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About the Book


Benny DeMarco is the nicest guy you’ll ever meet. He works hard, takes care of his little sister, and pays the bills. Childhood bullies and an abusive stepfather invade his dreams, and at times he wishes life would grant him a do-over. Would he like a boyfriend? You bet. But Benny knows love isn’t for him. He’s been looked over, looked through, and looked past all his life. Even worse, the one guy he’s been in love with for almost two years is the biggest flirt who will sleep with anyone. Anyone except Benny.

Gino Acosta smiles to keep from crying. Everyone he meets tells him he’s beautiful and sexy, but Gino knows the truth. His outside may be perfect, but inside he feels dirty and unworthy. Bounced around as a child, he yearns for someone to love and a family to call his own. He hops from man to man, desperate to belong, believing the lies he’s told, but all he finds is a body for an hour or two. Things would be so different if only he knew—the man he’s searching for is waiting for him, right under his nose.

Benny starts dating the “perfect guy” and it’s okay if there’s no spark—that’ll happen eventually. Won’t it? Gino’s fast-paced modeling career has taken off, but once again, he’s trading his body for a dream. When Gino’s world explodes, Benny must fight for what and who he really wants. Gino must learn to trust what people tell him—that he’s got so much more to offer than a pretty face and a moment of pleasure.

If all your life you believe you’re nothing, how do you move past heartbreak and hardship to reach for everything?


Dedication


To my friends. Thank you for always being there.


Acknowledgments


Thank you to Keren Reed. I couldn’t and wouldn’t do it without you. Thank you to Hope and Jess of Flat Earth Editing who always take it above and beyond. To Dianne of Lyrical Lines, thank you, as always, for everything you do and for being my friend. A special thank you to Hope who never says no when I message her to talk and wrestle through things.

And as always, thank you to the amazing readers who make my dream come true every day.

Reader note:

Possible dubious consent issues.


Table of Contents


Cover

Copyright Page

About the Book

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Epilogue

Excerpt from One Call Away

About Felice Stevens

Other Titles by Felice Stevens


Imitation of Life


Rock Bottom Book Two

By
FELICE STEVENS


CHAPTER ONE


Entering Hard Core Fitness seemed different today, though the same music played on the speakers and, as usual, several people were already working with the weights in the back or on the treadmills and ellipticals lining the front.

“Hey, Benny, what’s shakin’?”

I raised my hand in greeting to one of the early morning regulars, sweating through his run.

“Nuthin’. Same old, same old.”

But it wasn’t. I continued walking, only this time I didn’t circle around the U-shaped front desk to sit and answer the phones. Instead, I walked to the back and stopped in front of the second door on the left.

My office.

It wasn’t big and didn’t have a window or anything, but for me, it was the beginning of a whole new life—a whole new world.

“Oh, shit. You’re here already.”

Jeremy skidded to a stop as he rounded the corner, and I smiled. “Just getting in. Why?”

“I wanted to get here before you and bring you coffee and a bagel like you always used to get for me.” His blue eyes twinkled. “I overslept, though. Me ’n Blake stayed up late celebrating our one-year anniversary of getting back together and moving in with each other. I kinda forgot the time.”

“I can see.” I craned my head and snickered. “Looks like it was a long night. Maybe you should wear a turtleneck or something.”

“What? Oh.” When my gaze zeroed in on his throat, Jeremy ran a hand down his neck and turned a little red. “Well, yeah. You know how it goes.”

“Sure,” I said with a forced smile. But I didn’t. Not one fucking clue. The soft smile on Jeremy’s lips gave me a good idea, however.

“Anyway, here.” Jeremy thrust a coffee and a bag that smelled like a bagel in my face. “Welcome to your first day.”

Touched that he went out of his way, I simply stood and stared at the coffee and paper bag. “For me?”

“Yeah, for you.” Jeremy motioned with it. “Take it.”

“Th-thanks. That’s really nice of you.”

It was more than my stepfather did. When he found out today was my first day at the new job, he merely grunted and lit another cigarette. “Don’t forget I ain’t coming home tonight. You gotta make dinner for your sister.”

Not like I didn’t do it every night.

“No big deal. Now let’s get you set up.”

It was a big deal. Jeremy made me feel good about myself in a way no one else ever did.

I sat behind the desk and ran my hand over the smooth surface. When I answered an ad to be the front-desk person at Hard Core Fitness, I’d never dreamed I’d be keeping the company’s books and records. The gym was Jeremy’s baby, and I knew how hands-on he was and how much his business meant to him.

“I really appreciate you giving me the chance, Jer. I-I won’t let you down.”

His dark brows knitted together. “I never thought you would. That’s why I offered you the job. I saw right from the beginning you were a hard worker, industrious and smart. Maybe one of the smartest people I know.”

Heat rose in my cheeks. “That’s not true,” I mumbled, pulling the bagel from the bag.

“Maybe you’re right.” He crossed his muscular arms and leaned against the wall. “You’re still hung up on Gino, right?”

Face burning, I swiveled around in my chair to escape Jeremy’s sympathetic eyes.

“We’re friends. I know nothing’s gonna happen. It’s fine.”

“Knowing it in your head is one thing, kiddo. Telling it to your heart is another.” He passed the threshold of the office and stood in the hallway. “I’ll leave you alone to finish your breakfast.”

When Jeremy left, I touched the shining wood desktop while I ate the bagel slowly, making sure no crumbs fell anywhere but on the napkin I’d spread out. This office was my haven. A safe place I could breathe deep and be myself, and I wanted it far away from the ugliness of my real life. I spent the next three hours getting familiar with all the paperwork and computer programs.

“Damn, Mr. Corporate. Lookit you sitting there so fine in that suit.” Gino breezed in, and my traitorous heart jumped. Tall, lean, and tan, Gino Acosta had been the subject of my secret fantasies for almost two years now. Dark hair framed a perfect face with a dazzling white smile. Melting brown eyes with thick lashes gazed at me, rendering me weak at the knees and hard as a rock.

“H-hi. What do you think?” I stood up and fiddled with my tie. “Not too bad, right?”

Over the past year I’d learned to hide my crush and pretend Gino meant nothing to me. Every day I walked into Hard Core, I vowed it would be the day I’d forget him. And Gino made it easy for me to keep that promise. He was a flirt and a tease, and I knew he slept around. I heard the talk. It was no secret that the guys he met only went with him for sex. They weren’t interested in him for anything else. I believed a person should value their body and their heart. Gino did neither, but then, he didn’t care what I thought.

In fact, the only person he had no interest in was me. I was Benny the friend. The work buddy.

But no matter what I did to forget him, I couldn’t get Gino Acosta out of my head.

He whistled low. “You look hot, Benny.” His fluid, cat-like stride brought him to within inches of me, so close that I could almost feel the rough stubble of his jaw against my own smooth one and smell his cologne. Its warm scent coupled with his body heat sent a shiver through me. Gino smiled.

“Lemme fix this. It’s crooked. Gotta have you perfect for your first day.” He reached out and adjusted my tie, his long fingers dark against my white shirt.

A bit dazed by his proximity, I wondered what those hands would look like against my pale skin, and I had to bite back my laughter. Like I’d ever be naked with Gino. Talk about fantasy come to life.

“There.” He ran his thumb over my jawline. “Gorgeous as always. I can’t believe no one ever snapped you up in college. Thought those college boys were supposed to be smart.”

“Um…I don’t know.” Sharp, Benny. Real cool.

“They need to talk to me. I could tell them what a catch you are. What happened to the glasses?” His palm rested on my face, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from sighing at his touch.

Did he even know how much I wanted him? That every night I lay awake, imagining him kissing me?

Desperate to break eye contact, I ducked my head and retreated. “Thanks. Uh, I got contacts. And I’m okay. I don’t have time to date, with the new job and stuff. Once I make more money, I’m gonna look for an apartment. I gotta get away from my stepfather.”

Gino flopped down in the chair across from me and stretched out his long legs. The corded muscles in his thighs rippled under his smooth, tan skin, and my mouth dried. I forced myself to look everywhere but at Gino sitting sprawled before me in his tight T-shirt and thin workout shorts.

“He’s still being a bastard? He don’t hit you, right?”

“No, nothing like that. But I know he resents me, and when he gets drunk he’s nasty. Even my stepbrother, Andrew, got sick of him and enlisted in the army to get away. Once I find an apartment for Chloe and me, I can relax.”

“It ain’t easy, trust me,” Gino said darkly. “I’ve been there.” He chewed on his thumb, gazing off into space.

“Yeah, I know. But I have to do it. He’s getting worse, and I don’t want Chloe in that environment anymore. She’s a teenager—she needs a stable home more than ever.”

Gino didn’t respond. I doubted he even heard me. The laughing eyes had turned dim and vacant, and a sense of unease rose up in me.

“Hey, you okay?”

He continued to gnaw on his thumb.

“Gino.”

Flecks of blood stained his lips. He jerked his head up, blinking back to awareness. “Huh? Oh, sorry.” He dragged his hand through his hair and gave me a fake laugh. “Must’ve zoned out for a minute.”

“You okay?” I asked him again, circling from behind the desk to sit in front of him.

“Me? Yeah. ’Course. Just had a late night.” The teasing light returned to warm his brown eyes. “You know that big dude who comes in every night an hour before closing? The one with the earrings and the tats?” He licked his lips, and my heart fell.

“Yeah.” Not wanting to hear what was coming, I got up, returned to my seat, and booted up my computer. “I better get to work. Jeremy isn’t paying me to sit around and talk.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just lemme tell you. His name’s Ricky, and he’s got a dick like a club. I swear I still feel it inside me.” He rubbed his chest, but I noticed his hand shook a bit. “He went forever.”

“Okay,” I said faintly. “Great.”

“Damn, he was. My ass hurts like a son of a bitch, and when I sucked him off, I thought my jaw would fall off—”

“I get the point,” I gritted out.

He unfolded those long legs and rose from his seat. “Better get out on the floor. Gotta leave early—I’m modeling a line of athletic wear for this new company my agent found.” Without waiting for me to answer, he bounced out the door.

Why do I bother? I scrubbed my face, more determined than ever to forget Gino. My best friend, Justin, was right. I should stop wasting my time thinking about someone who never thought about me.

I buried myself in gym invoices, figuring out which ones were overdue, which ones were current, and creating a tickler system. Jeremy had done a good job of keeping track, but he had a lot on his plate, and I found a few slipups; plus, he’d combined the receipts of the juice shop he ran as a separate entity with the gym receipts. A business no-no.

I finished untangling that mess and stretched the kinks out of my neck. I needed to pee and get something to eat for lunch. When I used to work the front desk with Gino, we’d take turns buying lunch, but now Gino was busy with his modeling and customer-relations work for the gym, and I was in the office. Whatever. I need to talk to Jeremy anyway.

I picked up the pad I’d taken notes on about companies we had expiring licenses for and went to Jeremy’s office. When I peeked inside, it was empty. The sound of his laughter drew me to the front, but first I stopped at the bathroom before heading there. I found him sitting behind the desk with the two new people he’d hired to answer the phones and greet clients.

“There he is.” Jeremy waved me over with a big grin. There was something so infectious about his good humor, I couldn’t help but return his smile. “How’s the first day going? I’ve left you alone to sort yourself out, but you must be starving.”

“Yeah, I am. I gotta find something to eat.”

“I’m treating you.” Jeremy lazed back in his chair next to the guy—Travis—he’d hired to replace me. Travis didn’t pay me much attention, but the other guy, with wheat-blond hair and dark eyes, gave me a tentative smile. I hadn’t met him yet.

“You don’t have to, Jeremy. I can get a sandwich or something.”

“Please. We met Noah and Oren at Nora’s last night, and I have enough left over to feed a small country. You’ll be doing Blake and me a favor if you help us eat it.”

Remembering the delicious Italian food Jeremy occasionally brought us, I would be a fool to turn it down.

“Okay, thanks.”

“I’m meeting my girlfriend,” Travis said. “She works in the hair salon around the corner and asked if I could take my lunch at twelve thirty. Is that okay, Jeremy?”

“Yeah, sure. It’s slow, and Parker is here to cover.”

“Thanks.” Travis jumped out of his chair and hurried out the door.

“You don’t mind, do you, Parker?” Jeremy scooted his chair nearer. “We’re pretty informal, so if you want a certain lunchtime, you and Travis can arrange it.”

“Yeah, that’s what Gino and I used to do.” I walked over and stuck out my hand. “Hi, I’m Benny.”

“Parker.” Again, a nervous half smile.

“Parker is into dance and yoga and stuff like that.”

“That’s great. I hear yoga is good for stress.” I made a point of giving Jeremy a hard stare. “You should try it.”

“Listen, I already have a mother and a boyfriend nagging me to slow down. Don’t you start too.” Jeremy said it all in such a good-natured tone of voice, I couldn’t take it the wrong way.

“You work long hours. That’s why you hired me. To take the load off a little.”

Jeremy’s assessing stare unnerved me. “College really agreed with you. Toughened you up.”

“S-sometimes you have no choice.” I had to look out for my sister. Her welfare was my number-one concern.

Parker tucked behind his ear the strands of long blond hair that had escaped his messy bun. “Yoga and just learning to breathe properly can help a whole host of problems. I could teach both of you. If you want, of course,” he hastened to add. Pink tinged his cheeks as he slanted me a quick look from underneath the wisps of hair.

He was beautiful—the contrast of pale, gleaming skin was startling with his almost black eyes—and I sensed his interest. At that moment Gino sauntered over, and I watched Parker’s eyes widen, his full lips part, and I knew I became invisible.

“Hey, everyone. Parker, you’re looking sexy as hell in those leggings. Really shows off your ass-ets.” He hesitated long enough to give the words a sexual meaning.

“Gino, you’re crazy.” Parker fluttered his eyes at Gino, who gave him one of those blinding grins that made all the men pant after him. For the first three months Gino and I worked together, Jeremy warned him countless times to stop flirting with the customers while he was working. Even Jeremy wasn’t exempt from Gino’s sexual innuendos, and Gino had come close to being fired several times. If I were interested in Parker, which I wasn’t, I could never compete with Gino’s charm, charisma, and good looks. I could never compete against Gino for anything.

“Come on, Benny. Let’s have lunch. Gino, cover the desk with Parker.” Jeremy slung an arm over me, and I almost buckled under the weight as we left them to return to Jeremy’s office.

“Sure, Jer. Not a hardship at all.”

Behind us, Parker’s laugh floated in the air like wind chimes.

“Don’t let it get to you. Parker isn’t his type.” Jeremy’s dark-blue eyes observed me with kindness, but it didn’t help. I slumped down on the sofa in his office while he put a plate in the microwave.

“I’m not an idiot, you know. I have eyes. You don’t have to make me feel better. I’m the one who’s not his type. I’m not much of anything. Not strong enough, not good-looking enough, not sexy enough…” I pressed my lips together, angry once again that I’d fallen into the familiar pattern of letting Gino determine my mood once I stepped through the doors.

Plunking a steaming plate in front of me, Jeremy glared at me before sitting behind his desk. He picked up his fork, but rather than eating, he continued to lecture me. “Don’t be stupid. You’re starting a whole new chapter of your life. Don’t let anything from the past, especially a guy who’s never been anything but a distraction, hold you back. Much as I hate to say it, Gino is who he is, and after all this time, maybe you should think about moving on.”

I shoveled some food in my mouth so I didn’t have to answer. I was always second-string when it came to Gino. My head knew Jeremy was right, but my heart wasn’t ready to listen.


CHAPTER TWO


“Oh fuck, that’s good.”

Scott stuck thick, lubed fingers inside me, and I welcomed the sting and burn. I craved anything that made me feel. I pushed down on his hand and grunted.

“Fuck me. Right now.”

“Dammit, Gino, in the alley?” But I heard his heavy breathing and knew he’d do whatever I wanted. I wriggled my ass and tightened on the fingers still buried inside me.

“Yeah. Don’t wanna wait.” I pushed my shorts and thong down to my ankles. “I need it now.”

I heard Scott’s hiss and then the slide of his zipper. When I heard the crinkle of the foil wrapper, I smiled against the wall.

He withdrew his fingers, and I spread myself open. Hungry. Waiting. I wanted it. Back alley, back seat of a car, it didn’t matter. The darkness and the dumpsters hid us from the street view.

“Jesus, you’re a slut for it.”

Wouldn’t be the first time I’d been called a slut. Or a cocksucker. I’d heard the names all my life.

Scott pulled my hair, and the painful sting mixed with the pleasure as he sank into me without warning. My eyes watered, but I bit my lip and rested my cheek against the brick wall.

“Yeah. That’s it.” I raised my ass to meet his powerful thrusts.

“Fuck, Gino.” Scott’s large hands gripped my hips. I knew there’d be bruises, but I didn’t care. The camera could airbrush them out. My body vibrated with the need to be wanted. Loved.

“Harder.” I pushed back as he rammed into me. “Come on. Fuck me.” I spit in my hand and gripped my dick, jerking myself off. I could hear the traffic noise in the background as Scott grunted over me, and I threw out some words to make him feel like a king. “Oh, baby, you’re the best I ever had. Want you so bad.”

When Scott had whispered in my ear to meet him in the back alley behind Hard Core after I closed up the gym, my dick got hard. Not like I hadn’t had sex in that alley before, behind the filthy dumpsters and trash cans. And I’d seen Scott in the showers. He had what I needed. A thick, eight-inch cock with a fat head that would fill me up and maybe give me some relief from the emptiness I had waiting for me at home. Maybe if I was good enough, he’d invite me to spend the night.

So I wiggled my ass some more, and he hit my prostate over and over again, lighting me up until I moaned for real.

“You like that, huh? Want it harder? Yeah, you do. You’re hot for it, aren’t you?” He rammed into me again, shoving me into the wall so hard, I saw stars. His cock swelled, and the condom filled with heat. I whimpered and came, spilling over my hand onto the rough wall.

That was what I was good for. Sex with someone I barely knew in a filthy alley. My foster brother used to tell me that every night when he came into my bedroom.

“Dirty boy. You’re not good for anything but this. I know you want it. You’re a nothing. Just a dirty, dirty boy.”

Scott pulled out, and I groaned. “Ouch. Damn. Warn a guy when you’re exiting the premises. You’re huge.” I knew all the right things to say to get them to want me.

“Ain’t never had complaints.”

I heard the smug satisfaction in his voice and rolled my eyes. When I faced Scott, he was tucking his now limp dick inside his briefs.

“I wouldn’t complain if I had that every night.” I ran my finger down his muscled chest. “Wanna go for round two? I can come to yours.”

His small eyes widened with alarm, and my heart twisted. I knew what was coming. I’d picked wrong again.

“I, uh, live with someone. We’re going through a rocky time, so—”

“So you thought you’d fuck me and get your rocks off. But he’s waiting at home, huh?”

Scott nodded and pulled out his keys. “Sorry. I thought you knew.”

I swallowed down my hurt and pasted a big fat smile on my stupid face. “No problem. Nothing wrong with a dirty little quickie every now and then.”

Relief flooded Scott’s face, and he smiled at me. The fucker. “Yeah. And damn, but you’re the best I’ve ever had. Any time you wanna do it again, lemme know.”

“Sure. Well, I gotta go.” I couldn’t wait to get out of there. I pulled my underwear and shorts back on and left him, along with my hurt and humiliation, in the alley.

Idiot. When are you going to learn?

The headlights of the oncoming bus glowed from down the street, and I ran to catch it. My ass was sore and still felt open, so I stood rather than sit on those hard little seats and held on to the pole. It wasn’t too long a trip to my apartment in Bensonhurst. At ten at night, not many people were on the bus, so less than thirty minutes later I unlocked the front door to my depressing, tiny studio apartment.

First thing I did was shower and get Scott’s smell off me. I looked down and winced. Yep, some big finger-shaped bruises sat on my hips where he’d gripped me. The next morning I had a shoot for the sportswear line, so I got out of the shower, dried myself off, and went to put some ice on the marks.

My phone buzzed, and I saw that it was my agent, Brett. “Yo, whatsup.” Naked, I flopped on my unmade bed and stretched out.

“Just checking in to make sure you know the shoot is at ten and that you have the address of the place.”

“Yeah. I got it. And I got an alarm set. Don’t worry, I’ll be there.”

“It could be a big break for you. This ain’t no rinky-dink catalogue work. This is a high-end boutique, featuring men’s sportswear. If you impress them, who knows where it could take you. They even picked one of the top fashion photographers.” I heard the eagerness in Brett’s voice and knew it wasn’t me he was excited for. It was his agent cut.

“I got it. I’ll be there early. Promise.”

Brett didn’t have to worry. I’d been waiting for this break for a long time. I tossed the wet rag that held the ice cubes onto the floor next to my bed.

“Okay. I’ll see you there.”

“ ’K.” I hung up, knowing he’d probably call me in the morning to make sure.

I turned on the television to relax before going to sleep and saw a cute redheaded guy who looked like Benny. I missed working with him. He was sweet and funny and one of the few people who really cared about me. My only true friend.

Probably because he doesn’t know the real you.

Ignoring the ugly voice in my head, I picked up my phone again and texted him, hoping he’d still be awake.

Hey, you up?

Yeah. Just chilling in bed.

Me too. Wanna have phone sex? I sent him a winky emoji.

You’re a riot.

I wondered what would happen if I ever tried to kiss Benny, and instantly put the thought out of my mind. Benny was a college graduate and so far out of my league, it wasn’t even funny. Benny was the moon, and I was below the ground. He was so cute and sweet. Sexy without even knowing it. I loved hanging out with him and wished there could be more, but I couldn’t let him know. We’d lose our friendship because I would ruin it, and if that happened, I didn’t know what I’d do. Benny was the only one I could turn to. The one person who could make me feel okay about myself. So Benny would stay in my friend zone.

I got a modeling job tomorrow. A big one.

Oooh, right. Good luck. You’ll do great.

I hope so.

Benny was the only one I could confide in that maybe I was a little scared and didn’t know what I was doing.

Are you kidding? You’re gorgeous and have the perfect look for what they want.

For the first time that night, I was happy. But Benny always did that for me.

Thanks. I just don’t wanna fuck it up.

You won’t. They’re gonna love you. You coming to Hard Core after the shoot?

Yeah, I gotta close up. Hopefully I wouldn’t see that asshole Scott. He might’ve had a huge dick, but he was a huge dick. I shouldn’t have been so anxious to fuck him.

Why are guys such dicks?

Why? What happened?

No way in hell could I tell Benny what happened in that back alley. That was the other Gino.

Just…I thought I had a connection with someone, but it turned out he was already connected and didn’t bother to tell me.

Benny sent a sad emoji and started typing.

Did you sleep with him?

I had to smile at Benny’s words. Sleep with him. But what was I going to tell him—This guy fucked my brains out against the dirty wall in the back by the dumpster, then went home to his boyfriend?

We had sex, yeah.

You don’t have to sleep with someone right away. If the guy likes you, he’s gonna want to get to know you. You gotta learn to value yourself. You’re smart, gorgeous, and funny. You could have anyone you wanted. Now you’re going to be a big model, bigger than with the juice ads for the gym. People are gonna try and take advantage of you.

I ran my hands over my naked body, touching the dark bruises, my ass aching. Benny was wrong. I wasn’t smart.

I wasn’t good for anything but this.

Thanks. Gonna go to sleep now. See you tomorrow.

Maybe we could grab a slice of pizza or something after? You can tell me how it went.

Sure. Nite.

Benny sent me a thumbs-up emoji, and I turned off the television and closed my eyes, wondering what it would be like to be loved.

*     *     *

“Gino, look this way. Smile. Stick your hip out like you want me to suck your dick.”

The photographer, a sixty-year-old legend in the industry, with flowing silver hair and eyes like coal, had been shouting suggestive comments all morning. It bugged the shit out of me, but when I mentioned it to Brett at my break, he shrugged it off and gave me a stern warning.

“Ziggy’s like this with all the models. What are you going to do, file a harassment complaint? See where that’ll get you in the business.”

“It’s not right. Every time he poses me to start the shot, he squeezes my ass and tries to poke his finger in me.”

“Suck it up, buttercup. If Ziggy likes you, he can make your career. If you fuck him over, he’ll burn it up in flames.” Brett’s phone buzzed, and he walked away.

So I ignored Ziggy as he got even more personal and slipped his hand inside my shorts, pretending to check the angle of my dick for the shot. I caught the knowing smiles of his crew and held my tongue while screaming inside my head, Stop touching me.

Hard as I tried, I couldn’t forget the guys I’d let fuck me to find a place to live when I left home at seventeen. All the men I’d wanted to love me.

“Okay, break time. We’ll do swimwear next.” His coal-black eyes roamed over me with hungry intensity. “You don’t mind Speedos and thongs, do you?”

I glanced over at Brett, who gave me a deathlike glare, and I hoped my smile didn’t come across as sick as I felt inside.

“Of course not. Whatever you want, Ziggy. I’m here to do whatever’s necessary to make the shoot perfect.”

His face lit up. “Good, good. That’s what I like to hear. Go change out of those clothes now.” He clapped his hands as I went to the dressing room. “Lunch, everyone. Be back in thirty minutes.”

I’d just slipped off the shorts when the door to my dressing room opened, and before I could answer, Ziggy walked in and closed the door behind him. My heart began to pound. This was what I’d been afraid of all day.

“Oh, um, hey, I was just changing, like you said.” I inched toward the mirror.

“I know. Please continue.”

At my hesitation, he smiled kindly. “Gino. I’ve photographed thousands of people and half the models in the industry. Do you think I’ve never seen a naked man before? Come, come. Where’s that cocky, self-assured young man whose smile will light up the page of every men’s magazine in the next few years?”

I stared at him. “Do you really think so? The shoot is going good?”

He took a step closer. “The pictures are great, wonderful. You are a natural. You have that quality so many lack. That charisma. Everyone will love you. This shoot will make you a star.” He touched my hair, but all I heard was his praise.

A star. Everyone will love you.

“Really? You think it might go to GQ?”

“Oh, almost certainly. And maybe even Men’s Vogue. And after that, who knows, Europe, Asia?”

I hardly noticed when he untied the drawstring of his flowing pants and let them fall to a puddle at his feet. My head was filled with thoughts of being in a magazine and having people think I was a success.

“But you know, that means you and I—we’ll need to stick together. I have many models who want to work with me. I need to decide who I will shoot.”

“But you said…” And then I saw he’d freed his cock and stroked it to fullness. He was hard and flushed, the wet head gleaming at me like a red eye.

“I said what? That you could be a success? Absolutely. But you’ll need to make sure I remember you. I see so many.” He gave me a kind smile, almost fatherly. “You understand.” He continued to stroke himself.

I began to shake. “Please don’t make me…” My stomach turned, and I swallowed hard.

Ziggy gave me an insulted look. “Make you? Make you what? I would never force you to do anything you didn’t want.” He gazed at me with those hard eyes. “It’s all up to you. You control your future.”

Benny’s words from last night repeated themselves in my head: “You gotta learn to value yourself.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as I sank to my knees and took his cock in my mouth.


CHAPTER THREE


“Benny-boo, how the hell are you?”

My best friend, Justin, stood in the doorway of my office.

“Hey.” I jumped out of my seat, and we hugged. “What’re you doing here? How’s Professor Harding—sorry, Foster?”

Justin had fallen in love with his professor last year, and the two moved in together once Justin was no longer his student.

“Work is great, and Harding is better than great. I’ll leave it at that.”

“I’m glad. You look really good. Happy.” It was true. That angry restlessness about Justin had disappeared.

“I am. Really, really happy,” he said softly. The thing about Justin was that for so long he didn’t believe he deserved or would ever find happiness. “And the funny thing is, I’m okay with it. I’m not fighting it anymore.”

“As you shouldn’t. What’s going on with the job?”

“Do you have a few? Can I sit for a while?”

I checked my watch and saw it was almost three. “Yeah, definitely. I’ve been here since eight. What’s up?”

“I got assigned to a school.”

“Yeah? That’s awesome. Where?”

“Two blocks from here.” His eyes twinkled. “Think you’re gonna get sick of me?”

“Are you kidding?”

“Nope.” He laughed, and in the few years I’d known him, I’d never seen Justin so comfortable in his own skin. “I couldn’t believe it; I had to come tell you in person.”

“That’s fucking crazy.”

Just then I saw Gino pass by. Unlike the other day when he stopped by to shoot the shit for a few minutes before heading out to the floor, today he didn’t stop.

“Gino. Yo, Gino. Hold up.”

He stopped but didn’t turn around.

“How was the shoot? I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

“Yeah? Well, forget it. Nothing to say.” He kept his head down.

Confused and a bit embarrassed, I tried again. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

He finally met my eyes, and I could swear it was like looking into the face of someone who’d died. There was nothing. Then he smiled, and relief poured through me as I watched the light return to his eyes.

“Nah, just tired. I’ve been up and working like a maniac. It’s not easy showing off this physique, you know.” He struck a pose, and I snorted.

“Oh, brother. Come in for a sec. I want you to meet my best friend, Justin. He just got a job at the high school a few blocks away.”

“Oh, yeah? I wanna meet this guy who thinks he can steal my best friend from me.” Gino grabbed me, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and ruffled my hair. Justin frowned and stood, and I watched as they shook hands.

“Justin Molina.”

“Gino Acosta.” He licked his lips, and I watched him transform into flirt mode. “Mmm. Love the tats. Do they go all the way up?” He reached out to touch, and Justin stepped back and gave him a hard stare.

“Yeah. I’ve heard a lot about you from Benny.”

“Only good things, I hope.” Gino gave him a smile that oozed sex, but I could’ve told him not to bother. Justin was not going to reciprocate. He and Foster were crazy about each other.

“Let’s say you’re exactly what I expected.”

Gino’s smile faltered; then he slipped his arm around my waist. “Benny’s the best, isn’t he? We’re very close.” He nuzzled my neck. “Very.”

Why the hell was he insinuating there was something sexual between us?

“Gino, cut it out.” I brushed him off. “What’s really going on?” This wasn’t normal flirting for him. He stood there trembling and breathing hard. The personality shifts blew my mind.

His mouth twisted into an ugly sneer. I’d never seen him behave like this. “Nothing. I said I’m fine. Everything’s fucking fine. Jesus Christ. I’ve been working my ass off and thought I’d have a little fun with my friend. If you don’t want me touching you, let me know. I’m sure I can find other guys who don’t mind.”

He stomped off, leaving me shocked and openmouthed, and Justin looking contemplative. I felt like I had to explain away his actions. “I don’t understand. Gino’s never like that. He’s normally the most easygoing, fun guy. I’ve never seen him lose his temper.”

“The guy is gorgeous, but he’s definitely not happy.”

“I know. Like I said, I’ve never seen him like this. He must’ve had a rough morning.”

“No, I mean he isn’t happy in general. I know. I can tell.”

“How?” It made no sense. Justin had never met Gino before.

“He’s angry. Lonely. Feeling less than. Looking for something he doesn’t understand.”

“And you can tell all that from seeing him for only a few minutes?” I found it fascinating that Justin could dissect Gino’s personality while I, who’d known the man for almost two years, hadn’t seen it.

Justin’s smile said everything. “He’s me before I met Harding. I see myself in him.”

“I’m thrilled you and Foster are happy.”

“Yeah. And it’s time for you to take care of yourself too. Starting with moving your sorry ass out of that house with your stepfather and getting a place with your sister.”

“Now that I’m working steadily, it should be easier to find one. I don’t need anything fancy. Even a one-bedroom is fine. I can sleep on the pull-out.”

“I’ll look around school at the notice boards and see. Any particular location?”

“Well, Chloe is going to start high school next year. I know she wants to go to one of the specialized ones you need a test for, but if she doesn’t get in, then we can stay in our neighborhood. The high school is good there.”

“You’re a good brother. I’ll ask Foster to help too.”

My face grew hot. “You don’t have to bother him with my stuff.”

Justin snorted. “Please. He’s on sabbatical. He’s writing and working on the poetry journal and wandering around that big house, annoying me to death.”

But from the laughter in his eyes and warm smile, I knew it was anything but annoying. That made me happy and envious at the same time. Justin deserved to be in love, but I wondered if it would ever happen for me. I knew everyone was right about Gino, and today’s behavior proved their point in spades. He was never going to be a man I could count on or have fall in love with me. But would anyone?

“I’d better go, let you do some work, and I gotta get home and start preparing. I start next week, so we can make plans for lunch and stuff.”

“Sounds good.”

I walked him out to the front and caught the hum of activity. People were in the weight area, and Jeremy was giving a personal training session to a young woman. Gino was at the juice bar with a guy hanging around him as usual.

“Benny, I’m gonna be real with you. Gino…I dunno, but there’s something there I don’t like.”

“You didn’t like him before you met him. Be honest.” The guy, not one of the regulars but someone new to the gym, leaned over the counter to whisper in Gino’s ear. When Gino nodded, the guy broke out into a big smile. I turned away.

“True, but this isn’t about him treating you like shit. I think he’s got issues. He needs help.”

“I thought you wrote poetry. Now you’re a psychologist?”

“It doesn’t take a psych degree to see when someone thinks their self-worth is only in their dick. That’s what I see in him. Maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t think so.”

“And I’ve known him for almost two years, and he’s the most confident man I’ve ever met. You caught him at a rough minute. Look at him now.” I pointed to Gino. “He’s back to normal.”

We both watched as Gino ran a finger down the guy’s chest, his eyes sparkling.

“Normal isn’t hooking up with every guy who says hello.”

My face heated. “Well, we know that’s not true. He’s not interested in hooking up with me. That’s for damn sure.”

“Shit. I didn’t mean it that way.”

I mustered a smile. “It’s fine. I know I’m not the most dynamic person.”

“Fuck it, Benny.” Justin pulled me to the front doors. “Cut it out with putting yourself down. You’re the nicest guy, cute, smart, funny. You’ve got a great job. Any guy would be fucking lucky to have you.”

“Sure.” I drew a deep breath and forced a smile I hoped would fool Justin. “I’m a winner.”

“Don’t joke about it. Just because you haven’t found the right guy yet doesn’t mean he isn’t out there. It’s gonna happen.”

“You’ve got the soul of a poet, Justin. Deep down you believe in love. I’m not that sure anymore.” Years of being told you were nothing bred a special kind of loneliness.

He squeezed my arm. “Don’t ever give up on love. It’s out there. I promise. You have a lot on your plate right now. Working full-time, looking for a place to live, making sure your sister is taken care of. That’s a weight on anyone’s shoulders. It’s gotta be stressful.”

“I’m okay. I’ll be fine. Once I find a place and get away from my stepfather, it’ll be more stable for Chloe.”

“Good. I’ll be in touch and let you know if I see anything about an apartment. And lunch next week, remember.” He pulled down his sunglasses.

“Sure. Definitely. And thanks. Anytime you want, come by.”

He grinned. “You got it. Talk to you.”

He left through the swinging front door, and I watched him walk with his head held high. Justin was one of the lucky ones.

“Glad he finally left.” Gino slid his arm around my shoulder. “I didn’t like him.”

I slipped from underneath Gino’s arm. “Justin? Why not? He’s my best friend.”

Gino’s full mouth tightened. “Oh, yeah? I thought I was your best friend. Did you two ever hook up?”

The idea of Justin and me even kissing, never mind having sex, was ludicrous. I burst out laughing. “You gotta be kidding.”

“Why?” Gino sounded grumpy and put out. “He’s hot and—”

“And what? I should hook up with every hot guy?” I was upset and annoyed enough to needle Gino. “You and I are friends, and we’ve never hooked up.”

A dark flush crept up Gino’s face. “Yeah, but it’s different.”

Go on, Gino. Tell me that you’re not attracted to me. That I’m strictly in the friend zone. Maybe I’ll finally get it through my head.

“Oh?” I quirked a brow and crossed my arms. “I’m different from everyone else? Tell me how.”

“It…it just is.” His sneakered foot kicked back and forth on the shining floor. He couldn’t even look me in the face.

“Benny.” Jeremy waited by the hallway to the back offices. “Can you come here a sec?”

“Yeah, sure.” I glared at Gino. “Don’t worry. It’s cool. You don’t have to spell it out for me.”

I left Gino standing there and hurried to Jeremy. “What’s up? Something wrong?” I searched his eyes. “Did I mess up?”

Jeremy’s brows drew together. “Wrong? Not at all. In fact, I wanted to thank you for catching those expiring licenses on my treadmills and ellipticals. I woulda been screwed if that happened.”

Unused to praise, I grew hot and couldn’t meet Jeremy’s eyes. “It was nothing,” I mumbled. “Glad I found them.”

“Stop making light of it. It was big. If I didn’t get to it this week, we woulda been in deep shit. So I’m telling you, you did great. Learn to accept praise, Benny. I have a feeling you’re going to be hearing a lot of it.”

“Thank you. I’ll try.”

“Good.” He clapped me on the back, sending me stumbling forward a few steps. Jeremy had about twice the muscle mass I did, though we were about the same height. I always wished I could have a body like his, with those big biceps and broad shoulders, instead of my thin, ropy muscles.

“Hey, Jer?” Maybe he’d laugh, but I really wanted to try. “Could you maybe, if you have time, give me some tips on building up muscle mass? I know you said we have different body types, but”—I shrugged, hating how I stammered—“I really wanna build up muscle, and I know you’re the best, so…”

The thing people didn’t know about Jeremy if they weren’t close to him was that he might be built and brawny, but he had the biggest heart and would do anything for his family and friends. His dark-blue eyes went soft.

“You wanna train with me?”

I bit my lip. “I mean, I’ll pay you. And I know it’s probably stupid because I can never get like you, but—”

Jeremy gripped my shoulder. “Hold up and take a breath. First of all, if you’re even thinking of paying me to work out with you, I’m gonna have to kick your ass. Second of all, I’d be thrilled to help. Everyone’s body type is different, but I can teach you how to bulk up and get some nice definition.”

Excitement bubbled inside me. “Really? When do you think we can start?”

“You’re here early, right? I can meet you, and we can do forty-five minutes every morning. Say seven?”

“Like my old schedule. But instead of studying, I can work out. That would be great. But, um, won’t Blake mind? I don’t wanna take you away from him in the morning.”

Jeremy’s smile blinded me. “Oh, no worries. I’m always up before him. He’s a bear in the morning, but I know how to take care of him.”

My face burned as I imagined all the sexy things Jeremy and Blake did together. A couple of times early in their relationship, Blake had come to the gym, and we all knew they were having sex in Jeremy’s office. Gino, of course, had listened at the door, but the sounds coming from inside were loud enough that anyone passing in the back would’ve heard them.

“Okay,” I said faintly. “When can you start?”

“Tomorrow is as good a day as any. Now, I’m giving you the rest of the day off for the great job. It’s almost four anyway, and you’ve been here since eight, so get your butt outta here. Go have some fun, maybe hang out with your friends, and I’ll see you tomorrow at seven.” He patted my shoulder and walked away.

Gino waited at the front desk, watching Jeremy and me, but I knew any minute he’d start flirting with one of the guys working out. I returned to my office, put on my suit jacket, and left from the rear exit. I didn’t want to talk to Gino again.

*     *     *

The house my stepfather rented was less than a ten-minute walk from the gym, in the middle of Brooklyn. It was a small, three-bedroom, wood-framed home. I remembered thinking when we moved in that all our problems would be over, but he and my mom had been married for ten years and she still worked her fingers to the bone while Jimmy was hired and fired more times than I could keep track of. Then she got leukemia and died. Diagnosis to death had been less than five months. It wasn’t nearly enough time to tell her how much I loved her and that I would always take care of Chloe, but she knew. My sister was the best thing to come out of a short relationship my mother had with an abusive boyfriend, and I’d always be there for her.

My stepfather’s car wasn’t in the driveway, and relief settled in my chest. I was happy to snatch a little freedom before he came home. I opened the metal gate of the small front garden and walked up the sagging steps to the house. From when we first moved in after my mom married him, Jimmy had promised to paint the house and fix the stairs, but that, like all the other promises he’d ever made, never happened. I wished I could have done it myself, but with two jobs and school, I barely had the time to eat, sleep, and study.

I unlocked the front door and smiled, seeing Chloe sitting on the sofa, reading a book.

“Hey, Sunshine.”

“Benny.” She jumped up and gave me a big hug. Our relationship was closer than most siblings’, and she was the reason I pushed myself. Chloe was my shining star. She was smart, and I knew she could go far and be a doctor or a scientist if she had the chance. I’d make sure she had it. Always a happy child, Chloe made the best of the miserable environment she’d been born into. Her face lit up like the sun when she smiled
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