
Chapter One

			Agent Polly Sylvester handed the dollar to the cab driver from the backseat. “Keep the change.” She opened the door, then her umbrella, and slid from the dry cab into the cold, pelting DC rain. She shivered. The downpour was worse than yesterday, unusual for November. The sun hadn’t made an appearance in five days, adding to the sense of foreboding hovering over the US capital.

			Since the initiation of the draft in September of last year, President Roosevelt’s State of the Union address on January sixth this year, and the increase in war-production materials, the mood of the country was beginning to change. Most everyone realized the United States was going to enter the war in Europe. It was just a matter of time. But many still believed America should remain neutral and isolated. Europe’s plight, Japan’s aggression, and pleas for peace and negotiations were the topic of discussion in every office, dinner party, country club, or social gathering in Washington.

			Polly angled the umbrella for better protection and maneuvered between the double rows of near-identical black Fords, interspersed with an occasional eye-catching Plymouth or Buick along the curb. Mostly they were drab government vehicles with impatient drivers honking and jockeying for position to get their wards as close as possible to the entrance of the Lafayette Building. She dashed for the steps, regretting she couldn’t run up them or, at least, take them two at a time. Damned heels. The bottom of her raincoat blew open, and by the time she reached the top, her silk stockings and the front of her black wool skirt were soaked. Damned rain.

			In the lobby, she stepped to the side and shook the water from the umbrella, trying not to spray herself and others as they passed. She closed it and snapped the strap around the folds, then slipped off her drenched raincoat, draping it over her arm. She moved into one of the lines of people plodding toward the security desk, some with anxious expressions, others with a look of anticipation.

			“Polly? Hey, Polly,” a male voice called.

			She turned, then smiled when she recognized Jimmy Pendergast farther back in the line next to hers. He looked like he’d just dragged himself and his brown leather satchel out of the Potomac. Evidently, he hadn’t been able to get a cab from the office, which meant he’d missed the early train, which meant he and Eloise, his new bride, had stayed up late again. A twinge of emptiness pried its way into Polly’s thoughts. She forced it back, reminding herself that relationships only got in the way and made her vulnerable.

			Jimmy tipped his fedora and moved forward, now standing directly across from her. He pointed to her new felt bonnet hat. “Love it.”

			She laughed. “And I love what you’ve done to your wardrobe.”

			“Yes.” He shrugged and grinned. “I look like a drowned rat. Good thing I have a change in my office.” He glanced around as if checking to see who might be listening. “Did you hear?”

			Intrigued, Polly shook her head.

			He leaned in. “A German sub hit the HMS Ark Royal off Gibraltar and sank it,” he said, his voice lowered.

			Polly gasped. “No,” she whispered. “If the United States doesn’t get into the war soon, there won’t be anything left of Great Britain.”

			Jimmy nodded, then eased away. “Going on another assignment?”

			Her security clearance was far above his. He knew she couldn’t answer his question, but he always tried. “Run along, Jimmy,” she said, still lost in the ramifications of what he’d told her.

			“Tell Agent Arrogant over there hello for me.” He cringed, lifting his chin in the direction of the stairs that Henson, her security escort, was descending. “See you back at the office.”

			She waved him away as she moved to the soldier at the reception desk and handed him her credentials. She signed in under the date, Tuesday, November 18, 1941. Would she be home for Thanksgiving this year, or away on assignment? Not that it mattered. She didn’t have any love interest, and no one would be waiting for her when she got back. A slight sigh escaped as she filled in her destination. “Assistant Director—Office of American Defense.”

			She met Agent Henson at the bottom of the stairs, and without greeting, they climbed the marble steps to the second floor, their footfalls echoing off the stark white walls—his a low-pitched swish-shuffle, hers the tap-tap of high heels. The sounds clashed, like their personalities.

			It’d been weeks since she’d been to the Lafyette Building. Another special assignment was fine with her. She wanted to be in the field where the action was and where she could make a significant difference, not in the office doing the same searches and investigations day after day. Her last mission had been in Detroit, stuck in a dank basement with dim lighting for days, poring over reams of documents and what little evidence they had, trying to ferret out who stole the plans for the newly designed Sherman tank or, as the guys at the factory called it, “Easy 8.” But she’d done it. The culprit ended up being one of the assembly-line workers. They were able to catch him at the Canadian border, the designs for the tank sewn into the lining of his jacket. He’d talked after some firm persuasion from Polly’s colleagues and gave up the German contact who was meeting him in Windsor-Ontario.

			She quickened her pace to keep up with Henson, then half-stepped to get out of stride with him.

			He topped out at maybe six feet, about four inches taller than she was in her heels. He cast her a side glance as the muscles around his mouth tightened. He pushed his shoulders back and stiffened his arms against his sides. He didn’t march. More like he tramped with an attitude stuck up his rear end. Just a glance probably helped him feel superior.

			She got the message. He didn’t approve of her being there. Lines were drawn once again.

			She’d had her fill of lines, domineering males, attitudes, and needing to fight her way in. But it was ever thus. “Women can’t do this type of work.” “They aren’t physically or mentally capable.” “How will they be protected in the field?” She’d heard those comments over and over again. She’d scored just as high as any of the men on her proficiency tests, and in marksmanship. And she’d given her instructor a bloody nose when he decided to show her she couldn’t handle herself in a physical altercation. She’d had to prove herself with every assignment. But they couldn’t stop her. She’d angled and elbowed her way in, and she wasn’t leaving. Especially now. Not after she’d fought so hard to get here. Her work spoke for itself, even if most of the men weren’t listening.

			Her last assignment in Detroit had been important for her career. After four long years, the men she worked with had finally accepted her. Well, at least most of them had, but not Henson. And he would most likely be her Washington contact on the next assignment. He could take his line and shove it where the sun didn’t shine.

			She stopped at an open doorway on her side of the hall and peered in. No reason, mostly just to irritate him.

			The office was typical of all the federal offices now. They were filled with government employees in a state of heightened excitement and anxiety, or what Polly liked to call organized disorder. Typewriters clacked. Phones rang. Instructions were shouted. She watched, taking in the chaotic scene.

			Three men hovered in the corner, gesticulating wildly. One pointed at the others, a lit cigarette clamped between his fingers. “It’s not our job to police the world. Don’t stand there and tell me Japan won’t counter. We froze all their financial assets here in America this past summer. And with the oil embargo? Believe me, oil is life.” He took a deep drag on the cigarette and blew the smoke at his colleagues. “And another thing, the Lend-Lease Act signed in March smells like yesterday’s can of opened Spam. I’m telling you, pudge boy made some kind of a clandestine deal with President Roosevelt when they were in Newfoundland.” The other men nodded, clearly hanging on every word.

			“Come along, Miss Sylvester.” Henson’s tone was clipped as he grasped her elbow.

			“Churchill will make any deal necessary to get the help he needs,” she said.

			“Hmm. I’m sure.”

			She slipped free of his hold. And his attitude.

			Their footsteps were barely audible as they passed more bustling offices, but the noise level faded when they reached the rotunda that opened out at the end of the hallway. The curved wall to the left held more office doorways. The other side boasted an expanse of glass framing an impressive view of the White House.

			President Roosevelt hadn’t been in residence for three days. Polly kept tabs on his whereabouts. He was with Secretary of War Henry Stimson and several other members of his cabinet at the military base in Frederick County, Maryland, that the president called Shangri-la.

			Henson led the way toward the ornately carved wooden door across the imposing space.

			Instinctively, Polly straightened and tugged at the bottom of her gray wool gabardine suit coat, hoping there were no wrinkles. Her damp stockings clung to her calves, making her self-conscious.

			Henson motioned her to a seat in one of the dark-purple, cushioned chairs outside the door. “One of the department heads, Mr. Williamson, will see you shortly, Miss Sylvester.”

			Like she didn’t know who she was here to see. She bit back a retort. The games she had to play. “Thank you,” she said as pleasantly as she could manage.

			He nodded slightly and left.

			Polly crossed her legs, checking to make sure the seams of her stockings were straight.

			She surveyed the people through the open doorway in the office closest to her as they quietly chatted, passing one another, papers and folders in hand. Two men, nearest the entrance, stopped to greet each other. The taller one, with thinning light-brown hair and metal-rimmed glasses that slipped down his large, pronounced nose, reeked of accounting. Ink smudged his thumb and forefinger, and the sleeve of his jacket was rumpled from where he constantly dragged his arm over the ledger. His brown-leather wingtip shoestrings were parallel to the deck, and his tie was knotted so tightly it moved every time he swallowed. Definitely accounting. The shorter man with a crop of dark-brown hair was probably from the Office of Strategic Planning. An easy spot. Chalk dust on his suit coat and the tops of his black dress shoes, and dark circles under his eyes. The latter was the real giveaway. No one in the Office of Strategic Planning had slept more than four hours a night in ten months, not since the president’s State of the Union address.

			His words burned in Polly’s mind. “There are those who would clip the wings of the American eagle in order to feather their own nests…The first phase of the invasion of this hemisphere would not be by the landing of regular troops. The necessary strategic points would be occupied by secret agents and their dupes. And great numbers of them are already here…”

			She knew why she’d been summoned. She was sitting outside the office of the assistant director of OAD. It didn’t take a genius to figure it out. She could hardly stay seated. Her mouth was dry, and she was sure her lipstick was no longer evident because she’d licked her lips so much. Would she go somewhere in the United States again? Or outside the country? Europe? She startled when the door opened.

			Abigail, Williamson’s secretary, greeted her with a smile. “Miss Sylvester, he’ll see you now. May I take your raincoat and umbrella?”

			Polly’s heart rate accelerated. She inhaled slowly, trying to take in an unnoticed deep breath. “Yes. Thank you.” She rose and gratefully surrendered the wet items. She adjusted her jacket one last time and positioned her clutch bag under her arm, then followed Abigail through the reception area to another heavy oak door.

			Abigail knocked, then opened it. “She’s here, sir.” She motioned for Polly to enter, then closed the door behind her as she left.

			Despite his disarming smile, Assistant Director Steven J. Williamson projected an intimidating figure. He topped at least six foot two inches, had a full head of blond hair, and bright-blue, penetrating eyes. And he was the one man in the United States government who’d given her a legitimate chance and believed in her.

			When she first went to work for Assistant Director to the Secretary of War Halbrook P. Merriweather, she’d hoped she could use her skills, but she’d ended up being a glorified secretary. A year later, in the fall of 1937, the OAD was formed, and Steven J. Williamson was named as an assistant director. He’d worked with Polly on several projects for Mr. Merriweather and asked her to join the newly formed department. He’d taken a risk by including a woman.

			The pungent odor of Abigail’s gardenia perfume lingered and mingled with the heavy scent of Williamson’s pipe tobacco. The mixture reminded Polly of the first time she’d met him. It was at a party she would never have been able to get into on her own.

			She’d been in Washington DC for a year and couldn’t get her foot in any of the government-agency doors. Then her cousin Edmond came to visit, and everything changed. He had strong political connections in his home state of New York and personally knew Charles Evans Hughes, the chief justice of the United States. He’d taken Polly to a political party fund-raiser, and a door had flown wide open for her. It began with a simple social conversation with Assistant Director Merriweather.

 

			“So, what picture do you think will win the Academy Award?” asked Merriweather.

			Polly didn’t have a clue.

			Edmond whispered in her ear, “The Informer or Mutiny on the Bounty. Anyone’s guess.”

			Polly took a shot. She had a fifty-fifty chance, but Clark Gable was popular, so that weighted her decision. “Mutiny on the Bounty.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake. That picture’s never going to win.”

			So much for making a good impression.

			“And I suppose you think Hauptmann didn’t kill the Lindberg baby?” Merriweather asked.

			Polly was flabbergasted. Most everyone had judged him guilty, but she didn’t have the information she needed to make an informed decision about guilt. The newspapers, the lawyers, the police’s bungling of the evidence, even Lindberg himself had influenced the jury. She didn’t know how to respond, but from the terse expression on Merriweather’s face and the emotion in his question, whether he wanted to admit it or not, he had doubts.

			Edmond stepped in for her. “Polly’s an excellent analyst, and I’m sure she’d be a valuable asset to your staff. Why don’t you give her a try?”

			Merriweather looked Polly over from head to toe. “A female analyst, huh?”

			Richard nudged her. “Do it, Polly.”

			She looked more closely at the man, discerning all she needed in a few seconds.

			He reeked of the heavy odor from cigar smoke that clung to his formal dinner jacket. The strength of it meant he hadn’t been alone, which meant he must have been meeting with other men prior to the dinner, which meant he hadn’t spent much time with his wife tonight. “Well, you like Cuban cigars.” She winced inwardly. It didn’t take any skill to determine that fact.

			“And…” he prompted her.

			He wore a heavy dose of aftershave. A strong scent of peppermint dominated his breath. Was it an attempt to try to hide the liquor? Polly also noticed a faint, lingering whiff of perfume on his lapel, floral with a trace of musk. The same perfume Senator Randall’s assistant was wearing. Another clue he probably wasn’t with his wife. Was he having an affair? The way he looked at Senator Randall’s assistant, it was most likely her. None of this would help impress him, though. If she said anything about it, she’d be kicked out the very door that might be opening. “You’re a southpaw,” she said instead. It was an easy tell. She’d noticed the pen in the right inside pocket of his open jacket and that the muscles in his left hand were more developed than his right.

			What else? She needed something more significant. She dug deeper.

			The back of his dinner jacket was slightly wrinkled. A longer meeting with the boys than he’d expected. An emergency meeting? Tupelo, Mississippi, had a horrific tornado. Perhaps a possible meeting to decide how much aid to give the city and state? No. Mussolini announcing the annexation of Ethiopia and proclaiming himself emperor? That was the one.

			“You were in an emergency meeting with the secretary of war and a few others, but it didn’t go as well as you’d hoped.”

			His eyes widened.

			No surprise there. Those meetings never went like anyone wanted.

			He studied her like a bug through a magnifying glass, then suddenly huffed. “Come see me, nine sharp, Monday morning.”

			As he walked away, Steven J. Williamson approached her. “Quite impressive. Now tell me what you really saw.”

			And that had been the beginning.

 

			Now, four years later, Williamson walked around his desk and greeted her. “Polly.”

			“Sir.”

			“Good to see you again. How’s everyone at home?”

			She was sure he didn’t want to know her father still wasn’t speaking to her. And he especially didn’t need to know her parents were “horrified and disappointed” that she wasn’t married yet and seemed to have no interest in changing her marital status. They insisted she was too selective and needed to “come to her senses soon.” She didn’t intend to try to change. They and the rest of the world saw homosexuality as a sickness, a flaw in a person’s character or moral fiber. She saw it differently. But that wasn’t part of this conversation either.

			“Mother and Dad are well, sir.”

			“Fine, fine.” He motioned her to a seat across from him on the leather sofa. “We have a job for you.”

			“I thought you might.”

			He smiled. “Not just any job. This one is a priority.”

			“Where this time, sir? West Coast or East Coast?”

			His brow furrowed. He listed toward her and lowered his voice. “Barberton, Ohio. A critical aircraft design and production plant.”

			Polly’s heart skipped a beat. This was it, the chance she’d been waiting for to take the lead on an assignment.

			“They suspect someone is trying to steal top-secret information. They’ve verified nothing is missing, but secure documents have been tampered with, confidential aircraft designs and plans have been out of place, and files have been rearranged. I’ve talked in depth with the head of the plant. They’ve tightened their security but have asked us to send an agent to investigate. The theft of any details from this specific factory would be detrimental to national security because of the prototype plane they’re producing. You’re to pose as an employee, confirm there is a spy, and if there is, find him or her.”

			Polly’s attention heightened. The thought of a female spy was intriguing. It made sense. Every factory in the United States was now hiring women, and some were beginning to have more female employees than male.

			“You are to eliminate the threat at any cost, Polly.” His jaw tightened, and the lines at the corners of his eyes deepened. “The information at this plant cannot reach the hands of our enemies. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

			“Yes, sir. I do.”

			He rose and walked to his desk. “You’ll leave immediately, but we’re going to route you through Philadelphia to Cleveland, since that’s your cover.” He picked up a dossier and brought it back to her. “All your travel arrangements are in here. Your identity papers are on top. You’re to stay at a private home owned by one Kalena Luisa Mikloska in Barberton. We haven’t had time to investigate her and clear her of suspicion. That makes it more difficult for you, but we were barely able to get you a place to stay because of the demand for housing. It’s all been arranged. All the information we have is in this folder, but the company executives will give you the specific details you need once you get there.” He tapped it, as if to emphasize its importance. “Turn this over to your contact when you reach Cleveland. He’ll ride the train with you to Akron, then drive you to the residence. You’re on your own after that. He’ll give you instructions on how to contact him.” He reached into the folder and brought out two keys. “These are to your emergency safe house. One unlocks the main entrance, the other the apartment.” He told her the address. “Memorize it and never write it down. Only you and your local contact know it. Your code name is Enigma. Your backup contact agent here in Washington is Agent Henson.”

			The mere mention of his name brought an aura of disappointment and concern. She’d have to depend on Henson for information and support. Would he do his job? The more she thought about it, the more apprehension engulfed her. But she couldn’t talk to anyone about him, especially not to the assistant director. If she said anything, it’d make her look weak and petty. Now more than ever, she had to project a strong, confident front, no matter what she felt. Hopefully, if things went well, she’d have minimal contact with Henson. The critical person was her local contact, not Henson. She stood and took the file and keys.

			He reached for her hand and shook it. “Godspeed in finding the enemy, Polly. Be safe. Our prayers and hopes go with you.”

			As she left the office, the magnitude of the moment fully struck her. The weight of it pressed down, slowing each step as the White House came into view. At any cost! This was the opportunity she’d worked for. Was she ready? Could she do it?






Chapter Ten 

			Polly had called Oliver another three times from work the next day and still couldn’t get an answer. She needed to find out what was wrong. She left the factory late, turned the headlights on, slipped the car into second without grinding the gears or riding the clutch, and drove north on Wooster Road toward the address in Akron. On a secondary street she parked across from a cobbler’s store filled with brown, mahogany, and black leather shoes in the window display. The safe house was above the shop, on the second floor.

			She went to the back entrance of the building and slipped the larger key into the lock, then climbed the narrow steps. Number Four was about two-thirds of the way down the dimly lit hall. She took the snub-nose revolver from its leather holster at the middle of her back and held it to her side as she made her way to the apartment. She knocked, waited, then knocked louder. No answer. She inserted the key and released the lock, then slowly pushed the door open and scanned the room. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

			The apartment appeared empty and neglected and had a faint scent of leather and shoe polish that had seeped up from the cobbler’s shop directly below. The living room had little furniture: a threadbare couch, cheaply made wooden end table, lamp, and an old Philco radio in a scratched, sun-bleached wooden cabinet against the far wall near a window with the stained blind pulled halfway down. No Oliver. The kitchenette had a hot plate. A few dishes and glasses were in the cupboard. A partially filled bag of Maxwell House coffee sat on the counter. She opened it and sniffed. Its strong scent told her it wasn’t more than three or four days old. She checked the drawers, finding a few more kitchen items, then moved to the bedroom.

			The bed was made with sheets, a blanket, and two pillows. She flicked the bathroom light switch. A bare lightbulb cast feeble shadows on the wall. A toothbrush and a used tube of Pepsodent toothpaste lay on the side of the sink. The bristles on the brush were dry. She searched through every drawer, under the bed, between the mattress and the box springs, behind and under furniture, closets, everywhere she could think to look. Nothing. No clue as to who Oliver was or where he’d gone.

			Now what? Should she call Washington or try to work this out on her own? Protocol dictated she contact Washington, but what if they wanted answers? All she had were questions. Where did he go? Was he hurt? Why hadn’t he contacted her? She shouldn’t have taken this assignment by herself. It could prove to be too much and ruin everything she’d worked for.

			She left the apartment and found a nearby phone booth outside a bank a block away from where she’d parked. She called the OAD and listened as the operator put the call through.

			A male voice suddenly came on the line. “State your code name.”

			“Enigma.”

			“Hold, please.”

			After several minutes another male voice answered.

			“This is Agent-in-Charge Reynolds.”

			Thank God it wasn’t Henson. She checked her watch. Eight ten. He must have worked the first twelve-hour shift.

			“Oliver is missing.”

			“Who?” Reynolds asked.

			“My contact.” Polly heard the shuffle of papers.

			“How long?”

			She gave him the details. She sat down heavily on the small wooden seat in the booth and ran her fingers through her hair. “I need help.”

			“We can’t send anyone to you. All available agents have been placed in other cities. You’ll have to take care of this situation on your own, Enigma. Can you find the spy?”

			“Yes, but I’ll have to dig deeper than I originally considered. Whoever it is has a solid cover. I think it’s going to take longer than we thought.”

			“How long?”

			“I don’t know yet.”

			“Well, find out who it is, and quickly…I’m sorry we can’t send anyone just now. I’ll contact the FBI in Cleveland and see if they can help locate Oliver, but for now you’ll have to manage on your own. Do what you must, but be careful. Don’t worry about Oliver. Stay focused on your assignment. I want you to report in every two days by twenty-four hundred until we find your contact or assign you another one. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, sir. It’s clear. I’ll do my best.”

			Polly left the phone booth, jammed her hands into the side pockets of her wool overcoat, and hurried back to the car. The cold night air calmed her. She breathed deeply and waited for the heater to defrost the windshield. She had to put thoughts of Oliver out of her mind and focus on finding the spy. But where was he? Was he tied more closely to who she was looking for? Something was off about him. The way he’d acted, constantly scanning the area, not in the confident way agents assessed their surroundings but more like he was on the defensive. He never made full eye contact with her. Was he hiding something? His explanation of how he’d scraped his knuckles sounded vague and too rehearsed. Then there was his obvious hesitation about considering there might be a female spy at the factory. None of those things separately meant anything. But combined? Red flags were waving in the chilled night air. Could finding him lead her where she needed to go? No. Reynolds was right. She couldn’t let herself get distracted.

			But she couldn’t help herself. She had to do something. She drove back to the plant and called the Akron and Barberton police departments, area hospitals, and the city morgues. No bodies had been reported or found answering Oliver’s description. She had to let it go. It was past nine when she arrived home, tired and discouraged.

			The scent of pumpkin pie filled the house. Aunt Berna and Kalena were busy in the kitchen making stuffing and cranberry sauce. Five pies sat on the wooden counter. She’d forgotten tomorrow was Thanksgiving. She should help. It would take her mind off the situation for a few hours, but she needed to focus, think things through. The answers were somewhere, and she had to find them. The ticking clock, counting down each minute the spy eluded her, pushed against her like a pulse. A pressure headache pounded in her temples. She didn’t have time to be peeling potatoes, or making cranberry sauce, or doing whatever they did here in the kitchen in Ohio the night before Thanksgiving. She needed to get back to the plant and sift through more paperwork and screen more employees. The pain moved to her forehead and behind her eyes.

			Kalena wiped her hands on a ruffled apron. “You’re finally home. I’m so glad. How was your day?”

			“Not too bad. I see you both have been busy.”

			“Would you like some coffee or eggnog, perhaps a piece of pumpkin pie? There’s no whipped cream yet. We aren’t making it until tomorrow. Sorry.”

			How could Polly pass that up? She’d be useless when it came to looking at documents tonight. She’d go to the plant tomorrow morning, or after the Thanksgiving festivities. Her head throbbed. “Pumpkin pie and a cup of coffee sounds wonderful. I’ll just be a minute.” She hung her coat on the rack by the front door and went upstairs to change into something comfortable. When she returned, Kalena had the dessert and hot drink ready. Among her many lovely physical attributes, she was also thoughtful and kind.

			Kalena sat in the chair beside her. “You look beat to a frazzle.”

			“It’s been a long day.” The burden she carried was growing heavy and harder to bear by the hour. It would be comforting to share it with Kalena. She quelled the thought. She hadn’t completely eliminated her as a suspect. All she’d found out was that she couldn’t steal information as a runner, and if she wasn’t the spy, sharing information with her would put her in danger.

			Why hadn’t she cleared her yet? It’d been five days since she’d arrived. And she was living in her house. She’d gone through her files, talked to her supervisor, discussed her with Celia, gotten to know her a little better. But why hadn’t she eliminated her completely? Was it because she didn’t want to know?

			A burning lump formed in the pit of Polly’s stomach. Deep down she knew Kalena could be the spy. She’d deliberately put off looking closer. Kalena was intelligent. She’d had opportunity. She’d been away for a significant time, and no one was sure why. She could be the spy just as easily as anyone else. In fact, the indications were quickly stacking up against her. Good God! Polly was evading the idea. That’s why she hadn’t cleared her yet. Her heart skipped a beat, and the blood drained from her fingertips.

			“You all right?” Kalena asked with a look of concern.

			Polly avoided the question, trying desperately not to rip herself apart because her thoughts and feelings for Kalena were interfering in her job. “You two look like you’ve been busy. Anything I can do?”

			Aunt Berna smiled and set the creamer on the table. “Heavens no. You’ve had enough of a long day. Just sit there and relax and eat your pie.” She patted Polly’s shoulder.

			Aunt Berna’s touch brought instant comfort, a place to linger and relax. Polly sighed and looked up to find Kalena gazing at her, her green eyes the color of jade in the sunlight. The top of her apron hid her full, pert breasts, which Polly had enjoyed the feel of when they’d been dancing. She was a stunning woman, but her beauty wasn’t only in her femininity, her slender legs, her subtle curves, arms that could reach out to embrace. Her beauty was in the culmination of all her attributes, including her quick wit, her intelligence, and her warm heart. She was the kind of woman Polly could see herself coming home to, sharing a life with. She couldn’t be a spy. Perhaps it was Kalena’s eagerness to please or engage her in conversation that always ended up without restrictions, or how she seemed to get right to the heart of the matter. Thoughts like that were far too dangerous to entertain.

			“Polly? Did you hear me?” Kalena asked.

			The metal pot Aunt Berna was washing clanged in the sink.

			“Sorry. What?”

			“Would you like me to run a hot bath for you?”

			Polly sat dumbfounded. She didn’t know how to respond. When Kalena asked the question, it had seemed like the most natural thing in the world to do. A hot bath waiting for her, and all she had to do was go upstairs, take off her clothes, and soak. No one had ever cared enough to do that for her. Was she making too much of it? After all, it was a bath, not a trip to the ice cream shoppe to get her a sundae. A bath for her. How extraordinary! “Yes. That’d be wonderful. Thank you.”

			Kalena patted her arm and rose. “You finish. I’ll run up and get it ready.”

			Polly continued to eat the creamy spiced dessert, then sipped her coffee. All she could think about was Kalena in the bathroom holding out her hand to help her into the tub as she let the towel fall. She smiled. When an appropriate amount of time had dragged by, she excused herself, placed the dirty dishes on the counter by the sink, and said good night to Aunt Berna.

			She stripped, slipped on her silk robe, and carried her bedclothes into the bathroom.

			Kalena shut off the water and dipped her fingers into the steaming liquid. “Perfect timing. It’s just about the right temperature.” She lingered on the edge of the tub, then looked up and smiled, her eyes a silken jade.

			Perfect indeed. The moment expanded and intensified.

			The drip from the faucet hung in the air, then fell, splashing into the bath. The music on the radio downstairs hovered momentarily above Polly, then trickled into her ears. Her heartbeat slowed, then surged, bringing with it an overpowering urge to draw Kalena to her. To embrace. To kiss. To caress.

			“Have a relaxing bath. I know you’ve earned it.” Kalena smiled again, then closed the door behind her.

			Polly stood motionless, hoping she’d return. But she didn’t. A large white towel and washcloth hung draped over the sink next to the tub. She laid her bedclothes on the stand and slipped off her silk robe, then slid into the welcoming hot, wet embrace. She sighed heavily, unable to stop the sound from floating out of her mouth, then moaned as every muscle relaxed.

			Finished, she dried off and dressed in her night clothes, then went to Kalena’s door, hoping to thank her. She rapped. No response. Perhaps she was downstairs. Disappointed, she opened the bathroom door so Kalena would know she was no longer in it, then went to her own room and turned on the lamp. She lay on the bed, her thoughts whirling without direction.

			A few minutes later she heard a sound from Kalena’s room.

			“Kalena, thank you for the bath,” she called.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, dear.” Aunt Berna’s voice drifted in. “It’s just me putting her laundry away.”

			“Oh. Is she downstairs?” Polly asked, trying to sound casual.

			Aunt Berna appeared in the bathroom doorway. “She went for a walk. She’ll be back shortly.”

			“She went for a walk at this hour?”

			Aunt Berna laughed. “She often goes for long walks at night. She says it relaxes her. Do you want me to tell her you want to talk with her when she gets home?”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			Aunt Berna smiled. “Good night. Sleep well.”

			“Good night.” Polly lay back on the bed. Why would Kalena need to go for walks this late at night? Was she meeting someone? Unwanted whispers of more doubt forced their way in. Was she handing over secrets on some back street where she couldn’t be seen betraying their country? The burning in Polly’s stomach raged once again, and her headache, which had begun to dissipate during her bath, resurfaced like someone had snapped her head back and flashed a bright light in her eyes. She massaged her temples, trying to get relief. Surely it would be too coincidental for her to be living with the very spy she was searching for? And Kalena seemed so sweet, so kind. But then, a well-trained spy could portray just about any nature, right? Was it poetic justice that the one woman she’d been completely attracted to would be the enemy? Polly let out an audible moan.

			Twenty minutes later she heard the front door open and close. She repositioned, fluffing the pillows behind her, and waited for Kalena to come upstairs.

			A few minutes later the bathroom light flicked on. Kalena peeked into Polly’s room. “Did you have a good bath?”

			“Yes. It was wonderful. Thank you. Did you have a good walk?”

			Kalena nodded. “The night sky is full of stars. I walked around Lake Anna. Have a good rest.”

			“Good night,” Polly said, watching her gently close the door. Feelings of confusion, uncertainty, and longing washed over her. Was she disappointed because Kalena hadn’t wanted to stay and visit? Polly didn’t like these emotions. They were draining her energy, and she didn’t have time for them. She returned to her training. Trust no one. Get close to no one. Stay focused. They were cold bed partners to send her to sleep.






Chapter Eleven 

			Kalena started the hot water in the tub and began to undress. She did it slowly. First each button, one by one, and then she slid the blouse over her shoulders, tensing from the exposure of cool air against warm skin. She tossed her top onto the floor. She didn’t lay it neatly over the towel rack like she usually did. No, not tonight. Tonight, she didn’t care. It was an odd feeling. She undid her bra and let it fall. Nipples hardened from the caress of air.

			What was Polly doing? Thoughts of her lingered, like the scent of spices in the kitchen. Captivating eyes watching her. The softness of her hand when they touched. Arms around her when they danced. She peeled her pants and undergarment down her buttocks and thighs, the fabric tingling and titillating as it slid over skin. She lowered herself into the welcoming water. She breathed deep and slow, sensing her need to be touched.

			When would it happen? Who would it be? She’d wanted to experience sex since she was sixteen. Someone to touch, caress, and love her, and someone she could love and fulfill in return. She tried to fantasize about being with a woman, but without experience, imagination could only take her so far. Now it seemed like she had to push fantasies of Polly away hourly. She wanted to imagine what it would be like to kiss her, to touch, explore her body, glide her fingers over the curves.

			A knock from her bedroom side startled her out of the moment.

			Aunt Berna opened the door a few inches. “Would you get up at six to put the turkey in the oven? You can go back to bed for a couple more hours once it’s in.”

			“Yes, of course. Set my alarm clock, will you, please?” Kalena asked.

			“I will, sunshine. Thank you. See you in the morning.”

			“Good night,” Kalena said, as she soaped the washcloth.

			Aunt Berna shut the door.

			The water was beginning to cool, as had her thoughts, making her flush. She finished bathing and then dressed in her nightclothes. When she flipped the bathroom light off, she saw the light from Polly’s room under the door. She settled her hand on her chest. Was it more than an attraction she felt? This woman was beautiful and alive and full of intrigue. She wanted to go to her. But what if she wasn’t feeling the same things? Her eyes said she did. Her touch said she did. When they’d danced, she’d looked into Polly’s eyes and had seen a reflection of what she felt, of the kind of woman she was. But what if she was wrong? What if it was just wishful thinking? She’d be a fool. She’d expose her feelings to someone who wasn’t interested, and she’d be rejected. That could prove to be the embarrassment of her life. And Polly was a boarder. What if she became angry and left? To knock on the bathroom door was too informal. She should leave her alone. She must be exhausted.

			In spite of all the reasons she’d just rehearsed, she found herself walking through her own bedroom, out into the hallway, to Polly’s door.

			All she had to do was knock, see the expression on her face, and she’d know if she was intruding. But she stood there, unable to do anything. Her arms seemed made of lead. She couldn’t lift them. The silence was so deafening she could hear and feel the pulsing of blood flowing through her neck and into her temples as her heart pounded. The grain on Polly’s door seemed etched into the wood by a carpenter’s tool. The worn metal knob was an almost luminous mixture of gray, bronze, and silver. She shifted, and when she did, the movement freed the weight in her arms. She knocked softly but firmly. Her heart beat faster. She trembled. Surges of determination, then dread swept over her. She wouldn’t knock again. If Polly didn’t answer, she’d leave. Was she asleep?

			Polly’s inviting voice floated out into the hall. “Come in.”

			Kalena’s heartbeat slowed, but her hands continued to tremble. She opened the door and stepped in, closing it behind her to stop herself from turning and running. It was ridiculous, but it was what she had to do. She pressed her back against the door, its safety and security giving her something solid to lean on. She felt like she’d just climbed a rugged mountain peak, then congratulated herself. Now what?

			Polly was sitting on the bed. The distance between them seemed like miles. Kalena wanted to go to her, but she couldn’t move. She had no strength left. If she stepped away from the door, she’d surely collapse. She watched Polly’s eyes as she slid from the bed and walked toward her—the flow of her turquoise silk gown, the sway of her hips, the graceful movement of her arms.

			Kalena’s breath caught.

			Polly’s eyes were dark with intensity, her expression hard to read but utterly focused on Kalena as she moved closer.

			Kalena let go of the doorknob she’d clutched behind her and reached for Polly.

			Polly wrapped her arms around her, engulfing her in an embrace.

			Kalena couldn’t get close enough. She whispered, trying to catch her breath, trying to control herself. “I’m so sorry. I tried to stay away.”

			Polly stroked her face and hair. “No. I don’t want you to be sorry. There’s nothing to be sorry about. I’m glad you’re here. I felt it too.”

			Polly held her tighter, then eased away, resting her hand on Kalena’s waist. She looked at her.

			What was she thinking? What was she feeling? Kalena took a hitched breath. She looked into her eyes, those eyes full of mystery and life and…

			Polly pressed her lips to hers. Soft. Warm. Sensual.

			Kalena wrapped her arms around Polly’s neck, aware of their breasts touching, filling her with yearning, hunger, and need.

			Polly’s mouth opened, and she slid her tongue into her. Wet. Hot.

			Kalena returned the gesture, probing. Her entire body wanted to be a part of the kiss. The sweet taste of Polly’s mouth, the scent of her skin and hair, the feel of her firm, exquisite body against her. Kalena slid her hand down Polly’s arm. Polly pressed closer. The wetness of Polly’s mouth and tongue and lips was all-consuming. She couldn’t get enough. More, she wanted more.

			Polly withdrew. “Kalena,” she whispered. “We have to stop.”

			Kalena opened her eyes. Her breath caught. She licked her lips, tilted her head back, and swallowed. The taste of Polly’s kiss lingered. Why did she stop? What had Kalena done? Did she offend her? Had she wanted too much?

			Polly’s cheeks were flushed. “Don’t think you did anything wrong.” She led her to the bed, sitting her down next to her. She stroked Kalena’s arm. “We have to talk.” She held Kalena’s hand, softly rubbing her thumb over her knuckles. The slightest tremor in her touch betrayed her feelings.

			At that moment Kalena realized this woman beside her, who was strong, and beautiful, and full of confidence, was just as nervous as she was. Kalena couldn’t help but smile. She leaned near and kissed her. This time Kalena was confident. This time she intended to show Polly how much she wanted her. She held her face as she kissed her, deep and full of desire. Passion seeped out of her lips and tongue, spilling from her mouth.

			Polly withdrew again, swallowing, touching her lips. “Oh, God. We can’t do this.” She rose and started pacing.

			Kalena looked at her. Why was Polly so upset? Was it because she’d come into her bedroom? Intruded? Had she violated some sort of code Polly had? Embarrassed, she rose to leave.

			Polly grabbed her hand. “Don’t go. Please, don’t go. We have to talk.”

			They froze when they heard footsteps in the hall, someone humming a soft tune. Polly shifted, tilted her head, listening. Quietly, she moved to the door and placed her hand on the worn, warm wood. With a sigh of relief that almost made her dizzy, she turned back to Kalena.

			“I’m sure no one heard anything,” Kalena said, her eyes wide, her expression searching as though to understand.

			Polly had never kissed or been kissed like that. She could still feel Kalena’s lips, her body all around her. Her skin was tingling, every nerve exposed. Kalena was inside her somehow. She guided her to the chair and eased her into it. “I don’t want you to go, but we can’t do this.”

			Tears welled in Kalena’s eyes. She reached for a tissue on the nightstand. “I’m so sorry.”

			Polly knelt in front of her and took her hands. “You have nothing to be sorry about. I’ve wanted to kiss you since the moment we met.” Something inside Polly opened, and Kalena was there. Had she let her in? Could she control whatever this was? Was it real? Or was it only emotion and stress? Were the look in Kalena’s eyes and her expression a reflection of her own feelings? And how could she be sure that Kalena could be trusted? In her world, trusting the wrong person could be deadly.

			Polly found herself trembling. She stood and retreated from Kalena, trying to push the emotion away. But it was overpowering and consuming, exhilarating and painful all at the same time. It was as if she’d fallen into Kalena and didn’t want to find her way out, yet she knew she had to. She studied her.

			“What is it?” Kalena’s expression changed. The smile left her lips. She leaned forward and repeated the question.

			Polly slowly shook her head. What had happened? It was only a kiss. It wasn’t possible to have this happen from a kiss. But she’d shifted off her axis. Time and space and distance were distorted. She ran her fingers through her hair and then scrubbed her face, trying to sift through her emotions.

			“You’re scaring me, Polly. What’s wrong?”

			“I have to get some air.” Polly immediately left. She went downstairs and out onto the porch. She took in a deep, steadying breath. This could not be happening. Not now. Not when she needed to be totally focused on her assignment. People’s lives were in jeopardy. She couldn’t mess this up. She stared out into the darkness. A deep chill swept through her. Lights from the houses across the lake flickered in the distance. Suddenly the night was dark and lonely and cold.

			The front door opened. Kalena stepped out and slipped a heavy coat over Polly’s shoulders. “It’s freezing out here. You’re going to catch your death.”

			Polly turned toward her. “Kalena. We can’t do this. Not now.”

			“I’m so sorry, Polly. I never meant to offend you in any way. I apologize from the bottom of my heart. How can I make this right? I don’t want you to leave.”

			Polly brushed Kalena’s lips with her fingertips. “Don’t apologize. I wanted it. I needed it.”

			Kalena clasped her hand, surrounding it in warmth. “Then what is it?”

			How could she reveal who she was? And how could she get involved with Kalena when she could be the very spy she was looking for? Her emotions raged within her. She had to stop this. It’d gone too far already. She’d let herself get in too deep. “I can’t do this.” She’d have to lie
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