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Brandon Gilbert has spent years in hiding, but he’s finally accomplished his dream of working as a public school teacher. When offered the chance to help bullied children, there was no way he could say no. Not to mention that meeting Dr. Tash Weber, the psychiatrist who helps them, a sad yet sexy older man, ignited a spark inside Brandon he’d never had before.

Though five years have passed since the death of his lover, Dr. Sebastian “Tash” Weber has no interest in relationships or love. But young, enigmatic Brandon awakens his heart and his desire. Despite Tash’s best efforts to push him away, Brandon unlocks the passion for life Tash thought he’d lost forever.

Falling in love wasn’t part of the plan for either Brandon or Tash, but neither family disapproval nor self-doubts can stop them from embracing the fire that burns between them. And when Brandon returns home to fight for a future he never imagined possible, he and Tash discover that the one thing worth fighting for has been with them all along.
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Chapter One

Seven years earlier

In a futile attempt to shield himself from the pouring rain, Brandon Gilbert lay huddled in a doorway near the Port Authority Bus Terminal in midtown Manhattan. Thoroughly soaked and shivering, he squeezed into the corner of the large, now waterlogged cardboard box. The once-protective box sagged over his head, allowing the cascading water to run like a river down his back. At six feet, Brandon had a hard time finding any place to keep dry, and it seemed at this point, the battle had been lost.

Why he’d thought coming to New York City was a good idea, he couldn’t remember. Perhaps it was the anonymity he needed or the fact that he could reinvent himself now that he had papers and a new identity. But nothing had prepared him for the stark loneliness of this huge city; he had no steady source of food or shelter or anyone to talk to day after day.

Brandon shifted in the box, and a fresh torrent of rainwater poured over him. The dank smells of the city coupled with the uncaring stares of people as they rushed by caused unwelcome tears to spring to his eyes. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He and his foster brothers were going to stay together, take care of each other. The three musketeers, that’s what they’d laughingly called themselves.

Until Ash unexpectedly disappeared, leaving Brandon and Luke behind, never to be heard from again. Then after a night of frantic upheaval he still didn’t understand, Brandon found himself on the road to a new life, ripped away from the only person he knew truly loved him—Luke. Where was Luke? Brandon remembered long ago how his brother had dreamed of coming to New York City to live, so when he first got to the city, he’d foolishly tried to locate him. He went looking for a phone book but couldn’t find any. The few times he’d gone to the public library to use their computers, he’d searched for Luke Carini, but there were no listings with that name. Discouraged, he’d stopped.

And now he was alone. Not a single person cared about him, plus he could never go home again. Why did he even bother? If he was smart, he’d go to the river and jump in. No one would notice or care.

A tall silhouette holding an umbrella loomed in front of him, cutting off the dim light of the gray, dripping skies. Terrified, Brandon shrank back farther into the dark corner of the doorway.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m not here to hurt you.” The figure squatted in front of Brandon, and the face of a middle-aged man came into view. His smile radiated warmth and peace, emotions almost alien to Brandon.

“What do you want?” Brandon clutched his thin jacket around him. “I don’t have any money or anything.” At that moment, a gush of water sluiced down over his face. In his eighteen years, Brandon had never felt so alone and lost.

“I don’t want anything from you except your promise to take my help. I’m with an organization that aids runaway youth.” The man’s calm smile miraculously settled Brandon’s racing heart. “You have no place to go; am I right? Let me take you someplace where you’ll be safe and secure.”

“Who are you?” Although hope flared hot and bright in Brandon’s chest, he knew enough to be wary of men offering help.

“My name is Gabriel, Gabriel Heller. I’m a New York City schoolteacher, and I volunteer on the weekends with the Department of Homeless Services.” He pulled out an ID and a pamphlet and offered it to Brandon. “Here, see?”

With some trepidation, Brandon took the laminated card and the pamphlet the man offered, after brushing a hank of wet hair out of his eyes. The identification checked out as the man had stated. Gabriel Heller worked for the Department of Education. A teacher. Brandon bit his lip as he read over the mission of the organization and how they planned to help.

“Here.” He handed back the items, his thoughts racing.

All his life, Brandon had wanted to be a teacher; school had been the only outlet he had to escape his home life. Teachers had been his saviors, and until that last, horrible night with his foster father, his plan had always been to go to college and get a job teaching young inner-city children.

“So, have I passed the test? Will you come to the shelter with me?” Gabriel’s lips curved in a wry smile. “This isn’t a night fit for even a New York City rat to be outside. I’ll set you up with a social worker and get you a place to stay. What’s your name?”

A yearning Brandon had thought dead burst to life, almost choking him with its intensity. Things like this, good things, never happened to him. “Randy. My name is Randy.” Close enough to his real name, Brandon, Randy was the name he’d chosen when he’d run away, making sure no one could find him.

“Okay, Randy, come on. I’ll get you out of those wet clothes, give you a hot meal, and a place to sleep.” Gabriel stood and held out his hand. “You don’t have to figure out the rest of your life tonight.”

The force of the pelting rain lessened, and the gray of the sky shifted to a lighter haze. Brandon stood and pulled off the wet strips of cardboard clinging to his hair and body. “I don’t have any money to pay, and I don’t take charity.” Some vestige of pride he’d thought long gone emerged. “I’ll work for whatever I have to.”

A smile crept over Gabriel’s face. “How old are you?”

“Almost nineteen.”

Brandon heard Gabriel sigh. “What’s wrong?” Was he too old? Now that the chance was in front of him, so close he could reach out and brush it with his fingertips, Brandon wanted it. Desperately.

“I don’t suppose you have your high school diploma?”

“Yes, I do.” His chin lifted. “I was going to go to college.” He slanted a quick look at Gabriel through the wet strands of hair that hung in his eyes. “I wanted to be a teacher too.”

They’d reached the van Gabriel had left parked down the block and they climbed inside. Another man waited behind the wheel.

“Antonio, this is Randy.”

“Hey, man. No night to be outside. You don’t know how lucky you are Gabriel found you. He’s a life changer.”

Brandon’s eyes met Antonio’s in the rearview mirror. Something tight loosened in his chest, allowing him to return the smile. “Yeah?”

Antonio nodded. “Yeah. Last year I was in your shoes: no home, no job, and no place to go.” He started the engine and put the windshield wipers on to clear the windows. “Today, I got a place to live and a job helping Gabriel getting guys like you off the streets. I’m even going to college now.” His voice rang with quiet pride.

Gabriel slid into the front seat next to Antonio, and the van bounced along the street on its journey downtown. Water dripped from his clothes onto the seat and floor of the van.

“I’m glad you came with me, Randy. You have the opportunity now to help yourself and hopefully, help others in the future.” He turned around to give Brandon a gentle, reassuring smile. “The first step is the hardest, isn’t it? But it’s all worth it in the end.”

The warmth of the heater finally began to penetrate his wet clothes, yet Brandon shivered. The enormity of the second chance he was being offered overwhelmed him. If these men had faith in him, there was nothing he couldn’t accomplish. Could he do it? Could he start over again and achieve his dreams?

As Gabriel spoke, Brandon forgot his wet clothes and empty stomach, and listened.

~  ~

Present day

Most people loved the rain. They waxed poetic about its warmth and how it cleansed them, turning everything fresh and new. Brandon, remembering many nights spent hungry, wet, and miserable, hated it. There was nothing fresh and beautiful about soaking-wet clothes and feet. As he walked outside PS 100, also known as the JFK School of Urban Development, Brandon grimaced, glancing up at the sheets of water pouring from the gray, forbidding sky. It splashed down onto the already streaming streets, creating puddles that made it almost impossible to navigate crossing at each corner.

Brandon pulled his hood over his head and narrowed his eyes, attempting to calculate when the light would change, so he could make a mad dash for the subway station. He hefted his backpack onto his shoulder, wondering why it was so light.

“Damn.” A quick glance inside it proved his fear correct. He’d left his laptop in his classroom. Well, he had to go back for it. Even though the rooms were locked, he couldn’t leave it there overnight until he returned the next day. He gave a rueful glance up at the dark sky. Maybe by the time he came back out, the rain would be lighter. He trudged up the steps of the school and went back inside.

Look on the bright side, Brandon. That’s what you’ve learned in the past seven years.

Upon re-entering the building, the absolute stillness in the air amazed him. No children’s shouts nor laughter echoed off the cement walls; no bells sounded in the hallways. Although the staff attempted to liven up the walls by hanging children’s artwork, it couldn’t hide the overall institutional atmosphere of the hulking brick-and-cement building.

The swarms of children exiting the school had diminished. A few remained behind for after-school programs and clubs, but most couldn’t wait to leave and go home to watch TV, have playdates, and hopefully do their homework. Brandon hadn’t been at this school long, only about three months, but already he loved everything about his teaching assignment.

After he graduated college, he’d applied for the NYC Teaching Collaborative program and was accepted. There he was able to partner with a mentor teacher and work as an apprentice in one of the city’s highest-need areas. It was a hands-on, practical program that allowed him to work directly with an experienced teacher and the students, and after eight months, he’d received his teaching degree. Paying it forward, helping the ones who needed it so desperately, had been his mantra for the past seven years since Gabriel found him cowering in that doorway. Tears burned behind his eyes as he remembered the man who had changed his life, and how he’d died from a heart attack without any warning.

After Gabriel’s death, Brandon had dedicated himself to the single-minded purpose of becoming a teacher. To making Gabriel proud. To proving he could fulfill his lifetime dream.

He loved his sixth graders. They were still eager to learn and able to see beauty in the world around them. Brandon wanted to gather them all in his arms and protect them from what he knew waited to hurt them outside. They deserved everything good the world had to offer. Safety, stability, and hope. Everything he’d never had, Brandon was determined to give his kids.

Brandon took the stairs to his second-floor classroom, praying he’d find his laptop still there. He tested the doorknob, glad to see it hadn’t been locked yet, which would have necessitated a trip to the custodian to get the keys. Two students sat in the back of the classroom; they jumped up when he entered the room. A book clattered to the floor between them.

“Hey, guys. What’re you two doing here after school?” Brandon knew these two kids, even though they weren’t his students. Best friends and equally studious, they had each other’s backs and stood up to the taunts and teasing from the other kids who made fun of them for getting good grades and being bookish. The tall boy’s name was Wilson; the shorter and more slightly built boy was Dwayne.

“Sorry, Mr. Gilbert.” Wilson bent to pick up the book. “We were going over the reading assignment Mrs. Forsch gave us.”

Every student should be like these two. “No problem. What are you reading?”

Wilson showed him the book. “The Three Musketeers.”

Brandon’s stomach twisted. The name Luke and Ash had always called the three of them. “One for all and all for one, huh?”

“Yeah.” Dwayne glanced at him. “You all right, Mr. Gilbert? Your face looks kind of funny.”

Brandon forced a weak smile. “I’m fine. You guys should go on home.”

They grabbed their backpacks and left the classroom.

To his immense relief, his laptop sat in the desk drawer where he’d left it. With his starting salary, he could ill afford to replace it.

For a second he stood at the front of the classroom, thinking about the three musketeers, his mind spinning back in time. Of his oldest brother, Ash, he had only the hazy memory of a tall skinny boy with black hair, silver eyes, and a sad smile. Brandon never understood why one day Ash was there, tucking him in after reading him a bedtime story, and the next he was gone. After several weeks of them both waiting for Ash to return, Luke told him to forget Ash, that he was never coming back, and held Brandon tight as he cried.

It had been over fifteen years since Ash left, and Brandon barely remembered him now. But Luke? Losing Luke crushed him. Brandon had never forgotten that last awful night of screams and chaos. And the next morning, Brandon was gone, speeding off to a new life, with never another mention of the brother he’d left behind. Any questions he’d had about Luke were answered with a backhand to the face or a belt across his back.

Brandon long suspected his foster father had abused Luke somehow; Munson delighted in hitting Brandon on occasion but saved his real violence for Brandon’s poor foster mother. Too many nights Brandon had lain awake listening to Munson yelling at her—for a perceived wrong he thought he’d suffered at work that he blamed her for or for something so small as dinner being late. His mother would go silent; then Munson would leave the house, stomping out his fury, and drive away, tires spinning on the gravel.

In the morning, his mother would show up in the kitchen to give him breakfast, her eyes reddened and face haggard. When he grew older he’d told her he’d report Munson to the authorities for abuse, but she balked and refused to admit to it, claiming she’d hurt herself when he pointed out a fresh bruise that hadn’t been there the day before.

Brandon blinked, returning to the present. Another time, another world. He’d long since made peace in his heart that he’d never see his brothers again. And while life was far from perfect, he no longer lived in the blackness that had surrounded him on the fateful night Gabriel found him. In the years since, he’d gone to college, gotten a job, and even had his one and only love affair, so to speak.

A slight smile crossed his lips. Charlie had been goofy and fun, but it was nothing more than two friends coming together to stave off their mutual loneliness. There’d been no grand passion, no thoughts of anything permanent between them. When Charlie told him one night as they lay in bed that he’d accepted a job in Florida, Brandon wished him well and kissed him good-bye, regretting only that he was losing a friend, not a lover.

“Who’s in here? Oh hi, Randy.” Gage Taylor stuck his head inside. “What’re you doing here?”

Brandon switched his easygoing persona back on. Never let them see how scared you are, how frightened that in an instant, your entire world could go up in flames.

“I forgot my laptop and came back inside to wait out the rain.” Brandon zipped up his backpack and headed toward the door. “I think it’s stopped. We can walk out together.”

He shut off the lights and closed the door behind him. They walked down the stairs, and as Brandon had predicted, the rain had ceased. Peeks of blue sky appeared from between the heavy clouds. He stood at the corner waiting for the light to change and surveyed the glistening, wet streets.

“Well, see you tomorrow.” Brandon stepped off the curb.

“Wait. What are you doing tonight?” Gage put a restraining hand on Brandon’s arm, and Brandon froze at his touch. Though Gage had been his mentor teacher at the school, Brandon had kept him at arm’s distance, never encouraging the friendship he knew Gage tried to build.

Without noticing Brandon’s reaction, Gage continued to speak. “The reason I ask is, I’m going to this meeting at a clinic in Red Hook. They have programs where adults help kids. Mentor them if they need help in school or an ear to listen to their problems. I was wondering if you’d want to come with me tonight. The doctor who runs it is pretty cool.” Gage dropped his hand, and they faced each other. “I think you’d be perfect.”

Brandon shifted his backpack to the other shoulder. “Why me? Not that it isn’t flattering, but we don’t know each other outside of school.”

Gage’s dark eyes pierced through Brandon. “I wanted you to have your own space and not think I was intruding on your ability to run your own classroom. But I see how you feel about these kids. It’s personal with you, like you understand them. You really want to help…they mean something to you.”

“Yes, yes they do.” Brandon swallowed against the rising lump in his throat. Gage had no idea.

“These kids need a champion. Someone like you who wants to help, judgment-free. If you were in trouble and needed help, wouldn’t you want someone there to catch you from falling, or prevent you from getting hurt?”

Those poignant words struck Brandon deep in his heart. Maybe if he’d had someone to talk to, he wouldn’t have needed to run away. At the very least, he could have talked to his foster mom and explained. Perhaps Ash and Luke had been forced to do similar things. He hoped not because no one should live with the taste of fear forever on their lips.

“Sure. I’ll be there. Give me the information.” Brandon took down the address and agreed to meet Gage there at seven that night. As he sat in the swaying subway car, Brandon smiled to himself. He’d finally made it—a dream job and another purpose now, with this mentoring program. As for the aching loneliness? Well, it was a small price to pay for what he’d done, no matter how well deserved.

Brandon had spent years debating his decision, never reaching a satisfying answer. Life stuck you with the choices you made and the consequences that were born from them. And sometimes, you had no choice at all.


Chapter Two

He missed sex. Dr. Sebastian Weber, “Tash” to his family and friends, came to that startling revelation as he surreptitiously watched the good-looking male waiter in the diner approach his table. And not simply sex for the sake of getting off. That he could find anywhere, with anyone—his own hand included. No, what he missed was hot, sweaty, screaming-down-the-walls sex with a lover who knew better than anyone else what he wanted and needed to feel loved.

He hadn’t had that in years.

Refusing to think about that now, he glanced into the dark eyes of the patient man who stood by his table waiting to take his order. “Sorry. I’ll have the French toast and scrambled eggs. You can leave the menu. I have someone joining me soon.”

The young man smiled. “Certainly, sir. Do you want your coffee now?”

“Yes, please.”

The waiter poured and left. Tash stirred in his milk, staring unseeingly into the swirling caramel depths of the coffee mug.

The diner was practically empty; only a few retirees and moms with young children sat drinking coffee and passing the time. It was off-peak for breakfast, around ten thirty on a Monday morning, and he was meeting his sister for a late breakfast. Her boss’s boyfriend had surprised him with a two week-long vacation to Paris, and subsequently, she’d found herself with unexpected time off from her job as his personal assistant. She and Tash tried to see each other at least once a week, but with her long hours and his spur-of-the-moment appointments with patients, their plans often got pushed off to once a month.

But that was as far as he’d let it go. Now that their parents were no longer snowbirds and had permanently moved to Florida, he and Val were each other’s only family in New York. And while Val had an active social life that included dates, parties, and a stream of admirers, Tash remained alone. Aside from his two cats, there had been no one to share his evenings with for far too long.

To her credit, Val refused to allow him to wallow in his self-imposed solitude, forcing him to come with her to events he’d rather miss and dinners he’d prefer not to eat. It was at the opening of a local community center that Tash had met her boss, Luke Conover, and his lover, Jordan Peterson. He drank down his coffee, wishing he could have a relationship like Jordan and Luke or Ash and Drew did, fiercely devoted and loving. Those men had been through hell with each other and had come back stronger than ever to embrace life to the fullest.

When he’d agreed to treat Jordan for a Xanax dependency, he never imagined he’d be inheriting a new social circle instead of a solitary patient undergoing treatment. Jordan came with a group of overprotective, highly involved friends, all of whom had taken Tash on as not only their colleague but as a friend and, he suspected, a group project.

So, against his better judgment and desire to isolate himself from these well-meaning people, their laughter, conversation, and happiness, Tash became swept up into their lives and love affairs. He found himself invited to Friday night dinners, Saturday night movie watching, and Sunday afternoon brunches, complete with subtle and not-so-subtle offers to set him up.

Highly involved was ostensibly also code for nosy and intrusive. They constantly tried to set him up on dates, which he almost always turned down—using work and a busy schedule as his excuse. The mentoring program had become his latest passion, and he preferred to give it all his attention for now.

Tash finished his coffee and checked his watch.

“I’m on time, big brother. You’re always early; that’s the problem.” Valerie slid into the seat across the table from him. Immediately, the waiter reappeared and gave her a big smile and greeting.

Val turned on her lovely smile. “Just scrambled eggs and toast, please. No butter. And milk for the coffee.”

The waiter hurried off to do her bidding. Anyone who became caught up in the glow of Val’s big brown eyes immediately fell under her spell. Her coffee appeared instantaneously, as well as a small bowl of fruit “on the house for the pretty lady.”

She blushed. “Oh, you shouldn’t have, but thank you.” After tasting a piece of strawberry, she pushed the dish to the middle of the table. “Here, share with me.”

He shook his head. “No, thanks. What’s up with you? I haven’t been able to get ahold of you for ages.”

Val drank her coffee and moaned with delight. “God, that’s good. Well, with Luke leaving so unexpectedly for Europe, we had a lot of things to settle before he went away. I didn’t have the heart not to help him.” She drank more coffee, and as soon as she set it down, the waiter was right there to refill it.

“You should’ve seen him; it’s so cute how excited and nervous he was to meet Jordan’s parents.”

Tash smiled faintly. “I’m glad things worked out for the two of them.”

Val’s happy face turned sympathetic. “I know you liked Jordan, sweetie. I’m sorry it didn’t end up the way you would’ve wanted.” She reached out to take his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, he took it, giving a hard squeeze before releasing it.

“It wasn’t any big deal, and in the long run it turned out for the best. Jordan loves Luke. They belong together; anyone can see that.” The coffee burned an acidic trail down his throat. For the first time in years, he’d been somewhat attracted to another man, but Jordan, recovering from the death of his fiancé, had come out of his yearlong grieving process to fall in love with Luke. “I’m happy I could help them in some small way. It’s how it was meant to be.”

Him. Alone. If he remained alone, he couldn’t have regrets; he already had enough of them to last a lifetime.

A small sound of dismay escaped Val. “Oh, Tash, don’t. You sound as though you’ve given up on everything.” She stopped speaking as the waiter approached with their food.

The warm, tantalizing smell of cinnamon and vanilla hit his nose as the waiter placed the plate of French toast before him. He busied himself by dousing the food with maple syrup but stopped when Val placed her hand over his. He shook off her touch. “You can’t give up what you don’t have. Leave it alone.”

“But—”

“Enough.” Torn between his love for his sister and the pain he still carried within, Tash knew he’d lash out and say something cutting and mean if he didn’t stop the conversation at that moment. He already lived with enough remorse crushing his soul. To hurt Valerie, the person who meant more to him than anyone, would break him. “Please,” he gritted out, dangerously close to losing the strict self-control he placed on his emotions. “The past is meant to be left where it is, not reopened and dissected. I made peace with everything long ago.”

But Valerie, who loved him, also knew him best. “You’re hiding away because of a mistake you believe you made years ago. I never thought of this before, but maybe you need to see someone yourself, to come to terms with what happened with you and Danny.”

Tash winced at the sound of Danny’s name. He huffed out a strained laugh. “The shrink needs a shrink?” He shoved a piece of French toast into his mouth and chewed, barely tasting it. After swallowing, he patted Val’s hand. “I don’t think so. I said I’m fine.”

Val shot him a disbelieving look through narrowed eyes. “That’s why you spend every night alone, you and those cats. I know the guys have tried to set you up and you refuse.”

“I’m busy. Between putting together the joint mentoring program with the Clinic, the community center, and the shelter, plus helping Legal Aid with the kid who sold Jordan his drugs, as well as my own patients, I’ve got a full plate.” He drank down his coffee. “I barely have time to eat.”

“Then slow down. You’re not doing anyone a favor if you get sick.” Tash squirmed under her gaze, but she ruthlessly continued. “You look like hell; your eyes are tired, and you’ve lost weight.”

“Gee, nice to see you too. Thanks.”

“I’m saying it because I love you. Punishing yourself isn’t helping you, and it won’t bring Danny back either.”

At her simple statement, he lost his breath. For so long he’d worn the guilt of Danny’s death like a second skin. He’d been living a shadow life, present and accounted for but never really there in full spirit. He’d lost himself somewhere along the way, and the sad thing was, he didn’t see the need to find himself again.

It was like the nursery rhyme: “All the king’s horses and all the king’s men, couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty together again.”

Tash was broken beyond repair, and he saw no need to gather the shards of his mental wreckage and try to piece himself back together.

“I promise to start eating better. And I think this mentoring program will be great. I always wanted to do something to help kids. If we can give them a support system before the bad outside influences sink their claws into them, they’ll have somewhere to turn. Drew’s clinic is great, but it steps in after the problem. I want to get to them before.”

A relieved smile broke across Valerie’s face. “Oh, I haven’t seen you this passionate about anything in so long.” She grasped his hand. “I think it’s terrific, and I know it’ll be a success.”

“Eat your breakfast.” He pointed at her plate of eggs and toast. “It’s getting cold.”

Val wrinkled her nose at him but took a bite of her toast. “There, satisfied?”

He tweaked her nose. Damn, he loved her. They finished their meal, and after he paid the bill, they walked outside and stood on the street waiting for a cab for Val to go back to the city. It was almost lunchtime now, and the nearby courthouse would begin emptying—all the judges, attorneys, and jurors fanning out to the restaurants in the neighborhood. He could see the kids from one of the local schools playing soccer in the park. He and Val hugged and made plans to get together over the weekend and have lunch.

“I love you. Promise me you won’t sit in your house with only those cats for company when you don’t have patients.” She wound her scarf around her neck, then buttoned her jacket.

He rolled his eyes. “God, you make me sound like a pathetic loser. Is that what you think I do?” She opened her mouth, and he put his hand over her lips. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. I’ll call you about the weekend.”

They kissed good-bye, and he hailed an oncoming cab for her. After watching Val get inside the car, he continued his walk down Court Street. Tash enjoyed the bright blue of the brilliant October sky and, as always during this season, welcomed the brisk freshness of the cooler air. Brilliant fall colors of crimson and gold painted the trees arching overhead, as he turned onto Pierrepont Street, walking deeper into the Heights. He loved his little enclave of a neighborhood. Brooklyn Heights was like a small town in the big city, where people knew each other on the streets and local storeowners were friendly and welcoming. Fewer and fewer independent stores remained due to the exorbitant rents, and he mourned that fact as he came to his street, wonderfully named Love Lane.

When he unlocked his front door, his two Siamese cats, Caesar and Cleopatra, ran toward him, yowling like banshees, looking for attention. They’d been returned numerous times to the animal shelter because of their loud meowing, but Tash didn’t mind. They were something to break the loneliness and give him love.

“Okay, you two, quiet down.” Identical pairs of turquoise-blue eyes regarded him steadily; then with a noise that sounded more machine-gun-like than should come out of any felines, they ran to the back of the carriage house.

At four, he’d be meeting with Connor Halstead, a Legal Aid attorney, and his client Johnny, about Johnny’s court-ordered treatment. That case promised to be tough. The young man who’d sold Jordan his Xanax was as mistrustful as they came. Another product of the streets. This time, Tash promised himself, he wouldn’t fail.

Johnny would be a perfect candidate for the mentoring program. Both Ash and Luke had agreed to help him; they would speak to the kids and show them that growing up with abuse and grinding poverty didn’t have to keep you from accomplishing a dream. It was a great idea to include teachers and other leaders from the community—possibly clergy and politicians. He stretched out on his sofa.

A deep rumbling resonated through his body. When he opened his eyes, a very determined turquoise-blue gaze came into focus, staring straight back at him.

“Meow.” Caesar’s claws delicately pricked through Tash’s shirt as he continued to purr and began to knead Tash’s chest.

“Ow, stop.” Tash lifted him and placed him gently on the ground, yet the cat still gave him an affronted look as though he couldn’t believe Tash had had the nerve to displace him. Tash rubbed his face with his hands and sat up, his back creaking from the uncomfortable position he’d fallen asleep in on his sofa. He scratched his head, then stretched. At thirty-nine, he tried to keep himself in shape, but some days felt considerably more like a losing battle than others.

When he saw the time, he groaned. Damn, he’d never meant to take a three-hour nap. That’s what a restless sleep during the night would do, but he hadn’t slept properly in years. What all this meant was, now he’d have to haul ass to Drew’s clinic. Tash had taken a tour of it with Jordan and Luke and was extremely impressed at what the men had accomplished, and he was thrilled to be able to lend them whatever help he could.

He tied his sneakers and headed out the door. After checking his watch, he saw he had about twenty minutes to make it to Red Hook where the Clinic was located, and Johnny was doing his community service. Tash’s therapy session with the young man was to take place there, but first, they’d meet with the Legal Aid attorney. Hopefully, Johnny would open up and let Tash in. From the reports he’d read on the boy, he was a silent, resentful teenager.

As luck would have it, he picked up a cab right away on Henry Street and settled into the back seat as it rattled off down the cobblestones of lower Joralemon Street, heading toward Red Hook. Sheets of rain now poured from the sky, but even that didn’t diminish the sheer strength and enormity of the glass-and-steel skyline interspersed with the late nineteenth-century architecture of lower Manhattan. The cab bounced around as it ran up Van Brunt Street, finally slowing the jostling of his inner organs as it pulled up in front of the Clinic. He made a mad dash between the raindrops to the Clinic’s front door.

“Marly. How are you?” He shut the door behind him to keep the miserable weather out of the reception area.

He sensed the energy humming with the doctors and staff as he watched them bustle back and forth in the hallway. These people were so dedicated to their work; many had chosen to give up lucrative careers to help or volunteered after they’d already retired from private practice.

Seeing these kids who lived in the age where supposedly everyone was more enlightened and accepting, and hearing their stories of abandonment, bullying, and outright rejection from their parents and their peers reinforced Tash’s belief that he’d made the right choice in his life, at least where work was involved. In his first case working with the Clinic, he’d helped a young man named Stevie, who had struggled with acceptance of his sexuality as well as some residual effects of the bullying and abuse he’d suffered at the hands of the foster brothers he once lived with. Only recently had Stevie begun to blossom and discover all life had to offer. He now excelled in his last year of high school and planned a future working at the Clinic. Tash was thankful he’d been able to help, even in his small way.

“Hi, Dr. Tash.” Marly smiled at him. “Dr. Drew is waiting for you with your patient and his lawyer.” She handed him a sheet of paper.

“Thanks.” He flashed her a smile. “How’s everything with you?”

“Great. Did you hear that I got accepted to St. Francis College, so I can still keep working here while I go to school?” She looked nothing like the scrawny, scared teen she’d been over a year ago, now projecting an image of a confident, healthy young woman.

“That’s great.” He shook her hand, knowing she wouldn’t appreciate a congratulatory kiss from him. “You should be proud of yourself.”

“I am. If it wasn’t for Dr. Drew, I never would’ve made it.” The phone rang. “Excuse me, I have to answer that.” She picked up the phone. “Home Away from Home Clinic. How may I help you?”

Tash walked down the hall to the back where the examining rooms were located. He heard the low murmur of voices behind the closed door of Drew’s office and knocked.

“Come on in.”

When Tash opened the door, he came face-to-face with Dr. Drew Klein. Sitting across the desk from Drew was the attorney, Connor Halstead, and the teen, Johnny Ramatour.

“Tash, great. I was hoping it was you.” Drew indicated the empty chair next to Connor. “Have a seat.”

“Thanks.” He dropped into the chair closest to the wall, next to Connor. He liked the bright Legal Aid attorney who defended his clients with a ferocious intensity. He was a man who believed in what he did, and in turn, Tash had nothing but the utmost respect for him.

Connor bent to retrieve a file from his briefcase. “Now that we’re all here, let’s get this started. Johnny is doing his community service at the Clinic, and as part of his probation, he’s also required to undergo psychiatric evaluation and therapy.”

“I still don’t think I need no fuckin’ shrink. There ain’t nothing wrong with me.”

Great. Another teenager with an attitude. And this one had no reason to be angry, since he was getting out of jail time, as a result of the goodness of his Legal Aid attorney and the deal he’d worked out with the prosecution. Did the boy know how fucking lucky he was that someone gave a damn? Tash was about to find out.

“You have a problem with the sentence, Johnny?” Tash glared at him. “That’s fine with me. I don’t give a shit one way or another. Go back to your miserable life—stealing, selling dope, and living on the streets. But know this. This is your big chance. You may not get another one. So if you fuck it up, there’s no guarantee you’re going to have another Connor or Drew or me to help you get and keep your ass out of jail.” He grimaced as he saw Johnny’s face grow pale. “And let me tell you; you have too pretty an ass for the inmates not to notice.”

Connor’s lips twitched. “So, kid, you’ve now seen how this is going to play out. Dr. Weber here isn’t going to cut you any slack. You’re gonna have to work hard and dig deep within yourself to see where you messed up.”

Johnny scowled. But behind the sneer, Tash glimpsed fear and uncertainty—a relief to him. It let him know that Johnny remained vulnerable, a child who’d never had a chance to grow up before society gave up on him and threw him away.

But Tash knew not to show him weakness nor cut him any slack. At least at first. And this time he wouldn’t fuck up and think the problem solved because he believed what he was told. This time he knew the warning signs.

“Are you up for it, Johnny? Or is that all you want to do with your life—live on the streets like a small-time hustler?” Tash saw he hit home with that point as Johnny’s eyes widened. He wasn’t surprised when the teen lashed out at him next.

“What the fuck am I supposed to do? Nobody gives a shit about me. And tell me how I’m supposed to live, huh?” He folded his arms across his skinny chest and continued to glare at Tash.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen,” he spat out. “Why?”

Tash turned to Connor. “Can we get him in a home and back in school?”

“Shit, man. I can’t go back to school. It’s been more than a year since I left home.”

There was a knock at the door, and Johnny fell silent but continued shooting daggers at Tash, his animosity a visible presence in the room.

“Come in,” Drew called out.

The door opened, and Steve North came in with an armful of files. “Oh, I’m sorry, Dr. Drew. I thought you were by yourself. These are the files for tomorrow’s patients.”

Drew smiled with affection at the young man. “Thanks. You can put them on the desk.”

He smiled back. “Sure.” He set them down then looked around, obviously curious, Tash surmised, but too polite to ask any questions. “Well, I’ll be going.”

Drew held up his hand. “Wait a minute. You know, Connor, Steve lives with a foster family. Maybe he can talk to Johnny and tell him how the experience has been.” He looked over at Johnny, who was gazing at Steve with a mixture of mistrust and a little bit of envy.

“What do you think, Johnny? Steve had it really rough the last few years until my partner, Ash, and the rest of us got him the help he needed, right, Steve?”

The young man nodded vigorously, long brown bangs flopping over his eyes. “Yeah, honest. They were all amazing. I’m doing really well in school, and I’ll be going to college next year.” He straightened up, tall and proud. “I’m going to study to be a medical technician so I can help the doctors here at the Clinic.”

A myriad of expressions played out across Johnny’s face—envy, disbelief, wonder, and a dawning realization that maybe he too could break out of the cycle of despair. “Steve,” Tash said to the young man, “why don’t you take Johnny around and show him what he’ll be working on. He’s going to do some community service here for the next six months or so.”

“Sure.” Steve beckoned to Johnny, who gave them a cautious smile—no more than a flicker across his lips, but Tash saw it and inwardly cheered. “Come with me; I’ll show you the computer system and the files.”

Without a backward look, Johnny followed Steve out of the door and down the hallway. Tash could hear Steve chattering to him, and Johnny answered back, at first hesitant, then with increasing enthusiasm.

“Steve will have him sold on this place by the end of the day.” Drew leaned back in his chair, a satisfied smile on his face. “He’s our number-one champion.”

“He’s a great young man.” The story of Steve’s transformation, from bullied teen to model student, was almost a legend at the Clinic. “You did a wonderful job helping him.”

Drew leaned forward on his desk, his face bright with excitement. “You and this mentoring program are going to help so many like him; I can’t even begin to imagine. It’s a great thing you’re doing. So many lives are going to be changed by this.” He glanced over his shoulder to look out the window. “Even the rain’s cooperated and stopped.”

What Drew didn’t know was how badly Tash needed this program for his own mental health. It was a way to give back, pay it forward for those who’d been left behind, and to make up for his own past mistakes. In the end, he’d be helped as much by the kids as he’d be helping them.


Chapter Three

A bit apprehensive, Brandon waited for Gage on the corner of Van Brunt Street in Red Hook. He was somewhat familiar with the area, having been to the Ikea to buy furniture for his apartment and Fairway to buy food. It had seen a resurgence in the past few years with young people, driven out of Manhattan and other areas of Brooklyn like Williamsburg by high rents, coming to live and work in Red Hook. Still, the overall fog of poverty hung over the hulking projects and this corner of the city like a dark shroud.

The nerves had nothing to do with the area; he’d lived on the streets long enough to remember how to take care of himself in most situations. It was putting himself in a new environment, meeting new people. Exposing himself. The potential for discovery was enormous.

Yet he couldn’t refuse Gage. In the back of Brandon’s mind, he wondered…if he and his brothers had a place like this when they were growing up, would his family be intact today? As if Luke stood there with him on that windswept corner, Brandon heard him promising to always be there and almost felt his comforting arms hugging him tight. Over ten years had passed, but Brandon missed his foster brother every day like crazy.

Where the hell did you go, Luke? Are you even still alive?

He drew his resolve around him like a shield of armor and promised to








































































