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Book Description:

Cassandra Pratt and Gray Alexander, two people whose paths weren’t meant to cross.

He’s a man born to power and success; she’s a woman who has to fight for everything. Theirs is a history that can’t be forgotten, with goals too different to merge, a chasm that will always separate them, and a child who will always connect them. Is there any way that love can grow and survive in this tangled web?


Prologue

Stay away from Gray or, believe me, I’ll put you and your parents right out on the street. Hugh Alexander’s warning rumbled through Cassandra Pratt’s mind even as her shaky legs carried her near the university lecture hall where Gray, Hugh’s son, was attending classes.

“Don’t think, just don’t think,” she whispered out loud.

No way should she be here. At seventeen, she was a year too young to be on campus. And worse, there was Mr. Alexander’s all too real and frightening threat. She’d obeyed him for two months, but...

Cassie curved her palm gently against her abdomen, seeking out the life still known only to herself. Closing her eyes, she blocked the sight of the wealthy young college students so different from herself and tried to concentrate on finding the man she’d come to see.

“Gray.” Her voice was hushed. She’d lived her life dreaming of him, a girl from the muddy side of town watching and wishing from afar. And then one day, his last day of spring break, their paths had accidentally crossed; he’d been kind. For one day and night she’d lived her fairy tale, only to lose it the next day when Hugh Alexander had pounded on her door.

Gray’s got plenty of female toys, Hugh Alexander had said. I don’t want him linked with the daughter of a leech and a drunk. He’s an Alexander. And as an Alexander in the town of Misunderstood, Hugh could make her family suffer. His family owned a large chunk of the town. There was more than one business bearing the Alexander name.

“Don’t worry, I’m here,” she whispered to her child just as the door to the lecture hall opened. And suddenly Gray was there, too, with his chestnut hair, his long-legged stride. Her heart lurched. She raised a hand to signal from the trees where she was standing.

“Gray! Over here.”

The female voice snagged Cassie’s attention. Gray smiled at the beautiful, young blonde walking toward him. A girl whose clothes were richly made.

And reality returned, full force. Cassie ran one palm over her own threadbare jeans, jeans that would be too snug to wear in the not-too-distant future.

“Sheila,” Gray said, waving at the girl. “What are you doing here?”

Words that might easily have been meant for herself, Cassie acknowledged. What on earth was she doing here?

Pain and panic buffeted her as she watched the two clearly matched young people standing before her. She should have run that night. Instead she’d gloried in Gray’s voice, his scent, his gentle touch. It was only the next time he’d called that she’d turned him away. She’d followed Hugh Alexander’s orders, and it was clear now that he had been right. About the other women.

“I was worried when you didn’t come for coffee this morning with everyone else,” the girl said, her voice smooth and refined. “Studying again, I’ll bet. Don’t you ever rest?”

Gray’s answering half smile reminded Cass of how he’d looked braced above her, just before he’d kissed her, before he’d sent the world spinning away. She sucked in her breath.

“I was talking with Professor Grant. About the family businesses, my plans, the responsibility I have to my hometown, the Alexander name and...hey, don’t look so pained. It’s what I’ve always wanted to do, what I was raised for.”

“And no time for life? Fun? Love?”

“Not love,” he said suddenly, then blew out a breath. “I’m sorry, Sheila, but that’s just not for me.”

She wrinkled her pretty nose. “So you’ll uphold the family name by becoming the last Alexander?”

A chuckle escaped Gray, low and husky and mesmerizing. “I never said I wasn’t going to marry, but that’s a long ways away. And it won’t be a marriage based on love.”

But it would be a marriage with the kind of woman that would be a credit to the Alexander name, Cassie thought, trying to ignore the ache that welled up inside her.

And when Gray heard the secret she’d come to tell him? What would he say then, he who was a man who believed in responsibility? When he heard the news, his sense of duty would war with his plans, but...he might insist on doing the right thing. She could be with him.

And she would always know why he had stayed, Cass admitted. As her mother had always known about her father.

Gray could hate her and her child, the way her father hated her mother—and her.

But how could she not tell him? She had to, didn’t she?

Cassie held her breath as Gray looked down at the girl, brushing her nose with his finger. “Come on. Enough talk about me. I’ll buy you lunch.”

The lovely girl stared up at him, wide-eyed, worshipful, the way Cassie knew she herself had often watched Gray.

Only this young woman was the right kind, not a Pratt—and she was moving away with Gray.

Step out from the trees, Cass ordered herself. You have to tell him. Now.

But watching them leaving together, she couldn’t move, couldn’t squeeze the words out. She wondered if the girl was just the friend she appeared to be or if she was Ms. Someday Wife. She wondered if the girl knew about her, about Cassie Pratt.

Of course she didn’t. There was nothing to tell.

Just one night when Cassie had practically begged a boy to make love to her. A nineteen-year-old boy whose life had been planned from birth.

Longing to run now, she forced herself forward.

But she saw the girl bump slightly against Gray and saw how he reached out to gently steady her, naturally, as if they’d shared such moments and others a thousand times before.

Cassie backed away, swiftly, nearly stumbling.

If she followed, she would have to explain why she was here, and that would change everyone’s lives. It could be terrible. For her. For him. But most of all, for the child. Her child might become a duty—or an embarrassment. Unwanted and resented. But the one thing her child would never become, she was sure now, was the loving offspring of a happily married couple named Gray and Cassandra.

It was what she had hoped, Cassie realized. Up until this minute she’d still been clinging to the dream. Foolishly. For of course, if Gray decided to take responsibility for his child, no happiness would come out of such a situation. She knew. Her own world had been built on just such a mistake.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered to the child who had to come first. “I’ll take care of you. Always. Together we’ll make our own dreams.”

And pressing her fingers to her lips, Cassie turned and fled. She ran from her heart, from her fears, from the boy she couldn’t help wanting...and from the dream she should never have dreamed in the first place.


Chapter One

“Okay, Cass, you sweet-lipped liar. I’d say it’s way past time you and I came face-to-face. Again.”

Gray Alexander whispered the words as he pulled off the cherry-orchard-flanked road that led to this country store, this house. The woman before him was bent over a bucket of soapy water, standing next to a partially washed green rust bucket of a car drying in the late July heat. Soapsuds sluiced down her bare legs, there were damp spots on her red T-shirt and frayed cutoffs, and her midnight hair was pulled back in an unruly braid. As she straightened, more strands escaped, the thick, loose curls kissing her neck and clinging to her moist skin. She was a mess. Slippery. Unkempt. Still absolutely stunning, Gray conceded as he edged his car closer.

“Hell,” Gray murmured, registering that unwelcome thought.

It had been eleven years since he had last seen Cass. She was already in her late twenties, but it was absolutely clear that Mother Nature had only improved on a good thing. It was also clear that the lady hadn’t yet realized that the car pulling into her driveway belonged to him. Good. He wanted to be close enough to see her reaction when she realized that the truth was finally out, that the piper had come for payment in full. He and Cassie Pratt were about to do battle, and he intended to win.

The crunch and grumble of gravel under almost two tons of metal quieted as he threw the Lexus into Park and climbed out.

Cassie stood silently, her sponge dripping suds on the ground as she watched him approach. A limp-eared, sad-eyed giant of a mutt sat beside her, whimpering and thumping his tail against the ground, practically knocking her over with his wriggling body. Eyeing Gray, she reached down and ran soothing fingers over the dog’s head.

“It’s all right, Bailey.” Her whispered words were meant to reassure the animal, but her eyes were wary and watchful. “Gray?” she asked as if she wasn’t sure that he was a real, in-the-flesh male and not just some ghost come to haunt her.

“Gray,” he agreed. “Been a hell of a long time, hasn’t it, Cass? Last time I called you, I recall you saying that it was best if we didn’t see each other anymore,” he said, twisting his lips up in a grimace. “But times change. And circumstances change sometimes, too, now don’t they?”

He took a step closer.

She started to step back, then held her ground.

Gray felt a grudging respect, but that didn’t change things. When the truth had come crashing down upon him yesterday, he’d been overcome with shock and guilt—but that had been yesterday. Today he felt the anger, the injustice, the terrible sense of loss. He had found out at thirty what he should have been told at nineteen, and right now he wanted nothing more than to shake Cass until she spilled her secrets, to demand she give him back what she had taken from him.

But, of course, he would do neither of those things. Alexander men didn’t use physical force, especially not on women. They simply lived up to their responsibilities, and he fully intended to do that. Otherwise he wouldn’t be here. Not in ten thousand lifetimes. The last thing he wanted to do was stir the ashes of the past, but he was going to do that. Right now.

Gray took one more step nearer. He moved forward into Cassie’s space, and those blue eyes widened with instant alarm.

“What are you doing here, Gray? Why now? There’s nothing much down this road but Michigan cherry orchards and me, and you’re a good seventy-five miles from home.” Cassie’s voice was low, the slightest thread of sound.

Gray tilted his head. “I’m not here by accident, if that’s what you mean, Cass. It’s definitely you that I came to see. And by the way, in case you’re worried, don’t be.” He nodded toward where her fingers had curled deeply into her dog’s fur. “I’ve learned to keep my hands to myself over the years.”

She stiffened suddenly, sucked in an audible breath. A wave of dusty rose climbed up her throat. But she lifted her fingers from Bailey’s furry head and waved the dog away. Freed from his meager guard duties, her pet trotted off to nose among the flowers. Cassie watched him go. She rested her free hand on the slick metal of her car. “All right,” she said slowly, her voice a cool, unwelcoming curl of sound. “You’ve come to see me. Tell me why.”

God, he almost had to admire her. She was clearly nervous. He could see the panicked pounding of her pulse in her throat, but she was going to guts it out, to pretend bravery and innocence. Hell, if he didn’t resent her so much, he could almost applaud the lady.

“Maybe I just want to talk about old times,” he drawled.

“I don’t believe in nostalgia,” she whispered. “The past is unimportant.”

“Depends on which part of the past we’re discussing, doesn’t it, Cass?”

She stared at him, her wide sapphire eyes filled with...sadness? No, of course not. She’d known the damage she was doing. Why be sad? He was just seeing what he wanted to see. No way was the lady sorry. She’d had eleven years to put things to rights.

“Gray,” she began, her voice breaking.

She stopped, took a breath and raised her chin higher. “I’m sorry, Gray, but I really should get back to the store.” She started to turn.

He almost reached out and grabbed for her hand. The thought of touching her, of sliding his fingers against her own held a certain appeal. Damn. Just curiosity, he told himself. Just wondering if the smoke they’d created all those years ago had simply been a fluke of chemistry based on youth and hormones and the recurring insanity of spring.

Stupid thought. Nonsense. Of course he wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t touch her, didn’t want to touch her, and besides, it wasn’t his style to hold a woman by force. But she was still moving away and he had to change her mind. Fortunately he had other ammo.

“This concerns Jake Walker,” he said, keeping his voice low and speculative. “The man was once a friend of yours, wasn’t he?”

Cassie stopped in her tracks, still as a tree in calm weather. “Jake is a friend of mine,” she said.

Gray studied the pale, taut line of her jaw, the darkness of her lashes in comparison. “I know. I remember that you were the only real friend he had at one time, so I’m sure you already know he’s back in town after being gone eleven years.”

She nodded, her eyes even more wary than they had been, if that were possible. “What do you want to know about Jake? And why?”

Tilting his head, Gray stared directly into her face. He forced himself to take the full effect of those seemingly vulnerable blue eyes. “In other words, what business is it of mine?”

“Maybe.”

Funny, he remembered her as a shy little dove, but now even though her body was rigid, and she was clearly uncomfortable, she was standing her ground, practically daring him to accuse her of something.

He was willing to play the game. For a while.

“Jake came back to fix up his mother’s house. I’m on the preservation committee, I’ve had some contact with him.”

“And you want...information from me?”

He definitely wanted information, but not about the house.

“Yes,” he said, watching her carefully. “I heard you had a visitor yesterday.”

The wary look in Cassie’s eyes melted away. The tight line of her lips softened at his words. She stepped forward, moved closer, her eyes wide with concern. “Is this about your fiancée, about Tess?” she asked. “She came here yesterday. To meet me. To ask for help. She said she’d been working with Jake and was worried he was being misjudged...”

Holding up one hand, Gray stopped her midsentence. “I know Tess came by, and frankly, I’m sure she was more than just worried. She’s interested in having babies with the guy.”

Bingo. His pointed barb hit home. Finally she moved back a step, but the concern in her eyes didn’t lessen.

“Jake won’t let anything happen between them,” she finally said, squaring her shoulders. “I can promise you that, Gray. No matter what people have said about him in the past, he’s an honorable man. If that’s what you wanted to ask me about, I—”

“No.” Gray moved closer, close enough to smell the soapsuds on her skin, to almost feel the warmth of her breath as she tried to convince him Jake wouldn’t harm him or his.

“I’m not here to talk about how Tess and Jake feel about each other. That doesn’t matter to me now.”

He shook his head at the confused look in her eyes. He’d just bet she was wondering how he could be so nonchalant about his fiancée falling for another man, but he wasn’t prepared to discuss the practical nature of his relationship with Tess. Moreover, he didn’t want to be sidetracked by trying to explain why he could never be a part of the type of emotion-based relationship that most people longed for. It didn’t matter. There were more important things to discuss right now.

“I want to know a few things—about Jake,” he said. “When he left town eleven years ago, I was away at school, but apparently you left soon after he did. Everyone assumed you’d gone with him and that he’d abandoned you later.”

Cassie’s blue eyes narrowed. “Anyone who thinks that never knew Jake.”

But Cassie had known Jake—and the man had known her. Well enough that he’d been privy to her secrets. His name had been intimately connected with hers. Gray sucked in air at the thought. He remembered the unwarranted resentment he’d felt at the time. But that was over, gone. There was only one thing between him and Cassie now. One very important thing.

“You’re right. I didn’t know Jake,” he agreed. “But I thought I knew you just a little. I was wrong, but still...why didn’t you tell me the truth? That Jake didn’t seduce and abandon you?”

Cassie stared at him, silenced by his words. She took a long, deep breath. “Maybe because it was never any of your concern, Gray. You and I weren’t—I haven’t discussed Jake with anyone until yesterday, and only then because I realized Tess was genuinely worried that people were misjudging him. Jake is my closest friend, and we both know the truth. But we’ve also both been gone from Misunderstood for years, and gossip like that tends to stick close to home. There didn’t seem to be any point in making such a statement. Until now.”

“Like hell there wouldn’t have been, Cass. You know I would have been here long ago if I’d had any idea how things really were. After that day, I had a responsibility to you.”

Silence followed, long and deep, so that the songs of the birds in the trees seemed suddenly too loud.

“There was no reason for you to feel that way,” she finally said, her voice as quiet and calm as the weather. But her eyelids flickered for just a second. Her fingers pressed more tightly against the car. Her breath came just a touch too quickly.

“Don’t give me that garbage,” he said, running one hand through his hair. “Did you think once I realized you and I had unfinished business I wouldn’t have taken care of things? If I didn’t make it clear I was that kind of guy, then hell, I’m sorry about that, but that still doesn’t change the truth.”

Cassie was soldier-still, one hand on the car, the other clinging to the drying sponge. Her cheeks were glowing a dull pink, but she raised one brow in an imperious gesture. “Don’t be sorry, Gray,” she said quietly. “And don’t be wrong. There’s no reason for you to be here, ever, and I can’t think of any business you and I didn’t complete years ago.”

Gray studied the please-leave-now look in the eyes of the woman who’d just, essentially, called him a liar. She raised her chin to meet his gaze, and the proud gesture, when she had to know her back was to the wall, won his respect if not his sympathy. He felt an irritating urge to reach out and stroke one finger down the line of her cheek, to see if he could make that stony facade crumble, but he’d touched her before and unleashed trouble. The worst kind of trouble. He wouldn’t do that again.

Carefully he tamped down the disconcerting attraction that had caught him in its grasp once before. He backed away from it. Cassie had closed the book on him many years ago, and he had no intention of peeling back her pages ever again. What he needed from her now was information and cooperation, and from the angle of that little chin, it almost seemed like he might have made the trip for no reason at all. She was doing her best to make it look as if he had jumped to some false conclusions. Her stance was “you’re dead wrong,” but her movements were too controlled, her fingers clenched on the sponge just a hair too tightly.

Without thinking, he reached out and coaxed her hand open, letting the sponge fall back into the bucket.

He ignored her slight gasp as he touched her, ignored the almost imperceptible tremor that slid through her as he dragged his hand against hers. And he for damn sure forced himself to ignore the unexpected, unwanted flicker of heat that curled inside himself, as well.

Swearing beneath his breath, he released her hand, and the tips of her fingers raked across his bare palm.

Gray concentrated on his anger. He forced himself to turn away from the attraction simmering just beneath the surface. It was meaningless, what any man and woman who had once known each other in the most basic way would feel if they parted and came together again. Absolutely meaningless. But other things weren’t, and those things had been ignored way the hell too long.

“All right, Cass, let’s stop dancing around the issue. The facts are that you didn’t run away with Jake eleven years ago, and you had a child soon after that. So where’s my son, Cassie?” His voice was deadly calm as he broached the most important subject of his life, but his hands were clenched into fists and his eyes felt like two burning torches.

Cassie sucked in a long, deep breath, then froze, as if realizing that her action gave away too much. Slowly she leaned back against the damp car, crossing her ankles in a movement that was just a little too studied to be cool.

“Who’s been feeding you that line of hooey, Gray?”

If the situation hadn’t been so serious, if he hadn’t already been on his feet, Gray would have given the woman a standing ovation. Cassandra Pratt was the only child of the meanest, hardest-drinking, foul-mouthed man in five counties. Yet in a situation that clearly had her ducking for cover and hiding behind lies, that had to have her so hopping mad she could barely maintain her casual facade, the worst word she could bring herself to use was hooey.

“The word on the street after your little chat with Tess yesterday, sweetheart, is that Jake Walker isn’t the father of your child.”

Silence, simple and stunning, crept in.

“I never said he was,” she said at last.

“You never said he wasn’t until Tess asked you point-blank and you were forced to confess. And you knew what everyone thought. The entire town of Misunderstood believed Jake had fathered your child after you both were expelled for making love in that closet at the high school.”

Cassie drew her brows together. She pushed back her shoulders and narrowed her eyes. “I don’t care what everyone thought that day. Jake and I never—”

Gray did smile then.

“Never what, Cassie?”

His words brought her upright off the car. She crossed her arms at her chest, and her madder-than-heck gesture tightened the wet red cloth of her T-shirt against her breasts. Gray took a deep drag of air and cursed himself for being a normal, red-blooded, fire-breathing man.

Clearly oblivious to the enticing picture she represented, Cassie stared up at him. “Jake never touched me that way, and he never would have. That day I was—I was telling Jake that I was pregnant. I guess I was a bit overemotional. The way all women are who have hormones racing through their bodies,” she declared, daring him to disagree with her.

“Jake was simply comforting me, no matter what it might have looked like. He was just being a friend,” she continued, her voice softening, her eyes dark with apparent guilt. “But when the door opened and all those people came running, everyone jumped to conclusions. I was too dazed and scared to explain, Jake didn’t want to explain, and what followed was a serious misunderstanding which ballooned into a bit of gossip so juicy no one could have stopped it. It’s true I made things worse by leaving town soon after he did, but I had my reasons, and I explained all that nonsense about Jake to Tess just yesterday. I’m sure she must have told you the truth. You’re engaged to her, after all.”

“Was engaged,” he corrected.

Turning her head to the side, Cassie bit her lip. “I’m sorry for that, then. It was clear Tess loved Jake when she came to ask me to help him. That’s why I finally caved in and talked, even though I’ve always known Jake’s word and mine never counted for much in Misunderstood. But—” She looked at Gray with suddenly sad eyes. “Jake’s always been there for me. I wanted him to have someone else other than me who cared whether he lived or died, but I didn’t think about how that would affect you, that she would leave you for Jake as a result of our conversation. I didn’t know you would lose her.”

“Tess didn’t break off the engagement, Cass. I did.”

“Because you knew that she loved him.  ”

Gray moved to stand in front of Cassie. He looked down at her, at the satiny braid that had slipped over one shoulder making her look almost like a child with her head tilted down that way. But she was no child. She was a woman. The woman who had knowingly stolen his son.

“Gray?”

“What happened between Tess and myself isn’t important here,” he said. “But I called things off mainly because you and I have unfinished business. I have responsibilities of my own to take care of, wrongs to right.”

She nearly bumped against him as her body stiffened, as she suddenly raised her chin five notches.

“What...what in the world do you mean by that, Grayson Alexander?”

Whatever calm she had claimed when he’d first arrived was nowhere to be seen now. She was ruffled, her eyes flashing diamond-blue sparks, her arms pulled tightly against her body. She was also something else. Scared? Gray ignored the tug of guilt that pulled at him. It wasn’t important.

“He’s my son, Cass.”

“Why do you keep saying that?”

“Because it’s true. You were a virgin the night we made love.”

Cassie sucked in an audible breath. She looked at Gray dead-on. “You and I never made love. We had a...a one night physical experience that should never have happened in the first place.”

So she was going to brazen this out to the end. Fine, he’d dealt with that attitude before. If she wanted to lie to herself, okay, but he would have the truth for himself. Gray reached out and cupped her chin, his fingers firm against her butterfly-soft skin. He held her there, immobile. No force. She was probably almost as startled as he was that he’d dared to touch her again in such an intimate way.

“Let’s shoot for at least a touch of honesty here, Cass. Not long before that fabled day with Jake, I became your first lover. I was with you for one whole day and half the night, Cass. Naked. We made long, slow love. Passionately. Many times. But what’s real important, the only thing that’s actually important, is that you conceived a child that night. And you never let me know.”

Gray could feel Cassie’s pulse beneath his fingers coming faster and faster. “My son is mine,” she said slowly. “Just because Jake is not his father doesn’t mean that you are. You took precautions, you...weren’t careless. There could have been other men.”

He’d thought of the possibility of other men—many times—but he didn’t really believe it. Not for a minute. The Cassandra he’d known then had been shy and hesitant. It had been hard enough to believe that she’d turned to someone she knew as well as Jake. He couldn’t believe there’d been others. And besides, he knew that no matter how many men there’d been, the child was his.

Gray shook his head, ruthlessly casting aside her arguments. “Careful doesn’t offer any guarantees, Cass. Not then, not now. You know that. And I know that you and I share a child. Did you think I came here unprepared? That I wouldn’t do my homework? I’ve been to the library, located all the school news in the local papers. I’ve seen his photos, Cassie.”

“Then you know he looks like me.” She stepped to the side, out of his reach, an air of triumph in her eyes.

“He looks like you,” Gray admitted. “Except, Cassie, for that something in his eyes. Other people might not see it, but I look in the mirror every day and I recognize that look, Cass. In him. In me. It’s just a touch of something, but it’s there. Definitely there.”

She began to shake her head, but she didn’t mouth the words this time.

“Admit it, Cassandra. Long ago and far away, you and I once made a baby.”

Cassie’s eyes were bleak, wary, frightened, when she finally looked up. “Maybe that’s true, but he’s mine now,” she whispered. “Rob’s a happy, carefree little boy. He’s so very young. He’s not built to be one of the lofty, rule-the-world Alexanders, and I won’t risk having him hurt by trying to make him fit in your world. Not ever. He’s not an Alexander,” she insisted.

In the distance, down the long dirt road, came a smudge of blue and the creaking sound of a van that needed new shocks. Cassie closed her eyes. She wrapped her arms around herself and rocked slightly, and Gray knew without a doubt that his son was in that vehicle.

“Gray. Please go,” she pleaded. He’d never heard a Pratt beg. He’d never seen Cassie look so wounded.
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