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            He was feeling pretty good by the time he reached his place. He parked the bike and then, whistling happily, he went up the old stone steps to the front door, key in hand…

Except, he didn’t need the key.

The front door flew open.

“Brutto figlio di puttana bastardo,”
Angelica snarled, and launched herself at him, arms out, hands fisted.

He had no time to react.

She punched him in the jaw. Punched him twice, bam-bam, left hand-right hand.

Johnny staggered back, but not from the blows.

He staggered because even a fool like him could see that his Sicilian spitfire was hugely pregnant.


CHAPTER TEN

J
ohnny Wilde stood
on the rocky cliff overlooking the sea behind his Sicilian vacation home.

Vacation home?

He almost laughed.

Prison was more like it.

The woman he’d taken to his bed for one exciting, sex-filled week a handful of months ago was carrying his child.

His child.

Maybe.

Johnny frowned and made his way slowly down the cliff to the narrow strip of sand below.

Was it his? A lot of time had gone by. Angelica liked sex, and there were lots of young men in this village, lots of older ones, too.

And she was hardly a nun…

“Shit.”

She’d been a virgin when he met her. If she’d wanted to screw around, she’d have done it by the time she came to him on that beach.

“Face it,” he mumbled as he kicked a small sea-polished stone into the water. “The kid is yours.”

His.

A child.

A responsibility.

And what could he do about it?

“Nothing,” he said.

Was he in such bad shape that he was talking to himself?

He knew Angelica would never consider ending the pregnancy. He wasn’t even sure he’d want her to end it. He had no particular religious leanings, but snuffing out a small life just because it was inconvenient…

Inconvenient?

It was a death knell.

Once word got out, his career would be over. No question about that. If he was very, very lucky Halvorson might let him resign. If he wasn’t lucky…

Johnny shuddered.

Disgraced. His reputation. His name.

Alden’s name.

Which was nuts.

This wasn’t about his brother, it was about him, but if things had gone the way they should have, if Alden had become an officer…

There had to be a way out of this situation. There
had
to be!

Right. There was. Marriage. A wedding band on his Sicilian mistress’s finger. Then he could take her with him to the Netherlands. To Halvorson.

General, I’d like you to meet my bride.

My bride-from-the-back-of-nowhere. My bride who speaks Sicilian, not Italian. My bride who mops up pasta sauce with chunks of bread she’s torn from the loaf with her hands and yes, that might be sexy and cute in a rustic setting, but it sure as hell wouldn’t go over big in an embassy ballroom.

Johnny sat down in the sand and buried his face in his hands.

Angelica didn’t even know he was in the army. She knew nothing about him. She’d asked, just once, what he was doing in Italy and he’d told her he worked for his government. When she’d tried to ask more, he’d kissed her and said he really couldn’t talk about his job.

“Ah,” she’d said in a sexy purr, “you are my James Bond.”

He’d laughed and said no, not very likely, and she’d put her mouth to his ear and whispered how exciting it was to sleep with a spy…

Johnny sat up straight. A spy. A secret life. A story woven from a cobweb of deceit.

“Gianni?”

He looked up. Angelica had come down the rocky cliff to the beach. They’d made up a couple of days ago; she’d apologized for calling him names and he’d apologized for not having been in touch—he’d invented some stupid story about being away on hush-hush government business—and they’d avoided the topic of her pregnancy altogether.

It couldn’t be avoided any longer.

Not with that great big belly hanging out in front of her.

She looked—she looked beautiful.

Her hair was a ribbon of dark silk in the hot glow of the sun; her eyes were wide and filled with despair.

An emotion he could not identify twisted inside him.

Jesus.

It was desire.

A month ago, a couple of days ago, if anyone had asked him if he could be turned on by a pregnant woman he’d have roared with laughter.

But he
was
turned on. She was incredibly lovely and the life in her belly was his.

“Gianni.
Il mio cuore.
What are we going to do?”

He reached for her hand, tugged her onto his lap, wrapped his arms around her.

“What does your
nonna
say about this??”

He had not thought to ask her until now; he watched as her mouth trembled.

“She is gone,” she whispered. “She became ill and—and she is gone.” She crossed herself. “It is for the best. If she had known… The disgrace…”

Later, he would chastise himself for having made the decision without thinking it through—just as he would also remind himself that it was the only decision possible.

“How would she have felt if she knew you were going to be my wife?”

She turned her face to his. “What?”

“I want you to marry me, Angelica. I want you to be my wife.”

“Your wife.” Tears filled her eyes. “Oh, Gianni! Gianni…”

“People here can know, but nobody else.”

“I do not understand. Our marriage is to be a secret?” Her lovely eyes flashed. “I am not good enough for the world to know I am your wife?”

He wove the story easily. She had been correct; he was a spy. It was the reason he spent his holidays in Sicily, where no one was likely to recognize him. No, he could not tell her in what city he was stationed; in fact, he never worked out of any one city for very long. And no, he could not take her to live with him. It would be too dangerous for her. For their unborn child. And, when she still protested, he sighed and said he didn’t wish to worry her, but it would also be dangerous for him.

“You and our child could be the threat an enemy could use to get me to do whatever they wanted. Do you understand? If they, if anyone knew I had a wife, a family, I would become terribly vulnerable.”

She nodded.

This was a tiny mountain village in a place forgotten by time, but she had seen movies. She understood that spies led lonely, deliberately isolated lives.

Johnny thought of the endless intelligence officers he’d met over the years, of how visible they often were; he thought of how only the few who lived in the dark underbelly of the profession that no one ever talked about lived the kind of existence he was describing.

He thought of how monumental his lies were, and then he thought of how necessary they were for Angelica, for himself and for their child, and he helped her up, rose to his own feet and led her up to the house, where he took her to bed and they made gentle love.

* * * *

They were married a little more than two weeks later.

He had feared marriages had to be performed by priests, but they didn’t.

The mayor of the village said the necessary words.

The only possible problem was in the documentation he needed. His passport. His birth certificate. He ended up using the real ones; he could not imagine that either document would somehow transmit information to the embassy, the army or to Halvorson.

But he needed to fill out something called a
Dichiarazione Giurata
and it required not a lie, exactly.

It required creativity
.

One of the benefits of his job was that he worked with all kinds of people and all those people had contacts. He made up a tale about a friend of his, an American who needed a document notarized—the
Dichiarazione Giurata
—verifying that there was no legal reason he, the friend, could not marry.

“He’s divorced, it’s all legal, but he’s afraid his ex will go crazy if she finds out he’s getting married again,” Johnny explained, and the guy he was dealing with nodded in sympathy and put him in touch with someone who could help him.

A forger, basically, but he tried not to think about that.

The wedding ceremony was brief and almost businesslike. To offset that he’d brought white orchids and a diamond wedding band with him the day he flew in. He wore a dark suit; Angelica wore a long white satin gown that she’d remade to allow room for her ever-expanding belly, and a white lace veil in her hair.

She looked beautiful and old-fashioned and sweet, and when he could not get an erection that night, their wedding night, he told himself it was only because he was concerned about hurting her or the baby, and that it had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he either was or was not married, depending on how the Italian and American courts would interpret the chain of lies he’d created, if it ever came to that.

Five days later, he flew back to the Netherlands.

He told Angelica he would send her money every month, that he would come home whenever possible, and that he was, now and forever, her husband.

And as his plane lifted off and Sicily disappeared from view, what he told himself was that, considering the circumstances, two out of three wasn’t at all bad.

* * * *

To his surprise, he was able to put Sicily, Angelica, the baby and what might or might not be a marriage out of his head.

A month went by.

He sent money, phoned once a week, assured his wife—what an amazing word—that he missed her and he did, though not enough to fly home on weekends.

He told her that he couldn’t and she asked no questions.

The truth was, he just didn’t feel married. Didn’t want to feel married. He’d faced a difficult problem and solved it.

Why make things more complicated than they were?

Things were going well.

Each time he called, Angelica told him she missed him. He said he missed her, too. He asked about the baby. She said her back hurt a little—she was almost six months pregnant—but she felt fine otherwise. He told he would be home for a visit soon, that he had one assignment coming up and then he’d see her.

That was true enough.

He’d been called to Washington. He was to be promoted to lieutenant colonel.

He was to be given his own command in the States.

It was the most exciting thing that had happened to him, the next step in what he now knew was his path straight to the top.

In the not-too-distant future, he would become a general.

Christ, a general! Amazing.

What would Alden think?

Alden. Alden, who should have been wearing these oak leaves, one on each shoulder, as
he
now was.

The day after he received his insignia, Johnny arranged for a flight to Dallas. He rented a car at the airport. He didn’t want a military escort; he wanted to be alone.

He drove to Wilde’s Crossing. To the church cemetery where his father and brother lay. He walked past Amos’s grave without stopping. When he reached Alden’s, he saluted. Then he took off his cap, bowed his head, shut his eyes and told his brother how much he missed him.

“I’ve done everything you wanted to do, Alden,” he said softly. He grinned. “Except it took me twice as long.” His grin faded. “And I’ve done a couple of things you’d never have done. Bad things. I didn’t mean to. I just, I don’t know, I just did. And I regret them. Angelica. The pregnancy. Connie. Yeah, brother. Your girl, Connie. She’s as good a woman as a man could want—well, you knew that. And I didn’t treat her right. I can’t turn back time, can’t make up for it…”

No.

But he could set things right.

Go to see Connie. Tell her that she was, just as he’d said, as good a woman as a man could want. Hell, if he’d done things right, if he hadn’t been so fucking stupid…

He said goodbye to Alden. Took a pair of shiny silver oak leaves from his pocket and tucked them against the headstone. He put on his cap, gave his brother another brisk salute and returned to his car.

The drive to the Grimes house took only a few minutes.

Connie’s parents had died years back. She’d inherited their small house and he assumed she was still living there.

Would she be home? He hoped so. He wanted to see her, apologize for how he’d treated her. Yes, it was a little late for apologies. He hadn’t seen her in, what, four months? Five?

“Better late than never,” he told himself as he stepped from the rental car.

It had started raining. That was good; it meant nobody was on the nearby porches or out walking the family dog. The last thing he wanted was to bump into somebody he knew and have to come up with a meaningless round of
Good to see you. What’s new? How’ve you been?

One last deep breath. One last long exhalation. Then he climbed the steps to her door. He smoothed down the jacket of his uniform, his trousers, tucked his hat under his arm and rang the bell.

Nothing.

He rang it again.

Still nothing.

OK. She wasn’t home. Half disappointed, half relieved, he started to walk away…

And heard the door open.

“John?”

Johnny felt a muscle knot in his jaw.

“Oh my God, John, is that you?”

He cleared his throat. Turned around. “Connie,” he started to say, but the word caught in his throat.

Connie Grimes was pregnant.

And he knew, sweet Jesus, he knew without question that the child she carried was his.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

A
fternoon had given
way to evening; the rain had turned into a steady downpour.

They sat in the tidy, tiny kitchen, two civilized people drinking tea.

Connie had insisted on making some.

She’d drunk hers in delicate sips.

He had forced down a few mouthfuls to keep her from hovering over him and asking if he’d prefer something else.

The truth was, he never drank tea; he was strictly a coffee guy, but that was how little they knew about each other that she liked tea and he liked coffee, and all her fussing had only increased the tension.

He understood the fussing.

It had been to avoid what really mattered.

The pregnancy. The reality of a situation he could not believe.

“Christ,” he’d said when she’d opened that door, “Christ almighty, Connie…”

They’d stared at each other. She looked tired. Worn. And, of course, pregnant.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he’d said. “Why didn’t you call me? Write to me? Dammit, why?”

His voice had risen. She’d put her hand on his arm and drawn him inside.

“Don’t you want to know if the baby is yours?”

John’s jaw had tightened.

“Don’t play that game, dammit! It’s mine and we both know it.”

Her shoulders had sagged.

“I didn’t know how to find you,” she’d said wearily, “and besides, what was the point?”

“The point,” he’d said sharply, “was that I knocked you up.”

She’d flinched at his coarse words.

“And what would you have done if you’d known, John?”

“The right thing, dammit! That’s what I’d have done.”

“Exactly. And the last thing I wanted, was for you to change your life by marrying me.”

“The choice isn’t yours to make! I made you pregnant. I’m responsible. I’m—I’m—”

I’m already married to a woman who is pregnant with my child!

The room had started to spin.

Connie had led him to a chair. Told him to sit.

“I’m OK,” he’d said, fending off her offers of a cold compress, of aspirin, of water. “I know it’s a terrible shock,” she’d said, and he’d wanted to laugh, to cry, to put his fist through the wall because there was no way in hell she could possibly know what a shock this really was.

“I’ll make some tea,” she’d said, and he’d nodded, followed her into the kitchen, sat down at the old-fashioned maple table and tried to get his head to function as she put on the kettle, got out mugs, napkins, spoons…

Then they’d sat across from each other, mostly in silence, the patter of the rain filling that silence, but they couldn’t go on in silence any longer and he knew it.

“I never meant…” He cleared his throat. “I never meant for this to happen.”

“I know that.”

“I wore protection.”

She flushed a bright pink. “I know that, too. Sometimes—sometimes, the doctor says, those—those things don’t work.”

“What doctor are you seeing?”

“You wouldn’t know her. She’s in Dallas. Not here.”

John nodded. Of course, not here. Yeah, this was the ’80’s and kids were being born to single women everywhere in the U.S. of A., but this was Wilde’s Crossing…and that led to the next obvious question.

“What are you living on?”

He knew without having to ask that the school board had surely fired her once her condition showed.

And it showed.

God, did it show.

She was not as big as Angelica, but then she wasn’t quite as far along as Angelica, and—and shit, shit, he couldn’t think about that now.

“I have some savings.”

She said it with quiet dignity, and he knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

Hell, how could it be?

Connie was a proud woman.

And he—he had a wife in Sicily—well, maybe not exactly a wife because he’d handed in a fraudulent
Dichiarazione Giurata…

Jesus.

His head was going to explode.

“I’ll see a lawyer tomorrow. Somebody in Dallas.”

“Why?”

“For the same reason you chose a Dallas doctor. I don’t want you to have to deal with gossip…” He stopped, their eyes met and he groaned. “I’m an idiot,” he said softly. “You’re dealing with it already.”

“I can’t stop people from talking.”

Her voice trembled. Without thinking, he reached across the table for her hand. It was small and fragile within his.

“But I’ve told them nothing. It’s no one’s business but mine.”

“But ours,” he corrected, and he brought her hand to his lips.

Her eyes glittered. She looked down at her tea, but not before he saw the tears on her cheeks.

“Connie. Don’t cry. I’ll take care of you. I’ll see a lawyer, set up funds for you and the baby.”

“I can take care of myself!”

Johnny smiled. No, she wasn’t fragile. She was feminine. There was a difference.

“I bet you can. But I’m part of this. The baby…”

Connie tore her hand from his and shot to her feet.

“See? This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen. I don’t want you involved in this, John. I’ve already made arrangements. I’ve sold this house. I’m moving to Austin.”

“Austin?” He stood up, too. “Who do you know in Austin?”

“Nobody. That’s exactly the reason I’m moving there. The baby and I will get a fresh start.”

“Goddammit!” His hands closed on her shoulders. She stood stiff and unyielding under his touch. “The baby and you,” he said, turning her towards him. “What about me? This is my child, too.”

He could almost see her thinking through those words.

“Yes,” she finally said, “you’re right. If you want to see him from time to time, I won’t object.”

“Him?”

Her expression softened. “I’m having a boy.”

“
We’re
having a boy,” he said.

And he knew, as he said those words, that there was only one “right thing,” just as he knew precisely what that right thing was.

How could he not have seen it sooner?

Constance Elizabeth Grimes, the girl he’d thought of as his brother’s drab little mouse, was neither mousy nor drab.

She was a woman of courage and conviction.

If Alden had lived, if his life had gone as planned, he’d surely have married Connie on his graduation from the Point despite Amos’s disapproval.

She’d have been at Alden’s side ever since, making the kind of home to which he could have brought his friends—officers, diplomats, even General Halvorson himself. She’d have been on his arm at parties, as comfortable at casual staff gatherings as at the most prestigious of events and wherever she went, she’d have dressed properly, talked properly, shown the correct table manners.

She’d have given him strong, smart children.

She was even good in bed.

Not exciting, like Angelica. Not wild. Connie was sweet and soft and tender, and if he could not imagine her fucking him on a beach, at least he could not imagine her fucking him over in life.

He knew his thoughts might seem cold, even calculating, but until now he’d followed the male compass otherwise known as a penis, and look where that had led him.

He put his hand under her chin and raised her face to his.

“Connie,” he said softly. “Sweetheart. You’re a brave, wonderful woman.”

Another of those sweet blushes swept across her face.

“I only wish you’d let me know that we were having a child.”

“John. Johnny—“

“It’s John.” He dipped his head, brushed his lips lightly over hers. “That’s who I am, who I want to be.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “I don’t understand.”

He smiled and kissed her again. This time, he felt her mouth soften under his.

“Understand this, honey. You’re not alone anymore. And you’re not moving to Austin, you’re moving to D.C. Or to Virginia. Maybe to Maryland.” He chuckled at the expression on her face. “I haven’t given much thought to where to settle and now I’m glad of that because part of that decision will be yours.”

He could see dawning awareness in her eyes.

Such gentle brown eyes, nothing like the hot black of Angelica’s.

Hell.

No way was he going to think about Angelica right now. She was the past; Connie was the future. OK. Angelica couldn’t stay in the past; he knew that. But she would never be what Connie would be to him.

Yes, there’d be…difficulties.

Difficulties? How about impossibilities? Yes, but he’d work them out.

He wasn’t actually married to Angelica. Why not admit that? He’d always take care of her and the child she was carrying, of course; money would not be a problem, especially now that he’d inherited
El
Sue
ño
. He’d visit her from time to time; he’d want to, because he’d want to be part of his child’s life…

“What are you saying, John?” Connie asked, and he drew her close, kissed her until she gave a little sigh and responded to the kiss.

“I’m saying that we’re getting married. In the church here, at Wilde’s Crossing, with the whole town watching,.

“But—”

“No buts,” he said firmly. “We’re getting married, and that’s that, and I don’t want to delay our wedding a minute longer than it’ll take us to get a license.

He smiled. It took a little while, but finally she did, too.

He gathered her close against him.

As for problems… If the Point, the army and life had taught him anything, it was that no problem was insoluble.

Married men had affairs. They had mistresses. They had illegitimate children. Even high ranking army officers. Nobody talked about it, but everybody knew such things happened despite it being grounds for dismissal.

He was Johnny.

He was John.

Either way, he was smart.

There was no reason he wouldn’t be able to keep his two worlds from colliding.

An American wife in the States. An American son.

And, in Italy, a Sicilian not-quite-a-wife. An Italian son. Or daughter. Whichever, he’d provide for that family, too.

He’d manage the details.

Manage them with care and thought and skill.

And, for a long time, he believed that…

Believed it, for more than thirty years.


        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	...
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Werewolf in Las Vegas by Vicki Lewis Thompson



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Dragon and the Rose by Roberta Gellis



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Class Trip by Burns, Rachel



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Taken by Adam Light



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Sword of God - John Milton #5 (John Milton Thrillers) by Mark Dawson



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Straits of Hell by Taylor Anderson



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Hidden Letters of Velta B. by Gina Ochsner



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        First Steps (Founding of the Federation) by Hechtl, Chris



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Fatal Strike by Shannon Mckenna



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        First Born by Tricia Zoeller


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    