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“No! Shit! Tag, come back here!”

Dishes shattered with a large crash, shards flying in all directions. Tables tipped over, falling like dominos. Chairs skidded across the concrete, finally lying on their backs as the patrons jumped to their feet, several with food on their laps and drinks spilled across the tables, as a calico tabby cat raced past.

Alex Rockly leaned down, nabbed the ball of fluff by the scruff of his neck, and brought it to his lap, stroking the now purring cat from head to tail. He’d always had a way with animals and women.

“I’m so sorry. I can’t believe he did that.”

Alex glanced up when a busty brunette slid to a stop next to his table. Her hair was cut pixie short, spiking at the back while the front framed her face. Eyes the color of the sky right before a storm blew through, and lips pouty enough to give the impression she liked to be kissed, made up the whole of her face. Her body screamed made-for-orgasms as he took in the curve of her bust, the gentle scoop of her waist, and the flare of her hips—something he could totally get into holding onto. “No problem.” Alex climbed to his feet, holding out the ball of multiple colored fur for her to take into her arms. “I'm glad I could help.” He looked behind him to the mess the cat had left behind in his wake before focusing on the flush of color on the woman's cheeks.

Dressed in a pair of cutoffs riding low on her hips, a white tank top hugging the curve of her breast, and barefoot, she looked the epitome of casual in a sea of business suits and colorful people that made up New York City. Cars honked as they zipped by barely missing pedestrians lining the curb waiting to cross the busy streets. Sunlight reflected off the buildings as the sun began to set behind the tall brownstones on one street and the storefronts on the other. The eclectic mixture of people, sounds, smells, and atmosphere is what made the city spectacular. 

“My apartment door had been left cracked open, and he took advantage, racing out to check out the city streets.”

“Smart cat. New York is an interesting place.”

She shifted the cat in her arms before holding out her hand for him to shake. “Madison Avery.”

Shaking a woman's hand was new to him, but what the hell. “Alex.”

“Nice to meet you, Alex.” The cat began to squirm in her arms as if he wanted to skate away again. “I guess I should get him back upstairs before he gets loose again. Plus, I need to come down here and help them clean this mess up.” She took a step back and walked several steps away. When she glanced back over her shoulder, she gave him a tentative smile and a small wave.

The door to the apartment complex two doors down from the restaurant opened with her key and she disappeared inside. Intriguing. He returned to his seat, sipping the cup of coffee he'd left sitting on the table in his retrieval of the disobedient feline. A raise of his hand brought the waiter closer. “Top it off please. It's grown a little cold.”

“Certainly, Mr. Rockly. Can I get you a piece of cake or pie?”

“Sure. Cheesecake, please.”

“Very good, sir. I will be back in a moment.” The waiter started to move away, but turned back toward him. “I do apologize for Ms. Avery and her cat.”

“Does that happen often?”

The man flushed red as he nodded. “At least once a week. She's a great girl, but she can't keep those cats corralled very well. One escapes frequently and we seem to be their preferred choice of escape route. She has to work off the debt of the broken dishes by waiting tables sometimes.” 

The waiter disappeared through the glass doors as Alex looked down the concrete sidewalk toward where Madison had disappeared. Definitely not the type he usually was attracted to, but he was charmed by her cuteness. How many of the women he'd known in the past would have raced across the sidewalks of New York City in their bare feet to catch a cat?

He’d meant for his time in the city to be productive. The break in touring with his band Iron Rogue due to personal issues their lead singer had been dealing with, made it a forced hiatus he'd planned to take advantage of. Breaks were rare in their business.

Years ago, he'd purchased a place in New York for a retreat from the farm country they'd all come from. Iowa was home, but he craved the fast-paced life of the metropolis every now and again. The people were his inspiration, giving him something raw to draw upon for his music. Noah was their lyrics master. Alex gave their songs the melody. It had been some time since he'd written anything worth a shit. 

His personal life sucked. Sure, the life of a rock star had its moments. The women, the alcohol, the touring, it all seemed fantastic in the beginning. Lately, he'd become disenchanted by it, feeling the loneliness of waking up with a different woman all the time, never even remembering her name, much less anything else about her.

He squinted into the setting sun as he watched a young man rush past, his briefcase clutched in his hand. The guy looked like what a businessman should be, all pressed and spit-shined.

Alex glanced down at his own attire. Dressed in an AC/DC T-shirt, a holey pair of jeans, and a pair of black boots, he looked like a rock star. His long blond hair tied at the nape of his neck, several tattoos snaked across his arms, and the stud in his ear might give people in Iowa pause, but not here. He fit right in surrounded by the lights and sounds.

“Here you go,” the waiter said, leaving his cheesecake at his elbow and refilling his coffee. “Anything else I can get you?”

“No, this is fine. Thanks.”

The guy inclined his head and moved off to take care of other patrons. Alex didn't have to worry too much about people making a big deal of him while he stayed here. There were famous people all over, and he figured the locals saw them all the time. 

The mess from the escapee brought a smile to his lips. Some of the people in New York needed a good shake up at times. It didn't hurt to throw them a curve ball now and then. Madison brought a smile for different reasons. She intrigued him, not something he'd had happen in quite some time. 

Bringing his fork to his mouth, the smooth taste of the cheesecake slid along his tongue. Bitterness followed as he sipped his black coffee while he took in everything around him. People rushed in every direction, some heading home from work while others were dressed to the nines, making their way out for the evening. Restaurants lined the walkways along the crisscrossing streets, some with tables out on the sidewalks where patrons could enjoy the warm evening while they had a glass of wine before going to a musical. Multiple story buildings stretched into the sky several blocks away. Some of the biggest businesses in the world were based here, making New York the capital of modern trade. Two blocks up the street might be a totally different story.

Central Park wasn't far away with its tree-lined paths stretching in never-ending loops going in several directions. Some paths had flowers galore, blooming in a rainbow of colors while others led to open areas where families played. 

Alex enjoyed the variety of New York, but today his interest was with a curvy brunette.

His cell phone rang in his pocket. “Hey, Noah. What's up, man?”

“How are things in the big city?”

“Great.”

“Have you been writing?”

“Not much. I have some notes playing over in my head that I need to get down.” Alex grabbed a napkin next to him and jotted down a few bars. “It's probably nothing, but we'll see.”

“You never know. I didn't think I had a new song in me either, until I met Tori.”

“She's a great girl.”

“Yeah.” The line crackled a bit on his end before Noah's voice came through again. “Are you going to be back to rehearse?”

“We still have a month before our first gig, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I'm going to stay here and relax. I need to unwind.”

Noah laughed. “Unwind in New York? That's rather funny.”

“Ha ha.” He inhaled sharply as he noticed Madison step out onto the sidewalk. “Listen, I need to go. I have an errand to run. Catch you later.”

“Okay. Call me tomorrow, we'll touch base.”

“Sure,” he said absently as he climbed to his feet, threw a few dollars on the table and clicked off his phone. His steps took him behind her as he followed her down the block.

Her ass looked amazing in the pair of skinny jeans and heels she'd changed into, the cheeks filling out the denim material to perfection with the slightest jiggle to entice him. A large purse hung from her arm as she hurried down the street like she had a purpose.

A red light stopped her at the corner for a moment while she glanced both ways and then headed across the street. New York City at its finest. 

He almost lost her on the next block when she darted into an eclectic little shop where wind chimes hung in the window, a multitude of knickknacks lined the shelves, and incense burners abounded. From his view outside, the top of her hair bounced from one side of the shop to the other.

The need to figure out what about her intrigued him so much, he stepped inside only to be bombarded by a thousand mingling scents, sights, and sounds. A low, almost Bohemian music played in the background as he tried to locate her in the shop. Following a cute giggle toward the back, he rounded the corner to find Madison wrapped in some kind of brightly colored scarf.

With his shoulder against the doorframe, he watched for several moments as she turned this way and that in front of the mirror while she chatted with a sales girl.

“Oh. I'm sorry, sir,” the girl said as she moved toward him. “Is there something I can help you find?”

Madison turned, her cheeks pinking up nicely. “Well, hello.”

“Hi.” His gaze shifted back to the sales girl. “No. I found what I was looking for. Thank you.”

The girl looked at Madison and then back to him. “Maddie?”

“It's okay, Cin. This is Alex. I met him at the café down from my apartment a little while ago when Tag got out again.”

Her friend cocked her head to the side, giving him a once over that almost made him feel uncomfortable. “I see.”

Madison took a few steps toward him. “Were you looking for me?”

“Actually, I was.”

Her eyes widened, the blue becoming darker in its intensity. “Tag didn't get out again, did he?” She laid the scarf down on the chair next to her. “Crap. One of the others?” She grabbed her purse, walking quickly toward the door. “I'd better check. Thanks, Cin. Catch you later for coffee?”

“Sure, sweetie.”

Alex quickly caught up with her a few steps from the shop. “Madison, no. I'm sure the cats are fine. I followed you into the shop hoping to talk to you.”

Madison stopped and turned toward him, stepping in close enough he could see the freckles across her nose. “I'm sorry. You wanted to talk to me?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes narrowed as her gaze swept over his face and hair before traveling across his chest. “Why? Guys like you don't look twice at girls like me.”

That statement took him aback. Why wouldn't guys look at her? She was gorgeous with her fair complexion, pert nose, and kissable lips. Something about her had him questioning his sanity while he treaded on unfamiliar territory. “Why wouldn't I want to talk to you? You seem nice enough, unless you are some kind of stalker weirdo waiting to steal my underwear or something.”

A snort escaped her mouth before she could stop it. “Just ew, okay? Underwear is not my thing.”

Did she really not know who he was? Iron Rogue was the biggest thing to hit the rock scene in decades, maybe since The Rolling Stones, and she didn't know Alex Rockly by sight? That almost hurt his ego, a little. 

“I thought I could buy you a cup of coffee.”

She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes again, taking several moments to study him like a bug on the hot sidewalk. “Are you a model? Maybe an actor?”

He felt a grin lift his lips. “No.”

She tapped her fingertips to her lips as she studied him a little longer. “I'm not into the celebrity thing. I could care less, but I don't need all the hoopla that goes along with celebrities.” She leaned in, looped her hand through his arm, and placed her palm along his forearm. “Coffee it is, Alex.” They started walking down the street toward the café on the corner where her cat had raced through earlier. “I really need to help them clean up.”

“I think they are done by now. The other waiter said you work there?”

“Sometimes for extra cash. New York is an expensive place to live, especially down here, plus my cats get out frequently and I end up paying for broken dishes.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled. “A lot.”

The sun had begun to set behind the tall buildings, bathing everything in a yellow glow. Heat radiated off the concrete still, warming them as they stopped near a table and he held out her chair. If he wasn’t anything at all, he was raised a gentleman.

“Thank you. How very thoughtful.”

Pleasure surged through him, making his heart race a little faster. Never one to worry about how his actions affected others, he was surprised at the intensity of his reaction when his minuscule gesture brought a smile to her lips. “You're welcome.” He took the chair opposite hers, tucking the napkin onto his lap. “Would you like anything but coffee?”

“Coffee is fine.”

The waiter appeared at the edge of their table. “What can I get for you?” He glanced at Madison. “Oh, hey, Maddie.”

“Hey, Charles. I'll take coffee with cream please.”

“Sure and for you, Mr. Rockly?”

“Coffee as well, thanks.”

“Coming right up.”

As the waiter moved away, Alex's gaze found Madison's again. He liked what he saw, a whole lot. The intelligence in her eyes, the way she met his gaze directly, the curve of her jaw, and the way she leaned forward as if her whole focus was on him alone, made him want to know everything about her. “What do you do here in New York, Madison?”

“I work with software.”

“Like computers?”

When she smiled, her whole face lit up. “Yeah. Something like that.”

The waiter brought two cups, a pot of coffee, and some creamer. The scent of freshly brewed coffee smelled wonderful even though he'd had a cup shortly before following her down the block to the shop.

“Thank you,” he said as the waiter finished pouring both cups.

“Can I get you anything else? A sandwich, a salad, or maybe a bowl of soup? We have an awesome creamy chicken on special.”

Not taking his eyes off Madison, he answered, “No thank you. We should be fine.”

The waiter nodded before slipping away, leaving them as alone as they could get on the crowded street.

Madison stirred a dollop of cream into her coffee. “What about you, Alex? What do you do here in New York?”

He let a few moments tick by, trying to decide how much to reveal if she really didn't have a clue to his identity. “I'm a musician.”

Her fingers came up to play with the earring in her left ear, rolling it between her fingers where it dangled next to her neck. “I see. What do you play?”

“Lead guitar.”

“Do you write music as well?”

“Yeah.”

The spoon clinked against the side of her cup while she continued to stir. He preferred his black.

“I've known a few musicians before and those that play guitar generally write their own music too.”

“I mostly write the melodies. My friend writes the lyrics.”

A smile formed on her lips, lifting the corners slightly. A dimple at the right corner of her mouth peeked out. “Interesting arrangement.”

“It works for us.”

“Do you live here in New York? I don't believe I have seen you before.”

There it was. Casting the line, hoping for a bite. “I don't live here full time, no.”

“I detected a Midwest accent to your speech.”

He raised his hand, palm out to face her. “Guilty as charged. Iowa born and raised.”

Her eyes twinkled with mirth. “A farm boy, huh?”

“To the core.” He took a sip of his coffee before putting it back down on the table. “What about you? Born and raised New Yorker?”

“I do live here full time, but no, not a native.” She tapped her fingernail against her cheek for a second. “I'm originally from Idaho, home of the potato.”

He couldn't help himself. He laughed, wondering how two people from similar small-town upbringings could find each other, come together to rescue a runaway feline, and find common interests in such a large, diverse place? The idea of finding out more about Madison's hidden wants and desires held him spellbound. What would it be like to taste her skin, reveal her treasured needs, and tear a groan from her mouth when he found the one spot that drove her wild?

“Home of the potato, huh?”

“Yes. Aren't you intrigued?” A throaty laugh escaped her lips, soft and sexy as hell.

“More with each passing second.” 

The rim of the coffee cup met her bottom lip, and her gaze locked with his over the edge of the ceramic. Curiosity sparkled in her eyes, and his was piqued too. She could be a model with her curvy figure and gorgeous face. Her interests lie in sitting behind a monitor all day, or so he thought. He really had no idea what someone who worked in software did, only that it had to do with computers. Not that he didn't have his own technology type stuff, his cell phone, his computer, his big screen television, and social media, but the interworking’s of computers baffled him.

He reached across the expanse of the table, running his fingertips over the end of her index finger. Her eyes widened and then darkened. Goosebumps rose on her arm, telling him she wasn't immune to his touch. “I'd really like to get to know you better, Madison.”

In the space of a heartbeat, with the utterance of one word, she shut him down. “No.”
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What the hell is wrong with me? This man is gorgeous, and he wants to get to know me better.

“I'm sorry, Alex, but the answer is no.” She withdrew her hand from under his intoxicating touch, balling up the napkin in her lap until her fingers hurt.

“Why not?”

Her gaze focused on the dregs of coffee in her cup. Why not? The question of the day. When she raised her eyes and focused on his face, she took in everything about the man from his long blond hair, to his expressive eyes, and killer body. His chest was broad, his shoulders wide, and his hips trim. If he thought she hadn't noticed him before, he had another thing coming. The moment he'd snagged Tag, she'd been enthralled. When he'd stood to hand the wayward cat back to her, she'd noticed his tapered fingers, wondering what he did for a living that caused the calluses. He wasn't overly tall for a guy, but his frame was about six feet of pure unadulterated gorgeous male specimen. He could grace magazine covers with those looks.

But in the end, he didn't come across as the settling down type and she needed that, wanted it with every fiber of her being. She'd done the one-night stands. She'd done the short-term boyfriends. Her mantra now was more, more, more. The brass ring lay just out of reach, taunting her with the two point five kids, craftsman style house, and white picket fence. 

Her career was set. She was one of the top software developers in New York, and she could name her price on jobs. Her penthouse apartment with her ten cats had become her sanctuary, her world inside the world of business. The waitressing she did at the café was for nothing more than a change of pace. Most of those she knew from waiting tables had no idea who she was or of her success. They only knew her as Madison or Maddie, the cat lady. 

“You seem like a nice guy, but I'm kind of involved with someone.” Fucking liar. 

“Oh. I see,” he said, leaning back in the chair as his gaze raked over her face. “A serious relationship then?”

Her brow furrowed as she tried to maintain the lie. “Sort of.”

The fingers of his left hand caressed the handle of his coffee mug, reminding her of how he'd touched her moments before and how her body had reacted to that touch. His eyes narrowed as he took her in. He didn't believe her. She could tell by the crooked grin now lifting the corners of his mouth. Did anyone ever tell the man no? Probably not, she decided. It was time someone did. “I'm a very busy person. I don't have time to date.”

“Who said anything about a date?” 

Confusion rushed through her brain. He didn't want to take her out? “What exactly are you wanting then?”

“A mutual arrangement. Spend some time together. Have a little fun.” He leaned forward, dropping his tone to almost a whisper. “I'm only in town for a short time. It's lonely in the city without company. I'm sure I could make your time worthwhile.”

Did he really just proposition me? The man definitely has an ego the size of Manhattan Island. “I'm sure there are plenty of women who would jump at the chance to spend some time in your bed. I, however, don't have the inclination to become a notch on your bedpost, belt, or cock. I don't play games, Alex, and I'm done with one-night stands. I'm pushing thirty, I'm set in my career, and quick flings are something I gave up five years ago.” She climbed to her feet. “Thank you for the coffee. I hope your stay here in New York is a pleasant one.”

Moving around the table, she pushed out a breath and kept walking all the way back to her apartment complex door, swiped her keycard, and popped open the glass panel. The audacity of the man was more than she could even fathom. Never in her life had someone assumed she could be bought and that's exactly what she'd felt Alex hinted at. 

“Damn. I was really hoping he'd be different, but it is what it is, I guess.” 

The elevator door slipped open with a whoosh, showing her an empty car as she stepped inside and pressed the button for the top. As the car slid to the top, the
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