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   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   To: Catherine
 
   From: Watts
 
   Subj: Confirmation
 
   You were right. Her breasts were fake. I asked her via message and she admitted it so I called off the date.
 
   I hope this email finds you enjoying your lunch in the sun, preferably with a view of the cherry blossoms. That is, unless flocks of tourists are in your way, which would be a shame. I’d hate for you to miss out on the wonderful sights. Isn’t Washington beautiful this time of year?
 
   If your view happens to be obscured, you can spend the rest of your lunch hour writing me back, telling me all the filthy thoughts you’ve had of me since we last exchanged messages.
 
   I’ll give you a hint as to what I’ve been thinking. It involves one of your nipples, erect from the soft, wet attention paid to it with my tongue. When I pull away, it hardens even more, as if yearning for the return of my mouth.
 
   A pretty simple idea, but a nice one, I think. The fantasy doesn’t end there for me, but it does end there for you in this email. So sorry.
 
   Now, tell me what you’ve been thinking about. Or don’t. My loss.
 
   Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   I knew him only as “Watts.” Since we had an entirely email-based relationship, he said he preferred to keep it anonymous.
 
   Once, when I asked if Watts was his first or last name, he wouldn’t say, and told me he would prefer that I didn’t force the issue. I promised him I wouldn’t ask again, not knowing at the time that I would break that promise and the consequence would be so harsh.
 
   This was part of his “privacy code.” Actually, it was the most innocent part of his code, which I would eventually find out. For six months our contact was exclusively in the form of the written word. It was safe, which was what I wanted.
 
   It was also stimulating in a number of ways, which was something I didn’t even know I needed until Watts entered my life.
 
   His words alone—those seemingly simple black and white letters on a screen, strung together to form ideas—awakened in me something I had no idea even existed. An aspect of my being that at times I thought was better left unexplored.
 
   When he sent me an email, it always arrived just before noon. It didn’t start that way, but I had mentioned to him in one of my emails that it sure would be nice to have something stimulating to read on my lunch break. I was always reading something and while everything I read spoke to me in some way, nothing struck my core quite like the words Watts wrote.
 
   Sometimes they were short emails, asking me if I’d read a certain book. He loved to discuss books, especially older ones. It seemed to be one of his two great passions in life, the other being women.
 
   Being a voracious reader—everything from contemporary to the classics—I was usually able to hold my own in the discussions, even when he tested my knowledge. I’d managed to stump him on two occasions, and as much as I hate to admit it, those were some of the highlights of my days.
 
   Other times, his emails were laced with what I sometimes referred to as “sexual poison” because of the effect they had on my central nervous system.
 
   I told him that once, including the phrase I came up with, and he responded by telling me not to worry, that he’d always have the antidote.
 
   I made the mistake of trying to one-up him with the flirting, having no idea the effect his response would have on me.
 
   I had written: “An antidote I would never need. You would probably say you’re too much of a man for me, and that I couldn’t handle it, right?”
 
   Watts had written back: “Your last word makes me very curious. ‘It.’ What exactly do you mean by ‘it’? If by ‘it’ you mean me in general, the fact of being with me, I think you’d have a good shot at handling ‘it.’ If, on the other hand, by ‘it’ you mean my cock specifically, that’s an entirely different question. You may be able to handle ‘it.’ At least with a little practice.”
 
   I read his email twice, unsure if he was being serious or if he was simply returning the volley I’d lobbed over the net, smacking it right back in my face.
 
   “Practice? Interesting,” I had written back. “I’ve always been a quick learner, but usually it depends on the quality of the teacher.”
 
   I’d received his response in less than five minutes: “Excellent, then. A challenge for both of us. I would start off with a sort of competency exam, just to find out what you already know. It would be an interactive exam. No questions. None of this ‘What’s your favorite position?’ elementary bullshit. P.S. When I say there would be no questions, that doesn’t mean there wouldn’t be an oral portion of the exam.”
 
   He was a tease, pure and simple. A good one, no doubt. And I couldn’t get enough of his words.
 
   He wrote to me about marathon tantric sex sessions in which he would fuck a woman for hours, both of them having multiple orgasms.
 
   He sent me accounts of meeting women who wanted to be tied up with scarves and blindfolded while he had his way with them.
 
   He sent emails about a rendezvous he set up on a train once, and how the woman sat on his lap during rush hour, her skirt hiked up in the back, Watts unzipped, buried inside her.
 
   There were short emails with little detail, and long emails with more detail than most people would want to know.
 
   My craving for his words was boundless. 
 
   Honestly, there were times when I thought he was trying to shock me. I even wondered sometimes if he was making up all the details of his sexual escapades. And if that were the case, I would be more than highly impressed with his imagination.
 
   So far, this may sound like the work of some Internet perv, getting off on sending me dirty emails, but I assure you that’s not what it was.
 
   I had instigated that kind of talk. Every bit of it.
 
   I had asked him to tell me about his love life, which branched off into his sex life, and then the story sharing started. It didn’t happen often, which made it all the more interesting when I received an explicit email from him. It was like my own private erotica writer sending me their latest story.
 
   There was an authenticity about Watts, a certain intriguing and quite different kind of honesty than I’d ever experienced with anyone in my life. Maybe that’s because I keep to myself a lot and have never let anyone get very close to me, but still I knew almost from the start that he was different. 
 
   Fighting off my growing curiosity about him wasn’t easy. Perhaps it was the constant worrier in me. Overanalyzing a situation that came from nowhere and happened to be my chief form of entertainment these days. Overanalyzing a man who I had never met in person, and likely never would.
 
   As an extremely experienced nail-biting worrywart, I knew all too well the myriad ways in which appearances can be deceiving, and how people you least expect to hurt you can rip your soul right out of your body and stomp and shred it right before your eyes.
 
   Perhaps I was making more of this than I should.
 
   Watts was fun. A distraction. A vicarious romp through Washington, D.C.’s dating world…and all from the perspective of a man who had absolutely zero qualms about sharing it all.
 
   Our correspondence began on a dating website. I sent the first message when I saw on his profile that he had listed only literature in the “Interests” section. The more we talked, the more it became clear that we were never going to meet. Even after all that he had told me about his sex life, and after I had shared some of my own with him. He had a firm one-and-done policy.
 
   I’m a reclusive person, so not meeting was fine with me. Early on, anyway. Lately, I’d become more and more curious about him. It was an internal battle of wills.
 
   I’d had no trouble resisting the temptation to meet other guys on the site, with the exception of one time. Not that there was much of a temptation to begin with, certainly not on the level that Watts provided.
 
   The lone date I had gone on would best be described as “disastrous.” I’m not even sure why I said yes when he asked if I would like to meet. Maybe it was because he just wanted to meet for coffee, and that was an easy way to make it a quick meeting in case things turned dreadfully horrible. Or maybe it was because he was slightly older, and a lawyer. Intelligence appealed to me. So…why not?
 
   The guy hadn’t told me prior to our meeting that he liked to fish and hunt. If he had, I likely wouldn’t have met him. I’m not against those things, but I have no interest in doing them, much less listening to someone drone endlessly on and on about them. He didn’t pick up on my disinterest, though, even when my responses to him had dwindled to nothing but quiet “hmmms” and “oh reallys” and “that’s crazy”—three unmistakable signals that should let anyone know they’re not being paid attention to.
 
   When our date had ended—early, thank God—he had asked if I would like to go to his place for a drink. I had declined, and he smiled and said, “Your place, then?”
 
   I had told him I really just needed to get home and go to sleep, and used my migraines as an excuse.
 
   I sound like a cold bitch saying it, but the guy just wasn’t what I had hoped or expected. And in all fairness, I probably wasn’t the person he had been hoping I was, either.
 
   That’s when I realized that many people were probably on the site with expectations that were higher than they should be.
 
   All of that was before I sent Watts that first message and we began to chat.
 
   Watts knew that I was twenty-six and I knew that he was about to turn thirty.
 
   He knew that I did clerical work, but he didn’t know that I was a civil service employee at the FBI mail sorting and security facility in Washington. 
 
   He told me that he was in sales, but that’s it. He didn’t hint at anything more specific than that, never even came close to slipping up and mentioning what he sold, who he sold it for, or who he sold it to. Whatever “it” was.
 
   We hadn’t talked about where we were born, where we had gone to school, no family stuff, no raw tales of horrible exes, nothing like that.
 
   We did discuss some world events, but never at great length. We touched on music a little, and movies, and the horribly wet and cold winter that had just ended, but beyond all of that and the books and sex stuff, there was little else.
 
   And it was all great. Yes, it was just words on a screen and we didn’t know what each other looked like or sounded like, but none of that mattered. We clicked with just words.
 
   That’s why I was drawn to him, and it was much more than just receiving interesting emails to read while I ate my lunch.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Watts was right about the view he had mentioned in his email. It was a perfect early spring day, the temperature in the low 70s, bright sunshine, and not even the slightest hint of clouds in the sky. A light breeze blew across Washington’s National Mall. A perfect day for lunch outside, and what made it even better was that it was a Thursday so just one more day of work before the weekend.
 
   I looked around as I ate my salad, people-watching. Some of them moved quickly down the sidewalks as they talked on cellphones. Others moved slowly, strolling, enjoying the open space and the colorful blooms.
 
   The tourists were easy to spot, decked out in their most comfortable spring clothing and walking shoes, snapping way more pictures than they’d probably ever look at.
 
   And of course there were the families—parents with strict daily vacation itineraries, hurrying the kids along to see the next thing, siblings arguing with each other, then rolling their eyes when their parents dished out the discipline.
 
   It looked aggravating. It looked like too much work. It looked like none of them really wanted to be together. I see this all the time, people taking their families for granted, and I wonder why they don’t realize just how lucky they are to have each other, and what it’s like when you have absolutely no family at all.
 
   As I always do, I had to stop focusing on that and I redirected my attention to the one good thing in my life: the email from Watts.
 
   As my lunch hour came to a close, I opened the email on my phone once again and tapped out my response to Watts.
 
    
 
   To: Watts
 
   From: Catherine
 
   Subj: Re: Confirmation
 
   I knew it! I think she wore that tight sweater for that pic on purpose. All her clothes can’t be that tight, could they? Seriously. Give her credit, though. She knows what makes guys drool.
 
   TITS.
 
   Sorry for your sake they were fake!
 
   Yes, I am looking at the cherry blossoms. And you’re right about the tourists. I would think they were crazy for coming all this way just to see trees blooming but I guess they are really here to see the monuments and everything else DC has to offer. It is beautiful this time of year, but it’s about to get too hot for sitting outside on my lunch break.
 
   Sometimes I wonder if you’re nearby. For all I know, you could be right around the corner. Or even right down the sidewalk. There’s a man on a bench not far from me right now. That could be you and I would never know it because once I hit SEND I have to get back to work and I won’t see if he/you picks up his phone to check an email alert.
 
   I can’t believe I’m typing this because I know it violates our agreement, but do you think we should meet? I’m starting to think we should. I also think I’d like to experience exactly what all these other women are getting when they meet you.
 
   So, let me know?
 
   By the way, my tits are real. Just in case you were wondering. You’ve never asked.
 
   Catherine
 
    
 
   Before I had time to change my mind I hit SEND, and went back to work. I spent the afternoon worrying about what I had emailed him, but eventually talked myself into relaxing, because it was too late to take it back and there were really only two options at this point: 1) I would find myself in the perilous position of taking on more than I had anticipated, or 2) he would simply say no.
 
   Something told me it would be the first.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine was different from the start, and that was the problem.
 
   When I received that first email from her six months ago and checked out her profile before reading what she had written to me, I was hesitant. She hadn’t included a picture on her profile, and I usually like to see who I’m talking to before I invest any time and effort into it.
 
   I hadn’t posted a picture, either, but that didn’t stop me from viewing it as a deal-breaker when I ran across women’s picture-less profile.
 
   Call it narrow-minded and selfish. I couldn’t argue with that.
 
   But I made an exception with Catherine, and here’s why: She had written: “I see you’re an avid reader of old mysteries. Without cheating, do you know who produced the movie version of Raymond Chandler’s novel The Big Sleep?”
 
   No cheating necessary. I did know the answer, so I wrote back: “William Faulkner.”
 
   I read her message twice, thinking…how odd, how original. I had received messages from women on the site who said nothing but “hello,” sent me pre-written ice-breakers provided by the site that read things like “You and I could be a match” or “Wink! Yes, I’m flirting with you,” and sometimes asking me to send a picture.
 
   She hadn’t asked me for a picture, hadn’t even asked what I looked like. All she wanted to talk about was books at first, and I had no trouble doing that. I figured she had a good reason for searching out someone to discuss literature with.
 
   Maybe she was lonely. I could relate to that.
 
   I had not asked her to describe herself. Instead, I imagined her to be a plain woman who wouldn’t make me look twice.
 
   That kept me from fantasizing about her looks when I thought of how interesting and smart she was. It also helped to prevent me from building up a fantasy about who she might really be as I sent her increasingly graphic emails.
 
   I’d never written things like that to anyone before, much less someone I didn’t know, but she asked quite pointedly a few times. Once I obliged, there were no boundaries going forward.
 
   Catherine had quite a way of expressing herself sexually to me. I found her emails to be written in an extremely enticing fashion, as if she’d spent hours picking just the right adjective to describe a particular moment or action.
 
   Her emails were never about sex with men; they were always about her pleasuring herself. She wanted to share, I was always eager to read, and so that became a semi-regular part of our interaction.
 
   She obviously wanted this to remain a strictly email relationship and I had no interest in taking it further than that, so it worked perfectly.
 
   With her intelligence and down-to-earth nature, she wasn’t what I had joined the dating site for, anyway.
 
   I signed up to meet women to fuck. That’s it. I made it very clear on my profile, so no deception was involved.
 
   Almost none, anyway. I didn’t tell them I was looking for one-night stands. I figured I could let them think this might be an ongoing thing. But I couldn’t afford to let that happen.
 
   Sound harsh and cruel? Trust me, I was saving them from getting too close to me and finding themselves in a far worse predicament than fucking a guy who disappears afterwards.
 
   I also always used fake names. But again, with Catherine, I made an exception to the rule and she knew that Watts was my real name. It’s an uncommon first name, but a fairly common surname. Catherine didn’t know which it was, and I had no reason to believe she would be able to find out. Good enough.
 
   This type of lifestyle wouldn’t be my first choice. No rational person would choose to endure what I did and have their life turn out like mine.
 
   But despite what lots of people believe, you don’t choose exactly how your life is going to be. You make choices along the way, free will being what it is, and your life unfolds before you. Big difference.
 
   For me, that choice came over ten years ago, and here I was, living a life of calculated secrecy and constant deception. It is what it is.
 
   Not having any kind of serious relationship was simply the best option at this point in my life. I couldn’t let anyone get too close to me.
 
   I had almost let that happen eight years ago. I had gone four months without sex. That’s a long time for anyone, but especially long for a twenty-two year old guy whose sex drive was stronger than his need to eat.
 
   Her name was Juliana. She was an exchange student from Brazil. She worked as a nanny, and always used to bring the kids to a park where I spent a lot of time playing basketball.
 
   Back then, I never hesitated to approach a woman I was attracted to. Unlike recent years, in which I had been much more discreet.
 
   I put the hard sell on her, convinced her to go to a bar with me one night, and we ended up at her place early, having spent very little time at the bar. What tempted me to see her a second time was her magical mouth. I could have seen her every day if it were possible, laying back, watching those lips and tongue carrying out what was almost oral performance art. And she had an amazing knack for incorporating her breasts into the act. She loved sucking cock, and I’ll never be known for discouraging that.
 
   I saw her a second time, just to have her do that again. I wanted the visuals permanently seared into my memory. 
 
   As always, though, I had to disappear. Risking my safety was out of the question.
 
   And that’s why I say that Catherine being different was a problem. She was, to say the least, tempting. Not because of her libertine attitude towards sex. Well, maybe partly because of that. But more so because she was fascinating to me on an intellectual level.
 
   I was sure I’d never be able to meet her and do what I had in mind when I signed up to meet women from that site. Along with our racy email fantasies, Catherine and I shared real-life, normal conversations about various things going on in our lives or in the world at large. I felt like I was getting to know her, and like she was getting to know me—as much as either of us was willing to allow. Despite not sharing too much about our identities and personal lives, we connected in a way I hadn’t expected.
 
   When I began telling her stories about my sexual encounters, she had become something of a fantasy for me. I got turned on writing to her, and wildly aroused when she wrote back, usually telling me what she had done while reading my email. And no matter where I was—at home or at the bookstore—I would find myself in a situation where I had to give myself some relief from the pent-up frustration of not being able to fuck Catherine. 
 
   All because of her words.
 
   I always imagined Catherine reading my emails and fingering herself. It’s one thing to have women get off on my cock or my tongue, but as much as I love the written word, it’s an entirely different thing imagining her pleasuring herself to the words I wrote.
 
   I often wondered if Catherine and I would burn out with all the written correspondence. And if so, would she be content to cut off all ties, coldly and suddenly? She’d have to be, because that’s the way I would have to do it. But for now, I was going forward as I had been, carrying out my responsibilities first and having fun second.
 
   She knew more about me than anyone else, but still there were secrets I held onto. She didn’t know that I owned a rare bookstore. She didn’t know that I lived in Baltimore, almost an hour away from D.C.
 
   She avoided revealing too much about herself as well. I didn’t know where she lived. She might have had a place in the city, or just outside it, somewhere in northern Virginia or western Maryland, for all I knew. I didn’t know where she worked. Maybe, because she was in DC, she worked for a lobbying or law firm. That wasn’t such a bad guess considering how many people in that area held those jobs.
 
   The only thing I had told her about my work was that I was in sales. I could have gone with something else, been more specific. It wouldn’t have been difficult to make something up. I’ve been so many things—an electric company employee, meter reader, land surveyor, basically any type of serviceman you might see in your neighborhood and not think twice about.
 
   And they were all lies.
 
   My life—my work—required it.
 
   The bookshop job is real, but it’s not my actual work, it’s just a front.
 
   And that’s where I was on the afternoon everything changed with just one email from her. I had been using the cheap desktop computer that I had bought just to run the store inventory software and to do simple things like email and basic web browsing. Mostly, I used my phone or iPad for personal and recreational stuff like that, but on rare occasions I would use the work computer.
 
   Catherine never failed to respond to my emails on her lunch break. It was one of the highlights of my day. Her emails kept me grounded, helping me hold on to a bit of normalcy, even though our relationship was far from conventional.
 
   I got her latest response as I was sitting behind the counter in my bookshop.
 
   She wanted to meet. So much for thinking she’d never ask.
 
   She wanted to experience what all the other women experienced. Just great. Even after we had discussed why we couldn’t and shouldn’t, why I didn’t want to, and why it would change everything for us. We had agreed upon those things, and the topic had never come up again.
 
   What she didn’t know, though, was that lately my thoughts had been going in the same direction. Not logically, but sexually.
 
   That’s the thing about fantasies: you can’t control them. You can’t will them into existence, and you can’t wish them out. They’re just…there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you eat lunch with me sometime?” The question came from Tara, the only person I would even remotely consider calling a friend, and even then it would just be one of those work-friend type of things.
 
   She worked with me at the FBI mail sorting and security facility. Nearly every piece of mail that went into the main FBI building went by Tara and me first, or any of our two dozen or so co-workers.
 
   That sounds way more interesting than it really is. I work in a large room in the basement, conducting x-ray scans of every package and piece of mail that enters the building.
 
   It’s a boring job, watching those packages roll through on a conveyer belt. Sometimes I wish something exciting would happen, but in my line of work, excitement would mean something dangerous was going on.
 
   Tara was about my age, single, and always seemed to be happy. She wore a Band-Aid on her nose every day to cover her nose-ring. The FBI HR department gave her two choices: take it out or cover it up. So, rather than take it out for work, she instead chose to walk around all day, every day, looking like she had injured her nostril.
 
   We were standing on either side of a conveyer belt, unloading crates of mail that had been delivered while we were on lunch. We wore clear plastic suits over our clothes, plastic caps on our heads, glasses, and latex gloves. Despite these precautions, I had read that it wasn’t enough to protect against something like an Anthrax-laced envelope, but I didn’t worry about it too much.
 
   “I like to read while I eat. I’d be a boring lunch date, trust me,” I said, trying to discourage her from insisting that we eat lunch together.
 
   “Oh, come on,” Tara said over the loud noise of the belt machines. “What do you really do when you clock out for lunch and leave the building? Meet a guy or something?”
 
   Close, I thought, but I only have his written words.
 
   I laughed at her suggestion. “No, nothing like that.”
 
   “Then what is it? Is it me? Do I talk too much? Some people say I talk too much. But, hey, I just like to talk. I promise if we had lunch together, I wouldn’t talk your ear off. You can do most of the talking. I want to know more about you. You’ve barely told me anything and I’ve told you, like, practically my whole life story.”
 
   It was true. She had told me what seemed like her entire background, and that had been when we first met. I smiled and said, “Well, maybe sometime,” grabbed the empty mail bin and took it to the loading dock. I needed to get away for a few minutes. Not because she talked too much. I was used to that. I needed to get away because I didn’t like the thought of her asking a million questions about my life. She wanted to know more about me. Sorry. Not likely to happen.
 
   Not even my boss knew very much about me. The HR department did, though.
 
   To get a job working at the FBI, I had to undergo a thorough background check. I’d never committed a crime. Never even had a speeding ticket. I’d never been kicked out of school, didn’t have any shady ex-boyfriends, and I had a decent credit rating, something they check to make sure you’re not vulnerable to blackmail.
 
   With no family history to check, there wasn’t much for them to dig into. I had no sketchy relatives, no brother with a drug problem, no aunt who I owed money to. Nothing.
 
   I’m a private person, and with good reason. Things have been taken from me in my life, so I’m not the least bit eager to put myself out there to anyone other than an employer.
 
   And maybe Watts, to some degree.
 
   That reminded me, I needed to check to see if he had written back. I’d been so busy all afternoon that I’d almost forgot to check. Truthfully, I was probably pushing it to the back of my mind, fearing that my email had spooked him.
 
   Maybe he’d refuse my suggestion. Maybe he’d even say he didn’t think we should talk anymore. Or, worse, maybe there would be no email at all and I would never hear from him again.
 
   I stepped out into the parking lot near the loading dock. Several people were out there having a smoke break. There were five of them, all guys. One of them, a security guard named Tony, was telling a story in a hushed tone—as if I wanted to hear anyway—and suddenly they all broke out in laughter and some high-fives were exchanged.
 
   “Catherine.” Tony’s voice cut through the noise the guys were making.
 
   I stopped and turned to see him approaching me.
 
   “Taking a break?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, I really need to check my messages and make a phone call.”
 
   He looked at my hand when I held it up, showing him the phone, as if I needed to provide proof that I wasn’t lying to him.
 
   He had never asked me out, but he was always flirty with me, and Tara said it wouldn’t be long before he tried.
 
   I’d had no interest in the guy. I’d had no interest in anyone, actually, for a long time. Until Watts. But there was something about Tony that was unsettling.
 
   Maybe it was how he seemed to try too hard to be liked. Maybe it was the way he always had a question to ask, something about what I was doing that weekend or other things relating to my personal life. I don’t know. I could never put my finger on it. Just one of those feelings you get about people.
 
   “What kind of phone is that?” he asked.
 
   “One of the older iPhones.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about getting one,” he said, reaching for it. “Can I see it?”
 
   I winced. “I’m sorry, I’m kind of a germaphobe.”
 
   “Oh.” He pulled his hand back to his own personal space. “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, even though it wasn’t. “And I really don’t have much time.”
 
   “Hey, okay, that’s cool. I’ll see you around later, huh?” He lifted his other hand to his mouth and put the cigarette between his lips, drawing in some smoke and letting it drift out of his mouth.
 
   I stepped away from the blue cloud of smoke and around a corner into the warm sun, and breathed a deep sigh when I opened the email app on my phone, heard the chime, and saw an email from a local furniture store, telling me all about their upcoming sale on recliners.
 
   Watts had not written back.
 
   Dejected, I returned to my workstation.
 
   Tara was coming back from the restroom and said, “Hey, I’m sorry if I’m pushy. I don’t mean to be. I’ll stop asking, okay? But if you ever need to talk…you know?” She gave me a genuine smile.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, returning the smile, and then returned to my work.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   On the way home later Thursday afternoon, I tried not to sulk. He hadn’t written me back all day. It was unusual not to receive something from him at lunch, and even stranger for him to go twenty-four hours with no response.
 
   I figured I had pushed him away. I just hoped it was only temporary. If he wrote back with a rejection, I’d accept it and promise to never suggest it again.
 
   I even thought of sending another email to preempt his, but thought better of it. If he needed his space and some time to think about it, I should give it to him. Even though the suspense was killing me, and the worst thing about it was that I had brought it on myself.
 
   My Thursday evening began like all my other nights. I stopped at a grocery store and picked up a salad, some freshly made sushi, and a bottle of red wine.
 
   I’m not much of a cook, so I usually try to find something relatively healthy to take home. Sometimes, when I’m standing in line, I’ll see a person making a similar purchase, and often they’re buying for two. Sometimes more. It’s a constant reminder of my quiet, sheltered life.
 
   But I have my comfort elements: food, wine, and something on Netflix or HBOGO to watch. That’s life as a single woman with no family whatsoever, and who chooses to have no social life.
 
   The only meaningful interaction I have is with dogs. One in particular, an Irish Setter named Winnie. I volunteer at a no-kill dog shelter a few times a week, sometimes more if I feel like I need it.
 
   I’d never had pets as a child, and only discovered my love of dogs in the last couple of years. It sucks to say this, but I find that I like them better than people. They’re loyal, they’re always happy to see you, they don’t stab you in the back, and they’re incapable of saying nasty things about you. Not that they would. That’s where the loyalty part comes in.
 
   My apartment is small, but cozy. Too small for a dog, unfortunately. But it’s all mine. I’ve lived here since I was twenty-two, the longest I’d ever lived anywhere. It was truly my first and only actual home in my entire life.
 
   I had bought poster prints of famous works of art that I enjoyed, each costing me less than ten bucks, and I’d put them in poster frames that cost no more than each poster. An inexpensive way to give the place a little class. At least those parts of the walls that weren’t covered with bookshelves.
 
   I had so many books that I suppose I could be classified as a hoarder, but I’ve never cared. I buy them new or used, doesn’t matter. I buy books in genres I’ve never read but might decide to someday. I buy different editions of my favorite titles if they’re ever re-released with new covers. They’re all organized alphabetically, by genre. If you walked into my apartment, you’d think you were in a small used bookshop.
 
   I save my electronics for browsing the net, streaming movies and TV shows, and checking email, so I’ll be one of the last people to make the transition to ebooks. I crave the feel of a physical book. I love the smell of a book, older ones with the scent of dust, newer ones that emit the aroma of fresh ink right in your face when you fan the pages close up.
 
   Sometimes when I’m really down or can’t sleep, I pick a favorite book and flip randomly to any section just to read the words that at some point in my life gave me comfort or allowed me to escape for a little while. It’s not an exaggeration to say that books saved my life on more than one occasion.
 
   They also provided me with a rich—and safe—fantasy life.
 
   I had a shelf dedicated to erotica and erotic romance. Sometimes I wanted a story with more plot, deeper characters, some love between them to go along with the sex. Other times, alone and late at night just before going to bed, I needed erotica.
 
   Those were the nights when I didn’t care whether the characters were fully fleshed out, so to speak, or whether there was any plot or even a logical reason for them to be having sex, much less in the same room or even on the same planet.
 
   I just wanted something stimulating. Something to make parts of me tingle and throb, parts that no man had touched in a long, long time.
 
   In the last six months, though, I hadn’t opened an erotica book. Not once. I had no need to. If I wanted to read something sexually enthralling, I opened my email and picked something dirty that Watts had written to me.
 
   Now, I was waiting on a simple “yes” or “no.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I knew better. I knew I shouldn’t contact her, much less answer her in the way I was about to.
 
   Resolve. Resist temptation. Those were the things I needed to tell myself.
 
   I made it through the entire day without writing her back. It wasn’t until after work on Thursday evening that I finally sent this to her:
 
    
 
   To: Catherine
 
   From: Watts
 
   Subj: Meet
 
    
 
   I was surprised to see such a bold suggestion in your email. I thought we were past this.
 
   I believe it might have been our tenth email exchange in which I told you I could never meet you because of my one-time rule. You responded that you had no problem with that, and that you were more than happy having a relationship that was confined to emails.
 
   I have to confess: I am more than a little intrigued. Not only by what I already know about you, but also as to why you have changed your mind about this.
 
   It would be an untruth to say that I haven’t fantasized about meeting you.
 
   However, as the woman who came up with the term “Privacy Code” to describe my secretive nature, surely you are aware that if we meet, the rules apply to you as well.
 
   We will never meet a second time. That much is definite. There’s even a chance that we will have to stop all further communication. I can make no promises either way on that matter.
 
   After all we’ve established over the six months of emailing, do you really think a one-time meeting would be worth the risk of losing it all?
 
   Guess what? I do. But when we meet, you will have to understand that it will be on my terms. And by “it” I mean everything. You want to experience the things I’ve hinted at in my emails, so you will get what you ask for.
 
   Lastly, thank you for the information regarding your natural breasts. Unfortunately, I am unable to take words alone as proof in such instances. This will require a hands-on inspection.
 
   Watts
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   I avoided checking my phone for new emails at work that day, not wanting to open the app and keep finding nothing from Watts. The temptation almost triumphed when I waited in the long line at the store, but I’d managed to resist the urge.
 
   It wasn’t until I finished dinner and got in bed with another glass of wine, turned on my iPad and could no longer stop myself from checking.
 
   I felt my pulse quicken in my temples when I saw an email with his name in the “From” field.
 
   My heart had been pounding against my rib cage as I read his email. It was stern, negative in tone, almost chastising. And yet it ended with such a positive twist. He liked to play with me. Always had. But this was on a different level.
 
   I read some of the lines over and over again.
 
   After all we’ve established over the six months of emailing, do you really think a one-time meeting would be worth the risk of losing it all?
 
   He was tempting me. Daring me to move close to the edge and see what would happen.
 
   Surely you are aware that if we meet, the rules apply to you as well.
 
   He was challenging me. Forcing me to think of all that we had, all that we could lose, all because of his one-time rule.
 
   We will never meet a second time. That much is definite. There’s even a chance that we will have to stop all further communication. I can make no promises either way on that matter.
 
   He was establishing the fact that he was in charge.
 
   He’d never even hinted at the reasons behind the rule, and I hadn’t pried for an answer. Now, though, maybe I’d be in a position that would entitle me to one.
 
   I got bold one afternoon several months ago, during a series of rapid fire back-and-forth emails that got out of hand quickly, and asked if he enjoyed one-night stands.
 
   “Enjoy? No,” he’d written. “Well, obviously I enjoy it to some degree. I’d rather not go into my reasons for doing it.”
 
   “Okay,” I’d written back, “so you just fuck women and leave them. Got it. Do you at least use a condom?”
 
   “That depends. I do use a condom when I’m fucking a woman. I do not, however, wear a condom when I put my cock in her mouth. What would be the point of that?”
 
   I’d hesitated before responding but finally wrote: “Tell me you pull out before you come. Unless you don’t warn her and you’re selfish and want to feel yourself coming in her mouth.”
 
   “No. I know what it feels like,” he’d written. “I do it because I want HER to feel it, and I want to see her reaction.”
 
   I had read my share of romance novels over the years. I’d read erotic romance, as well as the sweet and vanilla stuff. I’d read countless lines of dialogue where the alpha male is blunt and holds nothing back when talking about what he wants and what he likes. But this was the first time anything like that was happening to me in real life.
 
   There was a commanding dominance to the idea conveyed by his words. He wanted the woman to feel him letting loose in her mouth. Enjoyed watching her reaction, too. 
 
   Part of me resented him for putting that thought into my mind. Not because there was anything bad about it, but because I was a little shaken by the fact that he had invaded my head so easily and planted an idea that I couldn’t forget.
 
   I must have read that short response fifty times before coming up with my not-so-brilliant response: “Sorry, my phone rang and I had to answer it.” Yeah, he’d rattled me.
 
   “No worries,” he’d responded. “And by the way, I do give her fair warning before it happens. Just so you know. Not that you’ll ever find out.”
 
   That was several months ago, and it was when he explained that what we had was so different, and how much he enjoyed it, how much he actually needed it, and to take it any further would be a mistake because we would alter what we had or lose it entirely.
 
   I had concurred at the time.
 
   Now, that was all about to change. I was absolutely sure I wanted to do this, but totally unsure of whether I should.
 
   Over the months of our correspondence, I had been growing more and more curious—and I hate to admit it, but I was almost jealous—of what the women he saw were experiencing while I was spending my Friday and Saturday nights watching movies and TV shows, or wrapped up in a blanket with a book.
 
   I was secure doing those things. Taking no chances. Living risk-free. Which was all fine, until I started to wonder just what I was missing with Watts.
 
   I had spent my entire life living by the old adage that you should hope for the best and prepare for the worst. I’d spent too much time doing that. It was only recently that I’d begun to look at it differently: Every day you don’t change direction is a wasted opportunity, another step closer to the day when you would wish you had taken more chances.
 
   When I woke up Friday morning, I was sure how I was going to answer him, and later that afternoon I sent him my answer.
 
    
 
   To: Watts
 
   From: Catherine
 
   Subj: Re: Meet
 
   Let’s do it.
 
   Catherine
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   It was busier than usual in the bookshop for a Friday afternoon. A spring thunderstorm created a torrent on the streets, bent the trees, and brought lots of stragglers into the store.
 
   It was never particularly busy, and I always enjoyed when someone came in and we ended up discussing books. But that afternoon, all the patrons were simply looking for shelter until the spring storm settled down. I didn’t expect to do much business.
 
   It irked me. It threw the whole “rhythm” of the store off. I was accustomed to slow business, and using much of my free time to read.
 
   I stayed behind the counter, sitting on the stool, gently thumbing through a copy of Nabokov’s Lolita that bore a signature I was unable to authenticate. It looked real, which would be important in deciding how much it was worth, even though I’d paid nothing for it.
 
   Like many mornings, upon arriving to open the store that day, someone had left a box of books outside as if we were a Goodwill drop-off point.
 
   It happened all the time and usually it was a box of old paperbacks that weren’t worth the paper they were printed on. Other times, people don’t know they have something valuable, and so they leave it outside the store and I’ll sell it for an amount that would have shocked them. It goes right into my “Go To Hell” fund, a stash of money I keep in a safe in my basement that I could grab if I had to flee the state or the country.
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   I had read Catherine’s response earlier, but I hadn’t yet written her back. I was deciding how to handle the situation.
 
   I wasn’t backing out, I just needed to set this up properly. I’d told her about never taking women to my house, and how I usually got a room at a mid-range hotel, sometimes even a cheap one, depending upon the circumstances. But I wasn’t going to do it like that with Catherine.
 
   Everything else would be the same, though. I’d never see her again. I couldn’t. Letting someone get too close to me meant danger. I had no way of explaining that to her without having her potentially freaking out, so early on I had planted the idea that I was simply a guy who avoided commitment for personal reasons.
 
   True? No. Fair? Yes.
 
   At least she knew up front.
 
   By four o’clock, with the spring storm coming to an end, people had already made their way out onto the humid post-storm sidewalks, none of them having made a single purchase, which didn’t surprise me.
 
   The day dragged on until it was time to close up and do my real work.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   By 7 p.m. I was in position outside the house I was checking out in Laurel, Maryland. I sat in a rental car, listening to an Orioles game on the radio, watching the house.
 
   The stakeouts were the most annoying part of any operation I went on. They rarely went quickly, usually lasting a few hours. Sometimes an entire night, if the people were home, and that meant I couldn’t go in and get my job done until morning, when they left.
 
   As always, my car was packed for a long night. Charger for my phone. Binoculars. A small cooler bag with a sandwich and a six-pack of water. An empty bottle, if I drank too much of the water. Fake ID and registration for the car. And, of course, my gun, a Bersa Thunder 380 with backup cartridges, just in case.
 
   It was dark by 8 p.m. and it was clear to me that, as I expected from previous surveillance, nobody was home. I got out of my car, tucking my pistol under the belt on the backside of my jeans.
 
   As a precaution, I walked up the driveway, down the short walkway to the porch, up to the front door and rang the doorbell. I didn’t wear a disguise, but I did have a phony story ready. I always did. It changed with the seasons and the months, and this time I was going to say I was surveying the neighborhood, following up on the Census.
 
   No answer. I rang it again, waited thirty seconds with no answer, and figured I had the all-clear.
 
   I made my way around to the back of the house, climbed over the fence and approached the back door. With the help of a lock-pick set, I was inside within twenty seconds.
 
   The house reeked of lamb and cabbage, two of my least favorite foods. I picked up a glass container from the counter, took the top off, and smelled it. Kalmyck tea. Disgusting.
 
   The only thing in there I considered even halfway appetizing was polenta, but that was in a pot in the sink with dishwater mixed in. Considering who lived here, none of these items came as a surprise.
 
   The den was sparsely furnished, with two futons on opposite walls. In the corner, an old style RCA television was perched on a plastic crate.
 
   I looked in the bedrooms. More futons. These guys were really roughing it.
 
   I wasn’t there to steal jewelry, TVs, or game consoles. I wasn’t there to do anything other than cloning their laptop hard-drives.
 
   While in there, though, I took advantage of the opportunity to snoop around a little more. There was nothing of interest in the closet by the front door and nothing in the closet in the hallway that led to the bedrooms.
 
   I checked each of them, and found nothing to make note of. Back in the hallway, I noticed the attic door, pulled it down and climbed up the stairs. The first thing I noticed was the mouse shit all over the place, and a quick sweep of my flashlight revealed the mice themselves, scattering into the corners of the attic.
 
   Nice place.
 
   I continued up, stepping on the thin wood planks that covered the insulation. I found boxes of different kinds of keyless entry car remotes, some with the capability of starting the car from a distance.
 
   Beside those boxes sat three containers of black powder, several boxes of small nails, ball bearings, and I counted a dozen pressure cookers.
 
   Any doubt about the intent of the occupants of the house was erased. Not that I had any to begin with.
 
   After leaving the attic, I found two laptops, copied them to an external drive, and was out of the house minutes later, hoping the odor of lamb and cabbage hadn’t seeped into my clothes. I was going to throw them away anyway, but I didn’t want to smell that for the next half hour or so, and I didn’t want my car to stink like it, either.
 
   On the way home, I used a cheap prepaid phone to send a text to my contact person: Soup is ready.
 
   Moments later, he responded: I’ll pick up leftovers tomorrow.
 
   When I turned on one of the back roads of Laurel, Maryland, where there was little traffic, I tossed the prepaid phone out the window, far enough into a ditch that it wouldn’t be immediately recognizable.
 
   With my work for the evening done, I went home and responded to Catherine’s email.
 
    
 
   To: Catherine
 
   From: Watts
 
   Subj: Re: Meet
 
   I had a busy day. Just now relaxing at home.
 
   I was happy to get your answer earlier and spent the afternoon planning our evening together. You’re going to love the place I have chosen. Since I already know that your nights are usually open, there’s no reason for delay. We should meet tomorrow night. I will email you tomorrow afternoon with a time and place.
 
   Two final thoughts for now. One, you should dress up. Two, you should prepare yourself for the fucking of a lifetime.
 
   Watts
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up earlier than I do most Saturdays, anticipating an email from Watts. When I rolled over and grabbed my phone off the nightstand, there it was.
 
   Coming from anyone else, that last line of his email might have sounded like a threat or more likely a guy who over-promises things. But with all that I’d learned about Watts over the last six months, I knew he meant it.
 
   So at 6:50 on a Saturday morning when I would normally be sleeping, I instead found myself reading that line over and over. I had to get out of bed and do something instead of lying there wet, waiting, and eager, with almost twelve hours to go until we would meet.
 
   I forced myself up, put on my running clothes and went for a jog. I came home, ate some fruit I had cut up and kept in the refrigerator, and read his email once more.
 
   I spent most of the morning picking out what I was going to wear. Watts had said I should dress up, so I chose my best black dress and matching heels.
 
   Just after 1 p.m., I got his second email.
 
    
 
   To: Catherine
 
   From: Watts
 
   Subj: Re: Meet
 
   6 p.m. Hotel Palomar, in the lounge. Wear the red dress that you told me about. I assume you still haven’t worn it. Tonight would be the perfect night, although it won’t be on for long.
 
   Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t believe he remembered that dress. I had bought it four months ago. It set me back quite a bit, but I loved it and had to have it. Why, I’m not sure. Just one of those things. I had told him about it in one of our email exchanges when we were talking about the merits of saving for the future versus spending and enjoying in the present.
 
   I regretted buying that dress and had almost returned it. Now I was glad I’d kept it. He was right—it would be perfect for tonight.
 
   As I got ready that afternoon, I considered just how big of a leap this was for me.
 
   My past was riddled with episodes of harsh, cruel abandonment. I never knew my mother or my father. I didn’t even know if they were a married couple, or a young girlfriend and boyfriend unable to care for a child, or whether I was the product of a one-night stand.
 
   It could have been any of those three, or some odd combination of them, or something entirely different, something so dark and horrible I couldn’t even conjure up.
 
   Whatever the reason, I had been handed off from foster home to foster home throughout my childhood. I once overheard someone from the Department of Family Services use the word “unadoptable” to describe me. That was due to the fact that I had a chronic illness that no doctor was able to diagnose.
 
   Granted, I didn’t get the best medical care, so maybe if I’d been born into a family that was well-off or even just had a decent insurance policy, someone would have been able to help me.
 
   There were times when I didn’t have the energy to walk up a flight of stairs, and then there were times I didn’t have the energy to lift my own arm to feed myself.
 
   I had migraines that would lay me out for days on end, making me feel like my head was enveloped in a fog cloud that might never lift.
 
   Probably the most humiliating part of all of this was my inability to use the restroom by myself sometimes. This applied to taking baths, as well. Thankfully, I never had to deal with the prospect of a creepy foster dad or brother. There was always a female in the house if I needed help. Still, sometimes I just wanted it all to end.
 
   I missed a lot of school, but didn’t care because I was the target of much verbal abuse. I lost myself in the world of books and stories. I lived in fantasies because the nightmare of reality was too much to bear.
 
   By the time I was fifteen, the symptoms began to gradually subside, but every once in a while they’d come back with a vengeance.
 
   Now, at age 26, I was grateful to be seven years removed from my last debilitating physical…attack. That’s what I called them because that’s what they were. It was like being attacked by my own body.
 
   No family wanted to deal with this. Some foster kids get lucky. I didn’t. I’ve come to accept the simple fact that sometimes things go your way, but sometimes they don’t. What really matters is how you respond.
 
   And my response was to live in a state of virtual seclusion. No one could hurt me that way. No one could get close enough so that I’d be crushed by their inevitable departure from my life—something I was convinced would happen over and over again.
 
   Despite getting better physically, and being able to function like a “normal” human being, I still kept those emotional walls high.
 
   I built them for a reason. I made sure they were sturdy, impenetrable, and that I would always be safe behind them.
 
   I never let anyone over those walls. On rare occasions, I might let someone peek over, but that was it. I’m not ashamed to admit that I’d had a handful of very short-lived sexual flings. But the walls always kept them from being anything more.
 
   Watts was a threat to those walls. He had been from the first couple of weeks we emailed. I knew it and I tried my best to keep him out. I’d succeeded for a while, but my curiosity had been winning out lately, and now it had led me to the lounge of the Hotel Palomar, wearing this classy red dress, sipping a glass of white wine.
 
   Alone.
 
   Waiting for Watts.
 
   Finally.
 
   Soft piano music provided the ambient background noise as I surveyed the lounge. A few dozen round tables filled the room. Each of them held a glass candle holder in the center. Not the kind with the fake electronic flames, but real candles.
 
   There were only a few unoccupied tables. Most were taken by groups of men wearing suits and having serious conversations. Every few seconds a group of them would burst into laughter. Some were probably politicians, most were probably lobbyists, lawyers, and other K-Street fat cats. The big money people in a high-priced hotel lounge.
 
   I remembered Watts telling me the kinds of hotels he took women to. He’d never mentioned anything this expensive or lavish.
 
   Down the bar, a couple of other lone women were perched on stools like I was. They were stirring drinks with tiny white straws, their eyes scanning the room like mine were. But these two women wore too much makeup. High-priced prostitutes?
 
   I knew they were all over D.C., swarming the place like gnats, especially when Congress was in session. I had read an article about them, and suddenly remembered that they hung out in places like this when they didn’t have any prearranged dates. They could always find a lobbyist who’d had too much to drink and was carrying a little too much cash in his pocket for his own good.
 
   Jesus, I must have looked like I could be one of them. What was up with that? Was Watts toying with me? A mind-fuck before the actual fuck?
 
   I wouldn’t have put it past him. Maybe this was his regular M.O. Maybe he liked to stroll into a room and role-play that he was able to pick the woman of his choice, take her to a room, fuck her and leave forever.
 
   That very well could have been my destiny for the evening.
 
   I don’t think I’d ever been on high alert like I was as I waited for him. Why hadn’t he told me what he would be wearing? The jerk. I guess I didn’t even think to ask because I was so focused on the fact that he remembered the red dress.
 
   I tried to get my mind onto something else, but that was a foolish hope. All I could do was continue scanning the room, hoping I’d know when I saw him, as I thought about just what the hell I was doing here at all.
 
   The Catherine of many years past would have never agreed to something like this. That Catherine wouldn’t have even shared her real first name with a guy on the Internet, much less engaged in the kind of discussions we had. She certainly wouldn’t have gone to a lounge to meet a guy off the Internet. Forget it.
 
   I often think of “that Catherine” as “her” and “she” because I’m different now.
 
   But being here wasn’t just a testament to my own growth. I had Watts, in part, to thank.
 
   Or blame. Depending on how this all turned out.
 
   Despite not knowing what he looked like, or what he was wearing, I spotted Watts the second he walked into the lounge.
 
   He had to be an inch over six feet tall. His black hair was cut short around the sides and the top was what I like to call a planned messy. He was clean-shaven, and under the dim lights in the lounge his skin had a deep olive complexion.
 
   He wore black slacks and a white button-down shirt, a black blazer, no tie.
 
   But what I noticed more was his expression: eyes wide, lips tight, jaw clenched to the point that the muscles in his cheeks were in tight knots.
 
   Serious. Determined. Owning the room.
 
   Our gazes locked, and I could feel his stare as he made his way over to me.
 
   I was about to say hello when he extended his hand. I reached for him, feeling his hand envelope mine.
 
   He leaned toward me, his lips close to my ear, and said, “No words. I need you naked right now. Let’s go,” while at the same time placing a fifty-dollar bill in front of the bartender.
 
   His voice was deep, smooth, confident, just as it had been in my fantasies.
 
   Even if I wanted to back out, that voice alone would have made it impossible.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I deliberately didn’t tell her what I was wearing so she wouldn’t know what to look for, and I was glad she hadn’t asked. The red dress idea served the exact opposite purpose.
 
   I wanted her to feel on-edge, nervous, vulnerable, wondering if I was already in the room when she got there. I wanted her eyes to roam, searching, guessing.
 
   My original plan was to enter the lounge and observe her, keep her waiting, raising the anticipation level even more. But that idea was discarded the second I walked into the lounge and saw her.
 
   I was singularly focused on the idea of being inside her, and I wasn’t going to make myself wait to get it started.
 
   The red dress fit her perfectly, something she was worried about but wouldn’t say why at the time.
 
   It was strapless, exposing her shoulders. Her skin was slightly tanned, providing a soft backdrop for her blonde hair, which hung in ringlets over her left shoulder.
 
   When I approached her, she held eye contact and her face was expressionless. Perhaps that was an effort to match mine. Or maybe she didn’t think about it. When I leaned in to say those few words to her, she didn’t move at all, didn’t react at all, just let me guide her off the chair and toward the elevator.
 
   As we began to leave, the bartender said, “Do you need change, sir?” I gave him a quick shake of the head, just twice, never taking my eyes off Catherine.
 
   I had reserved a room on the second floor, and we made it to the elevator just in time to squeeze in. I would have led her up the flight of stairs but after checking out her heels, I wasn’t sure that would be a good idea.
 
   Catherine kept quiet in the elevator and as we made our way down the hall, her hand in mine. She gripped my fingers tighter the longer we walked and I assumed it was nerves and anticipation. In a matter of seconds, we’d be inside the room and she wouldn’t have time to overthink it.
 
   As soon as the door closed behind me, I flipped the security latch and turned toward Catherine, who was standing with her back to the wall of the entranceway.
 
   I looked at her, starting with her chest, then up to her eyes. “Better than I imagined.”
 
   One corner of her mouth rose as if she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to smile in response. “You, too. I didn’t—”
 
   “What made you change your mind about meeting me?”
 
   She hesitated for a second before saying, “I was curious.”
 
   I grinned. “Perfect reason. You should always give in to your curiosities, especially the forbidden ones.”
 
   I stepped closer to her, placing my hands on the wall just over her shoulders, caging her in, pressing her up against the wall. I dipped my head and barely touched my lips to hers, waiting to see what she would do. As I expected, her tongue parted her lips ever so slightly as though trying to wet them for a kiss.
 
   I let my tongue graze along Catherine’s, then pressed my lips firmly to hers. My tongue dove into her mouth. She opened wider, willingly taking it. She tasted like wine and mint.
 
   A short gasp escaped from her mouth as my hand pulled her dress up, my fingers pressing into the soft, smooth flesh of her thigh.
 
   My cock twitched in my pants. I heard my heartbeat in my ears. Felt my face getting warmer by the second.
 
   I moved down to her neck, tasting her skin and feeling her head drop to my shoulder.
 
   I was finding myself lost in the sensory blur that was Catherine. Her scent, how her flesh felt when I applied pressure with my hands, how she tasted, how I could feel her pulse rapidly pounding against my lips when I kissed her neck.
 
   I slipped one finger under the front of her strapless dress, slowly pulling it down to expose her. I looked down and watched as the fabric slid over the slope of the top of her breast.
 
   With one finger, I traced the outer edge of her bra, teasing her flesh.
 
   “When I said you were going to get the fucking of a lifetime, did you think those were just words?”
 
   She looked up from what my finger was doing and blinked. “I want to believe you.”
 
   She had some doubt. Excellent. “Are you challenging me, Catherine?”
 
   She bit her lower lip. “Maybe.”
 
   I tilted my head and grinned. “Not a good idea.”
 
   She had no way of knowing it, but this was as aroused as I’d been in a long time. Maybe in my whole life, all because of the anticipation we’d built over the last six months. If she wanted to challenge me, I’d have all the more reason to fuck her like she’d never been fucked before.
 
   I unfastened her bra and watched as the outer edges of her nipple revealed itself to me for the first time. I stared attentively, taking in every visual frame per millisecond as I tugged the dress down farther, uncovering her entire nipple, which had tightened into an excited little bud.
 
   There.
 
   Waiting.
 
   For me.
 
   Mine.
 
   I looked Catherine in the face, and caught her looking down at my hand. She was anticipating my next move. Likely expecting me to give it a little squeeze, maybe start sucking on it.
 
   She would have to wait a moment. I was going to take it, no doubt. Do all the things that I knew were running through her mind. But I would take it as I pleased, when I pleased. And for now, there was more to discover.
 
   I let my hands drift down her back and to her ass, and lifted the hem of her dress higher. She wore a thong, tucked tightly between her ass cheeks. Firm. Round.
 
   I let my finger explore my favorite part of a woman’s ass—that area right where it meets the top of the thigh. And what a curve Catherine had there.
 
   “I’ll buy you a new pair of these if I happen to rip them, and I just might,” I said, my finger looped beneath the thin fabric that stretched around her hip. 
 
   When I looked at her face, her eyebrows had risen on her forehead. She spoke no words, but her expression told me she was giving in.
 
   I turned my attention back to her breast.
 
   More than a handful, just as I like. I cupped it, plumping it up, while using my thumb to tease her nipple to an even harder peak. I took it into my mouth, sucking, pulling, teasing it, as I felt her fingers slide into my hair.
 
   I had to kiss her again. Had to feel that eager tongue of hers. After my tongue swept across hers, I moved my hand to the front of her leg, parting them, sliding my middle finger under the fabric of her thong.
 
   I pulled on it, taunting her with the promise of me tearing it off her body. But instead, I slipped a fingertip underneath and found her clit.
 
   “You’re so wet. Is this for me?”
 
   She nodded. Her eyelids drooped and it was obvious I had lured her to a state of full arousal. She would do anything I wanted her to do, and I intended to push the boundaries.
 
   “Tell me,” I said.
 
   “It’s for you. You make me this wet.” A moment past before she said, “Never like this.” Her words came out in a breathy whisper, and I wasn’t quite sure I heard it correctly.
 
   “What?” I made slow circles around her clit with my finger.
 
   “It’s never been…like this.”
 
   “You mean when you’ve touched your pussy, reading my emails and thinking about me?”
 
   “Yeah.” Her response was breathy, almost imperceptible.
 
   I kissed her again, pleased that she was already on the edge of realizing I was serious with my promise of giving her the fucking of a lifetime.
 
   Her arms were draped over my shoulders. It was time to put her hands to good use, so I reached up, encircled her wrists and guided her hands down to the front of my pants.
 
   “Unzip me and take it out. I want you to feel it. Explore it with your hands before it’s inside you.”
 
   She found my zipper, lowered it, and fumbled around for a few seconds as she tried to free my cock. Once she got it out, she gripped me.
 
   “Harder,” I said. “And with both hands.”
 
   She didn’t hesitate to do as I said. She now had both hands on my shaft, alternating her squeezing between the two.
 
   “Tell me how it feels.”
 
   She adjusted her grip, trying to make her fingers go all the way around it, which they wouldn’t. “Thick,” she said. “Warm.”
 
   “Do you want it?”
 
   “Yeah.” That whispery voice of hers again.
 
   “Tell me. Tell me you want my cock.”
 
   She inhaled sharply. “I want it.”
 
   “Say the words.”
 
   “I want your cock.”
 
   My hand was between her legs again, teasing her clit with my forefinger and middle finger. She was warm and slick, ready for me, but I wanted to extend this as long as I could. I kissed her again, then pulled back so I could watch her facial expression the first time I penetrated her.
 
   My middle finger slipped in, and she closed her eyes, taking in a sharp, quick breath.
 
   For a second, her hands fell away from my cock, but she brought them right back giving it a hard squeeze. Perfect.
 
   She breathed the word “Oh” as I teased her with my finger.
 
   “Over to the bed,” I said, putting my other hand on her hip and guiding her, the whole time keeping my finger inside her. She fell back on the mattress, losing her grip on my erection, but impatiently reaching for it again. I hovered over her, dipping my head down to take her nipple into my mouth.
 
   “Is Watts your first name?”
 
   I froze, then looked up from her chest to her eyes. She was staring up at the ceiling.
 
   “I just want to know,” she said, her gaze moving down to meet mine.
 
   “Afterwards,” I said, even though I was pretty sure I wouldn’t let that happen, either.
 
   “It’s just…I want to know your real name,” she said, her tone at once sad yet hopeful, reaching out.
 
   I raised my head from her breast to better see her face. It was blank. The look of near ecstasy was fading from her expression.
 
   “Say something?” she said, in a pleading tone.
 
   “We talked about this.”
 
   “I know, I know. Your privacy code. You can trust me. Whatever the reason, I’m fine with it. I just…I need to know you.”
 
   I let out an involuntary sigh as I moved off of her, putting my cock back in my pants and zipping up. “This was supposed to be fantasy.”
 
   “It is.” She rolled over, lifting her hands to cover her breasts. “But don’t we have more than that already? I mean, I’m not one of your anonymous one-nighters. Can we at least text instead of email?”
 
   I didn’t like the way this was going. The worst part of it was that there was no way I could explain to her why I needed to remain virtually anonymous. I couldn’t tell her one bit of it. Not the part about how getting close to someone could compromise me. Nor the part about how getting close to someone could compromise them.
 
   Her.
 
   I stood. “I’m sorry.” I took a step toward the door.
 
   She said, “Wait! I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. Come back.”
 
   I turned and saw her kneeling on the bed, pulling the front of her dress back up to cover herself.
 
   “Trust me,” I said. “You’re better off staying away from me. This shouldn’t have happened.” I stepped toward the door, grabbed the handle, turned to her once more and couldn’t stand the sight of her so sad, pleading, practically begging.
 
   But she was better off.
 
   “I’m leaving. You should leave pretty soon,” I said.
 
   Once out in the hallway, I closed the door behind me and stood still for a moment. I took a deep breath.
 
   Cool it. You had no choice. She broke the deal. She fucked it up. Yeah, you missed out on what was going to be a great fuck, but you had no choice. Leaving is the right thing to do.
 
   I had no desire to put anyone in danger, least of all Catherine, who, as she had correctly pointed out, was nothing like the anonymous women I’d been with.
 
   And then, a little guilt set in. I mean, hell, she didn’t even know most of the stories about all those women were part of my false identity, too. 
 
   I’d had my share of virtually anonymous one-night stands, but most of what I had been writing to Catherine was fantasy. Fiction. Made up. All written just for her. That’s because, let’s face it, everything Catherine and I had was fantasy.
 
   Now that we had brought it into the real world, my worst fears were being realized.
 
   She violated the code, trying to push my boundaries, and ruining what I’m sure would have been one fucking amazing evening.
 
   Shit.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   I was speechless as he left the room. I had pleaded with him, but stopped just short of begging. Or at least I thought I did. I probably came off as incredibly desperate for sex, which I wasn’t.
 
   To finally experience Watts, brief as it was, surpassed all of my most vivid fantasies. It also brought to life my worst fear about meeting him.
 
   The way he moved from the door to me, trapping me against the wall. There was an intensely sexual way even in his walk, the way he smoothly turned to face me, almost as if drawn to me by some magnetic force.
 
   I’d never seen his eyes before this night. Only earlier in the lounge, and when I stole quick glances at him in the elevator and when he slid the keycard into the lock to open the hotel room door.
 
   His facial expression then was much the same as when I saw him first in the lounge—serious, determined, in control.
 
   But when he turned from the door to face me and made his way over to me against the wall, his eyes were as deep and rich as any I’d ever seen. His irises were brown and in the dim light, his pupils adjusted accordingly, getting larger, expanding that deep brown.
 
   I remember thinking they looked like animal eyes. A strange thought to pop into my head, maybe, but that’s what happened.
 
   He was raptly focused on me, and I could feel his eyes on me as much as I could see it.
 
   The more he pressed his body against mine, the more I could feel the heat radiating from him, through his clothing.
 
   He smelled of a musky aftershave, a scent I hadn’t experienced for far too long.
 
   His overwhelming intensity brought a whole new level to the feelings I had when I would read his explicit emails. This man ignited something inside of me that I previously had no idea existed.
 
   My own animal instinct. Rising from the deepest recesses of my inner core. Trapped there for my entire life. Dormant, waiting to be stirred, provoked, lured out of me.
 
   It was as if Watts somehow knew I had it in me even before I did, and he was its only master, capable of turning that aspect of my being on and off at his will.
 
   He’d done it so many times just with his words, and tonight he did it with something as simple as his pupils reflexively tuning to the darkness.
 
   His words rang through my brain: “Unzip me and take it out. I want you to feel it.” That direct command. Meant for me to experience him. Not a cheap and selfish “Come on baby, jerk me off” which I’d been unlucky enough to hear during one of my short-lived physical flings with a person who it would be a complete lie to call a “man” now that I’d been alone in a room with Watts.
 
   When my fingers closed around him, I’d felt it pulse in response, acknowledging my presence, responding to me.
 
   That’s when Watts told me to grip it harder and with both hands. I followed his direction, squeezing as I placed my other hand on it, end to end.
 
   He was long but the thickness is what caught my attention as I’d tried to wrap my fingers around his girth. I’d ran my thumb across the head, feeling the bead of moisture that let me know he was primed and ready.
 
   Watts knew just where to touch me, but more than that, he knew just the right way to touch and tease, then stop to change it up. Keeping me wondering, anticipating so that each new movement he made was unpredictable, a surprise sensation for the nerve endings he’d decided to ignite.
 
   All of that, just from a brief encounter. What would it have been like if we’d completed it? I could only imagine.
 
   It may seem irrational but the truth is that despite being turned on like never before, I didn’t care if we stopped. Yes, the foreplay was amazing and easily the hottest I’d ever experienced, but that was secondary to just having him there.
 
   Despite seeming like a minor distinction, there’s a huge difference between having someone there and having them not leave. At least in my life, there is.
 
   And here it was happening again. Of all the things that could have gone wrong that night, having him leave was the absolute worst.
 
   Without even knowing it, I had spent months working myself up for this, and it only took a few seconds of ill-advised talking to chase him out the door. One minute he was here, like the man of my dreams, and the next he was gone like a fleck of dust caught in a hurricane.
 
   I wanted to flop down on the bed and curl up in a ball so tight I might have a hard time unraveling from it. 
 
   Rather than lie there wallowing in grief, I got my clothes on straight as I tried to distract myself enough to calm down. In a few short moments, I would have to walk out of his hotel without appearing as though something awful had happened to me.
 
   A walk of shame without the sex.
 
   I didn’t understand why a thing like his name still had to remain such a secret. He knew my real first name, after all. That’s all I was asking for.
 
   Fortunately, I stopped just short of asking him what his sales job was all about. And damn, to think I almost blurted out that I worked for the FBI, just to give him a piece of me, my life, hoping he would break down and give me something, anything.
 
   What if I had? And what if his secret lifestyle—his “privacy code”—was the result of him working with the FBI, too, only on a much higher level. Or the CIA? Maybe the “sales job” he told me about was a complete lie. Could that be why he had to be so discreet in everything he does?
 
   It wouldn’t have been so strange in this part of the country, where everyone seems to have some kind of connection to the government.
 
   I know the timing was terrible and that I caused it all by asking things I shouldn’t have, but I wouldn’t waiver in defending my reasons for wanting to be sure of what I was doing and who I was doing it with.
 
   Watts was the first real human connection I’d had in…well, literally forever. While he didn’t know the details of my identity or the story of my childhood, he knew a lot about me, knew the Catherine of today, not the Catherine of years past.
 
   Maybe he too had a past that he was hiding. But he had no idea that I had no intention of prying that out of him, anymore than I had any intention of sharing mine.
 
   I had opened up to him, if only slightly, and he had done the same to me. All I wanted—all I needed—was the assurance that all of this was real. And the one way that made sense to me was to know if his first name was Watts and if not, what his first name really was.
 
   He didn’t even give me the chance to explain. Something more had spooked him.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   As I drove home, my thoughts shifted to preparing myself to deal with the fact that I was unlikely to ever see him again or even hear from him.
 
   “You’re better off staying away from me. This shouldn’t have happened.”
 
   Those cold, rough words were as final as any words could be. Everything I knew about his dealings with women led me to believe that he kept his word when he said he never saw the same woman twice.
 
   And now I was just another one of them.
 
   I pulled up to my apartment to find that someone had parked in my reserved spot. Saturday night. Not surprising, though it pissed me off. Does anyone respect boundaries anymore or is everyone just out for their own immediate convenience?
 
   I circled the block, finding a few open spaces that were marked reserved, but unlike that asshole who took mine, I wasn’t going to do the same.
 
   I finally found a spot farther away than I’d have liked, but maybe a walk would do me some good. Burn off the frustrated energy built up from being so turned on and left sad and kneeling on the bed as I watched Watts slip out of the room—out of my life.
 
   Walking up the five steps to my front porch, I first noticed the red splash of color against the backdrop of the black door. The red was a single rose. It was in a tall, narrow glass vase. Someone had placed it right in front of my door.
 
   I bent down to pick it up. No note. Curious.
 
   Watts? Could he have left it here for me as some kind of apology? That would have been an odd way to do it, and plus, he had no idea where I lived. Or at least, I didn’t think he did. Could he?
 
   Confusion swirled in my mind and soon the insecure young girl in me settled on the very real possibility that someone had left it in front of my door by pure accident. It was possible. More than possible, actually. It was likely.
 
   There was no one in my life who would leave a rose outside my door, yet there were dozens and dozens of doors within sight of mine. And our addresses aren’t posted very clearly—they’re arranged in foursomes, every four doors down. Why, I have no idea, but they are. When you explain it to someone, it’s clear, but even the FedEx and UPS delivery people leave things at the wrong door all the time.
 
   So I decided it was an accident. But with no card attached, I had no way of knowing who it was really meant for so I took it inside with me.
 
   The rose was still a tight bud, yet to bloom, but was a richly dark red that promised to be beautiful. At least I would be able to enjoy it. A minor sweet ending to a very bitter night.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I hated leaving her. Hated seeing that look on her face. Hated hearing the words she spoke and the tone of her voice.
 
   I’m not prone to guilt trips. In fact I have little patience for such things. But I felt guilty precisely because she wasn’t trying to guilt trip me.
 
   Her pleading was honest, from somewhere deep within. That much I could tell. I just didn’t know what the root of it was. Something awful, for sure. Several possibilities ran through my mind: bad previous marriage, abusive ex-boyfriend, molested at a young age, a childhood full of neglect, or maybe it was just in her nature to be mistrustful.
 
   Whatever the case, all it did was confirm my decision to leave. If something awful had happened in her life, there was no way she needed to be anywhere near me. The ramifications of being close to me could be bad enough to make whatever happened to her pale in comparison.
 
   The guilt stemmed from the indisputable fact that I had crossed a line I knew I shouldn’t.
 
   Over the six or so months that we had gotten to know each other, such as it was, the truth was I had started to care about her. Not even knowing her last name. Not even knowing for a while if Catherine was her real name. Not knowing what she looked like, sounded like, laughed like, cried like.
 
   Sight unseen, I cared about her well-being.
 
   And now I had placed her in danger. Two kinds, actually.
 
   One, the danger I knew existed if she happened to be connected to me and what would happen if someone got hold of Catherine and used her to get to me.
 
   Two, the danger of doing damage to her emotions, which I hadn’t considered because I didn’t know about the pain her life until I saw it on her face as I left the hotel room.
 
   Fuck.
 
   In ten years, I hadn’t made a stupid move. I’d been careful not to put others in danger, even when they meant very little to me outside the realm of bringing me physical pleasure.
 
   In ten years of doing what I do, I had never once even considered doing something like that, much less to someone I had developed some level of feelings for.
 
   Even if I hadn’t left the room under those circumstances, I would have never seen her again. So I was bound to hurt her at least in one way, and potentially the other. Or both. All because I let my sexual desires overrule my logic.
 
   But hell, what man couldn’t make that claim at least once in his life?
 
   The difference with me, though, was that the consequences were far more severe than facing divorce, losing a job, or anything else like that. 
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   My place was in the Charles Village neighborhood of Baltimore, a nice neighborhood with lots of restaurants and shops within walking distance. It’s a two-story townhouse with on-street parking, a small and fenced-in front lawn, and a front porch that spans the entire width of the unit.
 
   It was just after 9 p.m. by the time I got home. I was frustrated with how the night had gone, so I was glad to see no one had parked in my spot.
 
   I was also glad Mrs. Woodall wasn’t out on her front porch. She lived in the townhouse adjacent to mine. She and her husband had introduced themselves to me the first day I moved in here almost ten years ago, letting me know that they were there if I needed anything. Considering the fact that I needed ultimate privacy, the last thing I needed was nosy neighbors, which is why they had known me as “Andrew Murphy,” my alias. Mr. Woodall had died four years after I moved in and Mrs. Woodall had kept up their tradition of spending every spring and summer night on the front porch, watching the world go by.
 
   Walking into my house, I suddenly felt hungry. I hadn’t eaten dinner. I also had built up quite a bit of energy that needed to be spent. Enough energy that I probably could have punched through a brick wall.
 
   If only Catherine hadn’t asked that one damn question….
 
   I considered going for a run, but ruled that out. When I run, I think, and the last thing I wanted to do at that moment was think too much.
 
   Basketball was my preferred method of keeping in shape. There were courts nearby, and I sometimes went down there and played alone, working up a good sweat and exhausting myself at the end of a day.
 
   Other times I’d play in a pick-up game. There was a group of guys in their late teens and early twenties who were down at the courts quite a bit.
 
   While I was almost ten years older than most of them, I more than kept up with the speed of their game. Not that being almost thirty was old, but I did get some satisfaction in knowing I hadn’t lost the physical edge I’d had a decade ago.
 
   Some evenings were spent at one of the local taverns playing pool. It was a game I wasn’t particularly good at, but I enjoyed it and found myself picking up pointers by watching some of the people who play for money.
 
   I ruled out basketball that night, along with the other forms of relaxation, opting instead for the release I really needed.
 
   But before I took care of that, I got a fresh piece of salmon from the refrigerator, heated up a pan, and cooked it with dry white wine and diced onion. I usually don’t eat standing, but I did tonight, leaning on the counter, holding the plate, occasionally sipping an Italian imported wine that I’d picked up on sale for $125.
 
   I like good food and wine. It’s my guilty pleasure, especially when I’m trying to get my mind off of stress. And tonight certainly qualified.
 
   With my guilt over how the evening ended subsiding, my thoughts turned to the other tragedy that had occurred: getting worked up without coming.
 
   Logic had made a comeback in that hotel room and had won out over my cock. And what a battle it was, considering how exquisitely gorgeous Catherine was.
 
   Golden blonde hair past her shoulders. Crystal green eyes, a short nose, and full lips that I could have had fun with in a number of ways. Perfectly sized breasts, too, with the nipples slightly perked upwards. She was not thin and not overweight, definitely a body built for sex.
 
   She had once referred to herself in an email as “average.” I wondered why, and figured it was one of those cases wherein someone sees themselves entirely different than the world sees them.
 
   My cock hardened as I stood there in the kitchen finishing off the glass of wine, thinking of what could have been with Catherine earlier.
 
   Goddamn. Maybe I should have stayed.
 
   No. No.
 
   I was getting sloppy because of sex. Couldn’t let it happen. Wouldn’t let it happen.
 
   I had to prevent myself from falling into the dick-over-mind trap, and there was only one way to achieve that. At least in the short term.
 
   Once the water in the shower was warm enough, I stepped in with a bottle of KY Ultraglide. Standing under the hot water, I opened the little bottle and got just enough to make my hand slick. I wouldn’t need much, not as worked up as I had gotten myself. Or rather, as worked up as Catherine had gotten me.
 
   I was finished and out of the shower in less than five minutes.
 
   I looked at myself in the mirror as I toweled myself dry. Who had I become? What had I become? Not just tonight, but over all these years.
 
   I was approaching the age of thirty and living what some might call the life of a playboy. And not even a glamorous one, at that. It was more the life of an opportunistic rogue, snatching up the chance to be with a woman whenever the occasion presented itself.
 
   The only thing I didn’t feel badly about that night was the fact that Catherine knew all of this going in. I had made her well aware of the circumstances. She’d known them for months, actually, so it’s not as though she had been duped at all. Hell, I had done everything to warn her, short of having her sign a contract.
 
   As I brushed my teeth, staring at my eyes in the mirror and wondering all of these things, I thought maybe the contract wasn’t such a bad idea.
 
   That thought lasted all of five seconds. Of course a contract was a bad idea. It was a terrible notion when it came to some kind of fuck-buddy arrangement, just as it was a terrible idea in terms of getting married.
 
   You’re either with someone or you’re not, contracts be damned. It’s my belief that those who stick around without a contractual agreement tethering them to another person have the real bond, anyway.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Before getting into bed, I checked my email. I hoped there was nothing from Catherine, and sure enough, there wasn’t. I briefly considered typing a quick apology to her, but reasoned that it was probably best to leave things as they were. Why prolong the pain for either of us?
 
   Maybe I should even add her email address to my SPAM list, so nothing she sent would get through.
 
   Fuck. The idea of doing that was crushing. 
 
   And yet, maybe the best idea I’d had in a while. No, I decided, I’d rely on self-control and only read her email if I felt like it.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   I don’t watch much television, except when I’m winding down for the night. After getting into bed, I grabbed the remote and turned it to a local news channel that was just starting its 10 p.m. report.
 
   The broadcast opened with a video of a house on fire. I doubted it still smelled like lamb and cabbage.
 
   The anchor narrated: “Authorities are investigating what started out as a house fire just after seven tonight, but is now believed to be the scene of a triple homicide, in Laurel, Maryland, halfway between Baltimore and D.C. Our crime reporter Kelly Sutton is live on the scene in the neighborhood where residents are expressing shock over the incident that occurred on their normally quiet street. Kelly?”
 
   I pointed the remote at the television, turned it off, and went to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   Sunday was a blur, both figuratively and literally. I can barely remember what I did all day, aside from a few minor bouts of crying, which I was able to minimize quickly. About all I remember is the dozens of times I checked my email, hoping to receive a message from Watts.
 
   But nothing came.
 
   I started several drafts of emails to him, but ended up deleting them all. I couldn’t stand the thought of him not responding. Having him walk out was enough; I didn’t need to be ignored on top of that.
 
   After taking a shower and trying to get myself together, I had planned on going to the shelter to see Winnie. She would have lifted my spirits. I could have taken her for a walk, checked to make sure she’d had her bath that week, and spent some time thinking about something other than myself.
 
   But it began to rain just as I was considering going to see her. She would have expected a walk, and we’re not allowed to take them out in the rain. So I spent my Sunday alone.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Monday morning. The start of a new work week. The perfect time to start anew, as I’d done so many times before. I would have thought it would have been easier by now, but this time it was different because Watts had become an important part of my life.
 
   With still no email from him, it was beginning to become very clear that he was going to live up to his promise of never seeing me a second time, or even talking to me again.
 
   I decided it was the price I was going to pay for wanting him to open up a little more to me. I wondered what price, if any, he was paying for walking away.
 
   I put on my grown-up girl face and the attitude that goes with it, and went to work. If he didn’t want to be part of my life, then there was no way I was going to let him rule it from a distance.
 
   Tara was getting out of her car just as I was pulling into the spot next to her.
 
   “How was your weekend?” she asked, her usual bright, energetic smile in full effect. God, how I needed that kind of friendly greeting this morning.
 
   I closed my car door and locked it, shrugging. “Just okay. Yours?”
 
   “Best weekend ever.” She looked serious.
 
   “Good, then you had enough fun for the two of us.”
 
   Her bright smile turned to a frown. “What’s wrong?”
 
   This is where I should have shrugged it off, as I always did, and let it be. For as long as I’d known her, I had avoided telling her anything about my past, or even my current life.
 
   I didn’t want her asking too many questions, didn’t want her trying to peel back the layers of my existence. It was more than not wanting that to happen. It was actually that I couldn’t handle it emotionally. Tara was pretty sharp, and on many occasions she had regaled me with stories from her own love life. Maybe she’d see something I couldn’t.
 
   Selfish as it may seem, maybe I had something to gain by telling her. Maybe she was exactly the right person to talk to about Watts. At least on a superficial level. I wasn’t going to talk to a shrink about him. I had no one to call, no one to email about him.
 
   So much for moving on and not letting Watts dictate my thoughts. It wasn’t going to be easy ridding myself of him.
 
   Before I could talk myself out of telling her, I blurted out: “There’s this guy…”
 
   I stopped because her eyebrows shot up her forehead and her mouth dropped wide open. She flung herself at me and wrapped her arms around my waist. “Oh, my God!”
 
   Her incredibly excited reaction was due to two things: one, she’s always like that, always full of zeal and happiness; two, she’d known me for a year and I’d barely shared anything about my personal life. This was the first time I was letting her have an inside look at my dating life.
 
   Dating? Is that what Watts and I were doing? Not exactly. Not at all, actually.
 
   She let me go and stepped back, putting a little space between us as we walked. “I knew it. I knew there was a guy. This is so exciting. Go on. Tell me all about him.”
 
   I took a deep breath as we made our way toward the building. We were walking slowly so we’d have more time to talk before we got inside.
 
   “Well,” I started, and then she interrupted me.
 
   “Wait. Important question. Let’s get this out of the way.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, almost laughing, relaxing a bit because I was about to share this with her. It would be an incredible weight lifted off my shoulders. Someone to talk to, someone who lived a normal social life.
 
   “So?” she said. “How big is it?”
 
   I stopped, shaking my head as I laughed.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, “I’m a slut. But a proud slut. Go ahead, I won’t interrupt anymore.”
 
   “No. Thank you. It’s the first time I’ve smiled in days.” As we walked, I told her the brief version of the story of Watts and me. I didn’t tell her his name, though.
 
   As I talked, we went through the security checkpoint and into the building. I stopped the story as we were wanded by the guard, and kept my voice to a low whisper as we walked the halls of the building.
 
   When I finished, she said, “Wow. Holy shit. Six months of just emails? I couldn’t have done that. But I can totally see you doing it.” She put a hand on my shoulder. “Wait, I don’t mean that in a bad way.”
 
   I shook my head. “I didn’t take it that way. It’s exactly the kind of thing I was looking for. It was perfect. Until…you know.” I left it at that. I’d already told her how the hotel encounter ended.
 
   “Yeah, shit. That was rough. I’m sorry that happened to you. Why do you think he’s so sketchy about his name, though? I mean, what’s the difference?”
 
   Those were questions I’d been asking myself over and over, and I had no answer. Other than the “privacy code,” which I then told Tara.
 
   “Oooh, mystery man. They’re usually a good thing.”
 
   “Really? I thought that was only true in books.”
 
   “Well,” she said, “good thing in the sense of a good time. Not usually a good long-term mate, you know? We love to fix guys but the really broken ones can’t be fixed.”
 
   We were silent for a moment as we approached our work station.
 
   “So you think it’s better that all of this stopped before I got too wrapped up in it,” I said, matter-of-factly.
 
   Tara nodded. “Oh, yeah. I mean, maybe he would have been amazing in bed. Guys with problems usually are. At least in my experience. But—”
 
   “Hold on. You think he has a problem? Like what?”
 
   I lifted the first bin full of envelopes.
 
   Tara turned on the scanning machine and conveyer belt.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe…he’s married?”
 
   My stomach sank. It was the first time I’d even considered that. In all of the emails, Watts had never even once given me a reason to think he was married. But there was the no phone call rule, the no sharing of work details rule, the not knowing each other’s addresses rule...
 
   “And,” Tara continued, “that would kind of explain why he was only looking for one-night stands, right?”
 
   It just didn’t seem to fit. Sure, all the major clues were there, but Watts married? No, not the Watts I had come to know. “I really don’t think so.”
 
   “Okay.” Tara seemed to have no trouble dismissing her own suggestion out of hand. “You said he’s in sales, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And he won’t tell you what he sells?”
 
   I dumped the first batch of mail on the belt. “Right.” I was beginning to think she was heading in the right direction this time and I didn’t like it at all.
 
   “Drugs,” she said. “He’s a drug dealer.”
 
   I felt the blood rush from my face. Great. Working for the world’s largest and most powerful law enforcement agency, all the while getting mixed up with a drug dealer.
 
   “And,” Tara went on, “I don’t mean small-time, either. I was friends with this girl in high school whose father went to prison because he was part of some huge cocaine ring on the east coast. Like major dealer, not the guy selling it at a club or something.”
 
   Jesus Christ. Could that be it?
 
   Maybe I was being more than a little naïve, but Watts seemed too refined to be a drug dealer. The way he talked about food, literature, movies… I’d never personally known anyone who was deeply involved in drugs—either using or selling or both—but this just didn’t seem to fit him, either.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, leaving it at that.
 
   “It’s just a theory. It could be, um, it could be anything, right? You don’t know that much about him at all.”
 
   I didn’t respond. It was true. Everything he told me could have been a lie, so even what I thought I knew could all be false anyway. The more I thought about it, the more I wanted to know who I’d been talking to for the last six months. I wanted to know who I’d taken a huge risk to meet the other night. I wanted to know who it was that had gotten so deep into my head that I was now even more curious—maybe obsessed?—to know about.
 
   “So?” Tara said, lowering her voice and leaning over the belt toward me. “How big was it?”
 
   I shook my head, the hint of a smile creeping into the corner of my mouth. If she could make me smile under these circumstances, I’d definitely picked the right confidant.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I was consumed by frustration. It was difficult not to let my mind drift and wonder what Catherine was feeling after the other night.
 
   Maybe nothing, as I hadn’t received an email from her. She’d never been one to wait for me to email first. But this time, I was starting to think that maybe she was. 
 
   While I ate lunch at the counter in my bookshop, I checked my email, finding two new ones. Neither was from Catherine.
 
   One email was SPAM, the other was from the dating site, alerting me to the fact that I had received two new messages. I clicked the link, which took me directly to the site’s inbox.
 
   The first message contained only a smiley face icon and the words: “I think you and I could be a match!”
 
   I had received that one before. It was a pre-written “icebreaker,” one of about a dozen or so, made available for those who were really lazy or tragically uncreative enough to come up with their own brief message.
 
   I decided not to even click on the profile of the woman who had sent it. All I could think about was the first message Catherine had sent to me on that site, the one about Raymond Chandler and William Faulkner. Not some meaningless, generic “icebreaker” at all. Far from it. How fitting it was, as Catherine was far from any woman I’d ever discussed anything with. No other woman was going to impress me like she had.
 
   I deleted the ice-breaker message and clicked on the next. It was from Heather. I had met her a few months ago, when my email relationship with Catherine was quite new. At the time, Heather fulfilled everything I was looking for. Attractive, available, and willing to live by the “one time” rule I demanded.
 
   I knew very little about her, but luckily she’d told me her last name so I was able to check her out beforehand. She was all over social media. Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram.
 
   She was a flight attendant, stationed in Baltimore, and she was on her way to being reassigned to Portland, Oregon, in the next two weeks. I knew she was safe to meet, and it went well.
 
   Which is why I was surprised that she was emailing me all these months later.
 
   “Hey, Andrew,” she wrote, using the fake named I’d given her. “Remember me? I bet you do, but in case you don’t, maybe this will refresh your memory. You were the first guy I had ever tried reverse cowgirl with. Remember me telling you that? Anyway, I am back in town for the next six days and—”
 
   I hit delete. I didn’t even finish reading her email. It was obvious where it was going, and I just didn’t care.
 
   She wasn’t Catherine.
 
   None of them were Catherine.
 
   While still logged into the dating site, I went to the account settings and deleted my membership.
 
   Done. Finished. I wouldn’t go back there because I couldn’t go back even if I wanted to.
 
   I turned my attention to other matters, pulling up my contacts list and finding the email address of a book collector I’d sold some titles to the previous month. He bought only signed copies of books, any edition, so I knew he would buy the copy of Lolita, and he’d buy it fast.
 
   I wrote to him, quoting $9,000. Within an hour he wrote back and said if I let it go for $8,200 we had a deal.
 
   I placed it in a book mailing box. It would go out the next day, I’d have the money by then, and it would all go in my “Go To Hell” fund.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Drifting off to sleep that night, I gave some more thought to what I was beginning to refer to as The Catherine Dilemma.
 
   I had no idea whether she’d even talk to me, so all of the effort I put into it could be a lost cause from the beginning. Still, I had to work it out for myself.
 
   My physical attraction to her was undeniable, and I had to be honest with myself in admitting that it was a strong driving factor in what I was about to decide. And no matter the other thoughts and feelings I had for her, yes, I still wanted to have her.
 
   If I saw her again, I’d be breaking my own rule, which was in place for a damn good reason. I had already put her in the potential line of danger by seeing her once. Was it worth the risk to see her twice?
 
   I was getting to the point where the question was all about the risk and danger it presented for her, and no longer what kind of danger I was putting myself in.
 
   She had often mentioned her reclusive lifestyle, never talking about friends or dates. If I had hurt her as badly as I feared, I hoped she had someone to fall back on. Like family, maybe. Or supportive co-workers.
 
   She had never said anything about those, either. I had never given it much thought but now I wondered what type of job she had and what she did all day.
 
   I had seen pain on her face that had come from somewhere deep inside, very likely from an old emotional wound.
 
   I could relate to that very well. That’s why I saw it in her expression. I’d seen it so many times on my own face as I shaved, brushed my teeth, any time I was in front of a mirror, actually.
 
   We had the obvious connection built during our months of emailing, but now I knew we had something else in common—something like what they call a “trauma bond” only I had no idea if we’d gone through similar types of anguish in our lives.
 
   Did she see it on my face that night? Was I even showing it?
 
   And what was at stake if we did make that connection?
 
   I decided to sleep on it.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   I woke the next morning, went downstairs and started the coffee machine while I cooked breakfast—two scrambled eggs, one slice of bacon, one slice of toast, and an orange. I pulled up the local paper on my iPad and read the story as I ate.
 
   It was much the same as the report on the local TV news when the story first broke, but the paper’s website said the cops had made tentative positive identifications on the victims.
 
   That was never a good thing in my business. Even though my work was done there, I would have to keep a close eye on any further developments. It wouldn’t be easy, though, which I would find out the hard way in the coming days, as I became increasingly focused on what to do about Catherine.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   The entire week went by with no contact from Watts. I was beginning to resent him for it, but every time that feeling started to creep into my mind I pulled myself back. I had to remember that this is what he had promised.
 
   One meeting. No seconds. Possibly cutting off all communications.
 
   I had feared those things and now I was living them.
 
   Every day I woke up thinking about him, and all day every day I could feel his hands and mouth on me. He hadn’t left any bruises or scratches or anything like that, but he might as well have. It was as though the nerve endings in my skin were still responding to his touch and it wasn’t diminishing as each day passed.
 
   I went about my routine as best I could. I had no choice. To let thoughts, regrets, and longing for his return linger in my mind would only mean more damage to the life I had worked so hard to build.
 
   Watts had been a regular part of my life for six months. Now there was an enormous void there. Like a canyon. I just had to stop myself from standing on the edge of that canyon, shouting his name, and only getting unanswered echoes of my own voice in return.
 
   I’d been to that empty place so many times as a child and throughout my teen years. I had talked about abandonment too many times with therapists, exploring my feelings, identifying triggers, learning to cope…
 
   Cope. Right.
 
   I’ll admit it—I was rude to most of them. I was a bitch, actually. I made no effort to hide my disdain for the whole process of sitting in a quiet room and telling all my problems to a perfect stranger who, for some reason, felt the need to display their four or five diplomas on the wall.
 
   I didn’t buy into the idea when I was nine or ten. I didn’t buy into it when I was in my early teens. And by the time I was eighteen, there was nothing anyone could have said to me that would have convinced me that these people held the key to my happiness. They hadn’t lived my life.
 
   Like I said, at the time I was a total bitch to them.
 
   I was also old enough by then to know that I didn’t have to accept being abandoned. Yes, it was a fact of my life. But, emotionally, did I have to accept it? Hell no, I didn’t.
 
   I had just entered legal adulthood when I had the epiphany. I knew if I was going to forge a path in life, I would have to do it myself. 
 
   I could choose to live differently.
 
   That’s when I decided that I would be my own person. Define my own rules. Let in who I wanted to let in, and lock out those who I didn’t want anywhere near me. No social worker, judge, or anyone else had the power to tell me how to live.
 
   I did. Just me. No one else.
 
   And I gradually, over the course of maybe two or three years, learned that being a bitter, angry bitch to everyone got me exactly nowhere, and earned me exactly zero respect.
 
   So I shaped up my attitude and started the life I wanted, the life I felt I deserved, and the life I knew I could give myself.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   While I was away from Watts, Tara helped fill the void in terms of time, but no one would fill it in terms of space.
 
   Well, except for Winnie, who I managed to visit two evenings in a row. When I got there the second night, the manager of the shelter, Meg, said she was surprised to see me again and asked if I was back to see Winnie.
 
   “The one and only,” I said.
 
   Meg took off her reading glasses. “Why don’t you think about adopting her?”
 
   The subject had never come up before. As far as Meg was concerned, I was just a volunteer and she probably thought if I had any interest in adoption, I would have brought it up myself.
 
   “I wish I could,” I said, “but I live in a small apartment. It wouldn’t be fair to her.”
 
   Meg nodded and said, “If only everyone put the animals first.”
 
   I agreed and went to get Winnie.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Tara and I had lunch together twice during the week. I took her to my usual spot on the Mall, where she seemed to enjoy the scenery. She said she had always eaten in the basement break room, no windows, no view, no connection to the outside world.
 
   That sounded more like something I would have done, but instead I chose to get outside as much as possible.
 
   She brought up Watts the first day we had lunch. I didn’t feel like talking about it, and explained why: that I needed to begin pushing the memory of him out of my mind.
 
   She was reaching out. I was touched, and for the second time in six months I was making a personal connection with someone. Much different than the Watts situation, but still. 
 
   I was making a friend. Something I had never allowed myself to do. While it hadn’t been easy, it was at least a small bright star on the otherwise pitch-black emotional horizon that I’d been staring at since Watts walked out of that hotel room.
 
   She liked reality shows but I didn’t watch them. She liked country music, and I wasn’t a fan. She came from a big family, and I came from no family. 
 
   So we had our differences, but there was still a connection. Best of all, she didn’t try to pry information out of me about my past.
 
   She tried to talk me into going out that upcoming weekend. I declined at first, telling her I had a lot to take care of at home.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   I shrugged. “Just, you know, things around the house. I really have to clean this weekend.”
 
   Tara eyed me skeptically. “Didn’t you say you had, like, a nine-hundred square-foot apartment?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “How long could that possibly take to clean? And you’re always impeccable looking. I bet your apartment is the cleanest in your complex.”
 
   I laughed lightly. She had no idea how right she was. It wasn’t that I was a neat freak or had some kind of compulsion to clean; it was more along the lines of cleaning was something to do when I was bored.
 
   Hey, there are worse things I could have been doing. Like browsing that dating site, which I had no intention of doing again.
 
   “There’s a band I want to see,” Tara was saying. “I saw them on Conan O’Brien’s show one night and they’re playing in Alexandria on Friday night. Shit, that’s tomorrow. This week has flown by.” She went on to tell me more about the band, and about how hot the lead singer was. “I’m going with my friend Callista, and I really think you should go with us.”
 
   I thought about it for a moment, looking straight ahead, and when I looked at her and saw her big smile and her eyebrows wiggling on her forehead, I relented.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Sounds good.” It didn’t really sound good, but I said that anyway, and I guess somewhat convincingly because she didn’t challenge it.
 
   “And, who knows?” she added. “Maybe you’ll meet a guy there, too. Fuck that Internet dating shit.”
 
   No way was that going to happen, I thought. It was the last thing I wanted or needed right now. But I didn’t tell her that.
 
   I went straight home after work the next day. I wanted to shower and change into something more appropriate for a concert.
 
   On the drive home, I fought with myself over whether to go with the plans or back out at the last minute. I didn’t know anything about this band. I was not big on concerts and clubs, anyway. I didn’t know who Callista was or if she was bringing someone else, and whether guys would be involved…
 
   It was sounding more and more like something I didn’t want to do.
 
   But I had promised my new friend I would go. What kind of friend would that make me if I backed out?
 
   All of that was moot when I was getting undressed for my shower. While waiting for the water to warm up, I checked my email on my phone. I wasn’t expecting anything, especially what I found in my inbox.
 
    
 
   To: Catherine
 
   From: Watts
 
   Subj: Proposition
 
   I need to see you.
 
   I’m not going to ask you to respond to this email. Just read it and decide.
 
   There’s a bar called Off The Record. It’s in the Hay-Adams at the corner of 16th St. NW and H St. NW. You may already be familiar with the location.
 
   I will be there at 7 p.m. sharp. Meet me outside the front door. Or don’t.
 
   Again, please don’t write back. If your answer is “no” it will be clear, and I’ll leave you alone forever.
 
   Watts
 
    
 
   I froze, standing there naked in the bathroom with the mirror steaming up.
 
   Part of me was strongly against going. The whole thing seemed like a mess to me now, and going back for more meant possibly subjecting myself to further pain and disappointment.
 
   My brain was sending out strong warning signals, triggering my heart to beat faster, my mouth to go dry, and sending a tingle up my spine. Not the good kind. Not even close.
 
   What won out, though, was the nagging truth that if I stood him up I would always wonder what this one meeting could have meant.
 
   Was he going to buy me a drink and possibly dinner, just to apologize to my face rather than in an email?
 
   Was he going to explain himself? Tell me why he felt so strongly about me staying away from him that he left me on the bed in that hotel room?
 
   And why, after telling me that I was better off staying away, was he asking me to meet him again?
 
   Watts once represented a great mystery to me, in a good way. But that was all in black and white, words on a page. Now that I knew him—sort of—in person, he was an entirely different kind of mystery. The kind that I probably should stay away from, exactly as he had warned me to do a mere six days ago.
 
   I knew how I was, though. I would always wonder…
 
   It was 5:45 and it would take me about twenty minutes to get to the Hay-Adams from my apartment.
 
   I texted Tara and told her I wouldn’t be able to make it after all, that I was sorry and would explain at work on Monday.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t want any back and forth conversation via email, with Catherine asking me why I wanted to meet again, or asking me to explain myself in writing. And I didn’t want to go through all of that just to have her say “no.”
 
   If I had scared her off, and she in turn had sworn me off, I wanted to experience it in a way that stung. Having her not show would more than suffice.
 
   I wrote the email immediately upon waking up that morning after having a dream that sealed my decision.
 
   It stemmed from an early childhood memory. A fairy tale, actually, one that I used to hear my mother reading to my little sister.
 
   It was about a man and woman who didn’t have any kids, but wanted one, so one winter they made a girl out of snow. She came to life, fulfilling her parents’ wishes to have a child, and eventually finding happiness in her own life when she falls in love with a handsome prince.
 
   I must have heard it a hundred times as a child. It wasn’t a story for boys, of course, but it was perfectly sweet for a little girl.
 
   When I was sixteen and my love for reading was becoming a huge part of my life, I ran across a reference to that fairy tale. I decided to look it up again. I’m still not sure what made me do it. Nostalgia, perhaps. In any case, I found it and read it.
 
   There was much more to the story. Things that were left out of the version my mother was reading to my sister, or things she chose to leave out because they were so dark.
 
   In the version I found, the snow princess finds herself longing for love, but because she doesn’t have a heart, she is unable to.
 
   She wishes for a heart, just to feel alive, to feel human, to feel emotion for someone.
 
   She meets a prince who is able to grant her this wish.
 
   The love she feels for him is so strong, so intense, with such a burning passion, that it warms her heart, causing her to slowly melt.
 
   She has found love, but now that she is basically mortal, there will be an end to her ability to feel.
 
   The price of love.
 
   The prince, having never loved so intensely himself, and realizing that their time is limited, vows to fulfill her every wish until she has melted to the last droplet of water.
 
   That’s exactly what I dreamed about Catherine.
 
   The dream began with the vision of her on the bed in the hotel room, the look on her face telling me she didn’t want me to stay, she needed me to stay.
 
   The look that I only later recognized as coming from that long since buried pain, somewhere in her past. Much like mine.
 
   The dream switched to a blur of visuals—Catherine smiling, Catherine running toward me, Catherine’s heart beating, Catherine crying tears of happiness as I slip a ring on her finger, Catherine…melting, slowly before me, our time running out.
 
   I woke with a jolt, head up off the pillow, staring into the darkness of my bedroom.
 
   I was no prince. I’d done some horrendous things in my life, things that I would have had to tell Catherine if things had progressed beyond that one night. I couldn’t shake the feeling of responsibility for hurting her when I walked out.
 
   I had known all along that things would be complicated. I just hadn’t prepared myself for that particular obstacle. So why had I hurt her?
 
   Why had I denied myself?
 
   That’s when I wrote the email, hours before heading off to work, knowing that I would have my answer that evening.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Later that afternoon before closing up the store, I received a package from a courier. I opened it and found a sheaf of papers. The top ones were copies of U.S. government issued visas. Five of them this time.
 
   The most I had worked with in the past was three. As was common, these were all alleged students. All from the same general area they’re always from.
 
   I had about thirty minutes to waste before I needed to head over to the hotel, so I spent it flipping through the rest of the documents. Copies of school transcripts. All fake. Copies of birth certificates. All fake. Copies of previous travel documents. All fake.
 
   All done pretty well, but all fake. I’d become so accustomed to seeing them that it took me just a quick glance to determine.
 
   Before going to the hotel, I swung by my house to drop off the documents.
 
   Mrs. Woodall was on her front porch with a newspaper.
 
   “Hello there,” she called out.
 
   I had been trying to make a beeline for my front door. I hated being rude to her, but I also didn’t want to stop and chat. I needed to make this stop quick, and I also didn’t want her to ask what I was holding.
 
   I stopped on the sidewalk, just feet from my porch. “Hi, Mrs. Woodall.”
 
   “Beautiful evening.”
 
   “Sure is,” I said, looking up and down the street. A few kids were tossing a football. Two neighbors were mowing their front lawns. The smell of meat on a grill wafted throughout the neighborhood.
 
   “Did you read about this awful story in Laurel? The murders?”
 
   I almost said I didn’t, but that would have dragged out this exchange. “I did. Sounds awful.”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s becoming of this country. The gun violence is just out of control.”
 
   I nodded, thinking, If only she knew.
 
   “Big plans on this Friday night?”
 
   “No,” I said, “just meeting some friends for dinner.”
 
   “That sounds lovely,” she said, affecting her best grandmotherly tone. “Have a great evening.”
 
   “You too.” I dropped the folder inside, locked the front door, and went back to my car.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   At 6:45, I was parked outside the Hay-Adams. I had no idea what kind of car Catherine drove, so each time one pulled into a spot, I perked up a little and fixed my eyes on it until I could see who was getting out.
 
   If she lived close by she could have also walked here, so I kept a good lookout on the sidewalk as well.
 
   Something told me she wasn’t the type to take a bus.
 
   At 6:54, a blue Ford Escape pulled into a spot directly across from me but facing the other direction toward the hotel, and I had no doubt it was Catherine. I caught her profile and recognized that blonde hair, this time pulled into a ponytail.
 
   My cock twitched as flash memories of the other night flickered through my mind. This wasn’t going to be easy.
 
   I watched the Escape’s door open and Catherine’s left leg slide out, reaching for the ground. She wore heels, and her leg was bare up to her thigh. She probably had a skirt on, I was thinking, when she swung her other leg out and stood. A skirt, indeed, a black one, the hem above her knees. A white button-down shirt completed the outfit.
 
   She looked so professional. So conservative.
 
   Fuck. This woman was going to drive me insane.
 
   I adjusted in my seat to accommodate my erection, which had started to strain against my pants.
 
   My plan all along had been to greet her outside and ask if she’d like to go inside for a drink and maybe some appetizers, if she was hungry. We could talk. Fix things. See if she was willing to stick to the plan this time.
 
   The problem was, she would no doubt ask why I had told her it would be a good idea for her to stay away from me. And I would owe her an answer.
 
   I had decided that I would offer her a partial explanation while making it clear that it was just that. Not the whole story. What she didn’t know couldn’t hurt her.
 
   Sort of. There would still be danger. But I had a plan for that, too.
 
   I had thought this through very carefully.
 
   I scrapped the plans to go inside when I saw her and when my body reacted, demanding me to pursue more than just a conversation.
 
   She stepped onto the sidewalk and made her way to the front entrance, where she found a place out of the oncoming foot traffic and stood with her back near the wall.
 
   I got out of my car and walked toward the entrance, my eyes trained on her. She was looking around nervously and did a double-take when she saw me walking toward her.
 
   She swallowed hard and pursed her lips, but at the same time forcing a smile.
 
   I stepped closer to her, looking her straight in the eyes and said, “My name is Daniel.”
 
   Catherine’s forced smile turned into a real one and I saw her eyes start to well up. Her mouth opened a little, but she didn’t say anything. She looked shocked. Before this turned into a conversation or even a hug, I reached for her hand and said, “Come with me,” and I led her back to the parking lot, to her car.
 
   “What’s going on?” she said.
 
   “Please, open the door and get in.”
 
   She used her keyless remote to unlock the door. I opened it for her and she got in, swinging those perfect legs inside. Goddamn.
 
   “We’re going to your place,” I said. “Drive home and I’ll follow you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   Having Watts follow me home required two things I didn’t know I had in me. Spontaneity and trust.
 
   I hadn’t said anything as he walked me to my car. Not one word. Part of that was because I was still nervous about seeing him and his arrival was nothing like I had expected. Mostly, though, I was stunned when he told me his name.
 
   It meant everything to me. It meant he had heard me, had understood me on some level. And that seemingly simple act of telling me his name was a gesture that was deserving of my trust in return.
 
   That’s why I hadn’t objected to taking him to my apartment. Whatever happened when we got there, it wasn’t going to be cheap and hollow. That much I knew, and it was nowhere on the list of things I thought might happen tonight.
 
   Daniel Watts.
 
   I had gone to the Hay-Adams expecting maybe a drink, possibly some food, and definitely a tough conversation. Part of me thought there was a chance I would end up with Watts alone again, but all of my thinking led me to believe it would be in a room at the hotel, not a room at my place.
 
   Choosing not to show up wasn’t an option. For one thing, I was still too enamored with him, curious and eager to discover the Watts I had known from all those emails.
 
   Also, succumbing to my old ways of avoidance would have been a defeat. No longer would I live my life as if I were a mouse, scurrying around, trying to evade the talons of a bird of prey. No more fear of the world. Timidity and isolation had served their purposes, but it was time for something new, something brave, all because of Watts.
 
   During the drive home, all I could think about was whether I’d left dishes in the sink, whether I had left a pair of panties or a bra on the bathroom floor, and…thank God I had changed my sheets the day before.
 
   I couldn’t think of a time I was this nervous. It was more intense than the other night as I waited for him in the lounge, more so than that elevator ride up to his hotel room.
 
   This was different precisely because of that night. It had ended abruptly, leaving me physically and emotionally frustrated, all of which only served to raise the tension.
 
   I knew what was about to happen.
 
   But I couldn’t have expected it to happen the way it did.
 
   When I got the door unlocked and stepped inside, Watts was on me in a second. He pulled me close to him so possessively I almost felt like I slammed into his body. His left arm was curled around my waist, holding me firmly against him.
 
   I felt his other hand at the hem of my skirt, but only for a second, because he moved it swiftly upward and around to palm my ass.
 
   He pulled me even closer and I felt the hard ridge of his erection through his pants.
 
   Watts was looking into my eyes. I couldn’t take my gaze away from his stare. There was something there I hadn’t seen before, but had read about. The metaphor of someone’s eyes catching fire. That’s what I saw in Watts.
 
   A burning desire. Unstoppable. Coming for me.
 
   “I wasn’t planning on this happening,” he said, “but when I saw you, I had to have you again. Have this again.” He lips crashed into mine, fucking my mouth with his tongue. “I’m sorry about the other night. I know we’re going to have to discuss it, but it’s going to have to wait.”
 
   I nodded vigorously. “Good.”
 
   When he moved his mouth to my neck, I grabbed his jacket and gripped it in my fist. My head fell to his shoulder. Were it not for his arm around my waist, I might have lost control of my legs and fallen to the floor right then.
 
   I looked up and saw his eyes trained down the hallway. He took my hand and led me to my bedroom.
 
   Once across the threshold, I turned to face him. He started unbuttoning my shirt from the bottom up. He stopped when something caught his eye. I knew by the direction he was looking that he’d seen my full-length mirror.
 
   “Over here,” he said, leading me by the hand. He guided me between him and the mirror, turning me so that I had my back to him and we were both looking at our reflections.
 
   “I want you to look at yourself,” he said, “and watch how I touch you.”
 
   My stomach fluttered as a wave of the good kind of nervousness rocked into me.
 
   Watts finished unbuttoning my shirt, lowered it down over my arms, then tossed it to the side.
 
   With his hands behind me, he unzipped my skirt, letting it fall to the floor before kicking it aside.
 
   Watts ran his hands from my hips, up my back, and to my shoulders where he bent down to place a kiss.
 
   Into my ear, he whispered, “Do you remember an email in which you called yourself ‘average’?”
 
   I did remember it, because it’s truly how I thought of myself. And I was grateful for it. I could blend in and virtually disappear when I wanted to. Sometimes, though, like the night I typed that word into the email, I was engaging in negative self-talk about my looks. It was times like this that I wished I were beautiful.
 
   Watts said, “I’ll take that silence as a yes.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He unclasped my bra and gently slid it off my arms.
 
   “You were so wrong,” he said. “So wrong it’s almost as if you were lying to me.”
 
   His fingers hooked into the elastic of my panties. In that moment, I wished he would have torn them off of me. I wanted him to. He was turning me on with his words and actions, more so than I could have imagined.
 
   “You weren’t lying to me, though,” he said, tugging my panties down over my hips, down my thighs, until they fell to the floor. “You were lying to yourself.”
 
   I was standing there naked, fully exposed to him, while he hadn’t removed a stitch of clothing. It was as though he was testing my trust for him. That, or he got off on making me feel vulnerable.
 
   I didn’t know if he wanted me to say anything in response. I hoped not because I was lost in what he was doing, and thought maybe he had rendered me speechless. It didn’t matter, though. He was clearly directing this his way, and I let him continue.
 
   “You aren’t just average.”
 
   His hands slid up my sides, cupping each breast. His thumbs and forefingers closed around my nipples and he lightly pinched and pulled on them. They responded by tightening. Watts flicked his fingers across the tips. My entire body shuddered at the sensation, blood coursing through my veins at a million miles an hour as my heart hammered in my chest. I was getting lost in the physical feeling so deeply that I almost missed his next words.
 
   “Beautifully average.”
 
   His hands retreated from my chest, sliding down my stomach. His knee pushed its way between my legs, parting them. I watched as I became even more exposed to him.
 
   “Irresistibly average.”
 
   His hands teased my skin just inside my hips, reaching down to the top of my thighs. I couldn’t take my eyes off of it. Off of him. Off of us.
 
   I felt his lips close around my earlobe.
 
   I was on the verge of begging him to touch me, but he knew what he was doing to me, and despite my urgency he could have dragged this out for an hour or three and I wouldn’t have minded. Unless I fainted first.
 
   His middle finger was almost on my clit. He circled it, again and again, before finally touching it.
 
   My knees almost gave out. I reached back and my fists clenched onto his jacket, with a white-knuckle grip. I knew he wouldn’t have let me fall, but it was reflexive.
 
   Just as quickly as he had touched my clit, he pulled his hand away. I watched in the mirror as he raised it higher, slowly. All the way to his mouth, where he sucked on the tip of his finger.
 
   Our gazes locked.
 
   “Deliciously average,” he said, and I thought if he kept tasting me like that and I kept watching him do it, I just might come right then and there. Somehow.
 
   We stared at each other in the mirror for a long, silent moment. My stomach was in a tight knot, not from nervousness, but from eager anticipation.
 
   “Those are all contradictions,” Watts said. “There’s nothing average about you.”
 
   He stepped aside and told me to sit down on the bed, his voice a rough whisper in my ear.
 
   I sat.
 
   Watts stood before me. He was tall to begin with but here, in this situation, with me literally nakedly vulnerable, he towered over me.
 
   He reached into his coat pocket, pulling out three condoms, all still attached at the perforated edges. He tossed them on the bed beside me. I watched them fly by, and when I looked back at him he had removed his coat.
 
   I watched as he started to unbutton his shirt, exposing his tight chest and stomach. My hands took on a mind of their own and reached for him. His skin was warm and smooth, taut over the muscled lines of his torso. His hips formed into a V-shape, leading down the front of his pants. A thin line of fine hair trailed down from his chest and continued past the waistline of his pants.
 
   His hands were on his belt, unfastening it, then to the button and the zipper…
 
   It had been so long since I had let any man get close to me like this. And in that moment, it was as if I were doing it for the first time. Watts wasn’t into the shed-clothes-and-fuck type of sex; he was enjoying pulling me out of my comfort zone, and I was ready for him to take it as far as he wanted.
 
   My hands slid down the sides of his body and into the elastic of his boxers.
 
   I looked up and our eyes met, his gaze intense. Still fiery. Wanting me. Needing me.
 
   He was waiting to see what I would do. Testing me? Seeing if I really wanted it?
 
   I pulled on his boxers, lowering them, and his cock sprang free. Fully erect, rigid. For me.
 
   I was sure he expected me to take it in my mouth, and I was ready.
 
   He gripped his cock at the base and ran the head across my lips. I opened my mouth, tasting him for the first time, expecting him to slide into my mouth, but he kept moving it back and forth across my lips. I closed my eyes and moved my head slightly forward to take him in, but there was nothing. I opened my eyes and saw him holding his cock to the side, just far enough away that I couldn’t reach it with my mouth. My gaze drifted up his body. He was grinning, his stare burning a hole through me.
 
   “Tease,” I said, closing my mouth and he touched the tip to my lips again.
 
   “Such a beautiful visual,” he said. “But I want to fuck you right now. Lie back, Catherine.” There was something about him including my name in his demand that made it even hotter and made me want to do whatever he said. That’s what my brain registered. My body didn’t need to process his words—it just responded as if by reflex.
 
   He was on me again. His tongue traced a line from my navel up to my chest, sweeping along the underside of the swell of my breast.
 
   Watts took a nipple into his mouth, sucking, pulling on it between his lips. When I felt his teeth lightly graze across it, I let out a deep sigh. I closed my eyes, my back arching into him, pressing against his face, wanting him to lick and suck harder.
 
   And he did for a long moment, drawing it out, moving from one nipple to the other, moaning deep in this throat as he did so.
 
   As he moved his way up my body, licking along the way, I felt the weight of his cock, first on my thigh and then notching between my legs as he nipped at my lips and tongue.
 
   He moved his hips, letting his erection glide along my wetness.
 
   I wouldn’t be able to take this much longer. I needed him inside me. I also needed to remember to keep breathing.
 
   “Do it,” I said, pulling away from his mouth.
 
   “You don’t want to rush this, do you?”
 
   Through my shaky breathing I managed to say, “No.”
 
   “Should I make you beg for it?” he asked.
 
   “Please don’t,” I said immediately.
 
   His mouth curled into a smile and he groaned. “That’s almost begging in itself.”
 
   There was silence for several seconds as he teased me by continuing to slide his cock against me.
 
   He kissed me again and I felt the grin on his face. “I have a lot of self-control, but my cock doesn’t. We can always do it fast and hard, then go again, you know.”
 
   “Do it… Now you’re making me beg,” I said.
 
   He reached beside us, grabbed the condoms, tore one off. With ease, he opened the package and reached down. I felt him rolling the condom on.
 
   Watts knelt between my legs, pushing them open wide.
 
   I closed my eyes, preparing.
 
   “Open your eyes, Catherine. I want to see your eyes the first time I’m inside you.”
 
   A hot wave of desire rolled through my body in response to his words. In all the fantasies I’d had about him, I’d never come up with lines like that.
 
   He loved control. Loved the power.
 
   And I was more than willingly giving it to him.
 
   Our faces were millimeters apart, noses almost touching.
 
   We locked gazes and before I could process anything else, Watts pushed inside me. A long, slow, even thrust.
 
   My breath stalled. I struggled to keep my eyes open so he could see them. He didn’t blink as he watched my reaction to him sliding inside of me.
 
   My mouth involuntarily formed the shape of an O, and I gasped in a deep breath.
 
   Watts started slow and deep, then faster, kneeling again, leaning over and taking a nipple into his mouth once more.
 
   My hands were on his head, fingers deep into his thick hair. I held onto him that way as his movement became more powerful, bucking my hips and making them rise off the bed.
 
   The sheer power of this man….
 
   From his kneeling position, his hands engulfed my hips, turning me, and before I knew it I was on my stomach.
 
   Watts had pulled out of me and was moving away. I looked over my shoulder and saw him reaching to the floor.
 
   He picked up whatever he had reached for and returned behind me.
 
   Without saying anything, he stretched my arms straight over my head. I raised my eyes to try to follow what he was doing and saw black fabric.
 
   My panties.
 
   Watts was wrapping them around my wrists, securing me.
 
   “I want to play with you,” he said, his breath hot on my shoulder and his hand cupped my thigh and parted my legs. “You’re going to be my toy for now. And soon, I will be yours.”
 
   He pushed into me again. From this position he immediately hit the spot, sending a spike of adrenaline coursing through my blood, causing me to cry out to him.
 
   “Watts…yes…”
 
   “Come for me, Catherine.” The words were so evenly measured, the command so natural to him.
 
   He knelt once again. I raised my hips to meet his thrusts. His palm was flat on my back, then moving, his finger made a trail down the center of it, across my ass, around my hip, and down to where he was fucking me.
 
   His fingertip rested on my clit. He wasn’t moving it around. No circles. Nothing like that. Just his finger applying pressure. Literally pushing a button.
 
   Making me get closer, closer, until I cried out his name again and my orgasm crashed into me, making my hips rise off the bed to meet the rhythm of his movement.
 
   I felt his other hand on the side of my face, turning me gently so he could see my expression.
 
   Watts kept his finger in place as I continued coming. I was growing more and more sensitive. I wanted him to remove it, but I also wanted him to keep it there and make me feel even more things I’d never felt before.
 
   As quickly as he’d put me on my stomach, he turned me over once again onto my back. He reached above my head and held onto my tied wrists.
 
   “You’re so tight,” he said, driving harder into me. “And you’re still coming. I can feel it.”
 
   My muscles were clenching around him, milking him.
 
   His thick cock swelled inside me as his face turned a different shade of red. He pushed into me even deeper one more time, holding that position. He threw his head back. I could no longer see his face, I could only hear the heavy exhale.
 
   I felt his cock twitch and surge inside me as he came.
 
   We were silent for a few moments. My vision was fuzzy on the periphery, and I thought, So this is what they mean by “fucked blind.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine had fallen asleep after our second round, which was slower, lasting longer, and exhausting in the best way. We’d done it hard and fast, fucking furiously the first time, so it was time to slow things down a little on the second.
 
   There would be more times—many more times—for testing her limits. And I already had several ideas in mind.
 
   It was a few minutes past ten, and I lay there listening to her even breathing. She was on her side, and I was behind her. She was so at ease with me, her body so perfectly tucked into mine that you would have thought we had done this hundreds of times.
 
   She stirred when I ran my fingertips along her arm from her elbow up to her shoulder. Damn, these shoulders. It was an odd attraction for me. Until Catherine, I was always focused on the parts most men assess first: tits, legs, and ass. Catherine had all of that going on, but there was something enticingly artistic about the contour of her shoulders.
 
   Maybe it was just another facet of my seeing her in a wholly different light than I’d seen any woman before.
 
   I wondered when she’d last been touched like this by a man. It was something she had never volunteered in our emails, and something I’d never asked.
 
   I wondered when she’d last slept so easily with a man in the room. Clearly, there was something in her past that kept her away from men. I just didn’t know how horrible it could be. Whatever it was, though, it didn’t seem to affect her desire for sexual contact.
 
   When it was clear that she was in a deep sleep and I had no hope of getting even a second of sleep myself, I gently got out of bed without disturbing her.
 
   Her bedroom was almost completely dark, illuminated only by the screen-saver on her computer. It was a slideshow of pictures from various tropical beaches around the world. They looked to be stock photos, not ones she’d taken herself, and she’d never mentioned having traveled much in her life.
 
   In fact, she’d never mentioned much of anything about her life prior to age 18. If I hadn’t been so guarded myself, I might have thought it odd.
 
   As the photos faded in and out, the room lightened and darkened alternately. I watched Catherine’s sleeping form for a moment, as I pulled on my jeans and left her room.
 
   When we arrived here, I didn’t get a chance to look around. Didn’t try. Didn’t care. All I wanted was her naked, beneath me, finally fulfilling my promise of giving her the fucking of a lifetime. I took her deep sleep as confirmation that I’d delivered.
 
   I was thirsty so I found a glass, filled it with water from the tap, and guzzled it down before refilling it again. Sex always did that to me. I don’t know if it would be considered technically dehydration by a doctor, but it had to be something close.
 
   She had a small kitchen, not much counter space, certainly less than I could deal with, but typical for a small one-bedroom apartment. She had a coffee machine with about a half-inch of room temperature stale coffee still in the carafe.
 
   I opened her freezer to get some ice and saw that it was packed with low-calorie, low-fat microwaveable dinners.
 
   I wanted something to eat, so I opened her refrigerator and found that it contained a half a dozen bottles of different kinds of salad dressings, a bag of romaine lettuce, two carrots and an avocado. No meat. Nothing hearty that would stick to my ribs.
 
   I wasn’t in the mood for vegetables, but I found a container of fresh blueberries. I grabbed a handful and closed the door.
 
   I went into her den. Going through her refrigerator was as nosey as I was going to get. My knack for finding interesting things in people’s houses had always served me well, but it’s never out of curiosity, it’s always out of necessity.
 
   But those were surveillance and investigation related. I was doing no such thing with Catherine.
 
   I was curious about her, but had no intention of invading her privacy. Her purse was on the kitchen counter. I could have rummaged through it and found out anything I wanted—her last name, who she banked with, and maybe some indication of where she worked.
 
   Same with the small stack of incoming mail she had placed on the edge of a round table next to the small kitchen window that looked out over the parking lot. Any of those pieces of mail would have had her name on the outside, and who knows what kind of information inside?
 
   I resisted.
 
   I couldn’t stop myself from looking at her bookshelves, though, and the enormous collection of titles she’d amassed over the years. Thousands of them, arranged alphabetically by genre, just like a bookstore. It didn’t appear that she had anything rare, but what an eclectic collection it was. Hardbacks with all the dust jackets, paperbacks with most of the spines cracked. I wondered if she’d read them all or if she’d bought some of them used.
 
   One shelf held a collection of contemporary erotic romance novels. I didn’t have any of them in the bookshop, but being an avid reader I recognized the titles from browsing online book retailers.
 
   She had a modest collection of literature from abroad: French, Russian, and at least one from Greece.
 
   I spotted a couple of travelogues. They weren’t something I was interested in, but for a fiction lover who loves to get lost in stories, those are about the closest you get to being whisked away to somewhere you’ve never been and encountering stories from people you would never meet. Based on what she told me about her love of reading, those made perfect sense in her collection.
 
   She had one of almost everything, but I noticed there were no children’s or young adult books. Odd. Lots of adults were reading young adult these days. I had even picked up a few myself and found them surprisingly appealing.
 
   I ran my finger across the books, from one spine to another, wondering what kind of erotic thoughts these books might have put in Catherine’s head. Or maybe those thoughts were already there, all her own, and I could find out her limits myself.
 
   I was thinking about her going through my bookshop and the gems she would find in there when I heard the words, “Thank you.” Her soft voice drifted into the room.
 
   I turned around, pulling my hand from the row of books.
 
   She was standing in the doorway to her bedroom, the white top sheet loosely wrapped around her body. She had pulled her hair back into a ponytail, but otherwise it looked like she’d slid out of bed naked, taking the sheet with her and standing there facing me.
 
   I wanted to walk over to her, pull the sheet off and not even take the time to go back to the bedroom. The couch was right there. It would do.
 
   But she had thanked me. “For what?” I asked.
 
   She pulled the sheet tighter around her. “For telling me your first name.”
 
   I walked over to her, putting my arms around her. Her head dropped to my shoulder. She felt so delicate, something I hadn’t noticed last night. Maybe she was tense then, and relaxed now.
 
   “Can I still call you Watts?” Her voice was slightly muffled with her lips against my skin.
 
   I let out a little laugh. “You don’t like the name Daniel?”
 
   “No, that’s not it. I just—”
 
   I cut her off. “I was kidding. You can call me whatever you like.”
 
   As soon as I said it, a pang of guilt stabbed me in the gut. Jesus, the secrets I was keeping from her.
 
   “I’m sorry about the whole name thing the other night,” she said.
 
   I shook my head. “It’s in the past. Forget it.”
 
   She lifted her head, looked me in the eyes, and said, “And yes, I want to call you Watts. It’s just that I’ve known you by that name for so long. And even though I’ve only seen you twice now, that’s who you are to me. I have this thing about names,” she said, pausing, and I let her take as long as she wanted before continuing. “I think it’s from reading. You know, associating characters with names because even when an author describes them you still paint your own picture in your mind. But for me, it’s the names.” She shrugged. “I don’t know, I can’t really explain it.”
 
   I kissed her forehead. “I get what you’re saying.”
 
   She shook her head slowly, as if she were about to say something negative, but instead said, “You always have.”
 
   We stood there in silence for a few moments, me holding her, and the urge to move her to the couch getting stronger by the second.
 
   “You hungry?” she asked, breaking my train of thought.
 
   I visualized what I’d seen in her refrigerator and quickly came up with a solution so I wouldn’t hurt her feelings. “Let’s order Chinese. Know any places that deliver this late?”
 
   . . . . . 
 
   The food arrived within thirty minutes. We spread it out on her coffee table and sat on the floor next to each other as we ate.
 
   Catherine handed me a fortune cookie. “Do you believe in these things?”
 
   “No,” I said, wiping my mouth with a napkin. “Do you?”
 
   She shook her head. “Of course not. But open yours anyway.”
 
   I did, and read it aloud: “Now is the time to try something new.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, “maybe we’re both wrong and we really should believe in these things.” She laughed and cracked open her own cookie and read it to me: “Do not fear what you do not know.”
 
   I stopped mid-chew when she said the words. Fucking hell, there were no better words than those to describe her current situation with me.
 
   “That’s not much of a fortune.” She crumpled the slip of paper and tossed it into an empty rice container.
 
   How wrong she was.
 
   After we ate, we were lying together on the couch. I was on my back. Catherine was on top of me. The fitted sheet—which she’d been wearing for over an hour now—had drifted down to her mid-section. Her full breasts were against my chest. Warm. Soft.
 
   Making me hard.
 
   Her chin rested on the back of her hand, her palm flat against my chest. We weren’t speaking. Her eyes were closed and she had a faint smile on her lips. I was twisting a ringlet of her hair between my fingers.
 
   A nice, easy, comfortable situation. Perfect.
 
   Until she said, “Since you told me your name, I want you to know something about me.”
 
   I was torn, but tried not to let it show in my expression. Yes, I wanted to know more about her. I wanted to know it all. But that would mean telling her all, as well, and I wasn’t ready to do that.
 
   “I mean, do you want to know more about me?” she said, sounding a little fragile, probably doubting her offer since I hadn’t responded.
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   She smiled. “My best friend is named Winnie.”
 
   I continued looking at her, waiting for the rest. I raised my eyebrows a little, not following where she was going with this or why it was something she felt she needed to share.
 
   “She’s a dog.” Catherine smiled. “Literally, a dog.”
 
   I chuckled. “I figured that’s what you meant.”
 
   She went on to talk about her time at the no-kill dog shelter and how much it meant to her. She told me about Winnie, and how they had been drawn to each other like magnets when Winnie first arrived at the shelter. She expressed regret about living in such a small apartment, and said that if she had a bigger place or a place with sufficient yard space, she would have adopted Winnie long ago. She had never mentioned any of this in any of our emails over the six months we wrote to each other.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s not like I’m looking for credit or something.”
 
   “Did your parents let you have a dog when you were growing up?”
 
   It was a natural follow-up question in the conversation. People talk about their pets as though they’re members of the family—and why shouldn’t they?—and invariably the conversation turns to the subject of first pets, childhood pets.
 
   But her facial expression changed when I asked the question. Her brow furrowed, her lips pursed, and she closed her eyes for a moment before laying her head back down on my chest.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said.
 
   The pain from deep down inside of her, the pain I saw the other night in the hotel room, was no longer entirely a mystery. It stemmed from her parents. I just didn’t know the details and it was clear to me that she wasn’t ready to share them. 
 
   “Was part of the excitement of this not knowing much about me?” I asked, trying to bring the subject back to us, a more pleasant topic.
 
   “I do know a lot about you.”
 
   “I mean the details of my life. The things we agreed not to share.”
 
   She shrugged a little. “Actually, yeah.”
 
   “Then there’s no reason to take that excitement out of this just yet,” I said. “We can draw it out as long as we want.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   Perfect. Not sharing everything right now would buy me a little time to work out the details of how I would slowly reveal myself to her.
 
   Selfish? Perhaps to some degree. But it also gave her a little time to prepare herself to tell me about her life.
 
   She shook her head, now nestled against my chest. I felt the warmth of her breath blowing across my chest. “I’d love that,” she said.
 
   After several silent minutes she said, “Will you stay with me tonight?”
 
   “I was planning on it.”
 
   I knew, in that moment, she was going to be my downfall, one way or another.
 
   She turned her head toward me, resting her chin on my chest. She kissed me on my chin, then said, “Which was your favorite? First time or second?” Asking me about the two times we’d just had sex.
 
   “Do I have to pick?”
 
    She nodded.
 
   If this had been anyone but Catherine, I would have been suspicious that it was some kind of trick question, maybe a way of trying to secretly find out if I’d liked it hard and fast or soft and slow.
 
   Truth was, I liked it both ways. And since it was Catherine, that’s how I answered. I added: “But I’d give a slight edge to the first.”
 
   “Because it was the first?”
 
   “No. Because of your reaction when I first entered you.”
 
   She paused for a moment. “Oh, God. Do I even want to know what my ‘O’ face looks like?”
 
   I could have answered that question in a way that would have quietly ended the topic. The answer could have been sweet. But I opted instead for the first thing that popped into my head. “I’ll show you sometime.” I looked down to see her raising her eyebrow.
 
   “What?” she said. “You’re going to take a picture or a video?”
 
   “No. Just trust me. I know what we’re going to do.”
 
   She chuckled. “Of course you do, with all of your experience. I have full documentation of that, by the way. I’ve saved every one of your emails.”
 
   I figured this was as good as time as any to reveal something else I’d been keeping from her.
 
   “Those were mostly stories, Catherine. Fiction. I made up most of them.”
 
   She shifted and sat up, pulling the sheet up to her chest and covering herself. Her eyes narrowed and her head moved slowly side to side. “You bastard.” She gave me a playful slap on the chest. “But I’m glad you really haven’t been with that many women. So how many, really?”
 
   “The number isn’t important. And I won’t ask about, nor do I want you to volunteer your number.”
 
   She shrugged. “Okay.” I could almost see the curiosity flooding her mind. I liked it.
 
   I reached up toward her neck. She probably thought I was going to gently pull her down to me for a kiss. But instead, I grabbed the sheet and tugged it off of her.
 
   “We’ll know everything about each other soon,” I said, cupping the underside of her breast. Without even touching it, her nipple responded by puckering tightly. “But you should never hide these from me.”
 
   She smiled, leaned down, and pressed her mouth against mine. It was a passionate kiss, one that held the promise of a third round of sex.
 
   Out of nowhere she said, “I don’t think you left the room because I asked your name.”
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
   “I think it’s something else,” she continued.
 
   “And what might that be?”
 
   She looked at me for a moment. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to figure out what to say or how to say it.
 
   She shrugged. “I’m not sure yet.” She bit her bottom lip, as if in deep thought. Her hair draped over her left eye.
 
   I reached up and tucked it behind her ear, not saying anything.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” she said.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “The other night at the hotel, why did you tell me I would be better off staying away from you?”
 
   Her eyes locked on mine, a dead stare. It was as if she thought she could find the answer if she looked hard enough.
 
   “With me, there might be as much pain as there is pleasure,” I said.
 
   She smiled, totally misinterpreting what I meant. “I think I could handle that sometimes.”
 
   I shook my head and started to tell her that she had it all wrong, but as soon as I opened my mouth, she cut me off.
 
   “Just tell me what you mean,” she said. “I kind of had some ideas already, anyway.” Her face turned into a frown.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   She shook her head. “Don’t try to turn this around on me.” She managed a slight grin. “If you don’t want to tell me right now, that’s fine. Whatever it is, it can’t be all that bad. You’re here, right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “So let’s just take it slow,” she said. “See what happens. We made it this far, right?”
 
   I had my doubts about what she was saying, but I agreed anyway.
 
   She sat back up, then stood, telling me she’d be right back. “I do want to know you.” She looked at me, hard, for a moment before continuing. “Just promise me I’ll know you before too long?”
 
   I nodded. “Promise.”
 
   I sat up and watched her walk down the hall, my mind swimming with curiosity about her past, her present, her future—our future, if there was to be one.
 
   It wouldn’t be long before I would share with her the fact that I owned a rare bookshop.
 
   Of course, that was all a ruse. One that I would eventually reveal to her. After all, I had just promised her I would. So maybe sooner rather than later.
 
   For the immediate future, though, she wouldn’t have a clue that I had an entirely different life. Not a clue that I had only been in the United States for ten years. Not a clue as to exactly why I had come here, and what exactly I was up to.
 
   It was just the way it would have to be—she would have no idea who or what I really was.
 
   Spy? Agent? Operative? Mercenary? Assassin? 
 
   Sometimes I wasn’t sure myself.
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    Chapter One – Catherine


    


    


    For the first time in my life, I woke up next to a man.


    Watts was still asleep. Or should I say Daniel?


    No, he was Watts to me. That’s how I’d gotten to know him and that’s who he would always be. The Watts who responded to my first email about books, the Watts who intrigued and excited me with his words, and the Watts who lived up to his promise of giving me a mind-blowing sexual experience.


    After eating the Chinese food last night, we again went to my bedroom. We had already had sex twice, but there was that third condom he’d brought. It was sitting on my nightstand, within arm’s reach, ready when we were.


    But the rest of the night turned out to be short and sweet, with a little idle talking, followed quickly by me falling asleep.


    I woke in the middle of the night to find him asleep, but his arms were still snugly wrapped around me. There’s always a little light in my room. I can’t stand total darkness, so I solve it by leaving on my laptop screensaver, a collage of relaxing photos.


    We were facing each other, just inches apart, so close I could feel his breath on my shoulders. My leg was hooked over his. I didn’t remember going to sleep that way, so I must have done it during the night.


    I studied his face in the light from my laptop as it increased and decreased.


    He was only twenty-nine, close to turning thirty, so I didn’t expect to see the lines in his brow. Or the ones at the corners of his mouth. They were faint, but they were there, just below the stubble of his one- or two-day beard.


    Was that kind of thing inherited? If so, I would have no idea what I was in for. Or were they from stress? A hard life?


    I knew Watts had his secrets, and even though he never gave me the slightest hint about them, I had long ago wondered if he’d been through something terrible. Probably not something exactly like my childhood, but maybe something close? Something that caused him to live a secluded life like mine, something that made him wary of sharing his name, something that drew those lines on his face.


    I eventually fell back to sleep, lulled by his gentle breathing.


    A few hours later, I woke up next to a man for the second time in my life.


    I was proud of myself. I felt truly safe with another human being.


    But, dammit, I had to pee. I didn’t want to remove myself from Watts’s arms. I wanted to stay there all day. Into the night. Into forever, if it were possible. I also didn’t want to disturb him and rouse him from what was clearly a deep sleep.


    When I tried to move, though, he woke immediately.


    I lowered my head back down on the pillow. “Sorry.”


    He raised his hand to my face and touched my cheek. “Going somewhere?”


    I shook my head no, then thought better of it. “Actually, yeah. The bathroom.”


    “Go,” he said. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen. Do you have any coffee?”


    I started to get out of the bed. “Crap, no. Sorry.”


    “We can go…Jesus, Catherine, I don’t even know if you drink coffee.”


    I had stepped into the bathroom and turned before closing the door. “I do. I’m just out.” I almost closed the door, but something occurred to me. “We really have a lot to learn about each other.”


    


    . . . . .


    


    We took a quick shower, during which we were able to pull off the miraculous feat of not having sex. It was an intimate shower, no doubt. We washed each other’s bodies, an opportunity to explore his more than I had been able to so far. Same for Watts. He took an unusually long time soaping up my breasts.


    “I think they’re clean enough now,” I said, smiling.


    “Just making sure.”


    He washed my hair. It was something I’d never had a man do before, and there was something mind-bogglingly sexy about it.


    After getting dressed, we headed out for coffee. It turned out that Watts and I were the kind of people who couldn’t function without a cup of coffee in the morning. Yet another thing we had in common.


    I had suggested that we take it back to my place, but Watts had other ideas.


    “Do you have any plans today?”


    I said, “You know I don’t.”


    “Just checking,” he said, keeping his eyes straight ahead as he drove. “Even if you did, I was going to tell you that you needed to cancel them.”


    His facial expression didn’t change and he didn’t cut his eyes at me and grin. He was serious. “Is that so?”


    He nodded, sipping his coffee. “I have something to show you.”


    I didn’t ask what, or where, and he didn’t volunteer any of the information. He wanted to surprise me, and I wanted to be surprised. Although, I did get a little anxious when I noticed we were on our way to Baltimore.


    The ride was quiet. He didn’t say much, and I was perfectly content to just be along for the ride. I was happy to be doing something so exciting on a Saturday. The way my life had been going, anything would have been exciting, but taking off on a day-trip with Watts was the best thing I could imagine.


    I hadn’t been to Baltimore before, so I looked out the window and took in the scenery. It wasn’t long before he pulled into a spot along the side of the street.


    I looked up at the storefront. “We’re going to a bookstore? Is this your favorite place or something?”


    Watts turned the car off and as he was getting out, he said, “Or something.”


    He walked around to my side, opened the door, and I stood. I looked at the door and saw the sign. “It’s closed.”


    “Yep.” He was moving toward the door, and it was then that I noticed he was fumbling with his key ring.


    “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. “You own this place?”


    He unlocked the door and swung it open. “Sure do.”


    “Sales. You always told me sales. You sell books.”


    “And buy,” he said.


    An old woman approached the door holding a plastic shopping bag full of what appeared to be paperbacks.


    “Sorry,” Watts told her. “Closed for the day. We’ll be open Monday.”


    The old woman huffed and shuffled away.


    “That wasn’t nice,” I said.


    He turned on the lights. “Today, this is all yours.”


    I looked around. Aisle after aisle of books. Mostly paperbacks, some hardbacks. All older looking, definitely used. All meticulously lined up on the shelves. A maze of shelves I could see myself getting lost in for hours.


    Aside from that, the first thing I noticed was how cold it was. “Does this place double as a walk-in freezer?”


    Watts smiled. “Air conditioning helps keep the humidity down. Any kind of moisture can ruin a book, especially older ones. You know, your eyes are very big right now, and you’re not blinking. Should I rent a U-Haul for the drive back?”


    I started toward the first aisle. “Very funny.”


    “Go ahead,” he said, “look around. Take whatever you want.”


    I took my time browsing. Watts followed me throughout the store as if he were security and I was a suspected thief. But I knew what he was really up to—he enjoyed watching me get a thrill out of finding books that interested me. And after the way things had been going since last night, I didn’t want him far away at all, anyway.


    But after a little while, Watts told me to browse around and he’d come find me.


    It would have been very easy to lose control and let myself become greedy. So many books. I imagined them on my shelves, perched up there waiting for me, worlds of new places to visit and people to meet.


    I spent about thirty minutes browsing. As I looked around I thought about how wonderful it would be to have a job like this and how lucky Watts was to have it. He loved reading just as much as I did, and I could only imagine the enjoyment he got from being surrounded by books all day.


    I selected a few titles, ones I’d been looking for online but couldn’t find. I decided to stop with what I had and a few minutes later I found Watts behind the counter, looking at something on the desktop computer.


    “What are those?” I asked, startling him. “Oh, sorry.”


    “What are what?” he asked, looking a little confused.


    I pointed at the books behind the counter. There must have been at least fifty of them, all in a locked glass case.


    “Rare books.” He spun around on his stool and unlocked the glass door, taking out one of the books. “This is a first edition of Bram Stoker’s Dracula.” He put it on the counter between us.


    “Wow, where did you get this?”


    The book had been facing Watts, but he spun it around toward me as he answered. “A guy came in about…two years ago, I think. And I bought it from him for eight-thousand. I can probably get ten for it.”


    “Holy shit, are you serious?”


    Watts chuckled. “That’s nothing.” He picked up the book and placed it back in the case. Turning to face me, he said, “Those are actually the inexpensive rare books. I have others in a safe in the back.”


    I was fascinated by what he was telling me, but I was also doing a quick inventory of my own books, wondering if I had any that were worth some good money. The next thing he said broke me out of that short-lived daydream, though.


    “I’ll let you in on a little secret. I have a first edition of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland that’s worth about twenty-thousand, and a first edition of War And Peace that could probably sell for over thirty-five grand.”


    “So that’s where the store really makes its money?”


    He shook his head. “No, it’s from the smaller sales. The big ones don’t happen very often.”


    I noticed a vase with flowers on the counter and it brought back a memory: the rose I had found on my doorstep that night he had left so suddenly from the hotel room. I knew he hadn’t left it for me, and I had already reasoned the other possibilities, but it made me wish it had been from him.


    He finally noticed the books I was holding. “Are you finished browsing?”


    I nodded, looking at the few books in my arms.


    His brow furrowed. “That’s it?”


    “For now,” I said, hoping that I’d find myself in this store many times in the future. I reached into my purse. “Let me pay you for these.”


    Watts just shook his head.


    “I can’t just take them.”


    His eyes had gone back to the computer screen. In a flat, matter-of-fact tone he asked, “Why not?”


    I looked at the ones I’d picked out. “These have to be at least, what, thirty dollars?”


    He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. You want them, they’re yours. I take whatever I want. It’s a perk of the job and I’m extending it to you.”


    “A friends and family discount thing?” I smiled at him, thinking I’d made a pretty decent joke.


    He looked up from the screen but his expression didn’t change. “Is that what we are?”


    “What, friends?”


    “Either one.”


    We certainly weren’t family, so I didn’t know what he meant by that. But were we friends? I guess that could have been the case. Yes, we’d had sex a few times, and while I wished our relationship was more than just friends, the truth was that friends did that all the time.


    I didn’t have an answer. I was kind of hoping he would provide one. So I stood there silently.


    Finally, after a long ten seconds or so, he spoke. “We don’t have to answer that right now. All that matters is that you’re here. I’m glad you are.”


    He stood and came around the counter to stand in front of me. He put his hand to my cheek and held my face still as he began kissing me slowly and softly, his tongue feathering across my lips.


    He stopped, resting his forehead against mine.


    “What’s wrong?” I said, wanting him to kiss me again. Wanting him to kiss me forever, actually.


    “I have to stop.” Our eyes were just inches apart, locked in an unblinking stare, and I was terrified by what he might say next. “If I don’t stop, then this...” he tugged on my shirt, “is going come off, and these…” his hand dropped down to the front of my pants and he grabbed the button, “are going to be off, and you…” he kissed my mouth hard, greedily, then gently took my lower lip between his teeth before letting it go and saying, “you are going to be perched on this countertop with your gorgeous legs spread and with my cock inside you.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Two – Watts


    


    


    My intention wasn’t to stop at all. I wanted to see her reaction to my stopping and to my words. And I got just what I was looking for.


    It was that look in her eyes that I’d seen that night in the hotel, and that I’d seen again last night. It was a longing look of wanting me, needing me. It was a look I had deliberately tried to evoke with my words just moments ago, knowing all too well what it would lead to.


    I wouldn’t be able to leave that store without fucking her.


    I can’t say it was a spontaneous thought. I’d been thinking about it all day, ever since we woke up and I decided I would bring her to my store. As we’d gotten dressed earlier, I’d grabbed that third condom off her nightstand and put it in my pocket.


    Catherine looked surprised when I produced it. She had been placing her handful of books down on the counter, and she did a double-take when she saw me holding it up.


    “You didn’t think I’d be unprepared, did you?”


    The corner of her mouth turned up in a knowing grin. “I would never…”


    I lifted her up and put her on the counter, grabbing her leg and wrapping it around the backs of my thighs. “I don’t think I can get enough of you.”


    She put her hands on my chest and pushed when I tried to lean in to kiss her.


    “Wait,” she said. “Do you remember that email you wrote about how you liked to watch a woman’s reaction?”


    She didn’t get any more specific than that. She didn’t have to. “Of course.”


    Catherine moved off the counter and stood, looking up at me. “I want that. I want you to see my reaction.”


    We were standing less than a foot apart. Without breaking eye-contact, I reached for her wrist and brought her hand to the front of my pants. Her eyebrows moved slightly up her forehead and her lips parted.


    “That’s a good first reaction.”


    She bit her lip and I thought I saw the hint of a blush taking over her face.


    I stepped around her, went behind the counter and removed the seat cushion from the chair, before leaning back on my counter, ankles crossed. “I can’t see your reaction until you start.” I dropped the cushion on the floor before me.


    She stepped toward me, putting her face against my chest. “I want to do it how you like it.” I felt her hands start to unbuckle my belt, and I stopped her.


    “Just the zipper,” I said.


    My pulse picked up as I was curious to see how she did it, what her technique was. All women do it differently. Some better than others. But there’s no such thing as a bad blowjob.


    She kissed me as she worked the zipper down and freed my cock. I grew hard and heavy in her hands as our tongues twisted wildly together.


    Catherine knelt on the cushion, stroking me and watching her hand as it moved back and forth along the length of my shaft.


    I watched her hand, too, but mostly I watched her face as she played with me. Her lips were pressed tightly together, as if teasing me, making me wonder how long they’d stay so firmly closed.


    I reached down and took my cock from her, gripping it at the base. My other hand went to the top of her head, and I guided her head closer to me with my fingertips on her scalp.


    Those lips—pretty and pouty—weren’t opening for me yet, so I touched them with the head of my cock. I moved it back and forth across her mouth, painting her with the little bead of moisture that had formed at the tip when she was playing with me.


    After a few moments like this, she looked up and her lips parted beautifully for me. Her tongue touched the tip of my cock as she held eye contact. Opening wider, she drew the head into her mouth, and I dropped my hand to my side. I felt the warmth close around me as she sucked a little, using her tongue to tease the very tip.


    Her hand moved to the base of my cock, not stroking, but holding with just the right amount of pressure.


    The visuals are always what push me over the edge. Yes, the physical pleasure is integral, but there’s nothing like the sight of a woman wrapping her lips around my cock and taking her time as she surrenders her mouth to me.


    Which is exactly what Catherine was doing now—opening her mouth a little more, taking more of me, encasing my cock with the growing heat and wetness of her mouth.


    I reached down and took her wrist, moving her hand away.


    “Let me have the other one,” I said, and she raised her arm.


    I brought her hands to my sides, pinning them down to the counter on either side of me.


    “I like it when you just use your mouth,” I said.


    She tried to murmur something, but I couldn’t tell what it was, nor did I care. I could tell it was something positive, maybe just a sound affirming what I told her.


    Catherine was moving a little faster now, her plump lips sliding up and down my shaft. My cock glistened from the mixture of her spit and my pre-come.


    Watching her move like that…Jesus, I could have stayed there all day.


    I was intently focused on watching her lips slide slowly toward the tip, and she sucked hard, pulling back, freeing my cock with a wet pop sound.


    Her long blonde hair fell in her face just then. I reached out with one hand, gathering as much of it as I could in my fist, then held it together.


    “I need to see your gorgeous face as you do this,” I said.


    “My damn hair’s so long. Sorry.”


    “Not at all. It makes a good handle.”


    She smiled that perfect smile of hers as she looked at my erection, and I couldn’t have handled one more second of not being in her mouth. I moved her head back to my cock, sliding between her lips once more. Holding onto her hair, I didn’t have to direct her movement. She swirled her tongue around the head, then took me back in with one swift motion.


    Moving faster than before, her head bobbing up and down. The friction of her lips sliding along my skin combined with her sucking…it was getting too intense to think. Though I did feel her teeth lightly graze across the swollen tip of my cock, which I didn’t mind and even encouraged on occasion.


    Moments later, the visual got me. “I’m going to come,” I said.


    I held off on telling her that I wanted to come in her mouth. I wanted to see what she would do on her own—pull away and use her hand or stay where she was and take my come in her mouth?


    I let go of her hair. Luckily, it stayed out of her face, giving me a perfect view as she locked her lips around my cock as I came.


    “Ah, Catherine, fuck…” I said as my stomach muscles clenched along with my thighs, as if being wound up for a big release.


    Her eyes got big and she blinked rapidly a few times, closing them as I came more.


    When it was clear that I had finished, she tucked me back into my pants, zipped me up, and said, “I know you don’t want to kiss me right—”


    I reached for the back of her head, pulling her close to me, kissing her deeply.


    


    . . . . .


    


    “I can’t believe you went six months without telling me you owned a bookstore.”


    She was standing beside me on the sidewalk as I locked the door. I shrugged. “Putting aside what just happened in there, I have a lot of self-control.”


    She laughed and grabbed my arm as we walked to the car.


    We had spent another fifteen or so minutes inside. Most of it was spent with me urging Catherine to take more books, but she declined. I didn’t force the issue. I knew she’d be back here.


    “How far do you live from here?” she asked, buckling her seatbelt.


    Goddamn. She was about to start with the one line of questioning I had hoped wouldn’t come up today. Wishful thinking. She was making me sloppy in my judgment lately.


    “About ten minutes.” I started the car and looked out the driver’s side window to see the oncoming traffic but also to keep from having to let her see my face.


    “Is that where we’re going next? I’d love to see where you live.”


    “Not today,” I said, my face close to the window. “Sorry. It’s just a mess and my cleaners don’t come until Monday.”


    She didn’t say anything in response as I pulled the car away from the curb.


    I put my hand on her knee. “Soon. I promise.” I glanced over to see her nodding, but looking disappointed.


    I never let anyone into my house. Had I planned this day better, I would have done a sweep through the place, making sure I didn’t have anything lying around that would look suspicious. A file, a stack of photos, an unopened disposable phone I hadn’t used yet…it could have been any one or more of those things that forced me to tell her the truth about my life.


    I wasn’t ready for that.


    She couldn’t have been, either.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Three – Catherine


    


    


    I didn’t want to push him and risk a repeat of him shutting down like he’d done in the hotel room that night. Yes, I was eager to know more about him. To know everything about him, in fact, and seeing where he lived would have been great.


    But I knew all too well about the desire to keep parts of your life secret. I wanted so badly to know what it was about Watts’s life that necessitated his cloak of privacy. I gave him the benefit of the doubt, mostly out of respect for his space, but also out of fear of pushing him away again.


    He drove us back to Washington, where we stopped at a deli, got some sandwiches, fruit, and drinks.


    “Show me your bench,” he said, sliding his sunglasses on.


    “My bench…”


    “Where you have lunch everyday and read my emails. I’d like to see it.”


    We were standing on the sidewalk in front of the deli, a block or so from the National Mall. Watts held our lunch in a cardboard box.


    “I know what you meant,” I said. “I just wasn’t expecting it.”


    I showed him the way to the bench, and I was surprised to find it unoccupied. Groups of people used the vast expanse of grass to play touch football, sometimes Frisbee, and the sidewalks were jammed with joggers and groups of tourists.


    Watts looked around as I unpacked the box. “Nice views,” he said. “All around. I can see why you picked this spot.”


    I handed him a sandwich. “Actually, it was just random.”


    “Right. Because you’re always looking down at a screen.”


    I shrugged, opening a cold bottle of tea. “It’s 2014. We’re all looking at screens. That’s our brave new world, three-hundred-and-however-many pixels per inch at a time.”


    Watts let out a little chuckle. “Cynical.”


    “It’s true,” I said. “But, in my defense, I spend a good amount of time looking at pages, too. Real ones, not ebook pages, thank you very much.”


    “Don’t get me started,” he said. But it seems that I already had, as Watts launched into an impassioned defense of physical books. His thoughts on the issue matched mine exactly.


    “You’re just worried about going out of business,” I teased.


    He shook his head as he popped a grape into his mouth.


    “I’m kidding,” I said. “I agree with everything you said. I think we’re in the minority for people our age, though.”


    “Resistance is not futile.” He sipped his drink. “It’s nice to finally be able to visualize you sitting here reading my emails.”


    We ate and people-watched for several minutes.


    Watts balled up the wax paper that his sandwich had been wrapped in, and put it in the box, then moved closer to me, putting his arm around my shoulders. “All these people walking around with their families, others rushing off to a meeting, seeing what looks like an innocent lunch taking place here, a seemingly innocent girl looking at her phone. All the while, nothing innocent about it.”


    I let out a little laugh. “That about sums it up. But they weren’t all dirty.”


    “I’ve never written anything dirty,” he said, the sarcasm heavy in his tone.


    I looked at him. “Uh, right. Lots of them were filthy as hell and you know it. I loved all of them, by the way.”


    “I liked the way yours were all about you by yourself.”


    “Why’s that?”


    “It told me you hadn’t been with a man in a long time, so I had a challenge before me. You were a mystery,” he said. “I like a little mystery. It made the chase more exciting.”


    “Is the chase over?”


    “Not even close,” he said.


    I wanted to ask him something, but gave it a little extra thought, then just let it fly. “All the stories about other women. You said most of them weren’t true. So…why’d you do that?”


    Watts took a deep breath and sighed it out. “What can I say? I have an active imagination.”


    I nudged him with my elbow. “That’s putting it mildly.”


    “It turned me on,” he said, “knowing it was turning you on as well. And now I no longer have to imagine what your face looks like when I’m blunt with you. I can see it for myself.”


    I recalled the previous night and this morning in the bookstore, thinking about the things he’d said to me.


    “Tell me your favorite,” he said.


    “Favorite email?”


    “Yes.”


    I pretended to think about it for a moment, even murmuring sounds and words like I was giving it some thought. But I knew which one it was. An email he had sent about three months ago, one that I must have read at least a hundred times, sometimes just to read it, other times when I was touching myself.


    “She sits on the edge of the bed, naked, wearing only heels. Her clothes are in a pile, pantyhose ripped from my tearing them off of her legs. I kneel in front of her, telling her to drape a leg over my shoulder. I want her to feel like she’s somewhat in control, but she’s just following what I tell her to do. I instruct her to hook her leg tighter over my shoulder, the heel of her shoe pressing into the middle of my back. I tell her to pull me closer when she wants, as hard and fast as she wants…”


    It went on like that, in increasingly graphic detail, but as I sat there on the bench with him I had to stop thinking about it. “The one with the ripped pantyhose,” I said. “And she’s wearing heels…”


    Watts nodded. “That was a good one.”


    I looked at his face, wishing he didn’t have those sunglasses on. I even thought about reaching up and removing them before I asked him what I wanted to know, but thought better of it. I wanted to trust him to tell me the truth. “Was that a real one, or made up?”


    “Made up,” he said without hesitation.


    “So that’s never happ—”


    “No, not like that. But I sometimes think about what it would be like. Obviously you do, too. We’ll find out soon,” Watts said, touching my cheek with the back of his hand. He picked up the box, stood, and walked to a trashcan nearby.


    As he walked, I thought about how long we had talked by email, how slow the process had been—getting comfortable enough to actually meet. And now, in such a short time, we were moving fast. Not just physically, either. I was feeling myself becoming more emotionally involved with him. I kept warning myself that it could be a huge mistake, that I could very well be setting myself up for misery. But something about this man made me want to go a little further, have a little courage, a little faith.


    And damn, did he look absolutely gorgeous walking back to me. There was a swagger to his walk. Nothing overdone. Certainly not forced. It was just something about the way he moved confidently, his tall, fit body striding as if he owned the ground before him.


    Doomed. I was doomed. No matter how much I tried to protect myself from getting hurt, I was going to make myself vulnerable no matter how much I knew I probably shouldn’t.


    I realized then what I was dealing with—a proverbial high-wire act. Watts was drawing me closer to him, whether he meant to or not, and the closer I got the more I wanted to know, but I was well aware of his insistence on privacy and the consequences of breaching those lines.


    Maybe if I shared more of myself, he would lower his defenses as well. I was ready. It was worth a try.


    


    . . . . .


    


    When Watts suggested we walk before going back to his car, I thought it was the perfect opportunity.


    “Now that I know where you work,” I said, “I’ll show you where I work.”


    We walked up 9th Street, past The Smithsonian, crossed Constitution Avenue, then took a left on Pennsylvania Avenue.


    “Don’t tell me you’re taking me to The White House,” Watts said, an easy smile on his face, but still a lingering curiosity, as if I just might be leading us that way.


    By then, we were in front of the building where I worked. I stopped. “Here’s where I am Monday through Friday.”


    Watts looked up at the building, then down to the drab brown sign with plain white lettering: J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building.


    “I can’t show you exactly where I work in there, but…this is it.” I turned to him.


    He took off his sunglasses. His eyes were darting back and forth and up and down the building. “Really.”


    “Yup.” I held onto his arm and whispered, “I’m not supposed to tell anyone this, but I work in the basement. It’s the last stop for all incoming packages. They’re checked off-site, but they go through one more scan here.”


    “Interesting.”


    “Not really,” I said, looking at the building, and then back at Watts. I noticed his facial expression had changed. The muscles in his jaw clenched, making that little knot I’d noticed when he walked into the hotel lounge the first time we met. “But, hey, it’s a paycheck.”


    The place never closed, of course. The FBI is a 24/7/365 operation. So as we stood there, men and women in suits came and went, in and out of the front door. I always wondered what each of them did when I saw them. And it looked to me like Watts was wondering something similar.


    “How long have you worked here?” he asked.


    “Going on four years.”


    “Have you ever used a work computer to email me?”


    I shook my head, looking up at him. “No. No way, why?”


    He casually dismissed it by saying, “It’s just that we’ve been—I’ve been—pretty graphic in some of my emails. I just wouldn’t want you to get caught reading personal emails on a work computer. But,” he said, catching himself quickly, “I know you wouldn’t. I didn’t mean to imply that you were careless.”


    “No, no, it’s fine.”


    “All right, then. Ready to go back to your place?”


    He seemed suddenly unimpressed. Maybe it was the way I told him the job wasn’t interesting and I only had it for the paycheck. I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t spend too much time worrying about it. The thought of having him in my apartment again, alone, wiped out any possibility of worrying or thinking about anything.


    There was nothing in the world I wanted more.


    I’d had a bit of a revelation as we were sitting on the bench. It wasn’t a huge epiphany. It was just a thought I couldn’t deny: I had fallen in love with Watts. Irrevocably, undeniably in love for the first time in my life.


    There was one bit of doubt, though, and it was enough to keep me from telling him how I felt.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Four – Watts


    


    


    Christ. The fucking FBI. Nice going, Watts.


    The situation was risky enough, and now I was dealing with the fact that she worked for what many people consider the world’s premier law enforcement agency. At least she didn’t work for the CIA or the NSA. And at least she worked in the mail-sorting and security department. It could have been much worse. And maybe it was. Maybe she didn’t tell me everything. That wouldn’t have been so implausible, considering the way things had gone for us from the start.


    I decided I needed to check her out. So as I left early Sunday morning, with Catherine still asleep in her bed, I found her purse where it always was—on the kitchen counter. I quickly rifled through her stuff, found her wallet and got her name off of her driver’s license.


    Catherine Marie Kolb.


    I committed it to memory, along with her birthdate.


    I found a pen and a piece of paper so I could leave her a note: You looked so gorgeous sleeping, I didn’t want to wake you. I have some business to take care of before tomorrow morning. You will see me soon, maybe when you least expect it. – Watts


    I wrote my cell number under my name and left.


    On the drive home, I made a phone call to a guy who occasionally did a little work for me.


    He answered, “At your beck and call, sir.”


    “Fuck you, Justin.”


    He laughed. “What do you need, Mr. Murphy?” he asked, using the fake name I’d given him.


    I gave him Catherine’s name and birthdate, telling him all I needed was any information regarding her connections to the FBI or any other law enforcement or intelligence agencies. I asked him to keep it quiet.


    “Don’t I always?” he asked. “You don’t need to tell me that, dude.”


    “This is different. It’s personal.”


    “Not for me,” he said. “My lips are sealed. Usual hundred bucks, dude.”


    “You got it.” Dude.


    I had been introduced to Justin by one of my associates. He was a grad student at Boston University, and apparently some kind of computer whiz who had turned down job offers from Microsoft, Apple, and various smaller tech firms right out of high school, opting instead to go to college. Smart kid. Damn brilliant, actually, and very eager to help out. For a small fee, of course.


    Justin could get in and out of any computer in the world without leaving a trace. That’s what he claimed, at least. I wasn’t sure how true that was, but whenever I needed something that turned out to be deep within a highly secured computer network, Justin had been able to get it.


    He knew me only as Mr. Murphy. Not Watts, no first name, no age, nothing about my employment. I suppose he could have dug around and found out more about me, but I was assured he was safe to deal with.


    He had no idea what I was doing. For all he knew, I was a stalker of some kind. Or a serial killer. Either way, he didn’t seem to care.


    And, oddly enough, even though he’d seen some names of people who ended up dying mysterious deaths, he never once pressed me for more information. Perhaps he had indeed looked deeper into what I was doing and approved.


    As I drove home, I mentally kicked my own ass for not having done due diligence before spending this much time with Catherine. She had given me no reason to suspect that she worked for a law enforcement agency. She’d given me no reason to believe she did anything other than some boring clerical job.


    I knew there was no way I’d been set up. They wouldn’t have done it like that, and Catherine wouldn’t have revealed the fact that she worked for the FBI, which she had freely done.


    There was no existing threat of that nature. The only hazard at this point was whether the U.S. government discovered who I was and what I doing, and in turn implicated Catherine in all of it. There was no evidence that she was involved, of course, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t be put through the interrogation wringer.


    I had to make a decision, and fast. The way I saw it, I had three options: One, break things off with her; two, tell her everything and make her aware of who she had become involved with; three, go on like we had been and not tell her anything.


    I knew the right choice, but I wasn’t ready to do it.


    Just as I was entering the city of Baltimore, forty minutes later, my phone rang.


    “She’s clean,” Justin said. “All she does is work in the department that scans incoming parcels. Sounds boring as shit, if you ask me.”


    “No other jobs with the Bureau?”


    “None. And no previous law enforcement or military activity. But there is something odd.”


    I pulled up to a red light. “What’s that?”


    “Catherine Marie Kolb didn’t exist until eight years ago.”


    I was processing what he had just told me, when I heard a horn blow behind me. I looked up and saw that the light had turned green. I swung the car off the road, into the empty parking lot of a bank. “What do you mean didn’t exist?”


    “I was able to get her Social Security number. It was issued eight years ago. And there’s no record of any Catherine Marie Kolb with her birthdate anywhere in the United States.”


    My mind was working at top speed. “Anywhere in Europe? Asia? She could have been born overseas and didn’t come to the U.S. until she was eighteen.”


    My stomach turned as I thought about that possibility. If that were indeed the case, who the hell was she and why was she here?”


    “That’s all I got, dude. Sorry. There’s eight years of history on her, but before that…nada.”


    I told him to call me if he found anything else. He said he would definitely do some more searching because he was bored and he loved a mystery.


    I usually did, too, but I didn’t like this one.


    


    . . . . .


    


    


    Catherine sent me a text when she woke up: I finally have your number.


    Me: And now I have yours.


    Catherine: I wish you hadn’t left but thanks for the note. It was sweet. What are you doing?


    Me: Pricing some books that I need to send out this week. Speaking of that, do you have plans tomorrow night?


    Catherine: No.


    Me: Well, you do now. I’ll be at your place at 6 sharp.


    Catherine: If you’re expecting me to cook you’re out of luck.


    Me: I’ll take care of dinner. Back to work.


    


    . . . . .


    


    I got to the basketball court just in time to join in a pick-up game. It was the perfect way to get my mind off of the mystery of Catherine, and to relieve some of that stress before doing what I had to do that night.


    At 8 o’clock I was in a pub a few miles from my house, sipping beer from a tall, frosty glass. It wasn’t crowded. Just a few tables were occupied. It was quiet, except for the television, which was tuned to ESPN for the Sunday night baseball game. The pool tables were all unoccupied. Slow night.


    “Goddamit, I’m so bored. Why is it so slow in here?” That was the voice of Isabelle, bartender at the pub, standing on the other side of the bar from me. “If I sound desperate for customers, that’s because I am.” She’d grown up in Ecuador but had been in the Unites States since she was ten years old, and still had a lingering accent.


    I shrugged, lifting the beer mug. “Well, it’s Sunday and it’s raining. And I’d be careful about using the word ‘desperate’ around here. You never know who will hear it and get the wrong idea.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Like you? Same old Andrew,” she said, using the alias I had given her a while back when I had reached the status of a “regular” at the bar. That’s the name everyone in the place called me—the other waitresses, and the guys I shot pool with on occasion.


    “Hey,” I said, “it’s just innocent flirting.”


    “There’s nothing innocent about you,” she said, smiling.


    I laughed and said, “Right about that.”


    


    . . . . .


    


    I got home and tried to do some work. It wasn’t pricing books, as I’d told Catherine. I had been waiting on an email all day, and it finally arrived. It contained translated transcripts of phone calls that had been placed by the five guys who were in the information I’d received on Friday before meeting Catherine.


    The transcripts were fairly benign, which didn’t surprise me. These guys had arrived in the United States only a month ago. The last one, though, contained some red flags—namely a discussion about fireworks, followed by some talk about the dates they were planning to go to baseball games. It appeared that they were merely plug-ins for a well-planned operation that was already underway.


    I checked the Orioles schedule and found that the dates, two weeks away, matched. And with that, I had my next assignment.


    I spent the next hour or so sitting on my back porch, enjoying a pint of Leffe Blond lager, relaxing in the post-rain coolness in the air. It was then that I made up my mind what I would do to resolve The Catherine Dilemma.


    But first, I was going to enjoy myself with her. A good meal, great sex, a perfect evening. The tension would be heavy, as I knew I would be looking at her a little differently this time, wondering just who the hell she had been for the first eighteen years of her life.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Five – Catherine


    


    


    I missed him all day Sunday. It was the first time I could remember being thankful that I had to get up early on a Monday morning for work. Going to bed early meant less time to sit around wishing he were with me.


    Tara was waiting for me in the parking lot when I drove up. She walked over to my car and started telling me about the concert the moment I stepped out onto the pavement.


    “Anyway, we had an amazing time. I’m sorry you couldn’t make it.”


    “Me, too,” I said, thinking nothing could be further from the truth.


    “So, what did you end up doing?”


    I’d been dreading that question all the way to work. I couldn’t downplay whatever it was I ended up saying. That would make it sound like something boring was better than hanging out with her. She already knew about Watts, but I wasn’t going to share all the details, of course.


    “I saw that guy I was telling you about.” We were walking toward the building and I kept my eyes forward.


    “No way. Seriously? So did you finally…?”


    I shook my head, casting my eyes down at the pavement. “No, it was just a nice weekend.”


    “A weekend! You spent the whole weekend with him?”


    “Not exactly. We had dinner Friday, met for lunch on Saturday…” My voice trailed off after the lie. I didn’t want to reveal that he had spent Friday night at my place.


    We got to the security checkpoint at the door. I had my ID ready. Tara didn’t. She was always looking for it, and no matter how hard she tried to keep it handy, it was always at the bottom of her purse.


    When she finally made it through, we continued to our work area. We went into the room where we donned the protective gear that was required in the sorting area.


    As we dressed, she said, “Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask, but I hope he made up for bailing on you.”


    I waved a hand dismissively. “That’s all in the past. But…”


    “But what?”


    I let out a deep sigh as I placed some stuff in the locker. “What would you do if a guy wouldn’t show you his house?”


    “Like, wouldn’t let me inside or something?”


    “No,” I said. “I mean if he wouldn’t even tell you where he lived.”


    We walked out into the sorting area. I looked up at the big clock on the wall, wondering how slowly those hands were going to move all day with me anticipating Watts coming to my house that night.


    Tara said, “Hmm,” thinking about her answer as she placed the first bin next to the conveyer belt. “I guess I’d wonder what he was trying to hide. That’s the only reason he wouldn’t tell me, so it’s not a matter of if he’s hiding something, but what he’s hiding.”


    That much I already knew, but that wasn’t what I had asked her, so I tried again. “Yeah, but what would you do? Ask him why? Demand to see his place? What?”


    “You think he’s married?”


    The thought hadn’t crossed my mind at all. Chalk it up to naiveté, I guess. Guilty as charged. Watts had never given me a reason to think he was married. Then again, it would be a perfect explanation for his strict privacy code.


    But he’d broken that code with me. He had seen me more than once and had spent two nights sleeping in my bed. I hadn’t let on to Tara that any such thing had happened, but it was a crucial piece of information.


    “He can’t be married,” I said. “Look, I didn’t tell you this before, but he spent the night Friday and Saturday.”


    Her eyes grew large and she cocked her head to the side. “Well, well. Nice weekend, indeed. Good for you, girl.” She extended her hand across the conveyer belt, palm facing me. Apparently a high-five was in order, and I obliged her.


    “So if he’s married,” I said, “I don’t think he could have gotten away with spending two nights in a row with me, especially on a weekend.”


    Tara’s immediate response was like a splash of cold water in the face. “Maybe the wife and kids—if there are kids—went out of town or something. Visited the grandparents, maybe? That could be it.”


    “You’re really making me feel great. Thanks.”


    She laughed. “Aw, crap. I’m sorry. Sometimes stupid shit just flies right out of my mouth. You know that.”


    I fixed my eyes on the packages before me. “No, it wasn’t stupid. It actually makes perfect sense.”


    “When do you see him again?”


    “Tonight,” I said. “He’s coming over and bringing dinner.”


    She took a deep breath and blew it out. “Just confront him. I mean, first you weren’t going to meet. Then you did and then you thought you’d never see him again. Now you’ve spent two nights with him, so maybe he’ll open up to you. Slowly. Like a dying clam or something. I have to tell you, a guy this secretive is hiding something big. Sorry, but it’s true.”


    I didn’t say anything, knowing she was right, hoping like hell it was anything but the fact that he had a wife. And kids. My God.


    “One more thing,” Tara said. “Don’t bring up all of this until after you eat whatever it is he’s bringing over. Never pass up free food.”


    


    . . . . .


    


    Work was hectic as hell all morning. They kept bringing bin after bin into the sorting facility. Some kind of backlog at the post office. There was little time for talking, so it kept me free from that, but it also gave me time to get way too far into my own head.


    Watts…married?


    When it was time for our lunch break, we went to take off our protective gear. I was opening my locker when I heard Tara say, “Oh, hey Tony.”


    I looked around my locker door and saw Tony standing in the doorway.


    “Hey, Tara. Hi, Catherine.”


    I said hello back and returned to what I was doing.


    “Hey,” Tara said to him. “How was your weekend?”


    “It was good. I went up to Brooklyn for a few days. Saw some old buddies of mine.”


    “Sounds good,” Tara said. “I haven’t been to New York in years.”


    I was fumbling around with a few things in my locker, doing it only so that I could keep the door open and block my view of him.


    “How about you, Catherine?” Tony asked.


    “I’m sorry,” I said into the locker, “how about me what?”


    “Have you ever been to New York?”


    “No.”


    “You should,” he said. “It’s the best place in the world. I’m going back in September if you ladies would like to ride with me.”


    God, the thought of that was just awful.


    “Maybe,” Tara answered him. “I’ll think about it.”


    I removed the hood of my plastic coveralls, then unzipped the front, lowering it over my shoulders. As I did this, I peeked around the locker door and saw Tony watching. No, staring.


    Yes, I had my regular clothes on under the coveralls, but this was as if he were watching me undress, his eyes scanning from my feet up my legs…


    The room was for both male and female employees, so it wasn’t as though Tony was somewhere he shouldn’t be, doing something he shouldn’t be doing. At least, according to policy he wasn’t.


    It wasn’t until I had completely removed the coveralls that he finally said, “Well, have a good lunch. I’m going to clock in.”


    Tara said goodbye to him. I mumbled something incoherent, just glad he was leaving.


    Creep.


    


    . . . . .


    


    Watts knocked on my door at 5:59 p.m.


    I opened it. “You weren’t kidding about sharp.”


    He held a paper grocery bag in one hand. The other was behind his back. His timing wasn’t the only thing that was sharp. He wore dark gray slacks, a white button-down shirt, shiny wingtip-style shoes. His face had some stubble on it, and his hair was, as always, that purposely-messy style.


    I wanted to strip him as soon as he crossed the threshold of my apartment.


    He stepped in, bent to kiss me, and said, “Dinner first, then we’re going to play a game.”


    It turned out he didn’t bring take-out from somewhere. Instead, he was cooking dinner for me in my kitchen. I sat on a stool on the other side of the counter, sipping some wine that he brought, while I watched him whip up our meal.


    “Some of this is already prepared,” he said. “I didn’t want it to take too long once I got here.”


    He was making spaghetti Bolognese, his favorite Italian dish.


    We talked while he cooked, some chitchat, but quite a bit about his culinary skills and his favorite dishes he liked to cook. He lamented the fact that he didn’t have more free time to dedicate to it.


    I was getting hungrier with every passing minute as my apartment filled with the aroma of a home-cooked Italian meal—the ground beef with garlic, the pancetta, and the bread he had placed in the oven.


    All the while, I kept thinking about the possibility that he was married. Maybe even had kids. I hated how that thought made me feel. Not just because there was at least some evidence that it could be the case, but more so because I knew how I would feel if it were true. I would blame myself for letting my walls down. There would be all kinds of misplaced anger and disdain, but in the end I’d blame myself, and who knew how long it would take to work myself out of that emotional vortex?


    When the meal was ready, he said, “Let’s sit at your table.”


    “It’s not much of a dinner table,” I said, sliding off the stool and walking over to it.


    “It’s small, yes, but perfect for two,” he said, placing a dish in front of me. It had smelled wonderful while he was cooking, but even better now that I had some right in front of me.


    Watts brought his plate to the table, stepped into the kitchen, then returned to the table with silverware. It was such a minor thing to make note of, but I loved how he knew which drawer to look in and how he was making himself at home.


    “Here,” he said, reaching across the table.


    I must have given him a strange look.


    “You do eat spaghetti with a spoon, right?” he asked.


    I shook my head.


    “Here, let me show you.” He demonstrated how to use the spoon to make the pasta conform tightly around the fork. I’d seen it a few times, but only in movies and on TV. I’d never personally witnessed anyone doing it.


    I’m not sure why this connection occurred, but it made me wonder about his upbringing. Did he come from a rich family? Did his mother and father teach him about proper etiquette, maybe because they hosted fancy dinner parties?


    Or maybe I was overthinking it. Maybe this was just how he was. In any case, the last thing I had any interest in talking about was our upbringing and our families.


    “Have you always lived in this area?” Watts asked, as if he had read my mind and was circling me like prey.


    “No.”


    “Where are you from?”


    I finished the mouthful of pasta. “All over.”


    “The world or just the U.S.?”


    “Just here in the U.S.,” I said, feeling a bit cornered. He was digging into my past, or trying to, anyway, in his own gentle way. Still, it made me a little uneasy, but not as much as I had been when other people had tried.


    “Ah, damn,” Watts said, getting up from his chair. “I forgot to set the timer.”


    He went into the kitchen, where I heard him mumble something. He came back with a tray.


    “Crostini.” He held the tray out for me. “They’re a little well-done, but probably still good.”


    I took a piece of the bread and put it on my plate. “Everything’s delicious. I’m sure this is great, too.”


    When he sat back down, I expected the questions to continue, but they didn’t. Instead, he told me about a rare book that he had sold last week. I was relieved he had moved on to something else.


    That is, until he asked me if I’d gone to college.


    “No,” I said, holding my wine glass in front of my lips. “You?” I figured I would turn it back on him.


    He shook his head. “No.”


    “Didn’t want to, or….?”


    “Or what?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Just…anything, I guess.”


    “What about you? Why didn’t you go? You’re smart, well-read, ambitious—”


    My laugh stopped him from saying any more. “I don’t know about the ambitious part.”


    “You have a good job.” He reached for a piece of the crostini. “It’s not a well-known line of work. How did you get into it?”


    Digging again.


    “I didn’t want to work somewhere that might go out of business,” I said. “The economy was tanking and I searched for government jobs on the internet. This one sounded interesting.”


    “And then you found out that it wasn’t.”


    “Right.”


    There was a lot of tension in the air between us. I knew he was digging for information, and he knew I knew it. I could tell by his eyes.


    It was the oddest dinner I’d ever had. The food was great, and looking at Watts was great, but the conversation was more like that of a first date, where two people are feeling their way around each other, looking for something to cling to that will hold the conversation a little longer.


    Part of me was ready to fully open up to Watts, but an equal part of me knew he was holding something back. I could have gone first, telling him everything, spilling my past before him to judge. But I had a strong feeling that I shouldn’t, like I was tethered to my fortress of privacy and the demons were pulling me back from Watts, urging me back into seclusion.


    I fucking hated it.


    I tried to study his eyes—looking for any hints they held. I read nothing but tension in them.


    We finished our meal during a few moments of silence, which only made the situation more tense. I was waiting for him to spring the next intrusive question, and I knew he was waiting for the same from me.


    I wondered how long this delicate dance would go on. How long we would be able to respect each other’s boundaries of privacy.


    It struck me that I had the perfect way to break the anxiety.


    Watts took our plates into the kitchen. I told him just to put them in the sink, that I’d get to them tomorrow, because right now I had something else in mind.


    


    . . . . .


    


    Watts didn’t question where we were going when we left my apartment. It was as though he either implicitly trusted me, or he was so carefree that it didn’t matter to him. He drove, and I told him where to turn, until we got the parking lot and he pulled right up to the building.


    “Dog shelter?” he asked, looking up at the sign.


    “I want you to meet Winnie.”


    We got out of the car and he followed me inside. Meg was coming out of the back room, holding a small puppy.


    “New one?” I asked.


    Meg said, “Yeah. Dropped off this afternoon by a couple of cops. They found her wandering around near a bus stop. Almost walked out into traffic.”


    I reached to pet the puppy’s small, pitch black head. “Oh, no. Well, at least you’re safe now.”


    Meg looked over my shoulder.


    I said, “Oh, Meg this is my friend…Daniel.” I hesitated about what to call him. Watts? Some people would find that a strange first name, so I quickly reasoned I’d just introduce him by his real first name.


    “Pleasure,” Watts said.


    “Nice to meet you,” Meg said. “Always nice to have more help around.” Meg looked at me. “But I suppose you’re here for your girl.”


    “Yep.”


    I took a step toward the door and Watts followed me. Meg walked outside with the puppy.


    That was another great thing about the shelter. The focus was all on the dogs. I had never once heard anything personal from or about anyone who worked or volunteered there.


    It’s the reason I was comfortable bringing Watts along. Nobody was going to ask him anything, and even when I came in alone the next time, there would be no follow-up questions, no prying.


    “Your girl?” he asked, following me down the hallway.


    “Oh, didn’t I tell you? I have a daughter, and she lives in a dog shelter.”


    “Smartass,” he said, tapping me on my butt. “I know who she was talking about, but is she yours? Have you decided to adopt her, after all?”


    I shook my head. “This,” I said, dramatically presenting her, “is Winnie.”


    I unlocked the door to her kennel and let her out. I knelt and she licked my face, then went immediately to Watts, where she buried her nose in his crotch.


    I lowered my head and covered my face with my hand, shaking my head.


    “Well,” Watts said, “that’s not such a bad greeting.”


    I laughed.


    We took Winnie out to the dog park that was adjacent to the shelter. Nobody else was out there at this hour. The sky was in the latter stages of dusk and the air had cooled down a little. Winnie ran around, sniffing the ground, coming back to us when I clapped.


    I knelt. Watts remained standing.


    “You don’t like dogs?” I asked.


    “I do.”


    “Then get down here and give her a treat.”


    He squatted next to me and I handed him a treat. He held it out flat in his hand and Winnie grabbed the treat and devoured it in a matter of seconds.


    “Did you have dogs growing up?” he asked.


    “No.” I kept my eyes trained on Winnie. “You?”


    “Two.”


    I looked at him. “Yeah? What kind?”


    Watts nodded his head toward Winnie. “Just like her.”


    “Aw, really?”


    “They were two boys, though. I don’t think I ever had a girl pet.”


    I laughed.


    “What?” he asked, holding out his hand with another treat.


    “Nothing.”


    “Tell me. I have this thing about when someone obviously has something to say, but won’t.”


    I shook my head. “I just thought…it’s a dumb joke. When you said you never had a girl pet, I was going to say ‘Want one?’”


    Watts didn’t laugh, but he did crack a smile. “And you weren’t talking about Winnie here.”


    “What? Oh!” I feigned shock. “Of course I was. What did you think I meant? You and your dirty mind.”


    Watts laughed this time. “I’m glad you showed me this side of you.”


    “Me, too.”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Six – Watts


    


    


    Catherine was tough, smart, not at all oblivious to my effort at getting her to tell me something from her past as we were eating dinner. She knew what I was doing—I could tell—so I pushed gently, but backed off when it was clear I wasn’t going to get anything.


    Trying again when we went to see the dog, I didn’t get anywhere, either. So I let it go.


    I didn’t see anger in her eyes. Nothing that told me she was upset with me for asking those questions. What I saw was agitation and fear.


    I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable and I certainly didn’t want to scare her.


    In those few moments, with just a few reactions to rather innocuous questions, I had no doubt there was great pain in her past. I’d known this, ever since seeing her face when I left the hotel room suddenly that night, but this was different. I was seeing it on a deeper level.


    Still, it was well-hidden. We were both very skilled at hiding our pasts.


    Arriving back from the dog shelter, we had gone into her den, where we sat and talked about her book collection. She had asked me to look and see if I noticed anything of value, something she could sell, but a cursory examination revealed that she didn’t.


    I thought maybe she was going to say she had money problems, but when I told her there was nothing of great market value on her shelves, she didn’t look the slightest bit disappointed. “They’re worth everything to me,” she had said, and that was the end of that.


    The tension between us remained palpable. It wasn’t something I’d tried to induce, but once it was there, all it did was heighten the excitement when I showed her the cards that I’d brought with me.


    “Pick one,” I said. I held out my hands, ten note cards fanned out for her to choose from. The side she could see was blank. “Every card has something written on it. Whichever one you pick, that’s what we’re going to do.”


    She was sitting on her couch. I stood in front of her.


    She looked a little nervous, which I found myself enjoying. There was an element of responsibility in this for her. I was still in control, having written down the sexual acts on the cards, but she was the one choosing, not knowing which one she’d draw. Watching her eyes drift from mine down to the cards, I knew she was feeling the risk.


    And I loved seeing her in that frame of mind. It was perfect for what was about to happen.


    She drew one of the cards. I put the rest of them on her coffee table. I watched her read what was on it, her lips parting slightly as her eyes scanned back and forth across my written words.


    She didn’t say anything.


    “Read it out loud to me,” I said.


    She closed her mouth. I saw her swallow hard. She licked her lips before reading.


    “Catherine is naked, wearing only heels. She sits on the edge of her bed as I kneel before her.”


    That’s all I had written. She knew the rest. She’d just brought it up two days ago.


    “Lucky me,” I said.


    “Lucky me.”


    “Lucky us.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Seven – Catherine


    


    


    Watts walked into the kitchen and reached into the paper shopping bag. I hadn’t looked in it, so I had no idea he had something for me at the bottom of it.


    He came back into the den holding a shoebox, handed it to me and said, “Open it.”


    I removed the top off of the box and saw a pair of red stilettos with five-inch heels.


    “Confession¸” he said. “Before leaving Sunday morning I looked in your closet and didn’t see any heels with the height I like. I also checked your shoe size.”


    I took the shoes out of the box. They had tags on them, but Watts had removed the portion that showed the price. I immediately recognized the brand because of the red sole, and knew they were expensive. He was right—I didn’t own anything like this. Never had. They weren’t stripper shoes, by any means, but they were sexy as hell. Elegant. Just as I’d pictured back when he’d written that email to me about his fantasy.


    “These are gorgeous,” I said. “They’re just as I imagined.”


    I looked up at him, and once again saw that intense, deep stare in his eyes. Whatever happened to him when he got turned on, it was like nothing I’d ever seen in a guy before in my admittedly limited experience. Some kind of primal, maybe even predatory, look.


    He extended his hand and took mine, making me rise off the couch. Wordlessly, he led me to the bedroom, letting me walk in first.


    “Undress for me and put on the heels.”


    I had on a spring dress and sandals. They came off fast, and once I was down to my bra and panties, Watts told me to slow it down. “Not a strip tease. No exaggerated movements. I just want to watch you undress like you normally do, as if I weren’t even here.”


    My stomach fluttered at his directions. He knew exactly what he wanted, and how he wanted it. I hadn’t expected the voyeuristic aspect of his fantasy to turn me on like it did, but I suddenly found myself enjoying the vulnerability as excitement pulsed through my veins.


    Watts was leaning against a wall, arms folded across his chest, one ankle over the other. A casual pose, as he observed me, almost as if doing some kind of appraisal of an item he wanted to own.


    When I was completely naked, he told me to sit on the edge of the bed and put the heels on. “Try to keep your legs together as much as you can,” he added.


    “Right,” I said. “A little mystery?”


    He nodded and smirked.


    I put the shoes on, making sure not to open my thighs too much.


    “Now sit back with your hands flat on the bed, and cross your right leg over your left,” he said.


    I followed his very specific instruction.


    He stood straight. “Fucking perfect.”


    Even though it only took a few steps, I noticed that sexy stride of his as he walked toward me. Our eyes locked and he held his gaze on mine as he slowly knelt on the floor in front of me. He leaned forward and kissed my knee, and then I felt his hand grasp my right ankle, moving it slowly upward and over so my legs were no longer crossed.


    He positioned my ankles together.


    Then, just as he’d described in his email he said, “Put your right leg over my shoulder.”


    I lifted it and draped it over his left shoulder.


    “Now press the heel against my back.”


    I followed his words.


    “And when you’re ready,” he said, softly, slowly, teasingly, “pull my face toward your pussy.”


    I shivered when he used the word. I loved it when he wrote explicitly to me, and hearing him say it was even more of a turn-on. I felt little goosebumps popping up on my arms and legs, a chill curling through my body as I anticipated feeling and watching everything he was about to do to me.


    Watts kissed and licked and sucked my inner thighs. I watched him, but hadn’t yet lost my ability to think straight, and the thoughts that flooded my mind were all about how different I was when I was with him. It was as though there was a part of me that I set free when Watts was around. A part of me that was just behind those walls, lightly knocking on them, asking to be let out to play with him.


    I couldn’t resist any longer. I put more pressure on the heel against his back and instantly my thigh muscle contracted, forcing him against me.


    His mouth was on my already-wet flesh, kissing, sucking, then suddenly it was gone.


    He licked the insides of each thigh, lingering a little on the left one, opening his mouth and letting his lips, tongue, even his teeth drag along my skin. If his touch wasn’t enough to make me more than ready, his warm breath on my inner thighs was.


    Seconds later, his tongue was fluttering along my slickness, changing it up every few seconds to long strokes against my clit.


    Watts used his fingers to part me, fully exposing my excited clit to him.


    My hips rolled along with his touch—his tongue alternating between firm and flattened, making circular movements, my body making movements in the opposite direction, creating a friction like I’d never felt. My body was begging for it and he was giving me all I could handle.


    I loved listening to noises he made—almost growling in his own pleasure, pleasure he was getting from pleasing me—which created a vibration on my pink skin.


    “Talk to me,” he said, his voice soft and somewhat muted.


    “I can’t….”


    Those were the only words that would come out of my mouth. Between the way my mouth was almost locked in an O-shape and my staggered breathing, it was a wonder I could say anything at all.


    I felt his hot breath on me as he spoke between licks. “Come for me, Catherine. Come in my mouth.”


    “Yes, yes...” My hands held onto his head and I grabbed handfuls of his hair.


    I writhed along with his tongue strokes, the orgasm jolting through me. My stomach muscles flexed, relaxed, repeated, and my body shook as I threw my head back into the pillow and cried out his name.


    He moaned, adding a vibration to the licking, and the orgasm intensified as it rocked through every inch of my body.


    As the force of my orgasm decreased, Watts stayed where he was, kissing my inner thighs. After a moment, he moved up over me, his mouth immediately going to mine. I felt the hunger in his kiss—deep, passionate, wanting, needing.


    He knelt between my legs and ripped open the foil packet holding the condom, unzipping his pants but otherwise staying clothed. He had one hand between my legs, his thumb keeping me primed. I looked down my body and watched that for a second, but my eyes were torn from that and drawn to his other hand. He freed his cock, pulling it out and gripping his shaft.


    I had never seen a man touch himself before. I watched the way he held himself lightly, then squeezed harder as his hand moved toward the end of his shaft, making the head plump up. Watching him, and feeling his thumb on my clit, I could have come again just like that.


    But he apparently didn’t have the same thought.


    I watched as he rolled the condom down his beautiful length. I could hear and feel my heart beating in my ears. I wanted more. I needed more of Watts.


    My head almost rolled to one side when he put his hand beside it on the bed. The weight of him and the forcefulness with which he moved causing the mattress to give way. My arms were just over my head. Watts grabbed them both with one hand, holding my wrists together like he’d done with my panties before, but this time with just his strong hands, pinning me in place.


    I watched his face. His lips pressed together, his nostrils flared, and his eyes were staring hard at me with lust. I was underneath a man who was intent on having me, owning me sexually, driving toward his own release.


    His hard cock was notched between my legs, right there against my clit.


    “Watts.”


    He looked deeply into my eyes.


    I said, “Do it. Please.”


    “I love when you beg for my cock.”


    Without warning, he slid into me. I gasped. He was stretching me as he pushed in, farther, deeper, slowly at first and then he plunged it all the way in.


    He pulled out, not all the way but a long stroke retreating from me. Then, back in, this time faster and deeper, his hips slamming into mine.


    He sat straight up, his cock deep within me, looking down at me he started rocking his hips back and forth.


    “You feel so fucking good,” he said. “You look so fucking amazing.” He looked down and watched himself sliding in and out of me.


    All I could do was breathe heavily. I didn’t have anything to say. I just didn’t want him to stop.


    “Do you love my cock inside you?”


    “Yessss.”


    “Tell me, Catherine.”


    “I love your cock.”


    “Tell me you love my cock fucking your tight pussy.”


    I took a deep breath so I could get the words out that he wanted. “I love your big cock inside me.”


    Talking like we did in our emails—or even dirtier—drove me wild, and I felt my orgasm surging, and I came quickly, hard, my back arching up off the bed as my fingers grabbed the sheets.


    I felt his erection twitch, then pulsate more, twitch again and then he said, “Fuck, I’m gonna come, Catherine.”


    I watched as he looked down at himself plunging in and out.


    His face going red.


    His eyes squinting.


    The cords in his neck flexing along with the muscles in his chest and stomach.


    Watts’s body was straining with pleasure as he powerfully moved inside of me. It was as though our bodies had merged into one. For a fleeting couple of seconds, I thought that if this intensity stopped my heartbeat, his would be enough to keep both of us alive.


    He’d been holding his breath for a few seconds, before letting it out and groaning.


    I felt his cock throb, could almost feel the hot semen filling the condom inside me. Watts trembled as he pumped his orgasm into me—one after another, like he would never stop coming.


    But when he finally did, he collapsed on top of me. I threw my arms around his shoulders, pulling him tightly to me, loving the heavy, hot, sweaty weight of him on me.


    I wanted to feel that thousands of times more in my life.


    


    . . . . .


    


    Watts left about eleven o’clock that night, citing the fact that we both had to work in the morning and he had an hour drive back to Baltimore. I had wanted him to stay, but didn’t press the issue.


    He kissed me in the doorway and promised that he would see me soon.


    I couldn’t help but wonder if he could possibly be going home to a wife and kids, but I tried not to let Tara’s theory occupy too much of my thinking. We’d had a great night. No, it was more than that. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that it was the best night of my life.


    As I walked into the den to turn off the light before going to bed, I noticed the other notecards Watts had brought. He had placed them on the coffee table after I’d picked one. I wondered if he had meant to take them with him and had simply forgotten. Maybe he had it in his mind to play the card game again. I certainly did.


    I picked them up, turned them over, and flipped through them one by one. Each of them had the identical fantasy written on them.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Eight – Watts


    


    


    Tuesday and Wednesday were like the old Catherine and Watts. We didn’t see each other, didn’t talk on the phone, didn’t text. Instead, I sent her emails in the morning and she wrote back in the afternoon.


    We didn’t exchange any messages on Thursday, which was good because I couldn’t afford any kind of distraction. I had closed the bookstore for the day, preparing for something that needed to be taken care of that night.


    I spent all day testing the connection to the cameras. Some were mounted on the top of a van. Others on night-vision goggles.


    And still more were hidden inside the house where all of this was going to go down. I had staked out the place early Wednesday morning and when I was sure no one was inside, I went in and hid a camera in every room.


    I watched the video feed of the five guys starting their day on Thursday, coming and going from various places, sometimes in pairs or threes, but never all five together at once.


    I got word that one of the trips was to a truck rental place. Another was to a farm supply company about thirty minutes outside of Baltimore. They were moving fast.


    So was I.


    I had all of the feeds displayed on three different computer screens in my basement. I only went upstairs to get food or use the restroom. Otherwise, I watched those feeds all day. Including the ones coming from the equipment that the team would be using that night.


    I watched them prepare, took a few phone calls from them when they had questions about the floor-plan of the house, but it wasn’t until 10 p.m. that things started to get interesting.


    My feeds gave me a view of their drive to the house, as though I were in the front seat. The driver parked the van with the front facing the house, so I could watch them go in and come out.


    We waited until 1 a.m., when the mission was to start.


    Once they got inside, the night-vision feed took over. All greens and blacks, the brightness adjusting to the darkened rooms.


    The foyer, for starters. Then the den, where there was no one. All checking out nicely.


    Then down the hallway toward the three bedrooms. One guy had a room to himself; the other two rooms contained homemade bunkbeds.


    The three guys I had recruited for this job split up, one at each bedroom doorway. The leader put his hand up, three fingers spread out, lowering one after another, counting down.


    And then it was a burst of light coming from all views. The muzzle-flashes of gunfire.


    My eyes flicked between the three screens, trying to watch it all unfold live. I was recording it, and I could play it back later, but I wanted to see it in real-time.


    First bedroom—the guy on the bottom bed sat up, then went down almost immediately. The guy on the top bunk lifted his head, but it quickly fell.


    Second bedroom—the guy on the top bunk reacted to the door being opened, sitting up, then falling. The guy on the bottom bunk rolled to the floor, tried to reach under the bed for something, probably a gun, but he was face-down in a millisecond.


    Third bedroom—the guy didn’t move at all, at least until he was hit, then there was a flinch and his body jerked twice as he remained in the same position he was sleeping in.


    All of this happened in the span of ten seconds. Maybe fifteen rapid shots in all. My recruits had shown remarkable restraint in their firing, as I knew they would.


    Then a blur, as the guys ran back down the hallway. Two of my guys exited the house, one stayed behind. When the third finally came out, they stayed in the van for a few moments, cameras still aimed at the house.


    I watched as the first few flickers of flames licked at the front windows.


    Mission accomplished.


    Aside from a slight feeling of relief, I had no visceral reaction to what I’d just witnessed. It reminded me of something I’d done years ago, and could no longer do myself.


    Now it was just like watching a movie.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Nine – Catherine


    


    


    To: Catherine


    From: Watts


    Subj: The effects of you


    Growing up, I never liked Mondays. I didn’t much enjoy Sundays, either, because it meant the next day was Monday. One of my chief talents as a child was the ability to dread. Aside from English and History, I hated school. Sundays are terrible even for adults. It means work the next day. It means the end of a two-day break from the drudgery, a free playtime.


    But after the other night, my view on Mondays has been altered. I can say without a second of hesitation or doubt that this past Monday was the best Monday in the history of recorded human history.


    It doesn’t matter what happened on any other Monday. A medical breakthrough in a lab on a Monday. The discovery of a planet on a Monday. A final battle that saved an empire on a Monday.


    Nothing will compare to the Monday I just spent with you.


    Watts


    P.S. I’m usually not so wordy when it comes to expressing my inner feelings. That was the long, complicated way of saying I can’t wait to bury my face between your legs again.


    Watts


    


    


    To: Watts


    From: Catherine


    Subj: Re: The effects of you


    As I write this I’m sitting on the bench that you are now aware of, so you can imagine the view I have. It’s a nice day, and not too crowded on the Mall. I’m eating a turkey and avocado sandwich I picked up from the deli, and I’m drinking a very refreshing and tasty Sprite Zero. So all in all, a very enjoyable lunch.


    That is, until I received your email.


    You, sir, are very cruel. Here I was all worked up over your attempt at being romantic and you end it with something like that? I find it offensive and actually kind of demeaning. Not only to me, but to my entire gender.


    Catherine


    


    


    


    To: Catherine


    From: Watts


    Subj: Re: The effects of you


    Nice try, but I’m not falling for that. In the very unlikely event that you were indeed serious, however, let me offer this heartfelt response: Get over it. You’re going to love it even more the next time.


    Watts


    


    


    


    To: Watts


    From: Catherine


    Subj: Re: The effects of you


    Yeah, I know. Don’t make me wait too much longer.


    Catherine


    


    


    Those emails were the highlights of my week while Watts was doing whatever it was he was doing. It’s not as though an hour is a long drive, and I doubt very many people would classify ours as a “long-distance relationship.” But I still felt a million miles away from him, mostly because of the way he showed up and left, with me not knowing when I would see him again.


    I was grounded enough to know that I was on the verge of becoming a needy whiner about all of this, so I tried to remain rational about it. Yet, no one could deny that there was something about the way all of this was playing out that was not quite…normal.


    I sent him an email on Thursday morning and didn’t hear back. So I sent him a quick text. Still didn’t hear back. I called his cell three times. Voicemail each time. It was then that I began to worry. I’m not sure why. Just a feeling. So I called his store and that too went to voicemail, four different times over the course of three hours. Was he that busy? Was the store closed on a Thursday?


    “It is weird,” Tara said, when I told her about it later that afternoon.


    We were in the locker room, ending our workday, a day that to me had felt like it had dragged on for weeks.


    “I saw this movie once,” she continued, “about a doctor…I think he was played by Beau Bridges. You know, the brother of Jeff Bridges? Anyway, he was a doctor and he had two families at the same time. This went on for like years and no one had figured it out. I mean, not for a long time, anyway.”


    Great. Thanks, Tara. You really know how to make a girl feel better. That’s what I was feeling, and that’s what I wanted to say, but I didn’t.


    “That’s just a movie,” I said, closing the door and turning the combination on the lock.


    “No, I’m pretty sure it was based on a true story. But, hey, I’m not saying that’s what’s going on. I’m just saying…you know, weird things like that do happen.”


    


    . . . . .


    


    I stopped at the grocery store on the way home to pick up a salad and soup, but when I got home I couldn’t eat. I kept thinking about the short conversation I’d had with Tara that afternoon. My stomach was in knots, my shoulders were tense, and more than once I found myself making a tight fist.


    I alternated between cursing Tara for putting those thoughts in my head, and cursing Watts for putting me in this position to begin with.


    What was true? What was false? What was he hiding? And why?


    Slowly, my anger and frustration ceased being directed at Tara and Watts. It was solely aimed right back at me. Neither of them had hurt me. I had hurt myself by taking things this far with a man who held so much back from me.


    At times that night I became nauseous, but I didn’t throw up. I experienced a common stress level that one shrink had told me was called “adrenal exhaustion,” where your body is pumping so much adrenaline that it eventually wears you out. And yet I couldn’t sleep.


    All night long, this went on. Pure torture.


    I wanted a resolution and I wanted it fast. I deserved that much—not so much from Watts as from myself. I owed it to the Catherine of today not to let the meek, troubled, easily harmed Catherine of the past make a comeback.


    At 7 a.m. Friday morning I called into work, telling my supervisor that I had come down with food poisoning. I hadn’t missed a day of work in three years, so I wasn’t worried about any negative ramifications.


    After hanging up from that call, I started typing a text to Watts, but quickly erased it. I decided I wanted to hear his voice instead of having to receive a written response, so I put my thumb on his name in my contacts list to dial…then stopped.


    Hearing his voice would have been better than reading his answer, but I had already decided I was going to Baltimore to see him and I didn’t want to ask permission. I decided to just go.


    I took a quick shower, threw on a pair of jeans, a t-shirt, fumbled around with my hair before giving up and pulling it into a ponytail, and I was on my way by 8 a.m.


    Traffic was hell all the way. Construction work combined with a disabled tractor-trailer added an extra thirty minutes to what was already a nerve-wracking drive. To top it off, it started raining about ten minutes outside of Baltimore and only got heavier the closer I got to his store.


    And the cherry on top of this agonizing drive—I had to park two blocks away and I had no raincoat or umbrella.


    I ran along the sidewalks, splashing through puddles, and almost went past the door to his bookstore. I stopped, turned, and pulled the door open. The electronic chime sounded. I stood there dripping, absolutely soaked.


    Watts poked his head around the corner at the end of one of aisles and saw me. He started walking toward me, saying, “Jesus, Catherine, what’s going on?”


    I was starting to shiver from being so wet and from the air conditioning. He had it down so low that it was fogging up the glass storefront.


    “We need to talk,” I said.


    “Hang on, I’ll get you something to dry off with.”


    I stayed where I was standing, not wanting to drip water all over the floor.


    Watts came back with a roll of paper towels. “It’s all I have here. Sorry.”


    “It’s fine.” I took them from him and unrolled a bunch and started wiping myself off, letting my feelings spill out. “I can’t take the secrecy anymore. We’ve gotten to know each other, we’ve slept together…it’s just too much. I can’t stand it.” Frustration and urgency were starting to take over the tone of my words. I didn’t care. I wanted him to be hit as hard as I was by what I was feeling. “I have to know something.”


    His face had taken on that familiar expression I was starting to get used to. His eyes narrowed, his jaw muscles flexing as he clenched. “What do you want to know?”


    “Your house,” I said, fighting back tears. It was such a relief to get this off my chest, and I was so glad I had come to say this face to face.


    “What about it?”


    “Why won’t you let me see it? Are you…” My voice trailed off.


    Watts rolled off more paper towels and handed them to me. “Am I what?”


    I took the towels and couldn’t look at him as I completed my thought. “Is there…someone else there?”


    Without hesitating for one second he said, “You’re not asking me what you really want to ask me.”


    I took a deep breath, straightened my back and looked up into his eyes. “Are you married? Or do you live with a woman?”


    Watts looked down.


    I immediately reacted by blurting it all out, starting with, “I can’t take it if you’re going to leave me. I’ve been cast aside too many times in my life…”


    And right there in his store, it all came spilling out—my entire childhood history and everything I’d gone through. I told him all of it, being moved from foster home to foster home, the cruel things I’d heard adults saying about me, the bullying from other kids, and my debilitating headaches and loss of muscle energy.


    It was something I’d been keeping from him, but something I wanted him to know, finally. Not only because it was a driving factor in my need to know more about him, but also because I wanted him to know more about me.


    So he got the quick and dirty version of the story, with me standing there in damp clothing and tears streaming down my face.


    Watts grabbed me, pulling me tightly against him, wrapping his arms around me. It was the warmth and comfort I needed. He held me like that for a moment, saying, “I had no idea…I didn’t know…”


    My face was against his chest as I said, “I have no idea what my birth name was, but I grew up as Jocelyn Breel. I changed my name to Catherine Marie Kolb when I turned eighteen.”


    He was silent for a moment.


    “There’s so much you don’t know,” I said. “So much. And I want you to know. But I have to know you. The real you.”


    I closed my eyes, dreading the response. It could have been so bad, so devastating, so unalterably life-changing.


    Instead, what I heard was this: “Let me lock up here. I’ll take you home with me.”


    


    . . . . .


    


    Watts turned the heat on low in his car as we made the ten minute drive to his house. We didn’t speak the whole way. It’s a good thing he didn’t want to talk in the car. I’m not sure I would have been able to utter a single intelligent thought. My heart was thumping against my ribs, my mouth was dry, my eyes darting back and forth as I took in everything through the car windows.


    I was as nervous as I’d ever been in my life.


    He pulled up in front of a row of townhouses, got out of the car, came around to open the door for me, and we ran up the sidewalk through the pouring rain. Unlocking the door, he looked at me but didn’t say anything. He swung the door open and motioned for me to step inside.


    The first thing I noticed upon walking in was how much it was like my own place. The walls were all brick, but mostly covered by bookshelves that contained thousands of books, many more than I had, but we had the same love of displaying our books.


    The tile floor was mostly covered with a large area rug with deep shades of brown and red. His sofa and chairs were all black, the coffee and end tables were made of alternating dark and light slats of wood.


    The entire place had a very masculine look to it. I smelled rich leather and lemon-scented…something. His house was fresh and clean, but cold.


    “Let me get you something dry and warm to put on,” he said, as if he’d read my mind. He took my hand and led me through the kitchen that was a very stark white, with stainless steel appliances.


    We ended up in the laundry room, where Watts unfolded a long-sleeve t-shirt and a pair of cotton pajama bottoms with a drawstring. He lifted my shirt, removed my bra, and then my pants. I stood naked before him as he toweled me dry, then slipped the shirt over my head, and held the bottoms for me to step into. The shirt was so big it hung off one shoulder. The bottoms were too long, and Watts knelt before me and rolled them up.


    “Socks?” he asked, standing.


    “No, thanks. I’m okay.”


    He led me back to the den, asking me if I was warm enough.


    “I’m fine,” I said, taking a seat on the couch. The anticipation of what was about to happen next was getting to me. It seemed almost as if he was delaying it on purpose. “You’re scaring me.”


    Watts sat beside me. “I’m going to tell you something that may make you regret ever having exchanged a single word with me. All I need from you is to hear me out until I’m finished. Then you can ask me anything you want, and I’ll tell you. But I have to warn you.”


    He stopped talking, letting that ominous statement hang in the air between us.


    Finally, he said, “After I tell you this, you’re going to have to make a choice, and it’s not going to be an easy one. I’m not the man you think I am. I’ve done some horrific shit in my life, Catherine. And it continues to this day. You’ll have to judge for yourself in a few minutes, but there’s a chance you’re going to think of me as a bad guy.”


    I don’t know if it was intentional or not, like he was easing into it, giving me a hint, but as he spoke I noticed more and more that he had started speaking with a slight English accent.


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Ten – Watts


    


    


    Hearing Catherine’s life story as she stood there soaking wet and shaking in the bookstore was like having a knife slice open all of my own old wounds. I immediately connected with her. She had grown up without ever knowing family. When I took her in my arms, I thought of how fragile she was—not on the outside, but on the inside—and how she had the courage to tell me, along with the need to tell me.


    She had no idea that I knew all too well the pain of having no family. There was no way I could have let her twist in the wind alone. I had to tell her my story, and as we sat there on the couch, this is what I told her….


    . . . . .


    


    I had just turned nineteen years old, and was starting my second full year in the British Army. I was supposed to travel with my parents and my younger sister, who was fourteen at the time, to Moscow for two weeks. A sudden change in my schedule prevented me from going.


    My parents had always been avid travelers, and were intent upon passing that down to us. We’d been to most of Europe and some parts of Asia, but never Russia. This trip was to be a first for us, and I regretted missing out.


    The only good thing was that part of my leave overlapped with the trip, so while I couldn’t go with my family, I still had some time off to go home and party with my friends.


    Home was Farnham, about an hour and a half by car and forty-five minutes by train southwest of London. It’s where I grew up, and where all my friends lived. It was a place I’d always called “home,” but not after what happened in Moscow.


    I had spent the first three nights of leave going to pubs nearby and clubs in London with friends. Being in the Army came with incredible demands. Any chance to drink, and dance, and hook up with girls was a chance I wasn’t going to pass up.


    But the fourth night was quieter. Recuperation time and all that. I had the place to myself, of course, and I cooked up a quick dinner and sat down in front of the television.


    That’s when I saw the early reports on the BBC about the explosions. Two bombs had ripped through two trains at two different locations along the Moscow Metro line. The ghastly scene unfolded before viewers in the form of short video clips taken by people as rescue workers arrived. You couldn’t tell much from the video, just that there was a lot of chaos.


    My initial reaction was two-fold: fear that my family had been nearby, and the all too human inclination to believe that nothing like that happens to you or your loved ones.


    The first turned out to be true.


    The second was a completely cruel, self-deluding coping mechanism.


    I got the call from my grandfather the next afternoon. My mother’s parents had been listed as next-of-kin on their travel documents.


    Authorities had identified my father, mother, and sister as being among the 112 who were killed in the explosions. Their remains were flown to London a week later, after having been held as evidence in the investigation.


    My grandparents and I met them at Heathrow, and drove the slow journey back to Farnham, where they were buried the next day. Many people from the town—most of whom I’d never met or even seen before—showed up to pay their respects.


    I never knew anyone on my father’s side of the family. My mother had been an only child, and now my grandparents were the only family I had.


    I got an extension on my leave, ignored my friends’ urging to join them for various events to try to get my life back to some level of normalcy, and went into seclusion. There was no way. I wasn’t ready. I hadn’t properly mourned the loss of my family, so there was no way I could enjoy doing anything social.


    There was no way I could go back to the Army, either. At least not right away. And when I went in to speak to the Army counselors, they recommended that I be discharged. I was deemed too angry to be in the National Service, and they felt like I would be more of a liability than an asset.


    I agreed.


    They set me up with a shrink. I never went.


    I stayed in the house, went for long walks at night, saw my grandparents a few times every week at first. I only went out in public on weekday mornings, when I was sure places would be less crowded and therefore I’d be less likely to run into my friends.


    People knew who I was, though, and I’d get sad frowns and head nods, tentative verbal greetings and well-wishes, all of which I would return and keep moving. Except for one man, a chap who owned a bookstore and had become good acquaintances with my father, who was always buying books. He offered me a part-time job. I took it.


    On a Tuesday morning almost three months after the bombings, I was walking out of Starbucks with my coffee when a man in a gray wool trench coat approached me.


    “Bookstore guy, right?” he asked, pointing at me.


    I didn’t recognize him, but obviously he had been in the store. He looked to be around forty. He had a full head of dark hair, slicked back. His nose was red from the damp cold. I noticed he wore a lapel pin—red with the letters “E” and “R” on it, along with some other insignia. It was a pin indicating that he had once served in the British Royal Military Police.


    I simply nodded.


    “Are you headed to work now?” he asked me.


    I sipped my coffee, not really wanted to talk with him, but I had no reason to be pissy with the guy. “Sure am.”


    “Well, perhaps you have a couple of minutes to spare?”


    I did, but having them to spare and wanting to use them up by chatting on the sidewalk were two different things.


    “Two minutes. Literally.” His face had changed from friendly to serious. “Walk with me.”


    Talking with a stranger on the street wasn’t something I’d normally do, but I went with him anyway.


    We only walked a few steps before he sat down on a bench and said, “Have a seat.”


    I sat.


    He didn’t look at me. He looked straight ahead, and so did I. We both watched our reflections in the dark glass of a storefront.


    “I know some things,” he began. “I know who you are. I know what you’ve lost. I know what’s happened to your life since it all happened.”


    He stopped as a group of people walked by us on the sidewalk.


    Before he could begin again, I turned my head to him and said, “Who are you?”


    “Not important yet, but we’ll see if we get to that point.” He was still looking straight ahead. He crossed one leg over the other and folded his hands in his lap. “For now, this is what you need to know. You think you’ve lost everything, Daniel. But one thing remains.”


    I sipped my coffee. Mostly out of nervousness. I’d pretty much lost interest in it by then. “What’s that?”


    “It’s just one thing,” he repeated. “But it’s one of the few things that have made the world go around since the dawn of man.” His head turned slowly in my direction until out eyes met. “The desire for justice.”


    “You mean revenge,” I said quickly.


    He shook his head, then looked back at the glass storefront. “No.”


    “What’s the difference?”


    “Motive. Justification. An unwillingness of governments to hand out justice. There’s nothing wrong with what you’re feeling, Daniel.” He stood. “Give it some thought. I think my two minutes are up, but I’ll be back tomorrow, same time. Meet me here.”


    A black sedan pulled up to the curb. He got in the passenger’s side and was gone before I could react.


    What the fuck had just happened here?


    The next afternoon, I found myself skipping work and being driven to a farm an hour’s drive north. I had spent the entire previous day running that odd conversation through my head. I’d stayed up all night thinking about it. And on the way to work that morning, I’d decided to sit on the bench and wait for the guy.


    Horses and sheep roamed the rolling hills of the farm. A cluster of trees grew next to a large pond. There were stables, and larger buildings that looked like warehouses. What stood out the most, though, was the house on the property.


    Huge. Lavish. Bordering on being worthy of being called a castle.


    The guy pulled up to the front door and told me to go inside.


    I spent two hours talking to a man named Richard Atherton, who sat in a large plush chair with a walker in front of him. He could have passed for Winston Churchill’s twin brother.


    He was in his late seventies, an oil and gas tycoon, tech investor, and also a dabbler in financing mercenaries.


    And that’s why he had summoned me to his home.


    “The Chechens killed my son,” he said. “My only son.”


    He was referring to terrorists who came from Chechnya. They were the main suspects after the bombings that killed my parents and sister. Additional groups from other countries in the area—the Caucasus region—were high on the list, but everyone suspected the Chechens because of their history of carrying out attacks against Russian targets in their campaign for separatism.


    Mr. Atherton lost his son in another Moscow Metro bombing, four months before the attack that killed my family.


    He sat across from me, his voice measured and low. An odd calming effect considering what we were discussing.


    I remained silent, barely able to process what I was hearing.


    “They never showed the security footage,” Mr. Atherton said. “Bloody Russians and their goddamned secrecy. I firmly believe that if they had showed that video, perhaps our government and others would have taken action. Sixteen Americans also died that day. And yet, they didn’t do anything about it, either.”


    I too had become infuriated that no response was launched against the terrorist groups who carried out the bombing. No, it didn’t happen on British soil or American soil, but this was clearly a threat. British and Americans were already victims. What were they waiting for? I often wondered.


    “Do you ever think about that, Mr. Watts? Why we never saw the security footage?”


    “All the time.”


    A man dressed in all white came in with a tray that held a teapot and two cups. Atherton offered me tea, and I accepted it.


    “The Chechens,” he said, “are mortal enemies of the Russians. Yet the Russians, even with so many of their own killed by these animals, are for some reason still hiding the true nature of those grotesque attacks. The Russians will kill Chechens when they get a chance, but they won’t let the rest of the world see how bad the Chechens are. It makes no sense. Not a bit of sense at all.”


    He looked bewildered. I knew how he felt.


    “Unless,” he went on, “you factor in this: they can’t hide the attacks entirely, but they can to some degree manage the public relations angle of their response on the world stage. And since they’ve done a pathetically poor job of hunting down these monsters and bringing them to justice, they won’t let the rest of us see just how horrifying it was.”


    For the next several minutes he explained that he had powerful connections within the British government, specifically the intelligence network. He could buy any information he wanted. And he did.


    He picked up a remote control and before I could blink, I was watching security footage from the Moscow train station. Atherton’s connections had obtained a copy and given it to him.


    “Watch now,” he said, as we sat there viewing what looked to be a normal morning in any train station anywhere in the world.


    Until the explosion.


    It was the first time I had seen it. It occurred to me that I was among very few people in the world who had seen the tape.


    Mr. Atherton played it, ran it back, played it, ran it back again. We watched the explosion over and over for three solid minutes. That may not sound like much, but when you’re talking about an explosion that lasts ten seconds, and you know your family was right there, it’s a long damn time.


    He kept playing that sequence: The blast. People ducking in response. People dropping what they were carrying and running away from what remained of the train car. Some with limbs missing. Some falling to the ground, succumbing to their wounds.


    He finally stopped running it back, though he did freeze it on the frame where the very first blast of fire was visible.


    “Justice, Mr. Watts. I want justice. You want justice.” His words were like a voice-over in a movie, as I kept my eyes trained on the TV screen. “I’d do it myself if it weren’t for this bloody walker.”


    I didn’t think about it. Didn’t even want to know the pros and cons. I wasn’t even exactly sure what he was proposing. It didn’t matter.


    I turned my eyes to him. “I’m in.”


    For the next four months, I stayed at Mr. Atherton’s farm every day and met and trained with a group of nine other guys.


    They were all my age or just a few years older. Each had family members killed in the bombings. Each had either military or police experience. Each had signed on with Atherton to join the group of ten that would go to Chechnya and kill the leaders of the cell that had launched the Moscow Metro bombings.


    Atherton hired three retired officers who had served in the counter-terrorism units of the British Army’s Special Forces. They trained us physically and mentally for the job. They analyzed intelligence data—which Mr. Atherton bought from a connection inside the British government—and had a replica of the terrorist compound constructed inside one of his warehouses.


    They never told us when we would be launching the mission. Every day I woke up wondering if this was the day. Four months into training, that day finally came.


    I still don’t know who flew the planes and helicopters. I don’t know where we took off from or where we landed.


    All I knew was that we were on the ground in Chechnya for less than twenty minutes.


    By the time we were wheels-up and heading back to England, twenty-two of the most sought after Chechen terrorists were dead.


    I had shot and killed six of them.


    By the time we had landed and were on our way from the airport to Atherton’s farm, I had stopped thinking about what I had just been a part of. My thoughts were turning to: what next? Do I go back to working retail somewhere? Maybe go to school? What in the hell does one do after something like this?


    I didn’t have to worry about that until the next morning, though.


    Atherton had arranged a celebration for us. There was no big party. No bands. No music. No speeches. No crowds cheering.


    We each had our own rooms in his mansion for the night. The refrigerator was stocked with alcohol. Fruit, cheese, and meat trays were arranged on the counter. And waiting on the bed, a naked, smiling woman.


    She spoke only four words of English that night: “Welcome home, Daniel,” and “yes.” I gathered from her accent that she was German. I figured she was a model, but I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t think to ask that night, and I never got the chance, either. I never saw her again.


    The next morning, when I met with Atherton, he had a new proposal. He wasn’t done hunting down Chechen terrorists and any and all extremists from the Caucasus region.


    He told me he recognized no international borders. Wherever they were, he would find them and kill them. Or, more accurately, he would pay people like me to do it.


    We would be a law unto ourselves, ensuring that no other attacks occurred, and seeking justice.


    Or revenge, depending upon how you looked at it.


    There was definitely a difference, but I didn’t care.


    He gave me an hour to think it over. I sat alone in his great room while he went off to do whatever it was he normally did. Atherton had left the TV screen frozen on the image of that train exploding.


    I focused on it, but my vision blurred at times as my mind drifted, showing me images it had stored—happy images of my parents and my little sister.


    When Atherton came back in the room, I shook his hand, and accepted the deal.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Eleven – Catherine


    


    


    I was sitting sideways on the couch, legs crossed, my knees touching his thigh. Watts sat facing forward. As he told me his story, he would occasionally turn his head to make eye contact with me. But most of the time I watched him in profile.


    I listened with rapt attention as Watts told me everything. Parts of it made me want to cry. Others made me want to cringe. Some of it made me want to scream that he couldn’t be telling me the truth, and run out of there.


    But I did none of those things. I granted him his wish—that I hear him out—and by the time he got to the end, I felt what can only be described as an interminable bond with him.


    It was an odd feeling…like we were two puzzle pieces that I knew fit together, I just didn’t know exactly how yet.


    And I had questions.


    “What was that night like? Weren’t you scared?”


    Watts shook his head. “No. I was so focused on what we were doing, I don’t think I had one second’s worth of time to spend on being scared or nervous.”


    I wasn’t sure how far I should go with the questioning. I thought of asking him how many people he has killed, but thought better of it. I didn’t want to know.


    “I want you to know something,” he said. “I don’t do it directly anymore.”


    “What do you mean?”


    He turned to face me. “I set it all up. I get the intel, scout the location where it’s going to take place, gather as much information as I can on the targets, and then someone else does the takedown.”


    “Why don’t you?”


    He stared at me intently. “This is getting into details, Catherine.”


    “You said you would tell me.”


    He nodded. “I need to be one step away from it, so I recruit people to do the hits. I have someone—a contact—who puts me in touch with groups of people who are, shall we say, less than desirable. Mob guys, drug lords, guys like that. This way, if they’re caught, I’m at least one step away from the investigation and it will give me time to get out of here.”


    “Out of Baltimore?”


    He looked down, then back up. “Out of the United States.”


    That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. “So that could happen almost anytime, right?”


    He nodded.


    “Why,” I asked, “doesn’t the U.S. government or the British government do this instead of you having to do it? And this guy you told me about, Mr…?”


    “Atherton.”


    “Right. So why don’t they do it?”


    Watts rubbed his face, like I was annoying him with the questions, maybe. Or maybe it was just the stress of it all. “The British government isn’t going to send anyone to kill people on American soil, just like the Americans wouldn’t go to Britain and do that. Americans would attempt to arrest any potential terrorists here in the country. And that’s not what we want. It’s that simple. So we get the intel before they do, take quick action, and that’s that.” He paused for a moment. “But sometimes they get by. Like in Boston last year.”


    “Those guys were from Chechnya?”


    “No,” Watts said. “Dagestan. Same region but different politics, different relationship with Russia. But they became radicalized anyway. It was a mess to untangle even after it happened. Before the Boston Marathon bombings, we would find one or two cells per year. It’s only been a little more than a year since Boston, and they’re popping up more often now. They’ve been activated, so this is going to happen more frequently.”


    The thought was terrifying. Since 9/11, it had been a widely held belief that there were so-called “sleeper cells” in the U.S. and other countries we were allies with. But they’re always presented as being from the Middle East.


    This new threat that Watts was explaining made me wonder how many of them were out there, and whether it was possible to catch them all before another Boston-type attack. “How many guys do what you do?”


    “I’ve never been able to figure out if there’s more than nine, other than me. I suspect there are, because I know there are similar operations happening in Britain, France, Germany, Canada and a few other places. And I know there was a team before us, but I only have a little bit of information on that.”


    By now, his English accent had faded once again and he was sounding like he’d grown up in the Midwest. It made me think of his upbringing, his family, and…


    “What about your grandparents?” I asked. “Do they know what you do?”


    Watts looked straight ahead, away from me, and stared at the brick wall. “They thought I was here for school. That I needed to get far away from home. This August will be four years since they both died. My grandmother was ill, but my grandfather wasn’t. At least until she died. He had called me to tell me she had passed, and by the time I landed in London for the funeral he was dead. I think he had no reason to keep going. He died in his sleep on the second night after her death.”


    “Oh my God. That’s so sad and…so sweet.” I reached for his arm, gently rubbing it, knowing exactly how he felt having no family. I didn’t want to dwell on the subject, and apparently he didn’t either. “I don’t want you to leave.”


    He turned his head quickly toward me, confusion written on his face. “What?”


    “You mentioned leaving the country quickly. It just seems like I wouldn’t even know.”


    Watts paused for a moment. “I would let you know.”


    There was a look on his face, like there was more to what he was saying but he wasn’t saying it.


    “Why don’t you just…stop?” I asked. “If all these other people are doing it and you’re worried about getting caught.”


    “I’m not worried about getting caught,” he snapped. “I won’t get caught.”


    “But you still might have to leave, right? At any time?”


    He nodded.


    I know it was selfish, but I couldn’t help saying what I said next. We had been sharing everything, and my walls had become surprisingly lower. I said, “What if you fell in love? Would you stop then?”


    Watts looked straight ahead. I watched his face in profile, growing tense. “I don’t have any plans to stop, Catherine. This is personal.”


    “I know, but—”


    “It’s personal,” he repeated, this time more harshly. It was the second time I had drawn a response from him that carried a little anger with it. “I’m not going to stop. I have no reason to. We’re talking about my family here.”


    I felt the blood drain from my face, and my breath hitch in my chest. His words stung, like he was implying that I didn’t understand because I didn’t have a family, but I wasn’t sure he meant it that way. Still, I stood up for myself and said, “That is not fair. I’m just trying to understand you.”


    Watts sighed, closing his eyes, and then reaching for me. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry.”


    He held me and I managed to stifle the tears that were welling up in my eyes. We sat like that for a moment as he told me he was sorry twice more. Finally, he put his finger under my chin and raised my face. He kissed me. I managed a smile.


    “Do you want something to drink?” He stood.


    We’d been sitting there for over an hour.


    “A drink sounds great. What do you have?”


    He started walking to the kitchen. “I have juice, milk, water…but I’m having a beer.”


    “I’ll have the same.”


    Watts came back with four bottles of cold beer. He opened two and handed one to me.


    “What would happen if you did end up getting caught?” I asked.


    That question drew a little laugh from Watts. “That would be a rather complicated situation, politically, so as best I can figure, I would be quietly deported and handed over to the British government. That’s the official way things would be done, anyway. As for how they’d really go down? Atherton has money. He can buy anything he wants, even people’s freedom, just as easily as he buys their deaths.”


    “Scary guy,” I said.


    Watts nodded his head. “Powerful guy.” Watts grabbed my hand and held it tightly. “I’ve compromised you enough already by telling you these things, and we’re taking a huge chance here, especially considering who your employer is.”


    I shook my head rapidly. “No, no. I don’t do anything like that for the FBI.”


    “How often do you undergo additional checks?”


    I shrugged, lifting my beer bottle toward my lips. “Once a year or so.”


    “And those are just the ones you know about.”


    I had never even considered that.


    “Polygraph?” he asked.


    “I’ve done it twice since I got the job.”


    “You need to think very carefully about this,” he said.


    The connection I felt with Watts after all of what happened today was an unbreakable one. I’d never before met anyone who didn’t have any family.


    I had never known my family at all. Watts had his for eighteen years, and lost them. I couldn’t help but wonder which was worse. So I asked him what he thought about that.


    He looked at me again, studying my eyes, pausing for several seconds and I thought he would have the answer, but he said, “I don’t know.”


    It was as good an answer as any, as far as I was concerned.


    “When we sat down,” he said, “I told you that you were going to have to make a decision.”


    I nodded. He’d never explicitly stated what the decision was, but I knew. “I’ve already decided. I’m not going anywhere.”


    There was no way I was going to leave him, and I couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving me forever, disappearing into the world, no doubt leaving without a trace and I’d never find him again.


    Before I could say what I wanted to say, he asked, “Have you told anyone about me?”


    Shit. I had told Tara. Not much, though. She didn’t know his name, but she did know that I’d been seeing someone. That could very well have been enough to unravel my connection with Watts. I had to be truthful with him, so I told him.


    “Okay, that’s not complicated. But if the subject comes up again, you have to make sure you tell her nothing more about us.”


    I moved closer to him, clinging as closely as I could to his body. I rested my head on his chest.


    He spoke, and I heard his words as well as felt the vibration of them in his chest. “I’m never going to let anything happen to you.”


    My body flushed with warmth at his words. I knew he meant them. I trusted him to live up to them.


    He kissed the top of my head.


    “One other thing,” he said.


    “Hmm?”


    “You haven’t even seen my bedroom yet.”


    


    . . . . .


    


    Watts led me up the stairs, past two empty bedrooms, and down the hall to the master bedroom.


    “You’re the only woman who has been to my house,” he said, “let alone in here.”


    The room was long and narrow, taking up the entire back of the house. The vaulted ceilings were painted white, the walls a deep bluish-gray, decorated with black and white modernistic prints that looked like Rorschach tests. A bathroom was at one end of the room, a fireplace at the other.


    Two sets of French doors led out to the balcony that overlooked the backyard. Watts pulled the white sheer curtains aside, letting what little light there was stream into the room. He opened the doors, allowing the sound of the driving rain to filter in.


    I felt light-headed as my body anticipated what was about to happen.


    He stood facing me, with the backs of my legs against the bed. As he lifted my shirt, he pressed his body against mine and I could feel his excitement. He bent his neck, cupped my breast and lifted it to meet his lips, taking a nipple into his mouth.


    My head rolled back and I held onto his shoulders.


    He kissed up my chest, to my neck, and I felt his fingers untying the drawstring on the pants he had given me. They fell easily to the floor and I stepped out of them.


    I loved being naked for this man. Loved the odd mixture of extreme vulnerability and total assurance of comfort.


    “Undress me,” he said.


    I untucked his shirt and slid it up his body, my hands underneath, feeling the muscles in his stomach and chest. I worked the buttons free, then slipped it over his shoulders and it joined my clothes on the floor.


    His chest was broad, covered by a thin dusting of fine hair. I put my hands on his pecks and felt how taut they were.


    When I looked up at his face, I saw his eyes smoldering with intensity. I kept eye contact with him as I lowered my hands down his stomach and found his belt. Hearing the metal-on-metal clink as I unfastened the buckle was like a chiming alert.


    My hand slipped beneath the waistband of his boxers and before I knew it my fingers were touching the base of his erection. I moved my hand to wrap it around his girth, and felt how thick he was—throbbing with excitement, eager to fuck me.


    His hands came up to the sides of my face, and he pulled me to his mouth. A searing hot kiss followed as my hand explored his length. The skin was velvety soft, sheathing his hardness. A rush of excitement burst through me as I thought about how I was the only woman who had ever been in this room with him. I was the sole object of his driving desire.


    “God, Catherine, your touch is so perfect.”


    My breasts felt heavy and he took each of them in his hands, cupping them, rubbing my nipples with his thumbs.


    I kissed his neck and down his chest and stomach, lowering myself to my knees. I finished unzipping his pants and pulled them down along with his boxers. He kicked out of them, as I stood. We were standing naked with each other, his cock eagerly pressing against my stomach.


    Watts wrapped his hands around my waist. “I want you now.” He lifted me with ease, setting me down on my back.


    “I’ve wanted to taste you all day,” he said, kissing down my neck, my chest, stopping at each nipple and tracing rings around them with his tongue. They hardened into tight peaks under his movements.


    He crawled up on the bed, pushing me farther back on it. He raised my legs with one of his large, strong hands holding my ankles together. My feet were in the air, and I was completely exposed to him as he knelt.


    He licked the backs of each calf, then down behind my knees, where it almost tickled a little, but this was too hot an experience for tickling. Down my thighs, kissing, sucking…staying there, sucking…


    Sucking on the back of my thigh.


    Marking me?


    I wouldn’t have objected to that. We had shared so much, and he had given me the choice to walk away. I committed myself to him, and got the same in return.


    I was his. He was mine.


    When he parted my legs, he guided one to drape over his shoulder. He pushed the other out, far, spreading me wide open.


    “I love it when you’re so open for me,” he said, echoing my thoughts.


    “Watts…” My voice trailed off. I couldn’t get any words out. I’m not even sure what I would have said, anyway.


    He used his fingers to part me, exposing my overly excited clit to him. When his tongue made first contact with it, I wanted to stay like that for a while, maybe hours, maybe days…I just didn’t want him to stop.


    But he did stop.


    He moved up along my body until his face was close to mine. He kissed me. “We’re going to come together this time.”


    He held himself steady as he knelt between my legs, bent over, kissing me, and I could tell he was rolling the condom on.


    “Ready, Catherine?”


    I nodded.


    “Good, because I was going to fuck you either way.”


    I felt the head of his cock notch into my excited flesh. He grinned, then pushed a little, barely entering me.


    “You’re so tight.”


    “Uh huh…” The pitch of my voice was high again. Watts had a way of making me sound unlike my usual self.


    With one hard thrust he pushed all the way in, sending my head into the pillow as my back and neck arched, taking all of him in.


    I gasped. Watts was so deep, I wasn’t sure I could take any more without coming fast.


    His mouth went to my neck and I felt his lips suck on my skin, then his tongue lapping at me as he said my name again and pulled back—almost all the way out, then drove back inside me with a long stroke.


    I’d never had sex anything close to this before. I’d thought about it, but only because of the words he had written to me for months. Watts did it with great skill. Totally in control, and totally focused on our mutual pleasure.


    His hips rocked back and forth, then in an almost circular motion, as his cock filled me and touched every part inside me.


    “You feel so fucking good,” he growled.


    He lowered his head to my chest and took a nipple into his mouth. He sucked it in softly, but then pressed his lips together, teasing and pulling my nipple to its full hardness. He looked at it, licked it again, and then gave the same attention to the other one.


    My hands went to his biceps and I felt them flex as he fucked me harder. He was almost fierce in his thrusts, his breathing getting deeper and shorter.


    He was pounding ecstasy into me as he stroked himself to his own pleasure. I wanted him to get off on it and have the best orgasm he’d ever had.


    He kissed me again, taking my tongue into his mouth and then sucking on it. The intensity of his fucking increased and I started making little noises into his mouth, which only made him move his hips with more force.


    I felt his cock throbbing, pulsating, getting closer to coming. My hands were firmly clenching his upper arms and I felt his muscles grow tighter. I looked up and saw him tilt his head back. Then he faced me again, took my lips in a wild kiss and said, “You’re going to make me come.”


    I’d never had a man so determined to fuck me like this. Never had a guy talk to me so sweetly and so dirty at the same time. I’d never been turned on this much and it made me want to give Watts whatever he wanted.


    “Do you want it?” he breathed.


    “Yes, come. I want you to come. I want you to come…on me.”


    His eyes flicked down to meet mine. “Touch yourself,” he commanded, and pulled out of me, then took the condom off.


    Having watched him touch himself earlier, I wanted to see it again. This time to completion.


    I moved my hands between my legs. Looking down the length of my body, just beyond my hand, I watched Watts stroking himself again. Slowly, evenly. My gaze drifted up to his eyes and I saw that he was looking straight down, watching my hand.


    “Beautiful,” he said. “Show me how you do it.”


    I circled the pad of my middle finger around my clit, slower than I wanted, but I was trying to tease him a little.


    He told me to lift my hand to his face, and when I did he took my fingers into his mouth, sucked on them, then said, “Do it more.”


    I lowered my hand again, circling my clit a little faster, then slipped one finger inside.


    “I love watching you finger yourself,” he said, his voice raspy. “It’s just like I imagined so many times.”


    I watched his hand close around his cock harder, as he began to stroke himself faster, all the way from the base to the head, where his hand made a twisting motion before sliding back down his length.


    It was a beautiful thing to see, and I could have watched for much longer, if we both hadn’t been about to come.


    I gasped and shook as I began to feel my orgasm rising within me.


    “Come with me…” His voice was low and breathy.


    I had been close, but his words made me come faster. I struggled to keep my eyes open because I didn’t want to stop watching him.


    As my orgasm shook through me, I watched Watts stroking himself harder, the muscles in his arms and chest straining, his face tight in concentration, his breath hissing through clenched teeth, working himself—like a slow burning fuse until…detonation, and I watched and felt him come on my belly and chest.


    It was as if he was marking me again, as he had done moments ago but this time in a more primal way, just as I had wanted.


    He lowered himself to my face, licking and nipping at my lips, then tongue-fucking my mouth.


    We lay like that for a few moments. The room was silent, other than our heavy post-sex breathing and the sound of the steady rain outside through the open doors.


    “Just a second,” he said, rising off the bed and disappearing into the master bathroom. I heard the water running, and Watts came back with a warm wet towel.


    “Too hot?” he asked when he touched it to my thigh.


    “It feels great.”


    He gently bathed me with the wet towel, then got another to dry me off.


    He lay back on the bed and I curled into him. With my arms crossed on his chest and my head resting on them, I looked at the face of this man who had so unexpectedly appeared in my life and who I knew at that moment had already changed it forever.


    I felt a single tear building in the corner of my left eye as that realization cemented itself in my mind. I blinked. The tear rolled onto my cheekbone. I saw Watts’s eyes shift to it. He bent toward my face, his lips capturing the teardrop with a kiss.


    Days earlier, I had thought that I was sure I was falling in love with him, but as we lay on his bed I realized that I’d had no idea what love even was just a few days ago.


    Now, though, I knew because it was a feeling I had never felt before and I knew it must be love.


    I felt blissful, safe, confident, trusting, and beautiful. I felt like a piece of me had just been returned to make me whole, when I didn’t even know I was incomplete.


    And it wasn’t just that Watts had brought all of those feelings into my life. An equal part of the wholeness was the fact that I had seized what was before me. I hadn’t hidden from it. I had, in fact, run to it.


    I had let myself out of my self-imposed emotional prison because of this unique, intelligent, intriguing, wildly sexy man.


    I was stronger now that I knew his story. For the first time in my life, I knew someone who could relate to the idea that you can’t truly know sweetness without first knowing bitterness. And for the first time in my life, there was hope.


    I knew, going forward, none of this would be easy. I knew it would test me. It would rattle and bend me, but because of love, nothing would ever break me.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Twelve – Watts


    


    


    Catherine stayed Friday night through Sunday morning. We ordered in lunch on Saturday, I cooked for us later that night, and we barely slept—the balance of our time was spent having sex. Late Friday night we made a pact not to talk about anything serious. It was going to be an easy, lazy weekend, and that’s just what we made it.


    On Saturday morning, after we picked up her car from where she had parked it near my bookstore the day before, I made breakfast—scrambled eggs with onions and peppers for starters, and miniature banana pancakes with crème fraiche to top off the meal.


    As we ate, I asked her what her favorite book was.


    “I don’t have one.”


    “Sure you do. People always say that. They just don’t want to admit to what it is.”


    She put a forkful of eggs in her mouth, then pointed at her lips.


    “Nice try,” I said. “But you’re not getting off the hook that easily. Stall all you want. I’ll get it out of you.”


    I got up to get us each some more orange juice and coffee.


    Returning to the table, I said, “Out with it.”


    “This is an amazing breakfast.” She lifted the fork to her mouth, closing her eyes and making a mocking humming noise. “So good,” she said with her mouth full.


    “Flattery isn’t going to buy you time. All you’re doing is making me more curious, you know. It’s a wonder we haven’t talked about this before.”


    She cocked her head. “We haven’t?”


    “Nope. I’m certain I would remember.”


    She paused for a moment before saying, “I really don’t have one.”


    I ate some pancake, making sure I grabbed a good chunk of banana, chewed and kept a straight face, staring at her.


    She lifted her napkin to wipe her lips and said, “Oh, alright. If I had to pick, I guess it would be…Cat’s Eye by Margaret Atwood.”


    I was silent for a moment.


    “You haven’t read it,” she said.


    I shook my head.


    She smiled. “Ah, finally I have stumped you.”


    “Don’t sell yourself short. You’ve stumped me plenty of times. Now, tell me why that book is your favorite.”


    She told me that the novel taught her a lot about acceptance and rejection and humiliation….


    “I’m not saying it was like I was reading about myself,” she said, “but the themes were there, you know?”


    I nodded.


    “I like some of her other books too,” Catherine continued, “although sometimes she’s a little heavy on the feminism stuff. But I’d have to say that’s my favorite book and she’s my favorite author. Your turn.”


    “My favorite book?”


    “Book, author, or both,” she said.


    “I don’t have one.”


    She threw her napkin at me. “That’s not fair.”


    “I’ll make it up to you,” I said, picking her up and carrying her to my bed.


    


    . . . . .


    


    Catherine left late Sunday morning and I spent the rest of the day not reading, not watching TV, not listening to music, just thinking. I came up with every possible scenario that could arise from my being with Catherine, and her knowing the whole story. I thought of various contingency plans I would have to put in place should something go horribly wrong.


    My worst immediate fear was that our secret would be discovered during one of the routine FBI checks on her personal life. There wasn’t much I could do about that. It would come up sooner or later and we had to be ready, somehow, for sooner.


    . . . . .


    Monday was another slow day at the bookstore. Even with the store pulling in such paltry revenue, I never had to worry how much longer I would keep this place open.


    Mr. Atherton had given me the money, believing that it was the perfect front. I didn’t have to punch a time-clock or answer to a boss, so it freed me up to do what I wanted. Working with rare books was just an additional perk.


    I’d heard that he had done similar things for some of the other guys who were doing what I do. One owned an electronics repair shop outside of Seattle, another owned a barber shop in Dearborn, Michigan, and I’d heard of a third one who had started a small bakery. All of those required having employees, a distraction I was glad I didn’t have to deal with.


    I had heard estimates of Atherton’s net worth, ranging anywhere between twelve and twenty billion. Giving guys like us money to open small businesses was nothing to him. And paying each of us a twenty-thousand-dollar monthly stipend wasn’t much more for a man of his wealth.


    I’d done a good job saving a lot of that money over the last ten years, and had made even more with the occasional sale of an extremely rare book. It was enough so that I’d never have to work anywhere if I ever stopped working for the old man.


    Around 11 a.m. I wrote Catherine an email.


    


    To: Catherine


    From: Watts


    Subj: Have a seat


    It has occurred to me that you are quite fond of the way I provide pleasure with my mouth. Unfortunately (for you and me both) we have only carried out that act in two positions—you sitting up with me between your legs, and you lying down with me between your legs.


    So I write to you today with a proposition: Next time, I’ll be on my back, and you’ll be kneeling over me, straddling my face.


    Give it some thought. See if that interests you at all. If your answer is yes, then consider it done this weekend.


    Now, if you’re not too distracted, please tell me the name of that restaurant in Washington you mentioned the other night that requires a reservation and charges preposterous prices for small portions. You said you were curious about it but would never go. I think you should see it at least once in your life.


    Enjoy lunch.


    Watts


    


    Not even thirty seconds after hitting SEND, the door chimed and a customer entered the store. She looked like she’d stepped right off the cover of Vogue. Maybe even Playboy.


    “I’m looking for a first edition of The Velveteen Rabbit,” she said as she walked down the aisle toward the counter, and before I had uttered a greeting.


    “Sorry,” I said, “I don’t have it.”


    She looked disappointed, dropping her purse off her shoulder but catching the strap in her hand. She looked to be about twenty, give or take a year. Tall, with auburn hair that reached her shoulders. She wore a yellow tank-top, showing a great amount of cleavage, and the kind of short-shorts I wasn’t even aware they still made, showing off her long tanned legs.


    “My sister’s having a baby and I thought it would be the perfect gift.”


    I eyed her suspiciously after she said that. “Are you aware that book goes for around four-thousand dollars?”


    “No.”


    I nodded. “Well, it does. That would be quite a nice gift. Sorry I can’t help you.”


    “All right,” she said, turning to walk down an aisle.


    She browsed for about ten minutes before leaving with a flirty wave and a smile.


    


    . . . . .


    


    


    After closing the store, I decided to go for a run but that didn’t last long. I was lucky enough to catch the usual group out on the basketball court, and we played until the sun went down. With a good workout finished, I went home, showered, and fixed a quick salad with grilled chicken. I ate while I read Catherine’s response.


    


    


    To: Watts


    From: Catherine


    Subj: Re: Have a seat


    Funny you should come up with an idea like that. You have great timing. I was going to go shopping for a new chair this weekend, but your face will do.


    The name of the restaurant is McDonald’s.


    Sorry, I’m just feeling a little sarcastic today. Maybe it’s because you have me flustered with that proposition. The restaurant is Au Bistrot.


    Catherine


    


    I liked her wit and sarcasm. I liked even more the fact that she admitted I had her a little rattled.


    Feeling like having a drink, I went to the pub around the corner. It was busier than usual. Isabelle was working the bar by herself, and I waited patiently until she noticed me and brought me a beer, saying it was on the house. I put a ten dollar bill in her tip jar, raised the bottle to her in a one-sided toast, and found a table that had just freed up.


    For some reason I was enjoying the noise and bustle of the place. I suppose it might have been just what I needed—something to overload my senses and take my mind off of Catherine for a little while.


    What I wasn’t counting on was the Vogue/Playboy girl being at the pub. I eyed her from across the room as she stood at the bar waiting to order something. Twice she glanced my way, but I was able to detect that she was about to turn her head, and I turned mine away just in time. On her third attempt, though, she caught me.


    She walked over to the table and asked if she could sit.


    “Sure.”


    “Thanks,” she said, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she sat down. “Is this place always so busy?”


    I shook my head no.


    She looked around, elbows on the table, her fingers nervously twisting her left earring.


    I waited.


    After a minute or so, she said, “I didn’t find that book anywhere.”


    I looked up from her cleavage. “Where’d you look?”


    She shrugged. “Oh, all over. You know… Hey, so what’s a good club to go to around here?”


    I sipped my beer and put it on the table. “I don’t go to clubs.”


    “Why not?” She sounded surprised.


    “Why should I?”


    She recoiled a little at my answer. “Wow, sorry I asked.”


    “No problem.”


    She put her purse on the table and started riffling through it. “Goddamn, I can never find my phone in here.”


    I sipped my beer and didn’t say anything.


    She stopped rummaging through her bag and closed it. “Can I use your phone?”


    “Don’t have one.”


    She placed both arms on the table, folding one hand over the other, trying to strike a serious pose. “You don’t like me very much, do you?”


    “I don’t know you.”


    Her brow furrowed. “So you have no reason to be short with me.” She lowered her voice just above the level of noise from the music and the other patrons in the bar. “I think you’re really hot.” She added a big smile to the compliment.


    “Thank you.”


    “You’re not here with anyone, and since I can’t even get a drink—”


    “Are you old enough to drink?”


    She laughed. “Yes, yes I am. I’m old enough to do a lot of things.” She tried to make a sexy face, but the pouty-lipped look was too forced.


    I finished my beer and placed it on the napkin, lined up in the ring from the condensation. “Like what?”


    She laughed again. “Well, I don’t go around talking about it.”


    I moved the beer aside, leaning on the small table, almost getting in her face. “I do talk about it. I like to know what I’m getting up front. I also like to know how much I have to pay.”


    She lurched away from the table. “What?”


    “You know,” I said, “the business side of things. How much is this going to cost me?”


    “You think I’m a hooker?”


    I gave her a once-over, my eyes scanning down to her chest and then back up to her face. “Oh, definitely. I can’t picture you as anything but a prostitute. Of course that doesn’t bode well for your future. Sure, you’re young now, but we all get older. You’ll turn thirty and business will drop off. Then you’ll hit thirty-five, and you’ll be lucky to get twenty bucks for a blowjob. And when you hit forty, forget it. You’re out of the sex-for-money game, sweetheart. It’ll be over. Then what will you do? You’ll have no skills, and no more of a future than you have right now.”


    She looked like she’d never been so shocked in her life. “Fuck you.” She grabbed her purse.


    “Sorry, not going to happen. Your loss.”


    She started to walk away from the table.


    I called out, “Tell whoever sent you that I’m not an imbecile.”


    She was too fucking obvious. I knew what that was all about the moment she appeared in the bar, and I knew exactly who had paid her.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Thirteen – Catherine


    


    


    It’s a good thing the security point at work didn’t contain some kind of emotion detector. It would have gone off like someone smuggling a hundred pounds of steel trying to get through a metal detector.


    There’s no way anyone could know what I had learned about Watts over the weekend. Still, it made me a bit paranoid just thinking that I was now in possession of the kind of information that the FBI and other law enforcement and national security “alphabet agencies” would love to get their hands on.


    I didn’t see Tara as I entered the building. Probably because in all of my nervous excitement, I was thirty minutes early.


    I was in the locker room getting ready to don the plastic protective suit when I heard a light thumping on the door. I looked up and saw Tony. He had knocked on the door using the end of his flashlight that he carried around like a police baton.


    “Morning, Catherine.”


    I managed a neutral “Hi” before resuming my morning routine. I hoped he was just saying hello and would leave, but that was wishful thinking.


    He strolled into the locker room and took a seat on one of the wooden benches.


    “I noticed you weren’t here on Friday.”


    “Yep.”


    “Tara says you were sick. Cold? Something worse? I hope not.”


    Good God, please go away. He was annoying and intrusive enough before this morning’s encounter. I barely knew the guy and he was asking questions that were totally inappropriate for a mere acquaintance to ask.


    He was sitting behind me. Thankfully, I had on all of the plastic garb so I felt like there was an extra layer of material separating me from him.


    “I’d rather not talk about it,” I said, immediately regretting my answer. I should have lied and said it was a minor cold. That would have ended it. At least I think it would have. But telling him I’d rather not talk about it only increased his nosiness.


    “I should give you my cell number,” he said. I closed my eyes as I faced the inside of my locker. “If you’re ever sick, I’d be glad to bring you my personal homemade remedy.”


    I didn’t say anything.


    “Want to know what it is?” he continued, not waiting for my answer. “I make this chicken soup with mint and ginger. The secret is that green tea makes up most of the broth. It’s amazing. Clears up your head, stomach, whatever else you’ve got going wrong with you. It’s actually good anytime. In fact, if you want, we don’t have to wait for you to get si—”


    “You’re back!” Tara shouted as she walked into the locker room, saving me from having to acknowledge the suggestion Tony was obviously about to make.


    “Yep,” I said. “Feeling much better.”


    “Hey, Tony,” she said, as she walked past him to her own locker.


    He said a quiet, flat hello back to her, then started for the door. “I’ll let you girls catch up. Talk later.” He walked out.


    “Jesus, thank you,” I said.


    “Actually, the name’s Tara, but you’re welcome.”


    The joke wasn’t all that funny, sure, but in the relief of having Tony leave, anything she said was a welcomed opportunity to laugh and relax. For the first time that morning, I felt a surge of relief course through my body. The tension in my shoulders dissipated, and my stomach no longer felt like it had knotted up and seized around a brick.


    “Feeling better?” she asked.


    “Much better, thanks.” I considered giving her more of an explanation, then settled for something basic. “I get migraines,” I said.


    “Oh, shit. I hate those. I used to get them all the time.” She stepped into her protective suit. “Doctors put me on all kinds of medicine but all it made me do was sit around and stare at a wall, you know?”


    I did know. I had probably taken some of the same medications she had. I wondered if her experiences had been as bad as mine. No, they couldn’t have been. She was too happy, too outgoing. I was curious, though, but didn’t want to ask.


    “You know what cured them?” she said.


    “What?” I turned the combination on my lock, oddly wondering if Tony knew it and could get inside. I shook off that thought.


    “Pot,” she said. “I mean, I don’t have a prescription for it or anything. I should be able to get one. They need to legalize that shit. Fast. Anyway, do you smoke?”


    “No,” I said. I barely drank alcohol, fearing it would trigger my old illness again, so marijuana had always been off the table for me.


    “It’s no worse than drinking,” she said. “Actually, it’s less dangerous. You never hear about anyone getting really high and beating their wife, right?”


    She had a point. “True.”


    “Anyway, next time you have one of those bastard migraines, text me or call, I don’t care what time it is. I’ll bring a little over for you.”


    “Thanks,” I said.


    I was pretty sure I had no intention of smoking pot with her. For one thing, it had been seven years since I’d had a crippling migraine or any of the other symptoms of my childhood illness. Also, there was no way I was going to risk my job with the FBI just to get high.


    Still, though, her offer sounded better than Tony’s green tea chicken soup or whatever it was.


    She sat in a chair and was retying her shoes. “I hate to ask but did you find out if he has a wife?”


    “He doesn’t,” I answered right away. “It’s all good.”


    “Oh, shit. Thank God. I was so worried that he was the reason you weren’t here on Friday. Like you’d found out something. I mean, now I know you were sick, but I was worried. Oh, and if you try to text me and I don’t write back, it’s because something’s wrong with my phone. Sometimes I get texts, sometimes I don’t. I have to take it to the store and have those geeks look at it. So that’s why I didn’t text you all weekend. But, omigod, I’m so glad you’re back!”


    


    . . . . .


    


    I managed to take my lunch break alone. Tara had wanted us to eat together, but I told her I needed to make some phone calls and promised her we’d have lunch together the next day.


    I just wanted to be by myself, and my bench on the National Mall was the place where I did my best thinking.


    First, I checked my email and got the one from Watts with the subject line “Have a seat.” I had always craved his written words, and found myself looking forward to them even more now that we actually knew each other. I could put a face and voice to the words, which made them even more intense than before. In addition to that, the emails had become even more special lately; now that we were seeing each other, they had become somewhat rare.


    I typed my response to him—trying to match his bluntness—and adding my own little sarcasm to my message. He really did have me flustered.


    There were times during the past several days that I found myself worrying that I’d gotten in over my head. I was sleeping with a man who killed people. Granted, the people he killed were terrorists, so Watts and his associates were ridding the world of some of the worst murderers among us, but still….


    I worried about his safety. I worried what would happen if he were caught by the United States government. Worried what would happen if he found himself in a battle with the terrorists—fighting, guns, bombs, God knows what else.


    It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that I could stop hearing from him one day, and the next find out that he’d been arrested or, worse, killed.


    I worried about my own safety for one reason and one reason alone: if I got caught up in his world and was arrested for something, I would miss him. If I got killed, I’d miss out on what was most assuredly my one true love.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    


    


    Chapter Fourteen – Watts


    


    


    I got a text from Catherine late that night, just before midnight: I don’t want to wait until the weekend to see you.


    Me: Then let’s not wait. I was going to suggest the same.


    Her: Will you come see me tomorrow night? Maybe stay with me?


    Me: I’ll be there at 6. You should answer the door naked. It will save us some time.


    Her: Very funny.


    Me: I’m not kidding. Goodnight, Catherine.


    


    . . . . .


    


    Tuesday started off badly and got worse as the day wore on.


    I woke up to an urgent message from the team that transmitted new intelligence information to me. When I logged into the encrypted email site, I saw the one new red-flagged message with the ominous subject line: TRAIN & BUS STATIONS.


    I opened it and read it quickly. We had information that a cell in Alexandria had been activated and put on short notice to hit multiple stops along the Washington, D.C. Metro rail and bus lines.


    It brought back the horrible and still very vivid images and emotions from the bombings that killed my parents and sister. Anger welled up in my stomach, my breaths growing shorter, pulse pounding in my temples.


    I’d been a part of stopping certain attacks over the last ten years, but never involving train stations. This was new. This was big. This was exactly the kind of thing that made me agree to Atherton’s offer a decade ago.


    The email ended with a comment speculating on the date of the attack: eight days from today.


    We would have to act quickly, it said, and added that they were sending someone to work with me—a guy I had trained with at Atherton’s camp back when all of this began. His name was Chris Spencer, we’d been good friends during our training and the mission to Chechnya. I hadn’t seen or spoken to him in years. That’s just the way this kind of stuff works. I was looking forward to seeing him, and also knew he would be the perfect colleague for the mission.


    Shortly after two o’clock, the door chimed and a man walked in. I knew immediately who he was.


    “Mr. Watts,” he said, approaching the counter, behind which I sat on my stool thumbing through a book.


    I closed it and stood, extending my hand. He took it and we shook.


    Howard McDowell was one of Mr. Atherton’s right-hand men. He was what you might call a “handler” for those of us in the employ of his boss, though I recalled Mr. Atherton referring to him as a “field director.”


    He had been present during the training for our mission to Chechnya, as much of an ass then as he was now. He was a former British Army colonel, an expert in close-combat situations—involving hand-to-hand as well as firearms—and while I learned a lot from him and respected his abilities, I couldn’t stand the idea that Mr. Atherton had chosen him to handle operatives in the U.S.


    We’d had our differences and run-ins in the past, but managed to keep it professional. The mission was larger than any one man.


    McDowell rarely made personal visits. Usually it was a phone call. There were times, though, when he showed up out of nowhere, unannounced, just to check in. He had done it three times in ten years, and it was always because something of a grave nature needed addressing.


    While Mr. Atherton was a relaxed, mild-tempered guy, Howard McDowell was as ruthless a person as I’d ever met. I suppose that’s the kind of attitude Atherton needed in a man who organized his mercenaries and kept them in line and up to speed.


    McDowell fit the part and then some. I’d always hated the callous son of a bitch.


    McDowell was in his late 40s, tall, broad-shouldered, clean-shaven with closely cropped white hair. He always wore a three-piece suit, and he had a habit of clasping his hands behind his back all the time, giving off the sense that he was comfortably in control.


    “How’s business?” he asked, not looking at me, but instead raking his eyes around the store.


    “Slow.”


    He nodded and made a low humming noise as if thinking. “Everyone’s taking it hard in this economy,” he said, “but it’s really no wonder that a bookstore is struggling as it is. What with technology and ebooks taking over, the ease and speed and reliability of online ordering and delivery…it’s all working against you, Mr. Watts.”


    I didn’t say anything.


    McDowell selected a book from a shelf, turned it over in his hands, and put it back. He walked toward the door, and I thought he was about to leave. It would have been an odd end to his visit.


    Instead, he locked the door and turned the “CLOSED” sign facing outward.


    He walked back toward me, once again putting his hands behind his back. “You got the message this morning, I presume? About the train and bus stations.”


    I nodded.


    “This could be the biggest job you’ve had yet,” he said. “Mr. Spencer will be here in a day or so.”


    “That’ll be good.”


    McDowell had been looking over my shoulder at something. Maybe the rare books in the locked glass case. His eyes met mine again. “The two of you will be perfect together for this. You should be receiving the complete intelligence package by tomorrow.”


    That gave me one full day to do my own digging based on what I already knew.


    “I worry, Mr. Watts.”


    “About what?”


    He slowly walked around as he spoke. “I worry about you getting caught. Now, I know you have a long and stellar track record doing what we do, and I commend you for that. You’ve always been ready, effective…brilliant, if I’m truthful.”


    “Thank you.”


    “It’s true,” he said. He was standing down one of the aisles. I saw his profile as he spoke and browsed the titles on the spines of the books. “You do know, however, that you run an incredible risk if you’re caught. The theory has always been that if you’re caught by the Americans, they would secretly handle your case, turn you over to the British government, and Mr. Atherton would purchase your freedom. Correct?”


    “Correct.”


    “But you do know there’s no guarantee of that.” His eyes slid back in my direction.


    I nodded.


    “The world can question the morality of what we do all they please. There’s a valid argument to be made that we cross lines, to put it mildly. What they can’t question, though, if they’re truthful with themselves, is that people like us are absolutely necessary in this dangerous world.”


    I had always seen it that way, but I was also quite aware that he was correct—there was something to be said for the moral ambiguity of our missions.


    He stepped closer to me, standing just a couple of feet away. “You’re one of our top operatives, Mr. Watts. Always have been. But lately, something’s changed.”


    I didn’t like where this was going. I didn’t like the effect that it had on my nerves—my mouth felt like it was going dry, my shoulders tensed, my eyes began to tunnel vision. “You sent that girl last night.”


    He smiled. “Indeed.”


    He had tested me before. Sometimes it was a girl. I’d almost fallen for that once. Other times he would have a man approach me in a similar setting, like a bar, and try to strike up a conversation about work, asking me what I did for a living. Last year a guy attempted a conversation about the Boston Marathon bombings, blaming U.S. authorities for failing to connect the dots.


    All of these were attempts to see how much I would let someone into my head. Aside from almost taking a girl home from a bar and fucking her three years ago, I had never failed to pick up on McDowell’s tests.


    “It was a good try,” I said. “Young, big tits, a little naïve.”


    “It had to be done. And I wasn’t testing you this time. I wanted you to have your way with her. Not only would it have been fun for you, but it also would have provided me with the necessary material to end your relationship with Ms. Kolb. By the way, you really hurt that young girl’s feelings.” He faked like he was shivering. “Cold, Mr. Watts. Very cold. I felt so bad for her I paid her a little more than I’d promised.”


    “Not my problem,” I said. “So where’d you find her? Aspiring model or actress? Money-strapped college student? Or are you running a prostitution ring on the side?”


    He was silent for several long, agonizing seconds, ignoring my questions. I hadn’t expected an answer anyway.


    Finally he said, “Your girlfriend works for the FBI. Now, I know she’s not an agent, she’s not an investigator, but FBI is FBI. There are countless ways you could get caught doing what you do, but having an FBI girlfriend increases that risk by…” he looked up at the ceiling, then back down at me, “say, a thousand times? That seems like a fair estimate.”


    He looked at me, but I didn’t say anything.


    “I’m thinking…” he said, with a dramatic pause, “maybe you should have stuck with that flight attendant. Or maybe that cute redhead who went to Georgetown. Or any woman, really. At least none of them had the risky connections your current toy does.” His tone changed, his voice lowered. “You must leave the girl. I’ll give you a little time because she seems quite vulnerable. Let her down easy, Mr. Watts. That’s my advice to you.”


    I wanted to punch the fucker right in the mouth, but managed to tap into the deep well of self-control I had developed over the years and avoided creating even more problems for myself.


    McDowell turned on his heel and walked down the aisle toward the door. He unlocked it, flipped the sign so the “OPEN” faced outward. He pushed the door open slightly and said, “You don’t have a choice, Mr. Watts,” and walked out.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    The SHATTERPROOF Series concludes with NAKED RISK, available July 23, 2014.


    


    Connect with Jordan on Facebook and Twitter.


    


    For exclusive content, giveaways, free swag and reminders about the upcoming books (no SPAM, I promise!) send an email to WattsEmails@gmail.com with “Watts Emails” in the subject line.
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   Chapter One – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Watts showed up earlier than I had expected. I’d gotten home from work, changed into a t-shirt and shorts to wear while I cleaned up the kitchen and changed the sheets on my bed. I heard the knock, went to the door and saw him through the peep-hole.
 
   “You’re early,” I said as I opened the door.
 
   I immediately saw that look of his—another thing about him that I had fallen in love with—the stern eyes, clenched jaw, the way he strode in through the door and closed it behind him as he took my hand and led me to my bedroom.
 
   All of it without a word. No hello. No greeting kiss. Simple. Direct. Right to the bedroom.
 
   He stood behind me as we both faced the full-length mirror, and I lost myself in that familiar intensity on Watts’s face. He reached around to my front and took my breasts in his hands, caressing them beneath the t-shirt. My nipples puckered at his touch, and I pushed back to feel his erection. He was wearing black slacks, thin and barely enough to hold his cock back. 
 
   He slid his hands down my stomach and into the waistband of my shorts, tugging them down over my hips and letting them drop to the floor.
 
   A few minutes ago, I had been cleaning my apartment, and now this was happening. It was a single example that mirrored my entire relationship with Watts—one minute plodding along, and the next, caught in a whirlwind.
 
   He reached into one of his pockets, undid his pants and let them fall to the floor. After taking off his shirt, he lifted me onto the bed, hovering over me. I watched as he rolled a condom on and positioned himself between my legs.
 
   I gripped his biceps, feeling his taut muscles supporting his body as he pushed into me and immediately got into a slow, taunting rhythm. I moved one hand to his shoulder, then down, placing it flat against his chest.
 
   After a couple of moments he said, “Wrap your legs around my waist.”
 
   I tightened my legs around him and he rolled us over. He’d moved onto his back, taking me with him and letting me get on top, something I hadn’t done in what seemed like forever.
 
   He pulled my t-shirt over my head and tossed it aside.
 
   Straddling him, I worked my hips in small circles, taking all of his hard length inside me before changing my motion, picking up the pace, riding his cock.
 
   I looked down at his hands cupping my breasts, his thumbs exciting me, then shifted my gaze to his eyes. They were wide, intently focused on what he was doing with his hands as if he wanted to memorize every bit of me.
 
   Finally, he pulled me down to his face and his lips locked onto one of my nipples.
 
   I’d been lost in the feeling until he smoothly flipped us over—never leaving my body—and had me on my back again.
 
   The thought of all of this—the newfound freedom I had with him, the flawless way we moved together and fit together—all of it brought me to the brink.
 
   He fucked me faster, deeper, as I held one hand on the back of his upper thigh, pulling him into me.
 
   A strange noise escaped my mouth.
 
   “You squealed,” he said.
 
   “No, I didn’t.” Or was that what that sound was?
 
   “You did,” he insisted. “I fucking love that.”
 
   He pushed in harder and I involuntarily made that sound again.
 
   “I could fuck you forever,” he said, his voice raspy.
 
   Watts got into a long, even, hard rhythm, moving in and out of me.
 
   “Would you like that?” he breathed into my ear.
 
   “Yes, yes...”
 
   “Do you trust me, Catherine?” His lips crushed into mine before I could answer, and his tongue swept through my mouth before pulling back. “Do you?” he repeated.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   A spark of adrenaline flashed in my chest, making me grit my teeth and inhale sharply, as I started moving my hips in little gyrating motions, my muscles contracting and massaging his cock.
 
    Watts was breathing rapidly and heavily, staring into my eyes, the most intense I’d seen him yet.
 
   I was hopeless to hold off. I just couldn’t stop myself. I felt the spasms in my abdomen. They came quickly and fiercely, and so did I.
 
   He picked up on my sounds and my body language. “I can feel you coming.”
 
   God…I loved the way he said that to me, and I let my muscles go slack as waves of pleasure spilled through my body.
 
   As my stomach heaved with the violent orgasm, I felt his cock pulsing, surging, as he came, pumping into me.
 
   After a moment, he collapsed on the bed beside me and pulled me close to him.
 
   “Do you trust me?” he asked again.
 
   I looked at his eyes, searching for…something. A reason, I guess. A reason that wasn’t evident in his expression, much less his words.
 
   “You keep asking me that,” I said.
 
   His lips closed tightly and he let out a deep sigh. “I need to know.”
 
   I reached up and put my hand on the side of his head, letting my fingers slip into his hair. “I do trust you.”
 
   What seemed like five minutes of silence passed. It was probably more like twenty seconds, but the long wait for his words made me feel like we were separated by an ocean.
 
   “I have so much to prove to you,” he whispered, pulling me closer to him. The words he had just said to me were like a vow. That’s how I heard them, that’s how I was sure he had meant them, and that’s how I wished to believe in them. No one had ever made such a promise to me.
 
   I nuzzled into his chest, feeling content, safe, and fulfilled. “Don’t ever let me go.”
 
   “I won’t. I promise I won’t.”
 
   The truth was that I did trust him enough now to take the next step. I also believed deep down that he wasn’t lying when he said he would prove it to me. But I didn’t tell him that.
 
   I also didn’t say what I really wanted to say—that I had fallen in love with him. I couldn’t say it. Despite how much we had shared, despite how far I had come out of my shell, I wasn’t in a position to make myself quite that vulnerable. Part of me wished he could read my mind and hear the words I was too afraid to say.
 
   The time to say it would either come or it wouldn’t.
 
   Everything from that moment forward hinged on Watts’s promise to me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke early the next morning. Catherine’s room was still dark. As quietly and gently as I could, I rolled over to pick up my phone off her nightstand.
 
   5:20 a.m.
 
   Wide awake. And thirsty.
 
   I managed to get out of bed without disturbing her, and went to the kitchen to get a glass of water. I took it back to the bedroom and sat in a chair on her side of the bed.
 
   Catherine was lying on her right side with her arms tucked under the pillow. What little light there was revealed her form—one leg covered by the top sheet, the other bent at the knee and exposed; she was naked from the waist up, and I could see the outline of her breasts, her nipples slightly darker in the dim light.
 
   The room was perfectly quiet except for Catherine’s deep, even breathing. She was so peaceful as she slept. So relaxed. So perfectly beautiful.
 
   I watched her for an hour, thinking…
 
   My mind once again flashed back to the dream I’d had about that old fairy tale, and how it had been the first step in cementing my decision to be with her. The images of her melting like the snow princess still made my gut wrench.
 
   Like the prince in the fairy tale, I was now responsible for what happened to Catherine—not only in terms of her physical safety, but also her emotional well-being.
 
   When Howard McDowell entered the bookstore earlier that afternoon and gave me the ultimatum, he said he would give me some time to end things with Catherine. He didn’t say how much time. A week? A month?
 
   It didn’t matter. I knew I wasn’t going to end it with her. I just needed to figure out what to do next.
 
   As I sat there watching her sleep, the stillness of the room brought more clarity to the situation than I might have otherwise gotten.
 
   Catherine had made her choice to stay with me, but she needed more. It was her life, her future. I would be perfectly honest with her about the danger she faced just from knowing me. Just hours earlier, I had told her that I would never let her go. She knew how I felt—almost, anyway, as I hadn’t yet said those three words to her—but I still needed to make it clear exactly what she was getting into. It wasn’t going to be an easy discussion, but it had to be done.
 
   She began to stir on the bed, stretching her legs and starting to open her eyes. I moved to the floor, kneeling beside her. “Good morning.”
 
   Her eyes opened slowly and a smile spread across her face. “Mmm. Hey.” I loved her hoarse morning voice.
 
   I leaned toward her and kissed her forehead. “I’ll go start some coffee.”
 
   She came out of the bedroom a few minutes later, wrapped in the top sheet. I had seen her do that before but this time it was different. It wasn’t going to be a quiet, easy morning.
 
   Catherine walked into the kitchen and I handed her a mug of coffee. A little sugar, a little milk, just as she liked it.
 
   She sipped, then said, “Thank you. Almost as good as Starbucks.”
 
   “It’s my fallback skill,” I said, leaning on the counter. “If I ever need a different job…”
 
   She stepped toward me, pressing her body against mine, looking up at my eyes. I bent my head and kissed her.
 
   “I can’t imagine you with an apron on,” she said.
 
   I laughed softly. Goddamn, this was going to be more difficult than I thought. She was in a comfortable, fun, flirty mood and I was about to ruin it.
 
   I took her hand and led her into the den where we sat next to each other on the couch.
 
   “What just happened?” she asked, looking worried. “You were smiling just a few seconds ago, and now I see your jaw all tensed up.”
 
   I didn’t say anything. I just looked at her, and I couldn’t help but see her as that snow princess.
 
   “Watts? Talk to me. You’re worrying me. And why did you keep asking if I trusted you?”
 
   She’d gone from relaxed and content to nervous and nearly frantic in the span of thirty seconds. It was my fault. I couldn’t let her linger anymore like this.
 
   I took a sip of my coffee, set the mug on the table, and turned to face her. “This can’t wait. There are things you need to know. And you need to make a decision.”
 
   Her brows furrowed and she cocked her head to the side a little. “I already did. I told you, I’m not going anywhere. I want to be with you.”
 
   I searched her face, watching it change from its earlier relaxed expression to worry, and now to what appeared to be abject fear. Or anger. Maybe both. 
 
   Her lips closed tightly and she shook her head. “Don’t do this.”
 
   My breathing was getting shallow. I recognized it the instant it started and I needed to get it under control, remain calm, keep my cool. I took a slow, deep breath before continuing: “Catherine—”
 
   She cut me off. “You’re setting me up to leave me.”
 
   I had feared she would interpret this conversation like that, and she did, in just one sentence. Her issues with abandonment would come raging back, flooding her mind, clouding her ability to understand what I was really doing.
 
   “I’m not leaving,” I said. “Everything I’ve said to you is true. Exactly how I feel. You said you trusted me. I need you to listen to me.” I kept my voice as soft and low as I could, not wanting to upset her anymore than I already had.
 
   She didn’t say anything. Instead, her eyes left my face and her gaze dropped down to her lap where she held the steaming coffee mug.
 
   “You said you would trust me,” I continued, and her eyes shot back up to my face. “You can’t truly trust me unless you know exactly what it is you’re getting into. It would be selfish of me to downplay the risk and danger you face. And I can’t do that. I want you to be with me, by my side, the rest of the way. But I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t make you aware of exactly what you’re facing.” I paused for a moment. Our eyes were locked on each other’s. “Okay?”
 
   She nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “I live a dangerous life. It’s dangerous for me, and for other people. I’ve gone ten years knowing it could all end at any second.” I hesitated for several seconds, not wanting to say the words, but knowing I had to. “I promised that nothing would happen to you, but I wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t make it clear that there’s always going to be risk. It’s just the way the world works.”
 
   Her face was still a mask of fear and worry. The anger had disappeared. I hated putting this kind of pressure on her, but it had to be done. She had to face it squarely in order to make the best decision for her.
 
   She wasn’t answering yet. She probably knew I had more to say.
 
   “We’re already more involved than either of us could have thought,” I went on. “Once you’re in, though, there’s no turning back—not from the lifestyle I live, and there’s no turning back from me. I’d never be able to leave you out there, alone, with the threat of your connection to me posing a threat to your safety. I’ll never be out of your life. Everything will change in a major way.”
 
   “I’ve thought about it so many times,” she said, this time without hesitation. “And each time, the future looks nothing like my life so far. I want that. I want you.”
 
   “You have me,” I said. “You just need to decide if you want to keep me.”
 
   She smiled as a tear rolled down her cheek. “I’ve spent my entire life feeling like I was either in a prison or randomly floating around with no anchor. I thought changing my lifestyle and cutting myself off from people and getting a good job would give me something to hold on to. It’s a safe way to live, but it’s not a life.”
 
   She paused for a moment, and I couldn’t help but think how similarly we looked at the world. Solitary lives, singularly focused on doing our jobs. She was right. It was no way to live a life. I’d known this for a while now, more and more as I got older and each year passed, but I’d never felt it as strongly until I met her.
 
   I lifted my hand to the side of her face and wiped her tear away with my thumb.
 
   “I haven’t felt as real as I do now. Ever,” she continued. “You’re the only person I’ve ever had any kind of connection with, and that’s why I took a chance on you. I’m so glad I did. I realize you’re asking me to take another chance, but you’re taking a chance on me, too, you know?” Her eyes flicked back and forth between mine.
 
   She was right. I nodded.
 
   “So,” she said, “I trust you, Daniel Watts. I do. But do you trust me?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   I pulled her to me, pressing my lips to hers. She began to cry a little more, and tried to pull away, but I couldn’t let her. I wanted to feel her lips on mine a little bit longer. After a moment, I let her go.
 
   “So, as far as you letting me go?” she said. “You couldn’t even if you tried.”
 
   I pulled her onto my lap and leaned back on the couch. She leaned in toward my face and we kissed. There were almost unspoken words as our lips and tongues devoured each other. Words that would soon be spoken when the time was right—when I felt she was safe enough to hear them.
 
   She sat back up, her hands on the sides of my face. She was smiling a smile that I could have looked at for hours, but she had to get to work and I had to get back to Baltimore and spend a few days on something this week.
 
   “Maybe you should do something the next couple of nights,” I said, sitting up. “Something normal.”
 
   “Something normal?” Her feet hit the floor and she stood.
 
   I stood before her, gazing into that beautiful face of hers. “Go out with what’s-her-name? Tara? She’s always trying to get you to do something. Go. Have fun.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I know. You’re going to worry. It’s going to be okay. Everything’s going to be okay.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   I had no idea how I was going to function normally at work that day. During our conversation, Watts had said everything about my life would change. As if that were sometime in the future—a week, a month, a year away—but I could already feel the beginning of it that morning.
 
   I had no interest in doing my job. No interest in going back. Ever.
 
   Arriving at work that morning, I felt as if I were stepping into the past. Many parts of my life were starting to seem inconsequential, and work was one of them. It had never been a job I’d aspired to, and while I knew I was providing a much needed service, it was still just a steady paycheck to me.
 
   Now, it wasn’t even that. Rather than a reliable, comfortable setting that provided stability, it now felt like nothing more than something that was holding me back.
 
   Before leaving earlier that morning, Watts had told me he would need a few days to take care of something. He didn’t say what it was, and I didn’t ask. I trusted him. I knew he would be back for me.
 
   Still, the three days I didn’t see him felt more like three months.
 
   Tuesday was a busy day in the mail security facility. Tara and I barely had a chance to talk until we broke for lunch.
 
   “When do you see Mr. Mysterious again?”
 
   If only she knew just how appropriate her new nickname for Watts was.
 
   “Probably this weekend,” I said. I didn’t want to tell her that I’d seen him last night. I was feeling like I needed to be more secretive with each passing hour.
 
   All day I’d felt like I was being watched. Of course, I was always being watched, considering the numerous cameras throughout the building. But this felt different, like someone was on to my secret. I knew it was just paranoia, which may not be such a bad thing to feel sometimes, especially when you’re harboring a secret like the one I had.
 
   “That sucks,” she said. “I mean, it’s good for you. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. But I was going to invite you to my aunt and uncle’s lake house in Virginia this weekend.”
 
   “Oh, sorry.” I tried to make it sound as genuine as I could, but I’m not sure I pulled it off. Either way, Tara let it slide.
 
   “Hey, we have all summer. You’ve got to see this place. It’s so beautiful. There’s so much to do there.”
 
   I closed my locker. “That sounds really good. Sure.”
 
   “Going to your bench?” she asked. “I could meet you there. I’m going to pick up a sandwich or taco or something from one of the food trucks.”
 
   “Actually, I need to make a phone call. I’m sorry.”
 
   She looked a little disappointed and I felt bad. But I needed some alone time.
 
   I got to the Mall, only to find a family sitting on my favorite bench. The sun was high and bright, a cloudless day, and I’d been looking forward to sitting in the shade. I managed to find a spot, sat on the ground, and got my phone out.
 
   I texted Watts: I miss you.
 
   He wrote back almost immediately: Couple more days. You won’t be missing me then. You won’t be able to get me off of you.
 
   I smiled for the first time that day.
 
   Tuesdays weren’t my normal day to go to the shelter, but I felt like it was what I needed. They never turned away help, anyway. I fed some of the dogs in their crates, refilled their water bowls, then took a few out for a short walk.
 
   When I got back, I took Winnie to the grooming room and spent an hour washing her, drying her, clipping her nails, and before it was all over I tied a little red ribbon around her left ear in the form of a bow.
 
   “You look so pretty,” I said to her. She panted hot dog breath back in my face. “And you’ve just been pampered more than I’ve pampered myself.”
 
   I never felt strange talking to dogs. They always listen and they never tell your secrets.
 
   Later that night, I managed somehow not to text or call Watts. It took all the resolve I could muster not to reach out to him, tell him that I missed him something awful, and wished he were with me, by my side all night.
 
   Instead, I lost myself in a book and drifted off to sleep early.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up early Tuesday morning, rented a car, and set out for Alexandria, Virginia, just on the other side of D.C.
 
   It was where the next operation was going to go down, and it was where I was going to meet Chris Spencer. We hadn’t talked in over four years, and the last time I’d seen him was a decade ago when we embarked on the mission to Chechnya.
 
   Staying in Alexandria for a couple of days also put me closer to Catherine’s apartment. Without much to do until Spencer arrived, I drove by her place a few times Tuesday morning and afternoon.
 
   Call it paranoia. Call it whatever you wish. The situation was changing rapidly and I was growing more and more concerned for her safety. Aside from the work I was doing for Atherton, I had never felt that kind of vigilance.
 
   For her own good, I hadn’t told her where I was going. For all she knew, I could be in Tennessee or Connecticut. 
 
   I wasn’t expecting an FBI raid on her house, or a drone strike. I hadn’t quite let my concern grow that much. What I did worry about, though, was someone snooping around her place at the behest of McDowell. I knew he had done all manner of surveillance on other operatives and people they were associated with. Not much of it seemed like anything Mr. Atherton would have directed, but I couldn’t be sure of that, either.
 
   What I was facing was almost cliché—a threat from within, someone who was supposed to be on my side.
 
   That also made me wonder if I had been given the real story behind McDowell’s decision to send Spencer to work with me on this operation.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   My suspicion didn’t diminish when Spencer arrived just after 1 p.m. He had called and said he was about thirty minutes out, so I went to Savio’s, an Italian restaurant in Alexandria, where we had planned to meet.
 
   I got a table in a back corner and ordered an appetizer and a beer, and it wasn’t long until Spencer entered the restaurant and approached the hostess stand. His eyes scanned the place until he saw me.
 
   I stood when he got to the table, extended my hand to shake his, but he pulled me into a hug.
 
   “So good to see you, mate.”
 
   “Good to see you, too,” I said.
 
    “Hey, drop the fake American accent for a little while, huh? Loosen up, Watts.” He laughed and we sat down.
 
   I smiled. “Second nature now, you know?”
 
   “What’s that, the accent or your uptight nature?”
 
   “Fuck off, Spencer.”
 
   “Same old Watts,” he said, looking around, as the waitress came out of the kitchen. “Beer, please. Same as my friend here.”
 
   We ate lunch and talked about the old days, such as they were. A decade isn’t really that much time, but when you have lives like ours, it can seem an eternity sometimes.
 
   Spencer and I had become fast friends when training for the mission in Chechnya. He had lost a brother, sister-in-law, and two nieces in the terrorist attack. He’d had a rough go of it early on during the training. We stayed in the same room on nights when the team slept at Atherton’s farm, and on more than one occasion, I had heard him shouting and thrashing around on his bed. Nightmares.
 
   I’d never had them. Not a single one. I don’t know what to attribute that to.
 
   Spencer had a tendency to take out his anger on the dummy targets on the shooting range, often going out there at night and emptying multiple clips in them. Our trainers said he was just working out his anger. We were all angry, but none of us were as volatile as him.
 
   We were all worried about it fucking up the mission, but he pulled through just fine like the rest of us. And afterward, he changed. He was no longer angry, but from that point forward just determined and dedicated like the rest of us.
 
   Our whole team watched him make the transformation. As the years passed, I had come to think of Spencer’s situation as an act of catharsis for the team. Maybe even more necessary than any of us realized at the time. It refocused the rest of us on discipline, and we pulled him along with us.
 
   Since then, he’d been a damn good operative judging from the periodic reports I would get from his sector of the United States. 
 
   Even with the minimal contact we’d had over the years, I had come to know the new him as a happy guy, always ready with the sarcasm and jokes, very easy to get along with. He worked as an independent personal trainer, a job that suited him well.
 
   And as he sat across from me in Savio’s that afternoon, he was just as I’d expected him to be.
 
   I briefed him on what I knew so far about the operation. He filled in some of the holes with last-minute information he had received.
 
   Later, the conversation got more personal than I’d expected.
 
   “Holy fuck, Watts, I’m in love,” he said after we had finished our meal and wrapped up the reminiscing part of our conversation.
 
   “Really,” I said flatly. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. His breezy nature made him so different from me—he dated, for one thing, and he had apparently become part of a tight-knit group of guys where he lived.
 
   He shook his head back and forth. “I can hardly believe it myself. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve always thought I’d settle down and start a family. But I wasn’t planning on it now.”
 
   “Pregnant?”
 
   He nodded slowly. “Couldn’t believe it myself, but when the fourth test came back positive, well, there was no denying it. And before you ask, because I know you want to know, we weren’t exactly trying very hard to prevent it.”
 
   “It’s going to change everything for you.”
 
   He knew what I was getting at without my having to say it bluntly. He shrugged, as if he didn’t care. “It’s time to move on from all of this.”
 
   “How much does McDowell know?”
 
   He laughed heartily, throwing his head back. “Fuck McDowell. I’m going straight to Atherton about it after you and I are done with this one.”
 
   I signaled the waitress and caught her eye. “Another beer, please.” I’d planned on having only one and had switched to Coke as we ate, but I had a craving for a second one. “You know McDowell probably already knows.”
 
   “So what? He hasn’t come to me about it, and I haven’t volunteered anything. Like I said, I’m done after this op, so his time to torment me is running short.”
 
   I almost told him about Catherine right then. I wanted to tell him the situation, and how McDowell had given me an order. But I didn’t want the conversation to open up to an exploration of my private life.
 
   For one thing, I was still slightly suspicious about the possibility that McDowell had planted Spencer with me to dig for more information, maybe even talk me out of continuing things with Catherine.
 
   But more than that, I still had a lot to sort out for myself without input from anyone else, least of all Spencer. His advice to me would have been a form of justification for his own current situation and decision. I didn’t need my thoughts clouded by that.
 
   The waitress stopped at our table and cleared some of the plates. “Separate checks?”
 
   “No,” I said, “I’ll take it.”
 
   She smiled and said she’d be right back with it.
 
   “Thanks, mate,” Spencer said.
 
   “It’s the least I can do, considering you’re going to be buying diapers and baby food and new clothes every year and paying college tuition—”
 
   “Whoa, whoa,” he said. “I know you’re a distant, jaded man, but that’s a bit much, isn’t it? I’d think a little congratulations would do just fine.”
 
   “You’re right. Sorry.” I sipped the last of my second beer. “And congratulations, of course.” I held my glass up and he raised his. We toasted, and I was even more relieved that I hadn’t reversed course and told him about Catherine.
 
   “I’m serious, Watts. You’re too cynical, too isolated. There’s no woman in your life?”
 
   “No,” I lied.
 
   “See, that’s your problem right there. And I’m not just talking about getting some pussy, either. I’m talking companionship, trust, love. Three things you’ve denied yourself for over a decade now.”
 
   He was right, of course. I had deliberately deprived myself of those things. While I always told myself that such denial was all a matter of security because of my job, there were times when I felt the truth pushing through a little, telling me that I was depriving myself of relationships as a matter of personal, psychological security. You can’t lose what you don’t have.
 
   I leaned forward, placing my elbows on the table. Lowering my voice, I said, “You live your life, I’ll live mine.”
 
   He raised his hands, palms out. “Fine, fine. Just trying to help.”
 
   “You can mail me your bill, Dr. Spencer.”
 
   Spencer laughed. “This session is on the house. But okay, let’s forget the personal stuff. All business from here on out. Deal?”
 
   I nodded. “Let me pay the bill and let’s get the fuck out of here. We have work to do.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   By mid-afternoon on Thursday, I needed to vent. Not seeing Watts was frustrating, but not even hearing from him on our usual timetable was even worse. When work slowed down a little, I said to Tara, “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I know I’ve been a little short with you the last couple of days. And, seriously, the lake house idea sounds great. It does. It’s just that right now, I have so much on my mind.”
 
   We had cleared most of the bins. Only a few remained, and they were not even half full. Tara turned off the conveyer belt. “What’s the matter? Anything you want to talk about?”
 
   She knew so little about my life. She only knew that I kept to myself a lot, and that I had very little experience with men.
 
   “Have you ever told a guy you love him before he tells you?”
 
   Her eyes got wide behind the large plastic goggles. “Um, yeah, once. But back the truck up here, honey. What the hell is really going on with you two? Is it that serious?”
 
   “I almost said it the other night. I think he was about to as well. Actually, I think he was saying it, just…not in so many words.”
 
   I would have felt ridiculous talking to anyone else about this. I was twenty-six years old, feeling like I was sixteen. But Tara had never judged me.
 
   She waved her hand and made a sound like Pffft, then said, “You mean a guy not saying what he’s feeling? Breaking news. I’ll call the media.”
 
   I laughed, needing it badly.
 
   “So,” she continued, “it really is that serious. That’s awesome. But yeah, I don’t know about saying it first. I mean, if you want to and it just happens, then it just happens. But I’d wait for him to say it.”
 
   “Didn’t work out when you did it?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “It was during sex. Big mistake. But after that, he got really distant and I think I saw him two or three more times and all we did was have sex. Then he disappeared. Poof. Whatever.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that.”
 
   “I’m not,” she said. “I liked him a lot, but honestly we weren’t meant to be. We didn’t like the same kind of movies and not much of the same music. And he liked to watch sports all the time, even baseball, which is more boring than anything in the world.”
 
   “But you liked him a lot, maybe even loved him?”
 
   “At the time,” she said, “yeah, I thought so. That’s what it felt like, anyway. But honestly, I think it was just because the sex was so good. He’s still in my Top Five.”
 
   Watts and I had so much more than that. The sex was amazing, no doubt, but it certainly wasn’t the center of our relationship. It might have been in the beginning, but so much had changed in such a short time. The history we had—all the emails over a six month period—provided us with a good foundation, and it only grew more from there once we finally met.
 
   “I’d wait,” Tara said. “He’s not going anywhere, right? You have all kinds of time. Plus, if he was hinting at it the other night, he’ll say it.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   “You know what you need?” she said. “You need a drink, some lights, some loud music… And before you answer, you should know that I’m going to ask every day this week until you say yes.”
 
   I smiled as I thought about Watts urging me to go out and have fun. “Okay, you win.”
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   After work, we went to an Irish tavern called O’Malley’s.
 
   “The name is a little corny,” Tara said. “I mean, as long as I’ve been coming here, I’ve never heard anyone mention that last name. Like an owner or anything. And I’m not just saying that because I’m of Irish descent and I feel offended. I don’t. I’m just saying they should have gone all out and called it something like Lucky Charms Blarney Stone Irish Spring.”
 
   We were walking down the sidewalk as she chattered away. It was a good distraction for the evening, and she was the closest thing I had to a friend. No, she was my friend.
 
   “Maybe you should tell someone that,” I said, grinning at her.
 
   She stopped at the front door and pulled it open. “I’ll put it in the suggestion box. With your name on it.”
 
   We sat at a bar table, both of us drinking from big glasses that contained a thick, dark lager.
 
   “So, what do you normally do after work at night?” she asked.
 
   “Go home, eat, read…” Damn, that sounded boring and pathetic when I said it out loud.
 
   “And see Mr. Mysterious,” she said.
 
   “Right. Oh, I also volunteer at a no-kill dog shelter.”
 
   She didn’t seemed moved by that at all. In fact, she totally dismissed it. I wasn’t looking for recognition or a pat on the back, but still I thought it was one of the more interesting parts of my life. Aside from Watts, of course.
 
   She took out her phone. “Did I tell you they said I had to buy a new one? Remember how it wasn’t getting texts and I couldn’t send any, either?”
 
   I had forgotten, but remembered now as she reminded me. “Yeah.”
 
   “Hate this fucking thing. And it’s just barely over a year old. Ugh. Anyway, see, I was talking to this guy I met…I don’t know, like two weeks ago. Did I tell you?”
 
   I was glad to be talking about something other than me. “You didn’t, but I want to hear all about him.”
 
   She told me the story of meeting the guy on the metro. She’d dropped her phone—that’s when she thinks something happened to it—and he picked it up and handed it to her.
 
   “That’s how we got to talking. When we got to his stop, he said I should call him sometime. I would have given him my number, but whatever. So he tells me his name—Trent—and gives me his number. I put it in my contacts. But I can’t text him or call him and I haven’t seen him on the train since. Doesn’t that suck?”
 
   She was so much bolder than I could have imagined myself being just a few months ago. The chance meeting on a train like that was cute. It stood in stark contrast to the way Watts and I had met, which made me think of the only reason we ended up meeting in person. It was that email that I had sent, suggesting that we meet. I had come so far. All because of Watts.
 
   The rest of the night went much like that—conversation, laughter, and all of it making me think of him. Wondering what he was doing. Worrying about his safety. And the occasional tug of fear reminding me of the very real possibility that something could go wrong and I’d never see him again.
 
   Tara spoke, breaking me out of my thoughts. “Oh, did I tell you about what they’re starting next week?”
 
   “At work?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, stuffing a napkin into her glass. “Random lie detector tests. Some new beefed up security bullshit.”
 
   I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t have if I wanted to. My arms and legs tingled with a wave of trepidation and my throat went suddenly dry. Watts and I had just discussed this very thing, and now it was happening.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   I texted Watts later that night after I got home, changed, and slipped into bed: I need to talk to you ASAP. Wish you were here.
 
   Thirty minutes passed. An hour. Two hours. I called and it went straight to his voicemail. I left him a quick message, asking him to text me back when he had a minute, and that I just wanted to hear from him.
 
   He didn’t text or call back. I barely got any sleep that night.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   Spencer and I spent all day Wednesday and Thursday running surveillance on the house. We had rented a white van and he had brought along magnets to put on each side of it that read “Bluewave Satellite Installation” complete with a fake phone number. A ladder was fastened to the roof of the van.
 
   It was the perfect cover. Nobody was going to talk to us because nobody wants to face the onslaught of an independent contractor’s sales pitch regarding television service. They’d go out of their way to avoid us.
 
   All of the intelligence we’d received was panning out, until we discovered that this cell wasn’t staying in one house, but two. The second one was about two miles away, so we split up.
 
   Spencer took the second place, I took the first. There was more action at my scene. It was definitely the place where they gathered to meet and plan and bang prostitutes.
 
   Early on Wednesday morning, Spencer had driven over and covered me while I slipped into the house and placed four microphones around the place, as well as cameras in the den, and in two of the bedrooms.
 
   We monitored the terrorists’ activities on my laptop in the van.
 
   “It’s like a goddamn porno,” Spencer had said at one point, referring to the revolving door of prostitutes they were bringing in and out of the place at all hours of the night. “These guys are so devout, huh? So pious and righteously devoted to their God.”
 
   “Remember the 9/11 hijackers,” I had said. “They spent a lot of time in strip clubs in the days leading up to the attacks. So, yeah, they’re devout…when it suits them.”
 
   A stakeout can be rather boring most of the time, especially when you’re doing it alone. But this time I had a partner. We spent a good amount of time talking on our pre-paid cell phones. Mostly it was Spencer talking about Stephanie, the woman in his life, which eventually turned once again into a lecture on how I’d been living my own life.
 
   “You don’t know what you’re missing, Watts, let me tell you.”
 
   I held the phone away from my ear, rolling my eyes. His gushing over his newfound love was starting to sound like platitudes. I knew the guy was sincere, but he was laying it on a bit thick.
 
   “Don’t you ever wonder what will happen once you’re, say, fifty?” he asked. “You can’t go on your whole life fucking random women. When you’re that old, the hot ones aren’t going to fuck you, Wattsy. You’re going to have to pay them to do it.” He laughed.
 
   “I’d never pay for it,” I said.
 
   “That’s what you say now, but when you’re older you won’t have a choice.”
 
   “Is there a point to this?” I asked, reaching over to the passenger seat and opening a pack of almonds.
 
   “The point is this: You need to find a woman and start to get your life back.”
 
   I was getting tired of hearing his take on my life. He had it so wrong, and only because I hadn’t corrected him. He had no idea what was going on with me. I had held off for a couple of days until my suspicion about his being here dwindled down to nothing. There was no way McDowell had sent him here to sabotage my relationship with Catherine.
 
   So I told him.
 
   “There is a woman, Spencer.”
 
   There was silence on the other end of the line for a moment. Then, “Bullshit, mate. You’re telling me that to shut me up. I know you better than—”
 
   “You don’t know me,” I said, cutting him off. “You know what I’ve wanted you to know.”
 
   “Ah ha, so it is true. I may not know the details of your life, but I do know that tone. So who is she?”
 
   I gave him only the basics—how we met, how we finally actually met in person, how much time we’d been spending together, and most importantly, just her first name.
 
   It was late afternoon, going on toward four o’clock. The neighborhood had been bustling an hour earlier with the arrival of several school buses. Parents waited on street corners. Kids got off the buses and ran, their too-large backpacks weighing them down. A couple of young boys had started tossing a plastic football. All of that had cleared up inside of five or so minutes, as I told him about Catherine, and the neighborhood had quieted down once again.
 
   “Daniel Watts, you sneaky fuck.”
 
   “I get paid to be sneaky,” I said. “And let me remind you that you do as well. This stays between us.”
 
   “No problem. I’m sure our fine Mr. McDowell knows?”
 
   I was silent for a moment, drifting away in thought. I watched two cars go down the street. One was a real estate agent, the other a minivan with those little white stickers on the rear window indicating how many people were in their family. An exterminator truck rounded the corner, heading my way.
 
   “You there, Watts?”
 
   “Yeah, McDowell knows. He knows it all, just like he always does. And he doesn’t approve.”
 
   “Fuck him.”
 
   I didn’t respond. Instead, I watched a woman walking a dog down the sidewalk, letting the animal stop and squat in one of her neighbor’s yards. The woman had put her hand into a plastic bag and used it to pick up after the dog. Another woman, a younger one several doors down, walked down her driveway to the mailbox, talking on the phone as she went.
 
   Just a normal day in suburban America. Nice lawns. People out for a walk and getting some exercise. Others in their cars on the way to the grocery store, perhaps. And a house full of Chechen terrorists right down the block. Jesus, the things people don’t know about their neighbors. Or anyone, really, which brought me back to Catherine.
 
   “There’s more to this,” I said to Spencer. “She works at the FBI.”
 
   Now there was silence on his end, but only long enough for him to come up with the question that I knew he would. “Are you using her for inside information?”
 
   I laughed. “No. I knew you’d ask that, though, which is why I didn’t tell you what she does there.” I explained her job to him.
 
   “That sounds boring as all hell, but I can see why McDowell’s pressing you. So what’s the plan? What are you going to do?”
 
   I didn’t respond.
 
   “Hello, hello? Damn cheap phones.”
 
   I said, “I’m here. Hang on a second.”
 
   I sank down in my seat, lifting the camera, zooming in to make sure I was really seeing what I thought I was. A Fed-Ex delivery guy rang the doorbell, then knocked, and got no response. He went back to his truck and stacked several boxes on the front porch. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Spencer asked. “Everything okay?”
 
   “Give me a minute.”
 
   I got out of the van with clipboard in hand, wearing work boots, navy blue pants, matching shirt and jacket and a baseball cap. If anyone tried to talk to me, I was prepared to launch into a sales pitch for satellite TV. 
 
   I had my shoulder holster concealed beneath a blue jacket, my gun ready.
 
   I walked up the sidewalk to the front porch, got the name of the company off the label and returned to the van. I quickly Googled the company name and confirmed what I’d been thinking on the walk back.
 
   I knew what was inside the boxes from their shape and the obvious weight of them from watching the Fed-Ex guy lift them.
 
   “We’re not going to find any bomb-making materials in the house,” I said into the phone.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   The six boxes contained ammunition. “They’re not going to blow up anything. It’s going to be a mass shooting.”
 
   “Christ,” Spencer said. “Two houses, and now this method? Your team is going to walk into a virtual ammunition depot. How complicated is this going to get?”
 
   It didn’t have to get more complicated. Not if we acted faster than we had planned. We had talked about doing the job inside of a week. Now we were going to have to do it in a matter of days.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   There wasn’t much action at the house, so I left about 3 a.m. and headed back to the hotel to get a few hours of sleep. Spencer said he was staying put outside the house he was watching.
 
   I slept for about four hours, waking just before 8 a.m., and realized I had been so tired and so focused on the change in our mission that I’d forgotten to check my personal cell phone for messages. An odd thing, having Catherine slip my mind for more than a few minutes.
 
   I read her texts and listened to her messages. She sounded stressed, and had been vague about why she needed to talk to me ASAP. I dialed her number.
 
   She answered with: “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. What’s the matter?”
 
   I heard her let out a deep sigh. “Oh, my God. I was so worried when I didn’t hear back from you. I don’t like that at all.”
 
   “Catherine, I’m fine. What’s so urgent?”
 
   She told me about the planned polygraph examinations.
 
   I was barely awake. My eyelids were heavy, my mouth was dry, and my body ached from the few hours of tense sleep. “When is this happening?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess…it could be any time?”
 
   I sat up on the edge of the bed. “Have you left for work yet?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, you’re going to have to miss another Friday,” I said. “I’ll pick you up shortly.”
 
   “Shortly? When? Where are you?”
 
   “Just be ready in fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Fifteen? You’re nearby?”
 
   “I’ll see you in a few minutes, Catherine.”
 
   We hung up and I called Spencer.
 
   “I’m going to be away for the next day or so.” He was just as experienced as I was, and perfectly capable of watching the place alone for an extended period of time.
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I got this.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   Watts called fifteen minutes later and said he was waiting outside for me. I went down to meet him.
 
   He had parked at the entrance to my building, standing there holding the passenger side door for me. He wore jeans and a t-shirt with a light jacket. His clothes were rumpled. He still had bed-head, the kind that was obviously splashed with water in an effort to get it under control, but failing. His eyes looked tired.
 
   “Are you okay?” I said, throwing my arms around his waist, so glad to see him. I felt something press against my chest. I figured it was a gun, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “I’m fine. Just a little tired.” He kissed my cheek. “You smell so good. It’s waking me up a little. Come on, get in. We’re going to my house.” He pulled away from me and put his hand on the car door.
 
   It was then that I noticed what he was driving. I’d been so glad to see him that I hadn’t noticed. “Where’s your car?”
 
   “I’m driving this rental for a few days,” he said, shrugging it off. I figured it had to do with his work, so I didn’t ask any follow-ups.
 
   During the hour drive, he explained to me what we’d be doing once we got there.
 
   At one point I asked, “Why were you so close when I called?”
 
   He kept his eyes straight ahead. “You don’t want to know.”
 
   “Work stuff?”
 
   He nodded. “I can’t give you any details. It just puts you in more danger, especially now that you’re going to face a polygraph.”
 
   “Do you think it’s really that random or….?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Watts said. “I would think if they suspected anybody for anything, they would go directly to them and not conduct widespread testing like this. But we can’t be too careful.”
 
   We drove in silence for several minutes and I thought about what he’d told me Tuesday morning—the dangers I faced, the decision I had to make, all of it. I knew he wasn’t making any of it up, but now that I was feeling the pressure it was more real than ever.
 
   None of the emotions I felt from that realization made me second-guess my wanting to be with Watts. And as I sat there in the passenger seat, watching him drive, I realized that’s exactly where I wanted to be. Not there in the car, specifically. Not anywhere in particular, in fact. The place didn’t matter. Where I wanted to be, now and forever, was next to Watts, no matter where we were.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   “Good morning, Andrew,” the voice came from his next-door neighbor’s porch. I looked up as I got out of the car and saw an elderly woman sitting in a wooden rocking chair.
 
   Watts had come around to my side of the car and opened the door for me. He was closing it as he replied, “Morning, Mrs. Woodall.”
 
   “Nice day not to be working,” she said.
 
   Watts placed a hand on my elbow, leading me, almost pushing me toward the front steps to his townhouse.
 
   “Perfect day,” he said. “Enjoy it.”
 
   “Are you having a daytime date?” she asked. “This is the first time I’ve seen you with a woman. Is that right or have I forgotten?”
 
   Wow, this woman didn’t hold back at all. As secretive as Watts had always been, it surprised me that he lived next to someone who sat on her front porch blurting out questions about his personal life.
 
   Watts slipped the key into his front door and turned it. The door swung open.
 
   I felt kind of bad for the lady. She clearly meant no harm. Still, it was a bit unnerving for me, and probably a hundred times more so for Watts.
 
   “This is Allison,” he said, surprising me more than a little, my head snapping toward his direction. “You’ll probably be seeing a lot of her in the future.”
 
   I waved. “Hi.”
 
   The woman waved back. “Well, that’s good to know. You two enjoy your day.”
 
   “And you as well, Mrs. Woodall.”
 
   I waved to her again and smiled as I entered Watts’s house.
 
   He closed the door and locked up, shaking his head.
 
   “She seems nice,” I said. “And why the hell am I Allison?”
 
   He emptied his pockets into a small bowl on a table next to the front door. “She is. She’s just a little too nice sometimes. Trust me, she doesn’t need to know anything about you, and especially about us.”
 
   “Doesn’t respect the ‘privacy code’?” I said in jest.
 
   Watts cut his eyes at me. “Doesn’t know about the code.”
 
   “Then that’s your fault.”
 
   He smiled for the first time all morning. “I know it’s hard for you to turn it off, but now is not the time to be all cute and flirty with me. We have some work to do.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, forcing a disappointed and rejected look on my face. “I’m trying to lighten the mood here. Blow off a little steam.”
 
   “There will be plenty of time for blowing things later.” His crooked smile almost made me drop to my knees right there in his foyer.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   He led me down to his basement where he told me to take a seat in an uncomfortable, old wooden chair that was next to a desk. Watts went over to a large metal cabinet and pulled out a canvas bag. He placed it on the desk and unzipped it, then looked at me as I looked up from the bag to meet his eyes.
 
   “Polygraph machine,” he said.
 
   “I’ve taken one before.”
 
   He smiled. “Well, now you’re about to do it again.”
 
   For several minutes, he hooked me up to the machine and explained as he went.
 
   “I assume you know what this is,” he said, placing a blood pressure cuff around my left bicep.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He took two rubber tubes out of the canvas bag and placed them around my lower chest, just below my breasts. “These measure the rate and depth of your respiration.”
 
   Then two plastic clips on two fingers. “These measure your skin moisture. When you’re nervous, you sweat, and it conducts electricity.”
 
   I was silent as he switched on the machine on the desk, until a question struck me. “Why do you have this?”
 
   Without looking at me, he said, “When I first got here, a lot of what we did—what I did—involved detaining and questioning suspects. I haven’t used this in years, though.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   He sat down. “Intel gathering has changed. At least for us, it has.”
 
   I was becoming accustomed to his vague answers regarding his work, and was learning fast not to ask any follow-up questions.
 
   He placed a roll of paper on the prongs and fed it through, under the little needles that scrawled the resulting lines on the paper.
 
   Watts’s face was serious, his eyes searching mine. “Ready?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I need you to look straight ahead. First question: Is your name Catherine Marie Kolb.”
 
   “Yes.” I couldn’t help but let my eyes dart over to his face.
 
   “Interesting,” he said. “That’s a lie but this indicates that you’re telling the truth.”
 
   “It’s who I really am,” I said.
 
   Watts nodded and smiled. “I know.”
 
   He went on to ask me a series of questions that were simply factual: how old was I, did I live in D.C., do I drive a 2002 Volkswagen Jetta, questions he knew the answers to so that he could calibrate the machine.
 
   Then he turned quickly to the difficult ones.
 
   “Are you associated with anyone who is not a U.S. citizen?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you been outside the United States in the last ten years?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He paused for a moment, then asked, “The last two times you missed work, were you really ill?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I looked at Watts again, quickly glancing at his reaction. He was looking at the needles on the paper and grinning at my response.
 
   “Are you currently involved in a romantic and/or sexual relationship with anyone?”
 
   I hesitated longer than I had wanted to, but got my answer out as quickly as I could. “No.” I was curious as hell what the readout was saying, but Watts wasn’t telling me. I looked at him and his eyes shot to mine, but he didn’t say anything. I asked him, “What did that one say?”
 
   “Can’t tell you just yet,” Watts replied flatly, and moved on to the next question. “Have you ever known anyone who committed a felony?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you ever stolen anything other than office supplies from work?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you ever stolen office supplies from work?”
 
   I hesitated, thinking, Who hasn’t? But I lied: “No.”
 
   “Have you ever known, or do you now know, anyone who has taken the life of another human being?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I heard Watts’s breathing change, but detected none in mine.
 
   “Are you nervous right now?” he asked.
 
   “No,” I lied.
 
   “Are you currently sitting in a basement?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Have you ever used another name?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you have any children?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you enjoy reading fiction?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Watts paused for a long time. It seemed like more than a minute, which is a long time to sit in silence. I resisted looking over at him.
 
   “Are you in possession of any information that the FBI would find useful in solving crimes relating to the security of the United States?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He stood. My eyes flitted toward him, looking up at him, wondering what was coming next.
 
   “You passed,” he said, and I smiled. Stepping around me he said, “I’ll be right back.” Behind me, I heard him climb the stairs. I heard him walking around above me, his footsteps sounding quick and hard. 
 
   Several minutes passed until he finally came back down to the basement. I didn’t see him, just heard him coming down the stairs and toward me from behind.
 
   Then everything went black as I felt him place a blindfold over my eyes.
 
   “It’s a sleep mask,” Watts said. “Don’t worry.”
 
   I felt my heart rate pick up and wondered if it showed on the polygraph. Watts didn’t say.
 
   “One of two things is going on,” he continued. “Either my machine is broken, or you are an impeccable liar. No offense. It’ll come in handy. Of course there’s a third option. Maybe you’re just good at controlling your emotions when you want to. When you need to.”
 
   No doubt about that. I had self-trained to control my emotions for twenty-six years. Almost all of my emotions, anyway. I knew it was healthy to express them sometimes, whether they were good ones or bad ones. And sometimes it was impossible to control them. Especially when it came to the emotions I felt about Watts.
 
   I heard what sounded like a dinner plate being placed down on the desk.
 
   “I have an idea which one of those is true,” he said. “Now we’re going to test my theory.”
 
   When darkness filled my field of vision, a bolt of nervous anticipation had skittered through my body. Now it had turned into impatient desire.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine’s polygraph results astounded me. Not a single lie was detected, even though I knew the majority of her answers were untrue. Amazing. My curiosity was piqued and I couldn’t resist playing with her.
 
   “Do you trust me?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You know I’m not going to hurt you, correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The polygraph indicated she was telling the truth, but at this point, how could I know if that was accurate?
 
   I stood before her with a view of the machine’s readout, and I noticed her breathing had already changed. It was shallow and slightly more rapid.
 
   I touched her cheek with the back of my hand, rubbing it lightly. The polygraph needles jumped for the first time that day—first drawing a quick spike on the chart, then small ones, before evening out again.
 
   Pulling my hand away from her, she moved her head a little. A simple, natural reflex. She was trying to see what was about to happen next but with the sleep mask on, she was sightless and completely vulnerable to me.
 
   I ran my hands down her arms, taking her wrists and raising her hands carefully to my face so the electrodes on her fingers would stay put. I kissed her palms, glancing over at the machine and seeing another reaction. I placed her hands back down on the arms of the chair.
 
   I let about thirty seconds pass with no physical contact and no words. In that time, her breathing increased and her pulse quickened a little.
 
   I moved behind her, running my fingers along her jawbone, her neck, then down her upper chest. She was wearing a lavender button-down shirt. I unfastened the top button, then the next two. The rubber tubes around her midsection made it pointless to go any further, but having four buttons undone was enough. I spread her shirt open, exposing her bra.
 
   I pushed her forward gently, pulling her shirt down over her shoulders, and freeing her right arm. The shirt would only go down a little over the blood pressure cuff on her left. I unclasped her bra in the front.
 
   Her chest heaved and her full breasts were now exposed for me. I reached down over her shoulders and cupped them, tweaking each nipple between my thumbs and forefingers.
 
   Looking over at the polygraph, I saw the needles jumping up and down, scrawling large jagged lines across the paper.
 
   I reached over to the desk where I had placed a dinner plate and grabbed a cherry, then walked around so I was facing her again. Her lips were parted. Perfect.
 
   Placing the cherry lightly just above her upper lip, I told her to smell.
 
   “Do you know what that is?” I asked.
 
   “Sweet. Something sweet and…cherry?”
 
   Just as she said the word, I squeezed it. The cherry burst and juice hit her lips, running down my fingers. Her tongue darted out to taste the juice, licking it off her lips. I squeezed the cherry until it was drained, then ran my fingers along her lips.
 
   “Taste more,” I said, and she sucked two of my fingers into her mouth.
 
   I reached for the plate and grabbed another one. This time when I squeezed, I let the juice drip onto her nipples. I rubbed the cherry around one, then the other.
 
   The lie-detector needles were responding so furiously I thought they might break.
 
   I was in complete control of her physiological reactions, watching them being recorded on paper.
 
   I bent forward and touched her nipple with the tip of my tongue. Just barely. Just enough contact to make it tighten even more, puckering into a hard point. I repeated this with her other nipple, followed by long strokes of my tongue—flattened out, wide, lapping up the cherry juice from her breasts. I opened my mouth wide, taking in as much of her soft flesh as I could, sucking hard, then letting go.
 
   Her lips were still parted when I looked up at them. I raised my head, my face so close our noses were almost touching. I let my tongue slip out of my mouth slowly, finally making contact with her lower lip. I licked the juice off of her mouth. When she stuck her tongue out, I sucked it into my mouth.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the polygraph registering her extreme excitement.
 
   I pulled away from her, reaching for the plate once more. I brought the object to her face and told her to smell it. I rubbed it around her lips. It started to crumble.
 
   “Do you know what that is?” I asked.
 
   “Cupcake. Chocolate cupcake.”
 
   “Very close.”
 
   She tried to bite it but I pulled it away just in time, lowering it down to her chest, rubbing it around one nipple, then the other, as it fell apart, leaving behind tiny morsels of chocolate cake and chocolate icing.
 
   I licked some of it from her nipples, then brought my face to hers, extending my tongue, which she sucked into her mouth, greedily taking the chocolate from me.
 
   Her face was a mess of red stains from the cherry juice, chocolate icing, and chocolate cake crumbs. She was licking it off of herself, enjoying the moment. I watched her for several long seconds before reaching for the plate again.
 
   I used two fingers to scoop up our next item to play with and held it in front of her nose. “Do you know what this is?”
 
   She couldn’t guess just from the smell. She shook her head. I was holding it just far enough away that she wouldn’t be able to discern the flavor or anything else about it. I wanted her physical reaction.
 
   And when I touched the vanilla ice cream to her nipple, that’s just what I got. She shifted a little when she felt it, and her nipple became instantly erect from the cold. I spread it around in circles on one breast, then the other, finally bringing my fingers up to her mouth for a taste.
 
   The roll of paper on the polygraph machine had run out, but I no longer cared about that. The needles scraped and scratched a wild pattern as Catherine’s body went into sensory overload from my teasing her.
 
   I stood and bent over, close to her face, as I removed the sleep mask. Her eyes were wide and wild, darting back and forth. Her breathing intensified, more than it was just seconds before.
 
   I lifted her from the chair and sat her on the desk, putting her legs straight up and yanking her pants and her panties down.
 
   Rolling on the condom took less than ten seconds, far too long for what I wanted.
 
   I started to lay her back and she accidentally knocked the polygraph off the table.
 
   “The machine,” she said, startled.
 
   “Fuck the machine.”
 
   I grabbed my sheathed cock, notched it into place, and drove into her with one hard thrust, and another, another…until she told me she was coming and I could feel her clenching around me in spasms, milking me to my own release.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   I took Catherine upstairs and ran a towel under warm water. She removed her shirt and I wiped her clean of all the remaining food on her body.
 
   “Not quite as sexy anymore,” she said, offering a little laugh.
 
   “Nonsense. You’re always sexy, even when you’re dirty. Especially when you’re dirty. We’ll do it again sometime.”
 
   “Promise?” Her face was flush, her eyes sharp, her words quick and direct. She was still turned on.
 
   I washed her face and when she opened her eyes again I said, “I promise. Next time, you can select the food and tease me the way I just teased you.”
 
   “Don’t think you’re going to back out of that,” she said, pulling her hair back into a ponytail. “And you were not teasing me. Believe me. That was…amazing.”
 
   “I think you’re more than ready for the polygraph,” I said, reaching for a different towel to dry her off. “In fact, I can’t recall ever seeing anyone better suited for defeating a lie detector. Very impressive.”
 
   “Thanks…I guess.”
 
   “I know,” I said, kissing her forehead. “I know.”
 
   While she was good at shutting off her emotions, the reasons behind her ability to do that were the very reasons her life had been twenty-six years of emotional wreckage.
 
   I kissed her lips. “I have some white wine in the refrigerator. Would you like some?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   I started to leave the room to go down to the kitchen and she followed me. “Why don’t you stay here and get comfortable? I’ll be right back.”
 
   She was naked when I returned to my bedroom. Her clothes were folded on a chair. She was in the bed, looking lost in thought as I entered the room.
 
   “What’s on your mind?” I handed her the glass of wine.
 
   She sipped from it, and ran her tongue across her lips before answering. “You. Us. What all of this means.”
 
   I drank from my wineglass, then placed it on the bedside table and stood to get undressed. As I removed my clothes, I said, “You’re going to have to give me a few days to answer that.”
 
   The happiness and contentment that had dominated her face changed suddenly to worry and a touch of sadness when she heard my answer.
 
   “Trust, Catherine,” I said as I slipped off my pants, naked, ready to slide into bed next to her. “You said you trusted me. And so far you have. I just need a few more days.”
 
   “I don’t understand why you can’t tell me,” she said. “I mean at least give me some kind of sign, some hint, something to hold onto that lets me know where all of this is leading. Can’t you do that?”
 
   I lay back on the bed, exhaling a deep sigh. “I have done that. Many times. Trust me.” I turned onto my side to face her, taking her wineglass from her and placing it next to mine on the bedside table. “Trust me.” I pulled her close to me and kissed her.
 
   Her head dropped to the pillow, tearing away from my mouth. “Do you trust me?”
 
   I looked down into her eyes. They were welling up. She swallowed hard, waiting for my answer. “If I didn’t trust you, I wouldn’t be asking you to trust me. I wouldn’t lead you on, Catherine. Ever.”
 
   “I’m worried about what you’re doing. I worry about you every second of every day and it’s only getting worse.”
 
   I brushed a few strands of hair away from her face and tucked them behind her ear. “It’s going to be okay. We’re both going to be okay.” I lifted her chin with my finger so she would look me in the eyes. “Have a little faith in me, huh?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   Early the next morning, Watts told me he had to get back to work.
 
   “Not the bookstore,” I said, as we got dressed after a quick shower. I had awakened to him touching me, teasing me, and I returned the torture, thinking it was foreplay to another round of sex. But we were enjoying it and there seemed to be an unspoken mutual desire to just lie there, kiss, and bring each other to orgasm with our hands.
 
   “No, not the store. It’s been closed all week.”
 
   “Don’t people wonder why?”
 
   Watts shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care, really. I put a sign up, saying the store would be closed until next Wednesday for vacation.”
 
   It was Saturday morning. If Watts intended on being away until Wednesday, that meant I probably had another four full days before I’d see him again. He would drive me back to D.C., go wherever it was that he was going, and I would have minimal contact with him in the meantime.
 
   “Take me with you,” I said.
 
   Watts was putting his belt on and stopped, his eyes shifting to me, our gazes locking. “No.”
 
   I walked over to him, putting my hands on his sides, feeling the stress in his body. “Please?”
 
   “Catherine—”
 
   “I can drive the car. I won’t even get out. Or…I’ll stay in the backseat.”
 
   He sighed heavily. “It’s really not a good idea.” He resumed threading his belt through the loops of his pants.
 
   “Well, I don’t think me being away from you for four days is a good idea, either.”
 
   He didn’t say anything. Didn’t even look at me.
 
   “I want to be a part of your life,” I continued. “I want to be a part of this part of your life.”
 
   “I don’t want you to be a part of this. At all. Ever. I’ve already broken my own rule about not getting close to anyone or letting anyone get close to me. You’re already in too deep. Sometimes I feel selfish because of it.” He paused and he looked at me. I could see in his eyes that he wasn’t just saying that. He wasn’t using that as an excuse to leave me out of this.
 
   “You don’t have to feel selfish. You shouldn’t feel that way.”
 
   “I do,” he said. “Now, please, trust me on this. I know what I’m doing.”
 
   I found the restraint to drop the subject. I didn’t want my worrying to interfere with his mental preparation. He was under enough pressure as it was. I could see it in his face, see it in the way he rapidly got dressed and gathered his things.
 
   It was like a different person emerged when he was preparing to go out on one of his operations. I thought back to the time when he mentioned the ability to turn off his emotions, compartmentalizing the vastly different aspects of his life.
 
   It was far from the way I was able to separate. There was something a little unnerving about the way Watts did it. Considering what he was doing with his life, I guess that shouldn’t be surprising.
 
   As unsettling as it was to watch him become a serious, intensely focused mercenary, I knew that the gentle, sincere Watts was the one that always came out to play with me.
 
   I didn’t fear him. I had no reason to. In fact, I had every reason to be glad that the dark side of him was there, lurking somewhere. I knew that side of him cared as much about me as the soft side of him did, and I knew that dark side would keep me from the dangers he had warned me about.
 
   Finally, for the first time in my life, I was settling in to the idea that I wasn’t alone.
 
   . . . . . 
 
   I spent most of Saturday fidgeting around my apartment. I cleaned it once. Then did a deep clean. Washed some clothes. Cleaned and disinfected the refrigerator…
 
   I was going to drive myself nuts over the next four days if I kept this up.
 
   On Saturday afternoon, just after lunch, I decided to go to the shelter and take Winnie for a walk. Meg was there when I arrived. She was behind the counter, sitting at the computer.
 
   “I wasn’t expecting you,” she said, but clearly glad to see me.
 
   “I had some time, so I figured I would come take Winnie out for a little bit.”
 
   Meg smiled. “Oh, she’ll love that. You two have fun.”
 
   “Thanks.” I opened the door that led to the rear area of the shelter and found Winnie in her kennel. She stood up and her tail thumped the wall as it wagged back and forth. She was happy to see me, as always. I let her out and the moment I said “Wanna go for a walk?” her ears perked up and she ran around in little circles as I got her leash.
 
   We left through the back door and within moments we were at the dog park. It wasn’t crowded yet, but there were enough dogs there to make her put her tail between her legs and stay closer to me as we strolled onto the grass.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “We’re all here to have fun.”
 
   Her confidence grew little by little as we walked. Mine dropped, though, as I noticed a car go by twice. I told myself I was probably being too paranoid because of my connection to Watts and what he was off doing that day. Still, I had every reason to be suspicious of anything out of the ordinary.
 
   Those thoughts ran through my mind in a matter of seconds, until I realized that I recognized the car. How had I missed it?
 
   It was the rental car Watts had been driving when he picked me up Friday.
 
   A chill ran up my spine. This was…odd.
 
   I stopped and watched him pull away down the street, then take a left and disappear behind a building. What was he doing driving around here?
 
   Watching me?
 
   Why?
 
   Fear coursed through my veins as my overactive imagination filled in the possibilities. None of them were good.
 
   I looked down and saw Winnie looking up at me, her head cocked a little to the side, as if she sensed something was wrong.
 
   “Come on,” I said, tugging at the leash and she kept up with me as I made my way over to the large patio area where there were two public bathrooms. I sat on one of the concrete benches, reached into my pocket and brought out a treat for Winnie. She took it and laid down before me to crunch on her snack.
 
   I got my cell phone out and called Watts.
 
   He picked up on the second ring. “Hey.”
 
   “Why are you driving around the dog park?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Watts?”
 
   He sighed. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing.”
 
   I felt a little angry at his answer. It wasn’t nothing. It was something. “It’s…weird. Sorry, but it’s just a little strange seeing you driving around.”
 
   “I’m leaving. Just checking on you. You said you would trust me. I know what I’m—”
 
   I cut him off. “I do trust you. You said you trusted me but now I’m beginning to wonder.”
 
   “It has nothing to do with that. I’m asking you, Catherine, just a few more days at most. I promise.”
 
   If there was something I needed to know, he needed to tell me. A couple approached the area with their dogs so I lowered my voice. “Am I in some kind of danger? Like right now?”
 
   “No, and that’s what I’m making sure of.”
 
   That wasn’t a very convincing answer. In fact, it was a bit contradictory. “You know, if you had let me come along like I asked—”
 
   “Catherine,” he said in that low and even tone he sometimes took with me, “the promise?”
 
   He was right—I had promised him trust, and he had promised me everything would be okay in a couple of days.
 
   “I’ll see you soon,” he said.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   And he was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I was beginning to worry about my state of mind. For a decade, I had cultivated the ability to become focused like a laser beam when I was on a mission. I barely thought about food, I shut down the store and didn’t spend a second thinking about it, and I shut down the part of my brain that was always very enthusiastically thinking about women.
 
   That was the part that thought logically about pursuing a woman, and once that was achieved, the primal part of my brain took over and it was all about sex.
 
   Now it was all about Catherine’s safety and protection.
 
   By the time I had arrived in Alexandria and rejoined Spencer for the operation, I wished I had taken Catherine up on her plea to help. I would never have let her come along, but I could have done something that would have placated her while at the same time assuaging my concerns.
 
   I should have given her a gun and taught her how to shoot. We had a little time that morning. I could have taken her to a gun range and let her shoot a little. Get the feel for the gun in action. She was more than capable of handling a weapon.
 
   “Goddamn,” I said aloud.
 
   “Goddamn what?” Spencer asked.
 
   It was just after midnight and we were in the satellite TV van outside the first house. He was about to take up his position outside the second location, but for now we were watching, waiting, because all of the members of the sleeper cell were in the first house.
 
   “I’m fucking paranoid.”
 
   “What about?” Spencer asked, sipping a fast-food milkshake through a straw and making that annoying sound when you get to the bottom of the cup.
 
   I grabbed it out of his hands and tossed it into the back of the van.
 
   “Christ, Watts, what’s gotten into you?”
 
   I looked out the window, hand to my face. I hadn’t felt stress like this in years.
 
   “Something’s not right,” I said.
 
   “With…?
 
   I shook my head, trying to make sense of what I was feeling and what I was seeing. Feeling was fear. Seeing was facts. The usually bright and clear line between them was becoming blurred.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “Just a feeling. I need to think, not talk.”
 
   “Fine with me.” He sat there for a moment not saying anything. I heard him rustling through the bag of food. “Do you mind if I eat these chips? Or, since we’re in America I should say fries, I guess. Either way, you’re not going to swipe them and throw them out the window, are you?”
 
   I let out a little laugh. “No.”
 
   “Good then,” he said. “I promise I’ll chew them very quietly, just for you.”
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   An hour passed, then two. Every member of the cell was still in the house. Spencer and I had been monitoring the cameras inside the house on the laptop, but had seen nothing. Unfortunately, they were all apparently gathered into one of the rooms where I hadn’t placed a camera.
 
   We didn’t talk much, just took turns watching the live feed from inside the house. During Spencer’s turns, I spent a lot of time thinking about Catherine.
 
   Or, more accurately, how I had changed because of her. There was some truth to the idea that I couldn’t get close to anyone because my life was dangerous, covert, and required a high degree of privacy. It would be difficult to argue against that.
 
   But I had long suspected that I was letting that reason overshadow another motivation for my detached lifestyle, and now it was becoming clearer and clearer.
 
   I simply didn’t want to let anyone become an important part of my life because I knew the world was a nasty, dangerous place, and that any of us can be taken from it in a matter of a single second ticking on the clock.
 
   I had lived that truth. Painfully. I was determined to never live through that again.
 
   The more I got to know Catherine, the more I realized just how much we were alike in that regard. We were living our lives in constant fear of loss, so the less we had to lose, the less likely we were to suffer.
 
   It was a perfectly understandable reaction to what we had been through, but that didn’t mean it was rational. In fact, it was so irrational that I had become thoroughly numb to the reality that deliberately having nothing to lose meant there was also nothing to live for.
 
   I didn’t question my decision to join Atherton’s team, nor did I regret doing what I had done over the last decade to rid the world of cold-blooded murderers of the innocent. But things were changing now. Changing because of my feelings for Catherine.
 
   She was the first reason in ten years I’d had to make me rethink my life, re-evaluate my future, actually to see a future at all.
 
   My thinking was almost putting me in a trance, until I saw the trucks. I nudged Spencer with my elbow. “Wake up.”
 
   He stirred out of his slumber. “Are they moving?”
 
   “Someone is.”
 
   We watched as four pitch black vans moved up the street in a crawl, lights off. They stopped two doors down, facing in our direction. The house we were watching was three doors away, and we were on the other side of the street.
 
   Two of the four vans drove past the house and stopped.
 
   We crouched down in our seats, just enough to hide ourselves as much as we could while still being able to see out of the windshield.
 
   He started to lift the laptop lid, but I slammed it shut. “No light. They’ll see us.”
 
   “Who the fuck is that?” he said.
 
   At least two dozen people poured from the trucks, clad in all black, with matching helmets, gasmasks covering their faces, automatic weapons at their sides.
 
   “Cops,” Spencer said.
 
   “Not so sure about that.” I had picked up the binoculars. I saw no kind of insignia on the uniforms—not POLICE, not SWAT, not FBI, not ATF, none of the ones I would have expected.
 
   “That’s not another team like ours, is it?”
 
   “Definitely not,” I said.
 
   They ran toward the house, crossing lawns, running alongside the neighboring houses, taking up positions and surrounding the terrorists’ house.
 
   They held their positions for less than ten seconds, and then they swarmed the house, using a battering ram on the front door, others breaking windows, tossing in teargas grenades.
 
   “My fucking hell,” Spencer said.
 
   A firefight ensued. It lasted just a few seconds.
 
   Spencer sat forward in his seat. “They’re killing them.”
 
   “Maybe not,” I said.
 
   Within a minute, the action had died down, but the neighborhood was waking up. Front porch lights were being turned on, people were opening their front doors just wide enough to peer outside.
 
   Two ambulances appeared at the end of the street, lights off, stopped, waiting for word if they were needed.
 
   I grabbed my prepaid phone and dialed a number. When he answered, I said, “Back off. Get as far away as fucking possible. I’ll be in touch later.” The guy said he got it and they were on the move.
 
   “How close was your team?” Spencer asked.
 
   “Three blocks away.” They’d been waiting there all night, just in case. We hadn’t planned on taking the cell down until Sunday night, but I had paid them a few grand extra to be in position Saturday night.
 
   Marked cars began to show up, flashing blue and white lights illuminating the neighborhood.
 
   “We have to get the hell out of here,” he said. “But…”
 
   “Right. We can’t.”
 
   It was just after 3:45 a.m. Starting up a satellite installation van at that hour, in the midst of what appeared to be a federal raid, would have been insanely foolish.
 
   We were stuck.
 
   Quite possibly on the verge of getting caught.
 
   “I wonder if they killed them all,” he whispered. “Wish we could look.”
 
   “Me, too, but no way are we turning that laptop on.”
 
   It wasn’t long before they started marching the terrorists out of the house, one by one, cuffed at the hands and chained by the ankles. We counted as they were brought out.
 
   “None killed,” I said.
 
   “Huh. Lucky for them. Too bad for us,” Spencer added.
 
   The ambulances turned on their lights and moved toward the house. Two of the suspects were brought out, put on stretchers, and loaded into the ambulances. 
 
   None of the officers needed any medical attention, at least not that I saw.
 
   I wondered if my hired team of killers would have pulled that off so swiftly and without any harm to themselves. Moot point.
 
   The marked cars were from the Alexandria Police Department. Apparently they were there to provide security at each end of the street, most likely to keep the press away. As more unmarked cars showed up, I saw more windbreakers with FBI printed on the back in large, bold, white letters.
 
   And we were surrounded.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up early Sunday morning after a night of very little sleep and a lot of tossing and turning. I also kept having those half-dreams, where you’re barely asleep and the dream is as vivid as real life.
 
   I kept having them about Watts.
 
   Watts getting caught.
 
   Watts getting injured.
 
   Watts getting killed.
 
   And me never hearing from him again, never knowing what happened to him.
 
   I finally gave up around 6:30 a.m. There was no way I was going to torture myself anymore. If I had to, I’d stay awake until I heard from him. In the meantime, I would find a way to take my mind off of my worries.
 
   I took a long shower, letting the hot water massage my back, which was stiff from a restless night. I decided to run a bubble bath, so I closed the drain and filled the tub. I soaked in it for an hour until my fingertips were pruned.
 
   It was 9 a.m. by the time I was dressed and ready to go anywhere. I figured I would take a Sunday drive somewhere. No specific destination. Just get on the road and go.
 
   It had been a while since I’d been to the beach, so I headed in that direction. I hadn’t felt the warm sand on my feet in a long time, hadn’t smelled the salt breeze off the ocean, hadn’t sat in a waterfront restaurant and eaten fried seafood and all kinds of other things that weren’t good for me.
 
   I thought about going to Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, but that was two and a half hours away. The more I drove, the more I thought I should stay close to home in case Watts called or showed up. I hadn’t made it very far out of D.C., so I turned around and went back to the city to a familiar comfort spot for me. My bench on the National Mall.
 
   The food trucks were lined up, open, but not yet busy. One had a British flag on it. I’d never seen it there before and it made me think of Watts, so I checked out their menu and ordered fish and chips in a basket and went to my bench.
 
   I decided to text him. It read: I know you’re busy, but guess what I’m eating?
 
   Ten minutes passed as I ate and waited in vain for a response from Watts. Nothing.
 
   I decided to leave it be and when I’d spent enough time on the bench, I went to check in on Winnie.
 
   “Two days in a row?” Meg said as I walked in to the shelter. “We’re going to have to put you on the payroll.”
 
   I laughed. “I’d never let you pay me.”
 
   “Good,” she said, “because we’re strapped as it is.”
 
   “You’re not going to have to close, are you?”
 
   She waved it off. “Oh, no. We always have enough to stay open. Always will, I reckon. But anyway, I have some good news and bad news.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s actually the same news. Good and bad.  A retired couple came in yesterday looking for an older, calm dog. They applied to adopt Winnie.”
 
   Now I knew what she meant—it was good for Winnie, bad for me. If things had been different, if I could have given her a good home with a big fenced-in yard, I would have adopted her long ago. But it wasn’t to be.
 
   I nodded. “Okay, well, that’s great. She deserves a good home.”
 
   Meg frowned at me. “You don’t have to pretend you’re not sad. I always tell volunteers not to get attached to the dogs, but they always do. I do it myself. It’s just part of what we do.”
 
   I felt my eyes welling up. “I’m going to…” I pointed at the door, choking up.
 
   “Go ahead,” Meg said.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   I didn’t spend very much time with Winnie. It was making me too sad, especially considering all the stress I was feeling as I waited for Watts to text back.
 
   Two hours and not a word from him.
 
   I pulled up in front of my apartment just before 3 p.m., dreading going inside and trying to find something to pass the time.
 
   When I got to the top of the steps, I found a surprise. One red rose. Just like the one that had been here the night Watts had left me in the hotel room. At the time, I had considered the slight possibility that it was a gesture of apology from him, but instead decided that someone had left it here by accident because people were always leaving things at the wrong door in this building.
 
   Now, though, as I picked up the rose and smelled it, I was sure they both had come from Watts. I knew he was working close by. Where, exactly, I didn’t know, but it was close enough for him to have done that drive-by check on me at the park the day before, close enough for him to have driven to my house in less than fifteen minutes on Friday.
 
   He was apologizing again, this time for being out of contact.
 
   I unlocked my door and went straight to the kitchen, where I got a vase, filled it with water, and stood my rose in it. I placed it on the coffee table, admiring it for a moment. It was a big rose, in full bloom and richly red. Watts had picked a gorgeous one for me.
 
   I’d been outside at the park only a short time, but the heat was enough to make me sweat a little and I had some of Winnie’s hair clinging to my legs and arms. She was shedding for the summer. I decided to take a quick shower.
 
   As I walked down my hallway, I wondered…if he’d had time to drop off a rose, why hadn’t he sent me a text back?
 
   The moment I stepped in my bedroom and opened my dresser drawer, I got my answer.
 
   Watts hadn’t left either of the roses.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   Spencer and I had turned our phones off and had been out of contact with everyone for the better part of seven hours as we waited in the back of the van.
 
   When the FBI started doing a sweep of the neighborhood, they brought the bomb-sniffing dogs out. We weren’t concerned about the dogs alerting on the van, but there was a good chance the FBI agents could have gotten a visual on us, so we had retreated to the back of the van and covered ourselves with the movers’ blankets that came with the van.
 
   They brought the dogs twice. I figured it was two different dogs. Each time, we kept very still. I held my breath and I was sure Spencer had too.
 
   I felt hunger and fatigue creeping up on me, but was able to fend both off. That’s where the training really came in handy. It served its purpose well, providing both Spencer and I the ability to hide out, stay safe, and stay alive.
 
   There were so many ways we could have been caught. The one I worried about the most was an FBI agent checking the name and phone number of the fake company on the magnet Spencer had placed on the side of the van.
 
   When we were relatively sure it was safe, we emerged from beneath the blankets and crawled to the front of the van. By then, the media had showed up. The street was filled with TV trucks, people walking around with big cameras, reporters crowded around various officials.
 
   I started the van, pulled away from the curb, and we were out of there unnoticed.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Back at the hotel in Alexandria, we watched all of the local major cable news channels covering the story of the terrorist cell that had been taken down in the early morning hours.
 
   One report said: “The FBI and the Department of Homeland Security were tipped off by a neighbor who first called local police about an alleged noise ordinance violation. When police arrived, there was no noise coming from inside the house, so no ticket was issued. The neighbor kept a close eye on the house in the following days and became suspicious when he was taking the garbage out one night, heard a few of the suspects speaking in what he called ‘a foreign language’ and then observed them dry-firing weapons in the back yard.”
 
   “I still can’t fucking believe it,” Spencer said. “How did we not know they knew?”
 
   I’d been wondering the same. We had experienced holes in the intelligence reporting before, but nothing like this.
 
   “Maybe our time is up,” I said.
 
   Another reporter stated: “There are unconfirmed reports—I want to stress uncomfirmed—that federal investigators have linked two previous murder scenes to terrorists from the same region. Both of these scenes are in Maryland and are under active investigation. Back to you.”
 
   I stared at the TV as they played loops of video from the scene overnight and showed a map pinpointing the two previous scenes. Fuck.
 
   “Are those yours, Watts?” Spencer said.
 
   I nodded. “Like I said, I think our time is up.”
 
   He mumbled, “Yeah. Screw it. This was my last mission. I’m out anyway, so what better timing?”
 
   I was beginning to feel the same way.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Spencer went to his room just before noon. We agreed to sleep until we didn’t need to anymore and we would meet later that night and wrap things up.
 
   I turned on my personal phone for the first time since the night before and found a text from Catherine asking me to guess what she was eating. It had been sent a few hours earlier, and there were no follow-up texts or voicemails from her. I considered answering her, but I really needed to sleep. She was apparently fine, otherwise I would have heard from her.
 
   I looked at the clock. 12:03. I decided I would call her later.
 
   I collapsed on the bed, still fully clothed, shoes still on, exhausted. I don’t think more than two minutes passed before I was asleep.
 
   My phone rang, jolting me out of a deep sleep. I looked at the screen and saw Catherine’s name. The time read 3:13 p.m. Shit, only three hours of sleep.
 
   I touched the screen to answer and before I could say anything she was saying, “Watts, Watts, oh my God.”
 
   I sat up. “What is it?”
 
   She was full-on crying now, stuttering out the words: “Th-they were in my apartment.”
 
    “Who was?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Where are you?” I said, becoming fully awake now as adrenaline spiked in my blood.
 
   “Outside my building. My car. I’m in my car. I can’t go in there.”
 
   I grabbed the keys to my rental car and was heading out the door. “Drive to that gas station around the corner and wait for me. Park next to the front door where it’s busy. Go now.”
 
   I hung up.
 
   Spencer had apparently heard me talking loudly in the hallway. He opened his door. “I can’t get to sleep and your yelling isn’t going to help. Jesus, man, what’s wrong?”
 
   I blew past him, walking quickly. “I’ll be back here in thirty minutes.”
 
   “Need me to come along?”
 
   I swung open the door to the stairwell, said “No” to Spencer, and ran down the stairs.
 
   I replayed Catherine’s words in my mind as I sped toward her apartment building.
 
   They were in my apartment.
 
   Who? And what had happened? My mind raced with possibilities. Maybe she’d been robbed. Or maybe someone had trashed her place, making it look like a robbery to scare her, maybe one of McDowell’s strong-arms. But that didn’t make sense.
 
   Fucking wake up, Watts, and get your mind straight, I kept thinking.
 
   They were in my apartment.
 
   She was terrified. I couldn’t get to her fast enough, and while I was speeding, I realized the last thing I needed was to be held up by some cop.
 
   I made it to the gas station in under ten minutes. She had parked next to the doorway to the store just as I’d told her. I parked on the other side of the lot and walked toward her. I made sure to walk near the front of her car so I wouldn’t have to knock on her window and startle her.
 
   The second Catherine saw me she reached for the handle, pulled the door open and ran to me. She buried her face in my chest as I wrapped my arms around her, just letting her sob. There was no point in asking questions when she wouldn’t be able to form coherent words.
 
   When she did calm down a little, I said, “Let’s get back in the car.”
 
   I opened the door for her and she sat in the driver’s seat. I went around and got into the passenger’s seat, closing the door and asking her what happened.
 
   She told me everything that had happened after getting back home from her day out.
 
   I asked her some questions, going through it again, making her tell me step-by-step, right up until the part where she opened her dresser drawer and discovered that several pairs of her panties and some of her bras were missing.
 
   “I had just done laundry,” she said. “The drawer was full earlier and when I opened it…it was just so obvious. I freaked and ran out.”
 
   I put my hand on her shoulder. “You’re safe now.” I waited for a short time before asking, “This is the second rose? Was anything missing the first time?”
 
   “Yes, the first one was a few weeks ago, and nothing was missing. Well, not that I noticed. I don’t know.” She wiped her nose and mouth with a napkin. “I really thought the rose was from you. The second time, I mean.”
 
   My heart sank in response to her words, but I had to keep my emotions in check.
 
   “You didn’t call the police,” I said.
 
   She shook her head. “I called you. I was going to call them, but then I realized that once I called you….if they showed up….well, you know.”
 
   I nodded. “I need the key to your place.”
 
   She turned her head sharply toward me. “What? Why?”
 
   “I’m going there, and you’re staying here.”
 
   She shook her head, reaching for the ignition and grabbing her keys. “Don’t leave.”
 
   “I won’t be long. Stay here. You’ll be safe. Trust me, Catherine.”
 
   She reluctantly handed me her keys. I removed her apartment key from the ring and gave the rest back to her.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   The front door of her apartment showed no signs of forced entry. I checked the lock for fresh scratches. Nothing. Checked the screws to see if they looked like they’d been removed. They didn’t.
 
   Once inside, I checked her windows, all of which were closed and securely locked in place.
 
   Nothing was disturbed in her apartment. Her TV was still there, as was her laptop. Even a jewelry box that had some rings and necklaces in it, gold and silver, though I didn’t know if they were valuable.
 
   The dresser drawer was open. She hadn’t even slammed it shut when she discovered what had happened.
 
   I walked around her apartment for a few minutes, looking for other signs of disturbance. The place felt totally different to me now, and I could only imagine how alienated Catherine must have felt from her own home.
 
   A few things crossed my mind as I inspected the place—when Catherine first called and said “They were in my apartment” I had a very brief flash of suspicion and worry that Howard McDowell, in yet another of his merciless moves, had sent people here to rattle her. I wouldn’t have put it past the sly bastard. I’m not sure what I thought his motive would have been behind this specific kind of tactic, but I knew what his end-game was: to get Catherine out of my life.
 
   But that was just more paranoia seeping into my thinking. I was off my game, big time, in so many ways.
 
   This clearly didn’t have anything to do with me. It had everything to do with Catherine not being safe.
 
   Safe from who? I didn’t know yet, but I would find out.
 
   There wasn’t much left to do there at that point. I found a small suitcase in her closet and went into the bathroom first, then dialed her number.
 
   She answered on the second ring and I asked, “Is there anything here you need immediately?”
 
   “Some things from my bathroom. Toothbrush, toothpaste—”
 
   “Already did that. I mean any kind of clothes you’ll want over the next couple of days.”
 
   She told me what to grab and I put the items in the bag.
 
   “Anything else you need or want out of here right now? Valuables, things you can’t do without?”
 
   “No. No, that’s it.”
 
   I left and drove back to the gas station.
 
   “Are you okay to drive or do you want to ride with me?” I asked.
 
   She opened the door and started to get out. “I want to ride with you but can we just leave my car here?”
 
   “I’ll move it.”
 
   I handed her the bag and my car keys and told her to wait for me in my car. I moved hers off to the side of the parking lot, out of the way where people were less likely to report it as abandoned. I had no idea how long we would leave it there. A day? Two? Longer?
 
   It didn’t matter.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   Watts held my hand as he drove to the hotel.
 
   “This is where you’ve been staying?” I asked as he pulled into a parking space.
 
   He nodded. He’d been quiet during the drive, his face taking on that intense expression of his.
 
   We got out of the car and he grabbed the bag of stuff he had taken from my apartment. We walked into the hotel through a side entrance, and took the stairs to the second floor.
 
   The room was nothing fancy, but I hadn’t been expecting a penthouse suite or anything. I hadn’t been thinking about it at all, actually. I just wanted to be with Watts and nowhere near my apartment.
 
   “Can I take a quick shower?” I asked. I still had some of Winnie’s hair on me, I remembered, the whole reason I had gone to my bedroom in the first place barely more than an hour ago.
 
   “Of course. I need to make a phone call anyway.”
 
   By the time I got out, Watts was sitting in a chair by the window, looking outside. He spun around and watched me walk toward him, wrapped in a towel. I sat on his lap. I put my arms around his neck and lowered my head to his shoulder. I shivered from the cold.
 
   “Want me to turn the AC off?”
 
   “No,” I said. “I’ll be fine.” I rested my head against his and thought about all that was happening. “Who would do something like that to me?” I asked, my mind going mostly with the theory that it was a random act.
 
   “Someone you know.” Watts’s cold, matter-of-fact answer stunned me. I don’t know why that hadn’t crossed my mind. “I don’t really know anyone, though. You know that.”
 
   “Tell me,” he said. “I need to know any men you know, any men you’ve been involved with—”
 
   “None.” I cut him off. “You know how I live.”
 
   He shook his head. I wasn’t sure if it was a sign of him not believing me, or him thinking that I wasn’t understanding him.
 
   “What?” I said.
 
   He sat straight up, putting his hands on my sides and holding me steady. He turned me just enough so that our eyes met and he stared intently at me as he spoke.
 
   “Tell me some men you know. Some guys who’ve asked you out, or shown any kind of interest in you at all.”
 
   I hated to think of it, but the first name that came to mind was Tony Alvedo, the security guard at work. He’d always been nosy and more than a little creepy. 
 
   “Maybe this security guard from work,” I said, tentatively.
 
   Watts picked up on my tone immediately. “You don’t sound so sure.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m not.”
 
   “Think,” he said. “Guys from the dating site?”
 
   My stomach churned. I had never told Watts about the one guy I had met for coffee. The lawyer. I had to tell him, so I did.
 
   His reaction didn’t surprise me. His brow furrowed, his nostrils flared, his lips pressed together.
 
   “I never told you. I’m sorry.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s fine. Do you have the guy’s phone number?”
 
   “No, I never had it. We set up the…meeting using the messages on the site.”
 
   Watts asked me more questions about Tony—if I had any reason to believe that he knew where I lived, if he had access to any personnel files that I knew of, any way he could possibly know.
 
   “Only if he followed me,” I said.
 
   “The guy from the site,” Watts said, switching course. “What was his name?”
 
   “Jim…I can’t remember his last name.”
 
   Watts was quiet for a moment. His eyes drifted over to the wall where he stared blankly at it for several seconds. “Did he mention where he worked? Which law firm? Government or private, anything like that?”
 
   I had to think back to it, but I couldn’t recall him saying anything about it. I knew I hadn’t asked, because I had barely contributed to the conversation. “No, and actually he didn’t talk about his work at all.”
 
   “Not at all?” Watts asked.
 
   I shook my head. “No. I would have remembered that.”
 
   “Did you keep the old messages between the two of you?”
 
   “I never deleted them, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   He looked back at me. “I need your login name and password.”
 
   I gave it to him and he went to his laptop, logged in and scrolled through my messages.
 
   I looked over his shoulder. “Not much in there,” I said. “Mostly us.” He nodded, then stopped scrolling when I said, “That’s the one.”
 
   Watts grabbed the little hotel courtesy pad and pen, and jotted down the lawyer’s user name. He closed the laptop and stood. He said he was going to step out into the hall for a few minutes. I asked what he was doing but he wouldn’t say.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I hadn’t heard a single noise coming from Spencer’s room. He was probably getting some much needed rest.
 
   I dialed Justin, my computer hacker associate.
 
   He picked up: “Mr. Murphy, what brings you to the ultimate helpdesk of—”
 
   “I need some information,” I said, cutting him off. “This is personal.”
 
   “Whoa, dude, I think you still owe me for the last personal search I did for you. The one on Ms. Catherine…what’s her name again?”
 
   I walked down the hallway, keeping my voice down. “You’ll get your money. In fact, consider it doubled.”
 
   “Hit me with it. Whatcha need, dude?”
 
   I stopped near the window at the end of the hall, looking out over the parking lot. “I need you to get into a dating site.”
 
   “Wow, this really is personal.”
 
   “I can’t take any jokes right now, Justin. This is life and death shit here.”
 
   “Okay, okay, fine. Tell me more.”
 
   I gave him the website and the lawyer’s username. “He goes by Jim, but that could be a fake name. See what you can find out about this guy. Name, address, phone number, anything.”
 
   “On it now,” he said. I could hear him typing. “I’ll call you when I have something.”
 
   I hung up and stayed out in the hallway for a few minutes. I felt my pulse pounding in my ears, felt the tension in my jaw and neck. I was on the verge of rage, thinking about someone violating Catherine’s space, especially in such an overtly sexual way.
 
   Years had passed since I’d felt this kind of anger, a near fury building in my mind, a desire to set this right and exact some measure of revenge upon this person.
 
   I managed to cool down, setting my emotions aside, and letting logic do its thing.
 
   I had serious doubts about the security guard as a suspect. From what Catherine had told me, he sounded like a guy with poor social skills who was even worse at hiding his gawking of women. Some guys never learn how to look without getting caught.
 
   Her story of the date with the lawyer made him sound more boorish than dangerous, but the fact that he hadn’t talked about being an attorney struck me as odd. I’d never heard of a lawyer who didn’t like to talk about their profession, and I’d rarely known a guy who didn’t like to talk about himself in general, especially about their work. It seemed shady to me. Thin evidence, if it was evidence at all? Yes. But still I was skeptical.
 
   Of course, there was always the chance that it hadn’t meant anything.
 
   And there was a chance it was someone who wasn’t on her radar at all, a stalker who had noticed her in the dog park and followed her to find out where she lived. She thought she had a secure bubble of privacy and security, and it made her feel good to think that, but it wasn’t anywhere near the truth.
 
   I felt bad that she had apologized for not telling me about meeting the lawyer from the dating site. I had told her all manner of things about my rendezvous with women—some true, some purely fantasy, which she was aware of now—but that didn’t mean she was obligated to tell me everything. Or anything.
 
   It wasn’t any of my business.
 
   Until now.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time Watts came back into the room, I was in bed. “Everything okay?”
 
   “Everything’s fine,” he said, walking over to the window and drawing the curtains closed. The room darkened. A thin line of light peeked through the space between the curtain and the window, backlighting Watts, making him appear almost like a silhouette.
 
   I wanted to ask about the phone call. I knew it had to have something to do with the questions he had asked me. It wasn’t hard to figure out that he had begun to track down the lawyer.
 
   I knew Watts was tired so I said, “Why don’t you get some sleep?” I looked at the clock. It was almost 4:30 in the afternoon.
 
   “I’m going to try.” I watched as he undressed, only able to see the outline of his body due to the lighting.
 
   He slid into bed next to me. He was naked, warm, and pulled me close to him.
 
   “I promised nothing would happen to you,” he said. “I’m sorry.”
 
   I put my hand up to the side of his face. “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “It is,” he insisted. “I don’t know what it was, but I had a feeling that everything wasn’t okay. That’s why I’d been driving around the dog park and your place—”
 
   “You drove by my apartment? When?”
 
   “A few times last week.”
 
   “Was I home?”
 
   “Sometimes. But I mostly drove by during the day while you were at work.”
 
   Under any other circumstances, I would have been upset with him for not coming to see me. But he had been right all along—something wasn’t right around my place. Plus, he didn’t exactly need me pressing him about not stopping in to see me.
 
   It didn’t matter, anyway. We were together again, alone, comfortable, safe.
 
   “I don’t know if I can go back there,” I said.
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   I sighed, shifting my body so I could get as close to him as possible. “I will at some point. All my stuff is there.”
 
   He kissed my forehead, the tip of my nose, and finally his soft lips pressed into mine before his head rested on the pillow again and he murmured, “It’s just stuff.”
 
   Watts drifted off to sleep while I stayed wide awake, thinking about everything that had happened. Watts was right. Everything that remained in my apartment was just stuff. I didn’t want any of my clothes. What else had been touched by the intruder? No amount of washing would scrub that thought from my mind.
 
   As for my books, that was a different story. There were some that I treasured. Some that I would truly miss. Watts could go get those.
 
   What the hell was I thinking? Abandon my apartment? I couldn’t do that. I had a lease, I was in good standing with the property management company, and I couldn’t tell them what had happened. They would ask me why I hadn’t called the police.
 
   I was feeling utterly violated, almost as if this person—whoever it was; I had no idea if I’d been right about the lawyer—had taken control of my life.
 
   And I felt as though the man had done something physically sexual to my body. That wasn’t literally true, but there was no doubting the intention of the intruder. I had every right to feel that way and I wasn’t going to beat myself up over it.
 
   I wasn’t going to give up control and lose all of my possessions. I could move, if I had to, even if it was just to a different unit in the same building. That was the most rational solution I could think of.
 
   After a little while, I felt my eyes getting heavy and droopy. Watching Watts sleep so deeply, and listening to his slow, even breathing lulled me to sleep as well.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   I woke with a jolt, freeing myself from a nightmare—a close-up view of a hand reaching into my drawer and lifting my panties by one finger, turning them slowly as if inspecting every thread.
 
   I looked at the clock and saw that it was 8:45 p.m. It hadn’t felt like I’d been sleeping that long. Watts had separated from me at some point, and he was lying with his back to me. I felt a cold distance between us.
 
   My earlier feeling of being sexually violated by a stranger came flooding back. I couldn’t shake it. The dream had reinforced the feeling, and all I could think of was that this guy—possibly the lawyer, possibly not, didn’t matter—had managed to make me feel like I had been with another man, beyond my control and most definitely without my consent.
 
   I moved closer to Watts, pressing my body against his. He was in a deep sleep. I didn’t want to wake him, but I felt an incredible urge to have him wrap me up in his arms and take away that feeling the stranger had inflicted upon me.
 
   Only Watts could make it go away. The more I thought about it, the more I wanted him to make it go away now.
 
   He stirred and looked at me over his shoulder. “You okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “No, you’re not,” he said, rolling onto his back. “Talk to me.”
 
   I could have gushed it all out right then, telling him how the intrusion had made me feel. But he had to know that already.
 
   “I just want to look at you,” I said.
 
   Part of that was true. Watts had enriched my life a little more than six months ago and that was just with words on a screen. Since then, he had become the one thing that broadened my world, bringing new horizons to my existence, making me see some kind of hopeful future filled with love and comfort, even though he was the most dangerous person I’d ever met.
 
   Watts was the missing part of my life I had been waiting to find, without even knowing I was waiting for him.
 
   I snapped out of those thoughts as I watched him give me a half-smile. “Just want to look at me?”
 
   He was right to be skeptical. I wanted, needed, more.
 
   I moved the top sheet off of him. His expression changed from a smile to one of seriousness, almost curiosity. I moved down between his legs and knelt, my face hovering just over his cock.
 
   I reached for it, wrapping my hands around the shaft, stroking it a few times. I held it straight up, stuck out my tongue and tasted him.
 
   Watts was looking down his body, watching me lick him. He made a sound that sounded like a combination of a moan and a growl, deep and primal, spurring me on.
 
   I took the tip into my mouth, holding it there as I felt him growing longer and harder.
 
   He reached down and brushed the hair out of my face, holding onto the side of my head as I began to move up and down his shaft.
 
    He didn’t let me do it for long.
 
   “I can’t take this,” he said. “I need to be inside you.”
 
   I wondered if he was thinking the same thing that I was—that this was sex to cleanse me of the stranger, that somehow it was Watts claiming my body again.
 
   He turned me over, reaching for the nightstand, then stopping.
 
   “What?” I said.
 
   “I don’t have—”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t care. I don’t even want you to use one.” I didn’t want him to finish the sentence. I didn’t want one more second spent thinking about anything like that. I just wanted him. Inside me. Nothing separating our flesh this time. For the first time.
 
   He pushed into me, filling me, and he made that deep moaning sound again. My eyes rolled back in my head and my eyelids fell shut. But I wanted to see him, watch his every move. I opened my eyes and saw him glaring back at me as he thrust into me again and again, pushing me back on the bed with his movements.
 
   My breathing became shaky as my anticipation grew stronger. As many times as we had been intimate, I had become totally comfortable with him, but each time brought something new. Sometimes just a small movement he changed up. Sometimes a feeling I would get—like the one that was bubbling up in me right then, that animal inside me that only Watts knew how to rouse.
 
   I hooked my leg around one of his and tried to turn him over, but he was too strong when his entire body was flexed as he made love to me.
 
   But he picked up on my attempt. He slid his arm underneath me, to my lower back, and turned us over in one smooth motion, his cock still buried inside me.
 
   I sat up to ride him, grinding my hips against him, harder, harder, wanting him as deep inside me as my body would allow. His hands cupped my breasts, slid down my stomach and he gripped my hips, then let his hands fall to the side.
 
   Watts had always been the one in control of our sex, but he was letting me take over.
 
   “I want to see you get off on me the way you want,” he said.
 
   I didn’t think I could have gotten any wetter, but his words brought a whole new level to my arousal, heightened to the point that it sucked the breath out of me.
 
   I moved my hips around in circles, then up and down the length of his shaft. I could feel his cock throbbing inside of me. I slowed down, teasing him, moving agonizingly slow until I couldn’t stand it any longer. I needed to ride him harder.
 
   My hands were on his stomach as I steadied myself, sitting upright on him. I found a rhythm that made his mouth form just the slightest hint of an O-shape, and I kept up that pace.
 
   I felt his stomach muscles tighten against my palms and he started to move his hips up and down as I rode him faster.
 
   So many times he had told me when to come and I had given him what he wanted. Now, more than wanting, I needed him to come inside of me, so I repeated the words he used so often: “Come for me,” I said. “Come inside me, Watts.”
 
   I felt his cock pulsing inside of me. His stomach rose and fell as he got closer.
 
   I lowered myself onto him, my breasts pressing against his chest, my mouth on his. He ran his hands through my hair, grabbing handfuls and holding them tightly.
 
   Our lips were together, but we were just breathing heavily. I felt my own orgasm building within me—like a tight coil about to violently snap loose—as Watts thrust deep inside me.
 
   I felt the warmth and slickness as he came, groaning, and his movements became jerks more than even thrusts.
 
   My knees locked onto his sides as my body almost seized up from the sensations running through every nerve ending. My back arched, I threw my head back, and I came along with him.
 
   I collapsed, lying on his chest as we caught our breath.
 
   Watts wrapped his arms around me, holding me against his body.
 
   I listened to his racing heart drumming in his chest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   Catherine fell back asleep shortly after we made love. It was no longer just sex. Not that time, anyway. It was different than all our other times. Different than any other time in my life.
 
   I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten and I was starving, but I didn’t want to leave her and there was no room service at the mid-priced hotel we were in.
 
   I texted Spencer, asking him if he was awake, and he replied almost immediately.
 
   We met in the hallway.
 
   “I have Catherine in there,” I said.
 
   “No need to brag, mate,” he said with a laugh. “Yeah, you’re in there getting your brains fucked out, and I’m over in my room wanking myself to sleep.”
 
   I put my hand up. “Too much.”
 
   “What’s going on? You look serious, which isn’t all that strange for you, but….”
 
   I shook my head. “Long story. I’ll tell you in a little while. I don’t want to leave her, and I’m starving. She might be, too, when she wakes up. Will you go get us some food?”
 
   “If you’re paying, I’m going.”
 
   I handed him some cash. “Yeah, get whatever you want.” I told him what I wanted, and he was off down the hallway to make the food run.
 
   I went back into the room. Not wanting to disturb Catherine, I didn’t get back on the bed. Instead, I sat in the chair and watched her sleep for a bit until I remembered I hadn’t heard back from Justin.
 
   I got my phone and checked to see if I had missed any texts or calls. Nothing. I stepped out into the hallway and dialed his number. The call went to voicemail. It was strange for him not to answer, but the few times that had happened he usually called me back a short time later.
 
   Back in the room, I sat in the chair again, this time watching the parking lot. I waited until I saw Spencer pull up and then went out in the hallway to meet him.
 
   “Want to eat in my room?” he asked. “Don’t want to wake Catherine.”
 
   “No, I don’t want her to wake up alone. Plus, I have something to take care of. Well, I hope so, anyway.”
 
   I gave him a brief rundown of what had occurred earlier in the day.
 
   “Jesus Christ, I slept through all of that,” he said, reaching into the bag and pulling out some fries. “Anything I can do?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Maybe later tonight.”
 
   “Let me know.” He took a step toward his door, the room adjacent to mine. “I’m sure I’ll be up all night after sleeping all day. Have to call Stephanie, anyway. Maybe she’ll have phone sex with me.”
 
   “Good luck with that.”
 
   When I got back into the room, Catherine was just waking up. “You got food.”
 
   “Nothing good, but it’ll have to do,” I said.
 
   We ate, mostly in silence, and then she asked, “What are we going to do?”
 
   I knew what was next. I was just waiting for the phone call. It was what would come after tonight that would be the difficult part. There was no need to bring that up now, though. It could wait until tomorrow.
 
   My mind was singularly focused on tonight. If Justin would only call back.
 
   And he did, thirty minutes later.
 
   “I’m going to take this in the hallway,” I said.
 
   Catherine just nodded.
 
   I stepped outside and answered the call. I didn’t want anyone to overhear the conversation—not Spencer, not Catherine, not anyone behind the thin doors of the hotel. So I went down to where the vending and ice machines were located, their motors whirring up enough noise to drown out most of the conversation.
 
   “I got into the site,” Justin said. “Tracked down the username in the database and got the guy’s information—credit card number he used to pay for his membership, which of course gave me access to his home address; got his phone number; and found something very interesting.”
 
   He paused, as if building suspense, which I didn’t need right now. I had built up enough of it on my own waiting for his call. “Well?”
 
   “I was able to get into his cell phone records. His phone pinged a tower not far from Catherine’s apartment late in the morning.”
 
   “Jesus.” That was right about when the break-in would have taken place.
 
   “There’s more. Dude’s not a lawyer. He kills bugs for a living. He’s an exterminator.”
 
   Justin stopped there. I didn’t say anything. It was sinking in, and I knew there was more to come. In fact, I knew what Justin was going to tell me, but I had to hear him say it.
 
   He started by naming the company that the guy worked for, then said, “They have a contract with the property management firm that owns Catherine’s apartment building.”
 
   That would explain why there were no signs of forced entry. I knew that apartment complexes frequently gave exterminators a master key to all the units. He had used it to get into Catherine’s place. “Goddamn. It was him.”
 
   “Oh, no doubt,” Justin said. “Dude’s guilty as hell. So, what do you want? I have more information on him than he probably has on himself.”
 
   I thought about it for a moment, then said, “Three things. His home address, whether he has any registered guns, and whether he lives with anyone.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   Watts came back into the room, looking like he was in a rush. He moved throughout the room swiftly, gathering his things.
 
   “What’s going on?” I said.
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed and put his hand on my knee. “I’m going out for a little while. Just need to take care of something.”
 
   I didn’t want to be away from him. “Can I go?”
 
   He shook his head. “I need you to stay here. I won’t be long. Maybe just a few hours. I’ll have my phone with me, so if you need anything, call.”
 
   There was fire in his eyes again, but this time it wasn’t sexual. It looked like…anger, I thought. Actually more of a fury. As calmly as he spoke, I could see that there was something intense burning inside of him.
 
   “What are you doing?” I was sure that I knew, but I still asked, even though I expected no response, which is what I got.
 
   He shook his head. “You don’t want to know, and I don’t want to tell you.”
 
   “Why?” I pleaded. “I know so much now, what’s a little more? I just want to know because I worry about you. I have no idea if you’re going to do something totally safe or if you’re risking your life, or what.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just can’t, and I need you to trust me on that. All of this will make sense very soon.”
 
   I looked down. I couldn’t keep eye contact with him. It was an odd mixture of resentment at him not sharing something with me, and a strong fear that I’d never look into his eyes again. “Be careful,” I said.
 
   He reached out and placed a finger under my chin, turning my head toward him again. He leaned over to kiss me, holding it for longer than he usually did before pulling away. “I’m always careful.”
 
   As he was leaving, I was struck by a fear almost unlike any I’d felt before in my life. He wouldn’t tell me what he was doing, but whatever it was, I knew it was dangerous. I couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to him. Then again, Watts had been through a lot of dangerous situations in his life and he’d always come though without so much as a scratch.
 
   I wished I had some of my books with me. They’d always provided an escape, and that’s exactly what I needed at the moment. I couldn’t imagine going back in my apartment, though. I wouldn’t have tried, anyway, wouldn’t have gone there alone just to get a book, but I wished I had some of my own things with me.
 
   The second best thing, I figured, was watching a sitcom or a romantic comedy—something light and not at all serious to take my mind off of missing Watts and worrying about his safety.
 
   I turned on the television. The first image I saw was a map, pinpointing a place not too far from where we were, in Alexandria. A woman was speaking, detailing the events that had taken place in the very early hours that morning.
 
   Then they showed video footage of the street where the house was located, and the woman introduced a terrorism expert. They began to talk about terrorists, specifically Chechen terrorists, and I knew immediately that Watts had been there.
 
   But they were talking about federal agents having raided the home. So maybe it didn’t have anything to do with Watts.
 
   The reporters explained that there were two similar situations in two different towns in Maryland, and that the feds were now investigating possible links to the group that was arrested earlier that day. But there were no raids at the other scenes. The people there had been killed, their houses set on fire.
 
   Because Watts had been so secretive, I had no way of making sense of it all. I had no clear picture of what exactly was going on and whether he was involved, and if so how much.
 
   But I knew he had to be, on some level. And if federal agents were digging deeper into the two previous incidents, that meant Watts was potentially on their radar.
 
   Watts had to know this. There was no way he didn’t keep up with the news, and no way he wasn’t receiving information like that from the people he worked for.
 
   So much for trying to relax.
 
   All I could do was wait.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   After leaving the hotel room I stopped and knocked on Spencer’s door. He opened it, looking like he’d just woken up. His hair was a mess and he had pillow lines on his face.
 
   “Were you sleeping again?”
 
   “Took a little nap after talking to Stephanie.” He smiled.
 
   I thought back to his joke about phone sex and realized he hadn’t been joking at all.
 
   “Come in,” he said. “Have you been watching any more of the news?”
 
   “No. Anything new?” I stood in the doorway, holding the door open, as Spencer went back and sat in the chair.
 
   “They’re going to make the connection, Watts. This isn’t looking good.”
 
   Fuck. I knew he was right, and I knew it meant we had little time. “We could call McDowell. Find out what he knows.”
 
   He laughed, picking up on my sarcasm. “Fuck that slimy bastard. I’m getting out of town tonight, picking up Stephanie, and we’re out of here.”
 
   “Does she know yet?”
 
   “Of course not. But I did prep her a little before I left to come here. Laid the groundwork, as they say. It’s not going to be a problem. What about Catherine?”
 
   “I haven’t told her.” I lowered my voice. “But Catherine is why I came over. She’s next door. I need you to make sure she’s okay for the next couple of hours.”
 
   “Why? Where you are you going?”
 
   “Justin found the guy’s information.”
 
   He stood. “I’m going with you.”
 
   “No,” I said. “I’m going alone. And I need you to be here for Catherine.”
 
   He looked disappointed, like he was eager to go along and help me out. I didn’t need help from anyone, and even if I did I still wanted to take care of this myself.
 
   “Do you want me to go sit with her?” he asked.
 
   “No, she doesn’t even know you’re here.” I glanced at the door that adjoined the two rooms. I knew it was locked on my side. “I don’t think anything’s going to happen. I can’t imagine how it could, actually. I’d just feel better knowing you were next door. Just in case.”
 
   “Whatever you need, Watts. You know you can count on me.”
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Jim Udall was his name, and he lived just a few miles from Catherine’s apartment, so I was parked down his street less than twenty minutes after leaving the hotel.
 
   Catherine’s part of town was nice, but Udall lived in an old neighborhood. Not the quaint kind of old, but the rundown and neglected kind of old. His company truck stood out among the drab colors of the houses and old cars. His was yellow and had the company logo on it, as well as silhouettes of different kinds of bugs.
 
   It was still relatively early in the evening, so there were still people about in their yards, on their porches, walking dogs on the street. I felt a bit conspicuous sitting there in my car, but considering this didn’t seem like the kind of place where neighbors looked out for each other, I felt little concern about being confronted or reported.
 
   As night fell and the neighborhood’s outdoor activity gradually quieted down, I decided it was time to make my move.
 
   I attached the silencer to my pistol and slipped it into the back of my pants. It was too warm and muggy to pull off the jacket look, even a light one. I walked quickly toward his house, like I had a purpose and knew where I was going.
 
   Up the driveway, to the front porch.
 
   Knocked on the door.
 
   Saw a guy approaching. He opened the door.
 
   “Mr. Udall?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Pushed through the door, kicking his knee so it snapped the wrong way and made a crunching sound as it broke. He fell to the floor, letting out a scream.
 
   I closed the front door, quickly glancing up and down the street. No one was out there. No one heard his yelp.
 
   I took my gun out and knelt beside him. “Scream again and you die. Simple as that.” I lifted him off the floor and dragged him to his kitchen, where I sat him in a chair and duct-taped him securely to it.
 
   I leaned on the counter, just feet in front of him. “You kill pests for a living.”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah?”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   “Who are you?” he asked.
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   He didn’t say anything, but struggled against the tape.
 
   I decided to toy with him, torture him a little, let his mind run through all of the worst possible ways this could play out. I liked thinking he was probably coming up with worse things than I had planned on doing.
 
   Jim Udall’s physical appearance was unremarkable, except for his height, which had to be at least 6’4”. That was the first thing I’d noticed when he had opened the door. It made his knee an easier target. Otherwise, he was just an average looking guy, no one you would look twice at, for good reasons or bad.
 
   He’d make a good stock character villain for one of the crime shows—the kind who blends in among the masses, goes unnoticed and raises no suspicions, until he’s finally caught and faces his day of reckoning.
 
   Just like Udall was now.
 
   “Look, take whatever you want. I don’t have much…” He looked around. “But you can have whatever. My wallet and phone are right behind you on the counter.”
 
   “I’m not here for your money or your belongings.”
 
   “Then what?” He tried to lean over, but couldn’t. He looked at his knee, all fucked up and twisted and swelling up. “Goddamn…” he whispered.
 
   “I’m here,” I said, reaching for my gun and showing it to him, “for you.”
 
   He looked up at me and his face crinkled up, turning red, like he was about to cry. “Why? What have I done to you?”
 
   I paused for a moment, before saying, “You crossed one of my lines.”
 
   He looked confused. “Your lines?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, pushing away from the counter and walking toward him, then behind him. “I have lines—boundaries, really—around the things I value most.”
 
   He was moving his head left and right, trying to keep me in his vision as I stood behind him. When he looked left, I moved to the right a little. When he looked right, I swayed to the left.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” he shouted.
 
   “Didn’t I tell you not to yell, Jim? If I were you, I would take that advice. I’ll give you a second chance because I’m feeling a little generous right now. And…” I stepped out from behind the chair and returned to lean on the counter in front of him again. “And if you’re wondering if this is what I look like when I’m being generous, the answer is yes. This is the best it’s going to get for you. Think about that for a few minutes.”
 
   I turned around and grabbed his wallet, flipping through it, finding nothing interesting, and very little money.
 
   He started to grumble, something about me having the wrong guy.
 
   “Wrong guy?” I asked. “I’m pretty sure I have the right guy. I would wager that if I were to search your house, I’d find some women’s panties and bras, wouldn’t I? Don’t answer that. We both know the answer is yes.”
 
   His eyes grew wide and he shook his head back and forth rapidly.
 
   “No?” I asked. “You didn’t go on a date with a woman you met on a dating website, and didn’t later use your master key to get into her apartment?” I lowered my voice, coming across as calm. “You didn’t do that, Jim? I have it all wrong?”
 
   “I did!” he yelled, then quieted down. “But I’m telling you, you have the wrong guy.”
 
   I watched him for several seconds. “Explain.”
 
   “Someone paid me to go into her apartment. They wanted…information on her. Anything I could find out about her work. Files or something. Jesus, man, I don’t know. That was months ago.”
 
   I froze, processing what he was saying as fast as I could.
 
   “Who paid you?”
 
   “I don’t know his name.”
 
   “Think,” I demanded. “Describe him.”
 
   His answer made my face, neck, and shoulders tense up. His description of the guy fit Howard McDowell.
 
   “English accent?”
 
   Udall shook his head. “No…American. He was an American.”
 
   McDowell had disguised his accent, no doubt.
 
   “Did he ever call you? Give you a number? Anything?” I asked.
 
   Udall let out a heavy sigh. “One time. He called me and asked me to follow her.”
 
   My blood ran hot. I took a deep breath, reminding myself that I needed to get all the information I could, because this was a much bigger deal than some loser panty-thief entering Catherine’s apartment.
 
   “When did you follow her and where?” I asked.
 
   “Nowhere,” he insisted. “I didn’t do it.”
 
   I looked at his face. It was red and sweat poured down from his brow.
 
   “Don’t bullshit me. I know you’ve been in her house.”
 
   He dropped his chin to his chest.
 
   “Did you do that on your own?” I asked. “And why the roses? Did the man tell you to do that?”
 
   Udall lifted his head quickly, a look of confusion on his face. “What roses?”
 
   I paused for a couple of seconds. “You didn’t leave roses on her front porch?”
 
   Udall said, “What? No. I didn’t leave any roses.”
 
   His facial expression and the tone of his voice told me he was telling the truth.
 
   That left one possibility: McDowell had put the roses there. It made sense, considering what I knew about his ruthlessly sadistic nature. He was trying to further scare Catherine.
 
   “The number,” I said. “I need the guy’s number.”
 
   Udall tilted his head toward the counter. “Over there.”
 
   I picked up his phone, swiped to the home screen, and looked through his call history. I realized that this was probably a waste of time. The call would have happened months ago, Udall might have deleted it, and McDowell probably had used a pre-paid phone anyway, so I gave up looking for the number.
 
   I had to decide what to do with Udall at that point, so I stood there looking through his phone. I’m not sure what I had expected to find in the “Pictures” app, but I touched it anyway.
 
   What I found was something I hadn’t expected even though I had run through all kinds of scenarios about how this would play out.
 
    There were hundreds of photos, many of them appeared to be pictures taken from the Internet. Pictures of women and young girls in various stages of undress and some engaging in sex acts.
 
   The most recent pictures, the ones at the top, contained things I recognized.
 
   Catherine’s kitchen. Catherine’s den. Catherine’s bedroom.
 
   Pictures of her underwear drawer. Pictures of Udall holding her underwear. Even so-called selfies of him holding her panties up to his face.
 
   And as I scrolled down, anger rose in my core and spread throughout my body, making my face flush and my extremities tingle with adrenaline.
 
   Udall had been in her apartment at night.
 
   He had taken pictures of Catherine as she slept in her bed.
 
   I looked up from the screen and stared at him for a moment.
 
   “What are you going to do to me?” he whimpered.
 
   He was the stereotypical bully under duress. They act boldly and arrogantly, taking advantage of other people, but it’s all out of weakness. And when they are put in a truly weak position, they’re some of the most pathetic creatures that ever roamed the earth. Almost worthy of sympathy.
 
   Almost.
 
   I had thought of shooting his other knee. Maybe even shooting him in the balls. Drawing out the torture, making him feel the kind of fear that Catherine would have felt if she had awakened to find a strange man in her bedroom.
 
    I could have done all those things, and more. Instead, I shot him twice in the forehead and left.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   It was the first time I had killed anyone since the raid in Chechnya ten years prior. Directly and personally, at least. I was responsible for many deaths in the years between, but had not literally pulled the trigger on any of those.
 
   I had vowed to myself years ago that while I wasn’t wavering in my mission of justice and retribution, I would only kill in self-defense. I held fast to that promise for a decade, never even coming close, never putting myself in a position where I’d have to use deadly force.
 
   But this was different. It was personal. It was for Catherine.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   I heard the click of the door lock, sat up on the bed, quickly jumping off when Watts entered the hotel room. I ran to him, throwing my arms around his neck. He held onto me tightly, kissing my neck, my cheek, my forehead.
 
   “Miss me?” he said.
 
   I laughed for the first time that day. “God, yes.”
 
   He pulled his head away from me so he could look me in the eyes. “I’m back and I’m not going to leave you alone again.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   His lips pressed against mine, hard, a ferocious kiss that would have ignited a passion in me if he hadn’t stopped and said, “I need to tell you some things.”
 
   In the span of just a few seconds, I had gone from elation to dread. The wild waves of emotion were becoming a constant part of my relationship with Watts. I could have feared it, pushed it away, seen it as a threat to my stability, but I didn’t want to give in. I wanted to push myself.
 
   He stepped toward the bed, and sat, asking me to sit next to him. I watched his face become rigid and determined.
 
   “Is this about tonight?” I asked. “Where were you?”
 
   He shook his head, looking straight ahead. “I went to take care of something.”
 
   “Was it…the guy?” I didn’t even want to say his name.
 
   Watts put his hand on my leg. “It’s taken care of.” He raised his eyebrows.
 
   I could have asked all the questions I had—which probably numbered in the dozens—but there was really only one question about the guy that mattered. I didn’t have to ask it, though. I could assume the answer, knowing that I was probably right. Plus, I knew Watts wouldn’t tell me anyway. He was secretive about the things he did that didn’t involve me, and his last comment was all the assurance I needed that I wouldn’t have to worry about the guy anymore.
 
   That dark part of Watts had come out and got revenge for what had been done to me.
 
   “Everything I’ve done for the last ten years…it’s over as of tonight. I can’t do it anymore. I’m about to turn thirty, I’ve dedicated a third of my life to this. It was time to get on with my life anyway, but things have become so complicated, so risky.”
 
   “Me,” I said.
 
   “You?”
 
   My chest tightened as I felt more and more stressed by everything. “I’ve complicated your life. I know I have. I’m the reason it’s more of a risk now.”
 
   “Catherine, stop.”
 
   “No! I know it’s true. Whatever it was you did tonight, it was because of me, right?”
 
   He didn’t say anything, didn’t even move.
 
   “Am I right?” I demanded.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “So that’s what I mean.” I held myself together. I wanted this to come out strongly, firmly, so he would know how seriously I was taking all of this. “You put yourself in danger for me. And while I think that’s the most incredible thing anyone has ever done for me, I just can’t stand the idea that I would be responsible for anything happening to you.”
 
   “I make my own decisions,” Watts said. “And so do you. I need you to understand something—”
 
   I cut him off. “Do you understand what I’m saying? I can’t stand the thought of me being the reason you risk your life.”
 
   His hands closed around my shoulders, then he raised one to the side of my face. “You are my life now. Everything else is done. Nothing else matters. Only you. I want to live a real life, and I want to live it with you. So come with me. And I mean for good.”
 
   I felt my eyes widen. I cocked my head. “For good…”
 
   He nodded. “I can’t stay in the U.S. anymore. I’m leaving, and I want you to come with me.”
 
   “For good,” I said, echoing the words that had meant the most to me out of everything he had just said.
 
   “I’ve done this for ten years. It’s time to stop.”
 
   “You’re not saying this because of what I said when you first told me, are you?” I wondered if maybe my suggestion a while back that he could “just stop” was still on his mind. Although he had reacted harshly to it at the time, maybe he had given it more thought.
 
   Watts shook his head. “No. I’ve come to this conclusion because I could go on like this forever…and I don’t want to. I’ve done my part. Now it’s time that I live a somewhat normal life. And I want you to be a part of it.”
 
   My eyes flooded with happy tears and my face formed what I was sure looked like an impossibly permanent grin. “You’re serious,” I said, the thought coming from deep within that part of me where self-doubt lived.
 
   “As serious as I’ve ever been about anything. I love you, Catherine.”
 
   The words I had been waiting to hear. The words I had come close to saying first.
 
   His lips crushed into mine before I could say anything. Well, clearly, anyway. I was saying “I love you, and I’ll go anywhere with you,” into his mouth as he kissed me, and against his lips. The words were muffled, but it didn’t matter.
 
   We stood like that for a bit, and then I had questions. “So where are we going? When?” I had so many questions, but I managed not to throw them at him all at once.
 
   “Can’t say where just yet. But we’re leaving in the morning.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He nodded. “It has to be in the morning.” He reached for me, pulling me against his body, kissing me.
 
   I quickly thought, How do you prepare to leave for good, and how the hell do you do it in one night?
 
   But Watts was already on it. “Is there anything that you need from your apartment? I’ll get it, so you don’t have to go back there if you don’t want to.”
 
   My mind was racing almost as fast as my heart as I thought.
 
   In the meantime, Watts asked about my passport.
 
   “How did you know I had one?”
 
   He smiled. “The polygraph. You said ‘yes’ and I figured you were telling the truth. Where did you go, by the way?”
 
   “Canada. It was three summers ago and I used a week of my vacation time. I went there because it wasn’t as hot as D.C., but also I got to see a lot of the Toronto area. That’s where Margaret Atwood is from. So, yeah, my passport is in my apartment. It’s in a lock box in the closet.”
 
   “I’ll bring the box.”
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head, working up my courage. “I’ll go with you.”
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   As we stepped out into the hallway, the door next to ours opened and a man came out.
 
   “Watts,” he said, an urgent tone in his voice. “Oh…” he said when he noticed me.
 
   I had no idea who he was. Watts, of course, hadn’t mentioned anything about him.
 
   Watts looked at me and said, “Catherine, this is Chris Spencer. Chris, Catherine.”
 
   Chris smiled and nodded his head once in my direction. “Pleasure.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I said, looking at Watts, confused.
 
   “Chris is my oldest friend.”
 
   “And most trusted,” Chris added with a grin.
 
   Watts nodded. “Yes, and most trusted. He’s been with me all of this week. And he was here all night, when I was gone.”
 
   I looked at Chris. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t mention it. It was nothing, really. You were very easy to babysit.”
 
   I laughed. Watts rolled his eyes.
 
   Chris had a great smile, wide with perfectly straight, white teeth. His hair was cropped close around the edges, very much a military style cut, very much unlike Watts’s hair. Chris had a loud, booming voice, and spoke in a quick, excited manner. Again, very different from the way Watts conducted himself. I thought about how these guys were nearly completely different, yet had so much in common and had obviously forged a bond years ago that still held strong. I had no idea what that was like and I envied them for it.
 
   “So, mate,” Chris said. “This is the end of the road, as they say.”
 
   Watts nodded.
 
   I noticed then that Chris had a bag slung over his shoulder. He closed the door behind him, stepping completely out into the hallway.
 
   “I’m heading back to pick up Stephanie. Should I assume I’ll see you in a few days?”
 
   “Count on it,” Watts said. He looked at me. “We’ll both be there.”
 
   “Be where?” I asked.
 
   Chris smiled and patted Watts on his shoulder. “Just like Stephanie. Can’t stand a surprise.” He turned toward me. “Great finally meeting you, Catherine. See you soon.”
 
   He started to walk down the hall, singing something, but I couldn’t tell what it was. He was too far away and his voice trailed off into an unintelligible echo as he entered the stairwell. He seemed relaxed and happy. More so than Watts did, which worried me a little.
 
   “So, you’re not going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked.
 
   Watts took my hand and we headed down the hallway. “Soon. Promise.”
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   As we drove to my place, my nerves were working overtime. It was infuriating to think that I was going to my apartment—the place I had called home for years—and that I was nervous to walk in there. The creepy bastard had alienated me from the one and only safe place I had in the entire world.
 
   It made me think of how I had so quickly agreed to go away forever with Watts…wherever it was we were going. I guess I had done so because there was nothing tying me to my apartment, or D.C., or anywhere for that matter. I had spent the better part of the last eight years making myself feel at home in this area, but that could have happened anywhere.
 
   “My job,” I said, as I suddenly realized I hadn’t thought about how to handle that.
 
   “Already thought of it,” Watts said, concentrating on the road and looking straight ahead. “You need to email a resignation letter to your supervisor. Fuck all that two-week notice bullshit. It doesn’t matter, anyway. You’ll never need them as a reference. But you do need to make them aware that you won’t be coming back.”
 
   “Right,” I said. If I had worked almost any other type of job, I could disappear without a care. But since I worked for the FBI, there was more of a risk that they’d take an interest in an employee who stopped showing up for work. “I guess I’ll never get to use my impressive lie-detector deception skills.”
 
   Watts glanced at me. “Don’t count on it, as long as I’m around.” He grinned and his eyes returned to the road ahead.
 
   Flirting. Exactly what I needed, even though it was only a brief respite because a couple of minutes later we were pulling up to my apartment building.
 
   “My car,” I said, remembering that we had left it at the gas station.
 
   Watts shook his head, frowning. “Sorry, can’t bring it with you. It stays where it is.”
 
   I liked my little car. It wasn’t the greatest thing in the world—it had more than its fair share of problems and it was shaping up to be a money pit—but still I would miss it a little.
 
   There was no activity outside the building. It was late Sunday night, going into early Monday morning.
 
   “Let me go in,” Watts asked.
 
   “I want to do this myself.”
 
   “Okay,” he said. “But let me go in first, just to check on the place. Wait here.”
 
   He was gone for five minutes. When he came back to the car, he said, “It’s fine. Go ahead.”
 
   I looked out the windshield at the steps leading up to my door. “I’m going in.” I looked back at him.
 
   Watts raised his eyebrows.
 
   “I can do it,” I said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   I got out of the car and walked toward my apartment with quick, deliberate steps. I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to change my mind, but I wasn’t taking any chances by going slow or hesitating.
 
   I unlocked the door and walked in.
 
   The place seemed foreign to me. I had been here less than twelve hours ago, yet it seemed almost like it wasn’t mine anymore. Maybe because of what the guy had done. Or maybe because I was resolved to leave it behind.
 
   Moving down the hall and straight for my bedroom, I got my lockbox out of the closet. Before closing the doors I took one last look at my clothes. Watts had already grabbed some when he’d been here alone, and I didn’t want any of the remaining items.
 
   Back out in the den, I stopped at my little desk and turned on my laptop. I sent a quick resignation email to my boss. Then I thought of Tara. I didn’t have her email address, so I decided to text her: I’m quitting work. Sorry for the short notice and sorry that I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye. Thank you for being a friend.
 
   She texted back almost immediately: Is this a joke?
 
   Me: No, it’s real.
 
   Her: Well shit, girl! Are you okay?
 
   Wow. How to answer that, considering everything that had happened in the last half day or so? I thought for a moment, and then realized that the answer was so obvious that I had almost not even realized it.
 
   Me: I’m fine. Better than fine actually. Best I’ve been in a long LONG time.
 
   Her: Damn, I’ll miss you. Good luck and stay in touch every once in a while. 
 
   Me: I will.
 
   I didn’t know if I would, or even if I could, but what was I supposed to say? Her next text contained an emoticon of a heart. I closed the message app and slid my phone into my pocket.
 
   My bookshelves. I couldn’t leave without one more look at my collection. I walked over to it, dragging a finger along the spines of some of my favorites, taking a few off the shelves just to hold them one more time.
 
   They weren’t just things to me. They weren’t just paper. They were things that had saved my life—or at least my sanity—at different times. They contained interesting people. People I liked, people I hated, people I could have been friends with, people I would have detested being around in real life…but all interesting in their own way, all having either taught me something about myself or the world.
 
   Somehow, I would replace them. But there was one I couldn’t do without. I grabbed my copy of Cat’s Eye and slipped it into my bag.
 
   It felt odd leaving the apartment for the last time, but I didn’t linger in the doorway, didn’t say “goodbye” out loud or anything like that. I did feel my throat start to tighten and just the slightest suggestion of tears preparing to gush from my eyes, but I took a hard swallow, blinked a few times, and fought them back.
 
   What awaited me in the future held enough hope to eclipse any sadness I felt at abandoning my tidy little life here.
 
   I locked the door, put the key under the mat, and left my old home behind.
 
   Forever.
 
   Ready for a new life.
 
   Whatever it was going to be, and wherever it was going to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat in the car trying to deal with the fact that my worst fear had been realized—I had put her in danger. She was safe now, and I was taking extra caution to make sure that remained the case until we were safely on our way to our next destination.
 
   I had thought about getting in touch with McDowell to deal with him in some way. I wasn’t sure what I would do if I saw him, so considering the fact that Catherine and I were pressed for time, perhaps it was best that I didn’t see him again.
 
   Ever.
 
   Catherine walked slowly and confidently down the steps of her apartment and back to the car. I knew then that she’d done just fine and that my concern about her being overcome with fear was totally unfounded. I always knew that she was stronger than she thought, and now I was realizing she was stronger than I thought.
 
   “Ready,” she said as she pulled the seatbelt around her and buckled it.
 
   That single word carried enormous power.
 
   She was ready, in that she’d gone into her apartment, did what she needed to do, and was ready for the next step.
 
   She was ready, in that she had said goodbye to her old life, had no regrets about her decision to come with me, and was ready for a new life.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   A little more than thirty minutes later, we were at my place in Baltimore. The trip had gone faster than usual, as I expected it would have in the very early hours of a Monday morning.
 
   “I only need to grab a few things,” I said, “but I’d like you to come inside with me.”
 
   She got out of the car and followed me to the porch. As I put the key in the lock, I glanced over at Mrs. Woodall’s house. I figured there was little chance she was awake, but in the event that we woke her somehow, it could slow us down.
 
   We slipped into the house.
 
   “Can you get a fire started?” I asked Catherine, pointing to the fireplace.
 
   “Uh, sure.” She look confused.
 
   “Everything’s there. Doesn’t have to be a big fire. Just get one going.”
 
   She hesitated before saying, “Okay…”
 
   I went into the basement and got both of my laptops, all of my paper files, and some of the old material from inside a trunk—fake IDs, fake passports, fake gun licenses, and all manner of documents I’d used throughout the years to get me into and out of situations.
 
   I brought it all back up to the den, where Catherine was sitting on the hearth, admiring the fire she’d created.
 
   I gave her all of the papers and photos, asking her not to look at them, but just feed them into the fire. I sat on the floor and removed the hard-drives from the laptops, planning to toss them off into the woods by the side of the highway on the way to the airport.
 
   There was nothing else in the house that needed to be disposed of. Nothing sensitive or incriminating, anyway. I would be leaving everything behind, but it would be nothing more than a nuisance when the property management company stopped receiving rent checks and sent someone over to find out why. I wasn’t concerned about it any more than Catherine was concerned about her apartment.
 
   “I’m going to grab a couple of days worth of clothes,” I said. “Do you want anything to drink? Eat?”
 
   “No,” she said, watching the fire.
 
   “I’ll just be a few minutes, then we can get going.”
 
   I started to leave the room, one foot on the hallway, when she called out, “Watts?”
 
   I turned around.
 
   She looked at me and then started laughing. Lightly at first, then harder. “Never mind.”
 
   “What’s so funny?” I said, cracking a smile of my own, if for no other reason than the sight of her laughing was one of the best things I’d seen in a while.
 
   Or maybe we were both so exhausted we were on the edge of delirium.
 
   “Nothing, never mind,” she said.
 
   I stepped back over to her and knelt beside her. “It’s going to take a little time for us to get used to each other’s quirks and pet peeves, but I’ll tell you one of mine now. I hate it when someone starts to tell me something and then stops.”
 
   This only made her laugh harder.
 
   “What is it?” I said, cracking a smile of my own.
 
   She put her hand over her mouth, trying to suppress what had turned into nearly giggling at that point. “It’s stupid, but now that everything’s changing and we’re starting…whatever it is we’re about to start…can you drop that fake American accent?”
 
   I chuckled. “I think I do a pretty good one, actually.”
 
   She reached for my arm, putting her hand on it. “No, you do. It’s just that I want to be with the real Watts. And the real Watts is British, so I think you should speak how you really speak.”
 
   “Okay, you got it,” I said, dropping the American accent and sounding as British as I had in about a decade. “Better?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Good,” I said, “now let me pack some things and we’ll be out of here.”
 
   I was halfway down the hall when she called out, “Plus, it’s hot.”
 
   “Don’t tempt me, Catherine, or we’ll end up losing time because I’ll have to fuck you on the floor in front of that fire.”
 
   “Right. Sorry.”
 
   “No problem,” I said. “After today, you’ll barely be able to keep me off of you. Or out of you.”
 
   I was back downstairs in just a few minutes, a change of clothes in my bag, ready to go. I got my keys out of my pocket, and that’s when the front door opened and I saw him walk in.
 
   Howard McDowell. Standing right there in my living room. Smiling. “Mr. Watts.”
 
   “Go wait in the car,” I said to Catherine.
 
   “Why? Who is that?”
 
   I moved Catherine behind me, then walked us briskly toward the front door, keeping myself between her and McDowell the entire time and never taking my eyes off of him.
 
   The smug fucker stood there smiling.
 
   “Watts,” Catherine whispered. “What’s going on?”
 
   I looked outside to make sure no one else was out there. It looked to be clear.
 
   “Go wait in the car. I’ll just be a few minutes.”
 
   Fear had taken over her expression—her eyes wide, darting back and forth, her mouth slightly open.
 
   “Go,” I said, and she went.
 
   I closed and locked the door, then turned to see McDowell sitting in one my chairs.
 
   “I wasn’t going to hurt her,” he said, grinning. “Relax, Mr. Watts. I’m just here to give your final orders.”
 
   My final orders.
 
   As much as he knew about me, he had no idea that I had already made plans, and Spencer had taken care of some of the details for me, at least as it pertained to giving advanced notice to Mr. Atherton.
 
   “You didn’t happen to make any coffee, did you?” McDowell asked.
 
   He was always arrogant, but this was as brazen as I’d ever seen him.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Ah, well, all the same,” he said, crossing his legs. “This won’t take long. A private plane awaits you—just you, not Ms. Kolb—at BWI,” he said, referring to the Baltimore airport not far from my house. “You’ll be at Mr. Atherton’s farm by ten o’clock this evening, local time.”
 
   I walked toward a chair that faced him, considered sitting down, but remained standing.
 
   “Why did you do it?” I asked.
 
   He furrowed his brow and cocked his head to the side a little. “Why did I do what?”
 
   “You know what I’m talking about.”
 
   He stared back at me, his face blank, giving nothing away.
 
   I wasn’t going to waste any time, and I didn’t care if he tried to avoid giving me honest answers, but I knew he would tell me. I knew because he was just that arrogant. He never passed up a chance to assert his power over people, reminding them that he was in control. I knew there was no way he would be able to resist telling me what he had done and why he had done it.
 
   He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands together.
 
   He shrugged and said, “Why did I do it? Because I had to. Because I could. There’s nothing more to it than that.”
 
   “There’s a hell of a lot more to it,” I said. I felt my jaw clench, my teeth almost grinding before I opened my mouth again. “You put her in danger.”
 
   “That wasn’t my intention.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   He smirked.
 
   “Why the roses?” I demanded, my voice getting louder.
 
   “Pretty girl, pretty flowers…” McDowell’s voice trailed off as he shrugged. “Speaking of which, I suppose I can assume from the order of events here that she didn’t thank you for the first one.” He smiled and shook his head slowly. “I can’t imagine it—giving a girl a rose and not even getting a ‘thank you’ from her.”
 
   I wasn’t really looking for an answer as to why; I had a pretty good idea that he’d done it to scare her, creep her out, cause some kind of turmoil. All I wanted was confirmation that he’d done it, and he had just given it to me.
 
   Add to that the not-so-subtle insult and it was classic McDowell.
 
   “I realize my effort backfired, to say the least,” he said. “It only sent her running faster into your loving arms.”
 
   Just as I had suspected, he wasn’t holding back any information. He liked telling me what he had done.
 
   “How did you get the guy’s information?” I asked.
 
   McDowell crossed his arms over his chest in an easy, relaxed way, not a defensive posture. “You used the computer in the bookstore to login to that site, so my guy found her username and followed it back to Jim Udall.”
 
   When he said “my guy,” I knew he was talking about his own computer guy, not Justin.
 
   I thought of all the emails McDowell had no doubt read—all the intimate and graphic ones Catherine and I had exchanged.
 
   I shook my head. “Un-fucking-believable, you know that?”
 
   He extended his arms, palms-up. “I do what I have to do.”
 
   “And that included paying a sick fuck like Udall to go into her apartment?”
 
   He shook his head. “I didn’t know any of that was going to happen. But, as they say, shit happens. Call it…collateral damage.”
 
   That was about the angriest I felt during the conversation. I felt my body go tense, rage building inside of me, but I didn’t want to lose my cool. I needed to be in control for whatever might happen, and I could tell this was coming to an end soon, one way or another.
 
    “Mr. Watts,” he said, leaning back in the chair again, “You made a terrible mistake getting involved with Ms. Kolb. You put yourself and others in jeopardy. You talk about the danger she was in because of me? You should consider the danger I was in because of you.”
 
   “Bullshit,” I said. “You can’t justify what you did to her. We weren’t sent here to hurt innocent people, and we weren’t sent here to turn on each other. You did both.”
 
   He started to stand. “We’ll deal with this when you get back to—”
 
   “Sit down,” I said, reaching behind my back, retrieving my pistol and pointing it at him.
 
   He stayed in a half-standing position for a few seconds, and then stood up completely. “What are you going to do, Mr. Watts? We both know you’re not going to shoot your superior—”
 
   The bullet pierced his forehead and he was dead instantly, even though his body took a couple of seconds to react and fall back in the chair.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   When I got outside and into the car, Catherine said, “Who is that guy?”
 
   “Nobody. Don’t worry about him.”
 
   I hadn’t lost it with McDowell: my heart rate hadn’t sped up, my breathing hadn’t changed, and there was no need to calm myself before going out to the car. I knew Catherine would ask about him, and I figured she might also ask why he hadn’t come outside with me, but she didn’t. She’d accepted my non-answer to her one question and she’d let it go.
 
   While McDowell’s private plane awaited me at BWI in Baltimore, Catherine and I drove back to Washington. Dulles International Airport was busy on a Monday morning, even at 5:45 a.m. I bought two first-class one-way tickets, and within two hours we were in the sky and off American soil.
 
   When Catherine saw where we were going, she couldn’t have been more excited. I played along, not wanting to spoil it for her, but I had a little trepidation about what was to come once we landed.
 
    
 
    . . . . . 
 
    
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Catherine said, looking over at me, her mouth agape. “This all looks better than anything I’ve ever had in a restaurant.”
 
   “Nobody does it like British Airways,” I said.
 
   An attendant came around and lowered our trays, placing a white table cloth over it, and setting the silverware and empty glasses as we looked over the menus. Catherine looked at me out of the corner of her eye as this was happening. I watched her face, loving how she was enjoying herself.
 
   It was early in the flight, early in the morning, so we were starting off with a traditional English breakfast: scrambled eggs, sausage, rosti potatoes, and cherry tomato confit. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll need to eat for the rest of the day,” she said after we finished our meal and the trays were cleared.
 
   “We’ll still be in the air at teatime, but you’ll be ready for a snack by then, I’m sure.”
 
   “Teatime,” she said, letting the word hang there by itself, then saying, “I guess I’m going to have to start getting used to that?”
 
   I nodded. “Indeed.”
 
   I had offered the window seat to Catherine, but she declined, citing the fact that she didn’t like to fly to begin with and looking out the window only made her more nervous.
 
   When the captain’s voice came through the cabin’s speakers telling us that we would be landing in about twenty minutes, I asked her if she was sure she didn’t want to look out the window.
 
   “The aerial view is amazing,” I told her.
 
   “Maybe I’ll look with you.”
 
   It turned out that we were caught in a delay, and twenty minutes turned into forty. Weather was the culprit and we were forced into a holding pattern, circling high above the city. I looked out the window for the entire time, seeing nothing but the tops of clouds.
 
   As the minutes ticked slowly by, I thought of the conversation Catherine and I had during the flight. She had raised the issue, telling me that she felt like she was leaving nothing behind—no people, no roots, nothing at all—and that she felt like she could live anywhere because of that.
 
   “It’s odd, isn’t it?” she had asked.
 
   “No,” I had said, shaking my head and caressing the back of her hand with my thumb. “It’s not odd at all.”
 
   “I guess you’re right,” she had said, after thinking about it for a moment. “The way I lived…no friends, really…no family—”
 
   I had cut her off, saying, “I’m your family now.”
 
   Her thoughts had made me even more confident that this was going to work. That conversation had occurred about an hour before landing, and we’d been silent ever since.
 
   When I felt the plane descending, I urged Catherine to sit on my lap and watch with me. She unhooked her seatbelt, first looking around to make sure no flight attendants were nearby. She moved over to my lap and I wrapped my arms around her waist.
 
   Together we watched as the plane dipped below the cloud deck, giving us our first view of London.
 
   It was just after 7 p.m. local time, and the first hint of dusk was settling in, beginning to cast a purplish glow across the city as the sky had begun to clear.
 
   Down below, the city lay out before us. The roads were crowded with cars, the buildings were starting to light up for the night, lush greenways broke up the concrete and glass city like carefully placed jewels. Boats slowly drifted down the River Thames and I pointed out Tower Bridge, its many lights twinkling over the water. When she asked me what the huge Ferris wheel was, I told her it was called The London Eye, and promised to take her up in it.
 
   I looked at Catherine’s face. Her eyes were wide and she was taking in every bit of it that she could. I was absorbing every bit of her enjoyment, telling myself I wanted to spend every day of the rest of my life trying to put that look of wonder on her face.
 
   As the plane touched down at Heathrow, I was thinking of how the rest of the night would go. I assumed smoothly, as I had planned it well enough, and had spoken to Spencer about it at length.
 
   He had recently been in touch with some of our colleagues in the employ of Mr. Atherton, guys who had gotten out in recent months. 
 
   I had been back to England once in ten years—for my grandparents’ funerals. But I had spent no quality time here. I hadn’t even talked to anyone when I came home for those few days.
 
   There was a better than good chance—actually, I could guarantee it—that I would see old friends and neighbors I hadn’t seen in over a decade. They would very likely ask about my ten-year absence.
 
   I didn’t want to deal with any of that. I didn’t want to have to reintegrate myself back into my own society. This would take some getting used to, no doubt, but I had been so well trained to assimilate myself in the American culture, surely I had it in me to slip right back into my own. But if asked about my years away from England, I would dodge the question, be vague, chalk it up to service. It was none of anyone’s business what I had been doing.
 
   No one other than Catherine, of course, and Mr. Atherton.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-one – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   Watts rented a car at Heathrow and we drove westward for an hour or so, out into the rural countryside. It was almost 9 p.m. and darkness was falling all around us, but I could still see the landscape of vast pastures and rolling hills.
 
   It had been a while since I had been out of an urban environment, and while I looked forward to experiencing London, I also couldn’t wait to see more of this part of Watts’s homeland.
 
   Watts told me we were almost to Mr. Atherton’s farm. “Now, don’t be alarmed, but there will be a checkpoint and guards that we’ll have to stop for before entering the farm.”
 
   “Okay.” My voice came out flat and serious, but honestly it was difficult to hide my excitement. Far from being alarmed or scared, I was intrigued by his life and eager to explore everything about him, starting with this.
 
   I caught Watts glancing over at me. “You’re not the least bit worried,” he said flatly, a statement not a question.
 
   It was as though he had read my mind. “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Good then, because here we are.”
 
   I looked from his face and forward out of the windshield. A large gate stood before us, and a man came out from a small concrete guardhouse holding some kind of rifle. He circled our car, ending up on the driver’s side.
 
   Watts rolled down the window. “Daniel Watts.”
 
   The guard nodded. “Right, sir.” He walked back into the guardhouse and the electronic gates swung open. Watts drove us through them. I looked in the side mirror and watched them close behind us. Two more armed men on the inside stood off to the side before retreating back to wherever they were standing post.
 
   “He didn’t need to know who I was?” I asked.
 
   Watts shook his head. “He probably knew. Doesn’t matter. You’re with me.”
 
   It was how I imagined it would be entering a military compound, which, after everything Watts told me, I guessed that’s pretty much what the place was.
 
   We drove along a winding gravel road for a few minutes. It was getting darker, not only because of the hour but also because the road was lined with deep, thick woods on either side. The trees hung over the road, creating a canopy that made it feel as though we were driving through a tunnel.
 
   The wooded portion of the road ended and we emerged out from under the trees. That’s when I saw the house for the first time.
 
   When someone talks about a house on a farm, I think of quaint houses made of wood, maybe painted red, with a stone chimney, wrap-around wooden porch, a barn off in the distance and…well, not much else. Something small. Charming, but small.
 
   The Atherton house was a mansion. It was the centerpiece of the property, built up on a small hill. Four stories tall, Renaissance style architecture, and it made me think of a castle more than a house.
 
   The gravel road turned into a paved driveway that ended in a circle at the front door of the house. Watts pulled up and turned off the car.
 
   He looked over at me, but before he could say anything I said, “Ready.”
 
   Two men in suits came out of the house. They greeted us as we exited the car. One of them said he would park the car for us, the other asked us to follow him inside.
 
   Watts took my hand and we followed the man inside. I was surprised once we entered the house. The exterior was authentic and old—the place had obviously been here a long time—but the interior had been modernized down to every last detail. It was like entering a newly-built, five-star hotel.
 
   We walked down a hall and I admired the art on the walls, while noticing that Watts wasn’t looking at anything. Sure, he’d seen it all before, but I could sense that wasn’t the reason for his disinterest in the décor. He was clearly focused on seeing Mr. Atherton.
 
   And moments later, that’s just what we were doing.
 
   The old man was small, slight, and couldn’t stand. He was in a wheelchair and looked very stern. Miserable, actually. That is, until he noticed us and a wide smile spread across his face.
 
   “Mr. Watts,” he said. “Good of you to come.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Watts said. “It’s good to be back.” He let my hand go and moved his to the small of my back. “Mr. Atherton, this is Catherine Kolb.”
 
   “Pleasure, Ms. Kolb. How was the trip?”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I replied, “and the trip was great, thank you.”
 
   Mr. Atherton’s eyes drifted to Watts. “Private plane not good enough for you?” He laughed heartily, a slight wheeze along with it. “I kid. I know how you do enjoy that airline food, Mr. Watts. I trust you and Ms. Kolb had dinner somewhere?”
 
   “Actually, we didn’t,” Watts said.
 
   “Perfect.” Mr. Atherton had been reading and he placed the book on a table next to him. “I’ll have something sent up to your room. It’s a lovely night, perfect for a meal on the balcony off your suite.”
 
   This was starting to seem unreal to me. And what did he mean by “your suite”? Watts hadn’t mentioned anything about us staying here.
 
   “That sounds great, sir.” Watts turned to me.
 
   I nodded. “Yes, thank you. That’s very nice.” It was more than nice. It was a godsend, because I was getting hungry and I knew that I’d want to eat pretty soon.
 
   “Great. Settled. In the meantime, Ms. Kolb, would you mind if I had a chat with Mr. Watts here? Privately? It won’t take long, and I’ll have someone show you around if you wish, or you can feel free to explore the grounds yourself.”
 
   I didn’t want to leave Watts. I was in a country I’d never been to, visiting the home of a man I had never met, with armed guards all over the place. But I knew Watts trusted everyone here and he wouldn’t let me do anything that posed a danger, so I said, “Of course.”
 
   Watts kissed me on the cheek and said he would come find me shortly.
 
   “Thank you,” Mr. Atherton said. “Go wherever you want, see whatever you want, and of course you and Mr. Watts here are free to stay as long as you like.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, amazed at the kind of hospitality I was being treated to. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I’d have been a fool to feel anything other than comfortable and grateful.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-two – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   “Let’s get the most pressing issue out of the way first,” Mr. Atherton said after Catherine left the room. “Have a seat and let’s discuss Mr. McDowell.”
 
   I felt my heart in my throat. For the first time in a long time, I was nervous, and it was because I worked for this man and I admired him. It mattered to me what he thought, always had, but by the way he had greeted us and offered to let us stay at the house, it was apparent that he wasn’t angry. Still, this was probably not going to be an easy conversation.
 
   A man entered the room carrying a tray. He placed it on the desk and poured two cups, placing one in front of Mr. Atherton, the other in front of me. I thanked the guy, held the cup up to my face, and let the steam bring the aroma to my nose.
 
   “Anything else, sir?” the man asked Mr. Atherton.
 
   “Not now. This is perfect. Thank you.”
 
   The man left.
 
   Mr. Atherton sipped his tea and I took a taste myself. I had completely forgotten how great the tea was in Britain. Maybe it was the water. Whatever it was, I had lost the taste memory over the years and as I sat there in Atherton’s great-room, it was as though I was experiencing it for the first time.
 
   “I don’t blame you for wanting to end this chapter of your life, Mr. Watts,” Atherton said. “I was, however, quite concerned when I heard that the FBI got to that last cell before you and Mr. Spencer did. They could have easily gotten to you as well.”
 
   I had thought of that more times over the last couple of days than I cared to remember.
 
   “And I have concerns about whether Howard McDowell might have tipped them off.”
 
   It was shocking to hear that. I’d never considered it. The guy clearly saw me as a threat because of what he viewed as my irresponsible connection with Catherine, but was he out to destroy me? Had he planned on putting me in a situation where I could have been caught by U.S. authorities?
 
   Whatever the case, I was beginning to relax a little talking to Mr. Atherton about it.
 
   “Let me apologize for his behavior,” he said. “McDowell was a right bastard. Perhaps the coldest man I’ve ever met. But he was efficient, exactly the kind of field director I had in mind when I started this venture. I apologize if he was difficult to deal with, but it had to be done.”
 
   “I understand.” 
 
   “If there’s one thing I hate almost as much as terrorism and the slaughter of innocent people, it’s a traitor. That’s what Howard McDowell is. Or was. I know what happened earlier and as far as I’m concerned, you’ve done this organization a favor.”
 
   I knew the relief was showing on my face. I just nodded.
 
   “He was also wrong about Ms. Kolb.” Atherton said, looking down at his tea, then up at me. “I want you to know that the order to stop seeing her absolutely did not come from me. I would never deny any of my men their wishes when it comes to women. And, frankly, I didn’t give two shits that she worked for the FBI.”
 
   “I was serious about what I said,” Mr. Atherton said. “You and Ms. Kolb are welcome to stay here as long as you need to. Stay a night. Stay a month, six months. Stay for years. It’s up to you.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. I appreciate that. I don’t know how long—”
 
   Atherton waved me off. “No need to decide now. You have a home here.” He looked down. “Goddamn thing is like a prison,” he said, fussing around with the wheel-lock. “But it was either this or have people carry me around room to room or stay in bed all the time.”
 
   I studied his face. It had become thinner, almost gaunt in the ten years since I’d last seen him. The rest of his body had withered away as well. I remembered seeing him the first time and thinking how he could have passed for Winston Churchill’s twin, complete with the rotund figure and pudgy face. Now, though, he was a mere stick-figure shadow of his former self.
 
   “Cancer, Mr. Watts. It’s eating me alive. Be thankful you never took up smoking.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” Why hadn’t I heard about that?
 
   He shook his head as he sucked on an unlit pipe. “Never mind me for now. I want a full briefing later in the week. I don’t expect you to spend hours right now talking with me, but I would like to hear it in a few days.”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   He coughed violently, then got it under control. “I owe you an enormous thanks. I have paid you in money, of course, but I’ll never be able to truly repay you. If only you knew the days and nights I spent just looking out at the landscape, knowing that justice was being done somewhere in the world.” He closed his eyes and shook his head, then looked at me again. “I’ll never be able to adequately repay you—or any of the others—for what you’ve done for me and for civilized society as a whole, but from here on out, Mr. Watts, anything you need, anything at all, I’ll do what I can to make sure you get it.”
 
   He didn’t have to thank me. I’d been paid, yes, but I had given ten years of my life to seeking justice for the senseless slaughter of my parents and my sister. That was reward in itself.
 
   Still, I didn’t want to be rude and snub his offer. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate that very much.”
 
    “Did you ever know how many other men like you were out there?” he asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Twenty-seven,” he said. “Some in the U.S. Others in Canada. Most of them across Europe, though. Ten are right here in the U.K.”
 
   The number sounded low to me. I always thought it would have been higher, closer to fifty or even upwards of seventy-five or so.
 
   Mr. Atherton continued: “It’s a lot to manage, but it’s worth it. Every single bit of it, without question, has been worth it.” He paused and then chuckled a little. “When this started so many years ago, I thought it would go on for a while. A year, perhaps two.” He shook his head and his facial expression turned to one of disgust. “It will never end, Mr. Watts. Never. As long as there are people who live to ensure that others die senselessly, this war will go on. And make no mistake, it’s a war. But I don’t need to tell you that.”
 
   “No, sir. I’ve seen it all first-hand.”
 
   “And you’re one of the best. That’s not an empty platitude, either. You’re a remarkable operative.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “A much better operative than a bookstore owner.” He smiled. “By the way, we’re having that closed up for you.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   I noticed a picture on a table. It was a much younger Atherton, standing behind a boy, his hands draped on the boy’s shoulders. It had to be his son.
 
   I had no pictures of my family. I had decided, back when I left Britain, that I wouldn’t take anything like that with me. Everything had gone to my grandparents’ house, and after they died, everything had been cleaned out by a company I had hired. I assumed most of the stuff, from furniture to all manner of belongings, had been discarded or auctioned off.
 
   At the time, I had no desire for sentimentality. Now, though, approaching the age of thirty, and many years wiser, I wished I’d kept some of it.
 
   The one consolation: everything would be new, and everything would have Catherine’s touch.
 
   Atherton shifted in his chair, grunting as he tried to make himself comfortable. “Goddamn thing…” When he was situated, he said, “Back to Ms. Kolb for a moment. You should know that I learned a great deal about her. What there was to learn, of course, which isn’t much. I know what you know, which is probably all she knows.”
 
   I nodded. I supposed I shouldn’t have been all that surprised that he had looked into her past, but I was surprised that he was talking about it.
 
   “Has she talked about looking for her birth parents?”
 
   “No. I don’t think she has any interest.”
 
   “Not even just to gain important health information? Whatever that affliction was that haunted her childhood, well, I’m sure there are better doctors around should the problem arise again. God willing, it won’t.”
 
   “I think she’s going to be okay in that regard.” At least, I hoped she would.
 
   Atherton frowned. I knew how much he valued family. The death of his son and the death of my family were what brought us together in the first place. 
 
   “She may not have any interest now,” he said, “but someday she might. If for no other reason than to simply answer the ‘who’ and ‘why’ questions. My advice to you, Mr. Watts, is to let her come to that conclusion on her own, of course, but when she does—and I think she will—you should put your best intelligence gathering skills to work on that issue and that one only. You’re an excellent investigator. Now, even though you and I are technically ending our business arrangement, I’ll promise you one thing.” He grinned.
 
   I smiled back at him. “Yes, sir?”
 
   “When the time comes for you to find out about her past, you’ll have the full resources of my intelligence network at your disposal.”
 
   He was very insistent about it. I hadn’t even considered it before he brought it up, mainly because Catherine hadn’t expressed any desire to know. But I knew if it ever became an issue that I would do anything and everything in my power to get whatever information she needed.
 
   “Count on it, sir.”
 
   He held up his teacup as if toasting to me. I returned the gesture.
 
   “We’ll talk later in the week. Until then, promise me you will show your lovely Catherine a good time, yes? Let her know she made the right decisions along the way, especially the one about coming here with you. And that, Mr. Watts, is my final order.”
 
   I stood, thanking him, and began to walk toward the door.
 
   “One more thing,” he called out. “Over here on the desk. It’s just out of my reach. There’s an envelope for you.”
 
   I walked over to the desk and picked it up without saying anything.
 
   Mr. Atherton winked. “Just a little something to help you and Ms. Kolb get a fresh start. No need to look in there now. You can open it later. Oh, and I’ll have food sent up to your room.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-three – Catherine
 
    
 
    
 
   After leaving Watts and Mr. Atherton, I walked around the house, slowly, taking it all in—the marble floors and staircases, two elevators, high ceilings with enormous chandeliers, the kitchen that felt almost as big as some houses I’d lived in, the dining room with a table that must have sat forty people, indoor fountains and gardens…all of that and more, and that was just the first floor.
 
   I wanted to look outside while it was still light enough. I could explore the rest of the house later.
 
   It was warm and a soft breeze rolled across the enormous estate. Off in the distance, I saw a lake with a boathouse, and in the other direction, a fenced-in area with stables. I didn’t see any horses, but there were people carrying buckets around the area, so I figured there would be some.
 
   On the other side of the mansion, a helicopter sat on a helipad.
 
   I walked around the perimeter of the mansion and found an enormous patio and gazebo, right next to an irregularly shaped pool with underwater lighting, and a grotto with a waterfall at the far end.
 
   The combination of the breeze and the sound of the water trickling into the pool was too relaxing to leave. I sat in one of the lounge chairs, fighting the urge to close my eyes. I was tired and hungry, a bad combination. I didn’t want to close my eyes and fall asleep because I didn’t want to miss anything, but I also needed a rest.
 
   The relaxation ended when I heard gunshots off in the distance. For a brief second, I thought maybe they were firecrackers, but I knew they weren’t. I stood, looking around, wondering what was happening.
 
   I went back to the side of the house where I had seen the lake and the stables in the distance, and I saw then that there was a clearing even farther out on the property. I saw flashes first, then heard more shots. It was a firing range.
 
   I relaxed again, remembering when Watts told me his entire story and had mentioned that they had all trained here on Atherton’s farm. I watched as more rounds were fired, wondering what specific mission these guys might be training for, and hoping like hell Watts hadn’t signed up for yet another one himself.
 
   With the noise from the gun range and the wind picking up, I didn’t hear him walking up behind me. He wrapped his arms around me and I flinched at first, but without looking over my shoulder I knew it was Watts.
 
   “I’m starving and tired. How about you?” he said.
 
   “Both.”
 
   He kissed my ear, then my neck, his mouth holding there for a moment as I felt his warm lips sucking lightly on my skin. I felt him growing hard, pressing against my lower back.
 
   “You know,” he said, “we could drop down on one of those poolside lounges and go for it right there.”
 
   “Outside?” I said.
 
   Watts ran his lips down my neck, then back up toward my jaw, his tongue drawing a line along the way.
 
   “It’s getting dark enough,” he whispered. “No one will see.”
 
   I paused, just taking in the feeling of him standing behind me and holding me tight, trying to seduce me with his words and doing a good job of it. “What if I want to see?” I said, spinning around to face him and pressing my palms to his chest.
 
   “Then we really should go upstairs,” he said, just before his lips pressed to mine.
 
    
 
   . . . . . 
 
    
 
   Watts led me back into the house and to the second floor, down the long hallway and to our suite. A food cart was outside our door.
 
   “Fancy,” I said, looking at the silver cover that hid the main dish, a basket of bread wrapped in a white cloth, an arrangement of fruit and cheese, and a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket.
 
   I reached for the silver cover, curious to see what was under it. It was warm to the touch.
 
   Watts touched my wrist. “Let’s wait until we’re in the room.”
 
   I opened the door to find exactly what I should have expected by now—pure luxury. Watts pushed the cart into the room and I walked around and looked at everything: the bed, with one corner of the sheets and comforter turned down; the bathroom, with a huge jet tub and an open shower with slate walls; and the balcony. I opened the French doors and the breeze made the curtains dance in the air.
 
   I stepped outside to the edge of the balcony.
 
   Watts came up behind me as I stepped toward the edge, his arms on either side of me, hands locking onto the wrought iron railing, caging me in.
 
   The gun range had quieted down for the night, the sound of shots being fired replaced by the soft trickling of water in the fountain off to our right in the yard.
 
   “I can’t believe this,” I said. “This is amazing.”
 
   Watts kissed my neck. “Believe it.”
 
   I tilted my head, giving him better access to my neck, wanting to feel his lips on me.
 
   “Come back inside.” He stepped back, putting his hand on my hip, urging me to follow him. “I’m going to keep you up for a long, exhausting night. You’ll need to eat.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-four – Watts
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s just after 5 a.m. when I wake up, surprised to find that Catherine is awake as well. She’s propped up on an elbow, facing away from me.
 
   I move closer to her and she looks over her shoulder. I see that her eyes are wide and bloodshot. She looks away again.
 
   “Have you been crying?” I ask.
 
   “No.”
 
   “What’s wrong? Can’t sleep?”
 
   She hesitates before answering. “I haven’t slept at all.”
 
   I consider that her internal clock is screwed up.
 
   “I don’t want to sleep,” she adds.
 
   I laugh, thinking she’s just so excited she doesn’t want to waste a second of our time here. 
 
   “You should sleep. We have all the time in the world now. We can do whatever you want. I was thinking last night that in all of the time we’ve spent together, I’ve yet to take you on a proper date and I should remedy that as soon as possible.”
 
   She looks back over her shoulder.
 
   I smile.
 
   “That sounds great,” she says, and I know she means it but there’s a flatness in her tone and I’m sure it isn’t there because she’s tired.
 
   “What’s wrong, Catherine? Talk to me.”
 
   She looks away again before answering. “I’m afraid if I fall asleep, I’ll wake up and all of this will have been a dream.”
 
   My heart aches at her answer. I kiss her shoulder, moving closer to her, our bodies fitting together. “It’s real. I’m real. This place is real.” I pause for a moment before saying, “You promised me you would trust me. Trust me, this is real. We’re real.”
 
   She nods.
 
   “Get some sleep,” I whisper. “I’ll be right here when you wake up.”
 
   I kiss the top of her head. Her hair is soft and smells like strawberries. After coming in off the balcony, planning to eat, I couldn’t resist her anymore and I pulled her onto the bed, shedding her clothes. We ate afterwards, made love again, and then took a shower. It was shortly after that when I fell asleep.
 
   We’re silent, and I notice within a few minutes that her breathing changes. It slows and becomes even.
 
   She’s sleeping.
 
   I know I won’t be able to.
 
   Now it’s my turn to stay awake, but I don’t have to hope this isn’t a dream. I know it isn’t.
 
   It’s real. It has all been real. I know it is because there’s still a little pain, the kind you can’t feel in dreams.
 
   I feel it when I think that sometime in the next few days I will find a way to visit my family’s graves alone. I’ll take Catherine there at some point, if she wishes, but this time I’ll need to do it alone.
 
   I feel the pain when I think of everything Catherine has been through in her life.
 
   But all of that is gradually diminishing.
 
   We’ve both been through some horrible things in our lives, and anybody would be hard-pressed to find a silver lining in it.
 
   Still, I can’t help but struggle with the fact that all of the loss and heartache is what brought us together. Two people born an ocean apart. Two people pushed into isolation by very different events. Two people whose every decision—even the minor ones—led them to each other.
 
   Our lives had been shattered through no fault of our own, and when we found each other, that was the beginning of putting the pieces back together. No longer alone and shattered. Now, together and shatterproof.
 
   I don’t know what tomorrow brings. I can’t control the world from crashing all around us. All I can do is control how I react to it, if it does.
 
   I touch my lips to her bare shoulder, kissing her, smelling her freshly bathed skin.
 
   The French doors leading out to the balcony were open all night. This morning the breeze has died down a little, but still makes the curtains swell and rise and fall again. I watch as dawn breaks and lights the world for a new day.
 
   I hold Catherine tight, knowing that together we will always find a way through the darkness.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Connect with Jordan on Facebook and Twitter.
 
    
 
   For exclusive content, giveaways, free swag and reminders about the upcoming books (no SPAM, I promise!) send an email to WattsEmails@gmail.com with “Watts Emails” in the subject line.
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