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Chapter One

Getting hitched wasn’t one of his priorities. In fact, marriage wasn’t even on his life’s must-do list, he had zero interest in it. Alex St. Jones chuckled. “Paul’s such a fool. He’s all domesticated and shit now. Un-freaking believable!”

“Kiera has him wrapped around her little finger. I never imagined Paul giving up his freedom,” Dominic replied.

“Yeah, I didn’t see that one coming. Are you gonna give it up too?” Alex asked.

“What?”

“Your freedom, you fool.” Alex slapped him on the back.

Dominic’s lips curved into a crooked smile. “Me? Hell no. Tell you what. I’ll give it up if you do.”

Alex suppressed a laugh. “Are you forgetting who you’re talking to? I have no interest in getting shackled. My love affair is my freedom. You know my rule.”

“Enchant them. Seduce them. Leave them,” Alex and Dominic said in unison.

“Cheers, man!” Alex clinked his champagne flute with Dominic’s and took his leave. He’d never intended to attend tonight’s gala, but his friends had insisted. After all he couldn’t miss their architectural firm’s ten-year anniversary; the truth was, he didn’t give a damn.

Alex strolled around the ballroom studying every exquisite detail Kiera had seen to, the woman turned what should’ve been a simple ten-year anniversary into a black tie gala. God, but she had his friend wrapped around her little finger; it was ridiculous. Love was ridiculous. How his friend had fallen under that spell and given up his valuable freedom was a mystery—and more the reason why Alex had resolved to remain single. He’d never actually say he wouldn’t get married, because that would mean he would. He’d seen it happen time and again, every guy he’d ever met who’d said he was never getting married ended up getting shackled sooner or later. Not him, though. He’d never say those exact words. Alex was content simply by expressing zero interest. He wasn’t looking for love.

His gaze moved from the decorations to the women in attendance. Alex regarded them from head to toe. Who would he take home tonight? His eyes searched the room once more and as no one caught his attention, he made his way out of Paul’s mansion and headed to the lavish garden.

Alex walked through a stunningly tall garden arbor, admiring the beautiful roses clambering up its sides. He came to a halt at its end, and closed his eyes as he slowly inhaled the tranquility mixed in the rose sweet-smelling cool night air. Instinct told him he wasn’t alone, and was glad to see his gut feeling never failed him. His gaze followed a path leading up to a woman in a midnight blue gown, standing under a timeless giant tree a few steps away from him.

“Trying to get away?” the mysterious woman purred, coming out of the shadows with a cat-like walk.

He nodded. His gaze traveled the length of her body, and his hands itched to touch her long chocolate waves resting on her left shoulder.

“I don’t blame you.” She lifted her hand offering him the bottle of wine she’d been drinking from. “Alex St. Jones, is it?” Her moonlit cosmic green eyes met his caramel brown moss.

Alex was sure he’d never crossed paths with this woman before tonight. “And you are?” He puckered his brow in inquiry. He shouldn’t have been surprised to hear she knew who he was, but he was. Alex had yet to meet a woman who claimed she’d never heard of the St. Joneses. He didn’t know whether he owed a “thank you” to his wealthy-as-sin dad or not.

“Carly Mitchell… Are you going to have some wine or should I just do the deed myself?” Her upper lip curled showing straight pearl white teeth. “I certainly don’t mind.”

Alex grabbed the bottle of wine from her and took a long sip. “Who are you trying to get away from?”

“My ex.” Carly rolled her eyes.

“Your ex?” His gaze drifted around them.

“Yes. He’s an asshole. In fact, all men are, don’t you think?” She ran her hands over her dress, adjusting what seemed to be out of place, except Alex couldn’t see what it was because she looked perfect.

Alex regarded her for a second before he replied, “I’m afraid you’re asking the wrong guy. I’m an asshole.” He took another drink from the bottle of wine, contemplating the way her gown accentuated her perfect curves.

She took the bottle back from him. “So, who are you trying to get away from?”

He grinned, running a hand through his silky cracked pepper hair. “From no one and everyone.”

She took another sip of wine. “That’s good…”

Silence settled for what felt like minutes when it really was only a few seconds as they stood staring at each other. Carly twisted her head around breaking the spell, focusing her gaze out in the distance. “Oh God…You’ve got to be kidding me.” She swirled back around to face him. “Kiss me!”

“Wha… What?” Had he heard right? He stared in the direction she’d looked at and spotted a trio of men closing in on them but he couldn’t make out their faces.

“You heard me. Kiss me!” Carly demanded.

Alex raised his brow. “Sweetheart…I’m not going to kiss you.” He’d been prepared to start the seduction and execution of his one and only rule. The last thing he expected was for his prey to make demands. Alex didn’t know what game she played, but he wasn’t interested in finding out. Oh no. He enjoyed playing the field but was always careful with whom he engaged. There hadn’t yet been a woman who wasn’t after his fortune—well, and whatever fortune he’d inherit from his dad.

“I’m going to ask you one last time. Kiss me!” She took a step toward him, closing the distance.

“That’s not asking, that’s demanding,” he replied. No one ever demanded anything from him. Alex would never do a woman’s bidding, especially not one coming from the stranger standing in front of him.

“Dammit, Alexander St. Jones, kiss me right now or I’ll kiss you!”

“Darling, do you really know who you’re talking to? If you want me to kiss you, you have to play the game my way, not—”

Carly flung her arms around his neck and covered his mouth with hers.

Alex placed a tentative hand on the small of her back without missing the way her soft body molded to his. Her body fit his just right, like his perfect other half, she felt too good and there was no way he’d push her away so he kissed her back.

Alex drank from her mouth, tasting the mix of blackberries and vanilla still lingering from the bottle of wine they’d shared. Carly tasted like dessert—his dessert. A groan escaped him when she wrapped her arms around his neck, and pulled him closer. He obliged, and captured her waist with his hands. Alex let himself drown little by little in her kiss, then his senses kicked in and he tried to gain control but it was a minute too late, Carly broke their kiss.

“Thank you,” she whispered, taking three steps back. Her gaze met his one last time before she turned and fled.

Alex stood there, immobile, as her retreating back disappeared into the night. He shook his head in an effort to get himself out of his state of bewilderment.

What had just happened? Where had she come from? Who was she? All these questions and no one to answer them. Asking Paul or Dominic about his midnight temptress was a definite no-no. Damn, damn, damn.


Chapter Two

Tonight was the night. Carly didn’t know how Matt would take it but this was it. She’d made her decision, come hell or high water their engagement was no more. Her thoughts must’ve conjured him because he walked into her place just then.

“Hey,” Matt said, wearing a smile from ear to ear as he made his way to her.

“Hey.” Carly anticipated he’d want to kiss her, so she took a few steps back and stood by an accent chair opposite the designer couch in her living room.

Matt sensed her intention when she moved because his smile slowly faded and instead of walking directly to her, he stood by the couch. “Honey, listen. We need to talk.” He placed his left hand on his neck, rubbing it while his eyes searched her place.

“Matt, there’s no need for an explanation.”

Matt focused on Carly right then. If she didn’t know him any better she’d have thought he looked hopeful, but his wasn’t a hopeful look. The expression in his face was one of relief.

What a jerk! Did he think she was going to let him off the hook? His attitude only made her resolve stronger. “I’ll make this easy for us both. It’s over.” She moved to the coffee table between them, and placed on top of it her four-carat engagement ring.

Matt’s features twisted in confusion, baring his teeth in anger. “Wh-what do you mean it’s over?” he asked, attempting to close the distance between them, but stopped as Carly raised her hand, indicating him to stay put. “You can’t mean it. We’ve been together for three years. You can’t certainly throw that away and start over, can you?”

“Yes I can, and so can you,” she said.

“Come on babe, our wedding is nine months away. I’m sure we can work this out. We can make it work.” He took a step toward her. “Listen, if this is about that misunderstanding with Karen at the gala last night…”

“Matt, you know very well there wasn’t a misunderstanding. There isn’t a misunderstanding.” Carly moved away from him. “It doesn’t matter to me if you have something going on with Karen or not. It should, but it doesn’t. However, it doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate the fact that you cheated, that you lied to me. I’d have appreciated it if you’d come forward and broken things up between us.”

“Baby, you don’t mean that.” Matt made a move in her direction, but froze when Carly’s hard-as-steel eyes locked him in place.

“Don’t you baby me, Matthew Bolerjack! You know this…” She gestured with her hand between them. “This hasn’t been working for a very long time. We’ve grown out of this relationship and can’t make it work because we’d simply fail. Try to make it work with Karen. Or, why don’t you give yourself some time, wouldn’t that be nice?”

Matt let out a heavy sigh at her words and looked around her living room as if searching for the right response. “You say, work it out with Karen or give myself time? Why? So you can mess around with your new friend, Alexander St. Jones?” he replied, his gaze zeroing back on Carly.

Oh, he hadn’t just gone there. “Why, yes! He’s a thousand times a better lover than you.” The words were out of her mouth before she could think about them but she didn’t care. Matt would never know it was a lie. It wasn’t as if he’d go confront Alex to defend her honor, or would he? No, of course he wouldn’t, the thought of that alone was almost comical. Carly had said it out of spite, and as hurtful as the lie sounded, it’d helped to stop the argument right then and there.

Matt’s baffled expression frozen in time was priceless. His gaze traveled to the engagement ring sitting on top of the coffee table, and back at her. “Keep the ring as a souvenir.”

“I don’t want a souvenir.”

“Then give it away, I don’t care.”

“No problem. I’ll donate it to a good cause. Maybe I’ll publish a media announcement too.” Carly waved her hands. “Matthew Bolerjack’s fiancée donated her four-carat engagement ring to a good cause after finding her fiancé with his pants down with none other than his own assistant. It sounds great, doesn’t it?”

“You wouldn’t dare.” His angry stare fixed on her.

Carly crossed her arms, and regarded him from where she stood. “Try me.”

“You’re going to regret this.” Matt grabbed the ring.

“Why would I regret breaking up with a cheater and a liar? Have a nice life, Matt.” Carly extended her arm in the door’s direction.

Matt turned on his heel, and stopped right at the stand by the door to drop off his keys.

“Don’t even bother. I’m having the locks changed,” Carly said, shutting the door on his back. She walked back to her brushed canvas designer sofa and paced back and forth in her perfectly decorated, clutter-free living room. Breaking up with Matt hadn’t been easy, but truth be told, she was glad it was over and done with.

Check. The first task on her to-do list was complete. Now, the second task was up: Get Alex St. Jones out of her head. But how could she? What had she been thinking when she walked up to Alexander St. Jones of all men? Let alone, asked him. No. Demanded that he kiss her? Carly had done a lot of stupid things in her life but that one topped them all. She’d been under that timeless tree for a good forty-five minutes before Alex showed up.

The man must have a sixth sense or something because it didn’t take him long to spot her in the shadows under that tree. There’d been many things she could’ve done. She could’ve waved, nodded, smiled, or simply ignored him. Whatever made her walk up to him, she didn’t know. At the time, she hadn’t cared. Carly had just caught Matt with his assistant and wanted time alone to think, but the infamous Alex St. Jones drew her out of hiding in the shadows with that irresistible wicked gaze of his.

Carly had never met him before last night. She’d finally seen for herself Alex was just as drop-dead gorgeous in person as in magazines pictures where he was always portrayed as “the famous financial mogul’s son stirring trouble time and again”. He was a rich man playing the grownup Little Rascal, or his own version of James Dean rebel without a cause with his family. Carly breathed in. He was the bad boy every woman wanted but she wasn’t every woman, and Alex St. Jones was definitely not the man for her.

****

Celebrity News!

Where is Alex St. Jones?

“Welcome to another show of Celebrity News!” a beautiful tall, blonde entertainment anchor said to the camera. “The party of all parties was held this past Friday night. Alex St. Jones and his partners celebrated their firm’s ten-year anniversary in grand style. Let me tell you, their anniversary gala was a smashing success. Well, we all know they wouldn’t have had it any other way. Needless to say everyone who is anyone was in attendance. Partygoers didn’t leave until the wee hours of the night. That’s how good that party was!”

The anchor tossed her hair back. “The question is: where did Alex go?” She waved her hand to the screen in back of her where Alex’s picture displayed. “He was spotted earlier in the evening then as if by some kind of magic he disappeared in thin air. Ladies, my source tells me for the first time ever our playboy may have left the party alone. That’s hard to believe, don’t you think?”


Chapter Three

Alex strode into Paul’s office. “What the fuck?” he said, letting the door slam behind him.

Paul gave Alex a side glance without fully removing his attention from the blueprints displayed on his twenty-two inch computer monitor. “What’s gotten into you now?”

“You know what!” Alex paced back and forth in Paul’s rather large office.

Paul shifted his gaze from the monitor, leaning back on his black leather chair as he studied his friend. “Okay, cut it out and just tell me what the heck is going on.”

Still standing a good six feet from Paul’s desk, Alex faced his friend, trying to give some thought to the words he’d say next but the words just came out. “How come you didn’t tell me Carly Mitchell was Matt’s fiancée?”

“What the hell happened to you?” Paul stared in shock at the black and blue eye Alex was sporting.

“Don’t ask.” Alex inclined his head in warning. “Just answer the damn question.”

Paul frowned. “Why would I have told you? It’s none of my business. What am I now, your private eye? Last time I checked, we were business partners. What does it matter to you anyway? It’s not like you knew her before the gala. Or did you?”

Alex ran a hand through his hair. “N-no—”

“You slept with her, you son of a gun!” Paul sprang to his feet. “Is that why you’re sporting a black eye? Matt kicked your ass?” Paul ran a hand over his face. “Jesus! From all the women at your disposal you have to go and mess with the one you shouldn’t.”

Alex raised his left hand. “Whoa. Whoa. Hold it right there. First of all, that sorry excuse of a man didn’t kick my ass, he caught me by surprise, that’s all. Second of all, no, I didn’t sleep with her. I met her at the gala. And…”

“And what?”

“I kissed her—” Alex was caught mid-sentence by the new visitor at the door.

“You what!” Dominic and Paul exclaimed.

“It was more like she demanded I kiss her. When I didn’t, she kissed me.” Alex dropped into one of the two visitor black leather chairs across from Paul’s desk. “Close the door, Dominic. I don’t need any more of an audience.”

Dominic shut the door and sat next to Alex.

“Like hell she kissed you. A simple kiss wouldn’t earn you a black eye, would it? Even you don’t believe that yourself.” Paul shoved a hand in his pants’ pocket, pacing to the ceiling-to-floor glass window in back of his desk.

Meanwhile Alex held to every piece of self-control he had not to punch Dominic’s silly grin off his face.

“Let me get this straight.” Dominic moved to the edge of his chair. “You met Carly Mitchell, who happens to be our most important client’s fiancée, and you kissed her, not realizing who she was until today. Did I get it all right?”

Alex and Paul locked their amazed gazes on Dominic. “Yes, you got that right,” Alex answered, breaking the silence. “Just how long were you at the door before you decided to barge in?” he asked.

Dominic looked from one friend to the other. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” His stupid grin was long gone, and in its place was now an outraged Dominic. “Paul, how are we going to remedy this?”

“How should I know?” Paul shot back, raising his hand in Alex’s direction. “Why are you asking me, anyway? Ask Casanova here!” He sat back on his chair.

“Hold it right there,” Alex cut in. “I did say I didn’t sleep with her. She kissed me. Carly said she was running from her ex.” He then realized she’d never bothered to tell him it was her fiancé who she was trying to hide from—the little minx. There’d be hell to pay. He regarded his friends. They had every right to think the worst of him, but the least he expected was for them to try and believe his story. Alex stood and walked to the glass window facing the neighboring skyscrapers. “Did I mention we no longer have Matt’s green home project?”

“Nor everything else Matt brings, I presume,” Dominic responded.

“Of course we don’t!” Paul swirled on his chair in Alex’s direction. “What should we expect? You screwed up. You kissed his fiancée... It doesn’t matter whether you knew Carly was his fiancée, the fact is you kissed her and even if you didn’t sleep with her, you still managed to screw us all in the process.”

“Don’t you think for a minute I don’t know that? I’ll cover the financial damage this brings to our firm,” Alex said over his shoulder, staring out the glass wall window.

Paul crumpled a paper and tossed it in the trashcan to the side of his desk. “Next time keep your dick in check and stay away from our clients’ fiancées.”

Silence reigned in Paul’s office for what seemed an eternity, when in truth it probably had only been a minute. Alex took in what his friends had said. Matt’s business would leave a hole on their firms’ books. Everything they’d worked for those long last ten years could crumble overnight if the wrong move was made. He needed some time alone to take it all in and devise a plan of attack. He wouldn’t lose his firm, even if he had to crawl back to his family, to his father, the famous Wall Street financial mogul. Thanks to his lucky stars he wasn’t there yet, he had reserves his friends didn’t know about. Alex was confident the firm would stand as strong as it’d always been.

In the meantime, he had to collect something that was due from no other than Carly Mitchell. That little liar owed him more than an apology, and she’d have to come forth with more than just a kiss. Alex wouldn’t sport a black eye for days without claiming its prize. Before Carly’s not-so-little lie, his plan had been all about how to forget her and that darn kiss. Well, no more—her lie had changed everything. Calling any of the women in his little black book wouldn’t do anything for him anymore. He no longer wanted to forget Carly or her sweet lips.

Alex now had a few items on his to-do list: One, make some calls to cover the hole Matt’s business had left on their books. Two, think about how he’d claim his prize from Carly. Three: keep his dick in check or not. Hmmm…

On second thought, perhaps what he needed was just the opposite and go for the kill instead. Yeah, that had to be the reason he couldn’t get her out of his head. Carly had all he liked in women: luscious lips, curves he could get himself lost in, and beautiful long hair to tangle his fingers in. Alex had the answer to his problem—he had to have her. He had to get Carly Mitchell out of his system. He was sure once that happened everything would go back to normal.


Chapter Four

Alex completed the first task on his to-do list, he’d made some transactions and, based on his calculations, the firm would stand firm until they landed a new big client. Now, Alex was more than ready to take care of task number two on the list. His plan would fail miserably if he tried to do things the right way by scheduling an appointment with Carly’s assistant. The thought alone gave him chills. No, Alex would do things his way. After all, he had a reputation to keep and his pretty little liar would see him today like it or not.

Alex exited off the elevator on the tenth floor to Cardew & Partners Interior Designs LLP. For an interior design firm, this one seemed pretty top notch. It turned out Cardew & Partners occupied the entire tenth floor. His searching eyes appreciated what had to be a beautiful strawberry blonde with gorgeous periwinkle-blue eyes greeting him with a smile as he made his way to the reception desk.

Alex was sure the receptionist missed her calling as a model or an actress. If it weren’t for Carly, he’d probably ask her out for a drink. Then realization dawned, putting him right back on track. He was there for a different reason, and that didn’t include asking the receptionist out on a date. Alex donned his wickedly famous St. Jones’ smile and asked her for directions to Carly’s office. On his way down the hallway, a haughty, mighty brunette intercepted his path. He was willing to bet she was his midnight temptress’ assistant.

“Excuse me sir.”

Alex walked right past her and into Carly’s office. He hadn’t known what to expect, but the beautiful sight of Carly immersed in a beach theme bedroom design took his breath away. She was surrounded by paint and fabric swatches on either side of her and special color pencils were spread over her desk. Her glasses had slid down to the tip of her nose, and she’d pulled up her long chocolate tresses in a ponytail.

Carly brought her head up at the sound of the intruders in her office. Just like it had happened a few weeks ago, green eyes met caramel brown, and everything went still for a few seconds.

“I’m sorry, Carly, I tried to…” Liv, her assistant, broke the silence, giving Carly an apologetic look.

“It’s okay, Liv. You can leave. I’ll see to Mister St. Jones here.”

Liv was reluctant to leave Carly with Alex but after one last look at them, she closed the door.

Natural daylight filled Carly’s spacious office, which Alex recognized was a welcomed luxury in their line of work. His gaze surveyed the room approving of every item that came across its path, thinking they may just have more in common than he’d realized.

“What happened to you?” Carly gestured to the cream leather chair across her desk. “Please have a seat.”

“Why did you lie?” he asked without preliminary and taking the offered chair.

“What do you mean?” Carly removed her glasses with one hand, and opened the drawer to the right with the other.

“Don’t play innocent with me, Carly. I’m warning you.” Alex rearranged his gray pants, and undid the single button in his black blazer revealing a blue shirt opened at the collar

Carly placed her arms on top of the desk and leaned toward him. “Listen, Alexander St. Jones, I don’t know why you’re here, or who gave you that horrendous black eye, which I’m sure you fully deserved, but that’s none of my concern. No one—listen to me—no one, strides in my office and warns me of anything. I’m busy, have yourself a good day.”

Alex stared back at her. “What? You’re trying to dismiss me? Try harder.” His lips drew back revealing straight white teeth. “Now, you listen to me because I’ll only say this once. No one ever dismisses me, especially not you. You’ve cost me this stupid black eye, millions of dollars, a fight with my closest friends, and almost my reputation. If you think I’ll walk out that door just because you say so, think again, Sweetheart.”

Carly blinked in disbelief. “Who do you think you are to come in my office and give me orders? How did I cost you that stupid black eye? Oh, let me guess, you got in a bar fight over some girl because you can’t keep your… your…” Her hand moved in the direction of his pants, a soft pink blush covered her cheeks, betraying her train of thought it seemed because she was suddenly out of words.

“My dick? Come on, you’re a big girl, say it,” he dared.

She opened and closed her mouth, narrowing her eyes at him. His gaze lingered on her lips, recalling how delicious she’d tasted that night. His hand balled into a fist, ignoring the sudden need to caress her lower lip with his thumb.

“I think you’re done here.” Carly moved the swatches in front of her to the opposite side of her desk. “On your way out, please tell Liv to come see me,” she ordered over her shoulder.

Amusement filled Alex’s eyes. “Un-freaking believable, you’re dismissing me again. Honey, it’s not working so give it up. Let’s start with you owning up to your lie, which has had a domino effect on everything else in my life. I won’t leave until I take what I came to get.”

Carly breathed in, facing him once more. “Alex St. Jones, you don’t have very good manners. Cussing in my office? Really?” She shook her head in disapproval. “Also, let me make something clear to you. I’m not your sweetheart, sweetie, honey or anything else, understand?” To emphasize her words, she raised her eyebrows the way a teacher reprimands a kid.

Alex eased back in his chair and stared at her. If she thought he’d cringe at her words and give up his claim, she was in for a rude awakening. He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

Carly reached for a handful of the color pencils that were spread over her desk. “Fine. Since you won’t leave, say what you came to say and then leave. What’s this lie you’re accusing me of? You have five minutes starting now, so out with it.”

He regarded her. Perhaps showing up unannounced hadn’t been the best course of action. Then again, chances were she would’ve never accepted to meet him, so he would’ve shown up anyway. He was saving himself time doing it this way. “My, my but proper Carly is bossy.” Alex crossed one ankle over his knee, getting more comfortable on the chair. “Your five minutes don’t start now because they don’t count. I can take all the time in the world if I want to, got that?” He paused for a second, then added, “I got this horrendous shiner, as you put it, from your fiancé—”

“He’s not my fiancé anymore,” Carly cut in, studying his bruised eye.

“It doesn’t matter what he is or used to be. What matters is you lied to him, and now I got this.” Alex pointed to his purplish eye. “Why did you lie?” Her concerned expression made him doubt his approach again, but he couldn’t deviate from his goal. Get Carly in his bed, and if this was the way then so be it.

“It wasn’t intended. One thing led to another, next thing I knew the lie was out. I couldn’t stop it.” Carly closed her eyes for a moment, and slid them back open, locking her gaze with his. “I’m sorry you were caught in the middle of all this, that you got your ass kicked, a black eye to go with it and a wounded pride. So if you came for an apology, take that Alex St. Jones because that’s all you’re going to get. Now, you can leave the same way you came in.”

Alex straightened in his chair. “If you think for a second I’ll take that sorry ass excuse of an apology for one, you’re sadly mistaken darling.” His gaze locked her into place. “I didn’t come here for an apology. You owe me and you owe me big.”

“What are you gonna do, Alex? Sue me for the lie or for the millions I supposedly cost you? Oh…wait, better yet. Will you sue me because you, the famous playboy, suffered a blow to his infamous reputation?” Carly eased back in her chair and pushed away from the desk. “I don’t owe you anything. Heard that? Got it? Good? Have yourself a good day.”

“Yes, I could file a law suit against you for defamation and damages. This is California and you know I’d win. You sure you want to go that route, sweetheart?” Alex stood up, looking down at her. “I had a better proposition in mind for how you can make up the damages.” He grabbed one of the paint swatches still on her desk. “You knew at some point your little lie was going to come out. The sooner you agree to my terms, the better it’d be for both of us.” Alex tossed the swatch back on her desk.

“I’d heard you were a force to reckon with, I just didn’t know you were a skunk,” Carly said. “Stop

sweet-hearting me too. I told you, I’m not your sweetheart. You want to sue me, go ahead sue me. Bring it on! I’ll hear any propositions you have in a court of law, not here. And, if you think you’ll win, think again.”

Alex placed his hands on top of her desk, leaning toward her. “I’m trying to do you a favor.” He slanted his head to the side.

“I don’t need any favors from you.” Carly sprang to her feet and walked to the couch in the sitting area of her large office. Carly grabbed her Louis Vuitton satchel and stashed a couple of sketchpads in it. His strong hands swirled her around. “Why are you playing hardball, Carly? It’d be so much easier if you hear me out.”

She blinked a few times before her gaze finally focused on him. “I’m not going to be another of your conquests.”

“What makes you think you won’t?” Alex didn’t expect her to put up a fight, not after her demand to kiss her the other night, but Carly was turning out to be a lively little piece. What she didn’t know was that he thrived on challenges; he never, ever failed.

“Um, let’s see. Your reputation precedes you, and I refuse to be another statistic. Let me make something clear: I.AM.NOT.SLEEPING.WITH.YOU. Got that?” Carly tilted her chin.

Alex searched her face. “Sweetheart, that’s not my proposition.” He bit the inside of his cheek. Carly had hit the nail on the head, that was his hidden proposition but he’d never admit it. Getting a woman in bed was never a problem, Carly wouldn’t be the exception. “I’m here to offer you a deal that you’re going to accept.” He firmed his hold on her.

Carly licked her lips as she came out of the spell he’d put her under. “What’s this proposal of yours?”

His lips were only about an inch from hers, it took all his restraint no to claim them. “Meet me for dinner at my place tomorrow night.”

Carly attempted to take a step back, but that only encouraged Alex to lock his arms around her waist. At her silent response, he added, “I’ll tell you my indecent proposal then, since it’s obvious you’re too busy today.”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. I told you to sue me but you won’t because you have an indecent proposal you’d rather pursue, how stupid do you think I am? I wouldn’t meet you at your place. You have a proposal you want me to hear, then you come to my place at seven o’clock sharp. Not a minute early, not a minute late, and no dinner. Got that? Good.” She reached with her hands behind her back to loosen his grip.

Alex closed the distance between them even more. His lips were now a third of an inch away from hers. He breathed in her fragrance before he spoke again. “Yes, I got it. Same goes for you. I’ll take no cancellations or re-schedules, and skipping dinner is not an option. Until then, Carly.” Just like that, he let go of her and walked out, leaving her standing in the middle of her large office.

****

Celebrity News!

Alex St. Jones has a black eye!

The tall, slim entertainment anchor smiled to the camera. “Hello there! Our favorite bachelor is at it again, girls. Come on, will this bad boy ever learn?”

She motioned to the screen displaying Alex with an ugly bruised eye. “My source tells me Alex was involved in a brawl. What for this time, you may ask. I’ll tell you I’m having a bit of trouble believing it myself, but rumor has it he was caught messing with another man’s woman.”

She turned halfway to look at the picture on the screen. “That’s a new one for him. We all know that’s not his style, then again we can always hope for anything where Alex St. Jones is concerned.”

Smiling, she looked back at the camera. “Doesn’t he look adorable though?”


Chapter Five

It was seven o’clock and Alex was late. Carly didn’t need a fortuneteller to know the guy would do the opposite of what she’d said. He would’ve surprised her had he shown up on time, but who was she kidding? She was dealing with the incorrigible Alex St. Jones. At ten minutes past, a knock sounded on the door.

Carly walked to the door and took a deep breath before she opened it. “You’re late,” she said.

Alex held a pastries box in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other. “No. I’m not.” He raised his arm, giving her a glimpse of his wristwatch without really letting her see it. “See here, it’s exactly seven o’clock.” He strode in and headed over to the kitchen as if he’d been there before.

“No, it’s not. You know you’re late, and I was very clear when I said you needed to be prompt.” Carly was right at his heels.

“All right. Guilty as charged. I’ll admit it, I’m late. Happy now? Great.” He pulled open every cabinet drawer he found. “Where do you keep your bottle opener?”

Carly folded her arms over her chest. “What makes you think we’re still on? You’re late, you lost your chance, now leave.”

Alex stopped searching for a moment. “Darling, I don’t think you’re in a position to negotiate. Here’s what’s going to happen: we’ll dine, enjoy dessert, and drink this delicious bottle of wine. You’ll agree to my proposal and we’ll end the evening any way you want to, whether that’s in bed or out of it will be your choice.”

The man had some nerve. How dare he walk into her place as if it were his and then set ground rules? She was no one’s lap dog, and most definitely didn’t take orders from anyone, especially not from the man standing in the middle of her kitchen looking like he had every right to be there.

“How about this ends now?” She propped a hand on her waist.

“What, and miss dinner with you? Not a chance. Aha, here it is.” Alex pulled the bottle opener from one of the drawers.

“What dinner anyway? Does it smell like there’s food here?” Carly waved her hands.

Alex poured two glasses of wine. “Now that you point it out, no. It doesn’t.” He sniffed. “It smells like a mixture of lavender and vanilla.”

“Exactly.” She took the filled glass of wine from his hand. The brush of his fingers against hers in their exchange shot a warm electric current down her spine. “There’s no food, your stay here outran your welcome.”

A knock sounded on the door.

Alex raised his glass. “Cheers, darling. It sounds like someone’s here.”

Carly frowned in confusion and turned back in the direction of the sound. Who the heck could it be? She wasn’t expecting any other visitors. She opened the door. “Yes?”

A guy dressed in black slacks and a black shirt stood on the hallway. “Ma’am? Your food delivery—”

“What? I didn’t order anything.”

“Thanks, Mike.” Alex walked up to Carly’s side and opened the door wider. “Place the bags right over there,” he instructed, pointing to the kitchen counter.

Carly was dumbfounded by the exchange. Who was this guy? She’d dealt with all kinds of people but Alex was definitely out of her element, every one of her attempts at besting him failed. He always came out with the upper hand, but raising a white flag wasn’t an option. Carly didn’t know what game Alex played, whatever it was, the game was on, soon enough the tables would turn. Taking another deep breath, she counted to ten and walked back to the kitchen. “What’s all this?”

Alex stopped looking through the bags. “Dinner. I hope you’re a meat girl because your choices are charbroiled rosemary lemon chicken or filet mignon. What’s it going to be?”

“Um, none?” Her words came out through a straight line smile. The man was impossible.

Alex dropped his hands to the sides. “Liar, I know you eat meat.”

“I won’t ask how you know that because I don’t think I want to find out. I’ll have the chicken.” She gestured with her hand, holding the glass of wine.

“Good girl.”

Dinner turned out to be better than she expected. Alex shared with her anecdotes from work, and how he’d become friends with his business partners. Carly didn’t miss that he was always careful not to talk about his family, especially about his dad. During the easy conversation throughout dinner understanding dawned as to why women fell for this man. Alex wasn’t only gorgeous as sin but also an architectural genius, and even though he was a notorious rakehell, her gut told her it was all for show. If this man ever fell in love, he’d fall hard. Oh, how she’d love to see that.

Dinner was over too soon. Carly never thought she’d enjoy it as much as she had. Alex helped her clear the table and put her small kitchen back to rights.

“All right.” Carly pressed the wash button on the dishwasher. “We’ve had dinner, dessert and wine.” She swirled the bit still left in her glass. “It’s about time you tell me about this indecent proposal of yours.” She walked past him and headed to the couch in her living room.

“It’s simple. All you have to do is say you agree to it, its terms and conditions.” Alex caught up with her and refilled her glass of wine half way.

“You certainly don’t expect me to agree without having read it first.”

“Just say it, Carly. Say you agree to fulfill the requirements in this proposal.” He took a drink from his glass.

“What are these requirements?” Carly asked.

“Nothing unsuitable, I assure you.”

His smirk gave nothing away but impure thoughts. Carly willed those thoughts to leave her mind, but that wicked gleam in his eyes only raised her suspicions about his hidden agenda, because he definitely had one. She could smell it miles away. “If it’s nothing unsuitable, why can’t you tell me?”

“Where would be the fun in that? Isn’t it enough for me to say there’s nothing indecent? Can you trust me?” he said.

She placed her wine glass on top of the coffee table. “No. I just met you, you’re a playboy and your reputation precedes you. I’d be a fool to trust you.”

Alex finished what was left of his wine in one gulp. “You’ll have to trust me.”

“You said it was an indecent proposal, yet now you say it’s nothing like that, so which is it? I don’t understand you—”

“Don’t try to understand me because you won’t,” Alex cut in.

“Then, you have my answer. I won’t agree to your proposal.”

“Yes, you will.” He took a step toward her.

“No, I won’t.” Carly stepped back only to realize the darn couch was on her way. Drat.

Alex regarded her for a moment too long before he spoke again. “All right, I’ll tell you first, then I’ll let you read it. Happy now?” He walked over to the chair where he’d left his jacket earlier and extracted from it a letter size envelope.

Carly nodded.

“In a nutshell, the terms of this proposal will last six months. During which time you will accede to fulfill the requirements I mention anytime I deem fit.” He unfolded the white document. “Failure to adhere to any of these terms and conditions will result in a lawsuit for breach of contract, defamation charges, and damages.” Alex placed the contract on the table. “Sign Carly,” he instructed, tapping with his fingers the document.

She narrowed her eyes at him and dragged her gaze to the document. Signing something without her lawyer seeing it first was a big no-no. Carly could refuse to sign it and send him on his way, or she could play along and see how far he was willing to take it. Her gut told her, no matter what she did there was no getting rid of Alex St. Jones anytime soon. She blinked as the tapping sound of his fingers drew her out of her thoughts.

“And here I was starting to think you were a nice man, but it turns out you’re still a skunk.” Carly grabbed the two-page document from the table. That had to be the shortest contract she’d ever had to read, and the most ridiculous one at that. What kind of agreement was this? Carly read through each of the clauses listed only to confirm Alex had done an excellent job of summarizing what the darn contract said.

Their agreement was strictly confidential and effective as of that night, and its expiration date was six months out. A heavy breath escaped her, followed by a murmur as she read through the first clause. Alex had the right to end their agreement at any time and without explanation, if he so wished. Of course, he’d do that. What did she expect? Once he got bored and was ready to move on to his next conquest he’d forget all about this.

Carly looked at him from the corner of her eye and moved on to the second clause. She wasn’t allowed to talk to the Press during or after their liaison ended. Gosh, as if it weren’t enough putting up with him now, she’d have to worry about evading the Press.

At no time would she or he introduce each other to friends and family. Carly imagined the exception were Paul and Kiera. Her relationship with Alex was limited to the events for which or where he’d require her company, as well as any of her own engagements he decided to attend. Spending time with him in no way meant their liaison would evolve into something more. Humph, as if she wanted it to become something else.

She proceeded on to the next clause. Proper attire for any and all events was a must. Expenses for all required clothing, accessories, and anything else she’d need would be paid for by him. A wave of anger rose to her throat, making it hard to speak. “You…” She glared at him. Just who did he think she was? Did he seriously think she didn’t know how to dress properly? Her taste in clothes, accessories and more, was impeccable; how dare he suggest otherwise? No way she’d let him pay for any of it either. He wouldn’t be her sugar daddy. Not if she had a say in the matter.

When Carly read the following clause she wanted to punch him right on the nose. She tightened her grip on the two page contract. Her fingerprints were surely now imprinted in it. “This is absolutely ridiculous!”

“What is?” The corners of his mouth curved slightly upward.

She tapped her finger on the clause. “I, Carly Mitchel, will make myself exclusively available to Alex St. Jones for the length of the contract.”

“Ah, right, you can’t date anyone,” Alex said.

“How about you?” Carly asked.

Alex shrugged, grinning.

“I can’t date?” She reached for her wine glass and downed in one gulp what was left in it. “Tell you what—I’ll date whomever I please. Oh, wait there’s more—how about, I’ll sleep with whomever I fancy too?” She gestured with her wine glass in hand. “Playboy, you forgot to add that to your pretty little contract, didn’t you?”

“No, I didn’t. It’s implied by you being exclusive to me. But if I must, I don’t have a problem with adding more specifics.” His gaze bore on her.

Silence reigned in her living room for what seemed an eternity. If she had special powers Carly wished them to be daggers flying out of her eyes. “You can’t be serious. You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” She placed her glass back on the table.

In a serious tone, he replied, “No, I’m not.”

Carly read through the rest of the outrageous document filled with nothing else but absurdity. The contract required that she let him know of her whereabouts always. If any of her activities conflicted with one of his, his affair would take priority over hers no matter what. The agreement was a sort of a liaison with no strings attached. Sex wasn’t mentioned, but she wondered if it was also one of those details Alex considered as implied. She’d basically be a non-paid escort. The bottom line was that failure to adhere to any of the terms and conditions would result in a lawsuit for breach of contract, defamation, and financial damages for a sum that made her eyes pop. That last would leave her without a single penny and with a debt hole she’d never be able to get out of. God, what had she done to deserve this? It’d been an innocent lie. Not once did she ever think Matt would have it in him to give someone a black eye, let alone for that someone to be none other than Alex St. Jones.

The man standing in her living room was a temptation; disputing his contract was hard; resisting his charms would be harder, and how she’d make it out of it in one piece was questionable—but the allure to go along with his game was too great to resist. Carly had her doubts about this agreement, signed or not, having much weight in a court of law. She could always void it claiming she’d signed under duress, but made a mental note to do more research and find a way to get out of it. Against her better judgment, she signed the document and handed it back to him. “There. I want a copy of it. I’ll have my lawyer look it over and I’m warning you Alex, whatever scheme of yours this is I’m coming after you hard and fast—”

Alex’s arms encircled her waist as his warm mouth captured hers demanding her surrender. Carly had every intention of breaking the kiss, showing him she wasn’t for his taking whenever he wished. But all coherent thought left her the moment his tongue entered her mouth, engaging hers in a battle of wills. He tasted delicious. The rich black cherry flavor from the wine they’d shared still lingered, drawing her in, enticing her more. Breaking the kiss now would take twice the effort than giving up control. She slid her hands up his arms not caring anymore where things could end.

Alex tightened his strong arms around her in response, bringing her closer to him. The warmth of his body enveloped every inch of hers, and the dance of their tongues shot a thrill down her spine, making her knees weak. This was wrong. Wanting more of his kiss, more of him, was something she shouldn’t want but dammit, she did. Then he was gone.

Alex let go of her and snatched the contract from where it sat checking she’d signed in the right place.

“What was that about?” she asked breathless, already missing his warmth. The kiss had fogged her thoughts.

Alex lifted his gaze from the contract. “That was one of the requirements you just agreed to.”

She ran her fingertips over her swollen lips. “The contract didn’t say anything about kissing.”

“It’s implied.”

Feeling dazed and confused was never a good thing at least not in these circumstances. It took her a moment to recover from what had happened. “Implied,” she repeated, gaining her composure once again. “What’s number two?”

“Sorry sweetheart, our contract details are on a need to know basis only. Thank you for the wonderful evening. Sleep well.” Alex tilted her chin with his forefinger and gave her a chaste kiss before turning for the door.

The warmth of Alex’s kiss still lingered on her swollen lips. If she wanted a reason to stay away from him, now she had it. The kiss they’d shared had given her a glimpse of the dangerous path she’d just agreed to walk. Keeping her distance from him would be the right thing to do, but how could she? Signing his absurd contract had just tied her to him for the next six months. The man was a lure to sin and she’d have a hell of a time resisting him. No, no, no. Falling prey to his charms wasn’t part of the contract or an option even. It was simple. It wouldn’t happen.


Chapter Six

Carly presented a challenge he liked far too much. Her defiance only drew him toward her, fueling his desire even more. He’d never worked this hard to get a woman in bed. Usually his famous Alex St. Jones’ smile did all the work and had his prey eating from his hand, but that didn’t seem to be working this time.

Alex had fed her all right; he’d almost had to force dinner down her throat. Carly was ready to kick him out the door. He chuckled at the memory of her shocked expression when the delivery guy arrived with their food. She was definitely a piece of work, wasn’t she? Pursuing Carly would be lots of fun. Her determination to be rid of him was something to admire and practically humorous. Then again, how long would she be able to keep it up before she gave into his charms? Because she would.

Normalcy back in his life was a must, and he wouldn’t have it until Carly was panting underneath him in his bed. Then, as non-committal as he was, Alex would move on like he always did. Remaining with a woman more than a few days was out of the question. Dealing with the uncomfortable “what am I to you?” conversation all women seemed to want to have, wasn’t on his agenda. Alex never understood why women couldn’t take it for what it was: a mind-blowing sex, short-term liaison, and leave it at that. Carly probably wasn’t any different but it didn’t matter. He’d have her, and she’d come to him willingly.

Carly stepped out of the elevator in the lobby at her workplace. She was enthusiastically engaged in a chat with what had to be another co-worker. His gaze studied her, imagining how he’d slowly remove that floral wrap dress, leaving her only in her panties and those three-inch high heels she wore that were now directly on his line of vision as Carly approached him. Alex shook his head, getting rid of the thoughts in his mind.

“What are you doing here?” Carly stared at him in question.

His lips twisted into that wicked grin of his that made women’s heartbeats skip. “Why, I’m taking you out to lunch.”

Carly closed the distance between them by half a step. “I’m not going to lunch with you. I have other plans.” Her gaze discreetly traveled around the lobby. “You can’t just show up at my workplace without advance notice. If you want to meet, check with my assistant first. My calendar is always full, so good luck trying that anyway.”

Just how stupid did she think he was? Alex would never try setting up something with her assistant because Carly would always be busy for him, even if he scheduled a lunch date a year from now. “Darling, I hate to break it to you, but your lunch plans have changed. Remember, the contract says you’ll make yourself available to me whenever I deem fit. Well, that’s now.” Alex grabbed her hand, leading her out of the lobby. His Range Rover was parked in front of the building’s entrance. He opened the passenger door, gesturing her in.

Alex placed his hands on the steering wheel and turned to look at her. “What are you in the mood for? Italian, Chinese, Thai, Mediterranean, or something else?”

“How about, I’m in the mood of being rid of you?” Carly replied.

“It’s not happening, sweetheart,” he said, steering the car into traffic. “You still haven’t told me what you’re in the mood for.”

Carly stared out the window and let out a heavy sigh. “I guess the question is: what are you in the mood for, Alex?”

Alex regarded her from the corner of his eye. As arguments went, Carly gave as good as she got and he couldn’t help not getting on her nerves. “I don’t think you want to know what I’m really in the mood for, so let’s settle on food, okay?”

“Whatever. It doesn’t matter. Let’s just go. I have to be back in an hour.” She folded her arms easing back in the seat.

Alex changed lanes, steering his car onto the 101 Ventura Freeway. Twenty minutes later, he took the Santa Monica Boulevard off-ramp and turned into a small parking lot. The corners of his mouth drew back in a smile. He was willing to bet his midnight temptress watched her daily calories and this kind of food wasn’t in her diet. “I hope you like hamburgers.”

“You bet.” Carly stepped out of the car.

Ah, hell. Did he hear her right? He’d expected her to complain and refuse to eat something so mundane for lunch, but now what was he supposed to say? He blinked twice and followed her inside the place.

While Alex placed their orders, Carly picked out a table just a few steps from the lunch hour traffic busy boulevard.

“I didn’t think you’d like this kind of food.” He sat across from her at their table.

“You thought wrong. I love a good hamburger and this place serves the best.”

“You’ve been here before?”

Her gaze shifted from the passing cars to settle on him. “Certainly. Whenever I need comfort food, this is the place to come.”

He didn’t see that one coming. Good one, Alex.

“You look surprised,” Carly said, taking a sip from her soda.

Alex leaned back in his seat, allowing the sound of the passing cars fill in his silent response. This was wrong, wrong, wrong. Didn’t she like salads, water, and that type of shit? Whoa! She could even be one of the guys and no one would be the wiser. Who knew!

“Is this one of your contract requirements?” she asked.

“No. This is one of those, I felt like having you for lunch moments, but I knew you wouldn’t, so I opted for having lunch with you instead.”

“Do you always get what you want?” Carly bit on a French fry.

“I do, yes.” Alex grabbed his soda cup. “What do you do for fun, Carly?”

Her eyes were busy studying the big hamburger in front of her. “What, are we playing twenty questions now?” She took a bite of her burger.

His mouth was suddenly dry, so dry he couldn’t swallow. This wasn’t happening. She hadn’t just taken a bite of a burger with delight. The refreshing cold of his soda made it down his throat, getting rid of his sudden parched state. “No. What’s wrong if I want to know more about you? Contrary to what you may think, you and I will be spending quite a bit of time together, and I’d like to know the person I’ll be spending time with.” His fingers played with the straw.

Both grew quiet, although the sound of the cars driving by surrounded them, reminding them of where they were.

“I have a new hobby,” she broke the silence.

Her statement caught his interest and he angled his head to the side. “What’s that?”

“Finding ways to get away from you.” Carly reached for her drink.

“Very funny,” he said, propping his elbows on the table. “I have a new hobby too,” he added, as his gaze followed her hands placing the burger back on her tray.

“Oh yeah, what’s that?”

“You.” Alex wiped off with a napkin a tiny speck of ketchup on the corner of her mouth. His response had certainly thrown Carly off but not for a long time. She regained her composure and finished eating as if he hadn’t said a word.

Alex drove back to her office, thinking about their lunch together. He’d made some headway except the direction was unknown, other than definitely things weren’t headed to his King Size Bed Boulevard. In fact, things had gone the opposite way, but it wasn’t over yet. This was only the beginning. Yes, definitely the beginning. Alex dropped her off at her workplace and headed back to his office. Submerging himself in work to clear his head first was at the top of his priorities right now, later he’d think about how to take back control.

****

Seeing his reaction after she admitted loving a good burger was humorous. It would’ve made for a great candid picture. Too bad she didn’t have a camera at the time. Lunch with Alex was fun. Who would’ve known they had something in common? A burger of all things! Having something in common with him was a very bad thing, and more the reason why staying away was the best plan of action. But how? She was tied to him for the next six months.

And, what a fine web he wove too. Alex was definitely a through and through Casanova. Did he really think she believed he just wanted to have lunch? Yeah, right. Please! Even he didn’t believe that one himself.

He was wooing her to get her in his bed. It’d cost him more than a hamburger that was for sure—if he got her there at all. “It isn’t happening, buddy,” Carly muttered for her ears only, grabbing the stack of messages from her assistant and walked into her office. She’d have to be extra careful with him because getting tangled in his fine web could easily shatter her heart. That reminded her, she still needed to have Kiera take a look at that foolish contract. Carly doubted it was even valid. Whether it could be voided, she didn’t know. Yet, she didn’t really regret signing it.


Chapter Seven

It’d been a week since she’d signed that stupid contract. And a week since she’d seen him. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Carly needed to design a plan, and fast. Who better than Kiera to help decide how to give him a taste of his own hot chocolate? It was mid-afternoon. Carly surveyed the coffee shop and was glad to see she had it pretty much to herself.

“Hi, sunshine!” An elegant woman walked in and headed in the direction of her table.

Carly greeted Kiera with a hug. “Hey princess, I’m glad you were able to meet me.”

“Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t want to miss out on the trick Alex is pulling on you.” Kiera took the seat to her right.

Carly laid a copy of the infamous contract on top of the table. “Can you tell me if this is legal?”

Kiera read through the two pages in no time. “Is this all because of that lie you told Matt about you and playboy?”

“Yes.”

A soft laugh escaped Kiera’s lips. “Leave it to Alex to come up with something as ingenious as a binding contract.”

“How binding is it, and can it be annulled without any ramifications?” Carly asked.

“Carly, he got you good, dear.” Kiera tapped her fingers on the table. “I’m not saying nothing can be done, you did sign under duress, after all. You have a chance of fighting it, but Alex will put up a good fight, are you ready to fight him?”

“Do I stand a chance in a court of law?” Carly clasped her hands.

“It’s hard to tell given that your lie...” She paused, leaning in Carly’s direction. “Regardless of how little it was, did cost him millions. Trust me, I know.” Kiera eased back on her chair.

Carly stared out the coffee shop window. “Well, then I guess my options are to suck it up and live with it for the next six months, or fight him with a high probability of losing—”

“I say, let’s fight him,” Kiera cut in. Her statement gained her Carly’s full attention. “I say beat him at his own game. It’s a dirty contract and he’ll be the one to benefit from it, so why not use his own terms and conditions against him and see how he likes it? If I know him well, he won’t like it one bit. Who comes up with clauses like that anyway?”

“The one and only Alex St. Jones,” Carly replied.

“Here’s what we’re gonna do…” Kiera clutched Carly’s hands, a secret, telling smile on her face.


Chapter Eight

Carly owed it to Kiera for thinking out of the box on her behalf every time she hit a wall. Playboy wanted to play? Well, she was ready to play too. Carly shook her head suppressing a half-laugh, wondering what had happened to him. It’d been more than a week since she’d seen or heard from Alex, leading her to think he didn’t yet know his next move. Most likely he didn’t expect to hear from her. She danced in her chair, wishing to see his reaction right now and hit the send button in her instant messenger.

Carly M: Hello there!

A St. Jones: Hey…

Carly M: How are you?

A St. Jones: Okay. U?

Carly M: I was thinking about you…

At rereading her last IM, the pressure in her chest threatened to come out in a wave of nervous laughter. She would’ve never dared to say something like that to him, had Kiera not told her Alex ran like his wheels were on fire every time a woman hinted about crossing the line getting emotions involved. If Kiera was right, and she hoped she was, this would scare him away.

A St. Jones: I’ve been thinking about you too.

Wh-what? Her nervous laughter never made it out of her chest, because his response was a low blow that left her gasping for air. She blinked and reread his last instant message. He wasn’t supposed to say that. That last IM should’ve read I’m busy, I’ll get back to you or something other than I’ve been thinking about you too. Or, he could’ve just ignored it, why didn’t he? What the heck? No, no, no. She had to up her game. Kiera was hardly ever wrong and this had better not be one of her ‘hardly ever wrong’ ones.

Carly M: Does that mean you miss me?

There, she said it. He’d either cut her off or not respond.

A St. Jones: Miss me much, don’t you?

Drat! This chat wasn’t what Carly had aimed for. Did he know what she was up to? No. Of course not! How could he? It was time to up her game again.

Carly M: So, you do miss me.

A St. Jones: Carly, are you flirting with me?

Pfft! No! Well, maybe she was, flirting a little bit that was, but she’d never admit to it. She had a reason to flirt, her goal was to get rid of him, make him walk the other way. Aaugh Kiera, don’t you be wrong!

Carly M: Me? Flirting? With you? Alex, get over yourself. You know, you’re not the only man out there.

A St. Jones: No, I’m not. But I’m the one keeping you awake at night.

Ugh. This man was trouble, she was in trouble, and she’d done it all herself. He wasn’t going to win this round. Not yet.

Carly M: You got that wrong. I’m the one keeping you awake at night, don’t you deny it.

Aha! What would he say to that now?

A St. Jones: Now, see who’s wrong. Darling, I dream of you every night. Do you want to know how I see you in my dreams?

Huh? Did he dream of her the same way she dreamt of him between her thighs, thrusting into her, taking her to heavenly heights? Carly crossed her legs, what was this man doing to her? She stared back at the IM conversation on her laptop. Backing out now would mean defeat and she still had a mission to accomplish: scare him away. Her ‘thinking of you’ hadn’t worked but maybe something else would.

Carly M: Baseball, Saturday afternoon. R u in?

A St. Jones: I’m in. Meet you at…?

What? She’d asked him out because Alex was supposed to say no. It was a date. He didn’t do dates, he just slept around. What went wrong? Alex wasn’t running away like his wheels were on fire as Kiera had put it. Darnit!

A St. Jones: U still there or did I scare you away?

Carly ran her fingers over her keyboard, biting her lower lip as she battled with herself and made up her mind on the response.

Carly M: Meet me at my place at three.

A St. Jones: It’s a date. Sweet dreams.

The beeping sound of her IM window let her know Alex had left the chat. A d-date? She took deep breaths to process what had transpired in their brief exchange. Her plan had backfired, and now she was stuck on a date with the one man she was trying hard to get away from. Carly paced around in her office. A date…a freaking date. All right, she’d give him a date he’d never forget.

****

Alex had purposely busied himself with work since he’d last seen Carly. He needed the time to clear his head and to think about his next step with her. She was nothing like the other women he was used to, and Alex was ready to fight her every step of the way until he had her in his bed, underneath him, moaning in pleasure.

He’d laid out his plan and thought everything was going splendid until Carly changed tactics by asking him out. Now, Alex didn’t know what to do. How did she get his IM? Ah, naturally, she was friends with Kiera. This scam had his friend’s wife’s name written all over it! He swore under his breath. In any case, if Carly thought for one second he hadn’t caught on to her game, she was sadly mistaken. Getting rid of him wouldn’t be that easy. Not until after he’d made her his. His? Alex pushed his chair away from the desk staring back at his laptop. “Yes. Carly, you will be mine,” he whispered.

Alex met her promptly at three on Saturday afternoon, and halted mid-step when Carly walked out the door. Was there anything she didn’t look right in? He cussed under his breath at his dick’s reaction to the way her black skinny jeans fit her like a second skin and how the off shoulder fuchsia top hugged her hips. Alex quickly recovered and hid his body’s reaction with one of his dazzling grins.

“I didn’t know you could wear that to a baseball game.” He gestured to her outfit, opening the door to his car.

Carly stopped and looked down at herself. “Why not? My outfit is as comfortable as the jeans and polo you’re wearing.” Her gaze traveled the length of him. “Close the door, we’re walking.”

Alex did as she told him and followed. Keeping his hands off of her would be torture. He cleared his throat. “I thought we were going to a baseball game.”

She kept her pace, walking straight without bothering to look at him, when she replied, “We are.” Carly turned onto a street leading into a park and guided him to the bleachers.

“Little Boys Big League.” He read. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Her green eyes hid behind dark designer shades but Alex could swear they danced in merriment at his shocked expression.

“No. I’m not. I’m a sponsor for the league and I never miss their games.” She paused. “As you can see it isn’t real baseball. It’s tee ball.” At his silent regard, she continued, “You know, three, five, eight year olds play tee ball,” she said the way a teacher would explain something to a kindergartener.

Spending his afternoon watching a bunch of little kids play, throw tantrums, kick and scream whenever they missed, or parents argue over whose kid was better and whose kid sucked, wasn’t what he’d had in mind. Crap! Carly got him good.

Alex had better ideas on how to spend such a beautiful afternoon and not one included watching brats play. He was ready to spin on his heel and leave Carly with her bunch of spoiled brats. His gaze surveyed the crowded place once more, deciding his next move. Darn woman. Then, it dawned on him. That was exactly what she expected him to do. Alex chuckled. Carly, Carly, Carly, he sat next to her on the bench.

“What’s so funny?” Carly asked.

“How long have you been a sponsor?”

She glared past him and focused her attention somewhere out in the field. “A couple of years. It’s not a league for the less fortunate children, but they do need sponsors to keep it going and I very much enjoy helping. I bet it never crossed your mind you’d be spending the afternoon watching little kids play. You’re more than welcome to leave. I’ll understand.”

The warm soft breeze of the sunny afternoon carried her lily-vanilla scent, teasing his senses. Alex scooted closer to her on the bench. “Darling, we have a date. I’m not leaving,” he whispered in her ear, casting a glance at the goosebumps spreading down her arms at the warm contact of his lips with her baby soft skin.

Soon Carly was surrounded by all the mama bears who didn’t bother to hide their curiosity about the new visitor.

“Ladies, this is Alex St. Jones. He’s interested in becoming a sponsor too.”

No freaking way! Had she just volunteered him? All the women chatter got louder between “oohs”, “aahs” and “that’s wonderful”, leading to another fifteen minutes of conversation he had zero interest in. Finding no way out, Alex agreed to an appointment with the league’s president. Apparently, that was the only way to be rid of her.

The game started and just as he’d expected there were as many tears, tantrums, as there were shouts. Throughout the game Carly cheered for everyone, even if the kid sucked, she was everyone’s cheerleader. In a few years he imagined her here as one of the many mama bears cheering for her own kid. Alex shook his head. That would be a sight—a beautiful sight at that.

When the game was over, Alex grabbed her hand, lacing his fingers with hers. “Thank you for volunteering me. Next time, a heads up would be appreciated.” He pulled her closer, guiding her around the park to the playground.

“You’re welcome. I thought you might like it. It’ll do you good to do a good deed every once in a while,” Carly replied, sitting on one of the swings.

Alex closed the distance between them and covered her hands with his on the handles on either side, pulling her toward him. “I do good deeds all the time. I just don’t flaunt them in people’s faces.” He kissed the tip of her nose and released her swing, turning around to sit on the swing next to hers. “Do you come here every Saturday?” he asked, swinging himself up high.

“Yes, during the season.” Carly closed her eyes as she swung herself up high too. “I never imagined you’d stay for the game.”

“Why?” he said from up in the air.

“You don’t strike me as the ‘I like kids’ kind of guy, or is that another one of those things you hide from people?” She swayed forward.

Alex remained silent considering her question. Kids weren’t in his life’s plan the same as marriage wasn’t. That didn’t mean he disliked kids, but from liking to having kids was a stretch, and a bridge he’d never cross and not something others needed to know.

“Do you want to have kids?” he asked.

Carly closed her eyes once again allowing the swing to take her up. She dipped her head back, letting her long tresses dance with the light sunset breeze. “Why, yes. I’d like to have three kids. The thing is, I have a big problem.” She paused. “I have yet to find Mr. Right. How about you?”

Her words shook him up in a way that was foreign to him, something he’d never experienced before. “Do I look like father material to you?”

“No. You’d make a terrible father,” Carly said, rocking her swing upward once more.

Alex jumped off of his swing and walked over to hers.

“What are you doing?” Carly squealed in hilarity as she bumped into him hard and fast, stumbling him back.

Alex wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her against him as he fell on the sand with her on top. In the midst of incontrollable laughs he rolled her on her back and placed a leg between her thighs. One arm supported him as his other hand rested right by her breast. His breath intermingled with hers.

This was the side of Carly he didn’t know but craved. She was beautiful. Alex couldn’t find a trace of the woman who always tried to best him in the hopes to be rid of him. Her parted soft pink lips held an unspoken but very visible invitation for him to claim them. He inclined his head and brushed his lips over hers. This was a different kind of kiss. It was sweet, it was fresh, it was better than any other kiss they’d shared. Her lips tasted like honey to him, and he could drink from them all day long. Carly arched up her body in response to his demand for more then, reality kicked in. He was in a public place kissing a woman who drove him mad and in an inappropriate position to most eyes.

He murmured against her mouth, “I think we should go before we get an audience.” Alex didn’t have to tell her twice. One moment he’d been on her, the next he’d ended on his butt.

“Don’t forget never to kiss me again,” Carly said.

Alex got on his feet and dusted off the sand on his pants. “You kissed me too.”

“That’s only because… That was…” Her lips moved but no words came out.

“That’s what I thought.” He reached for her hand and led her back the way they’d come from. No one said another word.

“I had a really good time.” Alex broke the silence when they reached her building entrance.

“I had a good time too. Thank you for not leaving.” Carly hesitated for a moment. “I’d ask you up but I don’t think that’s a good idea. I think you should go.”

Alex dropped a sweet kiss on her lips. “Good night darling.”

Carly disappeared behind the door and Alex walked back to his car. Whatever had happened today should’ve never happened. He’d only stayed for the game to go along with whatever she’d planned, mostly to get on her nerves, put her out of sorts because she expected the opposite from him. But once again Carly had turned the tables, now Alex was a sponsor to the Little Boys Big League, and even more tangled in her meticulous web. He’d even talked about kids. Something must really be off with him. His conversations with women were limited to everything else that didn’t include the words: relationship, marriage or kids.

Alex was going mad, thinking straight every time Carly was around required energy he’d rather spent in other activities, preferably in bed. Thoughts of her clouded his mind, and given that nothing was happening any time soon he knew the perfect place to go.


Chapter Nine

It was Sunday early evening and Alex had spent most of the afternoon at Paul’s home playing a game of pool with him and Dominic. He’d been glad for the distraction considering the alternative would’ve been thoughts of Carly’s legs wrapped around his waist. Jesus! But he needed to get out of whatever spell she had him under. Alex didn’t know if he was borderline obsessed or borderline in love.

In love? No, of course not! He wasn’t in love. Alex St. Jones didn’t believe in love. He didn’t do emotional. Playing hard to get was a new game to him, if Paul and Dominic found out about his wandering thoughts, they’d tease him mercilessly. The self-proclaimed bachelor, who’d always expressed zero interest in marriage, was having second thoughts about the emotional rollercoaster of a long term relationship. That would be the joke of the century. Then again, who was he kidding? Alex had to admit he’d fallen under Carly’s spell the first time his lips had a taste of hers. If only to prove he’d been hallucinating at the remote possibility of being under her spell, he’d kissed her time and again. But denial was making him the bigger fool. Every night as his eyes closed the memory of her warm soft lips crushing his reappeared, reminding him he’d enjoyed their kisses more than he should have. No. This was pure hallucination. He’d never, ever fall prey to a woman’s charm. Not with emotions and shit like that.

Alex had left her after the tee ball game and met up with old friends at a club in the hopes a different scene would order his thoughts. He’d even gotten reacquainted with an old girlfriend only to realize his body and mind weren’t in it. Alex had excused himself and cruised for hours before heading home. This was all Carly’s fault, and until he had her, it’d be impossible to go back to his normal state.

What was normal anyway?

“Snap out of it, Alex.” Dominic whacked him on the back and handed him a beer bottle.

“What the f—” Alex snatched the bottle from Dominic.

“Leave the man alone.” Paul stood a few feet away and took a drink from his beer as his eyes searched his studio.

“Hmmm…I smell girl trouble.” Dominic glanced up from his beer at Paul and Alex.

Alex ambled in the opposite direction, setting some distance between them. “What, I didn’t know Dominic Delvecchio had girl problems.”

“Dominic Delvecchio has many problems, but never let it be said he has girl problems,” Dominic replied.

Taking a long swig from his beer bottle, Alex studied his friends. “Yeah, yeah, you keep telling yourself that.”

Paul cleared his throat. “What’s the latest with Carly? Will she stick to the contract?”

Alex choked. “How do you know about the contract?” Paul’s silence and the knowing look on his face spoke aloud how he’d found out about it. “Kiera,” Alex said under his breath in what sounded almost like a curse.

Dominic’s gaze danced from one friend to the other. “Can one of you tell me what am I missing?”

Alex turned to Paul. “I don’t know if she will but she signed accepting my terms.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that last.” Paul shoved a hand in his pants’ pocket.

Alex held up his beer. “She signed. It’s a binding contract. Of course if…”

“Oh but this is rich,” Dominic interjected as he propped a leg on Paul’s desk. “You had Carly sign a one-sided contract, that if I’m not mistaken it’s totally beneficial to you, not her. If she didn’t sign, you threatened to prosecute her except…” His leg dangled from the desk. “All three of us know you wouldn’t have gone through with it but she didn’t, and now Kiera is involved.” He upstretched his beer bottle in Alex’s direction. “Cheers my dear friend. Brace yourself because you’re about to get punked.” Dominic downed the rest of his beer in one swallow.

“Where did we find this alien and why is he our friend?” With a crease in his brow Paul directed his attention to their new visitor.

“Hi guys,” Kiera said, standing motionless by the door. “Dinner will be ready in ten, meet you at the terrace?”

Paul nodded in response.

The warm gentle breeze carried a familiar laughter, Alex had been so busy evading answers and defending his actions he hadn’t realized other company had arrived. Alex hadn’t heard Carly laugh a lot since she argued with him most of the time, yet he’d know that harmonious sound anywhere. Why was he not surprised she was here?

He already knew the answer. Carly was close friends with Kiera, how he’d never met her before now was a complete mystery to him. Alex was suddenly in good spirits and excited to see her until he set foot on the terrace and caught her in an enthusiastic conversation with Kiera’s brother.

“Jay! Come on, you can’t be serious…”A hearty laugh escaped her throat.

Jay’s toned arms encircled her waist in a playful way, bridging the gap between her body and his. “Oh baby girl, but I’m dead serious.” Jay inclined his head whispering something in her ear that made her throw her head back in glee once more, allowing Jay to place a soft kiss on her exposed delicate alabaster neck.

“Ahem…” Alex cleared his throat in an effort to cool down the unfamiliar territorial wave that stroke him. “Jay I didn’t know you’d be here.”

Jay’s head came up. “Hey man, good to see you,” he replied, not once losing his hold of Carly.

Carly slowly half turned her head toward Alex. “Hi there,” she said through a tight lip smile. After the quick greeting exchange, she carried on her conversation with Jay paying Alex no heed.

Alex lost his appetite. Dinner was a blur and sat in his stomach like a big lead ball. It would’ve been delicious had he not had to endure all that honey exuding from Carly’s flirty conversation with Jay to go with it. Then, as if God sent, his moment came. Carly excused herself and headed inside the mansion. After a few moments, he discreetly followed her into the powder room.

“What are you doing here?” a startled Carly said to the mirror as Alex stood right behind her.

“I thought I was clear on the conditions of our contract,” he said back to her reflection. She’d teased him slow and long during dinner, now it was his turn. Alex sealed the space between them and placed his arms on either side of her, trapping her in. His crotch pressed against that sweet ass of hers, if Carly knew better, she wouldn’t move or else there was no telling what would happen next. “Do I need to tell you again the conditions of our contract?” The moist heat of his lips brushed her left earlobe as he breathed in her familiar perfume.

“No. You don’t. Unfortunately, your name alone reminds me of it,” she replied.

“Then, what are you doing here with Jay? I thought I was clear when I said—”

“Is that what this is about?” She swirled in his arms and faced him. “As I recall, your contract says I can’t date but it doesn’t say anything about flirting, dancing, kissing or messing around. As I see it, I’m following your ridiculous contract to the letter.”

Her body perfectly molded to his as he pressed her against the marble counter. His face was nearly an inch away, the intensity of her gaze confirmed he affected her the same way. Alex forced her feet apart leaning into her, showing her just how much his body desired hers. “You’re not going to flirt, kiss, dance or fuck anyone who isn’t me, understand?”

“What are you gonna do, Alex? Make up another stupid contract, or sue me for real?” She moved but stopped at the feel of his erection.

“I will fuck you until you’re senseless and leave you begging for more.” His hand moved up her back tangling his fingers in her long wavy hair, finally bringing his lips down on hers.

She parted her lips, giving into his demand, her arms wrapping around his neck. His tug on her hair fueled their passion, and Carly clung to him, deepening the kiss. His lips moved away from her luscious mouth, leaving a trail of soft kisses along her chin and down her neck. Alex stopped right on the spot Jay kissed earlier and gently bit it. “No one can touch you during the term of our contract, is that clear?” he whispered, brushing his lips lightly over her skin.

“N-no.” Carly licked her lower lip.

His mouth trailed its way back to her lips. “Don’t play games, Carly, I’m warning you.” He claimed her mouth once more, his demanding lips showing her who had the reins. His free hand cupped her breast, his fingers playing with a taut nipple through the soft fabric of her blouse. She arched her body in reaction to his caress asking for more, and he intended to do just that. He untangled his fingers from her hair, his hand stroking her back.

Alex caught her soft moans against his mouth. His lips left hers following the side of her jaw to the sensitive spot by her earlobe. Her body shifted in a silent plea he couldn’t ignore asking for release. He pulled up her skirt, his hands lifting her on top of the counter, wrapping her legs around his hips. His fingers caressed her long bared legs paying close attention to the sensitive skin on the back of her knees slowly making their way between her legs, leaving a hot trail in their wake.

Carly tossed her head back, closing her eyes at his featherlike touch. His fingers traced the line of her lace thong and tore it without any advance notice, finding their way into her warm, wet folds, making her groan at their exquisite intrusion.

This was how he wanted to see her, lost in need, silently begging for release but he wouldn’t give it to her just yet. He wanted to taste her first. Alex crouched between her legs and a soft cry escaped her lips when his mouth replaced his skillful fingers. His tongue explored alongside her delicate lips focusing on her pearl, teasing it with the hotness of his mouth. He blew on it as his lips closed around it, his tongue lapping it. Alex groaned as two of his fingers ventured inside her slick entrance. “You’re so wet.” He inhaled her scent, letting it tease his senses. If he wanted to have his way with her, right here and now she was ready for his taking. His fingers thrust into her, his tongue teasing her sensitive bud, drawing it into his mouth.

“A-Alex…oh my…” Carly cried. She quickly covered her mouth with her hands, hiding her orgasm, clenching her muscles around his fingers. His tongue flicked against her clit, riding her orgasm with her until the last second.

Alex got back on his feet and righted her skirt before rearranging his jeans and polo shirt. His eyes fixed on hers. “Don’t try to outsmart me because I always win. I’ll be away for a month but I’ll call you when I’m back. Please don’t fight me on this. Sweet dreams, darling.” He placed a soft kiss on her forehead and walked out of the powder room.

Alex was an asshole for handling her the way he had, but he didn’t feel a single ounce of regret. Seeing her with Jay stirred something raw and unexplainable and it irked at him.

He needed Carly to understand she was his and his only.

He wanted her to think of him and this moment for the length of his absence.


Chapter Ten

Carly liked reading gossip columns and magazines about the rich and famous, except that now the rich and famous included the playboy she wanted nothing to do with but couldn’t stay away from. Damned paparazzi, why couldn’t they shoot pictures of someone else, someone more important? She sighed. Carly didn’t understand why the media was so intent on exhibiting what Alex St. Jones did or didn’t do, other than enjoying the piss-off match they created between father and son every time he was caught stirring trouble.

Six weeks had passed since Carly had seen or heard from Alex. Well, his whereabouts the night after the tee ball game had been well publicized. A copy of a gossip magazine sat on top of her desk, the latest pictures of Alex had made front page yet again. There was a twinge of jealousy at seeing him getting reacquainted with an old fling. Too bad the news had come out a week too late.

Carly didn’t know whether to feel ecstatic the contract would be over in less than four months because she wouldn’t have to put up with his antics anymore, or to feel saddened. She should be happy she’d never again have to set eyes on him.

What had happened to him, anyway? Alex had been away longer than a month, and she missed their arguments. Then again, truth be told, it wasn’t what she missed it was who she missed. Carly missed him, plain and simple. Regardless of her troubled thoughts and feelings, she’d never admit to missing him. Alex could stay away for the remainder of their agreement for all she cared. She wasn’t about to go looking for him.

Liv walked in her office carrying a medium size garnet red box. “This just came for you.” She placed the box on an empty spot on top of Carly’s desk.

“Who’s this from?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know, but here’s the card.” Liv offered an envelope and fled the office. Disconcerted at Liv’s flight, Carly took a deep breath and extracted the card concealed in the envelope. She rolled her eyes at the handwritten message.

Carly,

Be ready at six thirty sharp. You’re coming as my date to a black tie charity event. No ifs or buts.

P.S. Hope you enjoy the chocolate-dipped strawberries.

Alex

Carly read the message countless times and finally gave up trying to decode it. If the man thought she’d jump at his command, he was mistaken. How dare he? Carly wouldn’t be the one for the night. That was what Alex was used to, what he expected, and someone needed to teach him a lesson. Carly knew her true worth, and refused to make the gossip columns as Alex St. Jones’ new fling.

She glanced at the note again, for a playboy he fell short on this one. Surely Alex knew a girl needed enough advance notice to go shopping for the perfect dress and shoes, to get her makeup and hair done. Of course he knew. He was being Alex, and Alex St. Jones didn’t give a damn. That was his signature style. Carly pressed auto dial on her desk phone.

“This is Kiera.”

“Kiera, it’s Carly.”

“Hold on.” The line went silent for a few seconds then her cheery voice was back. “Hi sunshine, your playboy is back.”

“I know and he’s not my playboy. Sorry to call you at work but do you know anything about a charity function tonight?”

“Honey, you know you can call me any time. I’m surprised you even said that. Now, about your question, yes, there is a charity for orphaned children. Why?”

“I need your help.” Carly bit her lip as she played with the note in her hand.

“Uh-oh, this sounds like trouble. I’m all ears. Spill it,” Kiera replied.

After her chat with Kiera, Carly asked Liv to reschedule her afternoon appointments. She had a dress and shoes to pick, a mani and pedi to get, and hair to do. Alex St. Jones wanted to see her, and see her he would.


Chapter Eleven

Alex had been away on business longer than he’d planned. His firm’s dealings had been a success, but what gave him greater satisfaction were the results of his work for orphaned children in South Africa. Seeing the happy faces of all those kids and the appreciativeness of those in charge at the grand opening of the new facilities he’d built for them, had all been worth it. Alex wished the media never got wind of his big secret. He liked his bad boy reputation, letting people think what they would.

Alex was anxious to see Carly. There was nothing wrong admitting he’d missed her. Stating it aloud was a different matter. He wouldn’t do it. It was enough for him to know he had. Alex wondered if Carly had missed him as much or given him any thought at all. He reckoned he’d find out soon enough.

It was seven thirty exactly. Where the heck was Carly? She’d received his message and he expected her to be ready and waiting. He showed up at her place on time only to be informed by the concierge that Carly left for work at eight that morning and hadn’t been back since. Waiting for her was pointless because she purposely ignored his request. Carly would pay dearly for this. No one stood up Alex St. Jones. No one. Now, he wasn’t only late for the event but also dateless. That was just pretty fucking great. Shit! He wasn’t sure what upset him more: being without a date or the fact that he was eager to see her and Carly was nowhere to be found.

Alex walked into the arts center where the event was being held and was promptly greeted by the hosts near the entrance. Other benefactors soon surrounded him, engaging him in polite conversation as he made his way into the room. Where were Paul and Dominic? He glanced around, finding exquisitely decorated tables, an improvised dance floor and guests taking their seats. Then he stopped in his tracks. “What the f…” he muttered.

“I beg your pardon?” the sponsor he’d been talking with asked.

“Please excuse me,” Alex said.

The sponsor nodded as Alex walked away.

Jay and his companion were involved in an enthusiastic conversation with two other couples, in fact too enthusiastic for Alex’s liking. Jay handed a champagne flute to the woman next to him and placed a proprietary hand on the small of her bared back, the woman in return raised her hand to his face adjusting a strayed strand of his sable brown hair back into place. Alex quickened his pace.

Alex stepped in the small circle as he offered Jay a handshake, his grasp unbreakable. “Jay, it’s a surprise to see you here tonight.”

Jay didn’t shy away and returned an equally firm shake. “Alex it’s good to see you’re back in town. I didn’t think you’d be here,” Jay replied.

“Well, I am back.” Alex went on about greeting the other couples in their circle focusing at last on one person. “Carly,” he said in a dry tone, appreciating the way the rouge silk halter gown hugged her curves like a second skin. His fiery gaze was filled with a mix of anger, jealousy, and a promise to claim her, whether she wanted it or not.

“Hello, Alex.” Carly remained at Jay’s side and nodded in return. Her smile lacked the warmth he’d seen her give Jay just a few moments before he’d crashed their little circle.

“If you’d please excuse us,” Jay addressed everyone in their small ring, placing a possessive hand on the small of Carly’s back and guided her to their table.

“Alex it’s great to see you’re back.” Paul’s voice sounded from behind. Paul and Dominic stepped in the small circle. “Pardon me, I have an urgent matter to discuss with my business partner and I’m afraid I’ll have to steal him away from you for a moment.” Without waiting for the other guests to acknowledge his statement, Paul gestured to Alex and Dominic to follow him out to the arts center terrace.

The cool night air hit him as soon as he set foot outside. Alex walked to an isolated corner and the other two men followed. Scanning the terrace making sure others were out of earshot, Alex turned facing his friends. “Can anyone tell me what’s going on? What’s Jay doing here with Carly?”

Dominic shrugged, shoving his hands in his pockets.

Paul approached him. “Alex whatever is going on, don’t make a fool of yourself. Carly is here with Jay, like it or not, there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Like hell I can’t.” Alex paced back and forth in the corner of the terrace.

“Alex,” Dominic cut in. “Paul is right, you don’t want to make a fool of yourself here of all places.”

“Then, what am I supposed to do…sit back and watch them together?”

Dominic raised a brow. “Why are you so upset about it, anyway? Your only binding to her is that senseless agreement which if you weren’t so set on it you could end now. Come on Alex, it’s not like your little game is going to turn into a happy ever after. You’re not interested in that stuff. You don’t do emotional crap, remember? What’s wrong with you man? Or, have you changed your mind? Please don’t tell me you’re thinking of doing the love and marriage ordeal?”

Alex didn’t respond to that, instead, he stared angrily at something out in the distance.

Paul broke the silence. “I think it’d be best if you left.”

“You know damn well I can’t leave.” Alex planned to stay as long as he could take it, but leaving this place without Carly was out of the question.

Paul studied him. “If you stay you’re going to have to keep yourself in check. No scandals.”

Alex glared at his friends for a moment as he turned on his heel, retreating into the shadows. Confusion, anger, jealousy even, filled his chest. Carly had put his life upside down since the moment they’d crossed paths, and he couldn’t get her out of his mind. He wasn’t even sure if getting her in his bed would do the trick anymore to put his life back in order.

He stayed at the event and went on about dinner like nothing ever happened. Alex was attentive to the various speeches and recognitions that took place nodding when appropriate, saying the right things as needed. When the dancing started Alex mingled with the sponsors and other business acquaintances, everything was excellent until Carly took to the dance floor with Jay. He made his excuses and straightened his tuxedo, making his way to the dance floor.

“May I cut in?” Alex seized Carly’s hand without bothering to wait for a reply.

Jay reluctantly let go of her, offering her an apologetic nod before turning on his heel.

Not wanting to make a scene, Carly smiled, avoiding Alex’s dark eyes. “Why bother asking if you already did?”

His arms slid around her waist expertly leading her around the dance floor to Quando Quando Quando by Michael Buble. Breathing in her lily-vanilla sweet-scent, he sang into her ear, “Please don’t stand me up again.” Alex swirled her around before Carly could say a word, and brought her back up against him again.

“I believe the lyrics are ‘please don’t make me wait again’,” Carly corrected.

He shrugged. “The lyrics can be whatever I want them to be darling.” Several curious eyes were on them, and he didn’t care. “You know, I don’t understand why you’re so inclined in making my life hell,” Alex murmured in her ear.

Carly opened and closed her mouth a couple of times before she spoke again. “I am making your life hell? If anyone is making anyone’s life hell it’s you, Alex St. Jones.”

“What’s your deal, Carly?” His red-hot gaze fixed on her.

“You. You’re my deal,” Carly said, her warm breath caressed his cheek. “The last thing I knew is you were having a grand time with one of your old girlfriends, then you disappeared from the face of the earth. What did you expect? That I’d sit and wait on you until you decided to show up again? Drop everything when you did show up just because you demand I do? I don’t think so. I have a life too, and I live it anyway I want to. I take demands from no one, especially not you, Alex.”

“Jealous, are you?” His fingers stroked her lower bared back before he whirled her around again.

Her delicate fingers tightened on his strong arm. “Jealous, me? I’m sure you really don’t think that.”

“What’s going on with Jay?” he asked.

“Jealous?”

He chuckled. “No.” Yes, he was jealous of another man touching what Alex considered his. Whether Carly accepted it or not, she was his.

“Then, why ask?” she asked.

“I’m just curious.”

“It’s none of your business. How about that?”

Alex leaned into her and whispered in her ear, “Our agreement terms say you can’t see or date anyone.”

“I don’t care what it says. Like I said, I don’t take orders from anyone,” she replied, being careful the curious gazes and ears around them couldn’t hear their conversation.

Alex twirled her around a third time without effort. “This was a requirement of our agreement. In view of the fact you didn’t fulfill your obligation our agreement is extended by another month. In fact, every time you miss one condition, an additional month is added to the contract.” His upper lip curled in that St. Jones way of his letting her know he’d won this round.

Carly’s step faltered. “You can’t do that.”

“You look surprised. Tsk, tsk, tsk, I thought you’d read the very fine print.”

Carly gasped in shock. “You’re an insufferable pompous ass, a control freak, incorrigible man.”

Alex threw his head back in laughter, calling center stage attention to them. “Anymore adjectives sweetheart?”

Carly pushed him back trying to disengage from his arms. “Honestly I don’t know what makes you think that I would do as you say. Haven’t you learned that by now? What’s your deal, Alex?”

He secured his hand on the small of her back, drawing her closer to him, their clothes the only barrier between them. “You. You are my deal, and the more you fight me, the more I want you. You have one of two choices: give it up or keep losing.” Not minding the curious glances being sent their way, his hand cupped her chin and he kissed her. “God, I’ve missed you,” he whispered, his lips claiming hers once more, showing her just how much he’d missed her.

“Ouch! What the f—” Alex let go of her as his fingertips felt his injured upper lip. The room grew silent, all eyes were on them.

“Oh, did that hurt?” Carly’s mouth twitched slightly. “Good. It’s too bad it didn’t bleed. I never lose either, Alex. Never. It’s about time you get that into that hard head of yours.” She turned around to leave, but Alex snatched her arm and threw her over his shoulder ignoring everyone on his way out.

“Put me down!” she cried out. “What’s wrong with you?” Her struggle against him only gained her a slap on her ass. “Oh my God! This is embarrassing. Put me down now, please,” Carly pleaded.

The valet brought to the front his metallic black Range Rover in no time. Alex threw her on the passenger seat without decorum and quickly walked over to the driver side.

“Let me out!” Carly tried to force open the passenger door with no success.

“Stop that. It won’t open, the child lock is on.”

Carly stared at him incredulously. “You got some nerve. This is kidnapping.”

“And what are you going to do, walk back in there as if nothing just happened?”

“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“I’m taking you home.” His tone was final. He turned his car stereo on, and Sail by Awolnation sounded from the speakers. This wasn’t the grand exit Alex had in mind when he’d resolved to leave this place with her tonight. His little exit from the charity would be all over the gossip columns tomorrow, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was Carly was at his side now.

“Interesting choice of music.”

Alex upped the volume as he steered the car onto the San Diego Freeway, and drove another forty-five minutes before taking the off-ramp to his final destination.

His bachelor pad was an elegant eco-friendly house with glass doors that opened to a front and back courtyard. Alex opened the passenger’s door. “Are you coming?”

Carly glared at him as she got out of the car, and followed him. Alex led her through the front courtyard and into the house. If there was a bachelor pad to have, his place would be it. The deck design and the sliding glass walls on each corner gave it a natural indoor-outdoor living feel. Alex got rid of his tuxedo jacket and bow tie and threw them on an accent chair in his living room. He advanced in on Carly, with intent in every step.

Carly ran her hands down her sides. “If you’re trying to scare me, I’m happy to say you’re failing miserably.”

“Am I?” He quirked a brow as he closed the distance.

“Yes. Whatever this scheme of yours is, you’re failing terribly.”

“If my scheme is a failure, why are you still standing there?” He stood a few inches away from her. At her silent response he asked, “Well, are you going to run?”

Carly straightened to her full height. “Should I?”

He regarded her and without preamble one arm encircled her waist bringing her fast and hard up against his body, his free hand sliding through her soft long waves. In a split second, his lips were on hers, devouring her mouth, forcing it open as his tongue explored her delicious cave. Carly shoved him away, but he fastened his hold on her instead. Her complaints were muffled by his mouth demanding more. She bit him again, but he bit her back.

“Ow. You’re a savage! Let go of me.”

He sidestepped her attempt to kick him in his groin. “I thought you said you weren’t afraid of me.”

Carly stopped struggling against him. “I’m not.”

“Then show me you’re not. Don’t bite me, kiss me. Give me a real kiss and I promise to let you go.” His hand wrapped around her nape, forcing her to look up at him.

“How about I give you a real kiss and you null our agreement?” Carly replied.

“Don’t press your luck, Carly,” he cautioned, lightly touching the tip of his nose with hers.

“Then, I fail to see how kissing you benefits me in any way. It’s not like if I don’t you’d force yourself on me.” Carly arched her back away from him, putting some distance between them.

“Ooh, is that fear I smell?” he replied, tightening his hold on her.

“One kiss and you let me go.”

Alex nodded.

Carly brushed her hands up his muscular arms to his neck, and laced her fingers in his hair. She rose on her toes, and Alex met her lips halfway, capturing her in his arms, pressing her body up his. His tongue pushed through her lips, finding its way inside the hotness of her mouth. Carly welcomed the intrusion, drawing it further inside her mouth. He stroked his fingers up her bared back, and around her neck, tugging her long waves.

He unfastened her gown, letting it pool at her feet. “Oops,” Alex murmured.

Carly’s hands explored his chest, undoing his shirt’s buttons. She dragged it out of his pants, and parted it in half, revealing his strong chest.

“Oops,” she said, replacing her hands with scorching kisses from his neck down to his chest. A groan escaped Alex when Carly touched her lips to one of his nipples. Her hands slid to the waistband of his pants, and Alex reached down, helping her with his belt.

Alex entwined his hands in her hair when Carly sank to her knees and slipped her hands in his boxers. He closed his eyes, enjoying the way her soft hands closed around his engorged length. If he allowed her to continue, he’d lose control, so he pulled her back up and kissed her without restraint. He lifted her, wrapping her legs around his hips. Cupping her ass with his hands, he carried her to the master bedroom.

He placed Carly on his bed and gave her an appreciative glance. “Carly…”

“Ssshh. Don’t ruin it saying the wrong thing, Alex. What, are you afraid of me?” She closed her eyes, and arched her back, raising her hips in invitation.

The moment he’d laid eyes on her at the charity, seeing how beautiful she looked, he’d known the waiting was over. She’d be his tonight. Alex covered her with his body and captured her mouth once more with an urgent kiss. She slid her fingers through his hair pulling him closer, arching her body into him. He brushed his lips along her jawline until he found the sensitive spot by her earlobe.

The way her body responded to his kisses, to his touch, drove him nearly insane. Her scent teased his nostrils, and the heat from her body enveloped him. A thrill of need shot down his spine, making his cock ache. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, his hot breath kissing her skin. Alex wanted to take his time, drive her wild with the same passion building within him. Carly scrunched the satin sheets when his warm hands cupped her breasts. The tip of his tongue circled one taut nipple before his lips closed around it, drawing it in his mouth. He lavished her other breast with the same attention. Carly arched her body not wanting to lose contact with his mouth.

Alex lingered at her navel, glancing up at her. A wave of satisfaction ran through him at seeing her eyes closed, biting her lower lip, lost in the sensations his caresses were triggering. The throbbing of his cock reminded him this was exactly what he sought, her sweet surrender. His hands stroked her bare legs, finding their way to her core. Tracing the line of her black lace thong, his fingers slid at the ends tearing it apart in one quick pull.

“You owe me two thongs now.” Her voice was barely audible.

“Maybe you shouldn’t wear any,” Alex whispered against her skin. He spread her legs, placing kisses along her thigh. His expert fingers found their way into her core, and slid through the warmth of her folds. He closed his eyes, breathing in her scent, willing his body to wait a little longer. Carly tossed her head back at the contact of his hot tongue licking her, his fingers stretching her, thrusting into her.

Carly moaned and moved against his mouth. His tongue circled her clit, teasing her just enough to make her yearn for more. He wanted to drive her wild with need, his tongue licked her over and over. “A…Alex please—Alex!” she cried.

His mouth closed around her nub, lapping it, giving it the right amount of pressure. Her body trembled against his mouth and Alex rode her orgasm with her to the last shudder. He moved up until he was face to face with her and kissed her, the remnants of her climax were still on his lips. Alex stretched to the nightstand for a condom. He positioned himself between her legs supported by his strong arms on either side of her head. “God, you’re beautiful.” He kissed her once more.

His hard length filled her in one powerful lunge. Carly wrapped her legs around his hips, meeting each of his thrusts. This was what he’d been waiting for, what he’d been craving, but it wasn’t enough. Alex lifted himself off of Carly, kneeling on the bed, bringing her with him.

“Al-Alex, please.”

Her breathless words fueled his desire of owning her mind, body and soul, damn the consequences. Alex locked her legs behind his back, driving into her faster, harder. His hand cupped her breast, his fingers played with her nipple, squeezing, pulling it hard enough to cause pain, triggering her orgasm.

“Oh my—” Her body shuddered for the second time that night.

His thrusts became faster until his own orgasm struck him. When the last of his orgasm finally faded he moved up on the bed and lay next to her.

Carly cuddled closer to him. “Thank you.”

He nuzzled her neck in reply. “You’re mine, Carly,” he murmured against her hair.

Alex slept soundly and didn’t know where the night had gone, an insistent familiar, yet faint sound rang from somewhere, when he realized it was his BlackBerry buzzing. “H-hello.” His voice was hoarse. He opened and closed his eyes a few times until he could focus on his surroundings.

“You’re a disgrace to the St. Jones’ name,” Phillip, his father, shouted. “Apparently emancipation at sixteen wasn’t enough for you.”

Alex ran a hand through his hair. “No. It wasn’t enough. I’m thirty-five and you still won’t leave me alone. What do you want now?”

Phillip cut him off. “You had to give the media that little show of yours last night. What were you thinking?”

“Wh-what are you talking about?” Alex jumped out of his bed in search of Carly. He headed into his bathroom, checked the living room, and other rooms in the house.

Phillip breathed. “You’re on the front cover of the news and magazines today. You don’t even have to go that far, turn on your TV. Dammit! Your little dalliance is all over YouTube. No son of mine will make a joke of our name. I won’t tolerate it.”

Alex took a deep breath. “I’m not your son, remember? You don’t have to tolerate me.” He pressed the disconnect button and threw the phone on top of the leather couch in his living room.

“Carly?” He searched the rest of the rooms in his house but didn’t find her. Alex walked into his kitchen and served himself a cup of coffee when he spotted a note on his kitchen counter.

Alex,

Thank you for the wonderful night, just know it meant nothing. Things between us today are the same as they’ve always been. Don’t think otherwise. Nothing has changed.

Carly

“Shit!” Alex crumbled the note, smashing his fist on the kitchen counter.

****

Celebrity News!

Who’s the mystery woman making Alex St. Jones

behave like a caveman?

The blonde reporter smiled at the camera. “In today’s top stories we have a mystery to solve. Yes, you guessed right. After being out of the scene for several weeks, our incorrigible bachelor finally made an appearance at a well-known charity event for orphaned children. Some kind of appearance that was, if you ask me.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, it was a private event so I have to rely on my source. Rumor has it, Alex St. Jones got in a heated conversation. He was so enraged that to make a statement, he left with another man’s date. See for yourselves, he didn’t just leave.”

She waved her hand to the picture being displayed on the screen behind her. “He literally walked out of there with a woman thrown over his shoulder.”

The reporter pursed her lips. “Who’s the lucky woman? That’s what we all want to know. All we have to go by is her now-famous backside. Who’s making Alex St. Jones behave like a caveman?”


Chapter Twelve

Carly tiptoed out of Alex’s place in the middle of the night while he slept soundly. She wanted nothing more than to stay there, next to him, lie in his arms for the rest of the night, but realization kicked in as she’d closed her eyes and relived his out-of-this-world lovemaking. While for Alex it may have been sex only, for her it’d been all about making love. Her resolve was never again to sleep with him, if she did, the risk of Alex shattering her heart in tiny pieces she wouldn’t be able to glue back together was eminent. And Carly was smart enough to know now was the time to walk in the opposite direction, contract or no contract.

Spending any more time with him would have her irrevocably falling in love with him. She was well aware Alex didn’t do emotional stuff, and the seriousness of his commitment when it came to women went as far as having fun, and no more.

Her iPhone claimed her attention when it buzzed with a new incoming email message. “Huh?”

Kiera’s email titled Have you seen this? blinked on the small screen.

“Oh my God!” Carly exclaimed, covering her mouth with a hand while holding her phone with the other. The email had a picture of her ass as Alex carried her out of the charity event. She clicked the link to the official article of Celebrity News! Her ass had made front cover, the horror! “Who’s the mystery woman making Alex St. Jones behave like a caveman?”

She read the headline over and over again.

Carly wanted to wring his neck. She’d known something like this would happen and it was beyond embarrassing. At least there was no hint of who the alleged “mystery woman” was but that was just a matter of time. She had to leave, and get as far away as it was possible from Alex. It wasn’t as if he’d be looking for her anyway, after all, playboy got what he wanted from her.

Carly had the perfect excuse and place to simmer her thoughts to figure out what to do next. She would personally see to the finishing details of her beachfront project in San Diego. Carly set her phone to forward any calls from Alex straight to voice mail—in the event he decided to call, which she highly doubted. She also instructed Liv to keep her whereabouts private. Only her boss was entitled to know and that was if he asked. Carly wasn’t ready to deal with any media drama and she planned to take full advantage of her anonymity for as long as she could. She was positive the attention on her wouldn’t last long because playboy would be caught lifting someone else’s skirts soon enough.

Going to San Diego had definitely been her best course of action. Carly stayed for a week and planned to stay another week or two. Every last detail of the project required every minute of her time. Her clients had been swept off their feet by the exquisite nautical design she’d created. The job wasn’t complete yet, and that gave her the perfect excuse to see to the final touches in person. Carly needed more time to get Alex out of her system, although that was proving nearly impossible. It’d probably be easier to accept that she’d have to learn to live without him.

Still, she was surprised at the fact Alex had proven her wrong and had actually called and left her several voice mails, except Carly hadn’t bothered to listen to even one. That would be knowingly giving into temptation. Why was he calling anyway? Wasn’t he supposed to move on to his next conquest? Carly scanned her surroundings as she strolled around her hotel’s pool area when her phone went off.

“This is Carly,” she spoke into the receiver realizing a second too late she forgot to check the caller ID.

“Carly.” Alex’s deep voice sounded on the other end of the line. “Do not hang up.”

How did he get through? Carly looked at her phone’s screen display ‘private number’, she should’ve known better before answering the call. Carly cleared her throat. “Hey…”

“Where are you?” Alex asked.

Carly sighed, thinking of what to say. “Why are you calling? Don’t you have better things to do, other women to chase? What do you want Alex? You got what you wanted, didn’t you? Now, you can cross my name off of your list.” The thought of him chasing other women and forgetting all about her was like a tiny, sharp stab in her chest.

“We need to talk.” Alex’s tone was serious.

Carly sat on one of the pool chairs. “Why? There’s nothing to be said. You won. You got me in your bed. What’s there to talk about? You successfully completed your goal. Bravo.”

Alex uttered something Carly couldn’t make out. Then he said, “It’s not like that. It’s never been like that with you.”

She waited to respond as a couple walked by with their kids. “I’m not stupid, Alex. You’re seriously going to tell me it’s never been like that? Come on, listen to you. Who are you trying to kid?”

“All right, I’ll admit it. Yes, it was like that—”

Carly had had enough, talking to him would only lead to one thing and she couldn’t afford to do that, not if it meant keeping her mental health intact. She hung up before he finished talking, and leaned back on the chair when the phone rang again. She pressed the answer button on her screen. “Can you please not call like you’d planned to do since the beginning?”

Alex cussed under his breath. “Stop it, Carly. It’s not what you think. When are you back?”

“I don’t know. Maybe another week or two.” She took a deep breath. “Alex, why are you calling? Can’t you just forget what happened the other night like I have?”

The line went silent for a few seconds. “Would you listen to yourself? You haven’t forgotten it any more than I have. Why are you so upset, shouldn’t you be happy I’m calling you?”

Had he really said that? “Remember when you told me you were an asshole? If I ever had my doubts, I don’t anymore. You’re a pompous ass. And, no I’m not happy you’re calling. You’re messing up my plans for the evening, and they don’t include talking to you.” Carly disconnected the call once more and closed her eyes, easing back in the chair. She put her phone in silent mode but the light announcing an incoming private number call kept blinking. Carly finally answered on the fifth call. “You sure are persistent,” she said into the receiver.

“Hey, listen I was out of line, okay? Can you be back this weekend? I respect your wish not to discuss the other night but I’d still like to see you. I’ll pick you up Saturday, okay?”

“What if I say no?” Saying no to him would mean nothing Alex would show up uninvited anyway.

“Carly. Don’t make this hard, okay? I’ll see you Saturday at seven.” His tone was final when he disconnected the call.

Carly blinked a few times, staring at her phone screen, and finally let out a heavy sigh. Her head kept telling her accepting to see him was a very bad idea, but her heart kept telling her she had to, at least one more time before letting him go for once and for all.

****

Alex wasn’t happy to find Carly gone the morning after their lovemaking. That wasn’t how things should’ve ended. If Alex were honest with himself, whatever they had couldn’t end just yet. He didn’t know what to think anymore, or what to expect. Alex had a hard time tracking her down. The one person that knew her whereabouts wouldn’t even give him a hint no matter his bribe.

Ever since he met Carly, Alex forgot all about his one rule: enchant them, seduce them, and leave them. Knowing which way was up anymore didn’t matter. For starters, the one enchanted had been him not the other way around. Then, he hadn’t just had sex with Carly, he’d made love to her, yes, he was man enough to admit it. Last, Alex couldn’t leave her. He simply couldn’t let Carly go. Not yet.

Alex had no clue where any of this would lead but wasn’t afraid to find out. His throat suddenly went dry and his heart skipped a beat when she walked down the stairs in strappy leather sandals, and a beige sleeveless wraparound mini dress. Alex straightened himself and walked over, meeting her at the bottom of the stairs. “You look stunning,” he said, taking hold of her hand with his and led her to his car.

“Thank you.” She smiled, allowing him to open the car door for her. “Where are we going?”

“Someplace fun,” he said.

A comfortable silence settled in as he drove them away. Apparently, all awkwardness had left Carly because she was very comfortable playing with his car stereo, first scanning radio stations for songs she liked and later switched to the songs in his iPod. Alex chuckled when Carly finally landed on one of his alternative rock playlists upping the volume to Muse.

“What?” She raised her brows in question and a smile on her face.

“You don’t look the type to be into Muse,” Alex said, keeping his eyes on the way.

“You don’t know many things about me,” she replied.

“So you like Muse. What else? I bet we have more things in common than not.” Alex gave her a side glance.

“We have nothing in common.”

“How about for every little thing we have in common you give me a kiss?” Alex’s lip slowly curled up as he looked at her from the corner of his eye. He had no idea what, if anything else, they had in common, save for the couple of things they did have, but he couldn’t resist teasing her.

“I’m not gonna give you a kiss.” She shook her head and stared out the window.

“Of course you won’t, not if we don’t have anything in common.” He bobbed his head her way. “Come on, Carly, I’m starting to think you’re a coward because you don’t want to play this game. Prove me wrong, you already owe me a kiss anyway.”

“I certainly do not.” She adjusted her dress skirt.

“I like Muse, you like them too. We have something in common, so you do owe me a kiss.” A hearty laugh was forming on Alex’s chest at seeing Carly’s effort to look anywhere else but him.

“Okay, fine. Hmmm…I love taking walks on the beach,” Carly said.

“Wow, you owe me two kisses now.”

Carly gasped and turned halfway in her seat glancing at him. “You don’t. That’s romantic crap, and you don’t do that, now do you?”

Alex couldn’t contain the laugh he’d been suppressing and let it out. “Contrary to popular belief, I do like to take walks on the beach, even if by myself,” he explained.

“I don’t like mushrooms.”

“You don’t like mushrooms?” Alex said in disbelief. “Who doesn’t?”

Carly danced in her seat clapping her hands. “I love watching I Love Lucy reruns.”

Alex rolled his eyes letting out a soft sigh. “You wound me, woman.”

Carly’s joyful laugh was contagious. She sure was having a grand time beating him. “Let’s see… you like burgers as much as I do, and you sponsor the same tee ball team I do. Now how’s that?”

Carly stopped laughing but couldn’t quite get rid of her grin. “Now, that’s cheating.”

“That’s not cheating. I call that being smart. Now you owe me four kisses.” He smiled as he piloted his Range Rover very slowly down, passing pedestrians on either side of his car, front and back and onto the bright fluorescent lights of the touristy Santa Monica Pier.

“From all places, I never thought this would be one you frequent.” Carly rolled down the window, letting the calming sea breeze caress her face.

“There’s nothing wrong with having a different kind of fun,” he said.

Alex found a parking spot, walked to Carly’s side and helped her out of the car. She stepped off to the side allowing him to close the door, but Alex trapped her between his arms against the car, inclined his head and kissed her on the lips. He groaned in Carly’s mouth when she parted her soft lips in invitation. “I’ve missed you,” he murmured.

Carly wrapped her arms around his waist. “I missed you too,” she whispered against his lips.

Alex let her go and took her hand, leading her toward the rides.

“Really Alex, I never thought there was a big kid in you.” Carly glanced at him as he pushed her on to the line for the Ferris wheel.

Alex had lots of fun seeing her blush every time he made her hop on every ride they both could fit in. He enjoyed most beating her at a handful of three-point shooter sets, and a tie at skeeball.

“Let’s go. I’m famished.” He pulled her toward him.

Carly giggled. “Oh, I don’t know, Alex. I think I’ve had my fair share of food between the cotton candy and the chocolate ice cream dipping dots.”

“Darling, I fail to see how that’s considered food. You’re sugar overdosed.” Alex put an arm around her shoulders and led her to a seafood restaurant overlooking the beach.

Carly smiled sweetly back at him from the chair opposite his at their table. “Thank you for taking me out tonight.”

Alex took her hand as he glared at the excellent ocean view their window provided them. “I’m glad you’re having fun.” His gaze narrowed on her. “Please don’t leave me again,” he said over the loud music playing in the background. Carly tugged her hand from his grasp. “Carly.” He firmed his hold.

A waitress took their order. Alex asked for a draft beer and Carly for a fun strawberry lemonade loaded with rum. They broke the rules ordering a couple of appetizers to share, settling on a two-pound bucket of Cajun spiced beer shrimp and blue baby crab cakes. After a few minutes the waitress was back at their table with their order, and Carly ordered another fun strawberry lemonade loaded with rum.

“Where were you last week?” Alex asked, breaking the silence.

Carly reached for a napkin to wipe her fingertips. “In San Diego, finalizing the details of a project.”

Alex considered her words taking a drink from his beer glass. “Will you be going back?”

“I may go back for a day or two, not sure yet. It depends on my other project. My client will be having a grand opening and has invited his ingenious designer to attend.” She pointed her thumbs at her, a proud smile on her face.

“Alrighty…” Their waitress stood between their table and the people’s next to theirs. “We’re going to play a movie trivia game. Are you in?”

Alex stared up at the waitress and glanced in Carly’s direction, letting out a quiet laugh as her eyes popped in surprise. “Yes, we’re in,” Alex replied.

“Cool,” the waitress replied and went on explaining the rules of the game, the movie trivia was about Casablanca. Alex and Carly had to get all four questions right. If they missed, one of them would have to do a dance.

“Who played the role of Rick Blaine in Casablanca?” the waitress asked.

“That’s easy, Humphrey Bogart,” Alex answered.

“That’s right! Great job. You have three more to go. The lady’s turn now.” The waitress turned to Carly. “What song does Ilsa ask Sam to play for her?”

Carly blushed and glanced at Alex for help. “Um…”

“Three, two, one, sorry. Better luck in the next round.” The waitress turned back in Alex’s direction. “What is Rick’s nightclub called?”

“Oh come on! Too easy.” Alex eased back in his chair grinning. “Rick’s Café Americain.”

“Keep up the good work. Okay, next one. Who said: Kiss me. Kiss me as though it were the last time.” The waitress narrowed her eyes at Carly.

“Ah…” Carly looked around the room.

“Oops, sorry. Nice Try. Last one.” The waitress turned back to Alex. “Who said: How extravagant you are throwing away women like that. Someday they may be scarce.”

“Captain Louis Renault,” Alex replied.

“You rock!” the waitress called out, giving Alex a high five, and swirled back around to Carly. “I’m sorry. Now you have to do the losers’ dance.”

“What!” Carly exclaimed. “I’m not dancing in front of all these people.” Carly let out a nervous laugh.

“Sure, you are sweetheart,” Alex cut in, standing up and pulling her from her chair.

“You’re not serious,” Carly said, incredulously.

“Babe, I’m dead serious.” Laughter filled his eyes.

“Give it up for Carly!” the waitress shouted, clapping, as Beast of Burden by Rolling Stones played in the background.

Carly eyeballed the amused audience by their table, and let go of Alex’s hand. She walked to an empty booth, stepped on the chair and stood on top of the table. “You want me to dance?” she shouted to her audience, leaning over, placing a hand by her ear.

Alex laughed to see how the audience responded with a loud “YES”. He didn’t think Carly was shy, but never had it crossed his mind she could be this wild.

“Turn it up,” Carly yelled, motioning with her thumb. She moved in a sensual dance, raising her arms above her head, swaying her hips in the rhythm of the beat. Carly even sang along in tune to the top of her lungs. The audience loved her, and even cheered at her. Sliding her hands below her hips, she swayed some more lifting her skirt up a bit as she move down slowly.

Alex didn’t find that amusing anymore. If Carly was going to strip dance it’d be for him only, and no one else. He tossed cash on the table to cover their expenses plus a generous tip, and threw her over his shoulder carrying her out of the restaurant.

“Put me down, you caveman! I don’t want my ass to make the front cover of the news again.” Her hysterical laugh didn’t allow her to fight him.

Alex slapped her ass. “Be quiet, you troublemaker. I can’t believe you were going to do a strip tease there.”

“I wasn’t,” she said, more laughter escaped her lips.

Alex slapped her backside again, harder this time. “Remind me never to take you here again.” He opened the passenger door to his car and put her down on the seat, kissing her before closing the door. “I can’t believe you had the guts to do that,” he said, buckling himself up.

“You have no idea of what I dare to do.” A hiccup escaped her throat. “Um, okay… that’s embarrassing. You want to know a little secret?” Carly batted her lashes at him. “I think I may have a little buzz. I’m not known for being a great drinker.”

“Jeez, and you’re just now telling me that.” Alex steered the car out of the pier and onto the night traffic. Silence settled in as soft music played in the background for the next forty five minutes. Alex parked his car outside her home, and carried her in against her will all the way up to her condo. He made her stand up while he opened the door, and lifted her up again in his arms carrying her to the bedroom.

Carly caressed his cheek as Alex placed her on the bed. “I like you more than I want to like you,” she whispered. Her sleepy eyes gave her away. She’d definitely had one too many drinks.

Alex brushed his lips over hers. “Sweet dreams, darling.”

It took every ounce of his strength to tuck her in bed, and walk out of her condo. Carly had gotten under his skin before he could even stop it, and now it was too late. If this was what falling in love felt like, he was doomed. Under other circumstances Alex would have already found an excuse to go away, except now, he was running out of excuses to stay closer to her. Digging into his feelings wasn’t something Alex wished to do. Not now. There was no fear of what getting closer to Carly would mean eventually, but he didn’t want to dig deeper and find what shouldn’t be found yet. Alex let out a heavy sigh and drove away.


Chapter Thirteen

“You did what?” Kiera asked over the phone.

Carly paced around her living room. “I know, I know. I can’t believe I did that either. Oh my gosh Kiera, I almost did a striptease!” The heat of a soft baby pink blush rose to her cheeks. “I would’ve gone through with it if he hadn’t carried me out. Even in my girl’s gone wild days back in college I never dared to do something like that. I’m so mortified. I don’t think I can ever look at him again.” That was a lie, she just didn’t have an excuse to call and tell him she wanted to see him. All her thoughts took her back to the previous night and the wonderful time they’d had together. Going out with him hadn’t been the best of ideas, yet she couldn’t regret it.

“Hear, hear. Sunshine, of course you can look at him again. I mean…” Kiera paused for a moment. “I’d think there’s something seriously wrong with you if you don’t see him again, and honey you will. You have to, no ifs or buts. What are you doing today?” she asked.

“Um, staying in? I’m sulking in the memory of my most embarrassing night ever.” Carly didn’t really have anything to do, and staying home wasn’t exactly the best way to spend Sunday afternoon. Regardless of how horrified she was at her actions from the night before, Carly wanted to see him. She needed to see him—at least one more time.

Gosh, if she kept telling herself ‘just one more time’ big trouble was in the horizon because she’d always wish to see him. Carly only hoped the sentiment went both ways, but that was too much to expect. She’d be a fool to think the day he no longer wanted to see her would never come, yet after last night Carly didn’t care if she was indeed a fool—there was nothing wrong with wishing for something, even if it was the wrong type of something, right? Carly was confused, the man muddled her thoughts and thanks to him she was right on the edge of falling down and in love with the one man she shouldn’t love.

Kiera mumbled something Carly couldn’t make out on her side of the receiver. “Carly…sunshine, you need a life. I don’t know what you’d do without me, really. Do me a favor, would you? Throw on the cutest outfit you’ve got. You know, something casual yet sexy. Pull your hair up in a lose ponytail, go light on the makeup because you want to look fresh. Then, get in your car and go to the address I’m texting you and I’ll meet you there in forty-five minutes.”

She stared at the phone screen display confirming Kiera had indeed hung up on her. Kiera hadn’t even given her a chance to ask what the place was. Carly put her phone down on the couch when the beeping sound of an incoming text went off. She read the address and couldn’t figure out what the place was or why Kiera hadn’t let her back out, but Carly knew better, once her friend was set on an idea there was no moving her and getting out of it.

Forty-five minutes later Carly stood in front of a martial arts academy. She ran her hands down her length checking out the boat-neck scarf print mini dress she’d donned and her Dolce Vita platform sandals. “Darn Kiera,” Carly muttered.

“Is that how much you love me?” Kiera walked up behind her.

“Yes.” Carly glanced at her friend, studying her outfit which was just as cute as hers. “Can you tell me what are we doing here?” She pointed her forefinger to the entrance of the martial arts academy. “Dressed like we’re going…” Carly waved her hands in the air gesturing their outfits. “I don’t know for coffee, a tea party, some other place that’s not a martial arts academy?”

“Oh loosen up, would you?” Kiera placed her hand on Carly’s forearm and led through the door.

The receptionist greeted Kiera with familiarity, and nodded a hello to Carly. Kiera smiled back at the receptionist as she continued to guide Carly through another set of double doors and into a hallway. She followed Kiera down the hall passing by several training rooms, until her friend abruptly pulled her into the last one.

“Whoa!” Carly gasped as she stepped into the training room.

Kiera extended her arms. “Welcome to our men’s haven.” She pulled Carly forward to the bench across the octagon shape ring.

“Last time I checked he wasn’t my man.” Carly sat down next to her friend on the bench. Her curious gaze locked on the two black belt men wrestling in the middle of the ring.

“Your nose will only grow like Pinocchio’s if you keep telling yourself that.” Kiera patted her hand.

“That doesn’t even make sense,” Carly replied without taking her eyes off the man with a Japanese letter tattoo down his right shoulder blade.

“It wasn’t meant to make sense, it was meant to put you out of sorts and it did.” Kiera bobbed her head in Carly’s direction, giving her a knowing look. “You like the tattoo?”

Rolling her eyes, Carly turned her attention back to the octagon shape ring across from them. “I don’t… Oh, all right, I lied. I didn’t know he had a tattoo.” She flinched when Alex wrapped his arms around Paul’s chest and neck, simultaneously locking his legs around his friend’s waist from the back hooking Paul’s thighs with his heels.

Kiera shook her head at Carly and focused her attention back on the match. “Come on honey, beat it out of Alex! You can do it babe,” Kiera cheered for Paul.

Carly gave her a side glance, as both Paul and Alex rose up their heads, locking their gazes on their two new visitors. Paul took advantage of the distraction. He threw Alex on the ground and sat astride his chest.

Carly sprang to her feet. “Come on babe, show him you’re bad-ass. Kick his ass!”

“Yes, just like that baby, kick him in the balls. It’s jiu jitsu. All goes. Yes! Right there, lock him to submission,” Kiera cheered Paul on.

Carly gasped in horror at how the two men fought for control. Alex was now on the ground. She glanced back and forth between the ring and Kiera. “Tell them to stop.” She squeezed Kiera’s arm.

Kiera blinked at her. “There’s no stopping them. They won’t stop until they beat the heck out of each other. You might as well sit back, enjoy the show and cheer for your man.”

Carly winced and bit her lower lip at seeing Alex struggle. “Come on, honey, show him how it’s done,” she called, springing in triumph as Alex freed himself from Paul’s grasp throwing him down and locking him into submission. Paul signaled and Alex let him go.

“And that’s how it’s done. Take that, Kiera Pearson.” Carly’s previous worried expression turned into a proud grin, then, her mouth went suddenly dry and nerves overtook her when a very imposing Alex strode in her direction. He was sweaty but looked as delicious as her favorite dessert, gosh, she’d offer to help him shower even if he didn’t ask for help. His looks were incentive enough. Oh, she was hopeless.

“Hey babe.” Alex stood a couple of feet away from her. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” His lip curled in that charming way of his, his surprised smile reached his eyes.

“I-I didn’t know you’d be here.” She pointed her thumb in Kiera’s direction. “She asked me to meet her here I had no idea why.” Aw-kward. How was she supposed to say, it was great watching you but now I gotta go or not? Ugh. Were her knees going weak? That was the last thing she needed, be out of breath and pass out in front of her hunk.

Alex attempted to close the distance between them but stopped short as he studied himself. “Hey, I—”

Things couldn’t get any more uncomfortable, and Carly only had her friend to blame. Crap, Kiera! To begin with, this wasn’t how Carly planned to spend her Sunday afternoon. Yes, she’d wished to see Alex, but didn’t actually expect to see him, especially not in the drop-dead-gorgeous-as-sin conditions she’d found him. Then, Carly didn’t want to impose. Goodness. She was being clingy and that was so not her. Thank you very much, Kiera. Carly made a mental note to skip or skimp on her friend’s next birthday present as a little retribution for the moment she was going through right now.

“Um, I don’t want to impose.” She waved in the ring’s direction. “It was great seeing you in the ring with Paul. I have to go. Maybe we can catch up sometime this week.” She sounded hopeful. What was wrong with her? Sounding hopeful wasn’t what she’d aimed for. No, no, no, this was wrong, wrong, wrong. Well, maybe Alex wouldn’t call her after this, which Carly would totally get even if it hurt. Come on. What was she doing here? He was probably ready to move on.

Alex locked his gaze with hers. “Yes, I’d like that.”

Carly nodded and turned halfway to take her leave, but stopped in her tracks as her curiosity got the best of her. “What’s the meaning of your tattoo?”

“It can’t be helped.”

Carly angled her head, surveying the fighting ring. “How appropriate.” She smiled back at him, and turned on her heel. Not only could she already not get him out of her thoughts, after this she was positive Alex would forever live in her dreams.

Why did she have to cross paths with him that night at the gala and kiss him? Carly had let him lure her into his web, and into his bed.

Then, she’d been such a fool playing his corny game only to find out they had more things in common than she’d imagined.

Why, why, why? Too late for regrets now, Carly couldn’t take any of it back, and dreaded to think what life would be like without him.

If there were any doubts before, there were no more.

Carly had fallen, and she was irrevocably in love.


Chapter Fourteen

Carly had been in San Diego all week, finishing the last minute details on her beachfront project. But all the work thrown at her couldn’t make the thought of Alex go away. He remained constant. Good thing work had kept her busy, otherwise she wouldn’t have been able to resist contacting him. If Alex was still interested in his pursuit of her, he’d call, and obviously he wasn’t, because Carly hadn’t heard from him.

She hated the not-knowing feeling, hated even more her recently discovered feelings for him, and the fact that it’d be an impossibility getting over him. Carly groaned. How did the other women do it? Thinking about how long it’d take her before she could get back in the dating scene was unimaginable. Geez, Carly couldn’t even say they’d dated. Not officially anyway. It was Friday night, and she had another client’s engagement yet again and couldn’t get out of it as she was pretty much the guest of honor, then again it’d be fun. Carly pushed away her chair from her desk when an instant message came through. She pulled the chair back and narrowed her eyes at her laptop screen.

A St. Jones: R u there?

Carly’s heart skipped a beat as she gasped for air, Alex? What could he want? It was totally unexpected but she was beyond thrilled he’d pinged her. The thing was the more Alex came back looking for her, the less Carly could deny him anything, and the farther she fell into the black hole of Alex St. Jones’ delicious wickedness.

Carly M: I am.

A St. Jones: How are you?

Carly M: Good, u?

A St. Jones: Where were you all week?

Carly M: Why, are you stalking me?

She could hardly contain her excitement at him contacting her. Where had she been? Did Alex even cared? Not that she minded if that were true, but how did he know she’d been in and out of her office?

Carly M: Not that you need to know my whereabouts, but what if I told you I’ve spent all week having out of this world sex with my boyfriend?

She giggled imagining Alex’s expression. She couldn’t resist teasing him and not without purpose, Carly wanted to know if he at least felt a tiny little something for her. She stared at her screen, anxiously waiting his response. After a few minutes, Carly thought he probably wouldn’t respond, when his instant message bleeped.

A St. Jones: Darling, the only one you’d ever have out of this world sex with is me. And I’ve been in L.A. all week, so there’s no way you were having sex with your boyfriend.

Huh? What did that last mean? No. No way she’d ask him to clarify that last. No, no. Could it be though? No, definitely not. Alex hadn’t meant anything by it. It was time to direct the conversation elsewhere.

Carly M: What are you doing right now?

A St. Jones: I’m half listening to the most boring conference call.

Carly M: So, you decided to IM me instead? Is this the secret to your success?

A St. Jones: The secret to my success is my brain. Well, my charms are the golden bow on top. LOL…Sweetheart, I messaged you because I’ve missed you not to get me out of my boredom.

Carly M: Ooh the Alex St. Jones misses me… If you keep saying that I’ll end up drinking your Kool-Aid. What are you doing tonight?

There was no harm in finding out what his plans were for the night, was there? Carly wished to have the guts to ask him straight out if he’d go as her date to her client’s grand opening, instead of beating around the bush. But she didn’t.

A St. Jones: This call will go for another hour if not more, and I have another engagement later. U?

Ouch, and that was the reason why Carly hadn’t had the guts to ask him straight out. Another engagement? Curiosity and jealousy ate at her but it wasn’t as if they were in a real relationship and she’d expect him to take her to his engagements.

Carly M: Same here. I’m meeting a client later tonight. In fact, I’m already running a little behind.

A St. Jones: Hey, can I see you tomorrow? I’d like to talk to you about something.

He wanted to talk, what about? Carly debated for a moment, but let her heart win over her head, yet again.

Carly M: Only if you pick me up at 1pm and feed me.

A St. Jones: You got it. And honey? I’ll more than just feed you. XX

Carly blinked a few times when the chat window beeped as Alex left their conversation. She sprang to her feet and left her office in a flash. The thought of seeing him tomorrow was enough to put her spirits up and get her through the night. Carly headed home to get ready for her evening event, after all Jay would be there too given that he was a close friend of her client. Suddenly her evening had brightened up.

Carly stepped out of her sapphire blue M6 convertible as the Valet guy opened her car door. The black tank dress with a deep V neckline in both front and back had been definitely the right choice for this event. She ran a hand down her long locks tied into a low ponytail. Her lip curled forming a sweet smile as her gaze met Jay’s, who walked up to her and embraced her in a friendly hug.

She allowed Jay to lead her through the double doors past the club bouncers and security, as he guided her through the lounge. Carly always gave her best on all her projects but this one topped them all. This spectacular place was her creation and the new would be hotspot for the rich and famous. The lounge sported leather upholstery and oversized tables, accentuated by the flickering candles suspended from glittering walls. As if that weren’t enough, the main lounge opened up to a lavish garden where drapes and palm trees bordered couches providing their guests with some privacy should they need it. Ah and the bar was everyone’s dream, and all credit was due to her, she’d created this dream.

Carly had been at the club close to two hours, and had had her fair share of strawberry mojitos. Her client wouldn’t stop giving her kudos for the terrific job she’d done. Carly was even more ecstatic that the grand opening by invitation only had been a smashing success. Carly was having a fabulous time and planned to stay for another hour or two even. It was Friday and she could sleep into the hours of the morning the next day. She was in an animated conversation with Jay and other partygoers, when she thought she’d seen Alex’s ghost—except there was no such thing as a ghost. The ghost was Alex in the flesh, who just so happened to have his hand on the lower back of his companion, who was none other than a very well-known super model.

“What the hell?”

Jay glanced at her first then followed the direction of her gaze. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Really, I’m fine,” Carly replied, but inside her blood boiled. Believing in the remote possibility of reforming a playboy had been stupid. Her playboy was at her party with someone who wasn’t her. Ugh, but Carly had seen this coming and decided to ignore it, and now what? She pursed her lips, regaining her composure. Letting jealousy take over wouldn’t lead her anywhere, but still, seeing him there with someone else felt like a flat out betrayal and it hurt. This was absurd; she was pathetic. Carly pulled Jay to the dance floor as the DJ played Right Round by Flo Rida.

****

After taking a quick cold shower Alex had decided to take his motorcycle, an MV Augusta, for a ride to his friend’s nightclub grand opening. He’d thought of asking Carly but then thought against it. He needed to think about his pending conversation with her over lunch the next day as saying the wrong thing could send Carly away.

An hour later, Alex left his bike in the designated area by the club’s entrance and was pleasantly surprised when he came across an old girlfriend. He walked into the stylish lounge with her by his side, the last thing he expected was to find Carly with Jay directly across from him. Carly told him she was meeting a client, had she lied? What was she doing here with Jay?

Although Alex hadn’t been part of the club scene for a short while, there were people who recognized him right away, mostly women. Alex exchanged greetings with all of them, including his friend, the club owner, never once removing his gaze for more than a second from Carly. Fucking Jay. Alex handed his leather jacket to the hostess and made himself comfortable. This would be a long night. What the hell Carly? She better not be playing him or there’d be hell to pay.

Was this what jealousy felt like? Crap. He was damned. Alex took a deep breath pretending to be interested in whatever gossip his companions were eagerly sharing with him. He wasn’t even half listening. Alex didn’t even care. His self-control would give up any time now, his hands balled into fists in an effort to restrain himself from walking across the room and dragging Carly out of there after he punched Jay on the nose.

His self-restraint went out the door the moment he caught a glimpse of Carly in the middle of the dance floor, in a sensual hip-to-hip dance with Jay. “Son of a bitch,” Alex muttered.

“What, sweetie?” the super model purred.

Alex’s blood pressure shot up at the sight of Jay’s hands on Carly’s lower hips bringing her ass back up against him. Carly swirled around and tripped when Alex’s gaze held her in place.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Alex excused himself and strode with intent in the direction of Carly.

“A-Alex.” Carly stood in front of Jay.

Alex pulled her away from Jay without saying a word and landed a blow on Jay’s face. His nose bled on impact.

“Alex!” Carly called.

The crowd took notice of the happenings and closed in around them.

“What’s gotten into you?” Jay touched his nose and examined the blood on his fingertips. Enraged, he flung his fist at Alex.

Alex ducked just in time landing another powerful punch on Jay’s jaw. “She’s off limits!” Alex roared, but Jay wouldn’t go down without a fight. Jay flung himself at him in full charge and Alex’s head hit the ground.

“What’s wrong with you?” Jay settled a blow on Alex’s left eye.

Alex wrestled him. “Stay the hell away from her.” Alex topped him, pinning him down, throwing another hit, but Jay freed one arm intercepting Alex’s blow, trying to push him off of him.

“Alex, stop!” Carly cried. “Jay, please be the bigger man. Stop.”

Strong hands wrapped around Alex’s upper body as two club bouncers pulled him off of Jay. Alex raised his hands letting the bouncers know he was done fighting. His eyes searched the place without missing the photography flashes. Damned paparazzi. He turned on his heel without a last back glance at Carly or Jay. On his way out, he babbled a “thank you” to the hostess when she handed him his jacket along with a cloth to clean the excess blood he sported on his lower lip.

“Alex!” Carly called behind him. She was right at his heels when he exited the club. “Alex stop!”

He quickened his pace, and straightened his leather jacket as he straddled his bike.

“Alex, I’m talking to you. Stop this nonsense right now!” Carly halted next to his bike.

Alex looked up. “What?” He turned the motorcycle’s engine to life. “I can’t hear you.” He gestured to his ear and grabbed the helmet.

“Alex, you’re being childish. Stop!”

Alex secured his helmet over his head. “I can’t hear you.” He tapped his helmet, and ran a hand over his black jeans inspecting everything, confirming he was ready to go.

“You’re an asshole!” Carly turned around and double-timed to the valet attendant by her car. She nodded a thank you. Carly didn’t wait to get cleared or even bothered to check her surroundings for bystanders. She sped out of the place merging right into traffic missing another car by an inch.

“What the hell is wrong with that woman?” Alex backed his bike and raced after Carly, drifting a little on the back tire, leaving a mark on the asphalt as he took off at full speed. What was she thinking? At that speed she could get herself in a fatal crash.

Alex followed her through traffic, and cursed under his breath every time Carly switched lanes in an attempt to lose him. No chance in hell of that. Alex planned on letting her have an earful of how irresponsible she’d been racing through the streets. Why the heck did she have an M6? Alex was at her rear in the freeway; he tried to get next to her driver side but every time Carly pressed on the gas.

Alex gave up and followed her from a safe distance to wherever she was going. He wasn’t surprised when she pulled into her garage, and raced to it just in time before the gate closed parking his bike in the tandem parking spot behind her car. Alex hurried to remove his helmet and caught up to her in her way to the elevator. “Carly.” He was right behind her.

Carly pressed the button to the elevator which opened its doors right at her command.

Alex lost his patience and was ready to let her know so when a couple joined them in the elevator. He cursed inwardly, and pursed his lips instead. That elevator ride was the longest he’d ever ridden. Holding his tongue lashing for Carly was pure torture. The tenants happened to live two floors above Carly so Alex didn’t get a chance to tell her anything on their way up.

Alex was at her heels again when Carly exited the elevator. Allowing her the chance to shut the door on his face wasn’t an option, so he quickened his pace and made it to her door at the same time as her. Alex put his hand on the door, right above her hand.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Carly asked.

“What the fuck were you thinking driving like that? You could’ve gotten yourself killed!” Alex pushed the door open as soon as the lock clicked.

Carly walked into her condo and threw her keys on the table stand by the door. “Why should you care?” She crossed her arms. “Leave me alone, Alex! Why are you here anyway? You made it sufficiently clear you’d gone deaf over your stupid bike. What now, suddenly you’ve recovered your hearing?” She motioned to her ears and walked away from him. “You know what…I don’t care, I don’t want to hear what you have to say. I want you to leave.”

Alex strode in her direction. “Why did you lie to me?”

Carly leaned on the wall for support as she took off her heels. “I lied?” she asked incredulously, furrowing her brow. “If anyone is a liar here, it’s you, Alex St. Jones. You.” She straightened up and closed the distance between. “You supposedly had a late meeting, and later you had another engagement.” Carly tilted her head to the side. “Actually, I take that back. Now that I’ve come to think of it, you didn’t lie, you just omitted details. You’re a master at that, aren’t you?” She clapped. “Bravo! Well, you know what? You failed. I bet it never crossed your mind I’d be there too.” Carly glanced in his direction.

“Stop it, Carly! I fail to understand how is it I’m expected to give you specifics about my whereabouts. I don’t have to tell you anything.” Alex stared back at her.

“But I am? I don’t have to tell you anything, Alex. Nothing. Nada. Zilch. If I was there with Jay or anyone else for that matter, it’s none of your business. After all, it wasn’t as if you were there alone. Or, as if you’d asked me to go with you and I’d declined. You were in very good company, so why…why, humiliate me the way you did? Why, Alex?” She took a step away, turned, and walked back. “This was a big project for me, the bow on top of my professional accomplishments, and you had to go ruin it.” Carly headed down the hall to her bedroom.

Alex was right behind her. “We’re not done with this discussion.”

“I am,” Carly said over her shoulder.

“You’re not getting out of it this easy.” Trying to remain calm wasn’t working, and this argument with Carly was getting the best of him. Seeing her with Jay had been too much to take; Alex couldn’t get rid of the memory of Jay’s hands on her ass. His blood boiled at the thought. Carly was off limits to anyone who wasn’t him, and Alex wasn’t ready to let her go now or…or, anytime soon, if that meant ever, then so be it. Jealousy clouded his thoughts. Alex wanted to act rational, but every word that came out of her mouth pushed him away, and her denial of everything drove him nearly insane.

“What are you gonna do, spank me?” Carly double-timed the last few steps to her bedroom.

“What’s going on between you and Jay?” Alex asked just as he reached her bedroom door only to have her close it right on his nose. Enough was enough, how dare she shut the door on his face? “Cut the crap, Carly! You wanted to make me jealous? Well, you did. Are you satisfied now? Did you enjoy the show?” His fist banged on the door.

“I didn’t want to make you jealous,” Carly said through the door.

“Oh please! What did you think you were doing letting Jay grab your ass?” He banged on the door harder this time. “Open the door, Carly.”

“He wasn’t grabbing my ass! Stop that. I’m not opening the door. I told you to leave me alone. I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to see you. Just leave,” she said.

Alex took a deep breath. “Actually you’re right. Jay wasn’t just grabbing your ass. Now that I think of it, he was doing more than that.” He’d get her to open up the stupid door one way or another. He didn’t want to resort to a more aggressive tactic but wouldn’t think about it twice if he had to.

“What do you care anyway? You certainly had your hands full with all those women. I’m surprised you didn’t go home with any of them!” A crashing sound came from inside the bedroom.

“I’m surprised you didn’t go home with Jay, after seeing how he almost fucked you through your clothes. I honestly thought you’d be tending to his wounds right now.” He turned the doorknob.

“Go to hell, Alex! And stop banging my door. You’re going to break it.”

“Open the damned door, Carly or I’ll break it down,” he warned, and didn’t move trying to hear the sounds coming from the other side. At her silent response, Alex stepped back and kicked down the door with one successful kick, leaving it hanging from one hinge. He stepped inside. His eyes searched for Carly and finally spotted her standing by her closet, dressed in a white cami and boy-short pajama. How was he supposed to keep his thoughts in order now?

“Get out before I call the cops. You’re way out of line.” She stepped into her closet.

“You can call the cops or whoever you want. I’m not going to apologize, if that’s what you want me to do.” He was on the verge of reaching for her and kissing her senseless. It’d taken all his will power not to do it at the club, but here, Alex didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to resist. God, he’d missed her more than he thought possible.

“I’m not asking you to apologize. That’d be expecting too much from someone like you. Go back to your super model. Go warm her bed and leave me alone.” Carly walked past by him to the door.

“Why? You’re jealous now?”

Was she jealous? A wave of shock tightened around his stomach. Her jealousy gave him more confidence, not that he actually needed it, but it assured him Carly felt the same way as he did for her. That had to mean something.

Carly stopped in her tracks and faced him. “Yes! I’m jealous. I admit it. I’m dying of jealousy. Satisfied? Now you know my big secret. Carly Mitchell is jealous because—” She stopped mid-sentence, covering her mouth with a hand, twirling back around and walked out the door. “To hell with you and your contract too. You can sue me all you want. I don’t give a s—”

Alex’s strong hand grasped her upper arms. “You’re not going anywhere.” He twirled her back around and flattened her against the wall.

“Let me go!” Carly struggled.

Alex pressed her harder, his leg between her thighs. One hand held her neck, his other hand gripped her chin, as he captured her mouth with a kiss. Carly gave up fighting him the moment his tongue collided with hers. Instead, she dragged her hands up his arms and allowed him to cup her bottom lifting her, wrapping her legs around his hips.

He groaned at the contact of her fingers sliding in his hair, pulling it back as she held on to him. He enjoyed makeup sex, except that wasn’t how tonight should’ve ended. There was no stopping him now; Alex hadn’t seen her in a week and wanted nothing more than to be with her. Carly had looked beautiful in that dress. Alex would’ve liked nothing more than to take it off slowly, but she’d undressed herself. Fury blinded him seeing her with Jay and the way he’d touched her. That would never happen again, not if he had a say in it, and he did.

His lips left her mouth and feasted on her delicate neck, his hands wandering inside her cami and grabbing her bare breasts. Carly pulled her arms up, inviting Alex to rid her of her cami, moaning when his mouth closed around her breast, his teeth grazing her tight nipple.

“Hmmm, sweetheart…” Alex gave his attention to her other breast.

Carly threw back her head as his lips closed around it, his burning tongue and lapped her nipple. He unfastened his pants, and pushed aside her drenched boy-short letting his shaft find her slick entrance. Alex sank into her with one full thrust. “C-Carly…” he muttered against her mouth moving back.

“I’m on the pill,” she said, as if she’d read his mind. His hips pinned her to the wall and he drove hard into her, increasing his pace each time. Carly panted with each of his hard thrusts.

Alex broke their kiss and touched his forehead with hers, slowing his rhythm, withdrawing then sinking into her. “Promise you’ll never again dance with another man the way you danced with Jay tonight,” he said, driving into her. Seeing her with another man tonight had woken up an untamed jealousy in him; it was important that Carly promised him that. “You’re mine.” His lips grazed her ear.

“I… You…” Her passion-heavy lids half opened, her muscles clenched around his shaft, Carly was on the verge and couldn’t make the words come out of her mouth.

“Darling, I don’t know what this means, or where this is going. All I know is, I want to find out.” He drove into her again. “Please say you’ll give me a chance.” Alex closed his mouth over hers. His kiss was a plea. Carly rocked her hips, tightening her inner muscles around his engorged shaft.

“I need you to give this—us—a chance.”

“Yes… yesss… I’ll give you—I’ll give us a chance,” Carly murmured as the throes of passion rode her from head to toe and had her shuddering against him.

Alex sank into her with full force one last time filling her with the warmth of his seed. He had all night to make sweet love to her, and he would. Making her his in every possible way, leaving her no doubt that she belonged to him and him only. In the past Alex had loved playing the field as much as he’d cherished his freedom, but if freedom came without Carly then Alex wanted none of it. Forget the field. Well, he’d already slept with the entire field. Forget freedom then. Shit, was he already riding that emotional rollercoaster he’d avoided until now? Because it was un-freaking believable.


Chapter Fifteen

Alex woke to the heat of Carly’s body next to him, reminding him of the delicious night they’d had. He cuddled closer to her naked body molding his against the length of hers. His fingers drew lazy circles around her navel, and he nuzzled the back of her neck, breathing in her unique flowery hair scent. Last night had been anything but what Alex had planned. He was still insanely jealous about Jay putting his hands on her, but knowing that after the brawl, Jay wouldn’t see Carly as anything else other than a friend, made him feel better, and it had better stay that way. Alex had never known jealousy until now. This new feeling was raw and foreign. He didn’t know how to deal with it, but promised himself he’d do anything in his power to control it for his sake and Carly’s.

Regardless, Alex didn’t regret the way things ended. Yes, they had a big argument—her bedroom door suffered the consequences and now he’d have to pay to have it repaired, but he did warn her. Carly just had the bad habit of never listening to him. The make-up sex was nothing like he’d ever experienced. Everything and everywhere Carly was concerned, was too intense. His goal had been to make her see it’d always be him for her, but her sweet surrender broke him down. In the same way Alex was harsh marking her as his, he’d also turned back around and made sweet love to her twice more at dawn. He let out a long breath against her tousled tresses prickling his chest, if that hadn’t made it clear to her she was his, Alex didn’t know what would.

Carly twisted around to face him, fluttering her lashes as she opened her eyes. “Hmmm…I’m sore in unmentionable places,” she said through a sleepy smile.

“What’s so funny?” He ran his finger over her lips.

“You’re sporting a purplish ring under your left eye.” Carly lightly circled the underside of the bruise with a fingertip. “Coffee?”

Alex pressed his warm body to hers showing her the reaction her touch had on him. “Purplish, huh? I’m positive your friend Jay is modeling two purple eyes and a broken nose today.” He reached for her hand and brushed his lips over her fingertips. “How good are your coffee skills?”

“Tsk…tsk…tsk… Alex you’re such a bad boy.” Carly ran her hand up his chest, looking up at him. “And darling…as you say, I can make a mean coffee. You hit the shower while I go make the best coffee you’ve ever had.” Carly twirled around, jumped off the bed and headed for her closet. “There are new toothbrushes in the right drawer of the sink, help yourself,” she said over her shoulder.

After a quick shower, Alex walked out of the bathroom, wrapping a towel around his waist and went in the direction of the kitchen following the smell of freshly brewed coffee.

Carly met him at the end of the hall. “Your clothes are in the dryer.”

“You washed my clothes?” He adjusted the towel around his waist.

“Underwear and all…” She smiled, waving her hand to the coffee pot. “How about that coffee?”

Alex looked down at himself, realizing he didn’t really have a choice but to follow her to the kitchen counter and have coffee with a towel wrapped around his waist barely covering his privates. He made a mental note to bring his clothes over to her place, or better yet, Carly would have to take her clothes over to his place. Alex approached the counter and stopped mid-step as he glanced at the breakfast counter. “I didn’t think you cooked.” There were two plates served with scrambled eggs, bacon and toast on top of the counter.

“Buddy, breakfast is as far as I got.” She placed two forks on either side of the plates. “I bet that’s farther than you got.”

He angled his head, a smirk on his face. “Darling, I got as far as burning water.” Alex sat on the bar stool and turned around to face her.

“So, what’s this you want to talk to me about?” Carly dug into her breakfast.

Alex stole a side glance over the rim of his cup. “You do make a mean coffee,” he said appreciatively. Telling her what he had in mind would’ve been easier with clothes on, not in the semi naked state he was in.

“Alex, out with it. Spill it.” Carly tapped on the counter, her eyes danced with curiosity.

Hesitating a bit, he went straight to the point. “I want you to come away with me for a month.”

Carly choked on her coffee. “Ex-excuse me?” She covered her lips with a napkin, and turned halfway on the stool to face him. “Did I hear you right? You want me to come away with you for a month? Where to?”

Alex put his fork down and reached for her hand. “Carly, I know I’m asking for a bit too much. I’m going away on business for a month, and I’d like you to come with me.”

Postponing his trip wasn’t an option; if Carly declined his offer he’d have to find a way to persuade her. Alex wasn’t about to leave her out of his sight for a month, and wouldn’t use his dirty contract to get her to go with him. In other circumstances, Alex would probably use it to get her to agree, but after what they’d shared last night, he wouldn’t dare pull that trick on her. Things had changed and there was no turning back, the contract was still a problem because he’d only used it to get her in his bed. He’d never execute it whether she signed it or not. Never once did it cross his mind Carly would be a game changer for him. But she didn’t need to know that. He’d tell her eventually, not now though. And, if he really needed to sue someone, that someone would be Matt not Carly. Matt had breached their contract by pulling out and without paying the penalty for early termination. Alex could go after him and demand payment, but that wasn’t important now. He wasn’t even sure it was worth the effort. He didn’t want anything getting between him and Carly.

“I-I don’t know.” She eased back on her seat. “I can’t just leave work for a month. I have several projects to take care of…and…and I don’t think my boss would be okay with me taking that long of a vacation, unexpected at that.”

“Then quit. I’m sure I make enough to support us both.”

She reached for her cup. “Quit? You’re gonna be my sugar daddy now? I don’t think so.”

“Darling, what will it take for you to come with me?” he asked.

“Alex, I can’t just leave. I need more time. Do you realize what you’re asking?” Carly leaned toward him. “You’re asking me to come away with you for a full month.”

Alex laced his fingers with hers. “I know exactly what I’m asking and what it means. Do I think things are moving too fast? Perhaps, yet I don’t wish them any other way. While all this relationship crap may not be new to you, it’s new to me. I never thought I’d ever say any of this, but I want to try this out, Carly.” He regarded her. “I want to try this with you. No one else.” He’d said more than planned and if she still declined, her refusal would hurt his ego irreparably and Alex wouldn’t care if that meant he’d have to walk out of her place dressed in a towel. The beat of his heart was faster than any work out had ever made it race.

“When are you leaving?” Carly stroked her thumb over the back of his hand.

Why did she always have to ask so many darn questions? Couldn’t she say yes or no and be done with it? A sweat cold invaded his palms; this wasn’t a good sign. “Next weekend.”

“Can I think about it and get back to you?” she asked.

No. That was what he wanted to say, but it wasn’t what he should say. Did he even have a choice anyway? If he said no, then most likely Carly would decline. If Alex said yes, then, it meant he’d be thinking about it the entire week. Shit. “Under one condition.” He squeezed her hand.

Carly angled her head giving him a curious look. “Ooh a condition huh? All right, shoot… Tell me.”

“It’s simple. We take your clothes to my place where you’ll stay all this week.” His upper lip curled, dazzling her with his infamous St. Jones’ smile.

Carly playfully rolled her eyes at him. “Do I have a choice?”

There she went again with a question. “No. Not really.” Alex sprang to his feet and pulled her to him, snaking an arm around her waist. His other hand stroked her back, tangling his fingers in her hair, forcing her to look at him.

“Tell you what. I’ll think about that too.” Carly rose to her toes and brushed her lips over his.

That wasn’t a flat out ‘no’ but it meant all the same. “How about I bring some of my clothes? No. You can’t think about that.” Alex said against her lips.

“Fine. Only for this week.”

He lifted her off of her feet swirling her around a bit. “Thank you darling.”

Carly pushed away from him twisting in the direction of her buzzing phone. She back stepped, forcing Alex to follow her to the couch where her phone sat. “Stop,” she said playfully, then her smile left her face the moment she read the message on her screen.

“What’s the matter?” Alex asked concerned.

Carly freed herself from his grasp and turned on her TV to Celebrity News. “No, this isn’t happening again. Come on!” She sat unflattering on her couch.

Alex faced the TV propping his arms on his waist. “They gotta be fucking kidding me,” he muttered.

****

Celebrity News!

Identity of mystery woman revealed!

“Breaking news… Mystery solved. Remember this gorgeous backside?” the blonde entertainment television anchor said, and paused. “Everyone’s been wondering the identity of the mystery woman stealing Alex St. Jones’ attention. Wonder no more,” the woman added with a secret telling smile on her face. “The mystery woman is none other than Carly Mitchell.”

Carly’s picture was prominently displayed on the TV monitor.

****

“Oh no!” Carly exclaimed. “I’m sure they had a better picture than that.” Her gaze was glued to the picture displayed on her TV monitor. Carly was positive the entertainment anchor had many to choose from, yet she’d chosen the one when Carly called Alex an asshole, right when he got on his motorcycle at the club.

Alex walked to the couch and sat next to her. “That’s their job, sweetheart. They’re leeches.” He put an arm around her shoulders, bringing her closer to him, and directed his attention back to the breaking news and cursed under his breath. Alex didn’t even consider himself newsworthy but the media begged to differ. Apparently a sixteen-year-old walking out on his family in a court of law was something to announce to the world. What did they care? They’d kept tabs on him since, he’d bet anything the media did it to piss off his stepfather more than an interest in himself.

The woman continued with what had to be an ‘I found you out’ evil grin in Carly’s opinion. “For those who may not know, Carly Mitchell is Matthew Bolerjack’s, the mall tycoon’s, ex-fiancée. Word on the street has it Carly caught him with his pants down with none other than his own personal assistant. Imagine that!” the woman continued, “What a rebound too. Look at you, go girl healing your wounds with our playboy. Sorry ladies, this last bit about our bad boy is not a rumor, it’s a fact.”

****

Alex took the remote control and shut off the TV. He didn’t want to hear anything more about it, he’d hear a whole lot from his dad soon enough. The brawl at the club wouldn’t go unnoticed. “I’m sorry, gorgeous,” he said comfortingly. “About that trip, do you still need a week to think it over?”

****

Carly was mesmerized by the breathtaking view as they traveled down the coast along the French Riviera. She’d never thought this would be her final destination. Thirty minutes later the chauffer turned the pearl white Mercedez onto a gravel path leading to a secluded chateau overlooking the blue Mediterranean Sea.

“Bienvenue, Mademoiselle,” Blanche, the housekeeper, greeted her with a warm smile.

“Thank you,” Carly replied as she stepped over the threshold. She followed Alex into a chic living room as he chatted in perfect French with Blanche and Leo, the chauffer. Was there anything Alex couldn’t do? Carly wandered around the stylish room and pulled open the French doors leading up to a terrace that overlooked the sea. “This place is beautiful.” A light breeze caressed the loose curls that had escaped their hold on her hair.

“I’m glad you like my hideaway.” Alex’s voice came from behind, his arms circled her waist. She rested her head back on his strong chest, allowing the warmth radiating from his body to envelop her from head to toe. Already she was too used to him. Carly hoped this bliss would last longer than the month they’d be at his hideaway. She had no idea what if anything would change when they were back in the States, but she didn’t wish to think about that now or during her stay for that matter.

She was exhausted by the time Alex finished giving her a tour of the house. Carly thanked Blanche for readying the bathtub for her. Gosh she could get used to this luxury. The last time anyone readied a bathtub for her was when she was seven years old. Suddenly she felt home sick and made a mental note to call her parents to check how they were doing, in her haste to leave with Alex it didn’t cross her mind to let her parents know she’d be out of the country for a few weeks.

The heat of the hot water traveled up her legs the moment she stepped in the large tub. Carly was jet lagged but that was the least of her worries. She was glad for the time alone, not that she minded spending time with Alex, Carly loved every moment of it. But she was treading dangerous waters, how long would this last? This could end as fast as it started and there’d be nothing she could do about it. The thought of it alone pained her. It made her already miss him even though it hadn’t yet happened, at least for the time being.

When Alex asked her to come with him, she immediately wanted to say aloud yes but enjoyed giving him a hard time making him doubt himself. She closed her eyes; her lips curled into a smile at the memory. Alex looked as adorable as a little kid every time she did something he didn’t expect. It was her goal to live every minute of the next month to its maximum. Carly didn’t want to miss a thing.

Alex was her worst best mistake, and it was already too late for regrets. She’d steered onto the point of no return where he was concerned. “Alex, what have you done to me?” Her body slid under the lavender scented bubbles, sinking to the bottom of the tub. Carly held her breath for a minute before emerging back up to find brown eyes staring back at her. Her gaze traveled down his length appreciating the way his slacks hugged his hips.

“What are you doing here?” she asked surprised.

“I heard you talking I thought maybe you needed something.” Alex moved to the other end of the tub and sat on the corner. His hand slid in the hot water finding her feet, and pulled one foot out.

“Goodness. Mmm…yes, right there,” she purred, closing her eyes, enjoying the way his practiced fingers put the correct amount of pressure just in the right places as he massaged it.

Alex reached for her other foot and his expert hands kneaded it the same way. She’d been in massage heaven for God only knew how long, when the water shifted under her and Alex’s strong hands pulled her to him, gripping her hips to straddle him.

“When did you get undressed?”

Alex nuzzled her neck as his hands cupped her ass. “When you weren’t looking.” He captured her mouth in a kiss filled with desire. Carly kissed him with the same urgency, wrapping her arms around his neck, rocking herself against the erection between her thighs teasing her folds.

Carly threw her head back allowing his tongue to trace a path to her soft mounds. His hands cupped and squeezed her breasts. The hotness of his mouth closed over one tight nipple then the other, sucking each gently. She slid her hand until she found his engorged shaft, and closed her fingers around it, circling the tip with her thumb.

“Hmmm, baby,” he groaned. His hand reached between them, his fingers tracing the inside of her folds, playing with her clit.

“Please don’t stop,” Carly whispered, jerking at the intrusion of his fingers stretching her entrance thrusting into her.

Alex captured her lips. “I promise you I’m not stopping,” he murmured, and broke the contact, turning her body around, splashing water on the floor. She was no longer facing him. Her backside was to him now. From the corner of her eye, she watched him pull out a condom from his discarded pants and sheath himself. The anticipation was killing her. She wanted him to finish what he’d started. Her body was on fire and needed release. He grasped her hips and entered her from behind in one full thrust. His hand found her bud, his fingers teasing it. His hips moved, stretching, filling her with each of his thrusts, commanding her body to take his full length. He increased the pressure on her clit flickering it faster with his fingers, bringing Carly closer to her release.

“A-Al.” Carly couldn’t make the words come out closing her eyes she gave into her orgasm. Alex sank into her two more times, and his body shuddered against her back.

After a few moments Alex sat back pulling her with him. “I’m glad you agreed to come away with me.” He kissed her temple.

Carly snuggled closer to him. “I didn’t have much choice.” Her fingers stroked his arm. Truth be told, Carly hadn’t wanted to have a choice.

“Nope, you didn’t.” He tightened his hold, pulling her closer to him, if that were possible. “I would’ve had to resort to using all my charms and you would’ve said yes anyway.” His lips curled into a wicked grin.

She splashed water back at him. “You’re such a—”

“A conceited ass,” he filled in for her. “Darling, this is me being modest, I swear.” A hearty laugh escaped his throat.

“Oh please!” She rested her head on his chest.

“Babe, I’ll be working on a very important project the next couple of weeks, and I’ll have some evening engagements on and off from now until we leave.” He paused as he regarded her.

“I understand.” Suddenly her throat went dry.

He smirked, lifting her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “Darling, I don’t think you understand. I’d like you to come with me to my evening affairs as my date.” He inclined his head and brushed the tip of his nose against hers.

“All right.” Carly closed her eyes allowing his lips to claim hers once more.

Alex shifted under her. “Come on, let’s get dried or we’ll end up looking like raisins,” he teased, pulling her up and out of the tub. Carly was too dazed for coherent thoughts after the bit he’d shared with her a moment ago, and didn’t quite know what to make of it.

Later that night, she met Alex at the terrace for an intimate dinner. Dinner was delectable, who needed to go to a five star restaurant when one had a cook like Blanche? The chocolate torte with raspberry sauce was to kill for, she wondered if Blanche had any leftovers. “What’s this big project you’re working on?” she asked, breaking the silence.

Alex eased back in his chair, swirling his glass of wine with one hand. “The owner of a large hotel chain is here on vacation. He’s agreed to meet with me and others to discuss a concept my staff and I have been working on.” He paused as if considering what to share. “This deal would put my firm and my partners in an extremely competitive advantage position.”

“Wow. That’s excellent,” Carly said.

“Yes, it is. Paul and Dominic will be overjoyed if I can close this.” He sipped from his wine. “I’ll show you the concept once it’s finalized, I’d love to hear what you think.” His eyes met hers.

“Yes, of course. I’d love to see it when it’s ready for primetime.” How was she supposed to react to that—or better yet, what was she supposed to say?

Alex placed his glass back on the table. “I forgot to mention, there’s a credit card on the nightstand on your side of the bed. Darling…” His tone was serious. “Please use it for anything you need. Also, I don’t want you driving around so Leo will take you into town every time you need something.” He placed his napkin on the tabletop.

Carly finished her wine without uttering a word, her silence being her response to his demands. In her short time together with him she’d learned it was useless to argue about money, or his over-protection of her. For starters, Carly wouldn’t use his credit card. She’d dip into her savings if it came to that, but taking his money was a no-no. There were lines Carly never crossed, and that was one. Now, about her new personal chauffer, yeah that wasn’t happening. She was dying to take a ride along the coastline and without Leo, even if that meant renting her own car.

Alex rose to his feet and offered her his hand. “Come on babe, tomorrow will be a big day.”

Carly placed her hand in his allowing him to lead her back to their bedroom. Being there with him felt like a honeymoon—everything about the place was magical. Carly wanted to remain in honeymoon paradise for as long as she could, even if it wasn’t a true honeymoon.


Chapter Sixteen

Alex paced his office. He’d been immersed in work the last couple of weeks and hadn’t been able to spend a lot of time with Carly except in bed at night and outside on business venues. Soon, he’d be able to take a break and spend quality time with her. For now his focus had to be on this business deal as it meant a lot to his firm. His initial meeting with Paolo Sabatini, the hotel magnate, went better than expected. His firm landed a contract with the monster of all hotel chains. Take that Matt Bolerjack. Alex’s architectural firm was stronger than ever, and thriving. Matt’s business most certainly wouldn’t be missed.

As a result of this new deal, Alex was busy making adjustments to the resorts’ concept, while Paul and Dominic were back in the States working with their lawyers on the final terms of their new deal. This new contract required his attendance at additional lunches, dinners and other such nonsense, after all he wasn’t just an up and coming new money Architect. He was the infamous Alex St. Jones, the famous St. Joneses’ black sheep.

He took Carly as his date to all his engagements and made sure everyone knew she was with him. This thing, this agreement or whatever it was they had between them had embedded deep roots in him. Carly took his breath away every time Alex stole a glance at her, or he heard her laugh in that contagious way of hers, argued with him whenever she didn’t agree with something, or how freely and comfortably she’d give her professional opinion even though he hadn’t asked for it.

And did she really think it escaped his notice she wasn’t using his credit cards? She was a top-notch designer, surely she was paid handsomely, yet Alex wondered how she managed to dress in designer clothes from head to toe each and every time. Carly didn’t have to tell him for him to know she had a weakness for anything designer made. His Carly wouldn’t have it any other way; she didn’t do generic. As was usual, she hadn’t listened to him about not driving, Carly did what she pleased. What was wrong with her? She was in a foreign country and Alex was only watching out for her safety. He sighed, running a hand over his face, his Carly. The buzzing sound of his BlackBerry interrupted his thoughts. “Alex St. Jones.”

“Alex?” Paul’s voice sounded over the phone.

“Hey, is the Sabatini’s contract ready?” Alex asked.

“We have a small problem. Hold on, Dom’s here too.” Paul put him on speakerphone.

“What’s the problem, Dom?”

There was a paper shuffling sound before Dom responded. “Ahem…The Sabatini’s attorneys are very peculiar about details and what their client will sign—”

“Cut the crap. What’s the matter?” Alex demanded.

“They want to finalize the details face to face,” Paul replied.

Alex walked over to his desk and woke up his laptop from its dormant state. “Fine. Is Kiera coming?”

“Kiera isn’t, but Jay is,” Dominic said.

Alex abruptly closed the top of his laptop. “What? Why can’t Kiera come? She always deals with this kind of stuff. Can’t they send someone else? What’s going on?”

“Kiera is indisposed. The only other person who knows how we deal is Jay, so you’ll have to suck it up this time, Alex.” Paul’s tone was final.

Alex ran a hand through his hair. “I want him out of here in a matter of a couple of days. Got that?”

“That won’t be a problem. Jay’s already there. I can’t promise he’ll be in and out, it all depends on how fast the negotiations go, but you don’t need me to tell you that because you already know how things work. So don’t screw it up, Alex,” Paul said.

“Dammit! What do you mean he’s already here?” Alex crushed a drawing on his desk. “You’ve known about this at least for a few days and you’re just now calling me to give me the heads up. That’s pretty messed up.”

“Just don’t screw it up.” Dominic disconnected the call.

“Fuck!” Alex flung the phone across his desk, shoved a hand in his dark blue slacks pocket, rubbing his neck with the other one. He walked out of his study with a cold shower in mind, hoping to clear his head, but on his way to the bedroom he stumbled upon Carly and her visitor.

“Oh my gosh, I’m so excited to see a familiar face here.” Carly threw her arms around Jay.

Jay embraced her, lifted her against him and gave her a closed lip kiss on the mouth. “Hi baby girl, I’ve missed you.”

Oh hell no! Closed lip or not, no one was kissing or touching Carly. Best friends, his ass. Alex didn’t roll that way, not when it came to Carly. What was she doing wearing that trendy raspberry-ice cover-up? Had she been at the pool? Aargh.

Alex changed his track and headed into the living room instead. “Jay, I didn’t expect to see you here so soon.”

Jay turned around without letting go of Carly. “Alex.” Jay extended his hand to shake hands.

Carly’s gaze wandered from one man to the other, her smile slowly faded as the two men greeted each other. “Alex,” she said. “I didn’t know you were home.”

“Now you do.” Alex strode to her, unbuttoning his cuffs, rolling up his white shirt sleeves. He stopped a couple of feet away and grabbed her hand, gracefully pulling her next to him, placing a possessive hand around her lower hip and kissed her temple, breathing in her scent. “You smell like the sun.”

Carly dazzled him with a smile in response to his caress, and turned back to Jay. “How long are you staying?”

“Jay’s only here for a couple of days,” Alex cut in.

Jay furrowed his brow. “Actually, I’ll be here for as long as I need to be.”

“That’s great.” Carly seemed too enthused for Alex’s liking.

Jay would be out of there as soon as Alex could arrange it. “Jay, why don’t we go to my study so we can brief each other on what’s needed to seal this new deal?” Alex gestured the way.

Jay nodded and looked at Carly. “Do you have any plans tonight? Perhaps we can dine together.”

Alex let out a heavy sigh, she better not say she was free.

Carly gave him a side glance. “Tell you what, why don’t you join Alex and I for dinner.” She turned to Alex. “You’re cool with that, right?”

How about, no freaking way we’re dining together? Alex bit his tongue. “Yes, I’m cool with that.”

Carly beamed at Alex and rose up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll leave you two gentlemen to talk business.” Carly hugged Jay before heading back out to the pool.

Alex informed Jay of the plans for the concept the architects were working on, giving him details of the verbal concessions he agreed upon. Jay took note of it and in return briefed Alex on his plans to get Sabatini to sign the contract.

After a few hours of planning, Carly let them know dinner would be served at the terrace.

Alex was still not happy about the turn of events but he wasn’t in a position to dig in his heels and demand someone else other than Jay to finalize the negotiations this time.

He was even less thrilled about the fact that now he also had to dine with him as Carly hadn’t given him much choice in the matter. In spite of everything, Alex admitted it was a better alternative than her going out to dine with her supposed guy best friend.

He groaned.

If his relationship with Carly went where he thought it’d go, he’d eventually have to put up with Jay anyway, and might as well start getting used to the sucker now. Alex would make her pay dearly later tonight though. He’d punish her by making sweet slow love to her all night.

****

Celebrity News!

Things are getting hot and serious.

“Welcome to another show of Celebrity News!” The entertainment anchor smiled to the camera. “Everyone’s been wondering where Alex St. Jones has been these last few weeks. Wonder no more.”

She motioned to the screen behind her. “After his brawl at the club in L.A., Alex took his new girlfriend to his hideaway in Cannes. Take a look at the lovebirds holding hands, as they walk on the beach. Aren’t they adorable?”

She looked back at the camera. “I don’t know but I’m thinking his most wanted bachelor days may be over sooner than later. Tweet me your thoughts.”


Chapter Seventeen

Alex drove his roadster along the Mediterranean coastline with the top down. His new business deal had just closed, the guys were happy, and his firm couldn’t ask for more. He finally had the time to spend with Carly, this was their last week together here and Alex planned to spend with her every moment of it. Whatever her plans were when she got back to the States was a mystery to him, but he’d do his best to keep her at his side. Alex had grown so accustomed to having her around that the thought of going back alone to his gorgeous bachelor pad made him anxious.

His lips twitched at her struggle trying to keep her unruly long chocolate locks in place.

“Where are you taking me?” Carly looked at him, pulling her lose strands behind her ears.

“Do you like surprises?”

“Um, I’ve had a fair amount of surprises lately. I don’t think I can take any more.” Carly turned halfway in her seat facing him.

Alex grinned. “All right. That’s fair. I think you’ll appreciate this town we’re going to. How about we pretend to be tourists for the day?” He stole a glance at her. God, but she looked so beautiful in that sleeveless green dress. Carly was so carefree—it was contagious. Seeing her sitting next to him in his car only made him want her more, she made him feel free. This was the kind of freedom Alex never thought he’d ever have.

“That sounds like fun,” Carly agreed. “But, you still haven’t told me where you’re taking me.” She turned on his car stereo. “Hmmm, what do we have here?”

“Really Carly? I didn’t think you were the kind to snoop around,” he teased.

She placed a hand over her heart. “I can’t believe you just said that. I don’t snoop around, I’m merely curious about who Alex St. Jones really is.” She winked at him.

Alex assessed her through his aviator shades, taking in the amber flecks in her flagrant emerald green eyes. “Darling, what you see is what you get,” he replied, focusing his attention back on the road.

“No. I know there’s more. Since you won’t tell me, I’ll have to find out for myself.”

“Be my guest. Let’s see how much you can find. Beware, I’ll do the same,” he said.

“Sunshine, I’m an open book.” She gestured with her hands letting out a soft laugh.

Alex cast his eyes down to the side mirror. “Oh I see. I’ve now been promoted to sunshine. I must be doing something right this time. By the way you stole my line. I’m the open book here.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, keep telling yourself that why don’t you? I don’t know what book you got open, but I can definitely say it’s the wrong one.” Her index finger scrolled down the list on his stereo touch screen. “Um, let’s start with what were you like as a kid?”

He chuckled. “I’m afraid my mom wouldn’t agree with my version, you’ll have to ask her yourself one of these days.” He beamed back at her. What would his mom think of Carly?

Carly stopped scrolling down the list of songs for a moment, shifting in her seat at his response. “I’d like that very much,” she replied with a thoughtful look in her eyes. “Do you play any music instruments?”

“I have many talents but playing music is not one of them.”

“Oh that’s right. You know how to burn water…don’t forget that one.” She gestured with her hand.

Alex puckered his brow and faced her. “Okay, my turn now. What about you? Do you have any talents?”

She pulled her shades out of her tote. “Oh, that’s easy, I only have one. I blow people’s minds with my interior designs.” She paused. “Yes, I know… I’m boasting. It rubs after hanging out with someone who’s way overconfident.”

“I have no idea who’s that overconfident ass you’re talking about.” The road claimed his attention once more.

She searched his list of songs, a smile on her face. “Dog Days Are Over?”

Alex shrugged. “Hey I’m a guy who appreciates good music.” He kept a hand on the steering wheel and tapped the play button on the screen.

Her eyes danced in amusement. Carly upped the volume as they continued driving along the coastline singing together to the top of their lungs in between laughs. “Dog days are over, the dog days are done…” Carly let her hair down. She clapped, swaying to the song’s beat in her seat. He couldn’t remember when was the last time he’d had this much fun.

Alex drove them to a pretty little village on a hilltop and parked their car. “Come sweetheart, you’ll love this place.” He took Carly’s hands entwining his fingers with hers, leading her through the busy cobble stoned street.

“This place is lovely.” Carly’s expression was one of awe.

“I knew you’d like it.” He drew her to his side. “You’re looking gorgeous today… Gorgeous.” He brushed his lips over hers.

“Just today? Now that’s mean.”

Alex smiled down at her. “Come on babe.” He pulled her forward in the direction of a narrow road lined with bright flowers, guiding her onto a local artists’ fair. He basked in pleasure at seeing her “Ooh” and “Aah” at the local artists’ works.

“This one would look wonderful in my living room.” Carly stood in front of a painting of the prettiest village settled on a hilltop overlooking Cannes. Alex motioned to the artist. “Whoa, what are you doing?” Carly asked.

“I’m buying you a painting.”

“Alex, I am buying me a painting, please put your money back in your pocket.”

Alex grinned. “As you wish, darling.” He shoved his hand with his money clip right back in his faded jeans pocket. He wasn’t happy about not paying for the darn canvas but she looked so happy that he didn’t want to ruin the day by getting into a silly argument. Alex guided her out of the fair, leading her through the manicured narrowed streets passing pretty shops, and cafes until they reached one of his favorite restaurants.

“Do you come here often?” Carly asked, as the maître d led them to a sidewalk table.

“Not as often as I would like,” Alex responded, waiting for her to sit down. Soon after, a waiter took their order, Alex asked for the finest bottle of wine easing back into his chair. He looked around their table, assessing their surroundings before focusing his attention on Carly. “Tell me more about yourself darling. How come I hadn’t met you before?”

“What more is there to know? You already know all about me.” Carly clasped her hands in front of her. “I’m the best interior designer there is. I’d like to think so anyway. Hmmm…let’s see…my parents are still married, I have no siblings. My best friends are Kiera and Jay.” She seemed thoughtful for a moment. “I love music, food and good wine. What about you Alex?”

Alex considered how much to share with her. Other times he’d cringe at a question like this because sharing anything about his life with anyone was letting them into his personal space. Alex didn’t exactly enjoy the façade the media gave him over the years, at least a third of it was right but things with Carly were different. She was special. What harm would there be in sharing with her a little something about him that wasn’t exactly a secret? “Phillip is my stepdad. He married my mom when I was one year old. My mom discovered she was pregnant with me after my dad died in a motorcycle accident. He was a dare devil. Phillip was my dad’s best friend and in looking after her, somehow they fell in love, at least that’s what my mom says. You know the rest of the story.” He tapped his fingers on the table.

“Wow. Is that why you ride a bike too?”

“No. I ride it because I like the freedom it gives me. It’s got nothing to do with my dad or anything like that,” he explained.

She studied him. “I don’t mean to pry but what made you take the decision to divorce your parents at sixteen? Wasn’t that a bit too harsh? I mean, we all have issues with our parents but from that to do what you did, it’s quite a stretch.” Carly leaned in his direction before she continued, “I’m not judging you, it’s simply curiosity on my part.”

Alex straightened in his chair. “It wasn’t the best decision but it was the only one a thoughtless sixteen-year-old could think of to make the statement he had the right to choose what he wanted to do with his life. Unfortunately, right, wrong or indifferent it’s too late for taking any of it back,” he responded.

“Is that why you’re the black sheep of the family?”

“Sweetheart, I’m the black sheep all right but for millions of other reasons.” He reached for his glass of wine.

“So, your sister and your brother—”

“Yes,” he cut in. “Emma and Ian are my stepsister and stepbrother.”

“What about the orphaned children’s charity? You do a lot of work there but never boast about it. Why do you hide such a nice deed?” She took a drink from her wine.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I don’t see why the world needs to know I’m actually a good guy.” He raised his glass of wine. “Cheers! You haven’t told me how it is that we’ve never met before.”

“We would’ve met at Paul’s wedding. Does that ring a bell?” She quirked a brow.

He looked at her, a wry smile on his lips. “I was otherwise engaged.” Alex hadn’t stood as Paul’s best man like he should have because at the time he thought that was getting too close to what he never wanted a part of.

“Right. Anyway, Kiera has only been married to Paul for about a year now. Guess, we just missed each other.” She smiled, swirling her wine glass. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re the black sheep of the St. Joneses?” she asked, looking over the rim of her glass as she sipped her wine. “I’m willing to bet it’s all for show.”

Alex pursed his lips. “I don’t like being told what to do or how to live my life, Phillip did that. He tried to get me to follow his steps in his financial world, obviously my goal’s been everywhere else but. I was a very pissed off young kid who wanted to rule the world.” Alex laughed. “I still want to rule the world,” he said, drinking from his wine. “Anyway, everyone knows how that part of the story ended once I turned sixteen. Like I said, it wasn’t my best decision but there’s nothing I can do about it now,” he added.

The waiter brought their food and Alex eased back into conversation with Carly finding they had more things in common than not, from favorite bands, food, movies, to places. He was enraptured by the fact that there wasn’t anything superficial to her, which he already knew in being around her the last few weeks. Carly gave him as good as she got. Alex didn’t know where in his categories of women he’d place her. Carly wasn’t anything like any of the other women he’d dated before, she was her own unique category. He hadn’t a clue what had happened to him, the more time he spent with her the deeper those darn roots grew somewhere inside his chest.

Not once before did he play with the thought of feeling this way about anyone, let alone be with anyone for as long as he’d been with Carly. If she decided to go back to her own place, her old self, and told him she never wanted to see him again, he’d missed her terribly. He hoped it never came to that. Not if there was anything he could do about it. Alex took Carly to a few other galleries and shops. He had a hard time not paying for everything she bought because the woman wouldn’t allow it. After spending all day at the small village, he drove them back to his chateau.

“You’re such a bad host,” Carly teased as he opened the door to his place.

He slid an arm around her waist, pulling her to him. “I’ve been faulted of many things but certainly not about me being a bad host.” He smiled devilishly.

“I have a sweet tooth and you forgot dessert.” Carly pushed away from him, leveling her gaze with his.

Alex firmed his grasp on her. “Darling, I’m dessert.” His hand fisted in her long locks bringing her to him, his searing lips covering hers. A coughing sound came from the other room; his eyes slid open, breaking the spell of the kiss. Alex strode into the living room pulling her along with him. “What are you doing here?” he said to the visitors in his house, tightening his hold on Carly’s hand when she tried to tug it free. “Your nightclub brawl in L.A. Remember that?” Phillip, his dad, waved a copy of a magazine with a picture of Alex and Jay.

Alex wrinkled his brow. “That’s old news. Did you travel all the way here just to wave that piece of shitty news in my face?”

“It may be old news to you but the media uses it against me every time they get a chance.” Phillip regarded Alex. “I’m tired of your blunders, Alex.” He paced around the room.

“Phillip, stop!” an elegant woman said, standing between the two men.

“Mom…”

She smiled, walking in his direction, closing the distance between them. “We were in Marseille. We didn’t know you were here until a reporter asked Phillip at a conference for his thoughts about your latest…” She stopped as her eyes spotted Carly standing behind Alex. “Hi, I’m Lillian St. Jones.” She walked to Carly’s side and lightly kissed both her cheeks.

“Carly Mitchell, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Her voice was barely audible. “I think it’s better if I leave you all to your family conversation.” Stepping back, she left the room without giving anyone a chance to say no.

“She’s lovely,” Lillian said to Alex.

“Why are you here?” Alex asked.

“Lillian, why don’t you answer that? This was your idea after all.” Phillip stood by the French doors leading into the terrace.

Lillian pursed her lips. “Alex, we’ve wasted nineteen years in this senseless wrestling match between you and your dad. I think it’s time this ends.”

“He’s not my dad, remember?” Alex replied.

“He’s your only dad.” Lillian tipped her chin up, casting him a censorious gaze.

“Alex I understand I had no right in making decisions for you, trying to force you to follow my steps was a mistake. Heck, you walked out on us before I even had a chance to send you off to college.” Phillip paced, gesturing with a hand. “You’ve made my life hell since with all the media attention. I don’t know if I should thank you. I’m not even sure if it’s helped, more than it’s caused damage.” Phillip closed the distance. “Putting everything aside, whether you believe it or not, I’ve always loved you as my own son. I’m proud of you.”

Alex stared at Phillip, he tried to say something back but couldn’t make the words come out. That was a low blow, his stepfather—the only dad he knew loved him and was proud of him? What the heck? Alex had dedicated his life to piss him off, how was he supposed to respond to that? He expected anything but never to hear the words he’d just heard.

Lillian touched his forearm. “Alex, dear,” she said, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had settled in. “You’re thirty-five, I’m sure you don’t intend to continue this careless behavior. You wouldn’t want to deprive your kids of their grandfather.”

“What kids?” Alex walked to the opposite corner of the room, turned back around facing Lillian. “First, I’d have to get married, and you know where I stand there. It’ll never happen, don’t worry about me depriving anyone from anyone, mom.”

Lillian furrowed her brow in confusion. “I thought your relationship with Carly was getting serious. Everyone’s talking about how you’ve given up your bachelorship—”

“Says who?” Alex asked. “I haven’t yet given up my single status. There’s nothing serious about us. There never will be.” That wasn’t entirely true. He hadn’t officially given up his single status yet, that much was true. But things were going somewhere with Carly, Alex just wasn’t ready to admit it to people until he knew she felt the same way toward him because in the event she didn’t he’d look like a fool.

“Listen honey, why don’t you come to Marseille this weekend and bring Carly along?” Lillian’s gaze met Phillip’s across the room.

Alex nodded. “I’ll talk to her about it, but I can’t make any promises.”

“Promise you’ll at least give it some thought, all right?”

Alex nodded, allowing Lillian to embrace him in a motherly hug as they said their goodbyes. This was too much to take in one day. The last thing he’d expected was for his parents to show up, especially not for his dad to tell him he was proud of him. Dammit. What was he supposed to do now? Act like the dotted son as if nothing had ever happened? Alex strode out of the living room and headed to his bedroom looking for Carly. She was the only person he cared to be with now, perhaps the only one who really got him. He planned to get lost in her luscious body for the rest of the night. Tomorrow would be another day, he’d think more about today’s revelations then, but tonight he was done.


Chapter Eighteen

Carly hadn’t meant to eavesdrop on their family argument but curiosity got the best of her. She should’ve just gone straight to their bedroom then she wouldn’t have heard Alex say how he felt about their relationship. Wait. What relationship? There was none. He made it clear to his parents and wasn’t even careful to keep his voice down. Had Alex forgotten he wasn’t alone, that she was only a few rooms away? If he cared even a tiny bit, the least he could’ve done was lower his voice or keep his thoughts to himself.

Carly didn’t know what hurt the most: hearing him say he’d never get married and have kids, or how he hadn’t yet given up his precious single status, or the dry way Alex said there was nothing serious going on between them—and there never would be. She couldn’t be mad, even if his words hurt.

None of it was new information. Carly had no expectations things would get that far. But, she was certainly furious at the fact Alex had confirmed her biggest fear, there wasn’t anything especially important about their liaison. Staying a day longer by his side would only make her a bigger fool. Alex had already broken her heart and that was all her fault because she’d allowed it. Carly should’ve known better, she should’ve never let things get this far between them. It was already late to walk out because her heart had been shattered in pieces by his emotionless words. Then again, this was her last opportunity to leave if she wanted a chance at putting herself back together someday.

Carly pulled out her suitcases from the closet. Whether her designer clothes got wrinkled or if her shoes got scratched, didn’t matter. She pulled open every drawer and flung things inside her cases as she went.

“What are you doing?” Alex strode in the room.

She walked out of the closet with all her dresses in hand. “I’m leaving,” Carly said, throwing the bunch in her case. She walked past him to the bathroom, taking a deep breath, trying to calm down the sobs trapped in her chest, battling to come out. She collected the items on top of the vanity and headed back in the direction of her suitcase.

Alex grasped her arm, halting her midway. “Why?” he asked.

“It’s about time I leave.” She tugged her arm from his grasp but he only tightened his hold.

“What’s going on?” he asked, firming his hold on her forearms forcing her to look up at him.

“Why don’t you tell me?” Her gaze was moistened by the tears threatening to roll down her cheeks any minute now.

Alex pressed down his fingers against her flesh bringing her closer to him. “Answer me. Everything was fine a couple of hours ago, what’s going on? Why are you leaving?”

Carly flinched. “You’re hurting me.” She pushed him away, trying to put some distance between them. “And you’re delusional. Nothing has ever been fine. Ever. Since I crossed paths with you everything’s gone downhill for me but nothing’s gone south for you. Somehow you always come up on top.”

Alex let her go. “Seeing as you were the first to go there, then, allow me to say you’re wrong.” He looked at the suitcases on the bed and back at her. “Everything went downhill for me since the first time I laid eyes on you. Your little lie to your sorry excuse of an ex-fiancé cost me millions. Because of you, darling, I could’ve lost my firm, everything I’ve worked so hard for. If you’re going to accuse me of something then make sure you have all the damn facts straight.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, stepped back, looked around the room, then back at him. “As I recall that’s where your absurd contract came into play. Tell me Alex, why not sue me for defamation and financial damages, wouldn’t that have been a better route to keep your firm afloat a while longer?” She walked to her suitcases. “Or is fucking me worth millions?” she said, dropping the items in her hands in the cases. “Which reminds me I may no longer have a job when I get back, thanks to you, perhaps I should create an ad or something offering my services. A fuck worth millions, catchy don’t you think?” The zipping sound of a small cosmetic bag filled the silence that’d fallen for a second or two.

“Stop this now Carly!” Alex twirled her around.

“Let me go!” The turmoil of emotions inside her was getting out of control. Breaking down in front of him wouldn’t do her any good.

Alex held her close to him, taking in long breaths as if calming himself down. “You can’t just walk out. Help me out here Carly, what did I do wrong now? Answer me. What’s all this, what happened?” he asked, searching her face.

“It’s hard to believe how you act as if you haven’t got a clue.” She turned her face away from him. “If you want to play it that way, I heard every word you said to your mother Alex.”

He lowered his gaze, recalling his earlier words to his mom and looked back at Carly. “It’s not what you think.”

“So how is it? Tell me how it’s not what I heard.” She freed herself from his hold, putting up her hands in front of her. “Stop. I don’t want to hear what you have to say.” She walked back to the bed where her already-full suitcases laid on top. “Let it go, Alex. Why bother yourself with any of this. It’s about time this ridiculous situation ends anyway.” She tossed a pair of shoes in one of the cases. Their argument only helped build up the anger, frustration, and hurt, into a knot in her throat, making it too hard for her to talk.

Alex approached her. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

She put her suitcases on the floor “It doesn’t matter, you did anyway. Sorry, there’s no undo or rewind button here. Nothing that you say will make it go away. Now move out of my way please. I’m leaving.” Her voice cracked, that darn lump was breaking.

Alex stepped in front of her and grabbed one of her suitcases, obstructing her way. “You’re not leaving until we discuss this.”

Carly tightened her grip on the handle of her suitcases, looking him straight in the eye. “There’s nothing to discuss. I’m done here.”

“I’m not done with you yet.” He moved the suitcase off to the side.

She rubbed her temple, spun around in the opposite direction. “Then, when will you be?” she said, facing him again but from a safe distance. “How much longer until you grow bored of me? This doesn’t have to be hard. Come on Alex, I’m disappointed you’re even trying to put up a fight, that’s not your style.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “Dammit, Carly! You’re not even attempting to give me a chance. I’m making an effort to understand…to explain to you I don’t want you to leave.” Alex moved a step closer. “Isn’t that enough?”

Carly’s chin quivered, she couldn’t hold back those tears for much longer. “No. It’s not.”

“What do you want me to say? Profess undying love, say I want to marry you, have kids with you and live in a house with a white picket fence? Is that what you want me to say?” He regarded her. “I can’t make promises I don’t know I’ll be able to keep.” He closed the distance between them and gripped her arms.

Tears clouded her eyes. His words had done her in. “I’m not asking you to promise me anything. You’ve made it sufficiently clear your feelings are as cold and black as night, why, why would I ask you to promise me something like that or anything for that matter?” Carly glared at the door past him. “What’s that rule you have? Oh yeah that’s right: enchant them, seduce them, leave them.” Her gaze took in his shocked expression. “Yes, I know all about your rule, all women do. You’ve done well Alex, you got two of them right. You charmed me into your bed, you fucked me good while you were at it, but I’m the one leaving you.”

He brought her body closer to his, his lips were a breath away from hers. “Why, so you can go back running to Jay? Who according to you is your guy best friend?”

“I was starting to wonder why it’d taken you so long to go there. I knew you played dirty, Alex St. Jones. So, thank you for proving me right.” She paused. “If you must know, Jay’s everything you’re not. If he’d have me I wouldn’t hesitate to try out that kind of relationship with him.” Nothing would ever happen between her and Jay, theirs was strictly a friendship. Carly just wanted Alex to hurt as much as he’d hurt her.

“Please don’t play that card. You’re mine Carly.” His red-hot gaze on her let her know his words were a warning, but that wasn’t enough. What did he want from her? Obviously nothing serious, he’d said so himself. His actions, his words confused her.

“You can’t ever have what’s never been yours.” She shifted in his hold to no avail.

“What do you want from me, Carly?” he asked.

“Nothing. You can’t give me what I want. I want someone who’d love me as much as I would him. I want everything you don’t.” Her lips quivered as a tear rolled down her cheek.

“You’re scared and you’re running away because that’s easier to deal with than to deal with me, with whatever this is between us,” he said.

Another fat tear slid down her cheek. “Yes. You got that right. You wanna know why?” Her gaze moved from his lips to his eyes. “Because I love you and it hurts to know that you don’t.”

Alex dropped his arms down his sides as if her words had burnt him, his gaze never leaving her. Carly didn’t know what to make of his shocked expression. For a moment she swore he was about to say the same words back to her, that was probably wishful thinking on her part because he didn’t say anything. Instead, he walked to the tall window across the room.

Carly reached for her designer bag, took her suitcases and headed for the door.

“Please don’t leave.”

Carly stopped by the bedroom door. “Give me a reason why I should stay,” she said over her shoulder.

“Because we’re good together.”

Carly placed a hand on the doorframe, inclining her head. “That’s not good enough.” At his silent response she stole a side glance at him.

Alex breathed out as he closed his eyes and shoved his hands in his pants pockets. “You’re right. If I let you hang around I’m bound to lose my mind. Have a safe trip, Carly.” He turned his back to her.

Carly made it out of his chateau barely in one piece, if she stayed one second longer she wouldn’t be able to leave. She murmured a “thank you” to Leo for taking her to the airport at the last minute and got in the car while he put her suitcases in the trunk. Carly rested her back on the seat giving into the tears she couldn’t hold any more.

This wasn’t what she wanted but how much longer would it have lasted if she’d stayed? Setting him free was the way to go, then again, who was she kidding? Alex had always been a free agent. It was the other way around, he’d set her free.

Already, she didn’t know how to glue back together her shattered heart.

She stared out the window taking one last look at the place she’d been most happy at the last few weeks as it gradually disappeared from view.

****

Celebrity News!

Most sought after bachelor is single again!

“Hello there!” the Barbie look-alike entertainment anchor said. “In today’s breaking news, I am happy to report Alex St. Jones is single again!” She smiled at the camera. “Yes ladies. It looks like the lovebirds called it quits after their getaway to Cannes, France. Alex was spotted returning home alone. If you don’t believe me, just watch the clip.” She gestured to the screen in back of her where the video played.

The entertainment anchor caught Alex just as he was walking out of the airport. He put his shades on waiting for the pedestrian crossing signal to change. “Alex, how was your vacation?”

At his silent response, she followed him to his car throwing at him one question after another. No matter how provoking her questions were, he wouldn’t say a word or even look at her.

He tossed his carryon luggage in his trunk and walked to the driver’s door. The reporter finally asked, “Where’s Carly?”

Alex faced her. “Don’t you know?” He got in his car.

She stepped back so Alex wouldn’t run her over.

“Ooh, but the drama doesn’t end there! Check this out.” A new clip played showing Carly leaving her condo. “Will you be going back to Cannes any time soon?” the woman asked.

Carly quickened her pace.

“Do you have any plans to see Alex tonight?” the anchor said.

Carly smiled. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” She opened the door to the coffee shop and strode in.

The entertainment anchor tossed her hair back. “There you have it. If that isn’t calling it quits then I don’t know what is.” She winked at the camera.


Chapter Nineteen

Alex hadn’t been back to L.A. in almost two months. After the three wonderful weeks he’d spent with Carly at the French Riviera, he’d decided to take a month to visit the new worksite where his resort concept would be built. He busied himself with work day in and day out, personally supervising the last minute details of the blueprints and modified design. Truth be told, Alex did anything that kept his mind completely occupied leaving no room for wandering thoughts about Carly. Unfortunately, no matter what he did or how exhausted he was, Carly was ever present in his mind.

Letting her leave his side took all his self-restraint. Alex wanted to chain her down, kiss her senseless until she saw reason, except he opted for the easiest yet hardest way out and let her go. That had been his worst mistake. Every time Alex closed his eyes at night Carly’s words came back to haunt him: I love you. Alex had wanted to be the one to say them first, but she’d beat him to it. Pleading, asking her to stay wasn’t the answer either. She threw it back in his face saying his reason wasn’t good enough. That was as good as he could give then. Besides, if that wasn’t good enough, what was?

For some time, Carly had been the biggest thorn on his side. Her refusal to everything Alex asked for only made him desire her more, then desire took root, becoming something else altogether. After Carly walked out on him, he realized his problem hadn’t been finding her, his real problem would be forgetting her. How could he, if her absence had left a hole that couldn’t be filled? An essential part of his body was amputated, taken away with no chance of it being replaced when she left.

Alex had never fallen in love before, and his first time ever he ended up with egg on his face, empty handed, without solace anywhere. Was this how all those women he’d seduced felt about him? Hell, but he’d been a jerk! He wouldn’t even wish this dull, constant pain on his worst enemy.

Alex hoped not to cross paths with Carly any time soon. He wasn’t ready to see her yet. Honestly, he didn’t think he’d ever be. The thought of seeing her in someone else’s arms made him sick to his stomach. Carly’s friendship with his best friend’s wife didn’t help either. They’d most likely still run into each other from time to time—at least at major family events because Alex had already planned to skip all the unimportant ones.

He missed her and would like nothing more than to see her, but keeping his mental health intact was important. In order to do so, he’d have to avoid her like the plague. Carly had left him with an open wound that could never be healed.

Alex breathed in slowly as he turned into Paul’s driveway. He was on his way home and thought last minute to stop by at Paul’s place so he could bring him up to speed on their local projects. After all, he’d been away longer than anticipated. It wasn’t as if anyone was waiting for him with open arms at home. Alex parked his car and walked up the steps to the entrance where the housekeeper let him in immediately advising him Paul and his wife were out on the terrace.

Alex stepped outdoors and halted mid-step. His throat went suddenly dry when he caught a glimpse of Carly smiling sweetly at Kiera. She looked as breathtaking as ever. How would he make it out of there before making a fool of himself? Paul spotted him and Alex resumed his step, meeting him halfway.

“Hey, I didn’t know you were back in town.” Paul shook his hand as he gave him a brotherly hug.

“I just got back. I wanted to get caught up on all the local projects. I should’ve called first before crashing your party.” Clearing the discomfort in his throat, he nodded toward the women.

“What happened to you? You never care about calling before you drop in.” Paul slapped him lightly on the back. “Come on, join us.”

Alex hesitated. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing to do. You know… Carly—”

Paul gazed at the women then back at his friend. “Alex, it’s fine. Trust me.”

Alex followed Paul.

“Hey stranger!” Kiera smiled, walking up to him and gave him a hug.

His gaze swiftly moved from Kiera to Carly. “Hey…”

“Hi.” Carly briefly met his eyes.

This was beyond awkward. He’d gone from kissing her in unseen places to a barely audible hello if one could call it that.

Carly focused her attention back on Kiera and Paul. “I have someplace to be and I’m already running a little behind. Congratulations on your great news. I’m very excited for you.” She extended her arms to hug Kiera. “Take good care of yourself, all right?” She hugged Paul next. “I’m counting on you too.” Then, over her shoulder she said, “Good seeing you, Alex.”

She wouldn’t dismiss him this time. Alex hadn’t planned to see her, hadn’t wanted to see her, not yet, but now that he had, it was impossible for him to let her go. Alex excused himself from Paul and Kiera and ran after Carly.

“Carly!” he called.

She quickened her pace.

“Darling, we need to talk.” He walked after her into the family room.

Carly faced him. “Alex I’m not your darling and there’s nothing we need to talk about.” She picked up her Burberry tote and strode in the direction of the door.

Alex stepped in, obstructing her way. “Sweetheart. Don’t be childish. We really need to talk.” This time, he wouldn’t think twice about chaining her down if it came to that. It didn’t matter if they were at Paul’s home or not. She’d hear him out.

Carly sidestepped him, but he moved just in time in front of her. He grasped her hands. “Can we please talk?”

“Why? Let it go Alex. I have.” Her tone lacked the warmth he’d grown so accustomed to.

“I’d like to see you this weekend.” There had to be a way to persuade her to talk to him, to let him see her. He didn’t know what exactly he’d say, or how to go about saying it. If somehow Alex could find the words to explain how he really felt things would be so much easier, but that was too much to ask for. It wouldn’t be that easy.

“I have plans.” Carly yanked her hands from his grasp. She lost the hold on her bag’s handles, letting it drop between them. Her bag fell upside down on the floor and all its contents scattered around their feet. “Dammit, Alex,” she muttered, kneeling on the floor.

Alex went down on his knee to help her collect her items. “What will it take to get you to talk to me?” He handed her a box of color pencils, tissues and a chocolate bar.

“Please don’t touch anything.” She put up her hands. “I’ll take care of it.”

Alex continued collecting her scattered belongings. Was she nervous? Carly was never nervous around him. She always argued with him, pointed out all his faults and tried to best him every time she got a chance. “Carly, I’ve been think—” He frowned at the contents in his hand. “What’s this?”

Carly angled her head to look at the items he held. “Oh s...” she uttered, snatching the three unused pregnancy tests in his hand. She tossed them in her bag, springing to her feet forgetting the other items still on the floor. Carly took a step toward the door, but Alex grabbed her arm, halting her mid-step.

“Are you pregnant? Is it mine?”

“So like you to say something like that, I wouldn’t have expected anything else.” She yanked her arm.

“Oh no, don’t you go playing your game evading my questions. I’m not going to play it this time. Are you pregnant?” he asked.

“I-I don’t know,” she said, closing her eyes.

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

Snapping her eyes open, she said, “I’m late all right, I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“How late?” His fingers pressed harder into her flesh.

She pulled her arm, trying to free herself from his grasp. “Five weeks.”

“Aw fuck!” He let her go. “I thought you said you were on the pill.” Alex ran his hands over his face stepping back. What the hell? A baby? He was just coming to terms with himself about loving and losing the one woman that took away his heart when she walked out on him. And now this—how was he supposed to come to terms with something as big as the four-letter word: ‘baby’?

Carly straightened her back. “Listen, there’s no need for you to worry yourself. For starters it’s not the first time I’m late, so I’m not worried. In the slight possibility that I am, it’s not your baby. It’s mine. Good day, Alex.” She turned on her heel.

“Carly!” Alex called after her. “Don’t you dare play that old trick on me because it won’t work!” He strode toward her, pointing his forefinger at her in warning. “If you’re pregnant you have no right to keep me away from my kid, and this time I’ll take you to court if I have to.”

“What, you’re going to take me to court like you didn’t last time? You’re going to make me sign another contract which happened to be the biggest trick ever?” Rage clouded her gaze. “What, you didn’t think I’d find out that you’d never execute such a ridiculous agreement? That if there was anyone you could really sue for damages was Matt for breach of contract?” She closed the gap between them. “What did that gain you, I wonder? Alex, you should know better by now. You want to take me to court then do it, don’t threaten me. But first you’ll have to prove my baby is yours, and guess what? It isn’t because it doesn’t even exist.” She waved her hands in front of her. “I’m late, so what? Big deal. Not your problem.” She adjusted her bag handles. “Please don’t fancy yourself with being a father because you won’t be one, and don’t look for me either. I’ll put a restraining order against you if need be. It’s a warning Alex, the only one I’ll give. I’m tired of playing games.”

Alex studied the hurt hidden behind the anger in her gaze. “All the restraining orders in the world won’t keep me away from what’s mine, even if that means I have to take you to see a doctor myself. Fuck Carly, how could you not realize you were late until now? That’s plain irresponsible.”

Carly caught her breath and took a step back. “Why do you care? In case you forgot, you’re never having kids. You said so yourself, so why are you all worked up? What, does it matter to you? Look at you talk about being responsible, it’s laughable as you’re the god of recklessness. Don’t you dare come talking to me about being irresponsible! Leave me alone, Alex. Once and for all just let me be.” Carly walked out of the family room.

Alex stood motionless. He ran his hands over his face, and sat on the couch resting his head in his hands. What was he supposed to do now? Even if she truly wasn’t pregnant, the seed of doubt was already planted, Alex wondered if Carly had planned not to tell him if it turned out she was having his baby. If he weren’t in full use of his five senses, Alex would stalk her even if that made him look like he’d really lost it. But that wouldn’t help things one bit. There had to be a way to get closer to her, to make her see they were good together, baby or no baby. Although that last was a curveball he’d never expected. The thought of the possibility about being someone’s dad scared him to death. Alex already felt sorry for the kid.

No. Wrong. Whether there was any father material in him or not didn’t matter, he sure could learn how to be a dad.

First things first, he had to get Carly back. He’d worry about being a father later. Alex excused himself from Paul and Kiera, and went home to design a plan to woo the woman who’d stolen his heart.


Chapter Twenty

Carly hadn’t expected to see Alex so soon after she came back from her getaway with him, she buried herself with work. She took on more projects than she normally would—her way of forgetting her real problem, Alex St. Jones. Carly took pride in her work. Every time she drew a new design, played with colors, textures and created different views of the same room in different shades, but her pride crumbled time and again when she realized Alex was the muse to her creations.

She wanted to get him out of her mind, heart and soul, but bringing herself to do that was just too hard. Carly had been well aware from the time she signed his stupid contract that walking away from it and from him unscathed wouldn’t be avoidable.

The wounds weren’t visible to the naked eye, but they were there because the internal pain reminded her of it every minute of the day. Eventually they’d have to cross paths given their relationship with Paul and Kiera. Carly just hadn’t imagined it’d be this soon.

When he’d walked in her direction, butterflies had danced in her belly. Carly wanted to run to him, hold him, kiss him, and most of all tell him she was sorry for leaving. But her pride wouldn’t let her do just that. Instead, she threw it all back at him. If Carly had ever wanted a chance at finding out whether they could be a real couple, that had been it, and she’d literally tossed it in the trash. But, how could she not react that way? Every time Carly thought of him, his words played in her mind: he’d never get married, have kids, give up his single status, and most importantly there never would be anything serious between them. The realization of it still stung, his words were engraved in her memory and she couldn’t forget about them. She’d tried, oh how she’d tried.

Alex looked as good as ever. Why did this have to happen to her? Accepting the fact she’d never be able to get over him had been hard enough. Alex was exactly the type of guy her mom always warned her about. He was the bad boy no mother ever wanted for her daughter. The thing was his kind of bad boy came with a sign that read ‘sinfully irresistible’. His was the kind even a blind woman wouldn’t be able to walk away from.

Then, there was the pregnancy thing to deal with. Carly pushed her chair away from the desk, swirling it to face the glass wall. She’d never been late but had flat out lied to Alex. He was the last person she wanted to discuss her dilemma with. After seeing him, she’d decided to take the tests when she got home. Carly was afraid to see the results but needed to know. Such was her luck all three tests flashed the wrong answer. Well, it was the right answer just not the one she hoped for.

She’d seen the doctor this morning only to officially confirm her fears. What would she do with a baby if she still didn’t know what to do with herself? Having a baby meant reprioritizing her life, putting her career on hold.

The thought of having a baby by herself gave her goosebumps. Carly couldn’t fathom the thought of taking care of someone so little, so fragile—that was a big responsibility that required someone willing, someone that wasn’t her. Carly played with the thought of letting Alex know, would he even care? No matter her thoughts, she’d have to tell him eventually. The severity of the situation wasn’t something to keep away from anyone, especially not him. Regardless, Carly was still saddened by the fact Alex would never be a one woman man.

She angled her head to see Liv, her assistant, walk in with three men at her heels holding the most gorgeous red roses arrangements she’d ever seen. “What’s this?” Carly asked in surprise.

Liv beamed at her. “They’re all for you. Aren’t they gorgeous?”

“Who sent them?” Carly walked to one of the arrangements.

Liv blushed. “Alex did. There are more.”

Carly stepped in front of one of the men carrying an arrangement. “I don’t want them. Please take them all back.”

“Sorry ma’am. We’re not allowed to take anything back,” the man replied.

Carly turned to Liv for help, but she only shrugged in response. The men filled her office with about thirty or more arrangements of all sizes. There was barely any room left to walk. What was Alex trying to do to her? When the men dropped off the last arrangement, Carly walked back to her laptop and instant messaged him.

Carly M: Under other circumstances I’d personally call you and thank you for the flowers. Unfortunately that’s not the case. Send back those men and tell them they need to take it all back.

A St. Jones: Darling… I’m glad to hear you received my flowers. Thank you for letting me know my men followed my instructions. I’ll make a note to send them an extra generous tip.

Carly gasped at his response, what did he think he was doing? He couldn’t invade her workspace just because he felt like it.

Carly M: What’s your deal, Alex? What do you want?

A St. Jones: I want to be the man you want.

Carly M: The man I want is so sweet he’d never bring flowers because he’s more original than that. He respects my wishes because he’s not a snob.

A St. Jones: Then, I’m exactly the man you want. I’m sweet and I respect all your wishes, it’s just that sometimes I like to show there’s more to what you think you want. Now, about the flowers, point taken. I could’ve been more original, I thought of taking you on a hot air balloon ride, but in your state I didn’t think it wise. About that last: have you been to the doctor yet or will I have to take you myself?

Argh, such a pompous ass he was! Carly closed the instant message window; she was done chatting with him. Taking a deep breath, her senses betrayed her allowing her to enjoy the delicate roses’ fragrance surrounding her. Carly rolled in her chair to one of the arrangements and pulled out the small card hidden in the middle of the roses. “I didn’t think Alex had it in him to send roses,” she muttered.

Darling… I’ve missed you.

Alex

“Huh?” Carly read the note again and moved on to the next arrangement.

Sweetheart… Give me a chance. Allow me to show you this can work.

Alex

“Did he write all these himself?” she reread for the third time his handwritten note and continued on to the next arrangement.

Carly…darling, I promise you I’m worth a try.

Her jaw quivered as tears clouded her vision. She quickly stepped through the arrangements, removing all the handwritten cards.

Sweetheart… You’re the one for me.

Fat tears rolled down Carly’s cheeks as her gaze moved through each of the handwritten notes spread on her desk

Babe… Give me back my heart.

Carly covered her quiet sobs with her hands.

Love… Let’s start over…

More tears rolled down her cheeks.

Carly… Let me be yours, darling.

She couldn’t make herself read the rest. It was all too much to take in. Her stupid hormones were making her all teary, and sentimental. She wanted to ignore him, go on with her life but with notes like these it was impossible not to run back to him. Carly leapt to her feet, grabbed her bag, and left the office. If there really were second chances, this was hers. She’d been a fool walking out on him. She’d give him a chance—Correction, she’d give them a chance. Carly would tell him face to face they were indeed having a baby. How he’d react to that bit of news was unknown. Alex probably would be as scared as she was, at least they’d be together.

Carly stopped by the ladies room on her way up to see Alex. Her reflection in the mirror only confirmed she looked a mess. Puffy eyes from all the crying stared back at her. Gosh, her nose was as red as Bambi’s, but it didn’t matter. Carly was getting her man back, for better or for worse she had to know what if this time things did work out. She left the ladies room and took the elevator to Alex’s firm on the thirty-fifth floor.

Carly took deep breaths trying to slow her loud heartbeat pace. Darn anxiety, her hands were sweating cold, her knees felt like Jell-O. But…her spirits were up. She lied her way in pulling her best face and talked the receptionist into giving directions to Alex’s office. Carly breathed in slowly as she turned the knob.

“Oh my God!” she exclaimed. The same super model he’d been with at her client’s nightclub grand opening had her arms around his neck, purring something in his ear. Carly regarded them wide-eyed from where she stood by the door. Alex dropped his hands from around the woman’s waist the moment his gaze met Carly’s.

“Carly!” he called, pushing away from the woman.

Carly shook her head. Her face was contorted with heartbreak. “I’m such a fool.” She shut the door.

“Carly, stop!” Alex was a few feet behind.

She double-timed, adding more distance between them.

“Carly, listen to me.”

She kept up her pace. Getting away from Alex was a must. Thanks to her lucky stars a man held the elevator for her.

“Hold it!” Alex yelled, only it was a second too late because the elevator’s doors closed just in time.

He didn’t deserve a single tear from her, except her emotions won over allowing quiet sobs escape her throat. The curious gazes with silent questions surrounded her in the elevator ride on her way down to the lobby. Carly had to make it to her car before she really broke down. How could she move on now?

Carly dropped to her knees the moment she walked into her condo. The memory of the woman’s arms around Alex’s neck was still fresh in her mind. How could she have been so stupid to believe he’d changed, that he was serious about them being together? A playboy was always a playboy, who was she trying to kid into thinking she was the one to tame him? The thought of it alone was laughable. Carly couldn’t stop the tears from coming. Her hands held her head willing her mind to stop all the thoughts rushing through it by the second. She forced herself to walk to her bedroom.

Hugging a pillow, Carly laid on her bed. She was terrified about having a baby by herself but giving it up wasn’t an option. The truth was, there’d never be a right time to have a baby. Doing what was best for her was all that mattered, that also meant getting away from this place, from Alex. The only thing holding Carly back in L.A. were her two best friends, but they’d always be there regardless of where she was. Her decision was made. Moving on was hard but not impossible, both her and her baby deserved a new start.


Chapter Twenty-One

Why did shit have to happen when things were turning around? Celine had shown up unexpectedly at his office with an invitation to join her in her upcoming weekend getaway. Alex politely declined her offer and was pushing her away from him when Carly walked in. He ran out calling Carly’s name not caring about the looks others gave as he passed.

She stepped into the elevator. He’d missed her by a few steps. He had frantically pressed the down arrow for the elevator. It wasn’t long before another opened its doors and he rushed in, swearing under his breath, hoping its occupants were heading straight down to the lobby and didn’t need to stop at every floor. Alex had to catch up to her, but she was gone by the time the elevator finally made it to the lobby. He dashed to the street through the glass revolving door.

Carly was gone.

Alex decided to give her some space, let her cool down. Knowing that if he went looking for her right at that moment, she wouldn’t hear him out.

Well, that hadn’t been the best course of action because when he did go looking for Carly the next day, the concierge didn’t even allow him up to her condo. The concierge informed him he wasn’t to let Alex in. He added that, even if he were allowed in there was no use because she was out of town. They had instructions to hold her mail until she returned. And no, there wasn’t a return date on file. Alex bit the inside of his cheek as he processed the news. Was she avoiding him, or had she really left?

The sun didn’t rise and didn’t set for Alex since he learned Carly left. During the past three weeks he’d called her a million times, left her twice as many messages, but she wouldn’t return his voice mails. The ring tone didn’t even sound off when Alex called her. Instead, his calls were sent straight to voice mail. Alex tried texting her too but still no response. Calling her assistant didn’t work either. Liv’s responses were always the same: Carly was gone, no one knew where she was or when she’d be back. Even if they knew, they wouldn’t care to give him a hint of her whereabouts. Alex had stopped by her office too only to be told yet again by Liv that Carly wasn’t there.

He was losing his mind, how could he have been so dead wrong? He felt like such an idiot.

Alex had also stopped by her condo a million times and felt like a bigger loser when the concierge just shook his head in disapproval every time. Definitely, the joke was on him. Alex had really lost her this time. Letting her cool down had been a mistake, one he regretted a thousand times over. What had he been thinking?

It was Thursday night. He had no idea how he’d make it through another week without knowing anything about her. Alex instructed his housekeeper not to bother him. He locked himself in his study and hurled against the wall everything he found within his reach as he paced around the room. “Fuck!” His voice was full of rage. “You got an F plus on this one for big time fucked up, Alex.” He flung another item against the wall, smashing it into pieces.

He craved to hear the sweet sound of her voice, her infectious laugh. For crying out loud, he even missed their arguments. Alex longed to hold her in his arms, drown himself in her sweet scent, and never again let her go. He missed her. If only Carly would hear him out, Alex would tell her how he felt about her, even if she didn’t feel the same way about him anymore. This was all his fault, he’d lost it all. It was too late for regrets on what he didn’t do, what he could’ve, or should’ve done. What a jackass he’d been.

Alex was concerned because he still didn’t know if she was pregnant or not. He wasn’t ready to be anyone’s dad, but if Carly was having his baby he wanted to be there for her—for their baby. Alex would give anything to know where she was, if at least to let her know she wasn’t alone, that he’d always be there for her was all he’d ask. Alex ran his hands through his hair, cussing under his breath.

Alex grabbed a bottle of vodka from his wet bar and sat on his couch scanning his ultimate destruction. So like him.

Apparently he was master at destroying everything that crossed his path. He closed his eyes and resolved on drinking himself to a stupor, perhaps that’d make the pain throbbing in his chest go away, even if for only a little while.

Alex had never known such a misery existed until now. “M-make it go away,” he muttered, looking at the bottle in his hand.

Alex flinched at the loud knock sounding from the door. “Leave me alone,” he yelled, stretching on the couch where he’d spent the night. Alex opened and closed his eyes until they adjusted to the sunlight coming through the tall glass windows in his study, glaring at the wreck he’d made. The knocks on the door became louder, sounding like a sledgehammer was hitting his head. “Stop that, would you?” Alex said, rubbing his temple.

“Open the damned door, Alex, if you know what’s good for you,” Jay said from the other side.

“What are you doing here?” Alex sat up on the couch. “I don’t recall inviting you over. You’re not welcome here so leave me the hell alone, if you know what’s good for you,” he replied, imitating Jay’s tone. “Or, I’ll kick you out myself.” How he’d do that in his present state would be something to see, but Jay didn’t need to know his bluff.

“You’re such an asshole. I don’t even know why I’m trying to help you.” There was silence for a moment, and then Jay added, “You know what Alex, fuck you. I only came here because of Carly.”

“Carly?” Alex jumped to his feet and threw the empty bottle of vodka on the couch as he strode to the door to open it.

“What happened here?” Jay said in shock as his gaze traveled around the room.

Alex straightened his back. “It’s none of your business. Is Carly all right?”

Jay regarded his disheveled state. “She’ll wring my neck if she finds out I’ve been here.”

“She’s back?” Alex ran a hand through his tousled hair. He could’ve sworn his heart jumped at that bit of news.

Jay tightened his jaw. “She’s back but not for long.”

“What do you mean not for long?” Alex asked.

That didn’t sound right. Not for long? Was she leaving again?

“Something’s come up and she’s quit her job. She’s moving away.” Jay looked at the time on his watch. “Alex, if you really care for her, this is your one chance to make things right. But if you’re not sure of what you want then don’t bother.” He shoved his hands in his pants’ pockets.

Alex stared back at Jay. “Why is she leaving? Does she hate me that much?” What the heck, had he really just asked that aloud? Jay of all people.

“I think it’s just the opposite, and with the ba—” Jay coughed to cover up what he’d been about to reveal.

Understanding dawned on Alex. “The b-baby…” He sighed. “She’s leaving because she loves me and she’s having my baby. And that makes so much fucking sense to me why?” Alex swore under his breath. “Your BFF is driving me insane, I don’t know what more to do.” He slid his hands over his face in frustration.

“My, my, would you look at that…how the mighty Alex St. Jones has fallen,” Jay chuckled. “If I were you, I’d get my act together. You know what’s happening tomorrow right?”

Alex frowned. “What?” If he were feeling up to it he’d punch that smirk off Jay’s pretty face, but pretty boy was being pretty nice so Alex would have to whack him some other time.

“If you can’t figure it out, then you don’t deserve her, my friend.” Jay spun on his heel.

Alex stood by the door, replaying Jay’s words. What was happening tomorrow? Of course he should’ve known pretty boy wouldn’t be that nice and tell him everything. Jay would make him work for it. “Shit!” Alex went in search of a cold shower to clear his head so he could think of what could possibly be happening tomorrow.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Carly had spent the last three weeks in Washington State visiting with her parents. Even though it’d been a last minute trip, the time away had actually done her good. She would’ve liked not to think of Alex but that had been impossible to do. Trying not to think of him made her think of him more.

Spending great quality time with her parents made up for the time Carly had been away since she’d seen them last. And that girl straight talk time with her mom was priceless. Carly spilled her guts between sobs, and told her all about the incorrigible playboy who’d broken her heart, and who happened to be the father of the child she expected.

At first she was afraid of her mom’s reaction, let alone her dad’s. However, Carly was in shock about their attitude and how happy they’d seemed at knowing they’d be grandparents soon. Carly was also growing used to the idea of being a mom at twenty-eight. In fact, she was so excited about it she couldn’t wait to meet face to face the little person growing inside of her. But she wouldn’t lie to herself—everything would be much easier if circumstances with her baby’s dad were different.

Carly wondered if Alex had even thought of her while she’d been gone. Had he tried looking for her? She didn’t know. She’d left everything behind, including her phone. Carly wanted time away from everything, taking her phone with her or checking her messages would’ve been too tempting not to give in. Right now, Carly was more collected, but even so, she still wasn’t about to look at any missed calls or messages. God knew she didn’t need anything to make her doubt her decision to move on. As painful as it was that included quitting her job, getting a new place, and even a new phone number that only selected few would have. Alex wouldn’t be one of them. At least not right away. She needed more time where he was concerned.

Sooner or later, she’d have to let him know he was going to be a dad, but there was still time to figure that out. She didn’t yet know how to approach him. Whether she’d do it over the phone, face to face, or via email, Carly had no clue. The thought of telling him face to face: “um, yeah, you’ll be a dad in less than nine months,” made her knees tremble. She was certain to make a fool of herself if she told him face to face. Her stupid hormones would take over and she’d sob before she finished telling him. No. That was definitely not the way. Alex could wait a little longer to hear the news. He probably wouldn’t even care. She’d tell him anyway, but only when she was ready.

First things first. Carly had to finish arranging the boxes for the moving crew to take. She’d already packed her belongings. The moving guys were coming tomorrow to take all the large items. During the time she spent with her parents, an old friend from school approached her about an immediate opening in his interior design firm that fit her perfectly. It was a small firm, so the hiring process hadn’t been long and arduous. Carly was hired pretty much on the spot. Then, someone must’ve been sending positive thoughts her way because soon after, she found a pretty, cozy house near her parents.

Carly never imagined that her life would change this much in such a short timeframe. Life was indeed peachy. No one could beat it or cheat it. Carly scanned her condo, her heart full of melancholy, tonight would be the last night she’d spend in this place. She’d talked to the realtor. The place would be up for sale in another week, but Kiera would help her with that, so Carly could settle in her new place and start her new job.

Today was the last game of the tee ball season. She wouldn’t miss the chance to watch the Little Boys Big League play one last time. Carly planned to continue sponsoring the team but she’d miss them dearly. The least she could do was watch their last game of the season. She took her time walking to the park, stealing one last look at what had been her neighborhood the last few years.

All parents and other family members were there waiting for the game to start. Carly exchanged greetings with some of the moms, as she found her way to her usual bench. She sat as comfortably as was possible on the hard surface waiting for the game to begin. Everyone at the field grew suddenly quiet when ten kids from the Little Boys Big League walked in a disorderly formation and stopped right in the middle of the field. The boys looked adorable in their uniforms.

The coach stood behind the kids. “As you all know, today is a home game and our Little Boys Big League’s last game of the season.” The coach paused clearing his throat. “This year we’ll kick off our game a little different than you’re all used to. Enjoy!” A secret telling smirk formed on his face as he stepped back. Parents looked one another in question, even Carly wondered what that was all that about.

Then the first kid moved one step forward and turned in Carly’s direction. “I know I can be a jerk,” the kid said. Most parents laughed, while others looked around confused.

Carly smiled but her gut told her something wasn’t right.

“What’s a jerk anyway?” The kid twisted around facing his coach. The coach mouthed something back and the kid took his place back at the front of the line.

The crowd hadn’t stopped laughing when a second kid stepped forward looking at her. “I know you hate my guts,” the kid said aloud over the crowd.

Carly shifted in her seat as all parents laughed even harder.

A third kid stepped forward. “I know you hate that I won’t leave you alone,” the kid shouted over the crowd’s hilarious cackle.

The crowd soon realized every time a kid stepped forward, the message was directed at Carly. Many amused gazes settled on her.

A fourth kid moved up, pushing the other three in front of him off to the side. “I know you hate that I make you sad,” he called. Instead of laughing this time the crowd, “Aaawed” and one-by-one turned their full attention to Carly.

This was no longer funny. This had Alex written all over it. She wasn’t going to be anyone’s joke. Not this time. Her heart was beating so fast she could almost hear it. Carly stood up, walked to the side and went down the steps.

“Don’t leave,” a fifth kid yelled. “I still have to say my line!” he exclaimed, causing the crowd to laugh. “I know you hate that I’m right.”

The crowd grew silent as Carly made it to the last step and turned to leave the field.

“But I ask you to give me a chance,” Alex’s deep voice called behind her. “Let me make it up to you for the time lost. Let me show you I can, but if you say no, I’ll press no more.”

Carly turned back around to face him. This version of Alex was the reflection of someone who’d been through some really rough few weeks, yet she wouldn’t give in. She’d had a hard time herself and no one was feeling sorry for her.

Alex glanced at their audience but didn’t seem one bit uncomfortable.

Unlike him, Carly wanted to run and hide. Not Alex; he stood there comfortably airing their dirty laundry in front of strangers.

“Give me one good reason.” She gripped the metal handle of the bleacher’s stairs next to her.

Alex moved toward her. “Because you’re everything I don’t deserve but everything I need.” He stopped. “I thought I knew freedom but the truth is I didn’t. I was living in a cage and you set me free. You’re my freedom.” He searched her face until his eyes locked on hers. “Because I love you.”

Carly’s lip quivered as tears clouded her eyes. For a moment she thought Alex would give all other reasons and never say the one that mattered most, the one she longed to hear. Now that he had she couldn’t move. Her feet were glued to the ground, she tried hard not to blink but tears slid down her cheeks as the meaning of his words dawned on her.

A mom sitting on the bench near where Carly stood pushed her forward in Alex’s path. “Go get him girl, or I’ll take him from you,” the woman teased.

Carly stumbled but quickly collected herself and moved toward Alex who met her halfway. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he encircled her waist with both his arms. He lifted her off her feet and kissed her.

“I love you,” she murmured against his lips.

“I’ve been through hell since you left. Promise you’ll never leave me again,” he said, putting her down on her feet. “I love you. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” His gaze searched hers.

Carly rose on her toes to kiss him back in response but halted midway as she read the five signs the other five kids had up. “Will. You. Marry. Me?” she whispered, and glanced down at Alex, who was now on bended knee in front of her.

“Say you’ll marry me, Carly Mitchell.” He looked up to her from the ground.

Carly covered her mouth with her hands as tears continued to roll down her cheeks. This was the one moment she’d never really dreamed of with Alex. This was that kind of dream everyone had that never came true, yet it was happening to her. Carly only stared at him. The words were stuck in her throat. She wanted to say aloud “yes, yes, yes”, but the words wouldn’t come out.

He placed his hands on her hips bringing her closer to him. “Help me out here would you buddy?” He kissed her belly. “Tell your mom your dad loves you both very much. Tell her to say yes,” he spoke softly, as his gaze met hers.

Carly nodded. “Y-yes… I’ll m-marry you,” she said between sobs. Alex slid on her finger a princess cut diamond ring, kissing her knuckles as he leapt to his feet. She didn’t even bother to look at the ring. All that mattered was that Alex was here with her. Now, they had the rest of their lives to figure things out.

Alex cupped her face with his hands. “Thank you sweet darling.” He kissed her one more time.

****

Celebrity News!

Wedding bells for Alex St. Jones

“We hear wedding bells for Alex St. Jones ladies,” the odious entertainment anchor said to the camera. “The most sought after bachelor is now officially a happily married man. Alex St. Jones, otherwise known as the St. Joneses’ black sheep has tied the knot.” She paused. “Remember this?” Carly’s backside shot when Alex carried her over his shoulder out of the charity event was displayed on TV. “This fine rear end belongs to the woman who stole his heart, none other than Carly Mitchell.” The anchor sighed. “Yes ladies, it’s true. Our bachelor is bachelor no more. Well, we wish the newlyweds the best in this new chapter of their lives.”

The entertainment anchor looked around and closed the distance with the camera. “Rumor has it there’s a baby on the way,” she whispered, winking at the TV viewers.


Epilogue

Alex closed his eyes, recalling the night Carly accepted him back in her life. He had no idea how she’d react or even hear him out. Those minutes in that field could’ve been hours for all he cared because that was how it had felt. His heart plummeted to the ground when Carly stood to leave the park. He thought he’d never see her again, but when she turned around and walked toward him, hope filled his chest.

Then, she’d made him the happiest man alive when she officially said ‘I do’ He was one lucky man, she was now Mrs. Alex St. Jones.

Carly hesitated about getting married right after his proposal, but Alex listed all the reasons why they shouldn’t wait, one of them being they loved each other and had a baby on the way. What was the point of delaying it? He’d never leave her side ever. They decided on a small wedding with close friends and family only, where somehow, someone, had sneaked out some pictures that appeared later on the front cover of a magazine.

The one other major precious moment in his life was the birth of his son, Junior. Alex freaked when Carly went into labor. He didn’t know what to do, where to run. She went through that horrible pain and wished he could take it all away. He was terrified, those were long hours at the hospital, little Junior took his sweet little time leaving his mom’s womb.

The moment Alex laid eyes on his son, his heart crumbled, but that wasn’t as bad as the first time he held him in his arms. Then what Alex knew as the world completely collapsed inside him. Everything stopped for a minute or two in that hospital room. Alex wasn’t able to stop admiring the little baby, staring intently back at him with big moonlit cosmic green eyes like his mom’s, and a head full of black hair like his. The little bundle got him out of his reverie when he wailed, looking for something to suck on, which Alex took as his cue to hand him back to the nurse. Alex had trouble believing how this little boy was his doing, accident or not, planned or not. The best part of all was he wouldn’t want it any other way.

Alex paced around in Junior’s room. Gosh, who would’ve thought his life would change this much? He bet even a fortuneteller couldn’t have seen this. He let out a soft laugh. His bachelor pad was bachelor pad no more. Although the house was big enough, he’d opted for selling it, moving them into a family friendly house just as large and eco-friendly as his previous place. Alex didn’t want anything that reminded him of his bachelor days—he’d done so much crazy stuff in that other house that he couldn’t see himself raising a family in it.

Alex stood next to Junior’s crib, admiring how his little dude slept as soundly as he did himself. Junior would be running around the house very soon. Carly was a freaking over-protective mom, she would go crazy chasing after him. Alex was willing to bet little dude here would give her a run for her money. That’d be something to stand back and watch. Alex couldn’t wait until Junior was big enough to take him places. He imagined himself teaching Junior things fathers were supposed to teach their kids. He didn’t have a clue what he’d show him. There wasn’t a manual that said try that and if it doesn’t work then try this. This was real life. Shoot, this was pretty much on-the-job training but Alex was determined not to screw it up. It wasn’t as if he’d get fired anyway, or would he?

“Would you fire me, little dude?” Alex asked softly to the sleeping cherub as he leaned in over and kissed his forehead. He paced back to the door, taking one last look at Junior, making sure he was still sleeping soundly, before shutting the door.

It was amazing what someone so little as Junior could do. He’d helped him bridge the gap with his dad by reconciling their differences, to some extent. Alex was no longer pissing him off, he still wouldn’t apologize for all his past misgivings or all the heartburns he’d given him, hey, but at least he was trying. Then again, it wasn’t his fault his dad was a famous mogul on Wall Street, and that there was always a media frenzy about their family. Alex just happened to be the unlucky one the media liked to focus on. He didn’t think his life was world newsworthy, but others seemed to differ.

“Where’s everyone?” he asked, stepping over the threshold of his bedroom.

“Hey, babe.” Carly’s voice sounded from their walk-in closet.

An adoring smile formed on Alex’s face. “You look stunning.” He snaked an arm around her waist, drawing her to him.

“You look gorgeous yourself.” Carly rose on her toes and kissed him.

With a groan, he deepened their kiss. His tongue pushed between her lips exploring the hotness of her mouth. He slowly backed her up to the wall as his hands slid the length of her dress. His fingers stroke the inside of her thigh, tracing the lining of her lace thong, finding their way into her wet folds.

“Alex stop,” Carly moaned.

His lips curled up but he didn’t stop kissing her. “Do you really want me to stop?” Alex tore her lace thong. “Oops.”

“Hmmm…” A soft cry escaped her lips when his expert fingers stretched her and his thumb circled her bud. “We have visitors. They can walk in on us any time,” she said breathless.

Alex lifted her securing her legs around his waist. “Darling, I don’t give a damn if anyone walks in on us. I’m with you, my wife,” he emphasized, unzipping his pants before he continued, “and I intend to have you, Mrs. Alex St. Jones.” He kissed her hungrily, thrusting inside her slick channel. Carly laced her fingers in his hair pulling him closer, moving her hips in rhythm with his, meeting him thrust for each hungry thrust. Alex never imagined he’d ever share with a woman what he had with Carly. What they had wasn’t something anyone could buy or make. This was as real as it got; this was love. He increased his pace when her muscles tightened around his shaft, driving her wild with need, taking her to the peak of her ecstasy. Alex thrust in hard, losing himself in the wave of his own orgasm, filling her womb with the warmth of his seed. “Carly… Darling, I love you,” he breathed against her skin.

“I love you too,” Carly whispered. He set her back on her feet, kissing her lips once more “Alex, we need to get ready, the magazine people will be here shortly.” She dragged him to the master bathroom.

Crap, he’d forgotten all about the stupid magazine. Since the media wouldn’t leave him or his family alone, Alex had decided to invite them into his home. He wanted to let them see for themselves the side of the St. Joneses they so craved. His family wasn’t even close to how they were made out to believe in the gossip columns, their kind of issues and fights weren’t limited to the St. Joneses but the media begged to differ.

Did people really get paid for doing this crap? Obviously, they did. Maybe they’d finally leave him alone after this. Regardless, he knew there’d still be something twisted in the story. In the meantime, he was stuck with his parents, brother, sister. Shoot, even Paul, Kiera, their baby, and Dominic were there. Alex St. Jones had been tamed.

On his way out to the terrace he stopped to check in on Junior. Alex couldn’t have wished for a better welcome. Junior was awake babbling his goo talk to the toys hanging above his crib. With a grin full of love, Alex approached the crib. He was one proud dad. Then, the smell of a dirty diaper hit him. The horror! Where was the sitter? He headed back to the door, catching Carly on her way out to the terrace. “Carly!” he called.

She turned to face him and quirked her brow. “Yes?”

“Where’s the sitter? Junior needs a diaper change,” he explained.

Carly crossed her arms, and stared him down. “Honey, I’m sure you can handle something as little as a dirty diaper, can’t you?” Suppressed laughter filled her gaze.

Alex glanced in her direction, a look full of hopelessness on his face. “Darling, I’m sure you don’t really mean that.” He gestured inside the room. “Can you please come take care of it?”

Carly closed the distance between them and peeked inside the room. “Ooh darling. It sounds like Junior is getting ready to throw a fuss. You’d better hurry up.” She rose up on her toes and brushed her lips over his. “We’ll be waiting for you outside.” She spun on her heel.

Alex stared after her by the door. “How do you change a dirty diaper?” He cussed under his breath heading back in the room.

“How the heck should I know? You’re all domesticated and shit now. Shouldn’t you know?” Dominic’s voice sounded from behind. He coughed, covering up a laugh.

Alex gave him a side glance. “Well, don’t just stand there. Help me out here, would you?”

Dominic walked in cautiously. “What do you need? A diaper, wipes, powder, anything else?”

Alex carried Junior, his feet dangling, to the changing table. “Yes. And if you don’t remove that stupid smirk off your face I’ll punch it out of you.”

“Dude, you got all the stuff you need right here.” Dom pointed to the baby’s changing table.

Alex was all for hot sex, sweet and passionate lovemaking. Heck, he enjoyed trying out for babies, but that didn’t mean he loved changing dirty diapers. This wasn’t a requirement he’d thought to ever have to fulfill. He’d avoided it like the plague. And what for? He ended up with the dirtiest diaper to change for his very first time.

Dominic covered his nose and retreated to the door. “Man, if I ever wanted another reason never to marry, you just gave it to me. Damn, you have guts. I don’t know how you guys do it. Mark my words, dude” he said, standing by the door. “There’s no way, I, Dom, will ever, ever get married. With you and Paul out of the field, I now got a larger field to mess with. So, thank you, my friend. I ain’t ever doing this crap.” He pointed to the dirty diaper Alex held in his hand, turned and left cursing under his breath.

Alex would’ve liked nothing more than to throw the diaper at Dom, but thought better of it. He chuckled. He’d mark Dom’s words all right. Alex would bask in pleasure when Dom fell, because Dominic would. He’d fall harder than Paul and he had.

“Ready buddy?” Alex asked Junior who was back to babbling his baby gah gah goo talk.

****

Celebrity News!

“Guess who’s featured on the front cover of Elite Magazine’s issue this month?” the gossip entertainment anchor said and paused, before she continued, “Alex St. Jones and his family. What a gorgeous family! Who knew Alex St. Jones had it in him, huh? Not sure if you’ve read the article yet, but I do have to agree, he’ll always be a playboy in our hearts,” the reporter paused again. “What a catchy title to go with it too: What A Playboy Wants, A Playboy Gets.”
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