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About the Book

 

A single bullet destroyed the dreams of Dr. Jordan Peterson. With his lover dead, Jordan descends into an endless spiral of self-destruction that nearly costs him his friends, his career and his life. When Jordan finds himself working closely with the aloof Lucas Conover, the investment banker’s mysterious past and unexpected kindness shocks him back into a life and emotions he’d thought lost forever.

The betrayal by the foster brother he’d worshiped, taught Lucas Conover never to trust or believe in anyone. Living a solitary life doesn’t free him of the nightmare of his youth; it reinforces his belief that he would never fall in love. When the death of one of his clients forces him to work closely with Dr. Jordan Peterson, he meets a person whose suffering exceeds his own. Though Jordan rejects his effort to help, something within Luke pushes him discover more about the first man to ever get under his skin.

As Luke lets down his guard and Jordan lets go of his pain, desire takes control. Each man must come to terms with past struggles if they are to create a future together. And learning to trust in themselves and love again after tragedy and a lifetime of pain, may be the only thing that saves them in the end.
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Chapter One

Only the pain in his heart eclipsed the ache in his head. Bleary-eyed, Dr. Jordan Peterson sat slumped at his kitchen table and stared into the void of his house. Empty bottles of vodka littered the table, alongside half-full takeout Chinese food containers.

Still alone.

Each time he awakened, Jordan prayed the nightmare that played consistently in his head would cease. It was like that annoying song repeated on the radio every hour you wanted to forget but couldn’t.

“I’m sorry, Jordan, but Keith didn’t make it.”

How do you move on from the finality of the death of your love when you’ve promised him the rest of your life? After almost nine months Jordan still didn’t have the answer.

The doorbell rang. Groaning with the effort it took to move his protesting body, and with his head pounding from another vicious hangover, he grabbed the bottle of aspirin sitting on the countertop and popped two pills, aided by a handful of water directly from the tap. Then, swallowing his nausea, he shuffled to the front door of his town house. Jordan massaged his temples and squinted through the peephole, grimacing at the sight of his best friend Drew, with his lover, Ash.

Jordan’s chest tightened at the happiness on his friend’s face as Drew kissed Ash’s cheek, unaware he was being spied upon. Smothering the bitterness he’d felt toward Drew these past few months, he yanked open the door to greet the two men.

“Damn, you look like shit.” Ash’s sharp gaze raked him up and down. “Ow.” He rubbed his arm when Drew elbowed him. “Don’t get mad at me, baby. You know he does. Look at him.”

“Can we come in, Jordy?” Drew’s kind smile only made him feel worse, not better, considering the enmity Jordan carried inside.

He said nothing and pulled the front door wider for his friends, leaving them to trail behind him back through the house and into the spacious kitchen. Sunlight poured onto the terra-cotta floors and glinted off the glass-fronted maple cabinets. The kitchen was his pride and joy, and when he and Keith bought the brownstone, it had been the only room he cared about decorating. Jordan had always loved staring out of the large bay window at the garden and the sky as he relaxed with his cup of coffee in the morning, Keith beside him reading the paper. Now he saw nothing.

“Did you have a party?” Drew tipped his head to the table, still cluttered with vodka bottles.

“Party of one, more likely.”

Despite a throbbing head and a roiling stomach, Jordan lashed out at Ash’s muttered remark.

“Shut up, Davis.” He and Ash never had the easiest of relationships; the man still irritated the hell out of Jordan no matter how happy he made Drew.

“Why, Jordan? The truth hurts?” Ash’s voice, oddly enough, neither condemned nor derided him. Instead, it held an overall note of sadness mixed with empathy that pulled Jordan up short. “You sit here, night after night, refusing our dinner invitations, as well as Rachel and Mike’s, or even Esther’s. Don’t think we don’t know what you’re doing and why.”

Jordan winced. Shit. A kindhearted, sympathetic Ash Davis was almost worse than the sarcastic, overly confident man Jordan was used to. “I’m not in the mood for company; that’s all.”

“And I call bullshit on that. You’re still mourning Keith, and I get that, but it doesn’t mean you don’t go on living. When your only company since he died has been a bottle of vodka, you’re heading for disaster.”

“Jordy,” Drew entreated, bracing his hands on the kitchen island. “I’m worried about you. You’ve lost weight, skipped days at the hospital, and I was told that during surgery last week—”

“Are you checking up on me?” Shaking with anger, Jordan fisted his hands at his side. “What the fuck, man? You’re not my goddamn keeper.” Humiliation, shame, and a sense of despair tore through him as he turned away from his two friends to sit at the kitchen table. He ran his hands over the battered wood of the long farmhouse table, recalling how happy he and Keith had been to find it in the small Pennsylvania town they’d stumbled upon one Saturday. The memory of making love on top of it after lugging it up the stairs of the brownstone was forever etched in his mind. He gripped the edge of the table to steady himself.

For over thirty years he and Drew had been friends; the man knew him better than anyone. People might think Drew Klein a sweet and easygoing pushover of a man but Jordan knew the core of steel within him. Drew refused to back down if he thought he could help. True to form, Drew dropped into the chair right next to him, challenging and direct.

“Jordan. Look at me.”

It took great effort to tear his gaze away from the tabletop but he inhaled a deep breath and smiled into Drew’s face. “What is it?”

He didn’t fool Drew. “Don’t give me that fake-ass smile. I’m not checking up on you. It’s common knowledge that you showed up to your first surgery since Keith died and had to wait an extra hour to start because you had the shakes.” Drew’s mouth thinned to a hard line. “Are you crazy, showing up drunk for surgery? You could lose your fucking license, for God’s sake.”

“I wasn’t drunk. I was overtired and hadn’t eaten since lunchtime the day before.”

Behind him he heard Ash snort with laughter. “Are you fucking kidding me, Jordan? You can come up with a better one than that.”

“Fuck off, Ash,” he shot back. “I couldn’t care less about your opinion.”

“How about mine? Don’t lie to me.” Drew’s stare remained unflinching, his eyes soft. “I know you’re still having a hard time moving on from Keith’s death but it’s going to be a year soon.”

“It’s only been nine months. God almighty, did you expect me to forget him already?” Horrified, Jordan swept his hand across the table, sending the empty bottles and food containers crashing to the floor. “Keith and I were together for almost four years. You haven’t even been with Ash a year; could you forget him so easily? Stop pressuring me to move on with my life. It’s over for me. There will never be anyone else.”

“So you plan on drinking yourself into an early grave, losing your job and quite possibly your friends along the way?” Drew placed a hand on his arm. “I don’t think Keith would expect you to mourn him forever.”

“I didn’t expect to have to mourn him at all. He was supposed to be here, with me.” The tears, always threatening below the surface, spilled over, coursing hot and fierce down his cheeks. It seemed he hadn’t stopped crying since Keith had been murdered. “I can’t get past it. No matter what I do, he’s always there with me, and I can’t let him go.” All the fight and anger left him deflated like a balloon several days after a party. An ineffable weariness stole through him, and he laid his head on his arms on top of the table. “Go home, you two. Leave me alone.”

Without a word, Ash found the broom and dustpan and began to clean up the broken glass while Drew remained seated next to Jordan at the table.

“Look, I understand what you’re feeling. But destroying yourself isn’t going to bring him back. We know you miss him.”

“You don’t understand.” Jordan shook off Drew’s attempt to comfort him. “I’m beginning to forget him. Not only his voice but also the way his arms held me. The way the sound of his breathing calmed me so I could fall asleep every night.” His breath caught in his throat, and a shudder racked his body.

Jordan couldn’t reveal the worst—that he could no longer recall the press of Keith’s lips on his or the sweet sweep of Keith’s tongue in his mouth. The warmth and smoothness of Keith’s skin, once as familiar as Jordan’s own, had begun fading to a cold and distant memory. Sometimes he’d sit in bed late at night and play his voicemail messages simply to hear Keith’s voice. How fucking disloyal a love was he? It had only been nine months, yet Keith’s touch, something he’d longed for every day of his life and sworn he’d never forget, had slipped away like fog in the summer wind. Gentle and swift, leaving no trace behind that it had ever existed.

“Shouldn’t I remember? I lived with him and loved him with my life.” He lifted his head to stare into Drew’s eyes, seeing the sympathy and pain that had resided there since Keith died. Hating Drew for that. He didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for him, perceiving him as weak. He preferred the way Ash treated him, with stark truth and harsh reality. At least with that he could get angry and curse. But when Drew treated Jordan with kid gloves, all sweet and sympathetic, he couldn’t strike back.

“It has nothing to do with loyalty. It’s merely the way the passage of time allows us to accept what’s happened. After my parents died, I raged over not saving their voicemails.” Drew’s green eyes glimmered with tears. His parents had been gone now for well over ten years, killed in a horrific car crash, and Jordan knew Drew still mourned their senseless deaths. “To be able to listen to their voices might’ve brought me some comfort. I knew they were really gone when I couldn’t hear their voices in my head anymore. But in a way, it finally allowed me to move on with my life.”

Jordan watched as Ash placed his hands on Drew’s shoulders, bending down to brush a quick kiss on his cheek. That was what he missed. The support, the small gestures letting him know someone loved him enough to care.

“What if I don’t want to move on? Or can’t?” Unbeknownst to Drew, he was part of Jordan’s problem, though Jordan couldn’t bring himself to tell Drew that salient fact. It would crush him. Jordan pushed himself up from the table and took the broom. “There’s nothing you or anyone can do. I’m doing the best I can, so leave me alone. Go bother someone else.”

“You’re such a bad liar.” Ash leaned his hip against the kitchen counter. “This”—his hand swept at the debris littering the floor—“is the best you can do? Day-old takeout food and empty liquor bottles? Where’s the Dr. Jordan Peterson I knew—stylish, arrogant, and always in control?” Ash quirked a brow. “Even before you met Keith, you were a proud bastard. This is far, far from your best.”

A knot twisted in Jordan’s stomach. That was the point. He didn’t want to go back to the way he’d been before. There’d been other relationships, but none had mattered. Only Keith had seen through him right from the start. No one knew how badly Jordan needed Keith to anchor him. Jordan knew he could be that proud bastard, as Ash called him, to the outside world, because he had Keith at home, loving him, flaws and all. With Keith gone, the soft part of Jordan, vulnerable and needy for comfort and love, was dying.

“Go away, both of you, and leave me alone.” He continued to sweep up the floor, unwilling and unable to meet his friends’ eyes. The thunk of the mail falling through the slot gave him the perfect excuse to leave them. As he made his way to the front door, the bell rang.

Christ, was he to get no peace today? The weekend was supposed to be for resting.

He answered the door to see his mailman on the stoop. “Hey, Bill. You have something for me?” Jordan and his mailman were on a friendly basis since Jordan had operated on the man’s knee the previous year with excellent results.

“Yes, Dr. Peterson. I have a certified letter you need to sign for.” He held out the green card, which Jordan signed and returned. “Thanks, Doc.”

“See you in a few months for your checkup.” Jordan smiled at the mailman and watched him walk away, noting with a professional eye the even gait and freedom of movement of Bill’s knee as he descended the steps of the brownstone. Jordan turned away and closed the door behind him. As he scanned the letter, he saw with a sinking heart it was from Lambert and North, the financial consulting firm Keith had used to set up his accounts.

Most people hadn’t known the extent of Keith’s wealth. The man truly had a Midas touch when it came to having his money make money, and he’d been intimately involved in the investment of that money. When Keith died, he left Jordan as his main beneficiary. He’d also created a trust for charities dedicated to LGBT inner-city children.

Upon the reading of the will a month or so after Keith’s death, Jordan learned Keith had created a foundation to prevent gun violence among the city’s youth population. He’d coordinated it with the police department so that the teens would be taken to Riker’s Island to see what happened to men and women who chose to get involved with crime and illegal guns—a sort of Beyond Scared Straight program. But there was much more to it. There were after-school sports programs to be set up, music lessons for kids, computers—anything to keep them off the streets. It was mainly centered around Keith’s precinct and the schools in the area. Keith had arranged for several corporate sponsors to keep the money coming, but the hope was that more private funding would flow into it once they publicized the charity.

Jordan had been named president of the foundation and administrator of the trust but had been putting off meeting the financial adviser since the reading of the will. He didn’t have the heart or strength to get entangled in the endeavor, even if Keith had wanted him to. He was so tired of it all and wanted only for people to leave him alone.

“Who was that?” Drew asked. He and Ash both looked up from the floor, where they had recommenced cleaning. All the glass had been swept up and put in the recycle bin, Jordan noticed, and Drew had wiped the tile floor with some wet paper towels. He really did have some good friends, even if they came with pain-in-the-ass boyfriends.

“It was the mailman. Nothing important.” Jordan knew better than to tell these two how he’d been blowing off meeting the foundation’s financial adviser. Drew’s own cause, the medical clinic he’d set up for abused teens, was his whole life, and his and Ash’s dedication to it was extraordinary. They wouldn’t take kindly to him dodging his responsibility. For a brief moment, shame coursed through him, and he decided he’d call Monday morning to set up an appointment.

“Don’t think you have to babysit me. I’m going to take a shower and run some errands.” He needed to refill his liquor cabinet and some prescriptions but they didn’t have to know that.

Ash shot him a hard look, disbelief apparent in his eyes while Drew merely shook his head. “Is that what you think we’re doing? You’re my best friend, yet I barely see you anymore.” Drew’s inscrutable expression unnerved Jordan. Seeing Drew so guarded and hurt, shame once again pricked Jordan’s conscience. Keith had been his lover, but Drew and their other friend Mike were his brothers in every sense of the word. He’d never hidden anything from them. Until now.

The past few months had made him an expert in masking his feelings. So with a smile he hoped didn’t look too fake or forced, he slapped Drew on the back, trying to lighten the mood. “You’re right. And I promise to make an effort to get out more and get a handle on my life.” With a small prayer of thanks, he watched as his two friends prepared to leave.

“Don’t be a stranger. My grandmother misses you.” Drew hugged him, whispering into his ear, “I miss you.” Guilt cramped his stomach.

“Seriously, Jordan. Come by for dinner this week. Maybe you can distract that cat from attacking my ankles every time I walk by.” Ash grimaced, but his eyes crinkled with amusement.

Even Jordan laughed at Ash’s running battle with Drew’s cat, Domino. Seemed the cat resented Ash’s place in Drew’s life and took his displeasure out on him every chance he got.

“I can’t help it if the cat has good taste, Davis.” Jordan smirked and ducked Ash’s friendly punch before he followed Drew out the front door.

Jordan couldn’t help but notice how, when they were halfway down the block, Ash stopped, grasped Drew around the neck, and kissed him hard. They continued to walk, Ash’s arm snug around Drew’s shoulders to tug him close. A pain sharp and deep knifed through Jordan, and he caught his breath. There was no one left to hold him. Not anymore.

Grief-stricken and unwilling to face more loving gestures between his friends, Jordan turned his back and reentered his house. He picked up the certified letter and opened it, scanning the brief paragraph.

 

Dear Dr. Peterson:

I have tried, unsuccessfully these past few months, to contact you regarding the foundation the late Keith Hart created. As you have failed to respond, I will take this as your decision not to participate in this worthwhile endeavor. Please consider this as formal notice that I will be asking the other members of the board to remove you from this position, and we will begin the process of acquiring a new president of the board.

Very truly yours,

Lucas Conover, Platinum Account Services

Lambert & North, LLC

 

Jordan’s eyes narrowed as the burn of anger rose in his face. Fucking snotty bastard. Who the hell was this Conover to talk to him like that? Jordan stormed into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. The bottle of pills sat there, mocking him. Jordan grabbed it, wrenched the top open, and swallowed the last two. If one was good, two were better. Antidepressant? Shit, make it more like anti-feel anything at all. The way Jordan liked it. He slammed the door and faced himself in the mirror, wincing at his too-pale skin and bloodshot, sunken eyes. Once the pills kicked in and he took a shower, he’d be good as new. The languid sense of well-being from the drugs began to seep into his body. He couldn’t wait until Monday morning when he’d come face-to-face with that little prick, Lucas Conover.


Chapter Two

Monday mornings suck. At the alarm’s incessant blaring, Lucas Conover rolled out of bed with a grunt and shuffled into the bathroom. He relieved himself, brushed his teeth, and started the shower, all without pausing to glance in the mirror.

The heated spill of water pouring over his face and body revived him somewhat. To save time, he shaved in the shower and, as an afterthought, stroked himself to a quick release that rushed through him, leaving him less tense but feeling no better off than before. Sad that sex had become merely a shower-time ritual for a thirty-year-old man, but considering his hand had been the only thing giving him any pleasure in his life for years, he wasn’t surprised. Better safe than sorry. And being safe was the only thing Luke wanted from life.

That’s what happened when you grew up eating fear for breakfast, hoping the man who pretended to be your father was still so drunk from the night before, he’d sleep like the dead so you could grab your little brother and run to school before the drunken bastard woke up. And then there were days Luke and Brandon didn’t bother to wait for their cereal, choosing to get to school early rather than hanging around their house, hearing their “father” bellow in anger. Unwilling to start his day with unpleasant and unwanted memories, Luke squeezed the water from his hair and stepped out of the shower.

After drying off, he ran a comb through his wet curls then returned to the bedroom to dress. Barely looking in his closet, he pulled out a pale blue shirt along with a navy-blue suit. He picked out a tie but didn’t put it on. Bad enough he had to wear the damn thing all day long, he could at least enjoy his coffee without choking. Slinging the tie around his neck, he left the bedroom and headed to the kitchen.

It had been a typical New York City galley kitchen when he purchased the apartment, but hating that feeling of being cramped, he’d knocked down the wall separating it from the living room to open it up, creating a bright expanse of space. Doing that allowed the light from the living room to reach all the way into the apartment. The wide counter doubled as his table, and his white cabinets and black granite countertops gleamed where the sunlight struck them. But right now, only the shining stainless coffeepot drew his attention. He took his giant-sized mug out of the dish rack and poured himself a large, bracing cup.

Occasionally he wondered what it might be like to share his life with someone, to not wake up alone every single day, but that farfetched idea never lasted long. He sipped his coffee, thankful for all he did have now, never forgetting what he’d been through to get to this point. It had been something he’d learned to live with after the long, hard years alone. Since Ash—the foster brother he’d worshiped—ran out on him and their younger brother. Since his last night at home with his foster father, Munson. Since he woke up in a hospital and discovered he’d been abandoned by his family. A decade, in fact, of him with only his wits, learning to survive.

His hand tightened around his coffee cup. Not again and not today. Mondays were bad enough without thoughts of those two ruining his day before it even started. It had taken him years to come to terms with Munson’s actions. Ash’s betrayal clung to him like a second skin, impossible to remove without further damage.

He threw the cold dregs from his cup into the sink and filled his stainless-steel travel mug with more coffee. After placing the mug on the table in the hallway, Luke faced the gilt-edged mirror and knotted his tie. A brief grin flickered on his lips as he smoothed his hands over the small Winnie-the-Pooh faces on the dark blue silk.

His ties were always the talk of the secretaries. Serious in everything he did and not known for having a sense of humor among his colleagues, Luke allowed himself a brief outlet for amusement in his ties. They always had cartoon characters on them—Bugs Bunny, Flintstones, or Pokémon figures.

He slipped on his suit jacket, shrugged on his wool-lined raincoat, and left his apartment. No one knew that those ties were a sort of homage to his young brother, Brandon, whom he so desperately missed. The Saturday mornings they’d all spent snuggled up on the couch watching cartoons were among the happiest times of his childhood. Brandon would always sit on Ash’s lap, doling out fistfuls of some disgusting sugary cereal until Munson woke up and stumbled into the living room where they’d congregated. Then Ash would find some excuse to leave, sliding Brandon next to Luke.

Even then, the bastard had run away from them.

In the elevator, he checked his phone and saw a calendar entry for a new meeting his secretary had scheduled for him at eleven o’clock with the elusive Dr. Jordan Peterson. Well, well. Finally, he’d flushed the rat out of his hole. Luke couldn’t prevent a small smile from breaking out across his face. After all these months, it figured threatening him would be the only way to ensure the man would make an appearance.

Keith was a good man, and his senseless death had devastated Luke. He’d dealt with Keith’s money for years, even before Dr. Peterson came into the picture, and Luke and the detective had become somewhat close—as close as Luke allowed anyone to get. When Keith informed him he was going to marry Peterson, Luke tried to warn him about giving the man control over such a sizable estate.

In his natural, good-natured way, Keith had laughed. “Luke, my man, I trust Jordan with my life. He already controls my heart. My money doesn’t really mean much to me if he isn’t there with me to share the ride.”

Luke’s chest tightened at the memory of the big blond detective laughing without a care in the world. Not two months after that, he lay cold in his grave. Life was so fucking unfair. A piece of shit like Munson remained alive, while someone as good and decent as Keith…damn. Luke rubbed his suddenly damp eyes and then flagged down a cab on the corner of 19th St. and Eighth Avenue.

“Fifty-Sixth and Lex.” The cabbie nodded and took off, jolting Luke back into the seat. A year or so ago, Keith had shown him a picture of his partner. Luke remembered Peterson as an incredibly attractive man, tall and lean, with sculpted features and a somewhat arrogant smirk. Waves of golden-blond hair fell over his brow but failed to hide the intensity of his pale blue eyes. When he’d teased Keith about his boyfriend’s elegant looks, Keith had chuckled.

“He has a big enough ego, Luke. Don’t ever tell him that if you meet him, please. But in spite of what people may think of him, he’s the best friend I’ve ever had.”

Luke had laughed along but couldn’t relate to the obvious love in Keith’s voice for Peterson. He’d steered clear of most friendships and all relationships. Occasionally he’d go out after work with a few people to grab a beer, but he never accepted their invitations to go to clubs or play golf on the weekends. On the rare occasion when the nights got too lonely for him to bear, he’d venture to a bar for anonymous sex. A hot mouth on his cock was all it took to obliterate the darkness in his mind, but it wouldn’t last longer than the night. Casual was the best he could do. Most weekends found him at home, holed up in his apartment, or volunteering at one of the homeless shelters on the Lower East Side. It killed him to see the families with young children, their eyes full of hopelessness and despair. No matter how many left the shelters, it always seemed the space was filled again immediately with another family looking for help.

Nothing had changed from when he’d lived there, alone and afraid. Only the kindness and determination of Wanda, who ran the shelter, to see him get off the streets and back into school saved his life.

Shit. Reminiscing was one big fucking mistake. With a subtle brush of his fingers, he wiped away any trace of wetness in his eyes. Uttering a silent prayer of thanks for the quick ride uptown, he ran his card through the machine and took his receipt. Luke jumped out of the cab, and with brisk strides he shook off the past and entered the glass-and-steel skyscraper, exchanging pleasantries with the guard. He still got a secret thrill knowing he belonged here.

A top financial firm, Lambert and North was newer than the old warhorses that had their names carved into the history of Wall Street, but Luke never regretted his decision to work there. It had a younger, more modern vibe, and he knew that his being gay would’ve been looked down upon at the older, more established firms, no matter that it was the twenty-first century. Here, it was no big deal.

He nodded at several colleagues in the elevator, listening to them talk about their weekends. When the door opened on his floor, he spotted his secretary already working at her desk. He loved Valerie. She was efficient and organized, and never tried to become overly personal like some of the other secretaries did. From the first day, he’d made it clear his work and personal life were separate, and she controlled his professional life perfectly.

“Good morning, Luke.” She smiled and handed him his messages and mail.

“Morning.” He glanced at the papers for a second, then stopped and turned around. “I see Dr. Peterson scheduled a meeting today at eleven. When he comes in, make him wait a bit.” Sure, it was childish, but the man pissed him off. Peterson’s procrastination did a disservice to all Keith had tried to accomplish. He deserved a little setdown.

To her credit, Valerie didn’t miss a beat. She merely blinked her big brown eyes and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

He entered his office and immediately got to work. After the usual Monday morning directors’ meeting with his boss, he began to wade through the various e-mails, phone calls, and questions that required his attention. He picked up his head only once, and that was to acknowledge the delivery of his bagel and cream cheese.

“Hey, Orlando, how’s it going? You and your family get settled yet in the apartment?” Orlando Hernandez, his mother, and his twin sisters had been in a shelter when Luke first met them. He’d not only assisted the family with navigating the confusing world of food stamps, Medicaid, and Section 8 low-income housing but had gotten Orlando a part-time job in the deli down the block from Luke’s office building while he studied for the GED.

It was all about paying it forward.

Thinking back, he recalled all that Wanda had done for him when he’d first stumbled into the shelter that cold night. She’d cleaned him up, given him warm clothes and a hot meal. But more than that, she’d given him hope. Hope he could survive through the trauma of his flight from Georgia. Hope he could ascend to heights he’d never thought possible during the blackest time of his humiliation.

It began with his education and determination, but the common thread running through it all was her love for him. He’d vowed to make her proud and never let her down.

The young man’s teeth flashed brightly. “Yes, Mr. Conover. Mama is thrilled to have a place to cook again and wanted me to tell you she expects you over to dinner one night soon.”

Luke took the bag with his bagel and third cup of coffee of the morning and placed it on his desk. “I’m sure she loves cooking up a storm.”

Valerie buzzed from outside. “You have a phone call. Mr. Davis again.”

His heart accelerated. Shit. When was that bastard going to get the hint that Luke didn’t want to talk to him? “Same as before, Valerie. Tell him I’m busy and let security downstairs know not to allow him access to the building to see me, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

He gave a rueful smile to Orlando, who stood waiting before him. “Someone from the past I have no desire to see now. You know how it is.”

Orlando’s lips quirked in a smile. “Of course.”

Luke paid him, adding a hefty tip, and watched him leave, pleased he’d accomplished at least one good thing in his life so far. The phone calls and e-mails never stopped as he devoured his bagel and drank his coffee. It seemed everything this morning demanded his immediate attention.

At precisely eleven o’clock, Valerie buzzed him. “Dr. Peterson is here. Do you want him to wait here or in the conference room?”

“Here. Let him sit for ten minutes, then bring him in.”

“Yes, sir.”

Luke left his seat to stare out of the window. Much as he hated to admit it, the call from Ash still upset him. He didn’t want memories banging their way back into his head like an incessant woodpecker. The past was called the past because it was over and done with. There was no forgiveness in his heart for Ash Davis. His brother. What a joke.

As far as he was concerned, he was as alone as ever.

A rap at the door brought him back to awareness. “Yes?”

Valerie opened it part of the way, effectively blocking anyone outside from seeing in. She was worth her weight in gold.

“Are you ready for Dr. Peterson, sir?”

He smiled and stood at his desk, hands clasped together. For some inexplicable reason, a shower of nerves prickled his skin. “Yes, send him in, please.”

Luke remained standing as Valerie opened the door, and he got his first look at Jordan Peterson.

“Mr. Conover? I’m Dr. Peterson.”

The man greeted him head down, as if its weight was too heavy for him to bear. All Luke could think of was how different he looked from the picture Keith had shown him last year. Where Peterson had been laughing into the camera, holding up a wineglass, his face alive with joy, the hollow-eyed person who stood before him bore little resemblance to the photograph, though vestiges of beauty remained in this shattered, emotional wreckage of a man. The blond hair no longer lay as neatly trimmed and styled as it had been and the pallor of his skin left little doubt he hadn’t seen the sun in months. His expensive, well-tailored suit hung loose on his skin-and-bones frame.

Against his better judgment, he took pity on the man and mustered up what he hoped was a sympathetic smile. As difficult as it was for Luke to show emotion, Keith’s death nonetheless had hit him hard. He couldn’t fathom Peterson’s anguish.

“I’m sorry for your loss. Keith was a wonderful man.”

He raised his gaze from his study of the floor to meet Luke’s. Empty, sad, and bloodshot, the devastation in his eyes hit Luke like a slap to the face. What would it be like to love someone so intensely? From the way Peterson looked, Luke was better off not knowing.

“Yes, he was, and I don’t know why you thought it necessary to threaten me. Who the fuck are you to write me a letter like that?” The handsome face twisted in a sneer.

So much for sympathy. “I’ve tried to contact you for months, and you’ve ignored me. Anyone would think the same thing I did. You weren’t interested in the position.”

“Bullshit.” Peterson’s pale skin flushed red with his obvious outrage. “I was mourning my fiancé’s death, goddamn you. Can you understand? Haven’t you ever lost someone who meant everything to you so that nothing else mattered?”

Heat rose in Luke’s face as his heart slammed hard against his chest. Fuck, yes, he had. Not a lover, never a lover. But God, Brandon. Where the hell did you run to? His eyes widened with surprise as Peterson advanced on him. The distraught man stood so close, the heat of his breath touched Luke’s cheeks.

And then he smelled it. The scent was faint, but he’d know it anywhere. “You’ve been drinking, haven’t you?”

A slight hitch in the other man’s breath gave it away. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

Luke sneered right back at Peterson. “I grew up with a drunk. I know what I smell. It’s only eleven in the morning, and you’ve already been drinking enough that I can tell.” Then it hit him. “Are you operating today? Christ, you’d better not be going to the hospital like this.”

At least Peterson had the grace to look ashamed. “I only had rounds today, early this morning. No surgery or office hours.”

Luke released a relieved breath. “Thank God for that at least.” His eyes narrowed. “Maybe you really shouldn’t be involved with the project. I’m sure Keith wouldn’t want—”

“Don’t you dare think to lecture me on what he would’ve wanted. You’re a fucking nobody in our lives. I lived with him. We were going to be married. You barely knew him.” Peterson’s voice rose with each word spoken until he was yelling in Luke’s face. His door opened, and Valerie, as well as Dave, an analyst whose office was next door, stood there. Luke waved them back, never taking his eyes from the man in front of him.

“Look, Peterson. Why don’t you go home and sleep it off?”

“Go home?” Peterson’s laugh rang bitter and hollow. “It’s not a home anymore. The walls are closing in around me. Everywhere I am, I see him there or hear his voice.” Peterson gripped his arm, and it surprised Luke to feel the power in his grasp. “I think I might be going crazy.”

Unaccustomed to people touching him, Luke forced himself to ignore the searing pressure of Peterson’s hand through his suit jacket and listened to the man, as close to a total breakdown as he’d ever seen anyone before.

“I have to do this. To prove to him that I was worthy of his love. Don’t take away the last thing he ever asked from me.” Peterson’s long fingers curled around Luke’s bicep, digging in through Luke’s shirtsleeves. “I can’t bear the thought that I’m disappointing him.”

Shit. He didn’t expect to feel sympathetic toward Peterson. Here he was all prepared to hate the man, and yet something deep within him, frozen solid for years, shifted and cracked, exposing a soft core not visible since he left home. Luke needed to put some distance between himself and this troubled man whose mere presence sent such confusing signals to both his mind and body.

He wrenched away from the hand on his arm, waiting until his own breathing slowed, and his heart settled back to its normal rhythm. “Then don’t behave like an asshole. If you’re going to take on this responsibility, get your shit together. We’ll be working closely, and I won’t stand for working with someone who’s loaded all the time.” He folded his arms, again in control.

Peterson had dropped into a chair in front of his desk, pale and defeated looking. “I never had more than one or two drinks before—before it happened. I can do it.”

Luke could see the effort it took for him to admit his failing. “You’ll have to.”

“I said I would.” Anger flashed across Peterson’s face, a hint of the initial arrogance creeping back into his voice. “I don’t need you to be on my back.” Those pale blue eyes flicked over him, cool and dismissive. The son of a bitch dared to pass judgment on him?

“I know what you say.” Luke sat and leaned back in his chair. “Make sure you do it.” The look of outrage on Peterson’s face was priceless. “Now let me explain what we are dealing with here.”

He handed over the thick bound book of the business plan and began to outline the details of everything they’d done so far to set up the after-school programs and the trips to the prisons. After approximately an hour passed, he tossed his pen aside. “I think we can stop there. You have a basic understanding of what we’ve accomplished and still need to do.”

Peterson nodded. “I do. How involved are we planning to get with the teenagers and young kids in the shelters? They need protection from people preying on them.” His lips tightened. “I want as many guns off the street as we can get.”

“As do we all, Peterson.”

“I think by now you can call me Jordan.” The tight lips softened to a tired smile. “You’re Lucas, correct?”

Shit. A shiver trickled down his spine at the sound of his name on Jordan’s lips. Maybe he was coming down with something.

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “Well, um, I’ve got another appointment, so…” His voice trailed off, the lame excuse floating in the air as he failed to meet Jordan’s eyes.

“No problem.” Jordan stood and shook his hand. “We’ll talk soon.” He turned and walked out the door. The faint scent of his cologne lingered after he left.

For the rest of the day, whether in meetings, on phone conferences with major clients, or on the cab ride home, Luke’s thoughts strayed to Dr. Jordan Peterson. The elegant, cultured voice, piercing blue eyes, and firm mouth didn’t surprise him; he knew Jordan was an extremely attractive man from the pictures Keith had shown him. The physical reaction he had toward the man troubled Luke and he vowed to keep his mind on the job they had to do. It shouldn’t prove to be too difficult for him. Luke had made a point of never allowing anyone to get too close. Jordan would be no different.


Chapter Three

Jordan slammed into the town house and threw his keys at the hall table but missed, sending them skittering along the wooden floor. He didn’t break stride, continuing until he reached the kitchen. The last few hours had been torturous. Gearing himself up to get dressed and presentable for rounds had required a pill. Making it through rounds at the hospital then the meeting with Keith’s financial adviser had been arduous. So what if he had a couple of drinks beforehand to settle his nerves and dull the pain? The Xanax he’d taken in the morning hadn’t done the trick; his body hummed, tight as a high wire. He needed another pill or drink; it didn’t matter which. Nothing truly helped anyway.

“Fuck him,” he muttered to himself. He sloshed some vodka into a glass and took out a bottle of tonic water and a lime to mix it with. “There’s nothing wrong with a drink in the afternoon with lunch.” Or two for that matter. Hell, he imagined those hedge fund guys did it all the time.

For Conover to lecture him was laughable. Those Wall Street moneymen were parasites, contributing nothing to the world. He was a doctor, for Christ’s sake. He helped people. So what if he took the edge off sometimes, with a drink or one of his happy pills? The stress was tremendous, and he deserved a little relaxation.

The cool glide of the iced vodka down his throat settled him. It wasn’t like he needed the drink or anything. Another swallow and it was gone. He’d better get something in his stomach before he really did get drunk. He hit a preprogrammed button on the phone and placed an order for a roast beef sandwich and fries to be delivered from the diner down the block. Checking his watch, he saw there were still several hours before he had to leave for Drew’s clinic.

Drew had set up a treatment center for abused young adults, and he, as well as Ash and their other friend Mike, volunteered there as much as they could. Drew’s sister, who also happened to be Mike’s girlfriend and had her PhD in adolescent psychology, ran the suicide prevention line. Ash, along with two other lawyers, helped with the legal problems, and Mike, the resident dentist, took care of the dental problems. They’d received enough publicity by now to enjoy a steady stream of funding and had hired other doctors, lawyers, and dentists to assist them, but neither he, Drew, nor Mike ever considered giving up their work there. Jordan believed Keith had envisioned the foundation he wanted to set up to have the same type of success.

The doorbell rang, and he retrieved his food from the delivery guy. For the first time in a while, his stomach grumbled with hunger, and he attacked his fries. Beer-battered and crunchy, they were exactly the way he liked them. Once he’d eaten a few bites of the sandwich, he took a bottle of water from the refrigerator and gulped it down.

Except for a few sporadic visits, he hadn’t been to the clinic to see patients since Keith’s death. His chest tightened at the thought of spending time there this afternoon, but he knew he couldn’t bail on Drew again or the kids who came for treatment. They needed him and his skill, and no matter his anger, he would be there to help them. As he bit into the second half of his sandwich, the resentment bubbling under the surface broke free, cracking through the shield he’d built up over the past nine months. How could he explain his anger toward his best friend? Who would understand it?

Irritated at himself, he tossed the sandwich aside. One day, when he had his emotions sorted out and more under control, he would talk to Drew. For now, he’d put on his game face and do what he had to do. A noise from the backyard drew his attention and he got up from the table to investigate.

A dog had somehow found its way into the yard. Instead of growling or barking like he’d expect, the animal’s tongue hung out of its mouth, and the stubby tail wagged furiously. The sun gleamed against its short, shiny fur. The dog looked to be a Rottweiler/shepherd mix, and would normally possess a strong, muscular frame. Instead, the sun gleaming against its coat highlighted the outline of its ribs.

Jordan had always wanted a dog, but with Keith’s allergies, he’d put that wish aside. The dog appeared mild mannered and not growly; Jordan approached the animal with care. It sat on its haunches, head cocked, an inquiring look on its face, and seemed to be assessing him as well. Jordan knelt down, and with warning bells going off in his head, he held out his hand.

“Hi there.” Stupid, he knew, because if the dog went after his hand, his career as an orthopedic surgeon would be over. The dog stood and inched closer until it offered a warm, wet swipe to Jordan’s fingers. Jordan petted the dog, who immediately rolled over on her back for a belly rub.

“Good girl…nice girl.” He gave her a few pats and could feel how thin she was. With no collar, it was obvious she was a stray, and probably a hungry one at that. “Come with me.” He stood, and she followed at his heels as he returned to the kitchen table and his leftover sandwich. A low whine came from her throat. “It’s okay, girl. Take it.” He placed it down for her, and in two bites it was gone.

Keith had always told him he was too impulsive and made snap decisions, but he wanted this dog with every fiber of his being. Something to






































































