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A past he couldn’t forget


Adam Barton is living his dream of working as a firefighter in his small Texas town, but a tragedy from his youth continues to haunt him. He decides New York City is the perfect place to start a new life and joins the FDNY, living and loving his own way—no strings and nothing personal. Until he catches sight of Rico Estevez, the sexy chef with the mysterious smile who rocks his world. After one explosive night together, Adam craves another….And then another. The more he and Rico are together, the more Adam wants him.

A future he never imagined

Rico Estevez is living a lie. For years he’s hidden his sexuality, afraid to hurt the career of his politically ambitious father. He’s the perfect American—the best schools, top of his class and most importantly, to his father, a successful businessman. Who needs a boyfriend when sex is so easy to find? Starting a torrid love affair with Adam Barton isn’t a problem; neither one is looking toward forever. But Rico’s father is about to get the chance of a lifetime and Rico feels forced to play by his rules.

Rules are made to be broken

Adam proves more unforgettable than Rico ever imagines, but he gives in to family pressures above personal desire. When a fire reunites them, both men discover their passion for each other hasn’t died; rather it’s stronger than ever. Want turns to need and something more dangerous to their hearts—love. Adam and Rico know if they want to have it all, they can let no one and nothing stand in their way of a life together.


Dedication


To all the readers in the Fun House who’ve asked for Rico and Adam’s story since Learning to Love, I hope you enjoy their story. I love these two more than I can say.
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All or Nothing


by Felice Stevens


Chapter One


It all started with a redheaded fireman he couldn’t get out of his mind.

Rico sat in a booth at an out-of-the-way bar in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, wondering what the hell he was doing. He didn’t do meet-ups and dates; that shit got too personal, too fast. Yet the fearlessness Adam Barton showed when he’d rushed into the smoke-filled building took his breath away. Not to mention Adam’s big shoulders and startling blue eyes were pretty damn fine to look at as well.

Anytime Adam showed up at the store, looking for lunch, dinner or “something to snack on at the firehouse,” Rico hid in his office, cursing his stupidity and cowardice. Sure, the guy was hotter than hell with that red hair, white skin, and blue-blue eyes, but that all-American freckled face had relationship and boyfriend written across it. Not his speed—yet when Adam cornered him earlier that morning, Rico surprised himself by being so tongue-tied, he was unable to do anything but nod in agreement when Adam asked if he wanted to meet later for a drink. And here he sat, waiting.

“Dumbass,” he muttered, then took a swig from his bottle of Bud. Adam Barton was a nice guy; Rico could tell by looking at him that he was like Gideon’s boyfriend Jonah. Adam would be the type who’d call during the day to say hi and want to have brunch on Sundays with friends. But Rico wasn’t into that; he never had been. He cared about three things: his family, his business, and his small circle of friends he rarely, if ever, expanded. Those were rock-solid and got his full attention; he had no time to spare for anyone, no matter how pretty the face or sweet their ass. And while Rico was thrilled his best friend, Gideon, had fallen madly in love with Jonah, Rico had never felt that need to settle down. What for? And why bother? Certainly not for anything he couldn’t get from the guys he met at clubs.

That didn’t explain his heart skipping a beat as he watched Adam enter the bar and gaze around with an expectant look. When their eyes met and Adam smiled in relief, words once again failed Rico. He took another gulp of liquid courage, unable to figure out what his problem was whenever he saw the man.

“Hi. I’m glad you came.”

Adam brought in with him the coolness of the night air, plus his own scent of freshly washed skin, and smiled at the waitress who appeared at their table.

“I’ll take one of those Buds too, please.”

“Sure. Anything to eat, guys?” She stood with her pen poised over her pad.

“You hungry?” At least he managed to get two words out.

“Yeah, definitely. We had a bunch of calls in six hours, and I didn’t have time.” It didn’t take Adam long to check out the short list of food the bar offered. “I’ll take a burger, no onion, and fries.”

Rico, who’d been fighting nerves all day, hadn’t eaten much either and discovered he was hungry as well. “I’ll take the roast beef on a roll with mustard and coleslaw. Sweet potato fries. Thanks.”

“Great, guys; I’ll put this in and be back with your beer in a sec.” She cocked her head at Rico. “You want me to bring you another with his?”

Rico glanced down; he hadn’t realized his bottle was almost empty. “Yes, please.”

She hurried off, leaving them alone.

“Busy day?” Rico picked at the beer bottle label to give his hands something to do.

“Hell, yeah. One false alarm, one smell of gas, a small trash fire in the back of a building, and another, bigger fire in a brownstone. No one was hurt, and we dealt with them pretty quickly, but it’s the rush of adrenaline, never knowing if someone’s trapped, or if it can go to more alarms.”

Fascinated, Rico watched Adam come alive as he spoke.

“You love it, don’t you?”

“The job?” A fierce light burned in Adam’s eyes, rendering Rico weak with a throb of desire. “Yeah. From the time I was a little kid, all I ever wanted was to be a fireman. My old man used to take me to the station, and the guys there would sit me on the truck and let me pretend I worked there. Once I even got to ring the bell. I fell in love with it and never looked back.”

The waitress returned with their beers, and Rico finished the dregs of his first and took a hefty swig of the second. This was how it always went with him and a guy. Meet, drink enough to lose his inhibitions, and then some fast and hot sex wherever they could get it. He couldn’t remember the last time he had sex lying down in a bed instead of up against the wall. This wasn’t the life his parents wanted for him. His mother, who had passed away, had been the Miami-Dade State Attorney, and his father, a Miami County Commissioner, was on his way up in politics. Election to governor or a US Senate seat was not outside the realm of possibility for him in the future. A true power couple.

“At least you got to follow your dream.”

For the first time since they met, darkness shadowed Adam’s bright blue eyes.

“Yeah? Not sure I’m remembering a whole lot of what that dream was anymore.”

Thinking of his own family issues, Rico assumed Adam’s family didn’t accept him, and sympathized to an extent. From the time he was little, he’d known what was expected of him: go to the best schools; get the best education. Be the best American. His parents were born in Florida, each raised by Cuban immigrants. His father’s family made their fortune in a string of successful restaurants, his mother’s in real estate development. That lifestyle had enabled them to send him to WASPY private schools, grooming him, Rico knew, to follow in their path as a lawyer. They’d insisted on English-only in the house, wanting him to stand shoulder to shoulder with everyone else in their upscale community. Complete and total assimilation.

But Rico had other dreams. Dreams of being a chef and running his own restaurant, so he’d talked to his pipo, his grandfather, who agreed to let him work in his uncle’s diner to learn what would be necessary to run his own business, even though it went against what his parents wanted. Pipo was also the only one to speak in Spanish and who taught him what little he remembered. One night after they sat drinking coffee, he’d stood to leave, and Pipo grasped his shoulder, gazing fondly at him from beneath bushy, gray brows.

“Mi corazon. My heart. We followed our dream to America. Now you make your own life. Your way.”

He might’ve never told his staunch, conservative father he was gay, but Rico knew his family would never abandon him. At least he didn’t think so. Their motto had always been Family First, and he had to believe they meant it. But better that his father knew nothing of Rico’s personal life. Besides, whenever they spoke, it was always the business that his father was concerned with, whether they were making money or if they could afford their rent. It was how it had always been.

Stealing a quick look at Adam’s troubled face, Rico hurt for him. He didn’t like to see Adam sad. Those blue eyes should always be bright with laughter, and that mouth…damn. Rico shifted in the booth, his dick stiffening at the thought of Adam’s full lips on his.

“Well, you’re doing a great job here. I mean, the way you ran into the synagogue even though it was full of smoke? Shit. You must see some crazy-ass stuff.”

Adam cut his gaze away to the table for a second before returning to meet his eyes. “Yeah. I still get scared, though, whenever I go in; I’m sure the others do too. It’s not something we ever talk about. But I could never imagine doing anything else.”

The waitress appeared with their food, the meaty aroma of his roast beef and Adam’s burger triggering some major stomach rumbling on his part. He doused his fries with ketchup and took a big bite of the sandwich.

“Damn, I’m hungry. We’ve been so busy, I haven’t had any time to sit down and eat. We grab a bite here and there of whatever someone’s cooking in the kitchen at the moment. This tastes like heaven, but I don’t know if it’s because I’m so hungry or it’s really good.”

“My burger is good.” Adam’s voice came out garbled as he had a mouth full of food.

They sat and ate in companionable silence, and it didn’t take long for Rico to polish off his sandwich and fries; when Adam took a drink, Rico swiped a few fries from his plate.

“Hey.”

Adam caught his gaze, and the air stilled between them. Rico took another one and dipped it in ketchup, then slowly put it into his mouth. He had no fucking clue what he was doing, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Adam. Everything about the man was so damn attractive, from his red hair to his strong jaw dusted with red-gold scruff to those full pink lips.

“Mmm. Good.” He licked his lips, watching the heat of lust darken Adam’s blue eyes to an almost inky black. Rico’s body lit up; his blood burned and his dick throbbed.

Adam stood and threw three twenties and a ten on the table. “Let’s get out of here.”

Scrambling out of the booth, Rico followed him, and together they left the bar. The cool night air hit Rico’s overheated face, but it did nothing to calm the fire inside. Wordlessly, he stared at Adam, who zipped up his coat and jerked his head to the left.

“I live down the block.”

The determined authority in Adam’s voice turned him on even more. For years he’d been the strong one, holding everything inside: leaving home, starting the business, helping Gideon with his dyslexia. He didn’t mind; he loved Gideon like a brother—would do anything for him. But sometimes the solitude overwhelmed him, and Rico wanted someone to lean on. Then he remembered his parents’ words.

“Work hard. And when you want to give up, work harder. Depend on no one for your success but yourself.”

Which was all well and good during the daytime, but the nights got very long, cold, and lonely sometimes. But not tonight. Anticipation raced through him as he and Adam walked into a limestone apartment building. The only sound he heard above the rhythmic pounding of his heart was Adam’s breathing.

The elevator door opened, and they walked inside, studiously avoiding each other’s eyes. Adam’s foot tapped on the dirty linoleum floor, and Rico wondered if he was mistaken and Adam merely wanted to hang out in his apartment and watch a game on television. Whatever. If that’s what he wanted, he’d be fine with it. He had nothing and no one to go home to.

Still silent, he followed Adam out of the elevator, his nerves building with each step. Adam stopped short and pulled him close, brushing their lips together.

“I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Me either.”

They shared a smile, and Rico held his breath. Even the dim lighting couldn’t hide the blaze of desire in Adam’s eyes before he turned away and pointed to the end of the hallway. “I’m this way. Come on.”

Adam fished his keys out of his jacket pocket and opened the door, the apartment a dark space before him. About to make a joke about Adam not paying his electric bill, Rico was pulled inside, the door slamming shut with a bang. Excitement zinged through him as Adam shoved him up against it, and his dick throbbed from the press of Adam’s weight.

“I couldn’t take it anymore.” The combination of the sharp smell of beer and the heat of Adam’s breath raised goosebumps on his arms. Adam’s lips, tantalizingly close, brushed his cheek, their softness barely touching his skin. “You sitting across from me, teasing me. Driving me fucking crazy.”

As if he’d run a sprint, Rico panted, the expectation of Adam’s lips on his building until Adam crushed their mouths together, and Rico grabbed him around the neck, hanging on as the world tilted, spinning out of control.

The kiss was desperate, carnal, and fucking magnificent; they consumed each other, lips sliding and slanting, hungry, wet, and hot. Tongues licking, teeth clashing, their mouths remained fused together as they pulled off their jackets and unbuttoned their shirts, tossing them aside. Rico heard a button skitter on the floor; he didn’t know if it was his or Adam’s and didn’t care. The sight of Adam’s naked chest enthralled Rico, with its swirls of reddish hair, pink rosy nipples, and the peek of a tattoo creeping up from below his belly button. His admiration was short-lived as Adam grabbed him, yanking him close again, and Rico arched into the rough caress of Adam’s hands trailing over his heated flesh. He groaned, unable to stifle the sound, and Adam smiled against his lips, his late-night beard scraping deliciously against Rico’s cheek.

“I’m dying for you. Do you want me?”

Barely able to breathe, much less speak, Rico nodded, his cock so close to bursting, he didn’t know how he hadn’t gotten off in his jeans. He had no time to think as Adam grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the back of the dark apartment.

“Come on.”

He banged into several pieces of furniture and might’ve tipped over a chair, but it didn’t stop Adam’s forward progress. Following blindly, Rico kept his hand firmly in Adam’s, nerves fluttering in the pit of his stomach.

They entered the bedroom, a chink of light from the partially open blinds slanting across the unmade bed. Rico didn’t get a chance to see much else as Adam spun him around and backed him up until his knees hit the mattress and he fell.

“From the first time I saw you, I had fucking hot dreams of you in my bed.” As Adam spoke he popped the tab of his jeans and pulled the zipper down, then kicked off his shoes. “Wanna know what they were?”

Fascinated with the sight of Adam’s cock pushing out of his briefs, Rico inhaled deeply, the sharp scent of Adam’s desire fueling his own lust. “Yeah. Tell me.”

“Uh-uh.” Adam bent down and brushed rough fingers against Rico’s bare stomach, and Rico shivered. “You need to get naked first.” Adam pulled off his socks, then hooked his fingers in his briefs and drew them down, exposing the reddish curls surrounding the base of his beautiful, thick cock. The tattoo Rico’d only gotten a glimpse of revealed itself in all its glory—a bird with wings outstretched, its feathers a sweeping group of rainbow stripes. He had another tattoo, that of a fire truck and the Twin Towers on his bicep.

Rico’s ass clenched tight, his hole empty and aching, his mouth dry. “Okay,” he whispered, unwilling to trust his voice. His fingers fumbled with the button of his jeans, and Adam leaned down to push his hand aside.

“Here. Let me take care of it for you. Lift up.”

Rico complied, and soon he lay naked on Adam’s bed, his head whirling. What the fuck was going on? Only a few hours ago he’d been determined to keep it light and easy between them, yet now Adam’s touch blazed a trail of fire, and Rico’s dick stiffened.

“Now,” Adam said, still standing before Rico, his cock sticking out between them, head wet and gleaming. “My dreams involved you inside me, ramming me into the mattress while I bite the pillowcase to keep from screaming the house down.” He stroked himself, his thumb passing over the crown to gather and then spread the pearly liquid. “You want that? Want me?”

Abandoning his earlier dominating tone, Adam now sounded hesitant yet endearingly hopeful. It touched a place Rico kept hidden deep inside, and he nodded, desire sweeping through him, kindling his nerve endings. “Yeah. I want you.”

A smile lit Adam’s eyes, and he grasped Rico around the nape of his neck and drew him in close for a kiss. Unlike before, their lips met softly but with no less passion until Rico, aching all over, his body a trembling mess of sensation, couldn’t hold back any longer.

“Where’s your stuff?”

Adam scrambled to the night table and yanked open the drawer, rummaged inside, then quickly returned to Rico with the lube and a long strip of condoms.

“Planning a long night?” Rico teased him but fell silent at the raw lust in Adam’s burning gaze.

“As long as you want.” Adam lay back, running his hands over his body, jerking his dick in hard pulls. Fascinated, Rico couldn’t stop watching; a low growl reverberated in his throat along with a desperate, almost feral need to possess Adam overtaking him until he pounced, pinning Adam’s hands above his head, taking his mouth again. Their cocks rubbed against each other, creating a delicious friction until Rico could no longer stand the tension. With some regret he left Adam’s mouth, continuing a path of kisses down Adam’s neck and chest, pausing to suck and flick at the hard points of his nipples.

“Fuck,” Adam hissed, his head thrashing on the pillow.

“Yeah, you like that?” Rico nipped at the buds, laughter rumbling in his chest at the stream of filthy curses Adam let out.

“Come on, Boy Scout. You’re too nice to have such a dirty mouth.”

“If you don’t fuck me right now, you’ll see how dirty I can get.”

Arousal ran hot through him as he met Adam’s eyes. Fucking hell. No one had ever looked at him with such naked hunger written on their face. His cock twitched and dripped, and Rico licked his lips.

“I’m gonna hold you to that for later.”

Later? What the hell was he thinking?

But no time to think when Adam spread his legs, offering that gorgeous ass. In his clothing it sat high and round, pants hugging the curves in all the right places. But naked? Fuck. It was a thing of beauty, meant to be worshiped, which was exactly what Rico intended to do with his fingers, lips, and tongue. Under Adam’s avid gaze, Rico knelt between his thighs and licked across the quivering pink hole, Adam’s cries of pleasure playing like music in his ears. He flicked his tongue in and out, loving the taste of Adam, holding his thighs wide as he feasted.

“Fucking hell, goddamn you. Fuck me already.”

After another moment or two, Rico sat up, took the lube, and spread it over his fingers. He thumbed Adam’s hole, teasing the rim, enjoying Adam’s sighs of pleasure when he sank the digit inside.

“Like that?” He bent over and kissed the soft skin of his inner thigh, moving his thumb in that velvety softness, stretching Adam’s passage. “Want more?”

“Yes,” Adam choked out, and Rico continued his play, slipping one, then two fingers in and out, crooking them as they reached deep inside Adam’s snug heat. Watching Adam come alive under his fingering, his eyes glazing over, that big muscular body vibrating beneath his touch, tight as a drawn bow, an intense need grew within Rico. To be inside Adam. He withdrew his fingers, smiling at Adam’s cry of protest.

“Fuck. No.”

The strip of condoms lay to the side, and Rico pulled one off, ripped the corner open, then rolled the condom on. He leaned over to give Adam a soft kiss on his mouth and murmur, “Fuck, yeah. Ready for me?”

Adam bit his earlobe, and Rico shivered, fully aware he was not in complete control. Loving it. “You’ve no idea.”

Rico let that cryptic remark slide and sat back on his heels. He teased Adam’s hole with the head of his cock, pushing it in a bit, then pulling out, hearing his breath catch. He continued that steady rocking motion, sliding his cock into Adam a bit deeper with each flex of his hips, setting the pace until Adam grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him close.

“Fuck me, damn it. Now.”

Adam hooked his leg around Rico’s waist and heaved upward, thrusting himself onto Rico’s cock. A wildness unfurled inside Rico, and he grabbed Adam’s jaw hard, taking his mouth in a greedy kiss as he began to pound him, the bed creaking as if it was about to come apart. They rocked together, tongues slipping and sliding, and Rico sucked the swell of Adam’s full lower lip into his mouth then nipped it gently.

“Ahhh.” Adam cried out, and Rico felt him come, his cock caught between their sweating bodies as he trembled and shook beneath him, his muscles clamping tight on Rico’s dick. He was beautiful to see in his raw, uninhibited state, and Rico couldn’t look away.

“Fucking hell.” Rico managed a few more thrusts before the orgasm threatening to overtake him engulfed him and he came, shooting hard and endlessly into the condom. He collapsed over Adam, drenched in sweat and come, thoroughly exhausted yet shocked at the intensity of the sex between them. The moment he’d entered Adam, Rico blew up like a fireball exploding into the sky.

Content as he was to lie atop Adam, Rico knew he must be heavy, so he rolled to the side only to be forestalled by Adam, who held on to him tight.

“Don’t. I like it.”

A bit uneasy but too drained to put up much of a protest, Rico eased out of Adam and tossed the full condom into the wastebasket by the bed before returning to Adam, happy to stay in his bed and feeling no urgency to get up, get out, and leave. Funny how lying there with Adam gave him peace.

“Just gonna rest for a minute.”

He closed his eyes, thinking how nice it felt to have someone hold him for once.


Chapter Two


Coming off a twelve-hour shift normally meant grabbing something to eat, then going home and crashing. But Adam had been unable to get Rico Estevez out of his head. The first time he saw the sexy caterer, he was handing out bottles of water at the synagogue fire, and Adam couldn’t take his eyes off Rico’s dark eyes crinkled from laughter, muscular arms straining under his thin sweater, and bright smile flashing in the sun. Adam was hooked, and he didn’t even mind Rico’s partner, Gideon, teasing them both.

When he discovered the catering business was located only blocks from his firehouse, Adam made it a point to stop by every day. It took weeks to simply get Rico to talk to him and agree to meet after work. Adam almost cheered. Taking him home and being fucked until he almost blew apart was a bonus Adam never expected. He’d hoped for a little kissing or possible groping, but once Rico touched him, Adam lost control.

Wincing at the soreness in his ass, Adam still reveled in the feeling, knowing it was worth it after the night he had. Good thing he had the day off to recover, and hopefully Rico might be enticed to spend if not all day, at least the morning with him before going into his store. Adam rolled over, hoping to grab a good-morning kiss, but to his dismay, the bed was empty and the sheets cool to the touch.

“Fuck.” He fell back onto the pillow, not too surprised at Rico bailing. The man was secretive and self-contained, but all that did was make him hotter than hell. Adam knew if he wanted a repeat with Rico, he’d have to go slow. Nothing turned off a man like that more than being chased.

Except Adam wasn’t good at going slow. When he saw something or someone he wanted, he went after it, holding nothing back. And damn it, Adam couldn’t recall the last time he wanted a man like he wanted Rico. Not in years.

Ignoring the throb of pain in his chest, Adam forced himself to look forward. He’d been somewhat successful at putting aside the perpetual anguish living inside him. Even his dreams had almost stopped betraying him, and while never happy, he’d learned to survive them.

The little taste he’d had of Rico would only hold him so long. He’d planned on hanging out with some of the guys from his house that night, but perhaps he should hunt down the mysterious caterer and see if they could plan a repeat performance. At that thought, his dick twitched and hardened.

Adam threw back the covers and with a grunt he stood, eyeing the mess of dried come on his chest. Better get in the shower and get moving, Adam thought as he eyed the clock and saw it was past ten thirty. Rico’s store opened at twelve, and he planned on being there. If nothing else, Rico owed him an explanation of why he’d left Adam’s bed like a trick he’d picked up at a club, instead of someone he sort of knew. He’d always believed himself a good judge of character, and he’d bet that behind those gorgeous dark eyes hid some heavy stuff Rico didn’t talk about, not even to his best friend, Gideon.

After showering and getting dressed, Adam munched on a bagel and called home.

“Hey, Daddy.”

“Adam. How are ya?”

“Pretty good. Off shift today. Gonna hang around, catch up on some bills. What about you? How’s Mama?”

“I’m good.” She broke into the conversation. “Missing you, but you sound good.”

“I am good.”

“Better than if you were still home?”

“Mama…”

“Now, Grace,” said his father. “Adam’s a grown man, living his life. He’s doing good. Don’t make him feel all guilty and such.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” Adam whispered. He didn’t need his mother to make him feel guilty. He lived with it every day.

“I didn’t mean to. I just miss you, that’s all.” She paused, and he knew what was coming. “Been going out? Have you met anybody lately?”

The taste of Rico still lingered on his tongue, hot and sweet, and he quivered remembering Rico pinning him to the bed while their mouths ravaged each other with harsh and brutal kisses.

“Nope. Been too busy.”

“You’re never too busy to fall in love.”

“Mama, come on. I’m fine. Not everyone’s meant to settle down and get married. I’ve told you that.”

“You’re not everyone.” A stubborn note crept into her voice. “You’re my son—a wonderful man who deserves love. You have to give it a chance is all I’m sayin’. And I know you’re not.”

“Grace. The boy called to say hello, not get a lecture. Leave him be.”

Always grateful for his father’s steadiness, Adam took the time to breathe deeply and cool his annoyance. “Mama. I have friends, and I love my job. I go out. I’m not interested in a relationship is all. What did you always say—once you found Daddy, you knew that was it for you? Well, I had my one and done. Now I’m living every day to the fullest. So I am loving my life. I don’t have to be in love to do it.”

Hearing her sniffle on the other end of the line hurt. There were no two people he loved more than his parents; they’d helped him through his darker times and couldn’t have been prouder when he was accepted to the FDNY, even though they’d much rather he’d remained close to home. He’d listened to their pleading but stayed strong, and that meant leaving home with all the memories tugging at his coattails, threatening to pull him back into the abyss. Adam might’ve only been seventeen, but his joy in life as he knew it had been extinguished in a dusty barn that long-ago April morning.

“Now, I gotta go. I’ll call you at the end of the week. Okay?”

“I love you. I’m sorry if I upset you.”

“You didn’t. I know you want what’s best for me, and right now I’m doing it. So don’t worry.”

He hung up and finished his coffee, stretching as a patch of sun hit his back, warming him. His body ached in that bone-deep way one only felt after a night of uninhibited sex. Rico had proved to be an amazing lover: rough when he sensed Adam needed it, yet tender and sweet at times that even now made him long to be held. Frustrated and a bit annoyed with the way Rico sneaked out of his apartment, Adam picked up his phone and punched in Rico’s number. Not surprisingly, after several rings, the call went to voicemail.

“Not gonna get rid of me that easy.” Adam pushed up from the table, and after grabbing his wallet and keys, took his jacket and left his apartment. Despite his earlier words to his mother, Adam had every intention of learning more about what made the mysterious Rico Estevez so very damn appealing. He’d thought a night together would’ve diminished his desire for Rico, but it’d had the opposite effect.

Adam wanted him more than ever. One night wasn’t nearly enough.

[image: *]*

Getting to Carroll Gardens from his Bay Ridge apartment took a couple of trains and over an hour due to delays. It might’ve been years since he left Texas, but Adam hadn’t yet gotten used to the crazy hustle of the city, and when he finally made it above ground, he needed a moment to breathe some fresh air. One of the best things about his job was the house he worked in—a small, almost homey firehouse incorporated into the neighborhood. Adam really felt a part of the close Brooklyn community. He loved when the kids on the block came over to ooh and ahh over the trucks, remembering the bond it created when he was young with not only his father but the job when he visited his hometown firehouse as a child. Those happy memories were what spurred him to be a firefighter when he grew up.

The early afternoon sun streaked through the leaves of the tree-lined streets, and he smiled at the people tending their gardens or sitting on their stoops for a chat. For all that New York could be a cold, anonymous place, these outer-borough enclaves were populated by close-knit families, many of whom had lived and worked there for generations and watched out for each other.

“Hey, Adam. Day off?”

Vincent DeCarlo, or “Mr. D” as everyone called the diminutive man, put down his gardening shears. Adam knew the unofficial “Mayor of Carroll Gardens” loved tending to his vegetable garden as well as his roses, and the firehouse often reaped the rewards of his homegrown bounty of tomatoes, zucchini, and string beans. And nothing went on there, especially on his block, without Mr. D knowing about it. He lost a son and a nephew in the 9/11 attacks, and Adam had the highest respect for the man and always made it a point to stop and chat.

“Sure is, Mr. D. I’m heading over to the Garden of Eat-In. Can I get you anything? A corned beef sandwich? Cookies?”

Adam grinned, already knowing Mr. D’s response. They played this game at least two to three times a week.

“You can bring me a few of those cookies with the jelly in the middle. But don’t tell my wife. She thinks I need to watch my weight.”

And as always, Adam gave him a wink and a nod. “No problem. I’ll keep it just between us guys.”

“Attaboy.”

Adam continued down the block until he reached the corner, then stood waiting for the light to change; he’d yet to learn to jaywalk like a true New Yorker and often found himself left standing while others raced across the street. The royal-blue storefront sign with the white lettering stood out, and through the window Adam saw a few customers waiting in line. When the light turned green, he crossed the street and entered the store. The scent of roasted meats, coupled with the vanilla cinnamon of the baked goods he knew Rico prepared, had him salivating. The bagel he’d eaten only an hour before seemed very long ago, and Adam eyed the glass-front counter with its various dishes, deciding what he’d buy for dinner that night.

“Next.” The cashier, Sean, grinned. “Hey, how are you? Not fighting fires today?”

“Not today.” Well, not unless Rico tried to ignore him. “Your boss in?”

“Which one?” Sean glanced over his shoulder, his curly brown hair sticking out from under his New York Mets cap. “Gideon’s elbow-deep in brisket, and Rico’s in his office, doing paperwork.”

Good. He could corner Rico and make him talk. Or something.

“Rico. It’s okay if I go back, right? I want to ask him a question.”

Or maybe kiss him. ’Cause damn, that man could kiss.

“Um, yeah. I guess.”

“Excuse me. Can I get some turkey breast?” A customer shuffled impatiently behind him, and Adam took the opportunity to escape to the back of the store.

“Thanks, Sean.” Without breaking stride, Adam hurried off through the door marked Employees Only and found himself in a long hallway. The sounds of men laughing and knives chopping on wooden boards reached him from the far end where he knew the kitchen was located. Careful not to make a sound, Adam walked down the hall, passing by the bathroom and coming upon the open door of an office. He peeked around the corner to see Rico staring intently at the computer while his fingers flew over the keyboard. A screen full of multicolored charts appeared.

“Ha.” Rico smiled and fist-pumped in the air. “I knew it.” He spun around and stood. “Wait till Gid—” His voice died in his throat, the smile fading from his lips as he faced Adam, who leaned against the doorframe. “What’re you doing here?”

Placing himself between Rico and the door, Adam widened his stance, legs splayed and arms folded. “You left this morning without saying good-bye.”

“Shh.” Rico’s dark brows pinched together, and he grabbed Adam, pulling him all the way into the office. “Keep it down. I don’t need anyone knowing.”

A sickening feeling spread through him. “Are you ashamed of me? Or what happened between us?”

The door shut, and Rico faced him, brown eyes softer than a moment before. “No, of course not. Don’t be stupid. But that doesn’t mean I need them”—he gestured toward the door—“knowing everything that goes on in my life.”

That didn’t make sense to Adam. “I understand maybe Sean and the kitchen staff. But Gideon? He’s your best friend.”

An unreadable look flashed across Rico’s face for a moment, and that dread in Adam’s chest inched upward until he tasted bile. “You don’t have feelings for him, do you?”

For the first time since Adam walked into the office, Rico cracked a smile. “Gideon? Nah. He’s like my brother. When we first met, yeah, we hooked up, but it was nothing serious.”

Surprised at the relief pouring through him, Adam relaxed and sat in the chair by Rico’s desk. “How did you two meet, anyway?”

“In Florida.” Rico sat behind his desk and toyed with his phone. When it became apparent he wasn’t about to speak further, Adam pressed on. The guy had fucked his brains out. The least he could do was talk to him.

“Pretty big state. Any particular part? Or were you simply wandering the Everglades in search of alligators and happened upon him?”

Rico’s brows shot up, and he leaned back in his chair, shaking his head. His lips curved in a slight smile, his eyes crinkling with humor. Finally, a laugh. “You’re not going to let it go, are you?”

“No. I’m annoying like that. When I find myself attracted to someone enough to let them inside me, I kind of feel like maybe we’re more than strangers?”

A tinge of red stained Rico’s cheeks, and Adam sensed how uncomfortable he was. Unaccustomed guilt swept through him. He wasn’t a mean person, and if Rico didn’t want to talk, he must have a good reason.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to pry.”

A sigh escaped Rico. “You’re not. I don’t talk a lot. I come from Miami. My uncle owns a chain of successful diners, and I was working at one of them when Gideon showed up one night, hungry and with no place to live. I let him stay in the basement and got him a job in the kitchen. When it became apparent his potential lay far beyond dishwasher and short-order cook, we talked about setting up a business together.”

“And the relationship?” Having seen Gideon together with his boyfriend and Rico, Adam was curious how they’d remained such good friends after a breakup.

“It wasn’t a relationship; we’d only hooked up a few times and decided we’d be better friends than lovers.”

“If I’d been with you a month, it would be a really big deal to let you go.”

Rico blinked. Twice. “Uh. Well, anyway. Gideon didn’t know my uncle owned the diner; he thought I only worked there. That kind of came between us for a while until we worked it out. Gideon felt like I was the rich kid dicking around with him and didn’t like thinking I was giving him charity.”

“Were you?”

“No. I grew up always working hard. It’s second nature to me. My father’s love, next to his family, was work. But I didn’t want to follow the plan my parents made for my life.”

All too familiar with a story like Rico relayed, Adam struggled to keep his emotions in check. “Parental pressure and expectations can hurt.” Understatement of the year, but for Adam, it was the best he could manage.

Looking a bit confused, Rico answered, “Yeah, they can. But my father and I are pretty solid; we got real close after my mother died. And I understand where he’s coming from. So we compromised. I went to business school and got to work in the diner.” A bit hesitantly, he asked Adam, “You said you get along with your parents, though, right?”

“Yeah, they’re great. My mama keeps pressuring me to find a boyfriend, but Daddy’s okay and leaves me be.”

“So you’re not into relationships?”

A familiar tingle ran up the base of his spine at Rico’s eyes darkening with unmistakable attraction.

“I’m into having fun. Time enough to settle down, if ever.”

“That sounds about right to me.”

Hyperaware of the electricity sizzling between them, Adam had been about to suggest a repeat performance of the night before when the door to the office banged open.

“Hey, why’s the door shut—”

Gideon Marks, Rico’s partner and best friend, burst into the office, and Rico’s face, only a second before alive with desire, shut down. Hard.

“You don’t believe in knocking, man?” The force of Rico’s black scowl did nothing to dim Gideon’s smile when he caught sight of Adam. In fact, it only increased its brightness.

“Adam? How the hell are you?”

Adam stood, and they shook hands while Rico, glowering, remained seated and silent.

“Good. It’s my day off and—”

“And you came to spend it with Rico. That’s cool. I didn’t know you guys were seeing each other.”

Before Adam could speak, Rico sprang up from his chair. “We’re not. Adam stopped by to say hello. And now he’s leaving.” With his arms folded and gaze trained on the open door, Rico refused to meet his eyes. And Adam, who knew the signs, struggled not to let hurt show on his face and turned his back on Rico. A coldness swept through him, dousing the fire warming him only moments before.

“I better go pick out my dinner. I’ll see you, guys. Bye.”

Without a backward look, he left before his pride got to him and he lashed out at Rico. He didn’t know why the man was so secretive. Adam didn’t care to broadcast his sex life either. But the icy dismissal and refusal to even look him in the face were enough for Adam. He didn’t need this shit.


Chapter Three


Quivering with an anger mostly directed at Gideon for bursting into his office, but also at himself, Rico took several deep breaths before speaking.

“What was so important that it couldn’t wait? Don’t you have any respect for my privacy?” His head pounded, and Rico kneaded the nape of his neck with his fingers.

“Damn. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. I saw the door closed, and it was so unusual, I—”

“Barged right in. Yeah. That’s not cool. I wouldn’t do that to you if I saw your door shut. I’d respect it and wait. All I’m asking for is the same.”

The two of them so rarely argued; shame coursed through Rico at the confusion and pain in Gideon’s face. Yeah, he was overreacting, and he knew why. Adam Barton. The redheaded man got to him like no one ever had before. And it scared him because he knew he’d been seconds away from kissing the man in his office or doing something highly inappropriate.

“Hey.”

It took a second before he trusted himself to look at Gideon. And when he did, Rico saw only concern and a touch of something else he couldn’t name.

“Yeah?” They’d been friends long enough to keep it real with each other. He’d never had a brother, but Rico couldn’t imagine being closer to anyone than he was to Gideon.

“It’s okay, you know. You
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