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Amethyst, Wisconsin is a small, peaceful town on a pristine lake with an active tourist season in summer. When the air turns chill, the area is transformed into a ghost town with only a handful of lifers who stay. Populated with colorful characters, Amethyst is bursting with mystery, romance, and jealousy. Come and visit a place where anything is possible all-year-round.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

What am I doing? Getting married now...when everything's going so perfectly? Don't I know better than this? 

Lona Rose had never experienced cold feet before. No, she'd tied the knot too fast the first two times to give herself time to question the wisdom of what she was doing. 

But it's different this time. Because Reece Childs is the most perfect man alive and he's proven that to me over the last few years...during this time everyone believed we were married after a whirlwind courtship. Literally overnight after Reece returned to Amethyst intending to settle down, we let everyone believe we got married in Vegas but really didn't. 

Lona had learned to associate the legal commitment of holy matrimony with the beginning of the end of relationships to the point where she'd been terrified about inciting some chain reaction. She didn't want to lose Reece. She'd been in love with the man since she was seventeen. In two years, that love had reached epic proportions as they'd shared everything, including a child.

Even as she gripped the steering wheel harder to keep her hands from shaking uncontrollably and she felt beads of perspiration welling up above her carefully made up lips, her mind and heart were in perfect unison. Reece wouldn't fall out of love with her, the way the other men she'd been with had and almost easily. Reece made her feel like she was the end-all, be-all woman in his life. How often had he insisted he'd never get over her? She'd have to be the one to walk away because he wouldn't leave her, ever. He'd been asking her to marry him nearly every day of the past few years. He said he wanted to take care of 'his ladies' for the rest of his life. A little over two weeks ago, Lona had finally agreed, and they'd gone to the courthouse to apply for their marriage license.

And today's the day, the day the Lona Rose jinx either gets busted to hell or is proven true. When tears stung her eyes, she scolded herself ruthlessly. She'd spent too many hours on her makeup, getting ready for the most important day of her life, to ruin it now. She took a series of deep breaths, reminding herself of the past weekend. They'd had all their friends over for a backyard cookout, despite the lingering winter chill in the air. In Amethyst, spring took a long time to come some years and, even in May, they could get snow. The lawn had been dry enough to warrant a spontaneous game of tag football. Lona had watched her man so often during the gathering, thinking the same thing. He's the most amazing person alive. Everyone loves him, considers him someone to count on in any circumstance. And he's so darn good with all the kids, not just our little Honey. He's every perfect thing I've been telling myself he is since he rolled back into town, saying he was giving up truck driving for good, that he wanted to settle down...with me. 

Not surprisingly, she'd fallen hard and fast after he'd tossed her over his shoulder and carried her out of a bar, staking the claim she'd wanted him to bury deep when she was seventeen and his little brother had been in love with her.

"We're not rushing into this," Lona said out loud in the confines of her practical car, traded for her hot convertible when her daughter had been born. In the past, she'd allowed a rush of temporary feelings to guide her in her relationships. Each time, her choice of men had been proven to be short-sighted as they'd abandoned her for someone worthier...or, at the very least, more convenient. 

God, don't let Reece ever do that. Don't let him change his mind about me. I couldn't take it if he did. Not Reece, my Prince Charming, everything I ever wanted in the man I gave my heart to so completely. Lord, let his promises last night that nothing can go wrong, that we'll never regret getting married come true. Because my love for him is like a voracious vacuum, sucking in everything I am, everything I'll ever be. When she'd begged him last night never to break her heart, he'd claimed he'd rather die. 

When she rolled to a halt behind a stop sign, she closed her eyes, drawing strength from the memory of love in his eyes the evening before, the way he'd made love to her as if she was the only woman in the world, the only one for him.

They'd arranged everything for this day, in hopes that no one in the small town would find out that they hadn't actually been married these past few years. She didn't want to imagine how that would go over, but she was certain everyone would assume the worst of her for the situation, and she couldn't blame them in this case. She had been what was standing behind her and Reece and marriage. No one in this tiny, small-minded town she and Reece had grown up in would believe she was anything but what the rumors flying around her most of her life insisted--a man-eater, incapable of monogamy, who'd been with every available guy in the county. 

She pulled into the construction site where Reece and her brother-in-law Scott, owner of Mason Construction, were working on her business venture. She and her father Randall had invested in Rose Rentals, ten cabins on Lake Amethyst that they planned to rent out during the tourist season. Eight of the ten were built and ready for lease. Though it was still early, they'd get a few stragglers before the summer months turned their 75-lifers-in-winter town into a full-on resort with thousands of tourists.

Lona eased out of her car, smoothing the pearl pink, tea-length dress that was perfect for a courtroom wedding and wouldn't cause too many questions about why she was so gussied up, should she be forced to see someone in town before they made it to the courthouse almost an hour away. Stepping carefully in the romantic pumps she wore, she made her way to the one trailer on the construction site that had a shower inside. 

She'd taken the day off, easy since she owned Rose Realty, and Reece had worked part of the morning since their wedding wasn't until 11:30. Honey was with her grandmother--Reece's mother, where she'd be for most of the day. They hadn't told anyone specifics about where they were going because they hadn't wanted anyone to ask questions. As far as their friends and family knew, this was just an ordinary day. And I truly hope it is because I don't want anything--not a single thing in my perfect life--to change.

Lona quickly stepped into the trailer to avoid having anyone see her, though she suspected the crew was over working on the ninth cabin. Reece looked up from buttoning his shirt. He'd chosen not to wear a tuxedo or even a suit. Still, he made all other men look inferior. He'd obviously just gotten out of the shower because his brown hair was wet. The crew-cut with a longer, thicker front rarely stayed wet longer than fifteen minutes.

Reece's fingers stopped working on his shirt at the sight of her. "Ahh, darlin', you make my heart stop." He didn't appear to be able to move, let alone talk above the awe-struck murmur.

Lona went to him and instantly she relaxed at being in his muscular arms, held against his strongly beating heart once more. This is right. This is the best thing I've ever done. I won't doubt that again.

He leaned close so his lips were almost touching hers. "Babe, tell me you haven't changed your mind. I love you. I don't wanna wait a second longer to have you."

"You have me."

"I have everything but a ring on your finger, lady. Let's get the hell outta here before you change your mind again."

"I won't," she assured him, reaching for and getting the kiss she needed so badly.

He chuckled afterward. "I ain't takin' a chance you might."

After shoving his feet into his nice cowboy boots, they started out of the trailer. "You dropped Honey off?"

"As soon as you left. It took me all morning to get ready," she said on a laugh. 

"Baby, you were gorgeous before you ever rolled outta bed this mornin'."

"Only you would say that." In the past few years, she'd worked hard, day and night, to never give Reece a reason to dismiss her and look elsewhere, even though he seemed to find her "hot" when she did nothing at all to make herself attractive. Her rivals--and there were plenty--also had to admit she looked better at forty-two than she had at twenty-five, and she'd been the catch of the county for most of her life. 

"She's fine. She loves her Grandma. And Mona lives for her time with her granddaughters." Reece's brother and his wife had girls as well--two of them, who were already in school. 

Reece started to say something when Lona's cell phone played the song she'd associated with her mother-in-law. She glanced at him. "We better answer."

He groaned out loud, clearly anticipating that the call would somehow change her mind about getting married today. When he tried to take her phone away, no doubt believing he'd be more level-headed about anything going on than she would, she darted out of his reach. She answered, saying, "Hey, Mom, is everything okay?"

Mona barely paused. "Lona, is my son anywhere near you?"

Frowning, Lona glanced back at him. "Yes, actually, he is. What's going on?" Mona could handle anything, and she knew better than to call Reece at the job site. What's going on?

"Good. Because he's got some major explainin' to do. There's a woman standing on my doorstep, claiming her boy is Reece's son."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The look on Lona's face worried Reece so much, he couldn't stop himself from taking the phone from her abruptly limp hand, then demanding, "Ma, what's going on? Is Honey all right?" His gaze returned to Lona--her expression wasn't one of worry for their daughter. No, she looks like somebody dumped a load of anvils on top her. That's fear in her eyes. Fear and distrust, maybe even betrayal. 

"Reece Remington Childs, you better explain yourself right now," his mother said in the tone that always ensured him he was hip-deep in trouble. He hadn't heard it for most of his adult life though. What was going on now? 

She didn't pause in her scolding. "There's a woman standing at my door, claiming you're the father of her son. She says his name is Remy, just like your father, and she asked for you using your daddy's name at first. Who is this woman? What does she want? Why is she calling you Remy and claiming this about her boy?"

In a time vortex, Reece didn't speaking, didn't move, couldn't think beyond horrifying acknowledgement that what he'd been dreading since he'd sold his old man's rig and gave up truck driving for good was happening. I've been prayin' my past wouldn't come back and break my life in two...but somehow I knew I wasn't gonna be able to outrun those hounds of hell forever. Dammit.

The betrayal in Lona's eyes made perfect sense now. Feeling strangled, Reece forced himself to turn away from her, walk in the opposite direction, while asking quietly, "She tell you her name, Ma?"

"Angelina Batista. She sounds like a stripper, Reece!"

He closed his eyes as those anvils crushed him beneath their weight. His mother had no idea how right she was.

"Well?" she demanded. "What's your explanation, mister?"

Reece drew in a deep breath that felt anything but cleansing. Here it is. The crossroads you knew sooner or later you'd have to face. And you made a vow that if this ever happened, you'd tell Lona the truth. God's honest truth without any sugar-coating. About everything...everything but one mere technicality. Because if she ever finds that out, I'll be a goner for sure. 

He knew best that if he tried to lie or make this situation sound honorable or even decent in any way, he'd lose her. Since he came back to Amethyst, not realizing until he saw Lona Rose what he was looking for to redeem him, he'd considered telling her about the crap that'd been mostly of his own making for the majority of his life. Fact is, she doesn't know a damn thing about me, who I was, what my old man incited before he died, g@#m him to hell.

Unable to help himself, Reece glanced back at the woman who'd saved him in every way. She hadn't moved, but he could see the expression of suspicion, fear and duplicity growing by the minute. Hell, I'd rather die than tell her the unvarnished truth. And that truth sure as shooting doesn't imply that I've changed. But I'm not my daddy's worthless twin. Not anymore. Because of her, 'cause of our babygirl. Lona and Honey mean everything to me. Nothin' can change that...can it?

"I need to talk to Lona first," he said to his mother quietly. "But--"

"But what?" Mona all but shouted in his ear, causing him to back the device off. "You get your ass over here right this minute, Reece Childs. That's what you'll do."

"I'm on my way. But I'm talkin' to my wife first, Ma."

Wife. Today, if nothin' had gone wrong, Lona would finally be the wife I've been callin' her for the last few years, I've been wantin' her to be mine since the day we got back together--the day I returned to our hometown for good. Damn, I should've known even heaven would try to protect her from my sins when I was too weak to do it myself. I'm never gonna be able to make her my wife, am I? That was the damning part, but he had the feeling the punishment would only get worse from this point on.

"What do you want me to do with her?" his mother demanded.

In the background, he heard crying, but he would have recognized Honey. "How old is the boy?" he asked abruptly.

"Doesn't look much older than Honey. She says he's two and half. Sure doesn't look it. Skinny, undernourished little thing..."

The last time Reece would admit out loud to having seen Angelina had been a few weeks before he'd returned to Amethyst to settle down for good. Grudgingly, he conceded that the timing didn't discount that Angelina had gotten pregnant. Whether or not the kid was his... Well hell, a whore like Angelina might never know the truth about somethin' like that. But I ain't exactly a saint myself. 'Cause I know what I've done, that I haven't been true to Lona the whole time we've been together--

"Ask her to tell you where she's stayin'--"

"She's saying she's not staying anywhere. She says she doesn't have any money and she's not leaving here until she sees you."

S@#t. Sounds like Angelina--twice as stubborn as a bull rider's mount. "I'll be there as soon as I can."

"Bring Lona along. She needs to be sure you haven't been playin' her for a fool all these years."

Ironically, Reece's mother had been the hardest to convince when it came to Lona. The rumor mill had painted her black since she was old enough to bat her gorgeous eyelashes and make every man in the vicinity sit up and take notice. But, once his mom really got to know her, she'd discovered the same thing Reece had: Lona Rose was a beautiful angel. Ma will defend her to the death--and she'll take her side in this, as she should 'cause Lona didn't do a damn thing wrong here.

"Be there soon," he said simply, hanging up. The dread in his gut made him feel like a hole had opened up inside him. Gotta be honest--as much as I can risk--or this is over now.

When he pivoted, Lona's expression had turned brittle with anticipation of a blow. I wasn't the only one livin' in dread all this time. She's been waitin' for the same thing to happen with me that's happened to her before. She expects me to get tired of her. It's why she refused to marry me. She thinks marriage is a precursor to divorce--and boredom. But that ain't gonna happen. If anything, I'm in deeper now than I could've even imagined the night I saw her again and suddenly believed in destiny for the first time. 

"What the hell is going on, Reece?"

He walked to her, handing her phone back. She barely seemed to notice she was taking it. But she knew exactly what she was doing when she backed away from his attempt to take her in his arms. "Tell me now," she demanded, warding him off.

"I'm gonna tell you, baby, but you gotta believe the truth first."

"You know her. That boy...is...yours..." 

The sob that came from deep in her throat sounded like it was strangling her. She turned away, and he wouldn't let her push him away this time. He wrapped his arms around her from the back, holding her so tight she equally couldn't run and didn't collapse, as he expected her to. Lona wasn't a fighter, God no. She was a coward, especially when it came to love, believing and accepting. She was more likely to run before she knew the truth than to wait for what she figured was a foregone conclusion.

"Lona, I love you. But, yeah, I know her. I don't know if the boy is mine."

"But he could be...before you came back to Amethyst and we got together?"

Reece couldn't let himself react. He didn't speak.

"How soon before, Reece?"

"Few weeks," he offered shamefully, tasting the bitterness in his mouth he always knew he would if this subject ever came up.

She heaved again, pushing out the mangled words, "Doesn't make it right."

She sounded faint, and Reece swore. She was already slipping away from him, not fighting, assuming she didn't have the strength to face this.

He turned her into his arms. "No, it ain't right, Lona, but I love you more than anything. You and Honey are my whole life, the only life I want. Nothin's ever gonna change what you two are to me, that you're all I want and need. You and me...ah, baby, we got together so fast when I came back home for good." 

What else could explain how he'd left on the valid excuse of selling his rig and unloading himself from the truck driving life for good...at the same time, returning like a pig to its slop to the trough with Angelina? But even that betrayal had told Reece everything he needed to know. The addiction he'd suffered for so long was broken. The whole time he'd been with Angelina, his only thought had been getting back to Lona. At that juncture, he'd only been settled back in Amethyst a few weeks and he'd asked her to marry him the night he returned. Leaving Angelina that last time, he'd been a hundred percent sure he was ready to commit to one woman, give Lona every part of himself. When she told him she was pregnant, his life only got sweeter. 

Did Angelina get pregnant, too, from that last slip that led me straight back to Lona's arms? God, kill me now.

His guilt was so heavy, he couldn't keep looking at the woman he loved as he spoke words that felt hollow because he knew he'd betrayed her--once, but that was plenty enough. "In all this time since we got together, we ain't talked about much of anythin', darlin'. Maybe I should've told you a lot more, but you gotta understand I got so g@#m many regrets, I didn't want another. And losin' you would be my biggest. You haven't told me much about your past either."

"I haven't lied...concealed. You knew, know--"

"I know. I don't doubt you, Lona. You've been honest and upfront with me. This part's all me. I came home to escape the bad s@#t my life turned into after my old man died. I wanted that over with. I always feared it'd chase me down, though, and now it has."

When she made the move to turn aside, he drew her again into his arms, wincing at her tears and shock. "Who is she, Reece? Who the hell is she? Tell me."

He swallowed the bitter lump that'd filled his throat. "Angelina Batista, my port in the city I made my most frequent runs to when I was drivin' the rig."

"And she was...some woman you slept with? That you loved?"

"No. Never love. Not even close. It was just sex. That's all it ever was. For her. For me."

"But...she had your baby. She came here. She must--"

"Ah, babe, trust me, she didn't come here outta love. There's no way. I don't know what the hell inspired her to come lookin' for me, but I can guess pretty easy."

"What?" 

"Money. She came here to get me to pay up, do the right thing financially. That's all. That's all it ever was with her."

Surprisingly, Lona was too devastated by the outcome to notice the ramifications of his words. Reece wasn't sure if that was good or bad. Sooner or later, he'd have to pay the piper, but he'd rather do it later. 

"Is there a chance she's lying? That the boy isn't your son?"

"Yeah. There's more than a chance. Honestly, I always knew I wasn't the only guy. Far from it."

She gaped at him. "Really?"

Does this actually comfort her? Give it two seconds, and it'll do the opposite. And I ain't gonna start disillusioning her now, especially when the letdown could explode in my face. Sure, if by some chance I can prove the kid isn't mine, I will. But it'll hurt more if Lona believes there's hope in this regard and the proof isn't in my favor. 

"Will you come with me, Lona? I gotta face this even if I'd rather not. I made mistakes in the past, and I don't wanna make another now. I want you there for all this. I promise I won't hide anything from you, honey. Give me the chance to prove I'm the man you thought I was since we got together."

Did a few years of good works make up for a lifetime of misbehaving? Reece wasn't sure, but he had a sneaking suspicion in the end it would all come out in the same wash. He was about to be swept down the river by this torrential current, never to recover or be found by the light again.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

All the worries that had gripped her since she and Reece applied for their marriage license dissolved as though they'd never existed. Lona's fear was beyond anything she'd ever experienced before, and she couldn't stop crying even when she felt exposed to a man she believed she didn't know at all. If any of the dread for what was to come was real, how could he be anything but a stranger to her? 

I knew Reece wasn't a saint before he came back to Amethyst. But that was just an assumption. I didn't know facts. I assumed. I assumed he'd been with other women, just like I'd been with other men...men I married, albeit foolishly. Don't I have to take into account that he was a different person before we got together? I certainly was...but I never portrayed myself as anyone other than who I am. And he has--has to have, given the situation.

"Don't let this change anything, honey," he said, looking at her helplessly as he drove to his mother's house. 

"I want the truth."

"That's all I intend to give you, baby. I promise that. But you gotta know I was different back then, before you. You made me a different person, a better man. You and Honey. The two of you are all that matter to me. You saved me, Lona. Can't you take that into account?"

Even as logic made the attempt to shove its way inside her, she couldn't let it. She'd never felt more betrayed in her life. Not even when she caught her first husband in the very act of cheating on her and her second husband speaking furtively into a phone words of love for some old girlfriend who wanted to come back to him. But her fear was different now because she'd given up at that very moment with both husbands. The thought of losing Reece, letting him go, was abject terror. She'd never loved any man the way she did him. This love was bigger and wider and stronger, and she'd done everything in her power since they fell in love to be perfect for him so he'd never want to look at another woman for as long as he lived. 

I've already lost him, haven't I? Because when the going gets tough, Lona Rose runs for her life. I've never been strong, never could stand any competition. I fold like origami before the fights ever begins. Better to walk away voluntarily than to lose and get kicked so far down, there's no way to get back up.

"How long? How long did you...go to her?" she asked in a hoarse whisper.

For a long time, he didn't speak, and she felt compelled to remind him, "You promised you'd tell me everything, Reece. Tell me the truth. I need to know." I have to know what I'm facing here, but I don't want to know anything else. I just want this whole, big ugly thing to go away. But how can I get myself to forget something this devastating? How can I forgive?

"I wanna give you the truth, babe, but I know you. You'll use it as ammunition. Justification. For runnin' and quittin'. My life started with you. I was nothin' before that. Worthless. I admit it, honey. I've never been worthy of an angel like you. But I'm beggin' you, don't give me what I deserve this time."

Do you believe you deserve not to be forgiven? "How long did you go to her?" Lona asked again, not letting herself be distracted by the love a part of her wished she no longer harbored for him.

He heaved a sigh. "Since my dad died. Since I took over his run."

"For more than twenty years then?" she verified faintly.

"Yeah."

"You went to her each time you passed through her city? And you somehow want me to believe you didn't love her, that it was all just sex, that she didn't love you?"

"It's a hundred percent true. You'll realize the same as soon as you meet her. I guarantee it."

"Who is she?"

He glanced at her once more, dread making his expression tense and hard. "She's a stripper, okay? That's how we met."

The sound of the horrible word reverberated in the close confines of the car, exploding outward. "A stripper... Reece, you...? Was she a prostitute? One of those strippers who has sex for extra money?"

"Not the way you think. But she liked expensive gifts. That's what she accepted. Not cash. Not unless it was in her garter while she was on-stage."

"My God...but you're not even one of those guys who hangs a nude calendar in the garage! How could you? How could you go to a stripper? A prostitute? For two decades? She must have had a disease if you weren't her only client!"

"She wasn't a prostitute."

"You implied she was with countless other men."

"Who all gave her expensive gifts, yeah. She was a whore, no denyin' that, but she wasn't a prostitute."

"Reece, you're letting her off the hook on a technicality. Why?"

"Look, I've been tested. Repeatedly during those years, and often since. If she had a disease, she didn't pass it on to me, and I didn't pass it on to you. I can get you proof of that if you need it."

While he sounded frustrated, there was nothing defensive about his words. Even still, Lona couldn't help her disgust as she considered the reality of the situation--of the man she loved, who'd made love to her so tenderly, going to the same whore countless times over the course of years, getting himself tested because even he knew he was in danger of getting an STD while with this woman.

Lona had spent more years than she could count hating the fact that she'd slept with multiple men in her lifetime--four, including Reece. In all cases, she'd been in love. She'd been completely exclusive with each one. In two of the cases, she'd been married. No one else in the whole county would believe she'd only been with four men her whole life, but it was the truth. She'd felt guilty for that "looseness". Now she suddenly felt she'd been at least halfway moral, in light of this situation.

"I'm sorry, Lona. I'm sorry I was that kind of man. I'd do anything to change it. I have. I've turned my life around. Doing that one-eighty was deliberate."

While she'd never expected him to be a saint in the years before they were together--after all, he was young, single and ungodly gorgeous--nothing could have prepared her for this. He'd been a truck driver and she knew that wasn't the kind of life that promoted fidelity, loyalty, certainly not monogamy. I don't know if I can accept this. If I can live with this knowledge, if I can go back to the way things were between us before I found out the truth. But...what if this isn't the worst of it?

"Reece...was she the only one?" Her hands clenched, surprisingly not breaking the nails against her palms.

He didn't look at her this time, but she could see the change moving over his expression as he forced himself to live up to his promise in telling her the truth. "No."

"No?"

"Lona, I was no saint. The opposite."

"How many?"

"Come on..."

"How many?" she demanded shakily.

"I don't know."

"Are you saying there were so many that you don't have the slightest clue?"

He swallowed, glancing at her. "What do you wanna hear?"

"God..."

"You want ammunition, babe, and you're gonna get all you need goin' down this road."

"Ten? Twenty?"

"It doesn't matter. They were all the same. None of 'em meant a damn thing to me. It was just sex."

"Fifty? A hundred?"

The look on his face told her she was guessing so low, it wasn't worth laughing over.

"Reece, how many women have you been with?"

"In twenty f@#n' years, lady, and drivin' a g@#m truck--the loneliest life imaginable? There's no way to count, okay? That what you wanna hear?"

She flinched at his anger, at his swearing--something he almost never did in her hearing. I don't know this man. He's more of a stranger than a real stranger.

"Picked up some random woman at a bar every night I wasn't on the road, on a delivery. Forty weeks out of any given year, at least, I was drivin' the rig. The rest of the time... You do the math. But it's beyond countin'. That's the unvarnished truth. And you've got all the justification in the world to run from me now."

Her mouth fell open as she acknowledged that the number of women he'd been with in twenty years, twelve months of fifty-two, had to stretch into the hundreds, possibly more. She didn't believe for a second Reece would have walked into any bar in the country and not picked someone up. He was too attractive, too charming. He would have picked up someone every single time without fail. 

Her gasp turned into violent sobs that made Reece pull over the car and reach for her, apologizing over and over because she refused to let him console her. "I always promised myself I wouldn't make excuses like my old man did for all his sins."

Lona choked on this knowledge. "You...your father? The saint of Amethyst according to your mother? He did this, too?"

"We can't tell her this, honey. It'll break her to find out the truth about that bastard. She's not strong enough to handle reality."

Suddenly the words Lona had heard Reece's mom screaming at him, though her phone hadn't been on speakerphone at the time, came back to her. Mona had said this woman assumed Reece's name was Remy--his father's given name. And she'd named her son Remy. 

She backed further away from him, her hand over her mouth. "No. She called you Remy, named the boy Remy..."

"Listen to me, you don't wanna know this, okay?"

"Know what? That you and your father shared the same whore? Oh, God, please no..."

"It's not what you think, okay? But that is how I met her. That summer the old man took me out on his run with him after I graduated high school, I found out a lotta truths about him that I didn't want my mom or brother to know. It would've killed 'em."

"He cheated on her? Constantly?"

"Yeah."

"And this woman?"

"Angelina's mom was the stripper my old man took me to see perform. And, after, she took Dad home. They obviously knew each other well. Years later, after Angelina's mom died, Dad started going to Angelina, despite how young she was."

"Where were you? That first time?"

"In the living room of her expensive apartment. I wasn't in the bedroom with 'em...but might-as-well've been--"

"Your father made you stay in the living room while he--"

"I didn't sleep with Angelina until after my dad died."

Lona shook her head, unable to comprehend this. "What in the world was it that attracted you? Enticed you about this woman? When your father was with her first, when she was just a child? And then you... Was she just so hot, you couldn't control yourself? How could she be? If she was with your father, wouldn't she have been old by stripper standards, especially by the time your dad died?"

"I'm pretty sure her mom lied to her employer or he just didn't verify Angelina's age before he put her on stage. If she was fifteen, even thirteen, eleven, when I first met her, I'd be shocked. I didn't wanna think about it then. Her mom was a stripper and she set her daughter up for the life. Even that young, Angelina had it all, the kind of body most twenty-five year old women don't have--so nobody who wondered really cared."

"She was a child? She 'serviced' your father when she was a child, and she couldn't have been legal when you started going to her? Reece...are you...? We have a daughter..."

"Don't go there, Lona. I was a hell of a lot younger when all this started. Angelina's about ten years younger than me. And I would never, ever think about what you're suggestin'. I would never hurt our baby, especially like that."

Before an hour ago, she couldn't have imagined it either. Her math skills provided the proof she needed though. If he didn't meet Angelina until she was eight--when Reece graduated high school and first started going on the road with his father--he would have been eighteen at that time, but he didn't start going to Angelina until after his father died, so Angelina technically would have been legal age at that time since his father died when Reece was in his late twenties. While that didn't make the situation decent, it was at least acceptable. "Is her son yours or your father's?"

"Couldn't be Dad's. Mom says she claims the kid is two and a half, so...it has to be me or someone else. But there's no reason to assume he's mine. Listen, I'm beggin' you not to tell my mom any of this, Lona. You'll shatter her."

"I won't shatter her. The truth will. And why should she be forced to believe that man was anything but the child molester he truly was?"

"Lona...I left that life. It was a conscious, deliberate choice. I knew I was f@#d up, just like my old man was. I knew that. I had to get out 'cause it was eatin' me alive, and I didn't like who I was. I looked in the mirror, and there was my f@#n' old man. I didn't respect him, and I sure as hell didn't respect myself when I turned out just like him. That's why I came home when I did. I couldn't do it anymore. I hated myself, hated my life, and I knew the only way out was to sell the rig and never go back. Settle down here. I didn't think of anything beyond that. Then I got home, and there you were, so damn beautiful and perfect for me. I knew you could save me. I knew you were everything I'd need, and I wanted to be a good man for you. I wanted to be deserving of you. And that's all I've done in the last few years we've been together. These've been the best years of my life--so I barely think about the bastard I was, the sins I committed. God's honest truth, babe, I've never been happier. You're all the woman I need. I love you. You're who I want. You and Honey."

Why was it easier to hear the bad stuff? She didn't want to hear the good, not when she could feel herself pulling so far away. She didn't want a reason to stop and consider the regrets she'd have if she ran away--because she was fully justified if she did that. 

"Baby, if I thought for one second tellin' you the truth would help you, or do anything but drive you as far away from me as you could ever get, I would've told you everything. But I knew this was exactly how you'd react. You have every reason to. I don't blame you. But if our time together means as much to you as it does to me, try to see the man I've become with you, not the devil--son of the devil--I was. Give me a chance to prove to you I'm worth something, worth fightin' for, at the very least."

She turned away from his pleading face, letting her defenses wall away his words from touching her heart. A part of her couldn't help wishing he'd never come back to Amethyst, never darkened her door so this couldn't have happened. Yet the time she and Reece had been together wouldn't be denied. They'd been so in love. They had Honey, the best thing that'd ever happened to her. Everything she'd ever wanted in life had been right here, with him. She couldn't have had any of it without him. And I know he's a good father who would never do anything to hurt his babygirl. Honey is the most precious thing in the world to him. They adore each other.

"Do you want me to take you home, Lona? I don't want you to get hurt anymore. And you will be."

If she didn't love him, despite all that she'd learned of the man he was, everything would be so much easier. She couldn't shake the knowledge that her response to his question now would tell him if their relationship was over now. How could she answer though? She didn't know. She couldn't imagine getting over any part of this nightmare. I don't know if I can recover, go forward, continue to love, forgive. The only thing she did know was that she had to see this for herself, had to know the truth that Reece's words would never adequately portray. Without the first-hand information, she would be dead, her life over. Beyond that...she didn't know anything.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Reece wasn't surprised when Lona told him quietly she was going with him, then she pulled down the mirror and started fixing her face. He knew she was viewing Angelina as competition. Nothing she did would make her feel worthy. Telling her she was a beautiful wreck and he loved her more for it would only destroy her. Every tear she cried was like a poison dart bleeding contamination into him. 

He deserved worse.

Helplessly, he glanced at her before he got back on the road. The way he figured she would, she'd put everything into getting ready for their informal wedding. Each time he thought she couldn't get more gorgeous, she somehow did. I was heartbeat close to finally callin' her my wife--for real. No surprising the g@#m obsession that all but ruined my life is what wrecked my chances now, probably forever, of getting everything I ever wanted. But I made mistakes--one bad mistake--after she was in my life and I could lose her on that technicality. I cheated on Lona once, and it was my betrayal that ultimately proved to me I was over the addiction, that I could be forever true to the woman I loved as a result. 

S@#t, if she ever finds that part out, I'm lost.

The only other thing he had no intention of ever telling Lona, because it would reinforce her worst fears, was about his obsession with Angelina. Even when he was out on a run, Angelina was all he thought about, and that had been a big part of the reason he'd branched out with other conquests, trying to minimize her hold on him. Nothing had worked. No matter how many other meaningless encounters he glutted himself with, he'd wanted her. She was the first thing he thought of when he had time off. The addiction had been all about sex. Not once had he ever wanted to know her better, to find out who she was, what made her tick, what interested her. They'd never had so much as a conversation that wasn't about sex. Sure as hell never wanted her all for myself. I easily accepted I wasn't the only one.

Lona would assume he'd been obsessed, but he refused to confirm the truth. Even if he had to lie, he wouldn't go there. Admitting the sexual addiction he'd had for Angelina and Angelina alone--the same one his old man struggled with--would be the ironclad guarantee that Lona would be lost to him forever. I won't take that risk any more than I will admitting I went to Angelina one last time after Lona and me were together. She saved me in the first place, and she's the only woman I've ever truly loved, the one I'd rather die than lose. No amount of honestly could be worth the consequences.

He told himself logically there was no reason to assume that boy was his. God only knew how many other men Angelina had been with during that time, anytime. The only one he knew for sure had been some rich politician who'd been married with kids that she'd been blackmailing. The last time he'd been with her before meeting up with Lona again, she'd kicked him out--not giving him time to pack his small carryall with his stuff--because this guy was coming over. He'd overheard the conversation through the door that followed after the guy arrived and Reece had been thrust out of the apartment.

Reece had listened, thinking, Would he someday be like his old man, like this politician? With a wife and kids back home, so damn addicted to Angelina, he'd cheat, steal, destroy his life for her? How many men had she inspired to do just that? She had the power. No doubt about that. The question had led to Reece's decision to walk away from his entire life cold-turkey. He only went back a few weeks after meeting Lona to prove to himself he was free. Unfortunately, it'd taken an act of betrayal to ensure the release of his chains--and he already knew Lona wouldn't believe that was necessary. Too little, too late, he wasn't even sure himself in retrospect that it had been.

The sooner I deal with this situation and send Angelina and her kid packing, the better. The less time it takes, the better chance of pullin' Lona back to me.

Even as he tried to give himself over to his rationale, he couldn't help worrying because he'd always wondered what would happen if he was tested in this regard. He'd been sickly obsessed for two decades. True, he'd walked away and only looked back once, but the biggest part of why he'd broken free had everything to do with Lona and Honey. Angelina would be about thirty, thirty-five now, and he could only pray her appeal had faded with age. What if the sick pattern starts again when I see her? Right after me and Lona got together, I didn't feel anything for her--sex had been a disappointment because all I could think about was Lona, feel guilty for what I was doin' to cheat her. What if I throw away the best thing that's ever happened to me for her? I didn't then, but what if I do now? God save a fool.

Convincing himself that Lona had saved him once, she'd do it again was easy. She'd been the heart of every decision he'd made in the space of a heartbeat. When he walked away cold-turkey from Angelina and his whole life, he'd remembered the time Lona had made a play for him when she was seventeen, when his baby brother was so damn in love with her he couldn't see straight. That'd never really been a romance anyone could imagine starting, let alone continuing. Deke took after their mother too much, while Reece had always been too much like their daddy. Deke wasn't handsome, muscular, or anything like smooth around beautiful women.

After Lona threw her heart at Reece like she couldn't control herself, Reece had realized what she saw in his little brother. She'd only dated Deke to get close to him. But she'd been a child. The five year age difference (along with his life on the road) between them had seemed insurmountable to him at that time, though he'd never paid any attention to the age difference between him and Angelina. Somehow it'd mattered with Lona. But, when they met up again after he abandoned the tawdry life he'd wanted nothing to do with anymore, he'd all but forgotten about Angelina and her hold on him. He'd wanted a normal life, one with deep roots and memories that he'd cherish instead of want to hide from. 

Reece almost laughed out loud when he considered the guilt he knew Lona harbored about having slept with a grand total of four men in her entire life span. No one else would believe that, of course. She'd been painted scarlet by the people in this town and they assumed she'd slept with every guy in the area. The fact was, those jerks had started the rumors because they'd been stung when she rejected them. She only slept with men she loved and intended to spend her life with. In all cases, the bastards had wronged her--not the other way around, which everybody seemed to want to believe. 

Just like I've tried so hard not to. I wanted to be the difference in her life, too. Damn that there's no way to cut loose the ballast on a lifetime I wish I'd never lived. All I wanna acknowledge is the life I've built with Lona. But the thorns in my past have caught up with me. I can't escape the price I ran away instead of payin' all those years ago. And this is gonna be the ultimate toll. I'm gonna lose Lona, Honey, and Ma's gonna be in for a world of hurt if she finds out the truth about the husband she's all but set up a shrine in memory of all these years since he died. I'm that man's son through and through. And I've never wanted to be.

Somehow, the worst part to him was that he knew Lona would assume she wasn't beautiful enough, let alone good enough to hold onto him. She would believe he was making a choice between her and Angelina and, impossibly, that Angelina won the competition. She'd never believed his cheating had proved to him beyond a shadow of a doubt that Lona won with him, hands down. She wouldn't fight for him, their love, their perfect life together. She'd walk away instead. This time, she wouldn't have to go through the ordeal of a divorce that somehow had put her in a bad light instead of the second-rate creeps she'd married. I won't let anybody say a bad word about her. That much I can see to. 

The end was all but written in rock. He'd never possessed his old man's ability to weasel his way out of any difficult situation--even the many he'd caused. Reece wouldn't have the time to make amends, to prove himself, because he already knew Angelina's kid was his. The penance for his unforgiveable past sins was losing everything he ever wanted now.

  







 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Despite the visual proof in the mirror on the visor of the passenger's seat, Lona didn't acknowledge how much of a wreck she was--after all her careful preparation this morning--until Reece's mother rushed out of her house at their approach. She stopped at the top of the porch steps, staring down at them, sympathy filling her eyes at the sight of Lona. But even that was pushed aside at her next realization. "Why are you two so dressed up?"
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