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Blurb

The truth has many layers…

Professional rugby player Lane Gerrard is used to women throwing themselves at him, but a scurrilous tabloid article naming him as father of a child sends his temper soaring. The woman he confronts doesn’t fit the blackmailer profile. Kate Alexander is attractive with an enchanting innocence. Enticing. A total stranger. Her feistiness draws his unwilling admiration, but the child…he is the image of Lane.

Kate can’t deny her son’s similarity to the sexy man at her door but no way will she hand him over without a fight. Kate doesn’t possess money but she can shower her son with love. With public speculation rife, Kate reluctantly works with Lane to discover the truth. They grow closer as distrust slowly turns to mutual fascination, but the tabloid articles bring out a stalker. Mild pranks escalate into danger, and suddenly Lane realizes Kate is a woman he could love. With Kate and her son, he could have a family. Now, with his heart on the line, this is one game he’s playing to win…


Chapter One

The Sanctuary

“Damn, that feels soooo good.”

Kate Alexander grinned and worked steadily, competent hands gliding over her client’s powerful body, massaging knots from tight muscles until each breath the man took was deep and even and relaxed.

Forest birdsong and the bubble of flowing water poured through concealed speakers in the corner of the dimly lit room. A tea candle flickered under a bowl of scented water, steam rising to release floral notes of lavender and exotic sandalwood.

Without warning, the strident demand of a doorbell shattered the calm oasis. Pried from her deep concentration, Kate dug her fingernails into the muscle of her client’s right calf.

He jerked awake with a grunt, wincing. “Ow! Whaz’s wrong?”

“Sorry, Adam.” Kate made a soothing sound and continued with feather-soft stroking until he relaxed again, but her attention had fractured and she glared in the direction of her front door. The sign in the middle of her door was clear enough for even a child to understand.

Aromatherapist at work. Do not interrupt.

The bell rang again with three staccato bursts. A brief interval later, deafening thumps echoed through her inner sanctum. Kate cursed under her breath and eased the massage to an end. She wiped her hands on a towel to remove the last traces of oil and shrugged off her pale green protective coverall. “I’m sorry. I don’t think my caller can read.”

Adam glanced over his shoulder, flashing a grin as he pushed up and secured a towel around his waist. He checked the clock hanging on the far wall. “No problem. It’s time for me to leave anyway. They’re filming my last scenes tonight and the makeup artists need plenty of time to make me look pretty.” He chuckled, enjoying the joke at his own expense.

Kate smiled at the well-known Auckland actor. If anything, they used the makeup to downplay his boyish blond looks. At least that’s what his wife and her best friend Danielle said. “Thanks. Tell Danielle I’ll call her later in the week.”

“Sure thing, sweet pea.”

She left Adam to dress, closing the door between her sanctum and the hallway. The impatient hammering continued unabated. For the love of Pete! Her white runners slapped against the tiled floor as she rushed to answer. Probably Jamie and he’d forgotten his key again…

Kate jerked the door open. “Jamie, what…?” Her words trailed off when she came face-to-face with a stranger. Tall, he loomed over her, his dark hair and tetchy expression reminding her of a thundercloud. Admittedly a very sexy one. She gaped at the enigmatic man trying to read him, for some unknown reason fascinated with learning what had ruffled his day. “Can I help you?”

The impassive mask slipped momentarily and she read the flush of displeasure high on his cheekbones, in his glittering eyes. Tightly leashed emotion radiated from him in waves and alarm seeped through her. Kate shifted uneasily before common sense told her to stop being stupid. Help was a call away. Still, as his broad shoulders angled closer, she inched backward, pleased Adam was still here. Her slow retreat didn’t go unnoticed. The hard planes of the man’s face tightened and he observed her closely like a predator stalking prey. Pewter-gray eyes fixed her with cool speculation then, just like a light switching off, his face blanked.

Her skin tingled under the scrutiny and, to her chagrin, the sensation wasn’t entirely nerves. The sexy thundercloud thing. She shuffled her feet again, barely resisting the urge to check the buttons on her cream blouse were correctly fastened.

Adam would make an appearance soon.

She hoped.

Heck, if she reacted to a grumpy stranger like this, celibacy was definitely doing something weird to her hormones. Dark, rich chocolate had worked as a sexual substitute in the past. She’d grab a chocolate bar from the pantry the minute the man left.

Kate conducted a quick, edgy survey of her own. He appeared well groomed, wearing an expensive suit that probably cost more than she earned in a month. She was positive she’d never seen him before. The man would make a lasting impression with most people. He bore an innate charisma, not traditionally handsome or striking like Adam, but intensely masculine. His powerful build coupled with strong, dark features demanded attention, but it was the mesmerizing gray eyes surrounded by lush lashes that would make a woman take a second look. And long to run her fingers through his silky hair. Her survey swept his body from top to bottom and back again.

Oops. Her mouth dropped open when her gaze collided with a cool gray one. Piercing eyes shot salvos of exasperation at her, as if he were impatient to complete an unpleasant chore.

Kate racked her brain trying to work out why he was here demanding entrance, wrinkling her brow in concentration. Maybe he had the wrong house?

“Katherine Alexander?” he drawled.

Her heart sank. Not the wrong house after all. And why would it be? Everything about him radiated self-assurance. For a brief moment, she considered shutting the door in his arrogant face, but a speculative glance at the muscled shoulders filling out his charcoal-colored designer suit changed her mind. Not a viable option. Kate sensed he didn’t intend to leave until he’d gained exactly what he wanted. Whatever that was.

“I’m Kate Alexander,” she admitted with a touch of caution.

His brows rose and she could have sworn she’d surprised him, but of course, he recovered quickly. “Can I come in?” he asked, moving toward her as he made his request.

Kate planted her size six feet in the middle of her doorway and stood her ground. She wanted information first, before she let him inside. A name would make a good start. Men who used their superior strength to pummel whatever they wanted from life didn’t win points with her. With Steve, her ex-fiancé, she had accepted it as normal, but no longer.

No one pushed her around.

“Will I be able to stop you?” she asked in pointed reference to his muscular bulk bearing down on her. He pulled up short. A brief spurt of puzzlement sprinted over his tanned face, his dark brows drawing together in a frown. She watched with fascination as a faint wash of embarrassment appeared high on his cheekbones. Not so uncivilized after all.

“Sorry,” he muttered, stepping back.

Kate exhaled in satisfaction, feeling she’d wrested back control. “Your name?”

Discomfort faded from his face, his eyes narrowed into a withering glare. “So that’s how you’re going to play it? Deny you know me and protest your innocence?”

“But I don’t know you.”

His mouth opened as if he intended to fire a further volley, but the shriek of car brakes at the end of Kate’s driveway drew their attention. A dark blue sedan fishtailed to a stop at the curb, the stench of rubber heavy in the air.

The man standing beside her stiffened noticeably. He dragged a hand through his short dark hair and spat out a pithy curse. “Hell, I thought I’d beat the vultures.”

Kate didn’t need to pretend confusion. She darted a glance at the stranger and decided from the ominous look on his face he knew exactly what was happening. She wished he’d enlighten her. Like a film extra caught in the wrong movie scene, she felt utterly bewildered.

An electric window wound down with a distinctive whine. Goodness! Was that a camera pointing at her? She blinked and focused again. It was.

“Inside,” the man snapped. “Before they get a photo.”

Kate blocked the doorway. Was he mad? She didn’t intend to let him inside. “No. Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

The photographer zoomed his lens in on them. Below the camera that covered most of his face, a slick smile bloomed as he feverishly clicked the shutter button.

Kate’s gaze snapped to the grim-faced man at her side. “Who are they? What are they doing?”

The stranger took two menacing steps toward the parked car. His sheer size was enough to strike fear, but Kate decided his scowling face set the seal on the photographer’s decision to retreat. He pulled his camera to safety and leaned forward to speak to the driver. His panicked words were loud enough to reach Kate.

“Got the shot. Hit it, man!”

Wheels spun and gravel sprayed when the sedan shot off, but once the vehicle was at a safe distance, the driver braked to a screeching halt. He stuck his blond head out the window, an insolent sneer distorting his mouth. “Thanks, Lane. Look for it tomorrow.”

The photographer gave a jaunty wave, a leer on his weasel-like face, and then the car sped away.

Kate stared after the departing vehicle, tongue-tied in astonishment. Hands clamped on her shoulders and propelled her into the coolness of the foyer. The door slammed behind them, making her realize they were alone.

A pregnant silence hummed between them, highlighting several things, including the fact she hadn’t been out on a date for ages.

Kate gulped, averted her gaze before peeking at him again. Oh yeah. She needed that chocolate. The mystery man’s tanned face remained expressionless apart from his eyes. They smoldered with suppressed tension.

“We need to talk,” he snapped. “Which way?”

His curt tone jerked Kate from her trance. “Since you’re inside already,” she said in frigid voice, although she acknowledged silently she no longer felt threatened, simply because he seemed so much in control. “This way.”

She strode down the passage, but turned away from the door to her working sanctum. She frowned. Adam was taking a long time.

Kate paused, indicating with a hand that the man should precede her. “Have a seat.” She sank into the comfort of her favorite recliner chair and clasped her hands in her lap, attempting to appear unconcerned. Nothing could be further from the truth. The stranger’s intense masculinity unsettled Kate and made her aware of long-suppressed needs while his sheer determination brought apprehension. She wished he’d hurry up and spit out his business.

Now that they were indoors, the stranger appeared in no hurry to speak. He paced the length of her room, pausing to finger a carved wooden elephant before staring out the large picture window overlooking the garden and street.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” She tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Well?” No mistaking her impatience this time.

He ignored her questions, instead pulling a newspaper page from an inner pocket in his suit jacket. “Read this,” he ordered with a trace of irony in his husky voice. “Refresh your memory.”

Mystified, Kate took the paper he handed her. It was from the current edition of The Mirror, a tabloid newspaper that operated in the Auckland area. Lane’s Love Child, the headline screamed. She glanced at the silent man.

“Go on,” he prodded, his voice taut and intense.

Kate read the article, scanning it first to humor him then reading more slowly in an effort to comprehend. This man…Lane Gerrard… Shock bombarded her, leaving a sick sensation lying in her stomach.

It wasn’t true!

Her head jerked up. She opened her mouth to refute the garbage written by the journalist, but he didn’t give her a chance.

“How much did they pay you?” he asked, his quiet-tempered voice somehow more frightening than if he had shouted.

Kate leapt from her chair, agitation thrumming through her body. “I didn’t sell this story, Mr. Gerrard!” She shook the loose page in his direction before slapping it on the top of her coffee table. Unbelievable. The man really thought she’d done it. Blood pulsed through her veins as she watched him with infuriated disbelief. He knew nothing about her. How dare he question her integrity?

“You’re the Katherine Alexander mentioned in the article? You’re the Katherine Alexander who had sex with me? Oh yeah. You were tempting. I couldn’t keep my hands off you. We saw no one—hardly left our hotel room. A short affair that ended when I left to play league in Britain. I left you with a child on the way. Alone with our child, you struggled. Financially. Emotionally.”

“No!”

He ignored her outburst, continuing to paraphrase the article. “When you learned I was due back in New Zealand, you decided to go for the money. Even the odds. After all, you knew I had money. Enough to keep you in comfort so you sold the story to the papers.”

“No!” Kate exclaimed, horrified at the accusations and appalled anyone would think she’d stoop to selling gossip. “I don’t know you. I’ve never met you before.”

“At last…the truth,” he drawled, satisfaction coating each word. “How old are you? Twenty-two? Twenty-three? You would have been about thirteen when you had your son? That’s good,” he said, dropping into the battered leather chair opposite where she stood, his face relaxing a fraction. “I might have a reputation with women, but everyone knows I’d never bed a thirteen-year-old child.”

“I’m twenty-eight. But that story…I didn’t…” Kate edged back until her legs hit the front of a recliner chair. She sat, glad to take the weight off her shaky legs.

“I’m pleased you’re being so reasonable. We’ll get a retraction printed.”

Kate shook her head. “A retraction? I had nothing to do with the article.” Her mind groped for an explanation. Lane Gerrard’s irritation at finding his private life splashed over the front page of the paper was understandable but he should have checked his facts first. “Did you talk to the reporter and ask who supplied the information for the article?”

The old brown chair creaked as he leaned forward. Kate noticed his hands flexing on the arms of the chair although his expression remained calm. “I did that first thing. They weren’t very cooperative.”

Kate scowled. “So you came to confront me.”

“It seemed the logical thing to do.” His mouth twisted in parody of a grin and it didn’t reach his eyes. His hands moved again then abruptly stilled. “Look, I’m trying to be reasonable but it’s damned difficult given the circumstances. My parents have rung, upset at being hounded by reporters in Rotorua. The rugby club management is annoyed at the adverse publicity. I’ve had my agent ranting down the phone, not to mention the reaction from my teammates and the public. Everyone, including me, wants to know what’s going on.”

Time to defend herself. Kate strove to emulate his cool composure but it was difficult given the way her stomach jumped about. “I can’t help you. I didn’t sell the story to the papers. You’ll have to look for the culprit elsewhere.”

“Your house requires a lot of repairs.” Lane tossed the comment into the conversation and for a moment, Kate thought she’d misheard, but the sardonic glint flashing in his eyes assured her she wasn’t mistaken. The mask had slipped.

Kate leapt to her feet again, unable to remain still for an instant longer. “What are you saying?”

His dark brows rose while he pointedly scanned the well-used furnishings, the thinning woolen carpet. “You appear to need money.”

She was going to kill him. Her fists opened and closed while she battled rage. Kate sucked in several deep breaths and stalked closer, ready to commit murder. “I may not be well off but that doesn’t give you the right to accuse me of…of scandalous muck-raking to pay my bills,” she snapped, emphasizing each word with a finger jab at his chest.

“Look, I’m sorry,” he apologized in an about-face.

Kate stared, her mouth gaping. He didn’t mean it. If ever a look shrieked insincere, it was that one—the set face, the muscle ticking at his jaw gave away his true feelings.

“Maybe my comments were uncalled for.” To her frustration, he stood and turned to stare out the window so she couldn’t see his face. “You realize this is only the start. They’ll publish another story tomorrow. Those reporters have taken pictures of us together, giving credence to their original story.”

More stories? Of the same scurrilous nature?

One shock piled on top of another. Her shoulders slumped as she silently acknowledged he was right. A story with a photograph of them together would be as good as admitting to the whole of Auckland that the story was true. “We could stop them. Sue them maybe?”

Lane suppressed a snort as he turned from the window to look at her. He studied her earnest face with the sprinkling of freckles across her nose and bit back a curse. “Too late. The damage is done. All that will achieve is further publicity. They’ll sell more papers and I’ll have a bigger set of problems. I don’t want that.” Renewed frustration simmered inside him.

Tell me the truth, dammit. That’s all I want. The truth.

He caught the shimmer of tears in her big blue eyes. Hell, she might look like a Girl Guide in her white blouse and baggy pants, but she was as green as her trousers if she thought he’d crumple and back off at a few tears.

This was a personal attack. If it were just him targeted, he’d cope, but they’d dragged his parents into the mess. While his father could weather everything life chucked at him, his mother was vulnerable and recently out of the hospital after a series of tests and an operation to remove a cancerous growth. She didn’t need reporters trampling her prize rose bushes and photographers aiming their long lenses at her windows. His mother required a stress-free environment in which to recuperate, and he intended to see she received it.

“How much are the papers paying you? Or more to the point, how much money do you want?”

“Money?” she spluttered, her pouty pink lips opening and shutting like his nephew’s prized goldfish. She jerked upright, eyes flashing. Her stance reminded him of a boxer, prepared to strike his opponent. Lane stepped back, keeping a wary watch on her clenched fists.

A voice calling down the passage interrupted the pending fistfight.

“Kate, honey. Sorry to take so long.”

Lane’s head jerked up. A man. Go figure. “I didn’t know you had company.”

She smiled at the tall blond man who sauntered into the room. The smile swelled wide, genuine, and hit Lane with the strength of a sucker punch. He wanted that smile.

Damn. What the hell was he thinking? She was the enemy.

Irritation and the hint of jealousy made him concentrate on the man instead of the woman. He knew that face.

The man’s return flash of smile clued in Lane. An actor…in the hospital soap…something…street.

“Had to stop to take a call on my cell phone.” The husky blond turned to grin at Lane. “Are you Kate’s next appointment? She gives a wicked massage. Ask for her special,” he added with a wink before strolling from the room. Seconds later the front door opened and closed.

Lane’s gaze shot to Kate Alexander in disbelief. Hell, if that didn’t beat all. Mary Poppins was a masseuse. One who offered extras by the sound of it. That explained things. And showed how desperate she was. Sympathy for the child bloomed in Lane. Hell of a life for a kid.

“Massage?” Lane raised one brow. “You have the gall to plant nasty innuendoes in the papers about our supposed love child and you operate a massage parlor?”

Fiery color pooled in her cheeks, leaving the rest of her face pale apart from two blotchy circles the size of a plum.

“I’m a qualified aromatherapist who works from home, not a…a two-bit whore running a massage parlor. Adam Wright is a business client. My friend,” she gritted out, her chest heaving in agitation.

Lane averted his gaze from her attractive feminine attributes and looked her straight in the face. “Does his wife know?”

She drew herself up, her face still scarlet with suppressed fury. “That’s it! I’ve had enough of your smutty insinuations.” She marched over and shoved him toward the door, grunting when he balked. “Leave now or I’ll call the police. That’ll make a good story for the press,” she added nastily while backing up.

Hell. None of this was going the way he’d planned. He stepped toward her, holding out a placating hand, but she pounced on the phone, clutching the receiver as if it were a life jacket. “I mean it. If you don’t leave in five seconds, I’m calling the police.”

Two could play at that game. “Don’t bother. I’m going,” he growled. “It’s time to contact the lawyers. Let them make sense out of your lies.”


Chapter Two

“I bet he slams the door,” Kate muttered, turning to watch Lane Gerrard storm from the den. Her mouth twisted when seconds later an explosive slam echoed down her hall.

Men. A shaky laugh escaped as reaction to the hostile Mr. Lane Gerrard set in. The story was fabricated from pure lies. But who had informed the press, and where had the informant obtained his or her facts?

After a quick trip to her bedroom to change into jeans and a shirt, Kate plodded to the kitchen. For once the familiar teal blue cupboards, the terracotta pots planted with maidenhair ferns and her tubs of fragrant herbs failed to soothe her agitation.

She worried her bottom lip while she brewed a pot of licorice and orange tea. Love nest? Huh! Kate strode over to the pantry to grab a small chocolate bar, unwrapped it and bit into the rich, dark chocolate. The second mouthful tasted just as good as the first but did nothing to quell her tension.

Who would do this to her, to Jamie? She set aside the partially eaten chocolate treat to dunk the teabags vigorously. Steve? No sooner had the thought entered her head than she dismissed it. Not him. After losing the court case and serving time for assault, Steve had moved home to Australia. He still lived in Melbourne as far as she knew.

Kate nudged a courier package aside, making a mental note to unpack it later, and plunked onto a wooden stool at the breakfast bar. If only she’d managed to pry the identity of Jamie’s father from her sister before she died. Nicole had stubbornly resisted naming the man and, in the interest of peace, Kate had finally given up asking.

The death of their parents in a car accident had left Nicole responsible for both Jamie and Kate. Three and a half years ago, Kate’s world had turned upside down again when Nicole lost her battle with cancer. Since that time, Jamie had been Kate’s responsibility.

Kate took a deep breath and clamped down on her self-pity. Her son now. And this mess was her problem to deal with. Her chin lifted. If Mr. Lane bloody Gerrard thought to bulldoze her into leaping when he said jump, he needed to rethink his strategy.

She stomped into the den to retrieve the article and returned to the kitchen before reading it again.

Lane’s Love Child

Successful rugby star, local hero and bachelor Lane Gerrard has a nine-year-old son living in Auckland.

Lane has returned home to New Zealand after a publicized code switch to play rugby for the Auckland Blues. He has spent the last ten years playing for the English rugby league club Wigan.

Despite his bachelor lifestyle, Lane is discreet and cultivates a clean public image. He works as hard as he plays and his sponsorship deal with Rickard International is reportedly worth several million. He is the figurehead for the children’s charity Wishes.

One of his former companions stated, “I am stunned at the news. It is unbelievable there has been a cover-up all this time.”

The mother of his child Katherine Alexander lives in the Auckland suburb of Newmarket. They met at an after-match function before Lane left New Zealand. Witnesses tell of an instant rapport between the two and say they were inseparable before the split. The relationship foundered when Lane accepted an overseas contract. Friends confirmed Katherine appeared inconsolable when Lane left. Katherine found she was pregnant several weeks later but was unable to contact Lane.

Our source stated, “Now that Lane has returned, he can face the consequences.”

Lane Gerrard was unavailable for comment.

Kate flung the paper down. Disgusting lies. The Mirror sold thousands of copies in the Auckland area each day despite the reporting being nothing more than malicious gossip. Kate didn’t know how the reporters were able to look at themselves in the mirror when they shaved each morning.

She frowned into the depths of her tea then slammed the mug down on the pitted Formica counter.

Think proactive.

Time to go through Nicole’s records. Jamie’s birth certificate must be somewhere. And once she found it, she’d thrust it in Lane Gerrard’s face and demand his apology.

She leapt to her feet, glad to be taking some sort of action. “Spiders, here I come.”

Kate climbed the stairs, heading for the crawl hole that led up into the small storage space they called the attic. She wasn’t sure why, but she had assumed Nicole’s mystery man was married with ties elsewhere. Things had been confused back then. Nicole had announced her pregnancy around the time Kate was dealing with Steve. Involved in her own problems, Kate hadn’t seen much of her parents or sister. Instead, she’d buried her head down a hole, pretending Steve didn’t have a problem with alcohol. And agreed the constant physical and verbal abuse was her fault, just as Steve said.

At least she’d wised-up.

Kate climbed the wooden ladder and fumbled for the light switch. A jumbled heap of boxes piled against one wall. She sneezed. A layer of dust rose and resettled when she stepped inside.

Over to her right, the light caught on an enormous spider web. A black spider the size of a ten-cent piece sat in the middle. Kate edged past it with careful respect.

Of course nothing was labeled. That would have been smart. Sighing, she lifted the top box off the pile and opened the flaps.

Two hours later, Kate still worked hard at her self-imposed chore. Her initial enthusiasm had long since disappeared. In fact, if Lane Gerrard were to make an appearance right now…

“Ouch!” Kate sucked her thumb for an instant before studying a paper cut on her forefinger. She swore under her breath while struggling with the last of the large cardboard cartons. She opened it to find manila folders full of yellowed bank statements and a stack of old invoices.

“It has to be here,” she muttered, pausing to rub a grimy hand across her perspiring face. Kate rifled through the contents rapidly before pouncing on a folded piece of paper with unsteady hands. The dusty folders in her lap slid unheeded to the floor while she unfolded the crumpled certificate. Success.

Her gaze fastened on the spot where the father’s details normally appeared. Damn. Someone, probably Nicole, had scribbled out the father’s name with black felt-tip pen, obliterating every single detail.

Kate had no idea why Nicole would deface the certificate, but she figured temper accounted for the act because the single page was badly creased and looked as if someone had screwed it up into a ball before smoothing it out again.

“Fat lot of help this is,” she muttered, flinging the offending article from her in disgust. Disappointment made her throat ache. There would be no quick fix for this problem.

She climbed to her feet and stretched out the kinks garnered from sitting in one position for a long time. The attic looked as if a cyclone had struck. Irritation edged up to fury. Bother the man and his snide accusations.

Kate clambered down the ladder, paused, and went back to grab the certificate. She shoved it in her jeans pocket, flicked off the light and pulled the door shut.

Kate heard the front door slam and paused at the top of the stairs. The crash, followed by the thud of a bag and sound of running feet told her Jamie had arrived home. She hadn’t realized it was so late. Her nine-year-old son burst through the doorway, his face red with exertion.

“Kate! Kate!”

“Up here, Jamie,” Kate called.

He stood at the bottom of the stairs. “Is it true?” he demanded, his dark hair as ruffled as the nuance of his words.

Kate walked down the staircase to join him. “What’s true?” she asked, playing for time. Unfortunately, she suspected she knew what he wanted to know.

“This!”

Kate’s heart fluttered uneasily then sank when Jamie thrust a newspaper at her. She studied his face, his olive-skinned coloring, trying to superimpose what she remembered of Lane Gerrard on her son. They had the same hair and similar features. But that wasn’t enough for her. She wanted positive proof. Her mind skittered away from DNA tests and the extra expense. No, she needed to order another copy of Jamie’s birth certificate first.

Jamie gestured at the newspaper, thumping his screwed up fist at the bold headline. “Everyone in my team laughed at me, except the twins. Is it true?” He looked to her, silently pleading with her to tell him everything would be okay.

Kate’s stomach contracted to a hard ball on seeing his hurt and confusion. She wanted to make it right for her son but couldn’t. What was she going to tell him? How was she going to explain? She hesitated before plunging ahead, even though she didn’t know what to do. “Jamie, we need to talk.”

“Reporters came to rugby practice,” he said.

“They did?” Slimy snakes. She swallowed hard, trying to conceal her fury. Why couldn’t they leave Jamie out of this? Lane Gerrard could cope with the publicity, but Jamie shouldn’t have to suffer. He was only nine, an innocent child.

Jamie stared at her, accusation on his young face. “They said Lane Gerrard is my father. That’s not true. Mum said my father died.”

Kate’s stomach lurched again in reaction. Jamie started to wheeze, and she jumped up to retrieve his inhaler from his school bag. “Sit down, Jamie. What else did they say?” she asked, feeling her way in the conversation in much the way a blind man would—cautiously and carefully.

“Coach made them leave. He called the police.”

Kate gave a mental cheer for the team coach. From today, he had her unreserved support and maybe she’d think harder on accepting one of his numerous requests to take her out for dinner.

“Jamie, sit.” She placed her hands on his thin shoulders, forcing him to follow instructions this time, and dropped to the stair at his side. “I found out about the newspaper story today when Mr. Gerrard came to see me. I’m not sure what’s going on, but Mr. Gerrard isn’t happy either. I don’t think your mum would lie to you, do you?”

Jamie used his inhaler before shaking his head.

Kate made her smile reassuring. “I don’t either. Tomorrow I’ll go to the Registrar’s office and buy a copy of your birth certificate. That will tell us the name of your father and we can sort this mess out. Okay?”

Jamie nodded, his eyes brightening with a little more of his natural enthusiasm.

“How was school today?” Kate asked. “Do you have any homework?”

“Miss Petrie is giving us a spelling test tomorrow. I have to learn ten new words tonight.”

Kate ruffled his dark hair, her eyes misting with the fierce tug of love she felt for him. “Why don’t you have a shower and change? You can sit in the kitchen while I start dinner, and I’ll help you with your spelling.”

“Okay,” he agreed, bounding away and up the stairs.

“Don’t forget your school bag and bring your lunch box back with you,” Kate called after him. She grinned when he thumped back down the stairs to grab his bag.

She walked through to the kitchen and dragged a handful of potatoes from the pantry. Lane Gerrard. The man might look like calendar material, but he presented a major disturbance Jamie and she didn’t need. Especially Jamie. She reached into the cupboard for a pot and thumped it down. Potato peel shot into the sink, pinging like gunshots in a Western shoot-out.

Arrogant. Cynical. Impatient. Too handsome…

Jamie clattered into the kitchen, his lunch box tucked under his arm. Kate rinsed a potato, dropped it in the pot and wiped her hands on a towel.

“Would you like a glass of orange juice?” she asked.

“Yes please.”

The phone rang just as she reached for the jug. “Can you answer that please, Jamie?”

He galloped over to the phone with his usual noisy thumps. Kate winced at the crash of a chair and poured the juice, setting it in a safe place on the counter.

“Hello, Jamie Alexander,” he said in his best phone-answering voice. “Hello? Hello?” He turned to Kate, still holding the phone to his ear. “No one there.”

“They must’ve rung the wrong number.” Kate dropped the last potato in the pot and placed them on the stovetop ready to cook. “What’s your first word?”

Jamie climbed onto one of the stools at the breakfast bar. “Newmarket.”

“Do you know how to spell it?” She lifted the lid on the crock-pot she’d set going earlier in the day and prodded the corned beef with a fork.

“That’s easy,” he said. “N-e-w—” His head snapped around to stare at a box on the end of the counter near where he sat. “Kate, what’s in this box? It’s making funny noises.”

“What box? What noises?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder.

Jamie picked up the courier parcel. “This one.”

“A courier dropped it off earlier. It’s probably the aromatherapy supplies I ordered a few days ago. What sort of noises?” she asked, amused.

Jamie hesitated. “Sorta rustling,” he said finally.

As a broad hint to open a parcel, his wasn’t a bad one. Original. Kate turned to the stove to hide her wide grin. “You can open it if you want.”

Kate peeked over her shoulder, watching Jamie open the box. Pieces of brown tape and paper flew in all directions as he attacked the package.

“The box has holes in it,” he said, and he pried the lid open. “Oh Kate. Look!” Both awe and excitement shaded his voice.

Kate stepped closer to look over his shoulder and promptly jumped back. “Ugh! Put the lid on!”

The long black and white body lying amongst the lining twitched at her sharp screech of distaste.

Jamie peered into the box and made low, reassuring sounds. “Aw, it’s sick. You frightened it.”

Kate moved back another step and took the precaution of standing on a chair, safely out of harm’s way before offering further instructions. “Don’t touch it.”

The “it” in question gave another feeble twitch. Kate struggled for control. She didn’t like the way its small beady eyes peered in her direction.

“Can I keep it? I’ve never had a pet rat before.”

Kate swallowed as she eyed the box and contents. And he’d never have a pet rat if she had anything to do with it. She improvised wildly. “We don’t have the special cage a rat needs…and it looks very sick,” she finished, hope in her heart. Her head snapped around when the doorbell rang in a timely interruption. “I’ll answer the door.” Kate climbed down from her safe perch. She cast an apprehensive look at the flimsy box, the only thing holding the rat in captivity, and shivered. “Don’t let it out.”

Reaching her front door, she threw it open. And then wished she hadn’t. Idiot. Too late to shut it now.

Her brows rose as she met Lane Gerrard’s hooded stare. “Yes?”

“I wondered if we could talk,” he said.

Anger flashed in her beautiful eyes, and he silently acknowledged the lost ground caused by losing his temper this morning. “Surely we can resolve this problem. We’re both adults. Please.” Hopefully, she’d agree to his request for DNA testing. It was the simplest solution.

The “please” seemed to help. Kate Alexander stepped back, her posture rigid and defiant as she gestured for him to enter. “Come through to the kitchen. I’m in the middle of making dinner.”

Lane trailed Kate, unable to resist a sigh of appreciation at the way the fabric of her jeans clung to her butt. He released a soft breath. She wasn’t tall but bore all the crucial curves. Oh yeah. Under normal circumstances, he’d ply her with flowers, romance her into his bed and keep her there for a long session of mutually satisfying sex.

But nothing about this situation came close to normal.

She hated his guts. And who could blame her? The way he’d stormed into her home earlier was hardly conducive to reasonable discussion. He’d really ticked her off with his crude accusations. No wonder she’d chucked him out. But, hell. Anger didn’t begin to describe his feelings when he’d first read the article. Then he’d heard from his mother. He hadn’t thought, he’d just reacted out of plain guilt at messing up his mother’s convalescence.

This time he’d keep calm. Perhaps he shouldn’t insult Kate either. Sharp words and accusations hadn’t helped this morning.

Early in his sporting career, he’d learned that being in the public eye made him fair game for manipulative and greedy people looking to make a quick buck. Reporters craved the breaking story, and they chased hard to make it happen. A person in the public eye needed to maintain a squeaky-clean image. Not always easy, but he tried for his sponsors as much as himself.

Experience made Lane careful in his relationships. The one disastrous blunder made while still a green kid kept him cautious. The women he dated knew the score and he scrupulously avoided the team groupies who followed their games. Katherine Alexander had made a mistake—her last where he was concerned. He’d be damned if he’d allow his name associated with a child who wasn’t his.

The woman flew into the kitchen. Lane quickened his pace to keep up.

“You haven’t let it out have you, Jamie?” she demanded when she marched in the room.

“No, Kate,” the small boy seated at the table said. He sounded exasperated but grinned at his mother anyway. “It’s too sick to move.”

Lane froze at the doorway. He stared at the child, shock bombarding his mind. The dark-haired boy could pass as one of his nephews. He looked like Charlie and Alex. Hell, the boy could be a double image of himself at the same age. His photo would fit right in with the others hanging on his parents’ walls. Lane’s throat worked while he groped for words. Could this boy be his son? How? When?

Was Kate Alexander telling the truth?

Lane shook his head, trying to deny the proof in front of his eyes. But there remained no doubt in his mind. Somehow, this boy carried the Gerrard genes. He stumbled to the table and slid into a chair without waiting for an invitation. Questions pounded his brain, demanding answers. He was at a loss to know where to start.

“Hello,” he finally croaked in the direction of the boy.

Kate Alexander came to his rescue. “Jamie, this is Mr. Gerrard. He’s come to talk to us about the story in the newspaper.”

The boy’s head jolted in Lane’s direction. “My father is dead,” he muttered, before angling his body away from Lane in a full-out snub.

Lane shot a helpless look at Kate. His hand trembled and he stuffed it in his pocket out of sight. Ridiculous. He was a grown man, but in the presence of this small boy, his self-assurance had seeped out his shoes.

“We need to talk. Would you like to stay for dinner?” Kate’s voice held sympathy. “It’s nothing fancy. Corned beef and vegetables.”

Camp out with the enemy. Lane considered her offer then shrugged. It was magnanimous considering the way he’d treated her earlier. If the situation were reversed, he didn’t think he would have shown the same generosity. He surveyed her for an instant longer before nodding. Why not? Heck—he couldn’t even state she positively was the enemy. It wouldn’t hurt to get to know her and the child. The answers lay here, not in the tabloid stories. “Thank you. I’d like that.” His attention wandered to the boy—Jamie.

His son?

Or one of his brothers?

Either way, Lane saw trouble ahead. If Jamie was John’s child, Sabrina would be hurt and upset, but their marriage appeared strong and would survive. On the other hand, if Jamie were Will’s, then this child’s presence would destroy his brother’s marriage. Will and Tanya were still patching things up after a trial separation. On top of that, no matter how things turned out, his





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
SHELLEY MUNRO





