at him with a gentle gaze. “So, I was thinking, how about you move into my place when you leave here?”

“I was actually thinking about renting a house from Gunner.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “I didn’t want to push you.”

“Push me?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I thought that, if we had a few months together in my home, in that time we could find a place that we could buy, the two of us.”

“Oh.” He understood her plan, and he looked at her in delight.

“I was thinking my brownstone was probably not big enough.”

“It depends. Are you ready for something different?” he asked. “You could still keep that one.”

“I could. I don’t know. I’ll think about whether that’s important. It was my hidey-hole for a time, but I don’t need that anymore.”

“Besides, before we move in, I guess I’m old-fashioned,” he said. “I would like for us to have something formal, more than what we currently have.”

She frowned, not understanding.

He slid his hand into hers. “I haven’t been able to get out and do very much yet. I planned a trip yesterday to go to town, but I didn’t get it squeezed in.”

“And?”

“So, I feel like I don’t really have anything to offer.”

She shook her head, frowning, and he placed a finger on her lips and whispered, “No, I’m not in a feel-sorry mood. I had hoped to hit a jewelry store.”

Her gaze widened. “Oh.” She didn’t know what to say.

He grinned. “And then I figured that a woman like you probably has a ton of jewelry.” She nodded. “So, if possibly you say yes, I thought we could go ring shopping together later.”

Her gaze widened, and her cheeks paled. “What are you saying?” she asked in a faint voice.

He winced. “I’m not doing it very well, am I?”

“You need to get it out,” she said. “So that we’re under no misunderstandings here.”

He reached for both of her hands and then kissed her knuckles, first one and then the other. “Will you marry me? Spend the rest of your life with me? Raise our children together hopefully, if we get so lucky? And be at my side—through the thick and the thin, the good and the bad—and maybe, if we’re really lucky, get to sit side by side in matching rocking chairs and watch the world go by.”

He studied her gaze, seeing the tears in the corner of her eyes. “I’m not sure if those tears are a good thing or a bad thing,” he said. “So I need you to tell me.”

She rubbed her eyes on her sleeve, like a child, and she whispered, “It’s a very good thing, and the answer is yes. I feel like I’ve been waiting for you forever.”

“I’m really glad to hear that,” he said. “I’m sorry I made such a muck of it.”

She laughed, threw her arms around his neck, and held him close. “You didn’t make a muck of it.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

He tilted her head up, and he looked into her eyes. “I don’t want to rush you. I know that you’re exploring a new relationship with your father, and we’re having such fun together that I didn’t really want to push our relationship further at the same time. Plus, I didn’t want my release from the center to be something that took us forward faster than we were ready.”

“We still aren’t moving fast enough for me,” she said quietly, “but I didn’t want to pressure you. Look at you. You’re about to finish your PT, launch your new business, and move into a new home, all while sharing your life with me. I figured you might need time to return to whatever physical world you were setting up, and that may be down the road. So we can talk about it all, whenever you are ready.”

“But you would just move me into your brownstone anyway?” he asked in a teasing voice.

“I was just trying to help out.” She shrugged, then smirked. “And keep you close.”

“Keeping me close is always a good thing.” He chuckled.

“And I don’t quite know if the brownstone is big enough, but we can certainly take a look and see.”

“I am still here for a couple weeks though.”

“I must warn you,” she said. “With my family, I’m not likely to get away with a small wedding.”

He nodded. “On the other hand, nobody said that we can’t get married more than once. So I was wondering if you would maybe marry me first in a simple just-us ceremony, and then we’d let your family have a big wedding.”

She looked at him in wonder. “You know what? I always thought that was a great idea, to go get married quietly, just the two of us, something private and special between us, and then let the family and friends know that we’re married. I would prefer a big reception later to celebrate with family and friends, but Mom will demand that she orchestrate a big wedding.”

He nodded. “I like the reception idea myself. That big fancy society wedding would cost a lot of money. Is she expecting us to foot the bill?”

Penny immediately shook her head. “I’m not paying for that. And I’ll make that very clear to her. That’s not my thing, and luckily you agree with me. If she wants that big fancy wedding for me that she keeps talking about, then she’s got to be willing to spend her money, not mine. All of mine goes to my charities, except for living expenses.”

“Right, so we’ll get married ourselves, save our money to put into various charities,” he said calmly. “Then, when it comes to family, we’ll let them do what they want to do, because, well, it’s family.”

She grinned. “And we’ll try to rein in my mother, but we won’t succeed.”

“Exactly,” he said.

She nodded. “Family. What are you going to do?”

“What about gifts, registering?”

“Not my thing. I’d rather people donate to a charity, preferably one of ours.” She smiled broadly.

“Exactly.” He held her close and asked, “You sure?”

“I’m absolutely sure,” she said. “I thank you so much.”

He looked at her in surprise. “What are you thanking me for?”

“For putting me out of my misery so fast,” she replied. “I was afraid that you’d wait months and months before doing this. And I didn’t want to go through that kind of agony.”

“Nope, I’m not into waiting,” he said. “That’s why I thought that, maybe in the next few weeks, we could make plans and quietly get married on our own. I wouldn’t even mind getting married here.”

She looked at him, her eyes wide. “That is an awesome idea,” she breathed. “Too bad a minister isn’t here.”

“I don’t know if there is or not,” he said. “There might even be a patient who’s one, but, if not, maybe we can just bring one here?”

“We’ll look into it, and, of course, we’d have to ask Dani.”

“Why don’t you just consider that question asked already.”

They spun around to see Dani, with Shane behind her, both grinning like fools. “I keep trying to tell you guys that there’s no such thing as privacy here,” she said. “And, when you didn’t show up for your appointment”—she cleared her throat and gave a pointed glance at Shane and then back to Owen—“I came to see what was up.”

Owen grinned. “We got sidetracked.”

“And sidetracked is good. And, yes, to a wedding here,” she confirmed. “It’ll change the atmosphere completely, and I think a lot of people would really love that.”

“Perfect,” Penny said, “but small.”

“Small, it is,” Dani said, rolling her eyes. “If you count a couple hundred as small.”

At that, everybody laughed.

Owen looked at Penny and asked, “Are you okay with that?”

“I am so okay with that,” she confirmed. “As a matter of fact, it’s perfect.” She laced her arms around his neck and kissed him soundly.

He chuckled, as soon as he could lift his head. “I think this will be a heck of a beautiful life.”

“No thinking about it,” she said. “I guarantee it.”

And Owen held Penny close, absolutely loving the fact that, at this stage of his life, something so unexpected and so precious had happened and that she was all his.

He was truly blessed.


Epilogue
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Percy Erwin stared down at the application. It had come in the mail from his old friend Aaron. He read the letter that went with it, looked at the application, and shook his head. He immediately picked up his phone and sent a text to Aaron. Got your application.

Good, fill it out.

Are you sure, man?

Get your butt to Hathaway House, he texted. With any luck, I’ll be there too.

You still healing?

No, read the letter. I’m almost a vet by now.

Animal vet? At that, his phone rang.

“I’m almost done with school to become a veterinarian,” he said. “And I’m marrying the owner of Hathaway. But you need to be here because here’s where the magic happens.”

“I’m not sure I’m up for it, man. That last surgery was three months ago, and I’m still not back on my feet.”

“Which is why you need to be here,” he argued. “Besides, you’re missing a foot. How can you be on both feet, if you’re missing one?”

“Ha, ha,” Percy said. “The leg’s all messed up.”

“So, if you don’t have a leg, you don’t have a leg. If you got a bum leg, you got a bum leg. Come here and start dealing with it.”

“What makes Hathaway so special?”

“You know what? I’ve been trying to explain that to a lot of people for a long time,” he said. “I don’t really have anything as an answer. Except for incredible results. What I can tell you is, it is special. I guarantee it.”

“Hmm,” he said.

“Just deal with it, get that application in, and come.”

“If it’s that good, I’m sure there’s a heck of a waiting list.”

“There is,” he said. “But I put your name down when I heard you went back in for surgery again.”

“You what?”

“Yep,” he said. “I know you weren’t ready three months ago, and you still had a lot of work to do, but you’re only as healed as much as you feel it.”

“And that isn’t very much.”

“Which is why you need to come here,” he said. “I can’t force you. So, fill it out and send it in. Or better yet, just fill it out, take a photo of it, and send it to me.”

“It’ll hardly be that fast,” he said.

“No, there’s all kinds of paperwork to be done.”

“I don’t do paperwork.”

“Stop being difficult,” Aaron said. “I mean it, man. I carried your sorry butt through the jungle to save you one time, and I’ll do it again, if I have to.”

“This is hardly to save me.”

“And that’s where you’re wrong. This is to save you. You have no idea what a different person you’ll be after a few months here.”

“Are you serious?”

“Never more serious in my life,” he replied. “Please, if you can’t do this for you, do it for me.”

“Man, I don’t think I’m ready for more of this.”

“Like I said, you don’t know what you’ve got, and you don’t know what you’re capable of, until you’re here.”

He sighed and said, “Okay, but I’m only going to fill this out, take a photo of it, and then I’ll come whenever it’s approved.”

“Good,” he said. “I’ll do the rest.”

“Not likely,” he said. “There’ll be all kinds of things to deal with for this to go through.”

“But it’s worth it,” Aaron said cheerfully on the other side.

“I’m only doing this because you say so.”

“I saved your life back then,” Aaron said. “and, honest to goodness, this will save your life too.”


This concludes Book 15 of Hathaway House: Owen.

Read about Percy: Hathaway House, Book 16


Hathaway House: Percy (Book #16)
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Welcome to Hathaway House. Rehab Center. Safe Haven. Second chance at life and love.

It was Aaron who convinced Percy to take a chance on Hathaway House. Yet, when he arrives, Aaron is back at school, and Percy’s alone after all. The place is everything Aaron said it was, but the trip getting here set his progress back, from slow to nonexistent.

Giada has worked at the center for several years and always went home happily to her brother at the end of the day. Only now her brother is engaged and planning to marry in six months. Change is happening, whether she likes it or not. And, in this case, it brings up a lot of turbulence in the family dynamic. Dani offers Giada a place of her own here at Hathaway’s staff quarters, but the path forward is not so easy. Thankfully Percy is there as both a comfort and a friend.

Now if only he could find the progress he’s looking for, and she could find the new beginning of her own …

Find Book 16 here!

To find out more visit Dale Mayer’s website.


Author’s Note


Thank you for reading Owen: Hathaway House, Book 15! If you enjoyed the book, please take a moment and leave a short review here.

Dear reader,

I love to hear from readers, and you can contact me at my website: www.dalemayer.com or at my Facebook author page. To be informed of new releases and special offers, sign up for my newsletter or follow me on BookBub. And if you are interested in joining Dale Mayer’s Reader Group, here is the Facebook sign up page.

Cheers,

Dale Mayer


Get THREE Free Books Now!


Have you met the SEALS of Honor?

SEALs of Honor Books 1, 2, and 3. Follow the stories of brave, badass warriors who serve their country with honor and love their women to the limits of life and death.

Read Mason, Hawk, and Dane right now for FREE.

Click here and tell me where to send them!
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