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    KATHERINE CULBERTSON SAT at the linen-covered table for two, alone, waiting. Around her, waiters served other tables, couples mostly, though a few tables had three, four and five people dining there. At the bar, the bartender served drinks to men in business suits watching baseball on a TV hung from the ceiling with the sound turned down. The soft chime of glass and tableware, the rise and fall of whispered conversations and piped-in background music on low, together with the dim lighting and glow of candles, created an intimate, romantic ambiance.


  




  

    Kat sat, twisting her diamond and gold wedding ring around her finger and debated whether to leave it on or remove the damn thing. It’s not like he doesn’t know I’m married, she thought, taking another nervous sip of her chilled white wine, a very nice Riesling Kabinett.




    She’d put it out there, right on her profile. Married, two children, looking for a good time, no strings, no commitments. That was the whole point of the service, in fact, wasn’t it?




    “Hi. Katherine?”




    Startled at the light touch of fingertips on her bare shoulder, she nearly spewed her wine across the table. God, she was a nervous wreck. Swallowing, she turned carefully in her seat. A handsome young man stood by her side, having appeared as if out of nowhere. He wore a dark business suit with a crisp white shirt and an elegant striped tie.




    He smiled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”




    “Brian.” Kat swallowed, unnerved by how young her date appeared to be. Like, barely over the drinking age young. “No, no. It’s fine. I was just…thinking.” She started to get up.




    He put a hand on her shoulder. Warm. Electrifying. Kat let go a soft, involuntary gasp.




    “Don’t,” he said. “Please sit.”




    She settled back down, grateful, because suddenly her legs had gone all wobbly.




    This was a mistake. How could this…boy be interested in her? She was easily twice his age.




    He circled the table, pulled out the chair opposite her, undid his suit jacket’s single button and sat down, smoothing his white and silver silk tie against his stomach. Since he was too young to be on the cover of GQ, Kat pictured this young man instead on an Abercrombie billboard, shirtless, wearing only cargo shorts, with the elastic band of his briefs showing peeking out.




    Her face flushed hotly at the thought.




    “Your profile picture doesn’t do you justice,” she blurted out, reaching for her wine glass. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”




    He smiled and waved away her embarrassment. “Don’t be. You’re right. And I have to confess. I am younger than I put in my online profile. I used my dad’s photograph and information. Everybody says I look exactly like him, only younger. Anyway, I’m sorry I lied. It’s just some women your age…”




    Cougars, she supplied. Woman who are the same age as your mother. But Kat let that go. Who was she to judge?




    “I enjoy being with experienced women,” he went on to explain. “If I’m truthful, it puts some women off. They don’t take me seriously.” He waved to the server. When he came over, Brian ordered a Murphy’s Red and asked for a chilled glass.




    “It’s an Irish beer,” he said, after the waiter had gone. “This is one of the few places around town where I can get it.”




    Kat took the opportunity to look around. The Dublin Avenue Grille was an upscale steak and ale restaurant in the Arena District a block from the Columbus Clipper’s new stadium and Nationwide Arena. The wait time to get in on weekends was measured in hours, she’d heard, as the place didn’t take reservations. But this Wednesday night, the restaurant was quiet, with only about a third of the tables occupied. Then too, the hour was late.




    “It’s been ages since I’ve eaten here. My husband and I used to come here when…” Kat dropped her eyes to the table, nervously twisting her wineglass by the stem. “Wow. I’m sorry. Was that in poor taste? I’ve only done this a time or two. I guess I don’t have the proper protocols down.” She felt herself blushing.




    “It’s fine. There’s no protocol that I’ve discovered. How this goes is different with everyone.” He covered her hand with a warm and reassuring touch and she decided that his etiquette was far more mature than his age suggested. Well-mannered, well-dressed, he was obviously from an affluent family. And clearly, of the two of them, he was the one with more experience.




    He laughed. “That’s part of the thrill, isn’t it?” he confessed.




    “I suppose,” Kat said, feeling a second, rising wave of apprehension.




    He sat back. “If you’re not in it for the excitement, for the thrill, why are you out cheating on your husband?”




    “Why?” she repeated. Good question. “You’re sure you want to hear about this?”




    He nodded.




    Kat had to be careful: otherwise, the floodgates would open up. Handling her feelings was like walking a tightrope. She loved Daniel, but she wanted—needed—more than he was willing to give. “I’m here because my husband ignores me. He travels a lot, and by that I mean all the time. But even when he’s home he’s not really there, not with me. He’s either working or he’s out playing golf with clients or with his buddies, or he’s watching sports. Too tired to do anything but relax, he says.”




    She felt the tears coming and gulped them down hard, choking them back. She wouldn’t cry, God damn it. She’d shed enough tears over her failing marriage. So, not tonight. Not when she was determined to have a little fun, do something for herself for a change. “I’m here because I’m lonely.”




    “Is he having an affair?” Brian asked, sounding almost too curious.




    “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” She forced a smile. “But I don’t want to talk about him anymore. I’m here to have fun.”




    “Fair enough.” He nodded his agreement. “But, what about your kids?”




    She’d mentioned in her profile she had children. They were three and five. “What about them?” She stared at Brian blankly. What an odd question to ask.




    “What would they think about all this? If they knew mommy was out on a date with another man. Out with someone other than their daddy.”




    “I love my children and they love me. They would…my children have nothing to do with this. Leave them out of it.” Angry and now upset, Kat sipped at her wine. She took the moment to once-again assess the young man across from her, initially charming and well-mannered, but now she sensed something about him was…off. “May I ask you a question?”




    “Certainly,” he said, with a smile.




    “What makes you want to be with a married woman, a woman nearly twice your age?”




    He drank his beer, a stalling tactic Kat assumed, before he then changed the subject. “I’ve made you uncomfortable now, and I’m sorry. Why don’t we get out of here?”




    Kat’s entire body tingled. But the sensation wasn’t the warm, anticipatory sort of tingle she’d when Brian first arrived. Nor was it the sort of electrical charge she got when things were going really well on a date, that feeling of giddy exhilaration as she wondered and hoped about what would come next.




    No.




    This was the kind of tingle that said something was wrong. Very, very wrong. “I…don’t think so. I’m sorry, but I made a mistake coming here tonight.”




    Brian stood up and peeled two fresh fifties from a money clip full of bills and dropped them on the table. Replacing the money clip in his pocket, he held out a hand to Kat. In his other hand, clutched tight to his side and angled away so no one else in the restaurant would notice it, he held a knife.




    The weapon had a five-inch-long blade and was made of some kind of blackened metal.




    When he leaned down as if to kiss her goodnight he whispered directly into her ear, his lips so close she felt his hot breath against the nape of her neck. She shivered at his tone as well as his words. “Get up now, or I’ll gut you right now.”




    Kat stood as best she could, her legs so shaky she feared she’d collapse. With the blade pressed firmly into her side, he led her from the restaurant and out into the night.
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