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"Trust yourself, then you will know how to live."
Goethe
 
 
"We are never so vulnerable than when we trust someone – but paradoxically, if we cannot trust, neither can we find love or joy."
Walter Anderson
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Submission was my guilty pleasure. My secret desire. People might look at me and see me as an intelligent capable woman, a grad student who won the Thesis Prize for my writing about Africa. Daughter of a Chief Justice and potentially-future Congressman. But I wasn't that perfect little daughter. I was a woman who let her Dominant lover tie her up, blindfold her, introducing her to the world of D/s, who went to a dungeon party and was spanked in front of a crowd.
I sat in my apartment, drinking a cup of coffee and enjoying the solitude. I smiled to myself as I thought about my short but intense love affair with Drake Morgan, MD, bass player, philanthropist, looking forward to meeting him later at the apartment on 8th Avenue, eager for whatever plans he had to use my body. 
The week before we were leaving for Nairobi, Kenya, and Drake was at his charitable foundation for a meeting. I spent the morning packing, waiting to meet him in hopes that we could play out a scene from his letters – something I'd been waiting for since I signed his contract and agreed to be his submissive.
As his submissive, I had to wait for him to decide the time was right so despite the ache in my body thinking about it, I squelched the urge to question him, ask for it.
At about eleven, my cell buzzed. I hoped it was Drake saying he'd be there early, but it was my father calling from his office using Facetime. 
"Hi, Daddy," I said. I couldn't help smiling at the image of him on my phone, sitting at his desk with his readers perched at the end of his nose, his bristle-brush haircut and square face reminding me of a bulldog. 
"Hi, sweetheart," he said in his characteristic gravelly voice. "Elaine and I want to take you and Drake out for dinner before you go away. What do you say? Anyplace you'd like to go?"
"I'll ask Drake. I'm sure he'd love to go out with you both."
"Call me back when you know."
"I will."
The call ended and before I called Drake, I checked my email but there was nothing except spam and daily news headlines I subscribed to.
My cell rang and so I checked the call display. Drake Morgan, MD.
"Hi," I said, smiling, my pulse increasing as I imagined what order he'd give me. "I was just going to call you."
"Kate, I'm sorry," he said, his voice sounding preoccupied. "Something came up and things have taken longer than expected. I'm going to have to put our meeting off until later tonight."
Our meeting. He must have someone in the office with him and was using code to refer to our scene. Disappointment flooded through me. 
"Is everything OK?"
"Everything's fine. Just some business to wrap up before we leave."
"My dad called and wants to take us out to dinner tonight. He said the restaurant was our choice. Do you feel like joining them for dinner? Is there somewhere you'd really like to go?"
He paused. "Of course," Drake said. "How about we all go to the Russian Tea Room one last time?"
I smiled. "Only if you agree that we don't sit in a booth."
He laughed at that and then spoke in a low deep voice as if trying not to be heard. "Don't tempt me, Ms. Bennet. You've got my mind working overtime thinking of ways to enjoy you while we're in public."
"Drake…" 
"Katherine," he said, his voice firm. He said nothing for a moment. "Hold on a second." I heard him speak to someone, wishing them well and thanking them for the meeting. Then, the sound of a door closing.
"Sorry," he said. "I had someone in my office."
"Drake, we could never do anything when my father's there…" I said, despite being titillated by the whole idea. 
"Of course not. But we could arrive a bit early…"
I sat there, biting a nail, wondering how to respond to the tone of his voice, which was definitely authoritative, brooking no argument.
"What time would we meet them?" he asked.
"The usual time. Seven-thirty."
"Tell your dad it's my treat and that I insist. I'll reserve the fourth floor at the Russian Tea Room. Now, as for you, Ms. Bennet, I'll pick you up at 8th Avenue at 6:45 and we'll arrive a half hour early. Remember my rules for going out in public. I want you wearing that black dress you wore at the fundraiser and your stockings and garters. Nothing underneath. Put your hair up so I can see your collar and get at that neck of yours. You'll be so wet when we get to the restaurant, I imagine I could make you come very easily."
I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting with my urge to argue. "If you really want this."
"I really want this, Katherine. I'm getting hard thinking about slipping my fingers inside of you while we're sitting at the table. I'm going to have to do some serious meditation and deep breathing to get rid of my not so little problem before I go to my next meeting…"
"I wish I could help you with that problem, Doctor Morgan."
He laughed. "I do as well. You'll help me later."
I smiled at the image of him dressed in his suit, his erection straining at his trousers. 
"See you and it at six-forty five," I said, butterflies in my belly at the thought of him having his way with me at the restaurant.
"That's my good girl," he replied, his voice sounding pleased. "I love you."
"I love you, too," I said, his words eliciting a flood of warmth through me.
I ended the call and sighed, my body already warming to the thought of what would happen tonight. 
 
The morning passed quickly and I ate a meager lunch I picked up from the deli across the street from my apartment. I spent the afternoon packing up the rest of my apartment. Most of the boxes that would be shipped to Africa were ready to go at my father's, but those things I'd donate or keep in storage were still waiting to be boxed up. 
At about four o'clock, I took a taxi to my father's where my clothes were already packed for the trip. I said hello to my father and Elaine and then started to get ready, having a quick bath, shaving so that my skin was completely smooth, and then I did my hair and makeup. I unpacked my dress from the fundraiser and after fluffing it in the clothes dryer, I slipped it on. The final touch was the black velvet choker with the diamond pendant Drake had given me. My collar. Finally, I gathered up my coat and bag. I briefly popped my head in my father's office.
"Hi, Daddy," I said when he was no longer on the phone. He glanced up from his papers and smiled.
"You look lovely. How come you're ready so early?"
"I'm meeting Drake for a drink before dinner. We've got a lot to discuss."
My father nodded. "We'll meet you there at 7:30. I haven't been to the Russian Tea Room in ages."
"Drake loves the Tea Room. His dad took him there during a trip to Manhattan when Drake was first in college. They used to eat there regularly when his dad would visit. Drake's such a sentimental man."
I went to him and kissed his cheek. He smiled up at me, squeezing my hand on his shoulder, no more words being spoken between us. I turned and went to the door, still so amazed at how things had changed between my father and me in such a short while and it was all because of Drake. 
When I glanced back, he was already back on the phone making plans for his run for office.
 
I took my father's limo service to Drake's apartment on 8th Avenue, texting him when I was outside. I climbed the stairs to the third floor loft, thinking back to the first time I went there and how he met me on the landing. When I opened the door, Drake was waiting for me in the entry, holding two shot glasses of Anisovaya.
"Ms. Bennet…" 
"Dr. Morgan," I replied, unable to keep a grin off my face. "I see you've got everything well in hand." 
"Always," he said, his eyes twinkling in that way that promised so much. "I hope to have you well in hand all evening. I hope you obeyed my orders about your manner of dress."
"Do you doubt it?"
"Of course not, but you have quite a will. One I intend to tame."
"Tame?" I said, matching his mock stern tone. "What could you possibly mean by that, Doctor?"
"Tame," he said, officiously, as he handed me the glass. "To make docile, tractable, obedient. To domesticate. To harness, to control."
We shot back the Anisovaya, the liquor burning down my throat, warming my belly. I'd come to associate the taste with pleasure, and a thrill of desire flooded through me at what would happen next.
"You like your women tame?"
"No," he said, taking the glass from my hands and placing them on the small table by the door. "After meeting you, I realized I like them quite the opposite. I like them wild, willful, self-prepossessed. What I love is taming them. I love the battle of wills." He removed my coat and hung it in the closet in the entry. Then he took me in his arms, one around my waist, pulling me against his body, the other brushing a lock of hair from my cheek. "I love the planning, the reconnaissance, the approach, the first engagement, the attack, the resistance, then the eventual surrender."
 He had this look in his eyes, amusement and heat that sent my heart racing. 
"But do you lose interest once you've conquered?" I said it without even thinking, but then, a sense of sadness went through me. "Once your adversary has surrendered, when there's nothing left to tame?"
He shook his head. "The wise general never totally destroys the spirit of the conquered. What good is a razed and barren landscape?"
I leaned my head against his chest, never really having thought about what Drake would do once he had my complete submission. 
"Will you go off looking for new lands to conquer once you've subdued your current target?"
He pulled away and looked down at me, a frown on his face. "Kate…"
"Well, when you put it that way, it got me thinking."
He led me over to the couch in the living room and sat down, pulling me down to sit on his lap, my legs over to one side, my arms around his neck like that first night in November.
"I was just playing around."
I nodded, but my insecurities came to the surface from out of nowhere. 
"Kate, you're not merely a submissive to me. I love you. I want to be with you. Not only as your Dom but as your partner. I'm old enough to know when I've found what I need to make me happy. I have found it. I'm not going to grow bored with you. I want you to stay who you are. I don't want a footstool. I thought you understood."
"I do, but it's every woman's insecurity."
"Shh," he said, a finger against my lips. "You are completely everything I want and need. You're beautiful, intelligent, warm, loving and submissive sexually underneath all the questioning and resistance. You don't have to worry."
"We hardly know each other," I said, thinking of the very brief amount of time that had passed since we met.
"I know you, Kate," he said, kissing my cheek. "You don't easily hide your emotions. You question everything, so I know where your mind is. I know you."
I sighed and leaned my head against his shoulder. We were still so new to each other, having been together for barely four months since the fundraiser. Still, I knew what I wanted. 
Drake. 
But suddenly, the enormity of what I was doing struck me. I had given up my semester at Columbia. I was packing up my apartment and had given it up, and I'd lose the lease at the end of January. Most of my things were either at my father's or would be in storage. I was going to Kenya with Drake, to live with him. 
It was what I wanted, but a little crack of doubt crept in. I'd be alone with Drake in a foreign country, completely dependent on him. I could always leave if need be for I had my own money, but still…
"Stop," Drake said, tilting my chin up so that I had to look into his blue eyes. "I know what's going on in that mind of yours. This is a big commitment, but don't you feel the way I do? That this is exactly what you want and need?"
"Yes."
I tried to squash the doubt in my mind. I had to go on my own gut feelings and trust myself. My time with Drake had been only wonderful. Only pleasurable.
"Good," Drake said and kissed me tenderly. He ran the backs of his fingers along my cheek, then touched the choker, before letting his fingers drop to my cleavage. "I want us to be happy and enjoy ourselves tonight, with your father and Elaine but also as a couple. Until they arrive, we're in scene and I want your total submission to me. No questions. No more doubt."
He ran his hand along my leg, from my knee to my thigh. Then, he slipped his hand under the hem of my dress, his fingers searching out the tops of my seamed stockings to the clasps of my garter belt. 
"Mmm," he said, murmuring against my throat. "Just what the doctor ordered."
I closed my eyes, smiling. "Your wish is my command."
He pressed me down on the couch, lying on top of me, his body between my now-spread thighs. Once more, he fingered my garters and the tops of my stockings as if he couldn't get enough of them. Then, he slipped them between my thighs, his fingers unerringly finding the opening to my body, his thumb on my clit, which he circled lazily. I moaned softly and couldn't help but move my hips in response, pressing into his fingers.
He kissed me deeply, his tongue finding mine, searching my mouth, sucking in my tongue. My heart raced, shocks of lust surging through me as he slipped fingers inside to test my level of arousal. He pulled back, his eyes half hooded.
"Nice and wet already," he said, his voice a whisper. "It'll be hard to last through the night with you like that."
I lay with my eyes closed, a smile on my lips. "All you have to do is talk to me and I'm ready. In fact," I added. "I only have to think of you."
He bent down and kissed my neck and I could feel the rise of his cheek in a smile. 
"That's an awful lot of power," he said, his voice playful. "I like it, being a Dom and all." He grinned at that and then abruptly sat up, pulling his hand from between my thighs and beneath my dress. He stood and helped me up, my legs a little wobbly from the lust he'd built up with his talk and his touch and his kiss.
"So, what are your plans? Are you going to make me so aroused before dinner that I can't focus and sit there like a rag doll in front of my parents?"
"Oh, I have so many plans, Ms. Bennet," he said and pulled me to the closet, where he removed my coat and held it out for me. "You'll just have to be a good submissive and wait to find out." He opened his eyes wide at that, reminding me I was supposed to be in sub mode.
"I'm still learning what being a good submissive means," I said and slipped the coat on. "I'm always questioning everything."
He wrapped his arms around me from behind. "That's how I knew you and I would be so good together. You want to know, to understand. I love to teach. We're perfect together."
I smiled and leaned back against him. We were.
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
The Russian Tea Room was busy when we arrived. After we removed our coats, a hostess took us in the elevator to the fourth floor Hearth Room, which Drake had reserved for the evening, sparing no expense. As the elevator rose, Drake stood slightly behind me, his arms around me, pressing his already-hard erection against me while the hostess stood at the front of the elevator, making pleasant conversation.
When we arrived on the fourth floor, the hostess led the way to our private dining room. My skin tingled as Drake took my hand in his, running his thumb over my knuckles. The Hearth Room was all gilded chairs and white tablecloths with sparkling crystal, the walls deep maroon, the floors polished wood and covered with Persian carpets. In the center of the room stood the hearth, and on either side were tables. In one wing, a set of plush dark sofas faced each other across a coffee table. 
Drake led me to the sofas where tiny buckwheat crepes called blini, caviar and vodka had been laid out on the mirrored surface. Once the hostess left, Drake pulled me down onto his lap and began to feed me blini smeared with caviar, sour cream and minced red onions. 
I lay across his lap, my arm around his shoulder, and enjoyed the delicious savory taste of the caviar, the creaminess of the sour cream, the bite of the onion all wrapped together in the tiny crepe. 
Drake handed me a shot glass of vodka, which I downed after he toasted us. The vodka warmed my throat and belly, and soon, I was so relaxed, I barely noticed when Drake's hand slipped once more beneath my dress to caress my thigh where the tops of my nylons met my lace garters. After we finished off another blini, my eyes closed in pleasure, Drake stood up and left me on the couch, going to the double doors and closing them, so that we were cut off from the other rooms. I stood up, adjusting my dress and turned to the washroom. 
"Where do you think you're going?" he said, eyeing me with a frown.
"Just to freshen up before my parents get here."
"You look beautiful just the way you are," he said and came to my side, his gaze moving over my face. "I want you," he said, his voice hoarse. "Now." 
He grabbed me and pulled me close, his lean hard body pressed against mine, one hand at the small of my back, the other tangled in my hair. 
"Drake," I said, barely able to speak. "My parents are supposed to arrive…"
"Not for at least fifteen minutes. That gives me plenty of time, so relax, Katherine," he said, his voice commanding. He fingered the collar around my neck, touching the diamond pendant that hung at the base of my throat. "I gave the establishment strict instructions that we aren’t to be disturbed until your parents arrive. When they do, they'll call my cell first, and won't send them up until I say."
He tilted my head up and covered my mouth with his, his lips soft in contrast to the hardness of his erection grinding into my belly. I moaned as his tongue found mine, sucking me into his mouth possessively, his kiss growing in intensity while his hands roved over my ass, squeezing a buttock, pulling me even closer. 
My hands found his hair, running through it, grabbing it and pulling him down to me and that elicited a growl from him, his kiss becoming even more devouring. Heat from his body seeped into mine, warming me, making my heart pound. Every inch of my skin seemed on fire where he touched it, my throat with his lips, under the hem of my dress with his wandering hand. He inhaled deeply when he felt the top of my stockings, the clip of my garter, then the naked skin of my pussy. 
"Fuck, I need you, right now." His voice was low and deep, animalistic, making my breath catch in my throat. He lifted my thigh and ground his hardness into me.
Then, he pushed me down on the couch so that I lay beneath him, his hips between my thighs. He kissed me deeply, pressing himself against me, grinding his hips, and his nicely thick and hard erection, into me. I gasped when he slid down my body and lifted my dress, baring my lower body before delivering a rain of kisses all over me, from my belly to my inner thighs.
"Drake," I said, my body stiffening. I thought that he would only slip his hand up my dress – not eat me with my dress up to my waist. 
"Shh," he said. "Comply."
I bit my lip and closed my eyes, hoping no one blundered upstairs by mistake and found us in flagrante delicto. When Drake slipped his fingers into me, I gasped, my thighs trembling. When he covered me with his mouth, his tongue unerringly finding my clit, laving it with the flat of his tongue, I moaned, unable to stop from thrusting my hips against him. The combination of the sensations, the arousal from earlier, and the risk of being caught made me exquisitely sensitive. Soon, I was writhing under his mouth while he thrust his fingers inside me, sucking my clit in a way that was guaranteed to make me come fast.
Then he pulled away and when I opened my eyes, Drake's blue ones regarded me intensely. He leaned over me as I lay on the couch, his arms on either side of my head.
"I'd love to fuck you from behind right now," he said, his voice thick with lust. "Your dress hiked up over your back, your body over the back of the couch, me standing behind you, watching my cock slide inside of you, but we have only a few minutes. Instead, I think I want you to stand in position for a while so I can imagine it."
Then he lifted me up and turned me around, pulling up my dress so that my ass and legs were on display, my black sheer stockings with the seam up the back, my black lace garters and garter belt, my knees spread wide. He sat on the opposite couch and watched me for a few minutes, his chin resting on his hand, and the feel of his gaze on me, on my exposed ass and pussy, made me even more aroused if possible. 
I ached to have him come up from behind and shove his cock inside of me, fuck me until I came. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath, excited about later, when we went back to Drake's apartment. 
He'd do it then. 
I drifted on a wave of arousal for a few moments while Drake watched me, my body so ready, my breath shallow. Then Drake's cell chimed and I was startled out of my erotic reverie. I jerked back into full consciousness and tried to stand up, but Drake was right there, one hand on my back to stop me.
"Yes, you can bring them up," he said into his cell, his voice totally in control. "But give me a couple of minutes first. Show them the new ice sculpture. Introduce them to the chef."
He ended the call and I tried to stand up straight but he stopped me once more.
"No." He ran his fingers down the small of my back, between my ass cheeks to my pussy, his fingers teasing the entrance to my body, his thumb stroking over my aching clit. 
"Drake…" 
"The more you resist, the longer I'll take."
I said nothing, waiting while he stroked my clit more firmly, my breath coming in short gasps. Finally, he pulled my dress down, turned me around and stroked his hands over my hair, adjusting my dress to make sure everything was presentable. 
He ran a hand over his erection and then buttoned his jacket to cover it. He dipped his fingers in his glass of vodka and then licked them off, smiling at me when he did. Then he dipped a corner of a handkerchief into the vodka and wiped his mouth.
"My two favorite things – your pussy and vodka."
I couldn't help but smile back. "How am I going to get through this dinner?"
"You'll manage. Keep imagining what I'm going to do with and to you when we're alone later."
 
We heard them before they arrived, the sound of their voices drifting up from the elevator. Drake went to the double doors and opened them, waiting. Once the elevator door opened, he welcomed my father and Elaine, taking them off the hostess's hands. 
"Please bring up more caviar," he said, and ushered my parents into the opulent room. 
I went to my father and kissed first his and then Elaine's cheek. "I'm so glad you suggested this," I said to my dad. "I never thought I'd say it but I love caviar."
We sat and Drake poured my parents a shot each of vodka and we all toasted each other's health before downing the clear liquid. My father smacked his lips a few times and grinned widely, reaching for one of the last blini to follow his shot. 
Soon, we were busy catching up with each other's days – Drake making sure to first ask my father about his campaign. My father was only too happy to recount how things were going and the steps he had to take to ensure he was on the nomination ballot. Elaine asked Drake about his job in Africa and he was only too happy to describe it. I sat and listened as he talked about the hospital and of the Medical College. He seemed really excited to be taking on the position. I took Drake's hand, squeezing it, pleased to see him so happy.
He turned to me, his face softening, a smile on his lips. He leaned over and kissed me briefly before turning back when the cocktail waitress brought more blini and caviar. 
Beside me, Drake held up his glass. "Za vas," he said, looking at us all, one after the other. "To us."
"To us," my father replied. He held up his glass, as did Elaine and I. Together, we shot back the vodka and then turned to the blini and caviar once more. 
 
Dinner was an elegant yet relaxed affair. We sat at a beautifully appointed table, set with fine china and crystal, silverware, the table with a crisp white tablecloth, crystal bowls of flowers and gilded chairs. We sampled the menu, enjoying the savory treats and specialties, Drake telling us about each dish and where it came from in Russia.
Even though his father had been absent when Drake was a boy, Liam's influence on him was measurable. Drake had latched onto everything about his father that he could – his music, his musicianship, his love of everything Russian, his ability to speak the language, even in the end, his career as a physician and surgeon. I suppose it was a way to hold onto an absent father – becoming him, emulating him.
It was then a sense of gloom seeped into my consciousness. Liam had been absent from his marriage and family. Drake compartmentalized the way his father did – keeping his sex life and his job and his music separate and it lead to his marriage's failure. Would Drake also be an absent partner or had he finally overcome his reluctance to commit to a complete relationship?
He seemed to have changed since I met him, letting go of his desire to keep things separate on his plate. Indeed, he seemed to welcome it, as if he easily threw away his previous rules when he learned I was the submissive he would train. He seemed to want a life partner, not only a play partner. But would he stay that way or would old habits creep in once the luster of our new relationship wore off?
I tried to push that thought out of my mind and watched him as he spoke with Elaine and my father, enjoying their company, talking and laughing. He looked so gorgeous in his expensive slate grey suit and crisp white shirt, a black tie, belt and shoes completing his outfit. His longish black hair was clean and shining in the overhead light, his square jaw covered in the right amount of stubble to be hip. His blue blue eyes were framed by thick black lashes and dark arched brows. 
My breath hitched in my throat just to look at him, my body warming as I thought about how he'd fuck me later, and even later than that, how we'd lie in each other's arms and fall asleep, sated. 
Tonight was a time to relax in each other's company, and as I watched him talking with my father, I thought he truly was enjoying himself. He turned to me, his arm around the back of my chair, that look in his eyes promising so much. He leaned over and kissed my cheek, his other hand slipping along my thigh under the tablecloth to lift up the hem of my dress and stroke my thigh briefly to remind  me. 
Then he turned back, picked up his glass of wine, and toasted us once again.
 
Much later, after our coffee and dessert, and after saying our goodbyes to my father and Elaine, we drove to Drake's apartment on 8th Avenue. The streets were quite bare that time of night and huge snowflakes fell lazily from a cloud-covered sky, the lights of the city reflecting on the cloud surface, lighting up the streets. 
Once we were back in the apartment, Drake was barely able to contain himself, and after he removed our coats and threw both onto the chair by the door, he pushed me into the living room, guiding me with hands on my hips, biting playfully at my neck. 
"I love seeing my collar on you," He stopped in front of the couch and turned me to face him. "Now, my lovely Katherine," he said, pulling my hair out of its clip, smoothing it with his hands. "It's time to do your duty for your Master."
He turned me around to face the couch, pressing on my back so that I leaned over, my arms on the back, my knees spread wide. He pulled up my dress so that my ass was once more bared. Then, I heard his belt buckle jangle, the metallic slither of his fly unzipping, and the rustle of clothes. He leaned over me, one hand sliding around my waist to my pussy, fingers spreading me until he found my clit, which he began to massage. With the other hand, he brushed my long hair out of the way and pulled down the shoulder of my dress. 
He began kissing the back of my neck and shoulder, biting the muscle softly, nibbling at my ear as he cupped my breast through the fabric of my dress. Finally, as if impatient, he pulled down the zipper on the back of my dress and drew down the entire side so that my breast spilled out from its confinement. He grabbed my breast and squeezed, my nipple between his fingers and thumb. He tweaked it, and the sensation sent a jolt of pleasure through my body right to my clit. I gasped in response.
Then, he removed his hand and rubbed the head of his cock over my labia from behind, and it felt so good, I wanted to force my body back onto him. I needed to feel him fill me up with his hardness while his fingers brushed my clit. 
Finally, he entered me, sliding his entire length inside of me right to the hilt, his hands on each of my hips. I groaned from the pressure, my body clenching around his. He stayed in that position for a moment and I could hear him breathing in deeply behind me.
"You look so good," he murmured, stroking my ass, his fingers tracing my garter belt. "So damn beautiful…"
I glanced up and saw our reflection in the window, me leaning over the couch, my long hair pulled to one side, cascading down my neck, my breast bared. He leaned over me, kissing my shoulder while he began to thrust, the fingers of one hand brushing my clit, while the other hand played with my breast. 
It didn't take long for me to come. Soon, I felt the sweet buildup of a powerful orgasm after the long day of frustrated arousal. 
"Oh, God," I gasped, as delicious jolts of pleasure went down my legs and into my belly. "I…"
He grasped my hips and thrust hard and fast and that sent me over, my orgasm starting, my body convulsing around his cock, my legs shaking. I couldn't control my breathing, my breath coming in short gasps, oh, oh, oh God…
He stopped, wanting to feel my body convulsing around his cock, the spasms delighting him. He kissed my shoulder for a moment and then began thrusting once more, and as I watched our reflection in the window, he kept his gaze on our bodies as he fucked me, getting so much pleasure watching. Finally, his pace quickened until he slammed into me, coming as well, grunting in pleasure as he ejaculated.
He collapsed against me, breathing fast in my ear. We remained in that position for a moment and then he turned my head and kissed me. "Stay like that," he said as he withdrew slowly. "I want to watch."
I watched in the window as he sat down on the chair across from the couch and examined me. I smiled to myself, hiding my face against my shoulder, knowing he wanted to watch his semen drip out of me like some conquering warlord claiming his spoil of war.
"Tomorrow, after I'm finished with a few things at the hospital, I want you waiting for me here, naked except for your garters and stockings, blindfolded, kneeling beside the bed. We'll do a scene from my letters."
I nodded, happy that I'd get to experience what his submissives did as described in the tantalizing letters Lara had given me back when I had no idea he would be my Dom.
"Does that please you, Katherine?" he said, his voice warm and deep.
"Yes," I said, my voice soft. "It pleases me very much."
"You're going to let me tie you up and have my way with you tomorrow. I'm going to enjoy you exactly as I want to."
"Yes," I said. "You will."
"Good girl," he said and then came to me, pulling me upright, turning me around and embracing me, his mouth finding mine in a passionate kiss. I didn't think I could be any happier.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Drake's inner sanctum – his apartment in Chelsea. 
Since the start of our affair, I'd spent weeks at his apartment on 8th Avenue where Drake kept his father's belongings and where he went to practice guitar. We played his game of dominance and submission there. It was where he first tied my hands to the bed frame and where I experienced more pleasure than I thought was possible.
Now that we were leaving at the end of the month, Drake was wrapping up things at the hospital and so we agreed he'd stay with me at my father's. My father was only too glad to oblige. I suspect my dad had visions of my wedding in his mind's eye, already planning it, but that was something I couldn't imagine. 
I didn't let myself imagine it. I wasn't so sure Drake was the marrying type, despite his claim that he never wanted us to be parted again. 
I knew he was the collaring type after his gift on New Year's Eve. I fingered it on my neck, playing with the single teardrop diamond pendant. I was starting to wonder if Drake was the commitment type. But I suspected that he was so sour on marriage that it was out of the question. Honestly, at that point, I didn't know how I felt, except I was in love with Drake and wanted to be with him more than anything, whatever that meant. 
Still, I was curious about his apartment in Chelsea. He'd never taken me there and I longed to see Drake when he was just himself – neurosurgeon, bass player, philanthropist. So, a few nights after our meal at the Russian Tea Room, as we drove through the streets of Manhattan after a trip to my apartment to pick up an extra charger for my laptop that I'd forgotten to pack. I was feeling a bit adventurous so I took a chance. He was going to drop me off at 8th Avenue and then after a brief run to the hospital to check in on the last of his surgical patients, he would join me there and we'd do our scene.
"Will you take me to your apartment in Chelsea instead?"
He quirked an eyebrow. "Curious, are you?"
"I showed you mine. I think it's only fair to show me yours." I turned to him, smiling, watching for his response. 
He finally turned to me, a grin curving his very delicious mouth. "Trying to figure me out are you, Ms. Bennet? Sometimes a little mystery is a good thing. You might be disappointed when you see it."
"Why?"
"It's not really all that interesting." Despite his smile, I could hear a hint of reluctance in his voice. "Just a nice old apartment in a nice old apartment block. My broker recommended it and I bought it sight unseen. It was decorated professionally so there's not much of my personality in it." 
"Still, I'd love to see it – the Sanctum Sanctorum." 
He laughed. "It's not the holiest of holies. It's just an apartment." 
"If you really don't want to take me, we don't have to go but I will feel slighted."
"No, no," he said, shaking his head. He glanced at me as we stopped at a stoplight, his smile a bit forced. "If you really want to see it, we can drop by there now. In fact, if you want, we can do our scene there. I have quite a few toys…"
"I'm sorry. It's just that I'd like to see how you lived before you met me."
"No, it's fine. As to how I lived before I met you," he said and cracked a grin. "I lived like a monk most of the time. I worked at the hospital. I gave lectures at Columbia. I attended fundraisers. I played racquetball at my club. And, when I had a submissive, I went to her apartment and tied her up and fucked her. Sometimes, I went to a dungeon party or one of the local munches. That was pretty much it. I lived a bachelor's life, Kate. The Chelsea apartment is where I eat and sleep. 8th Avenue is my place. My refuge. When I think of us, I see us there."
I smiled, glad that he thought of us at 8th Avenue. It was so personal for him and we started our relationship there. I felt like he really let me in there, letting down his guard a bit when we were together despite his best efforts to keep me under his control.
The mention of his past Dom activity with other submissives both aroused me and made me jealous. I'd considered going to a munch – a monthly meet-up with other BDSM practitioners over a meal – but had been too shy to go on my own. If I had gone, would I have met Drake there? I imagined it while we drove through the city, wondering what would have happened if I'd met him completely outside of my father's realm, anonymously. Would we have found each other if it hadn't been for Lara and my father's fundraiser? Life was so filled with accidents and chance.
"How many submissives have you had?" I said, trying to sound casual. 
He pursed his lips for a moment. "Eight with signed contracts."
"Eight?" I said, turning to him, unable to stop frowning. 
He gave me a guilty smile. "That doesn't include the subs I topped at play parties. I don't know how many there were. Maybe another six or so. You have to remember," he said, sounding a bit flustered. "Lara trained me and introduced me to a number of different subs. She was helping me learn what kind of Dom I was, so I went through quite a few in the first couple of years. It’s not easy to find compatible people."
I nodded, but still… He'd had fourteen or more submissives in five years? I'd been with three men during that same period, and two of them were really barely out of their teens.
He reached over and took my hand in his, lifting it to his lips to kiss my knuckles. 
"You don't have to be jealous. I never felt anything for them other than a desire for bondage and to dominate them sexually. They were a more rewarding way of having an orgasm than jerking off. You're completely different."
"I'm not jealous," I said, maybe a bit too quickly. "I'm curious. And intimidated."
He smiled quickly. "Good," he said. "A Dom is supposed to be a bit intimidating. It helps get the sub in the proper submissive state of mind. When you think of me as your partner, you should feel my equal."
"I'm really not your equal," I said, considering him. "You're a neurosurgeon. I haven't even had a real job yet."
He laughed at that. "Kate..." He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek briefly. "I'll let you in on a very well-kept secret." He focused back on the road. "Take away all the trappings of power, the accomplishments, the money, and underneath every mogul, however successful, is just a flesh and blood man. We all want the same thing, deep down."
 "What?"
He glanced at me, smirking. "Hot sex with a really great-looking babe." 
"Drake!" I pulled my hand out of his and punched his shoulder playfully. 
"Just kidding," he said, laughing. He grabbed my hand back and threaded his fingers through mine. "No, seriously. Men fall in love more easily than women. When I finally met you, before our meeting with Lara, I wanted to ask you out, even thought I knew it would probably only be vanilla. I'd already plotted out a way to seduce you and initiate you into my depraved ways and so learning you were the sub I was supposed to initiate into the secret world of D/s..."
"You really were going to try to seduce me, you bad man," I said, still amused that he and Lara were conspiring about me. "I told Lara that the relationship would be purely research."
"Lara thought you needed a bit of encouragement. You know," he said, sounding guilty, a half-smile cracking his lips. "Find your 'inner sub'. I was more than willing to try because I'd already thought of it. I do love a challenge. I just had to find out how to push your buttons, so to speak."
"That sounds so…" I struggled for the right word. "Machiavellian."
"Oh, it's completely Machiavellian. I can't lie. I wanted to conquer you, Ms. Bennet." He shook his head, smiling to himself. "I thought I'd have you totally under my control in no time flat. How wrong I was…"
"What do you mean?"
He just smiled, pleased with himself that he'd successfully won me over, despite my initial refusal. 
"You look like the Cheshire Cat," I said, noting his amused expression, his lips curving up in a smile. "The Cheshire Cat who swallowed the canary, to mix metaphors."
"Oh, I ate the lovely little canary. " He glanced over at me, grinning from ear to ear. "I had her for breakfast and lunch and dinner."
"Don't get too smug." I took my hand back, my arms folded across my chest, unable to keep a grin off my own face. "You're the one who came to me in the end, professing your love. Not wanting to be parted from me ever again."
His grin faded and he reached over and took my hand once again. "You don't have to remind me about that. I thought I'd lost you for good. I was serious when I said I don't want us to be parted again."
"And yet, you were going to leave me, leave Manhattan and go to Kenya without even a goodbye?"
"Kate, remember what happened to me the last time a close relationship ended." He said nothing for a moment and I thought about how his marriage broke up and that he'd been given a temporary restraining order. Finally, he sighed. "After you said it was over, I tried not to feel anything. I shut down emotionally so I wouldn't over-react. I went through the motions of my life, hoping that going to Nairobi would distract me enough to keep the emotions locked away. Luckily, Elaine called me to tell me you'd fallen in love with me and were miserable, or right now, I'd probably be in some bar in Nairobi with a colleague, drowning my sorrows in a bottle of cheap vodka."
"You'd probably be looking for a new submissive. Lara would be busy sorting through her list of hopefuls."
"No. I'd have been overly invested in my work and my music. After you?" He shook his head and turned to me, his expression intense. "A relationship with just a sub would feel hollow."
I smiled, butterflies in my stomach. We drove in silence for a few moments and I mulled over the prospect of not having him. What if Elaine hadn't phoned him? He might have already been in Kenya and out of my life for good.
"I'm so glad she did call." I had to clear my throat because it was choked up. "I haven't thanked her enough."
He kissed my knuckles again. "We had a lot of people behind the scenes trying to get us together."
"And one determined to pull us apart." 
We cruised to a halt at a streetlight. "She can't hurt us now," he said and glanced at me, his gaze moving over my face. 
I sighed. As happy as I was with Drake, I was still uncertain about our relationship. We weren't going to be a Total Power Exchange Master/slave couple. TPE scared me. I had to be equal to Drake outside of the bedroom – as equal as we two could get, given our personalities. Our power exchange was only in the bedroom, and even then, it wasn't total. We were very vanilla.
I watched his profile in the darkened car. It was perfect, his forehead high, sharp cheekbones, full lips, square jaw covered by the right amount of scruff. Long dark lashes over blue blue eyes. Tousled black hair.
"Does anything ever faze you?" 
"Does anything ever faze me?" he said and frowned. "Does anything ever faze me. Let's see…" He turned his attention back to the road, chewing his bottom lip for a moment. "You." He glanced at me briefly.
"Me?" I said, totally surprised. "You control me so well. How could I faze you?"
"I don't control you so well, in case you didn't notice. With you, I'm a terrible Dom. I'd be laughed out of a dungeon if other Doms saw how much I'm wrapped around your little finger."
"What?" I said, laughing. "You're not wrapped around my finger. The other way around, Master."
"Ha," he said, shaking his head. "I'm convinced you call me Master to keep me happy. Kate, I'm usually much more firm with my subs than I have been with you. Other Doms would punish you far more than I have. They'd demand absolute obedience by now. No questions. No hesitation." He smiled sheepishly and turned to look me in the eye. "I'm a lousy Dom."
My heart squeezed a bit at that. "You're not happy with how things are between us?"
"Yes, of course I'm happy. Remember? Meat and potatoes all smothered in gravy?"
 "I think you control me quite well."
He chuckled. "I can control you sexually fairly well, so far. But you made me break all my rules, Ms. Bennet, despite all my efforts to keep the parts of my life safely separate. You totally fazed me. I never thought I'd say it, but I enjoy you too much, especially when you resist me, question me. I'd do anything to keep you." He turned to me and smiled. "Love does that to you."
That sent a thrill through me. I fazed THE Drake Morgan, MD. Dr. Delish. Dr. D. 
Master D loved me.
Master D, who went to dungeon parties, demonstrated the fine art of bondage and dominance to other aficionados. Who had sex with and dominated up to fourteen submissives in the past five years. 
The thought of him tying up other women and having kinky sex with them made me jealous. I squashed the image down and took in a deep breath. Drake never let himself get close to his submissives. He did everything he could to ensure they remained merely responsive bodies for his pleasure. I was different. We had too much history. 
To me, Drake had become this mix of love and sex. Intense pleasure. Intense emotion. Drake wanted submission from me – it was his kink, but he would have taken me any way he could get me. Now, sex and love were totally mixed up and would stay that way because we were going to Africa together and would be living together.
I was still catching my breath from the suddenness and surprise of it all. So much had changed in so little time…
 
The roads at that time of night were fairly clear and soon we arrived at his apartment building on 10th Avenue and West 23rd Street, a few blocks from the Hudson. A renovated building, his apartment was worth a couple million. From what I'd read when doing research for the story I wrote on philanthropy, it was one of the oldest residential buildings in Manhattan.
Drake parked the car in his parking spot and we walked to the gray stone building. The concierge greeted Drake, holding the door open for us. The elevator took us to the top floor and before we entered, he stopped. 
"Here," he said and slipped an arm under one of mine, picking me up.
 "What are you doing?"
He smiled as my arms went around his neck. "You should be carried the first time you enter my apartment."
"Drake!" I smiled into his neck as he carried me into the luxuriously appointed entry. As I expected, the apartment had rich dark woods throughout and had been decorated in grays with Persian carpets on wood floors. Every exterior wall had huge floor to ceiling windows. 
We stood in the entryway that had doors leading off to other rooms. He turned to examine me.
"So," he said, his eyes hooded. "What's your first impression?"
"Are you going to put me down?"
He nestled his face in the crook of my neck.
"I don't know…" he murmured in my ear. "I kind of enjoy holding you like this. It brings out the Dom in me."
"But I want to see it!"
"You can see it anytime you want, Ms. Bennet. All you have to do is ask."
I glanced at his face and he was grinning. Finally, reluctantly, he let me slide out of his arms to a standing position. He threw his keys onto a plate on a circular table in the center of the room. I walked into the living room, which looked out onto the red-brick building across the street. 
I took in a deep breath. The apartment even smelled of Drake's cologne. "It looks just like you," I said, turning in a circle. "Sleek, high end, rich, dark, cultured." 
There was a formal dining room that had been converted into a music room, with a baby grand piano, several guitars, and a wall-to-wall bank of bookshelves. Framed black and white photographs of famous musicians lined one wall – Jimmy Page, Peter Frampton, Miles Davis, a very young and pouting Mick Jagger. 
"Are these your father's?"
He nodded, leaning against the doorjamb, his arms crossed, watching as I walked around and examined his things. 
"He collected old photographs of the musicians and the bands he saw."
I stopped in the center of the room and glanced around before my gaze came to rest on him. This was the Drake I was coming to know. Besides surgery and D/s, his father and music were at the core of his identity.
I went to him and slipped my arms around his waist, leaning my head against his chest. He inhaled and embraced me back and the feel of his arms around me ignited my desire. I snuggled against his body, which was so warm and firm under his coat. 
"I like this Drake Morgan," I said, looking in his eyes. "I'm seeing him a bit more clearly now."
"Oh?" he said, his eyebrows raised. "And what have you seen?"
"You seem so self-contained."
He sighed and squeezed me more tightly. "My mother had me after my brother died, so I was an only child."
I pulled back. "I never knew you had a brother who died."
Drake nodded and ran his fingers through my hair. "We've never talked much about personal things."
"Tell me."
He exhaled. "He died before I was born from a very rare and aggressive form of leukemia. My mother never recovered, even after she had me. I had to be independent after she left. I think I was a little too independent for married life and that's one reason why Maureen and I split. I was also reluctant to have children because of the chance of passing on the mutation that caused my brother's leukemia, and that was a sore point between us. As soon as she left me, Maureen had a child with her new boyfriend."
"Oh, Drake, that’s so sad." I pulled him more tightly into my embrace, my heart swelling that he felt close enough to me to talk about his late brother and admit that he had been a bad husband. "What was your brother's name?" 
"Liam, after my father."
"How old was he when he died?"
"Five."
We stood like that for a moment, his warmth penetrating through his jacket, comforting me.
He sighed and ran his hands over my hair. "I don’t want to think about the past," he said softly. "Right now, I only want to think of me inside of you."
"I thought you had a patient..."
"I'll go later," he said and picked me up once more, carrying me into the bedroom at the back of the apartment, flicking on the light switch as we entered. He let me slide back out of his arms to a standing position, and then he took off my coat, leaving me standing beside the bed in his room while he went to the closet in the entry. 
The room was huge, the décor modern, the wood dark, the coverlet luxurious. Heavy drapes fell to the hardwood floor but a sliver of moonlight flooded in through a part in the drapes. 
On a table by a huge double-door closet was a thick photo album. I opened the cover to a black and white photograph of a naked woman, gagged, blindfolded and tied up in thin black strips of leather, the strips tied in intricate patterns over her body, surrounding her breasts, between her thighs, framing her shaved labia.
Drake had a book of bondage. 
My pulse increased as I flipped a few pages. The photos were of various angles on the same woman, her long blonde hair falling over the end of the bed, her wrists tied together and held over the edge. 
In one, a naked man leaned over her, a hand squeezing one breast, his face just out of the image. Although it was almost impossible to tell who the man was, I could see it was Drake by his chin with its characteristic scruff and square jaw. His cock was inside her, her knees bent and spread wide, each of her ankles attached to leather straps that were fastened to the foot of the bed.
These were Drake's subs. These were photographs of his rope work and of him having sex with them. It surprised me that he'd have a book like this, given his desire to protect his identity, but if you didn’t know it, you couldn't tell it was Drake. His face never appeared in any picture. 
I felt like I was snooping, but I also couldn't stop turning the pages. The photographs were artistic, the lighting careful, the angles intended to create interesting shadows and compositions on the page. It was really very beautiful, despite the explicit content. 
Drake entered the room with two shot glasses of vodka and came to an abrupt halt just inside the door to the bedroom.
"Oh," he said, his voice a bit hesitant. "I see you've found my book."
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
I nodded without saying anything, unable to stop turning page after page. In one taken from the side of the bed, a man – Drake – straddled a woman who was blindfolded and tied up hands and feet to the bed frame, his erection between her lips as he leaned against the wall, his hands spread wide. The muscular cheeks of his ass were clenched as if he were thrusting. My body responded to the blatant sexuality, my muscles tensing. Yet, my throat was choked with jealousy. 
There were several different women captured in the images. One was dark haired, anther was blonde with short cropped hair and tattoos. Still another was very tall and had dark hair and long limbs like a model. All were blindfolded, and unless they were performing oral sex, they were gagged. They were all restrained in various poses, some on their backs, others on their knees before him, yet others from behind. In one I could see clearly that Drake was performing anal sex.
I closed the book, my face hot, my body numb.
Drake put the vodka down on the table and turned me to face him. He took my chin in his hand and forced me to look in his eyes.
"Are you OK?" he said, his voice soft. "That's quite… personal."
"They're beautiful," I said, my voice cracking a bit. "The pictures are gorgeous and erotic at the same time. I'm sorry. I shouldn’t have opened it. I feel like a voyeur."
He smiled a bit at that. "I wanted them beautiful rather than pornographic. To me, D/s is an art. Photographs should convey that."
"Do you use them to, you know," I said, not really certain how to frame my question. "Get off when you don't have a partner?"
"No," he said, and smiled. "I mean, I have before. I'm not going to lie. But they're meant more as a tribute to my former submissives. I don't want to have any photos out there that directly identify me. I gave them all copies of their photographs in a special book."
He handed me one of the shot glasses. I sniffed it – Anisovaya, of course.
"You've hardly done anything with me, have you?"
He shook his head. "Don't want to go too fast with you. Besides," he said and held up his glass to me, indicating I should drink. "All this messy love stuff got in the way."
I couldn't help but smile at that. Messy love stuff…
"Drink up," he said. 
I did, shooting back the vodka, its spice of anise seed a familiar taste that I had begun to associate with pleasure. It burned in a nice way going down my throat, warming my stomach. Before I'd barely recovered from the taste, he leaned down and kissed me, his tongue sucking mine into his mouth.  When he pulled back, he brushed a lock of hair from my cheek. 
"What's going on in that mind of yours? You must feel something about those pictures."
I turned back to the images and considered. 
"Why does bondage excite you?" I examined one in which the sub was suspended off the ground, bound, gagged, blindfolded.
"Bondage puts a sub in a certain headspace. Unable to move or escape, she's also unable to resist. It's liberating. She can't help but feel what I make her feel. She can respond even more than normal to what I do because she has no other choice. Her body is mine. Her mind is mine. She's no longer responsible and as a result, she can feel everything without guilt."
I nodded, having had brief moments of that sensation of helplessness and openness. When I was tied up, I felt free. It was a paradox. One I was slowly exploring with him.
He took this really seriously. This was more than just a kinky preference but a passion. He spent considerable time binding his submissives with his leather restraints. In his rope work, the knots were intricate and placed in specific locations for aesthetic purposes and I suspected, for erotic purposes as well. In some photos, the ropes threaded between the submissive's labia. Their breasts were bound, the flesh spilling over the sides of the rope, nipples erect and jutting out. 
Would he eventually do that to me? 
Drake took my empty shot glass and placed it on the table beside the photo album. He took the album in his hands and led me over to the bed, sitting on the edge and pulling me down onto his lap. Then, he opened the album to the first page.
"Tell me what you feel when you see these."
I inhaled and examined that first one. "They're very artistic. Did you set them up yourself or did you have a professional photographer do them?"
"A professional photographer who specializes in BDSM."
"Were the poses your ideas or his?"
"Mine." His chin rested on my shoulder as I sat on his lap. I turned a few more pages. They were taken in a loft with hardwoods and exposed brick, the bed a prop, the windows covered by gauze curtains, letting in ample light. Everything was tasteful.
"What do those make you feel?" he said once more.
I hesitated. "Jealous." I flipped the page. Those women were so lucky. He kept the images in his bedroom by his bed. He'd masturbated to them before. 
"Envy." I said, my voice quiet. "Aroused."
He nodded, his chin resting on my shoulder. "What arouses you the most?"
I wasn't sure what image aroused me the most. I flipped through them, back and forth, and came to rest on one of the first blonde woman on her back, blindfolded, gagged, her hands bound, her feet bound. She wore nylons and a leather corset, her breasts spilling out over the top. Drake knelt between her knees, naked, splitting her labia with his erection. I pointed to it. "This."
He leaned closer and examined it. "Interesting…"
"Why do you say that?"
"It's the most submissive," he said. "She's the most helpless. Unable to move at all, unable to see, or speak. Trusting me completely. Totally under my control." 
I considered the photograph for a moment before flipping the page.
"What else do you like?" he said, squeezing me, one hand slipping beneath my sweater to cup a breast.
I found one of a woman on her knees before a nearly-naked Drake in black leather pants. His well-muscled body was gorgeous, enhanced by the lighting. One hand was on her head, her long hair caught up in his fist. She had him in her mouth, her lips taut around the head of his cock. 
 "This one."
"I like that one too. Why do you like it?"
"It reminds me of your letter. She's on her knees, her hands tied behind her back. Blindfolded. You're controlling her, guiding her by pulling her hair."
I flipped to another one that featured Drake performing anal sex. It upset me but it aroused me at the same time in a perverse way. Was I perverse?
"Do you like that one?"
"I'm ambivalent about it," I said.  
"Do you want to try these positions and acts?" Drake said, his voice soft, warm. A little husky as if he was as aroused as I was becoming.
"The other ones, yes. This one? Maybe some day. When I'm ready."
Then, Drake closed the book and put it on the bed beside us. He turned me to face him so that I was straddling his hips, my hands resting on his shoulders. I didn't want to reveal how jealous I was. I glanced down from his intense expression and fiddled with his tie, which had been loosened, the top button of his crisp white shirt undone. I tightened it and then loosened it again, as if undecided. 
"What?" he said, tipping my chin so that I had to look in his eyes, which were, of course, way too blue. "What are you thinking?"
I shook my head, shrugged one shoulder, a bit embarrassed and uncertain of whether I wanted to admit it. Finally, I exhaled and leaned in close to him, my lips beside his ear. 
"I want you to put your book away," I said, my voice barely above a whisper.
He pulled back, searching my face, his eyes meeting mine finally. My cheeks were hot. 
"You don't need to be jealous. I didn't love them."
"I know," I said. "But they mattered to you." 
"I only want to be with you."
"I don't want reminders of all the other submissives you've had. I don't want you looking at those photos."
He said nothing for a long moment, his gaze moved over my face. Finally, he reached up and touched my bottom lip. "Do you want us to make some photographs like those?"
I hesitated, my cheeks heating. "Yes."
"We will. Once we've explored more. I'm sorry that I've never done the whole thing with you. It seemed like I was always waiting for you at 8th Avenue instead of the other way around. And then you always seemed to throw me off my game with your seductive ways…"
I couldn't keep a smile off my face. "What do you mean?"
"You have a way of disrupting my train of thought, Ms. Bennet. My plans all crumble when that happens. I planned on giving you exactly what you read about in my letters, but I failed."
"I know. I felt very cheated. Like false advertising…" I said, pouting. For a moment, he took me seriously but then he laughed. 
"I better get it together."
I nodded, smiling at him. "I'd like that. Finally get what I paid for."
He grinned. "One of these nights, we could meet at 8th Avenue. You have a key. I'd want you to wait for me," he said, running a finger across the tops of my breasts, making me shiver. "Naked except for your stockings and garters, your collar and a blindfold. I want you kneeling on a pillow by the bed, your lips parted. I want you nice and wet for me, waiting."
"When?"
"Shh," he said, holding a finger to my lips. "That's for me to decide. I'll text you and let you know." 
He pulled me more tightly against him and kissed my neck, his lips trailing down my throat to the swell of my breasts. Then, he kissed me, his kiss soft, his fingers in my hair. Soon, his kiss became more passionate, his lips parting mine, tongue finding mine, making my heart race, my body warm. 
I wanted him right then and there.
He unbuttoned my sweater and ran his tongue along the top of one breast, the warm wetness of his tongue sending a chill through me. He rolled down the fabric of one cup, and squeezed my breast, his thumb and finger tweaking the nipple to a hard point. I inhaled when he covered it with his mouth and sucked, his tongue soft against my flesh. The sensation sent little jolts of desire through me and I couldn't stop from groaning.
Then, he pushed me down on the bed and began undressing me, his movements needy, rough, struggling with my buttons before pulling the sweater off over my head. He pulled down the other cup and sucked on my nipple, and I couldn’t stop from gasping when he drew his teeth over the hard nub. 
He unbuttoned my jeans and unzipped them, pulling them off my hips slowly. Underneath was a matching pair of cream lace bikini panties. 
"What are you going to do?" I said.
"Katherine," he said, frowning just a bit. "No questions."
I grimaced. "Sorry. But when we started all this, Lara picked you because you love to teach. I was supposed to be a student…"
"School's out." Then he kissed me again, silencing me with his mouth, one hand squeezing a breast while the other cradled my head.
I did my best to shut off my questions, shut off my mind and curiosity and waited. Not knowing what he had planned was exciting and a bit exhilarating. He ran his hands over my body, his fingers grazing my erect nipples, his palms warm over my belly. One hand covered my mound while the other slipped underneath me, grabbing my ass and pulling me up on the bed. He lay on top of me, grinding his erection hungrily against my groin. I whimpered, and couldn't help but respond, thrusting my hips up to meet his. He lay between my open thighs, his face directly above mine, his blue eyes holding mine.
He kissed me, then traced his tongue down my throat and shoulder down to one breast, circling my nipple, then lower over my belly. He spread my thighs with his hands and slipped his fingers between my folds to the entrance to my body. I groaned and writhed under his touch, which was firm, insistent. Two fingers slid inside of me, and I gasped, my body trembling.
His mouth and tongue followed his fingers until he was between my spread thighs, my body open to him completely. I could barely breathe when he leaned over me, his hands on each of my knees, staring at my body like a lion considering his prey. 
Then he left the bed and went to his closet. From where I lay on the bed, I could see inside the closet. Beside racks of clothes and shoes, was a black wooden cabinet with a padlock. He removed a key from a shelf and opened the lock. Inside the cabinet, I saw an assortment of leather ties, straps, some thin nylon rope, and several rubber-looking toys that looked like dildos or butt plugs and several long bars that had places to attach cuffs – spreader bars. 
He selected several leather cuffs, some other longer straps and then I saw him choose one sex toy and a bottle of lubricant and returned, his hands behind his back. 
"Lie with your head at the top of the bed. Close your eyes, Katherine."
I said nothing in reply, closing my eyes and trying to give in completely, but it was hard. He'd never used either a dildo or a butt plug with me, although he had begun to stimulate my anus with a finger during our encounters. When I protested, he told me that I would get used to it and eventually, it would become erotic. I knew when I signed the agreement that anal was on the agenda, but I felt he'd take his time with it. I wasn't sure I was ready yet.
I bit my lip and closed my eyes. 
"Don't be nervous. Nothing I do will hurt."
I nodded and took in a deep breath, my stomach filled with butterflies, my flesh aching with need. I moved further up on the bed, lying with my hands over my head close to the headboard and my eyes closed. My heart was pounding in my ears as excitement built in me. 
The bed compressed as he climbed onto it, straddling me, his knees on either side of my hips. First, he tied a soft cloth blindfold around my head, covering my eyes. I blinked, to check if I could see anything but the blindfold covered my eyes perfectly. Then, he took my hands in his and attached leather cuffs to each of my wrists before fastening them to the headboard. I pulled on them to test how secure they were. I could move an inch or two, no more. 
He left the bed for a moment, and I waited, my skin puckering from the cool air. I couldn't see anything, I couldn't move, completely helpless. My mind went into that place, the feeling of complete and utter helplessness. I felt euphoric.
In the distance, I heard the clink of something and frowned, wondering what he was doing. Was he getting some more Anisovaya?
He returned and I felt him sit on the bed, the clink of something hard against glass. Then, an ice cube, cold and wet pressed against the skin of my neck. I gasped as he trailed the ice cube from the base of my throat below my collar, down between my breasts, circling each breast, giving me goose bumps. He held the ice against one nipple and then the other, each one tightening to hard points. The chill from the ice was intense, almost bordering on pain, and when I thought I couldn't stand it any longer, he covered the nipple with his mouth, his tongue warm and wet. 
I writhed beneath him as he repeated this on the other nipple, the alternating sensation of cold and warm sending shocks of pleasure through me.
"Oh, God," I groaned. He squeezed my breasts together and pulled each nipple with his teeth, softly, just enough pressure to border on pain. When he sucked them, one after the other, the pleasure after the small bit of pain was so intense, I gasped and arched my back, pressing up against his mouth.
He left the remaining chip of ice between my breasts, where it sat and melted, the cold reminding me of his warm mouth on my nipples. Then, he slid another ice cube down my ribs, over one hip and then across my belly to the other hip, circling my navel in the process. It tickled and I squirmed. The ice slipped between my labia, pressing against my clit, the sensation so intense, I gasped. It almost hurt but not quite. Although I tried to stay still, I couldn't help but move my hips.
"Be still," he said, his voice firm. 
He kept the ice on my clit, until I groaned, and then he covered me with his mouth, his tongue swirling. I moaned and ground my hips without thinking. The ice slipped just inside my body, the sensation intense, the cold like a burn. His tongue replaced the ice and the cold/hot change made me more sensitive and I ached to feel something inside of me. He slid a finger and then two inside of me as he sucked and stroked me, and it felt so good, so sweet, I knew it wouldn't take long for me to come. 
When I felt his finger press against my anus, softly, barely detectable, I tensed. The tip of his finger felt cool and wet and my mind immediately became focused on it instead of on the erotic sensations of his mouth and fingers. 
He pulled his mouth away. "Relax. I promise if you relax and trust me, you'll enjoy this. Do you trust me, Katherine?"
I nodded, unable to speak. When he pressed his finger inside a bit more, I gasped and clenched instinctively to keep him out.
"Relax, Katherine. Take in a deep breath."
I did, inhaling deeply and his finger slid inside a bit more. 
"Good girl."
I tried not to focus on it, focusing instead on his other fingers inside of my body, of his mouth and tongue when he moved back to cover me, sucking once more. Soon, the sensation overwhelmed me and that sweetness built deep in my core, pleasure growing inside of me as my pulse raced. 
"I think I…" I said, my voice hoarse. 
He stopped his motions and slipped his finger inside me a bit deeper. By now, my flesh was throbbing, and I was so ready for orgasm that I barely noticed or cared. He began stimulating me again, bringing me even closer. When I opened my mouth to speak, he knew before I did and stopped his motions. I felt his finger withdraw and something else press against me. It, too, was wet and I realized this was the sex toy he'd brought over – a butt plug.
He didn't say anything, slipped it inside me a bit, past my remaining resistance. It felt different from his finger, larger and a bit cooler, but it wasn't unpleasant. It slid inside me and I clenched around it. The plug provided a bit of pressure that made his fingers feel even thicker when he slid them back inside. When he covered me once more with his mouth, the combination of sensations was even greater, more arousing. 
Soon, my thighs were shaking and I felt a need to thrust my hips up against his mouth. The pleasure started to spread through me and I had to use all my might to speak.
"Master, I…"
This time, he didn't stop and continued his motions, his mouth on me, his tongue soft against my clit, his fingers inside me, stroking, and the pressure from the plug all combined to send me over. My orgasm began, my body tensing, my flesh clenching around everything. Pleasure spread down my legs and up into my chest, my cheeks hot. 
"Oh, God," I cried out as it peaked, his mouth insistent, his fingers stroking me.
Finally, he stopped his motions and remained where he was as my orgasm began to wane. He finally pulled his fingers out and lifted his mouth from my flesh, but he left the plug inside. 
"There," he said, as he rose up and although I couldn't see him, I felt him looming over top of me, his hands on either side of me. He kissed me, deeply. "One more barrier down."
"Thank you," I said, "for breaking down one of my barriers."
"You were afraid."
"Yes."
"Does this show you that you can trust me to know what will give you more pleasure?"
I nodded. He had so much experience. I could let him take me where he wanted me to go, knowing it was all about getting the most pleasure for us both.
I closed my eyes when his mouth claimed a nipple. He unfastened my cuffs and flipped me over onto my knees, the blindfold still in place. Then, he leaned over me, one hand around my waist so he could play with my clit, while with the other, he cupped a breast, tweaking my nipple, squeezing it. I didn't think I could come again so quickly, but Drake was insistent, barely letting me recover from the first orgasm.
Soon, I felt desire build inside of me again and he slid the head of his cock against my labia, stimulating me with his shaft, before finally, entering me just a bit. The pressure of the plug and of his cock just inside of my body felt so good, I knew with a bit of stimulation on my clit I could come very easily.
Then he began to thrust, sliding slowly in and out, keeping his fingers on my clit as he leaned over my back. 
"Oh, God, I'm going to…" I said, unable to finish my sentence. Drake didn't stop thrusting, and soon, I went over the edge, pleasure spreading through me, down my legs and up into my chest, my face hot and cold at the same time. My small cries of pleasure seemed to spur Drake on and he thrust harder and faster, and within moments of my orgasm, his began, his hands gripping my hips, pulling me tightly against his body with each deep thrust. 
Then he leaned over me, collapsing against me, his mouth on my shoulder. 
As we lay there, recovering, I realized Drake was working me up to anal. Little by little, he was moving me where he wanted me to go. Part of me bristled at it, but part of me relished in the knowledge that he was busy planning his attack, marshaling his forces. One day, he'd claim me. I knew I'd enjoy it, despite all my misgivings.
Machiavellian was right… 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
After we were finished, he washed me with a warm washcloth, tending to my needs. 
"I think I want to stay here tonight," he said, his arms around me, his face nestled in the crook of my neck while I sat on his lap. "You should call your father and let him know."
I nodded and slipped out of his arms, going to where I'd dropped my bag to retrieve my cell. I dialed my father's number. After a few rings, he answered.
"Hi, sweetie. What's up?"
"We're going to stay at Drake's place in Chelsea tonight."
"What's it like? It's in that old apartment block by the Hudson, right?"
"It's really nice. He's converted the dining room into a music room."
"You two almost all ready to leave? We're sure going to miss you both."
"Just a bit more packing but yes, we're almost ready."
"OK, sweetie. You have a good night and we'll see you tomorrow."
"Good night, Daddy."
I ended the call and quickly checked my email, Drake's eyes on me. In my inbox was a letter from Dawn. I sat on the bed beside him and opened it, dreading the contents for we were still not on speaking terms.
"What is it?" Drake said, reaching out to squeeze my arm.
"An email from Dawn."
He exhaled heavily. "What trouble is she trying to raise now?"
I read the letter over.
 
Kate,
 
I know you're leaving Manhattan for Africa with Drake Morgan. I've been speaking with one of the nurses from New York Presbyterian. I hope you know what you're getting yourself into. Being all alone with him in a foreign country? Completely dependent on him? That's not the independent Kate I know. What happened to her to make her choose submission? You hated Kurt and what he did to you. I remember you crying on my shoulder for hours. 
 
Please, Kate. Make sure you keep in touch with the American Consulate in case you need someone to rescue you in the night when one of his bondage scenes goes too far or when he loses control. I know it could because I spoke with one of Drake's former slaves that my sleuthing uncovered. Her name is Sunita. Ask him about her. See what he tells you and what excuses he makes. He may not mean to hurt you, but this is dangerous, Kate. 
 
I hope I'm not saying 'I told you so' one day but that's what I fear.
 
I bit my lip. Damn her. She certainly knew how to ruin my happiness. I should have blocked her emails, but a part of me longed for us to reconcile. For her to finally understand and accept.
"What is it?" Drake said, leaning up close, his chin on my shoulder as he looked over it to my cell.
I closed the email program and turned to him. He rested on his elbow, his blue eyes intense as if he was waiting for bad news. 
"Tell me about Sunita."
He inhaled deeply. "I knew it," he said, shaking his head. Then he lay back on the bed and ran his fingers through his messy black hair. He hadn't had a haircut for weeks and it had grown a bit longer than normal.
"Tell me, Drake. Dawn said I should ask you what happened with her."
"What did Dawn tell you about her?"
I shook my head, a sense of disquiet settling over me. "She said I should ask you about her. That's all. Nothing else."
He closed his eyes. "Sunita was one of my first subs. You have to understand," he said, rising up on his elbow, his eyes intense. "Lara didn't believe I wasn't into pain. She thought I was being gallant, so she thought Sunita might help bring it out. Sunita was a bit of a painslut. Lara was trying to see if I was into pain."
I frowned. 
"I tried, Kate," he said, his expression pleading. "It did nothing for me so I didn't do it with any conviction. Sunita had a bit of a crush on me. She was upset when things didn't work out between us and tried to stir up trouble."
"What did she do?"
"She tried to force me to do what she wanted. Lara finally hooked Sunita up with a new Dom, but she's always made me know how she feels. I've seen her a few times at dungeon parties and she's tried to get back with me. I've always refused her politely."
"Then you intentionally hurt her."
"Only as part of my training," he said, a note of protest in his voice. "Once I discovered my own hard limits, I never did S&M again. What is it with Dawn?" he said, leaning over to kiss my shoulder. "Why can't she understand?"
"She was traumatized as a young girl. It's her blind spot."
"You're very generous with her." He shook his head. "If she were my friend, I'd have ended it with her by now."
"She's only trying to help. She really believes I'm in danger from you."
He pulled me into his lap, so that my arms threaded around his neck. "I hope you know you're not. I'd never purposely hurt you, Kate. I love you."
"I know," I said, but a creeping sense of unease spread through me. Dawn had to go and ruin a very nice evening with Drake. 
Part of me hated her. 
Part of me wanted to block her from my life, block her emails, her phone calls. But she truly was acting from a place of concern. 
"Look, if you doubt me, Lara can tell you."
"No, that's all right," I said, feeling bad now for even asking about Sunita. "I don't need to call her. You've never done anything to make me question you. I've never been afraid of you." 
He nodded. "We have to trust each other for this relationship to work."
"I know. But maybe before we leave, I'll meet with Dawn and have it out. Try to reason with her."
"Why?" he said. "What do you owe her? She tried to break us up. She tried to harm me professionally."
"She did." I cupped his cheek with my hand. "But she's like family. I've been her friend forever. I owe her one last chance to make her understand. Or at least, accept."
He sighed and pulled me closer, his face in the crook of my neck. "You're too good."
"She's been there for me through so much of my own stuff. When my mother died. Flyboy. Problems with my father. Africa. I can't throw her over without one last try."
He nodded, pushing my hair away from my shoulder, which he bit softly then kissed.
"Sweet forgiving Kate." He pulled me down on top of him so that I lay with his arms around my waist, my head resting on his chest. "If you really want to see her, go ahead, but at some point, you'll have to decide if keeping her as a friend is worth the aggravation. You go to sleep. I have to zip to the hospital and check on a case."
I nodded and watched as he dressed and left me alone in the apartment.
 
When I was done washing my face and brushing my teeth, I crept beneath the coverlet, missing the warmth of Drake's embrace, unable to get the image of him hurting Sunita – whoever she was – out of my mind's eye. I lay awake for a very long time before sleep finally claimed me, so tired that I didn't even hear him when he returned later that night. 
 
In the morning, Drake was up very early and I could hear sounds of the bath running. He came back into the room, naked, watching me from the doorway. 
"Would you like a nice bath? I feel like a soak."
I smiled, glad at the prospect. 
The bath was hot and soapy and smelled good – of something masculine – Drake's cologne. I stepped in and sighed as I sank down beneath the bubbles. Drake naked was a thing of beauty, with his narrow hips and wide shoulders, the trim stomach and muscular arms and thighs. When he was dressed, he looked wonderful of course. Clothes fit him so well, and even in his scrubs, he looked entirely fuckable. 
But naked… 
I thought about drawing him naked some day, or photographing him in black and white. Something really artistic.
He entered the bath, his eyes riveted on mine. 
"What's that look, Ms. Bennet? What's going on in that mind of yours?"
I smiled. "Drawing you naked. Or photographing you naked."
He raised his eyebrows as he sat down, the water rising, threatening to overflow the rim. 
"I don't want photos taken of me, but you could draw me, as long as you kept my face out of it…"
"If you want. I'd love to draw or photograph that delicious body of yours. I've never drawn a male nude before or photographed one. I might get so aroused doing it that I'd need you to…" I said and raised my shoulder, my cheeks hot.
"Need me to what?" He grinned at that and leaned forward, pulling me onto his lap in the water. "I'm always up for giving you a good fucking, Ms. Bennet, if that's what you need…"
Then he kissed me and ran his hands up and down my back. He pulled back and looked at me, tucking hair behind my ear. "I know you're always horny in the morning. How would you like to be fucked today? Tell me what that big heart of yours desires. I don't have much time, but I'm sure we could pull something off."
I shrugged my shoulder. "I don't care, Drake. Whatever you think. Whatever you want. I know I'll enjoy it."
He nodded. "I'm considering." Then, his expression became serious. "What I want," he said, his voice low. "What I want is for you to use me like an object. I'd like to watch you use Big some day, but using me to get off would do fine as well. To watch you do yourself using my body… I think that's what I want."
The thought made my body respond, butterflies in my stomach, my flesh swelling. It made my breath catch in my throat to imagine.
We stood and he used a pitcher to pour clean tap water over me to rinse off the bubbles. I stepped out of the tub and started to dry off. While I did, I watched his body and he was already getting hard, maybe at the thought I'd actually go through with this, his cock thickening, slowly starting to rise. It made me smile.
He poured water over himself to rinse off the bubbles and he looked so delicious, with water streaming down his naked and soapy body that I thought he must be doing it deliberately, to entice me.
He ran his hands through his wet hair, his lashes clumped from the water. Then he stepped out of the tub and I took a towel and started to dry him off, starting at his shoulders and working my way down. He stood there and watched me, his eyes on me, watching my face as I moved the towel over his body.
His cock twitched when I dried him off, and I couldn’t keep from smiling to myself, half-expecting him to comment on it with his dry wit, but he kept silent, his gaze never moving from my face. 
I took his hand and led him through the door to the bedroom and the large four-poster bed, the sheets and coverlet rumpled.
"Here," he said, and he sat with his hands behind him on the bed, his thighs spread, his rapidly hardening cock laying lazily to the side. "Lick me." I knelt down and moved between his thighs. Then, I began licking him, my tongue and lips sliding up and down his shaft to the head and back down again.
He exhaled loudly, his cock jerking when my lips circled the head and I took him fully inside my mouth. I sucked and licked him until he was rigid, his breath coming faster. Then he stopped me, pulling me off him. 
"That's enough." He moved back onto the bed to the head so that he was lying against the headboard with his arms spread out on either side of him. "Come here," he said. "Fuck me." He waited while I straddled his hips and considered him, tilting my head, wondering how I would do this. 
He sat up a bit more, helping position me. I moved closer and rubbed myself against him, my labia sliding along his erection, up and down. It felt so good, I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation. I knew enough to work myself up well so that when I sat on him, I'd be ready.
As I moved up and down, pressing myself against him, he tried to grab one of my breasts with his mouth. I stopped so that he could, letting him suck my nipples, one after the other, the sensations building my lust and arousal. 
"Sit on me."
He held his cock so that it jutted out. I started to move again, and this time, I teased the entrance to my body with the head, rising up high enough so that it penetrated me a bit, before sliding along the shaft once more. Soon, I felt like I wanted him inside of me completely, and I sat on him with my full weight so that he slid inside of me. He was so nice and thick, and it felt so good when he was inside that I gasped. 
"That's what I want to hear," he said, his eyes half-hooded as he watched my face.
My cheeks were hot, but I was only a bit self-conscious that he was watching me pleasure myself. 
I moved slowly with him inside of me, resting my hands on his shoulders. I rode him this way for a few moments, every now and then withdrawing completely to rub myself against him before sitting on him again. 
I closed my eyes as delicious sensations built inside my body. It didn't take long before I felt my orgasm start, the wave of pleasure in my core moving out, down my legs and up into my groin, my face hot, my heart pounding. 
"Open your eyes," Drake said, drawing me back from focus on my impending orgasm. I complied as I rode him, my eyes meeting his as I went over the edge. 
"Oh, God, oh, God…"
"That's it," he said. "Come for me."
My whole body tensed as I came, the pleasure making my eyes close despite my best efforts to keep them open.
"Look at me," Drake commanded and I had to pry my eyes open. But I managed to, and saw the pleasure on his face, the delight in watching me. "That's so good, Katherine."
When my orgasm subsided, I collapsed against him, my arms around his neck, my face pressed against his shoulder.
He let me sit there for a few moments while I recovered. When I felt able, I sat up straight again and met his eyes. He was smiling that lopsided grin.
"So?" I said, licking my lips. "Was that what you wanted to see?"
"Exactly what I wanted to see, Ms. Bennet. I believe I might make this a regular part of our lovemaking."
"Lovemaking?" I said, surprised he used that word. "That wasn't lovemaking. It was me fucking you until I came."
He leaned closer to me and kissed me. "Whatever you say."
I laid my head against his shoulder again, then I started to move on him, but he stopped me.
"My turn," he said and lifted me up, turning us over while keeping himself inside of me.
I couldn't hold back my smile. "We're really a very vanilla couple," I said while he positioned himself above me. 
"We are. We'd be booed out of the dungeon. Now, be quiet Ms. Bennet. You talk far too much, like your namesake." He silenced me with a kiss and that was the end of our playful banter. 
He stood up and pulled me to the edge of the bed so that my feet rested on the side. He took my hips in his hands and began to thrust, watching as his cock slid inside of me as he thrust. He reached up to squeeze a breast, then leaned down to suck my nipple, his hands running over my body as if he was hungry to touch me. He took my feet in his hands and held them, spreading my thighs wide, all the time watching himself as he fucked me, his face flushed red, his lips parted. A flush spread over his chest as his thrusts increased in tempo and I watched as his orgasm started, a grimace of pleasure spreading on his face, his teeth clenched, and then his face slackened as he began to ejaculate. 
"Oh, fuck, oh, fuck…" He thrust slow and deep, his eyes closed, his face a mask of pleasure.
When he was done, he collapsed onto me and I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer.
 
 
Drake dressed quickly after we finished washing up and left the apartment with a promise to return later after several meetings he had at the hospital, wrapping up his work before we left. 
After I dressed, I peeked into his kitchen and examined his fridge contents. All healthy food – slightly wilted greens, a drawer full of fruits, almond milk, cream for coffee, condiments. There was some whole grain cereal in a cupboard and multigrain bread in a breadbox. I had toast with unpasteurized honey, tea and an orange. I walked through Drake's apartment, touching the piano keys, examining the photos his father had taken of various bands in the 70s and 80s. 
I went to Drake's bondage cabinet and looked at the cuffs and leather straps, the rope and assorted sex toys. Would I become this kinky little thing, like he thought I was? 
I had the sense that Drake knew what he was doing. He said I'd enjoy it, if I let myself. Where would he take me? 
If he had been more sadistic, if he really had wanted to hurt me, would I still be here or would I have run?
Then my cell trilled. I rifled through my bag and found it. It was Lara. I answered and her voice sounded pleased to talk to me.
"Hiya, Kate. Drake asked me to call you."
"He already spoke to you about this?"
"You bet he did. He's concerned that you'll get the wrong idea about Sunita."
"My friend Dawn—"
"How can you call her a friend? She tried her best to break you two up and almost succeeded."
"We go back a long way. I owe her a lot."
"Well, whatever. I think you're far too forgiving." She sighed on the other end of the connection. "So, what do you need to know about Sunita…"
"I told Drake I didn't need to call you."
"He wanted me to call. Hold for a moment. I have to close my door."
I waited and heard rustling of papers before she came back on the line. 
"So, when I first met Drake, we took a course on abnormal psychology together. We studied sexual deviance that semester and read up on BDSM, debating whether it was a sign of deviance or just a normal human sexual variant. He was fascinated by sadism and masochism. I thought it was because he was into it, either as a masochist or sadist. Sometimes really high-achieving men like to submit in the bedroom. It's a stress release." 
She paused for a moment and I heard her take a sip of a drink. "I was already active in the lifestyle, but he was this bright-eyed junior and had no familiarity with kink outside of porn with a bit of spanking or hair pulling. You know, the usual vanilla stuff. So I thought he was really into it. I didn’t realize at the time that it was the scientist in him. The future-physician, the hopeful psychoanalyst. He was curious, but more because he was interested in the mind. Not because it was a kink."
I tried to imagine Drake in a classroom, sitting beside the impeccably dressed Lara and a stab of jealousy went through me.
"When I realized Drake wasn’t a sub," she said, continuing. "I thought Drake was like me – a Dom with a bit of sadism in him, so after his marriage broke up, he contacted me and told me what happened. I told him he was a Dom and that he had to learn how to top a submissive. He became my submissive so I could teach him."
"So you tied him up and spanked him?"
"Oh, yes. And a lot more."
"What do you mean, a lot more?"
"Exactly what I said. Everything that Drake does to you? I've done to him. Bondage. Discipline."
I screwed up my face, thinking of his desire for anal. "Did you use a…" I hesitated.  
"A strap on?" Lara said, amusement in her voice. "I did. He had to learn how to do anal properly. He and I have done everything, Kate. So you don't have to worry. I know Drake Morgan and he is not a sadist."
I felt white hot jealousy fill me to think of Lara with Drake, but I tried to squelch that by repeating to myself that they were both Dominants and so could never satisfy each other.
"Did you ever do," I said, biting my bottom lip. "Vanilla sex?"
"We had a go when we were first taking classes together but didn't mesh," she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. "Don't be jealous. I don't do Vanilla as a rule, although Drake does. He's very mild, which was why I paired you with him. Don't get me wrong – there was a part of me that wished he was a sub, because if so, I would have grabbed onto him and not let go. But I knew he was Dominant. I just wasn't sure where he fell in the S&M spectrum."
"You exposed him to pain to see if he liked it? Did you hurt him?"
"Yes, but it did nothing for him sexually. I also tried him out with a few women who liked pain to see if he liked to give it. Sunita was one of the ones I fixed him up with. It didn’t end well."
I swallowed, a sense of darkness settling over me. "Tell me what happened." 
"She wanted Drake. He didn’t want her. It's that simple." She took a slurp of her coffee. "He didn’t get off on what she needed. She was jealous when he moved on and she raised a stink, stalking him a bit. He tried really hard to humor her but he met a sub that he clicked with and Sunita was not happy. I did my best to find her a new Dom and finally, she gave up, but she was always angry with him for not trying to make it work. She thought he could do it. Or, she convinced herself that he was denying his inner sadist."
"So he tried with her? He did do some painful things?"
"Yes. Floggers. Canes. Riding crops. Nipple clamps. That kind of thing. She has pictures of her bruises and video of them playing together, but you can't tell for sure it's him. Drake was very careful about that, given his position. She wanted to get into knife play and edge play, but for Drake as a surgeon, that would be betraying his oath. If he had done anything like that, she could have really fucked him up with the College of Physicians and Surgeons if she wanted. But it would have exposed her as well and so, thankfully, she didn't do anything. I found her someone who was more in sync with her needs, but I think she felt embarrassed that he found her too kinky."
I tried to imagine Drake using a cane with Sunita. Flogging her until she was bruised. I tried to understand why someone would want to be cut and to have a knife as part of their sex play. I didn't understand it, but I did understand how the forbidden and slightly dangerous was appealing sexually. Edge play was just taking it to the extreme.
"I'm glad he never did any edge play."
"It could have ruined his career if anyone found out that he cut someone as part of sex play. A surgeon? He knew he had to end it with her when she brought it up."
"It's a good thing he did. He's meant to be a surgeon. He's amazing."
"Drake is amazing. I thought when I met you that first time that the two of you were a pair. He likes his subs younger, petite, and pretty. And since you were a grad student, I figured you'd be smart enough for him, if things developed. I'm so glad they did. Tell Drake what you need, Kate. He understands, and believe me, he wants to give you every thing you need. It's his thing. Besides, he's in love with you, Kate. He'd do anything for you."
"He's been really good at explaining everything about the lifestyle and D/s, but I'm still not sure how much of a submissive I am."
"Drake's the one to help you learn. Trust him. Tell him what you need. It's so important for a Dominant to know what his submissive is feeling and thinking. Perfect honesty and openness. That's the beauty of BDSM – we have unique needs and we're notorious for spelling everything out, in detail, and agreeing to it. Many lovers thrash around in the darkness, afraid to be honest with their lovers about their needs and what they like. Or they don't have a clue what they really like. Those of us in the lifestyle are open. We know what we need."
I sighed and switched my cell into my other hand. "Thanks for calling me, Lara. And thanks once again for introducing me to Drake. If you hadn't, I wonder where I’d be."
"Probably working your way through a second or third Dominant by now, trying to find one you click with. I had a feeling about you and Drake from the start."
I heard rustling of papers and knew that my conversation with Lara had come to a close. 
"Sorry," she said, her voice soft. "But I have to prepare for a case. Call me if you need anything while you're away. I'm always here for you and Drake."
"Thanks, Lara. I really appreciate everything you've done for me. For Drake."
The call ended and I sat staring at the phone for a moment, thinking about Sunita and the potential harm she could still do to Drake, if she was vindictive. I had to hope that she found her own happiness and wouldn't want to show those videos to anyone. 
With that thought in my mind, a sense of unease settled over me, despite being happy about life in general, especially my life with Drake. Dawn was still a problem, and despite everything Lara said about Sunita, she was still a threat to Drake.
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
The next few days passed quickly while Drake and I finished sorting through things we wanted shipped to Nairobi, and put some of the remaining items from my apartment in storage. While Drake was busy wrapping things up at the hospital and foundation, I was finishing paperwork for my leave of absence.
On the last Thursday before we were scheduled to leave, I dropped by Columbia on my way to my father's and checked in with the Graduate Registrar's office to sign forms. Then, I met with Professor Conrad, my advisor, and we chatted about Africa and how I was going to spend the time seeing the other side of the continent from what I saw while volunteering. 
An older man with a balding head and long grey hair, he was the department's senior professor.  He really liked my writing on Africa, and on Mangaize, so I was afraid I'd disappoint him because I was going there without any plans to write about the political situation.
He didn't seem to mind.
"Go on safari," he said, his face bright. "The kind with cameras, of course. You'll see amazing wildlife in Kenya. It's really exciting."
"I can't wait," I said. "I hope my time there will be completely different from the first time I was there."
"Don't do anything but enjoy yourself. Think of nothing academic, don't worry about your coursework. You had a rough time after Niger."
"I did."
"Soak up the landscapes and people," he said, patting my hand. "Columbia will always be here. Remember, no refugee camps, no death and no war."
I nodded and took in a deep breath. "Sounds like heaven."
 
I walked most of the way to my fathers, enjoying the exercise and the crisp January air. Snow had fallen and the carpet of white seemed to muffle the street noises as I walked along Central Park. I thought about the song Drake played that night on 8th Avenue about the two old men sitting on park benches like bookends. That was the night I'd really fallen for Drake. Before, I'd been infatuated, but that night it was as if he let me see inside of him and I knew his heart was good. I knew he could love, if he let himself. He had so much emotion all tightly controlled and compartmentalized. Since we'd been together, he appeared to be letting those emotions seep into all the different parts.
I smiled to myself and breathed in deeply. I'd miss Manhattan, but I looked forward to seeing a real night sky when I went on safari. I expected Nairobi had as much light pollution as Manhattan so it wouldn't be until I went outside of the city that I'd see the magnificent night skies I remembered from when I was in Africa before.
By the time I got to the apartment on Park Avenue, I was a bit chilled and was glad to be inside the warmth. After I hung up my coat and removed my snowy boots, I searched the apartment for my father. He was in his office, as usual, his reading glasses perched on the end of his nose, a cordless phone to his ear. His iMac screen showed an open video conference window and the face of several people in small boxes. He was in the middle of a videoconference. I covered my mouth and ducked out, but he didn't care.
"There you are, sweetie. Come give your old man a kiss," he said, apparently indifferent to what those on the call would think of his daughter barging in on their meeting.
"Sorry, Daddy," I said and obeyed, kissing his cheek. I smiled at the screen and then ducked out of the view of the webcam. "I'll leave you to your call."
He smiled at me and turned back to the screen.
I tiptoed out and went to the kitchen to fix a cup of hot tea. I was feeling a bit under the weather from the Malarone, the anti-malaria med I was taking, a bit achy and cold. A nice cup of tea would do me wonders. After the kettle boiled, I poured the water over the loose tea leaves and waited for the tea to steep. As I did, I glanced out the kitchen window at the streets below the apartment. 
Of course, my mind went back to Dawn and her warning about Drake. Being alone with Drake in Africa had never made me nervous. I'd seen him at work, I'd seen him at play, I'd seen him in social situations and I had been alone with him, tied up and helpless in his apartment on 8th Avenue. I trusted him completely.
It was Dawn I couldn't trust. What she witnessed as a child made her so obsessed with my relationship with Drake, so unwilling to see my point of view. Why couldn't she understand that there was a difference between real abuse and sexual role-playing that was consensual? 
I had to get to the bottom of it so I took out my phone and texted her.
 
Dawn, please meet with me for coffee so we can try to hash out this disagreement between us before I go. We've been friends for so long, you're like the sister I never had. I can't stand that this has come between us.
 
I sent the text and put my phone in the pocket of my hoodie. I took my tea to the den, where I lay on my favorite overstuffed sofa with a fuzzy throw covering me. The gas fireplace gave off warmth that helped take away the chill that had descended over me. 
I switched on the television and flipped between channels searching for something to watch beside the news, waiting for her response. I started watching a movie on PBS – a British period piece on Keats – when my iPhone dinged, indicating I had an incoming text. It was from Dawn.
 
Let's meet at the coffee shop in Harlem General. I'm on shift all evening, but I can meet you for half an hour before work. But I'm warning you - there's nothing you can say that will make me OK with this thing between you and Morgan. I've been talking with people on FetLife and Kate, these people are sick. Drake's dangerous. I told you that in the pub, and I'll keep saying it. Don't let his pretty exterior and suave ways fool you. He's got a mean streak, as Sunita could tell you.
 
What? I texted her right back.
 
It was precisely because Drake didn’t have a 'mean streak' that they broke up. She wanted edge play and for Drake to flog her and cane her and he's not into pain. Dawn, why can't you understand? He's not into pain. Period.
 
I waited, sitting up straight, my back stiff. Just texting her made me upset. I wasn't looking forward to actually meeting with her. 
 
Whatever he told you, he did flog her and hit her with a cane. I don't know what he told you about edge play, but Sunita said he wanted to do it and she didn't and that's why they broke up. You shouldn't be so quick to trust complete strangers while ignoring your best and oldest friend. If you want to meet with her and talk, hear her side of the story, she'd be willing to meet with you. She left the lifestyle and is now looking for a normal relationship.
 
I sat up and tried to gain control over my emotions. How could two people tell such a completely different story? Sunita had left the world of BDSM? 
Drake had never given me any reason to doubt him. At that point, I wasn't feeling much like going out again, but I had to meet her and try to make her understand. Since the night I saw her after Drake and I fell at 8th Avenue, hitting my head and injuring his arm, Dawn and I hadn't seen each other. As much as Drake made me happy, and despite how much she angered me, I felt this hole in my heart because of my break with Dawn. I had to either resolve things with her or tell her goodbye. 
I sighed and texted her back.
 
I'll meet you before your shift. Try to keep an open mind and consider our friendship. If you really are my friend, you'll accept this no matter what your misgivings are and wish me well, not try to ruin it.
 
I reached into my bag and found my bottle of Extra-strength Tylenol, took two, and drank the rest of my tea, hoping the pain medication would take away the aches from the Malarone. 
 
Drake arrived back at my father's apartment a while later, waking me up from a nap. He had taken his coat off and was unbuttoning his jacket as he stood over me.
"Sorry to wake you. I tried to be quiet." He reached into a pocket in his jacket and pulled out a silver keychain with two keys. "These are for you. One's for the front door in case the concierge is off, and the other is for the apartment."
"Chelsea?"
He nodded. "There may be days I can't be there before you. Besides, I like it when you wait for me."
I took the keychain and examined it for a moment. The chain had a silver pendant at the end with a K engraved on it. 
"Thank you." I slipped the keychain onto the coffee table and stretched, watching him as he removed his jacket, leaving him in his suit pants and crisp white shirt and black tie. He looked amazing, as usual. "I was a bit under the weather earlier. I think it's the Malarone I had this morning."
He sat on the side of the couch and then bent down and kissed my forehead as if taking my temperature. 
"Did you take some Tylenol?"
I nodded. 
"Feeling better?"
I nodded. Then, he bent back down and kissed me, his mouth covering mine possessively. Of course, the touch of his lips on mine sent a thrill through my body. 
"Mmm, I love it when you're all warm and sleepy," he said, smiling. He ran his fingers over the swell of my breast above my sweater. "I want to ravish you every time I see you after we've been apart."
I smiled back as he leaned down, his face nuzzling the crook of my neck. "I feel the same way. Except I want you to do the ravishing."
"That's my little subbie." Then, his lips followed his fingers, traveling down my neck to my collar, and then over it to my chest. He unfastened the top button of my sweater and pulled down the fabric of my bra to expose one nipple. When he closed his lips around it, his tongue warm against my flesh, I gasped. 
"I think I want you in your bedroom," he said, a gleam in his eye. 
"Drake, my father…"
"Shh," he said. "Your father's old enough to know not to enter your bedroom in the middle of the day when both of us are home and nowhere to be found. Relax… He's probably in the middle of one of his meetings and isn’t likely to come in anytime soon. Where's Elaine?"
"She's out for the day. I have to talk to you about something."
"Later." Then, he silenced me, kissing me forcefully. "Submit, Katherine."
I tried to give in, letting him bare both my breasts, his mouth moving between my nipples, giving each one equal attention. It sent little jolts of lust through me, but at the same time, I kept my eyes riveted on the doorway in case my father came in. Finally, Drake  returned my bra to its proper position and helped me up. I could see his erection straining against the fabric of his suit pants, and the sight of it made me even more aroused. 
I took in a deep breath and let Drake lead me out of the den and down the hallway to my bedroom. We passed my father's office but he was deep in conversation with his advisors and didn't notice us. Drake pushed me ahead of him into my bedroom and closed the door behind him. Then, he pushed me up against the door, pressing his erection against me. 
"I need you, Katherine. I've been imagining fucking you all day."
I sighed as he kissed my neck, one of his hands restraining mine above my head. I said nothing in reply, trying to let things happen the way he planned and wanted. I knew that no matter what he did, I'd enjoy it. He kissed me deeply, his tongue finding mine, his breathing deep. 
Drake was a force of nature to me. I couldn't resist him when he set his mind to seducing me, and I didn't want to. He picked me up, carrying me over to the bed. I smiled into his neck, because it was Drake's thing – picking me up and carrying me to the bed. 
He caught my eye. "What are you smiling at? You should be all weak-kneed by now, not amused…"
"You like to carry me," I said, threading my arms around his neck.
He grinned. "Imagine that I'm a conquering warlord, and you're my spoils of war. What would you do?"
"You want to role play?" I said, amused at this turn of events. 
"Why not? It would be fun."
"If you were a real conquering warlord, I'd have to resist you," I said, all breathless. 
"I like what turns you on," he said, a wicked smile on his face. "A little resistance would only add to the excitement."
I blinked as he stood there beside the bed, holding me, his gaze on my face. 
"I'm not sure. I didn’t like it when…" I said, remembering the disastrous relationship with Kurt and how it scared me to even think of mock rape.
"Shh," he said. "Do you trust me?"
I looked in his blue-blue eyes. I did trust him. At least, I wanted to. "Yes."
Then, he kissed me, silencing me once more. When he pulled back, his eyes burned into mine. 
"Sometimes, it's the things that scare us the most that excite us the most as well," he said and sat on the side of the bed, with me lying across his lap. "Trust makes all the difference, Katherine. All you need to know is that you'll get fucked hard, fast and a bit roughly, with no preliminaries. I'll let you know which day it will be, but you'll have no idea when. I suspect that the anticipation will make you so wet, you'll probably come very quickly, although I won't do a thing to help."
"Dawn would freak if she thought—"
He held a finger to my lips. "Shh," he said, frowning. "Forget what Dawn thinks. She doesn't understand and probably never will so you shouldn't waste time trying to convince her. What do you think?" He paused for a moment, his gaze moving over my face. "Kate, does the prospect of me taking you by force, a bit roughly, without thought to your own desires or pleasure – does that excite you in any way?"
I took in a breath and held it, my mind so conflicted. If I was being truthful, it did excite me, but only because it was Drake. I could never imagine being forced by anyone I didn't love the way I loved Drake, and it would only be because I would want to feel his desire for me, his need for me as something completely distinct from my own desires. It's what I wanted him to do but which he never had.
"Yes." 
He nodded. "I'm safe. You can try things with me that you could only fantasize about. If I do the things that scare you, you can experience them without being hurt or truly scared. Role-playing is fun, especially when I know it will push your buttons." He slid his hand between my legs. "And it’s your sweet little tasty little buttons I want to push, and eat, and suck…"
I tried, but couldn't stop thinking about Dawn, especially after my texts with her earlier. 
"I'm meeting with Dawn later to try to sort things with her."
He closed his eyes and exhaled. "Kate…" When he opened his eyes, I could see frustration in them and disapproval in the tightness to his mouth. "Why? You're wasting your time and hers, and probably messing things up between us." He snuggled me more closely, his face inches from mine, his expression earnest. 
"Kate, you have to make a choice between your own happiness and pleasing others. Are you going to try things that excite and fulfill you or are you going to settle with less in order to please the people who don't really matter? Whatever you want, Kate, whatever you need, I want to give to you."
"I want you. I want you to do what you think I need, whatever that is. You've been right so far."
Then he kissed me, his kiss soft. "Thank you for admitting that. Don't waste your life trying to live to please others. Do what makes you happy," he said and sighed. "Life's too short. People die."
I nodded, thinking of my mother and his father. Drake's brother. He kissed me again.
"Think of a scenario that arouses you. I'll do whatever it takes to make it happen the way you want, the way you fantasize."
This was all making me feel very conflicted, I tried to change the subject. "What do you fantasize about?"
"Kate of a million questions." He shook his head and cupped my cheek, stroking my skin with a thumb. "I fantasize about you letting me fuck you any way I want, any time I want, anywhere I want and making you cry out my name in pleasure." He smiled and kissed me, his fingers threading through my hair. "Right now, I want you to stop with the questions and let me fuck you, Katherine..." 
I bit my lip and tried to fall into submissive mode, leaving behind the eager but conflicted student mode I was in. 
We didn't have any of his bondage gear at my father's place. He had yet to really bind me the way I saw in his photo album and for a moment, I wondered when he'd start. That was the bad submissive in me and so I tried to shut her up and let him take me where he wanted me to go.
He kissed me deeply and insistently, pulling my clothes off, and then his own, spreading my thighs and rubbing himself all over me. Despite all my conflicting feelings, the talk of various mock rape scenarios had me very wet and swollen and it took barely two minutes of him thrusting to bring on my first orgasm.
He smothered my cries of pleasure with his kiss. 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
After dinner with my dad and Elaine, I left Drake and took my father's limo to the café near Harlem General where Dawn was waiting, my stomach filled with butterflies, my throat choked. Drake wanted to drive me there on his way to an impromptu jam session with his band, which he arranged when he knew I'd be busy, but if Dawn saw him, it would ruin the attempt to make peace. 
The limo pulled up and when I saw Dawn sitting alone at a table in the window, a cup of coffee in her hand, a rush of regret flooded through me. I knew she'd never understand, but maybe she could accept. Maybe she could ignore and we could focus on other things – Africa, her job, and other things we had in common.
I hoped.
I got out of the limo and entered the café, stopping at the counter to get a decaf and joined her.
"Kate," she said. "You look under the weather."
I did, bags under my eyes from bad sleep. "It's the Malarone. It makes me feel a bit sick, like I'm getting the flu. I'm almost ODing on Tylenol."
She shook her head. "You hated Africa, yet you're going back there with him? What else is he making you do that you hate, Kate?"
I sighed. Maybe Drake was right. She might never be able to understand.
"Dawn, I don't want to hate Africa. I want to know it, understand it, and help. I'm sick of hating it. Going there and seeing the good things instead of the bad will help me overcome my bad experience."
She glanced away as if she couldn't look at my face.
I pushed on. "Dawn, I can't stand that we're not friends anymore. We've been friends for so long. I don't want to leave and have this distance between us. Can you at least accept my relationship with Drake, even if you don't understand it?"
She turned back to me, her lips pressed thin. "I can't accept. But maybe I can pretend it's not real. If we don't talk about it, if you don't mention him, maybe we can still be friends. But you have to absolve me of any guilt for not warning you more effectively if he does hurt you and breaks your heart."
"He may break my heart, but he'd never purposely hurt me or cause me pain. That's not what he likes."
She shook her head. "See, we can't talk about it. I can't believe that. He's got a vested interest in lying to you."
"He's telling the truth. If he wanted someone into pain, he'd find someone very easily. Even Lara—" 
"Lara's his friend. She's biased."
I exhaled heavily, frustration filling me. "You're my friend."
"Yes," she said. "I'm biased in your favor. They aren't."
"OK. Let's pretend Drake doesn't exist. I can't stand leaving and having us not be friends."
She nodded finally, but from the way she sat, her body tense, I suspected it was a losing cause. "I'll try," she said. "But absolve me now, in case."
I forced a smile. "Absolve you?"
"Yes," she said, her expression dark. "If things go sour, I don't want you mad at me for not trying harder."
"All right, I absolve you," I said and waved my hand, pretending to bless her. "I won't blame you for anything. You can say you told me so and feel smugly superior."
"I don't want to be right, but I'm afraid I am. At least meet with Sunita and hear her side of the story. I've talked to her. I've seen her pictures. I saw the video. Drake liked what he was doing. He used a riding crop on her. He liked it, Kate. That was clear enough."
My blood felt like ice as I imagined Drake hitting a bound Sunita with a riding crop and enjoying it. 
"Drake already told me about Sunita," I said, swallowing my doubt. "He didn't like it. He didn’t know until he tried it, but he didn’t like it."
She shook her head. "Lie to yourself, then. It's obvious you can't accept the truth."
This was going nowhere really quickly and I didn’t want to end it like that. 
"Stop." I held my hand up. "Let's start fresh. No more talk about Drake, Sunita or my relationship with him. Just about everything else."
"I'll probably regret this, but OK." She nodded and extended her hand across the table. "Deal."
We shook and picked up our drinks, toasting each other to seal the bargain, but I had my doubts it would work.
"So," she said after wiping her mouth with a napkin. "You're taking time off from Grad school, I take it? How's that going to affect your scholarship?"
"I have some money in the bank so when I come back, I can use that to finish if they pull my scholarship. But Columbia has given me a leave of absence, so it should be good."
"It would be sad to lose your scholarship…"
"I don’t need the money, Dawn. Someone else who actually needs it could use it."
She shook her head. "You always said you'd never take your father's money if you could support yourself."
"Think of it," I said, frowning. "There are actually people out there who need the financial support. I don't. Why should the daughter of a rich man get a scholarship and not have to pay when I can?"
"It's the principle of the thing. Which I thought was what you argued to your father back in the day…"
"I was being stubborn. I was trying to distance myself from him and his money. I was being idealistic."
"What happened to that idealism in so short a time?" She exhaled loudly and I knew what that meant. She was blaming Drake for this.
"Dawn, I was wrong about my dad. I realize that now. What I thought was him controlling me was really me trying to please him and his approval of my decisions was because he thought it would please me. I know that I can do what I want and he'll approve, no matter what. I could even become a Commie and he'd still love me."
She shrugged and took another sip of her coffee. "Whatever you say. All I see is someone who's completely compromised all her ideals because of a man."
I closed my eyes. This wasn’t going to work. I could sit there and try to convince her but frankly, I was getting tired of her attitude. I finished my coffee and put the mug down on the table, a bit too roughly. Then, I stood up and pulled on my coat.
"What are you doing?" Her eyes were wide.
"I can't imagine someone as morally upstanding as you could tolerate being friends with someone with such compromised morals."
"Kate, I didn't mean that."
"Yes, you did mean that. It's obvious that everything is about Drake with you, so until you're able to let it go, I really can't take this judgmental behavior. I guess I was wrong. But before I go, here's the thing," I said, anger getting the better of me. "This is all about Drake. He's changed my life. He's made me happy for the first time in a long time."
She sat frowning, not meeting my eyes. 
"I finally understand my father better and it's because I saw him through Drake's eyes. My dad and I – we're on such better terms now, for the first time since I was a child. Dawn, sometimes you meet someone who understands you, and accepts you for who you are. Drake is that man for me. He really does understand me. I'm exactly what he wants. He's exactly what I need. Unless you can accept that and be happy for me, I can't handle it. I don’t want to."
She looked up as I pulled my bag onto my shoulder, her face red.
I turned to go, walking away stiffly, upset even if I had finally realized I couldn't really work it out with her. She'd have to do that on her own.
"Don't come running back to me to cry on my shoulder when he breaks your heart."
I shook my head and went out the door without looking back.
It felt good to walk out like that, but as the limo made its way down the street south from the coffee shop to Drake's apartment in Chelsea, where we agreed to meet, I had tears in my eyes. Maybe when I came back from Africa, Dawn would see that everything was fine and she would finally accept my relationship with Drake. If she didn't, it would be her loss. Still, I couldn't help but feel the loss of an old and once-dear friend.
 
When I got to Drake's apartment, I waited in the living room with a blanket around me, eager to see Drake when he arrived home from his jam session. He seemed really happy to see me, smiling when he came in, taking his coat off quickly and coming over to me, kissing me before he did anything else.
"I'm beat," he said, flopping down on the couch beside me. "Can we just snuggle? I don't feel like doing anything."
I snuggled close to him. "Fine with me."
"Oh," he said, pulling me closer. "What's up with Dawn? How did your meeting go?"
"Terrible," I said, frowning.
"What happened?" He ran his fingers over my cheek and waited. I took in a deep breath and then exhaled, steeling myself for having to think about my disastrous meeting with her.
"I tried to explain things to her, reason with her, but she wouldn't listen to me. So, I asked her to pretend we weren't together, but everything came back to you. I had to walk out on her and give up. She can't accept that we're together and that you're not a danger to me."
He shook his head. "I'm sorry. I know you two have been friends for a long time. Maybe when she sees that you’re still the same person, only happier, she'll come around."
I sighed. "I hope so."
We spent the rest of the evening as he suggested, lying on the couch, watching an old Bogart movie on television, eating microwave popcorn.
 
The next day dawned overcast, with a light sprinkling of snow falling outside the window. I lay in Drake's arms and watched the flakes drift lazily down and thought about Africa. It would be warm during the day in February when we'd arrive there, and would cool down at night. I always hated February in New York, cold and wet, and looked forward to clear nights when I could stargaze. I wanted to see the night sky in the southern hemisphere again. 
I'd read about open sky bed vacations where you sleep under the stars on raised platforms, and wondered if Drake would be into that. It seemed like a perfect experience for me. The stars were so bright, the Milky Way so large and clear, it really looked like a galaxy. The view was unreal.
I got up and went to the bathroom, tiptoeing so that I didn't wake a sleeping Drake who was sprawled out on the bed. I quickly brushed my teeth, not wanting to greet him with morning breath and went back to the bedroom. 
Drake was still asleep on his back, one forearm thrown over his eyes. In the night, he'd thrown off all his covers, as he usually did because he was so warm, and now, his body was nude except for the white bed sheets, which were tangled around his calves. He looked absolutely beautiful, his morning erection lying thick on his belly, the sunlight flooding in from the windows highlighting the musculature of his abdomen and arms. 
I stood and stared at him, admiring his Adonis-like beauty. It was then I hatched an idea. I itched to draw him nude like that, asleep, and so I went to my backpack and took out the sketchbook I'd started to carry with me, so that I could capture little vignettes that I came across during my day. 
I grabbed a few pencils, selected one with a soft lead, and stood by the bed, sketching Drake as he lay sleeping. I had to work fast. I didn't want him to know I was drawing him, so I used broad strokes, capturing his body on the bed, adding in the shadows and highlights in a very rough form. Later, I'd flesh it out, add fine detail. Maybe, once we got to Nairobi, I'd make a canvas and do a painting with acrylics. I hadn't painted for months and it would be a pleasure to have nothing to do – no work, no classes – so that I could indulge myself and paint. 
The painting I planned would be more appropriate for a bedroom than any other room, but still. I needed to paint him. He was inspiration for my artistic muse.
When I'd finished the sketch, which took about fifteen minutes, I put my sketchbook and pencils away and crept back onto the bed. I pulled the sheet over me and moved closer to Drake, wondering if he'd want to do anything about that delicious looking erection. Drake inhaled deeply and moved beside me, leaning up on his elbow to check the clock radio on the nightstand. Then, he slipped quickly out of the covers and sat on the side of the bed. 
"Good morning," I said. I crawled up behind him and kissed his shoulder and then his neck. "I love waking up with you beside me. What are your plans for the morning?" I slipped my hands around his waist and felt his erection. He groaned when I took him in my hand, but then, to my surprise, he took my hand away.
"I have a meeting," he said. "I'm late. Didn't the damn clock radio go off?" He glanced at the settings on the clock radio beside the bed. "Crap. I have to run. My appointment's in half an hour."
I lay back down, watching him as he left the bed.
He started the shower. I followed him and pulled back the shower door a crack to watch him, water from the showerhead cascading over his gorgeous body, his black hair wet, his eyelashes clumping together. He lathered up and began washing his body, his hands sliding over his chest and abs, and then washing his groin and thighs. 
"Can I join you?"
"I'm in a hurry, so we can't do anything this morning." 
"That's OK," I said, and stepped back and started to close the curtain. "I'll wait until you're done."
He took hold of the door and stopped me, his eyes on mine. 
"I'd love to fuck you, but I'm really in a rush," he said, shaking his head. "But later, I want to watch you make yourself come for me."
"What?" A flush went through me. 
"Katherine," he said, furrowing his brows in mock anger, fighting a grin. "I enjoyed watching you fuck me so much, I want to see you get yourself off. No objections. Masturbation was part of the agreement, in case you forgot."
I exhaled and considered. "I've never done it in front of anyone. I don't know if I can, you know," I said, raising a shoulder, embarrassed. "Relax enough."
"I want to see you use Big, but for today, I'll let you use your own fingers," he said as if that was an end to it. He finished rinsing off and then stepped out of the shower, grabbing a towel and drying himself off. I leaned against the doorjamb and watched, in a little bit of awe at his male beauty. His body was so perfect, his cock, even semi-flaccid, was large and thick. When he was dry enough, he wrapped the towel around his waist and went to the vanity, applying deodorant and then brushing his teeth. He had quite the growth of whiskers and his hair was longer, a bit wild. He looked devastatingly gorgeous.
I felt a surge of desire at the sight of him standing there at the mirror, knowing he was all mine. 
He brushed his hair and watched me in the mirror. I was still naked, my arms crossed around my waist. 
"You look entirely edible, Ms. Bennet. I don't know how I'll make it through the day, thinking of what I'll get when I return tonight."
"You're going to be gone all day?"
"Meetings and more meetings," he said. "But when I get back, I want you freshly showered and waiting for me, naked, on the bed, your legs spread. I want you already wet, thinking of me."
I smiled despite my disappointment that he'd be gone all day, a thrill speeding through me at the thought of him watching me. "If you really want to watch..."
"I really want to watch," he said. "I want you looking in my eyes as you make yourself come, thinking of me watching you."
"I'll feel like a wanton woman," I said, biting my lip to hold back a grin.
"That's exactly how I want you to feel, because there is one inside of you if you'll let her out." He went to the bedroom closet and pulled out his clothes for the day – a dark suit, white shirt and dark tie. He dressed so conservatively, but it suited him. He looked elegant, wealthy, sleek but his longish hair and whiskered jaw made him look sexy. He pulled on socks and then stood before me. 
"I want you to perform for me on command. I want you totally focused on me, your eyes on mine. I'll be so hard, I'll have to fuck you immediately after."
I responded to his words, my body warming even more. "Oh, God," I said, closing my eyes. "How will I last until tonight?"
He stood in front of me and tilted my chin up, staring in my eyes. "You are not allowed to even touch yourself until I'm watching you, except to wash, do you understand?"
"I love it when you're all bossy," I said, unable to keep the smile off my face.
"Katherine, you need a spanking for that grin." He shook his head, a smile starting on his own face. "You can think of me," he said, stepping closer. "You can imagine what will happen, but don't touch yourself until I'm with you." 
I nodded. "OK," I said. "I won't."
"Good girl," he said and bent down to kiss me. "I'll call you from the street and let the phone ring twice so you'll know to be ready and waiting for me. When I unlock the door, I want to find you on the bed, naked, your legs spread."
I smiled, my cheeks heating, feeling shy at the prospect of Drake watching me. 
"Do you have time to eat?" I asked, following him into the entrance. 
He grinned. "Ms. Bennet, you know I love to eat you, but I told you I have to run…"
I laughed. "I meant food."
He shook his head and opened the closet. "No. I'll pick up something at the cafeteria after my appointment." After he pulled on his coat and boots, he bent down and kissed me once more. "You are so delicious looking, all naked and beautiful. I hate to leave you, but think of me while I'm gone. Imagine it." 
Then, he left, pulling the door closed behind him.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
After Drake left, I pulled on my robe and went right back to the drawing, anxious to work on it. I sat at the kitchen table and filled in detail from memory, adjusting the shadows to capture the weight of his body on the bed, the fall of light and dark over his muscles, the square edge to his jaw, and the soft lips, which were slightly parted in sleep. I could see the resemblance to Drake and was glad I had been able to capture his likeness despite the fact his arm covered those beautiful eyes.
Thinking of what was going to happen later, combined with drawing of him nude, put me in a semi-aroused state. By the time I looked at the clock, it was almost noon and I'd forgotten to eat. I made myself a brunch of a poached egg on toast, orange juice and coffee. Then, I sat back at the table and worked on the drawing. 
Later in the day, after I'd worked on a few separate sketches, trying to figure out the detail in his chin and the way the shadows fell over his neck, I put the sketch away. I had a shower and washed myself thoroughly, wanting to be clean and fresh for Drake when he arrived. After I was finished, I brushed my teeth and blew dry my hair. I applied only the lightest bit of makeup – some mascara and a bit of lip gloss, and then I walked around the apartment, naked, anticipating his call. 
Impatient for his return, I stood at the window and watched the street through the gauzy curtain, eager to see his car arrive and turn into the parking garage down the street where he kept his car.
Then, when I was checking my hair in the bathroom mirror, my cell trilled. A surge of excitement filled me, making my heart flutter. I ran to my cell and picked it up. It rang again and then stopped. The call display read Drake Morgan, MD.
I put the phone back into my bag and then went to the bed, laying back on it, my thighs spread wide as Drake demanded. I was so thoroughly aroused by then I knew I'd be wet enough to please him. In fact, I ached, my flesh already throbbing, butterflies in my stomach as I waited for him to arrive.
I heard the key in the lock, heard the barrel turn and the door creak open. Then, rustling in the entryway as he removed his coat and boots, threw his keys on the plate in the entry. He appeared in the bedroom doorway, his expression dark, intense. 
"Good girl," he said as he strode to the side of the bed, pulling off his suit jacket, and loosening his tie. He removed it and threw it on the chair against the wall and then unbuttoned the cuffs of his shirt. "Let me see how wet you are, Katherine." He bent down, resting a hand on the bed between my thighs, his face close to my pussy. I felt a mixture of lust and embarrassment as he examined me, a slow smile starting on his lips, which he then squelched, frowning up at me. 
"Did you touch yourself?"
I shook my head, barely able to speak. "Only in the shower and to wash myself."
He nodded, a stern look on his face. "Good. I want to watch the first time you do touch yourself for pleasure." 
I moved my hand down but he shook his head. "Not yet. I want to look at you like that, all open and waiting."
I pulled my hand back and let it fall beside my head on the pillow. Drake removed his clothes and stood naked by the bed, his already stiff erection jutting out, the head shiny with fluid. 
"Touch yourself," he said, his voice husky with desire. "Watch me the entire time. Imagine it's my tongue touching you."
I did what he commanded, slowly and softly touching my very hard clit. His eyes were riveted on my pussy, watching every move but he fought to drag his eyes back to meet mine, his nostrils flaring. 
"Yes," he said, his voice low. "Exactly like that. Tell me what you'd be thinking if you were masturbating alone."
I was at a loss for words for a moment as I touched myself. I hadn't masturbated for weeks since I'd met him, not feeling the need for my arousal and desire was totally focused on Drake and my need satisfied. 
"Tell me what you’d do if I wasn't here and I told you to masturbate and make yourself come."
I swallowed, and took in a deep breath. "I'd think of your body," I said. "How nice and thick you are. How good you feel inside of me. How good your mouth feels on me, your tongue like velvet."
"Yes?" he said, as if urging me on. 
I looked down to see him grasping his erection in his own hand, slowly stroking over its length while he watched my fingers on my clit. He glanced back up at my face and I tore my eyes off his cock, a bit guilty at being caught not looking at his face.
"Keep your eyes on my face, Katherine," he said. 
"Sorry, Master," I said, trying to sound contrite. 
Of course I wasn't really. I loved that he was so torn between my fingers stroking my clit and my face. I loved watching him touch himself while he watched me, needing to touch his own aching flesh. We were both so aroused watching each other. I wanted to keep my eyes on his hand moving so firmly over his shaft to the head, and when he glanced away, I stole another look. He stroked his length then palmed the head of his cock, squeezing the head to remove some more of his fluid to act as lubricant. 
He glanced back at my face again and I quickly moved my gaze to meet his, biting my lip to suppress a guilty smile.
"Katherine," he said, his voice exasperated. "I want you focused on my face, my eyes. I want you to know I'm watching you. I'm seeing inside of you."
I tried very hard to keep my eyes on his face, and I could tell from watching him that he was getting more and more aroused, his face flushed, his nostrils flaring as he breathed faster.
"Slip two fingers inside of your pussy while you stroke your clit," he said. 
I complied, wetting first one then two fingers, slipping them slowly inside a couple of inches so that I felt the extremely sensitive ridge of flesh. 
"Good girl," he said. He caught my eye and nodded appreciatively. "Move your hips while you fuck yourself with your fingers. The way you do when I do it."
I did as he commanded, thrusting my hips a bit as I stroked inside of my body, my other fingers on my clit. I couldn’t help but glance down once more to see his fist pumping around his cock more rapidly, while he cupped his balls with the other. Watching him stroke himself while he watched me aroused me, making my breath catch, desire flooding through me. He was so aroused watching me touch myself, I knew he could come quite quickly. I glanced back at his face to find his eyes on mine and that did something to me, pushing my arousal up even more. 
"Tell me when you're going to come, Katherine," he said. "You know the rules."
I was barely able to speak. "I'm so close…"
"Fuck yourself with your fingers," he said, his voice shaky. "Think of my cock inside of you, filling you up. Think of my tongue on you, stroking your clit. Think of me sucking your nipples."
I did, and my eyes closed without thinking as I imagined him doing each of those things to me, my pleasure increasing, my orgasm imminent.
"Open your eyes, Katherine," he said, his voice urgent, filled with need. "Look in mine."
I did, and he came closer, kneeling on the bed, bending over me to watch my fingers on my clit, the others moving more rapidly inside of me, stroking my sensitive spot. 
"I think I…" I gasped as the pleasure grew too intense and I knew I would come right away.
"Come for me, baby," he said, almost imploring. The thought of him watching me make myself come pushed me over, and I gasped as my orgasm began, the pleasure so intense I could barely keep my eyes open.
"Open your eyes," he said, his voice a growl of pleasure. "Look in mine."
I did, forcing them open despite the near-blinding sensations, my body tensing as pleasure coursed through me. "Oh, God." I gasped, my body clenching around my fingers. "Ohhh."
He climbed further onto the bed between my knees and I glanced down to watch him stroking himself so fast, I knew he, too, was going to come. He leaned over me, stroking himself, and aimed his cock at my pussy. 
"Take your fingers out. Spread yourself for me." 
I complied, spreading my lips. Then, his orgasm started and he tensed, grimacing, his face red as his fist pumped his cock. Finally, his expression softened, his face slackening as he ejaculated, the semen spurting out onto my labia and belly. I spread it over myself, rubbing it into me, using it as lubricant, my fingers slipping over my too-sensitive clit, but it felt good.
He collapsed over me, lying directly on top of me, his face beside mine, panting.
"Fuck, that was good…" I finally grinned like an idiot, biting my lip to stop from giggling. He groaned into my neck. "You know how many times I jacked off thinking of you doing that? Before we got together, I was so desperate to fuck you. Just fuck you plain old vanilla."
"You didn't imagine us in scene? Me all tied up and blindfolded?"
He shook his head and kissed my chin, my cheek and then my forehead as he rested on his arms, his face above mine. He nestled his body between my thighs, which I wrapped around his hips.
"I wanted you any way I could get you. Vanilla, D/s, kink. Anything. I was like a teenager wanking while dreaming of his favorite girl. I knew you'd been alone for a year after Flyboy and I used to imagine you masturbating. Then, when I knew you wanted to experience D/s, I figured I'd better give you what you wanted. But damn, it was hard not to fuck you plain old vanilla."
"Drake Morgan, what kind of Dom are you?" I said playfully. "I heard all these rumors about Dr. Dangerous. Master D. Were they all just clever marketing?"
He laughed out loud at that, his blue eyes twinkling. "Very clever." He kissed me, long and tender, his fingers threading through my hair. My heart fluttered at the intensity of his kiss. Finally, he pulled away and began kissing my face, my chin, my throat.
"I couldn't stand the thought that someone else would introduce you to D/s. That someone else would be the one to bring out your submissive side and enjoy you. It had to be me, once I knew you were interested. So I hatched my Machiavellian plan to overwhelm you with pleasure."
"You have." I ran my fingers through his hair, which was falling into his eyes. "I'm glad it was you."
He kissed me again, his kiss more intense now, as if his emotions were heightened. I pulled him more tightly against me, my own emotions filling me with happiness that we did crash into each other that night at the bar and that I did call Lara and ask for that interview. 
"Dawn tried to warn me off you but she couldn't have known that it would draw me to you instead," I said, confessing. "When I saw you at the bar and she said you were another bad boy like Kurt, controlling, trouble, I wanted you. I wanted someone like you. When you turned out to be the Dom who would teach me, you were what I was looking for. I was already gone. I had no chance."
"Both of us were goners," he said and smiled softly. "I'm not letting go of you, Ms. Bennet. I hope you realize that."
I slipped my arms tightly around his neck and kissed him deeply, my love for him making me feel as if my chest would explode. There was nothing I couldn't do with Drake. I could tell him the truth, be who I was, who I wanted to be. 
He wanted me.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 
The next day, I woke up early once more and stood at the side of the bed and sketched Drake while he slept. This morning, he was lying on his back, a pillow over his face, but as usual, he was naked, the sheets in disarray around him. I studied the muscles on his abdomen, noting the way his hair grew in a thin line from his navel to his pubes, the delicious curve of one buttock and the inviting angle of his hip. It aroused me, sketching him like that, and I hoped he wasn't busy so that we could have sex. 
Finally, I climbed into bed and snuggled down beneath the blankets. He hopped out of bed once more, leaving me alone on the bed. He went right to the bathroom and I heard him pee, then he started the shower. 
Before he got in, he peeked his head around the door and caught my eye.
"Join me?"
I smiled and got up, only too happy to do so.
We showered together and I was careful not to try to push him, despite my eagerness to have sex. He watched me while I washed myself, and then took hold of my hips when I bent down to wash my feet.
"Ms. Bennet you look entirely edible this morning. You're giving me ideas…" He pulled me up and against him, his hands sliding up my body, cupping my breasts, tweaking my nipples. 
"You're hungry."
"I'm always hungry for you," he murmured against my neck. Then, he turned me around and kissed me deeply, his arms slipping around my waist, pulling me up so that my feet lifted off the floor. One hand slipped between my thighs. "Mmm," he said as he kissed my neck, his lips pressing on my skin. "I'm getting so many ideas..."
He turned the shower off and led me out, taking a towel and quickly drying me off. He barely spent any time on himself, as if he couldn't wait. He pushed me back into the bedroom and over to the bed, and I gasped when he pushed me back onto it, laying on top of me, his fingers slipped down my body from my throat to my waist and then my pussy, his fingers finding my clit. Then he slipped his finger inside of me, his breathing increasing, his mouth claiming mine once more in a passionate kiss.
He pulled back, his eyes half-hooded. "Spread your legs wide," he said, grabbing my thighs to assist, spreading my legs, his eyes moving down my body from my face to my pussy, stopping there greedily.
He kissed me. "We're going to do each other at the same time. I want you to come with my cock in your mouth, my mouth on you."
My body responded to his words, my muscles clenching. His tongue and fingers were insistent as we lay side by side in sixty-nine position, our bodies arched to accommodate each other. I tried to pleasure him while he pleasured me but at times, I had to stop and moan with him in my mouth. He groaned in response, his fingers sliding inside of me, stroking me. I writhed under his mouth, lost in the sensations, barely able to focus on his cock in my mouth, his shaft in my fist. 
My orgasm built deep within me, pleasure spreading down my legs and into my belly, my mind blanking. I tensed, trying to hold back, waiting for him to give me permission.
"Come for me, baby," he said, his fingers thrusting inside of me. 
I let myself go and my orgasm crashed through me. I couldn't stop from moaning, my body convulsing around his fingers and under his tongue. He kept his mouth on me throughout my orgasm, his own sounds of enjoyment vibrating through my flesh. 
While I recovered, he was still, his mouth still covering me, tiny licks on my overly-sensitive clit making me shudder. When I was back to full awareness, I started stroking his shaft and sucking the head of his thick cock once more, eager to feel and hear his own release. He kept licking me, and I knew he wanted me to come again. I tried to focus on his pleasure, stroking him, sucking the head, taking him as deeply into my mouth as I could and soon, I could feel him harden under my lips. He was close.
"Stop," I gasped when his fingers began stroking inside me again. "I can't focus when you do that."
"I want you to come again," he said, his voice smoky. 
"I can't do both," I said, trying to stroke him and let my body respond. 
"Let yourself come," he said. "Then I will. I'm so close…"
After a moment while he built me up once more, my second orgasm came on from the insistent sucking and stroking of my clit, his fingers thrusting inside of me. I gave in and let the sensations wash over me until once more, I clenched around his fingers, my hips thrusting blindly at his mouth, my thighs trembling. I groaned with the head of his cock in my mouth and he began thrusting in my fist, trying to come himself. Soon, I felt him stiffen, his cock so hard I knew he would soon come. Then, the spurt of semen filled my mouth. I let him pour into me while he thrust, his body shuddering, his mouth on my still-too sensitive clit, his fingers deep inside of me. 
Finally, I pulled slowly off him and swallowed, his strong salty taste familiar. I licked his length, my tongue playing gently with the sensitive head and he pulled off me to groan.
"Oh, God," he said, gasping. "That was so good…"
He crawled around and lay facing me, pulling me into his arms, one thigh thrown over me possessively. He kissed me, his kiss deep and passionate.
"I love you, Kate," he said when he pulled away, brushing the hair from my face, his eyes warm and holding mine. "I love you."
"I love you," I said, warmth for him filling me. I crawled more closely into his arms and closed my eyes, the euphoria from my orgasms and the happiness I felt being so close to him almost unbearable.
 
After we had both recovered, we lay in each other's arms. He stroked his hands over my body affectionately, cupping my breasts, threading his fingers in mine.
"That was delicious." He nestled his head in the crook of my neck and kissed me. "I think I'd like to do that at least once a week."
"It wasn't too vanilla for you?"
"In case you didn't realize it, I like vanilla ice cream, too. Besides, my kink is control, with a bit of leather thrown in for good measure."
"You can't let me come only once, can you?"
"Sacrilege!" he said and laughed. "My evil plot is to keep you so thoroughly aroused and then satiated that you can't imagine looking at another man."
I wrapped my hands around his arms. "Other men don't even exist."
He squeezed me in response and we lay in the warmth of the bed in silence. 
Then, he sighed heavily. He rose up on his elbow and ran a finger down my body from my chest to my hip. "As much as I'd love to lie here all morning, I have work to do." 
"You're leaving?"
"Foundation work to wrap up." He leaned down and kissed me. "I'll be home later this afternoon. I'm going to play one last game of racquetball after lunch with a colleague. We'll have a nice dinner and spend the evening together."
"Sounds good."
"I love you," he said and kissed me again.
"I love you."
Although I would have loved to spend the day with Drake, I was eager to work on my drawing. After he left, I had breakfast, then made myself a cup of coffee and sat and read news headlines on my iPhone. Elaine was out with a friend for lunch and my dad was at his club for lunch and a meeting, so I was completely on my own. 
I decided to go to 8th Avenue and spend the day there drawing. It was a hideaway for Drake.  I loved the old apartment so much, I decided that if Drake was going to keep himself busy all day, I'd spend the remaining time before we left for Africa at 8th Avenue, working on my sketch. I'd been in the Chelsea apartment for two solid days drawing and needed some air. I had my key and so I packed up my backpack, taking my pencils and sketchpad with me, and began the hike from Drake's apartment in Chelsea to the 8th Avenue apartment. I walked for half an hour and then caught a taxi for the rest of the journey, arriving at the apartment a little before ten o'clock.
I entered the apartment, and took in a deep breath. It smelled so familiar – of Drake, of his cologne, of old books and leather. The front of the apartment was dim and quiet. I took off my coat and boots, and threw my bag on one of the couches. Then, I walked around the rooms. Soon, Drake and I would leave for Nairobi and leave this place behind for half a year. I'd miss it, for it was here that our relationship really developed. 
Such a short a time had passed since we met in October. I went to the back of the apartment to the bedroom and opened the closet, looking at the old leather tie he'd used on my wrists that first time. He could have done anything to me at that point. Anything. Yet, all he did was give me pleasure. He gave me what I wanted and needed, in a way that didn't frighten me. He was extremely careful and extremely concerned that I was never hurt or frightened or upset.
Why couldn't Dawn understand?
Was she jealous? Was it as simple as that? She'd been like me – only a few relationships that were not really meant to be. We were both pretty unlucky in love up till I met Drake. I couldn't imagine that she was jealous that I had someone and she didn't, but it was a possibility.
She was pretty with those wild blonde curls and brown eyes, a nice body. But she was so damn demanding and exacting in her expectations of people. They had to be so morally solid. No one seemed to live up to her standards.
Maybe that's why she was alone.
I sighed and left the bedroom, walking out through the dim apartment to the living room and the table where Yelena Kuznetsova's crystal shot glasses usually stood. They were now at my father's apartment in his bar. I touched the side of the table where I'd hit my brow that night before Christmas when all this came to a head. Then, I went to Drake's collection of old guitars and to the acoustic guitar he'd played that night when I first came over. I picked up the picture of my father and his father as young men over in Vietnam.
So much had happened in such a short time. I felt like a different person from that young woman who went to the fundraiser that night, reluctantly, doing it only to please my father.
I spent the rest of the day drawing, music on the sound system, my playlist set to shuffle, the music selection eclectic, ranging from classical to alternative. When the light started to fade, I looked out the window at the street. Then, my cell chimed, indicating a text. I took it out and it was from Drake.
 
Where are you? I'm home and you're not here. 
 
I texted right back.
 
I needed some air so I went for a walk and stopped in at 8th Avenue. I'm going to take a taxi home.
 
Of course, Drake couldn't stand the thought I'd be taking a taxi.
 
Let me come by and pick you up. I'll be there in ten.




I responded, knowing that he'd likely drive over no matter what I wanted. Although he desired our equality outside of sex, there was still a protective streak in Drake and he'd worry that I was walking outside when it was dark.
 
OK. See you outside.
 
That wasn't good enough for Drake.
 
Wait inside and I'll text you when I drive up. 




I smiled. He was so protective.
 
I'm a big girl, Drake. I can take care of myself…
 
I waited to see what he'd write in reply.
 
Let me take care of you, Kate. It makes me feel all Dominant… 
 
I laughed at that and texted him back.
 
Yes, Sir. 
 
I put my cell away and stood by the front window, watching as big fat flakes of snow fell outside. 
Then the landline rang. I went over to where the phone sat on a small table in the dining room. The phone had an old answering machine and I saw that there was a flashing light, indicating that there were unanswered messages waiting. 
The machine clicked on after three rings and a female voice came on the line.
 
"Drake? It's me. I tried your place in Chelsea and got no answer. I don’t have your new cell number. Listen, sorry to bother you after all this time, but Steve told me you were leaving New York Presbyterian for a year. If you're going away to Africa, we need to talk ASAP. Call me at my mother's. The number's still the same. "
 
I frowned as the message ended and the caller hung up.
Who was she? Obviously someone who knew Drake well enough to say 'it's me' and think he'd recognize her voice and knew her mother's phone number. Was it his ex? Why would she be calling him now, five years after they split?
I waited at the window, my stomach starting to tighten, the nice mood I was in from Drake's texts dissipating. I stared at the street below, watching to see Drake drive up. The streets were pretty busy but soon I saw his car approach from the south. 
As I waited for his text, I wondered who this mystery woman was and what she wanted from Drake. His car drove up and double-parked on the street below the apartment. My cell buzzed and I read his message.
 
Ms. Bennet, your chauffeur awaits…
 
I texted him back, trying to match his playful tone, despite my sense of unease about the woman who contacted him.
 
Ha ha! Should I start calling you Mr. Darcy? Or was it Heathcliff? 
 
There are a few voice messages on your phone and while I was here, a woman called and said you should call her before you leave. Should you come up and listen to your messages?
 

There was a noticeable pause before he responded.
 
Hmm. Maybe I should pop up and check. Let me park and I'll be right up.
 

I remained standing by the window, watching him drive to a parking garage down the block. I tried to squelch the jealousy threatening to break through as well as the guilt I had for hearing his voice message. I couldn’t help it, but I still felt embarrassed that I heard a private message of his.
His key turned in the deadbolt and then he entered the apartment. Dressed in his camel coat and a plaid scarf, his hair peppered with a few snowflakes, Drake was gorgeous. He smiled when he saw me, his blue eyes crinkling in the corners, and instantly, my heart melted. 
Before doing anything, he came right to me and wrapped his arms around me, kissing me, and it made my heart swell that he wanted to give me attention first before listening to his messages. He really did seem happy to see me whenever we'd been apart.
When he released my arms, he turned to the answering machine and stood beside me, looking at it as if he was reluctant to listen to his messages. As curious as I was, I didn’t want to intrude.
"If you want, I can wait downstairs in the entry while you listen." 
He shook his head and went to the ancient machine, hitting the play button to listen to the messages. The first one was a message from a band member named Brent, indicating he'd left a message at Drake's home but wanted to leave one at his hideaway as well. The man wished Drake a great sabbatical, inviting Drake to get in a jam session before he left for Africa if he hand time. Several sales people tried to interest Drake in carpet cleaning or renovations and then we came to the final message from the woman asking Drake to call her as soon as possible, before he left for Africa.
I said nothing after the message was over, trying not to appear too interested. Of course, I was dying to know who it was.
"Maureen," he said. He ran his fingers through his hair and I could sense the unease in him as he heard her message. "I should call her, see what she wants to talk about."
"I can leave if you need privacy…"
He shook his head quickly. "No, you don't have to leave."
Then he dialed a number and held his cell up to his ear. He waited, standing beside me, running the backs of his fingers over my cheek, smiling softly at me. Despite the smile, I could see a bit of tension in his jaw, in the way he held it tightly shut.
Finally, she must have come on the line.
"Hey," he said. "It's me. What's up?"
He listened, and then frowned, his frown growing more intense with each passing moment, his face actually blanching. He turned from me, staring out the window, one hand on his forehead. Finally, he exhaled heavily, and then sat on the edge of the couch, holding his head in his hand.
"Why didn’t you tell me?" A long silence followed. "Why?"
He listened to her speak for a moment and then he took his phone and threw it across the room where it struck the far wall and fell to the ground.
"Let's go," he said and turned to the door, not meeting my eyes.
I went to the phone and picked it up to find that the screen had cracked. Then, I followed him out and down the stairs, barely stopping long enough to lock the door behind me, my heart in my throat, wondering what it was she said that could make Drake, the otherwise carefully controlled man I knew, explode.
As we went down the stairs, my heart raced. I'd never seen Drake like this and it alarmed me. Whatever it was she said infuriated him – or scared the hell out of him. 
"Drake," I said when we arrived in the lobby. "Tell me what's wrong." He stopped and I caught a look at his face. It was paler than pale, his blue eyes pained. "Tell me!" 
He shook his head, opening the door for me. I left the building, taking the steps to the sidewalk. We walked down the street to where he'd parked. I waited for him to open the door. When he got to the car, his hands were shaking so much, he dropped his keys before he'd unlocked the doors.
"Fuck," he growled as he bent down to pick them out of the snow, wiping them off on his coat. 
I got in the passenger side and he closed my door, then came around to the driver's side and got in. He sat for a moment, and stared at the console.
"Drake, you're scaring me." I reached out and took his hand in mine and squeezed. "Tell me what's wrong."
Finally, he turned to face me, his face blanched. He exhaled heavily.
"I have a son."
 


 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
We drove through the quiet streets, east towards my father's apartment on Park Avenue.
"Oh, Drake," I said, completely flustered, my cheeks hot. I struggled for words, not sure of what to say. "Maureen was pregnant when you broke up?"
He nodded, still so upset that he seemed unable to speak.
"Does she want you to meet him?"
"She didn’t say anything more than he was mine and we needed to talk."
I was silent for a moment. "I'm so sorry. You can drop me off at my father's."
He sighed as we came to a stoplight. "I don’t know what she wants, but why else would she come back to Manhattan? You're my life, Kate." He was silent as if considering. Then, he squeezed my hand. "I want you with me all the time. If you're willing, I'd like you to come with me. She has to know you and I are together."
"Do you think she wants you back?"
He shrugged. "I have no idea what she wants. She married this guy Chris who she met before we broke up. She said she'd tell me when we met."
"Where?"
"The hospital in Washington Heights. A coffee shop we used to go to. It's familiar ground, I guess."
I watched out the window as we changed direction and drove north to NYP.
I said nothing as we found a parking space. We walked hand in hand into the lobby of the building. A tall blonde woman stood silhouetted against the window, dressed fashionably in a long black cloth coat and cream scarf. She was very lovely, and just about the opposite of me in every way.
We walked up to her and she frowned when she saw me, looking me up and down, her grey eyes judging. "Is this your current slave?"
"This is Kate McDermott. Kate, this is Maureen Johnston, my ex-wife."
I nodded at her, a bit hurt that she thought of me as Drake's 'slave'. She glanced at me briefly and then turned her attention to Drake.
"I need you to come with me."
"Where?" Drake said. 
"To Morgan Stanley. The oncology ward."
"Your son—"
"Our son," she corrected. "He's got leukemia. He needs a bone marrow transplant and so I thought you'd agree to be tested. You could be a match."
Drake frowned, his face flushing. "Yes. Of course."
"Can we go somewhere and talk?" she said and sighed. "I suppose this has come as a shock."
Drake made a funny sound in the back of his throat, but didn't reply. We followed Maureen down the long hallway to a small coffee shop where we purchased some coffee. We went to an empty table surrounded by other visitors and patients.
"So, tell me," Drake said, his hands around his cup, his face blanched. "How is it I have a son and I never heard about him?"
Maureen took off her scarf, removed her coat. She sat down and stirred her coffee. Finally, after taking a sip, she spoke, her voice low.
"I didn’t think he was yours. I thought he was Chris's. It wasn't until we tested Chris as a donor that we found out he wasn't related. It was then I knew." She glanced up at us, her face red. "I must have miscalculated my dates. I probably didn’t want to think he was yours."
Drake sat there for a moment, his mouth open. "So you were sleeping with Chris before we split..."
"Drake, I could have been sleeping with an entire college football team for all you'd have known. You were so busy in Africa and with lectures and surgery and your band to even notice that I was having an affair."
"And how do you know he's my son? I should be tested—"
"Drake," she said, her voice sounding frustrated. "It was either you or Chris. I wasn't seeing anyone else. Yes, you should be tested, but given it's the same leukemia as your brother, I assumed he's yours."
"Of course…" Drake stammered. "They'll find out when they test me for compatibility." Drake said nothing for a moment, holding his cup between his palms. He didn't meet Maureen's eyes, focusing instead on the table and his cup. "So you were fucking us both, obviously."
"I didn’t mean to. You were pretty insistent when you were around. I tried to talk to you but you were always shushing me, trying to get me into bed. I finally gave up."
I stood up at that, embarrassed to be listening in to their private conversation. Drake grabbed my hand.
"Stay," he said. I sat back down, my face red. Drake sighed heavily. "Tell me about my son."
"Liam," she said. Drake glanced up at that. Maureen gave a half-smile, somewhat guilty-looking. "I always liked your father and that name, so I called him that when I found out he was a boy."
"Jesus Christ," Drake said, rubbing his eyes. "You never suspected that he was my son?"
"You and Chris look quite a lot alike. Dark hair, fair skin. He has hazel eyes, and yours are blue, but still. Liam could have been either of yours. I assumed," she said, her voice low. "I wanted to believe he was Chris's son. It wasn't until we needed a donor that I found out the truth."
"How long ago was this?"
"He's had leukemia for a year, but it wasn't until he didn't respond to chemo and had a relapse that we decided on stem cell transplantation. We tested everyone in the family and that's when we discovered Chris wasn't his father. As soon as I found out, I made an appointment with Krishnamurtha here at NYP Children's. I decided to come here, where I knew some of the nurses. NYP has one of the best pediatric oncology centers in the world. And of course, there's you. You're the same blood type. I thought you might be an HLA match."
"What's his diagnosis?"
"AML. M5. He has a rare 10:11 mutation and needs aggressive treatment. I should have known he was yours when I heard it, but I wasn't thinking about you."
"Christ," Drake said, rubbing his forehead. "How's he doing?"
"He's holding his own, but he needs a transplant. If you're a match, he'll be prepped for consolidation therapy. High dose chemo and radiation, then bone marrow or stem cell transplant. We looked for a donor but came up empty. If you're a match, will you agree to donate your marrow?"
Drake didn’t hesitate. "Of course. Anything."
"I know you're going to Africa, but I need you to do this."
"The semester doesn’t start until March so I have some time. I was going to help with their surgical slate for a while, help with backlogged cases, but that can wait."
Maureen covered her face with her hands and for the first time, she cracked, her perfect blonde exterior crumbling. She actually cried in front of us, her sobs silent, her shoulders shaking.
Drake looked very uncomfortable, but finally, he reached out and squeezed her shoulder. Maureen seemed to snap out of it and reached into her bag. She fished through its contents and removed a tissue, wiping her eyes as she struggled to gain control over herself. 
"Thank you," she whispered.
Drake shrugged. "How could I say no? He's my son."
"I knew you didn't want kids, Drake. That's why I never tried to find out if he was yours or Chris's. I knew you probably wouldn't want him anyway, but Chris did want him. He wanted a family."
Drake nodded. "I never wanted to have kids because of the chance of passing on the gene. I never imagined being a father."
"You are, but Chris is his real father, Drake. A father isn't just a sperm donor. A father is the man who reads you stories at night, who plays soccer with you in the summer and who takes you fishing. A father is the one who sits by your bed when you're sick."
Drake shook his head. "I guess I never had a father, then."
She glared at Drake, an exasperated expression on her face. "Look, Drake. If you do this, I don’t want you trying to become involved in Liam's life. Leave things as they are," she said, her voice edged with warning. "It was hard enough telling Chris that Liam wasn't his. Liam doesn't have to know. It would break his heart to find out that Chris wasn’t his biological father. Maybe some day when he's grown and able to handle it, but now? I don't want him to know."
Drake didn’t say anything, but I could tell from the way he held his jaw that he was very upset.
"Will you come up and see him now?" she said. "He's probably asleep, but you could look in on him." She turned to me. "You won't be able to go into the room. Only family is allowed inside."
I shook my head. "That's fine. I wouldn’t presume to intrude on your private family business."
"Kate can come along if she wants, and wait outside his room." Drake turned to me and took my hand, squeezing it. 
I nodded. Maureen didn’t argue.
 
We followed Maureen down the many hallways and took the elevator to the ward where Liam was, and as we walked, our pace brisk, Drake questioned Maureen about Liam's diagnosis and treatment. I realized it was a nurse and a doctor talking about medicine, and I had a hard time keeping up.
Drake turned to me. "He has acute myelogenous leukemia. It's a cancer of the white blood cell at a certain stage of development. He has a rare mutation that makes it very aggressive and so they have to treat it equally aggressively."
"Like your brother's?" I asked. 
He nodded. "Liam was diagnosed when he was four and died when he was five." We pushed through double doors and into the pediatric oncology ward. "I never knew Liam," he said, exhaling heavily. "I was supposed to be the consolation baby, but apparently, I wasn't enough."
I frowned, remembering what Drake told me about his mother. It all became clearer now – the grieving mother trying to make up for the dead child by having another baby but it wasn't enough to overcome her depression. Then, add into that a father who was absent from his life most of the time. Maybe Liam was also trying to deal with his own loss in the only way he knew – by keeping extra-busy.
Poor Drake. My heart swelled for him and I took his hand in mine. He turned to me, his brow furrowed. My eyes were brimming, and when he saw me, he smiled softly, his expression changing.
"Sweet sweet Kate," he whispered to me, leaning down to kiss my cheek.
I didn't want to be weak when he needed strength to get through this, but I couldn't help but feel so much emotion for him. I imagined him as a tiny boy with parents who couldn't love him the way he needed. It wasn't his fault his brother died, yet he was the one who paid the price because of their inability to deal with the loss of their first child, the brother he never knew.
Finally, we arrived at the pediatric oncology ward, walking past a playroom with brightly painted floors and walls in blues and yellows. The happy colors and images of elephants and bears just made me even more sad. 
I sat in a small waiting room while Drake and Maureen spoke to the nurses at the nursing station. Liam was in isolation, and so Drake and Maureen had to suit up in scrubs and masks. I was able to glance through the windows of the isolation room to the bed where young five-year old Liam lay, his tiny head bald from chemo, his face pale, his lips pallid. He was on oxygen, the nasal cannula threaded around his face, an I.V. in his arm. The lights were low, but the general area was still well-lit so it wasn't too dark to see him.
Drake followed Maureen inside and stood beside the bed. The two adults said and did nothing but stand and watch the boy as he slept. I felt so bad for both of them and for Liam – he never knew his namesake, Maureen didn't know that Liam was Drake's son, and Liam never knew his biological father.
I went back to the tiny waiting room and sat on a chair, watching Liam's room from down the hallway. Then, a man got off the elevator with a cup of coffee in his hand. He was wearing a pair of faded jeans and a black turtleneck. He looked a lot like Drake, with black hair and fair skin. It had to be Chris – Maureen's husband. Liam's 'father'.
He smiled at me and sat down across from my chair, sighing heavily and rubbing his eyes.
"Are you Chris?" I said, clearing my throat, unsure how I'd be received.
He raised his eyebrows. "Yes," he said. "How did you know?"
"Maureen described you. You look quite a lot like Drake. I'm with Drake." I paused, not knowing if I should identify myself as his girlfriend. "He's with Maureen in Liam's room."
Chris nodded and glanced at me up and down as if I wasn't quite what he expected.
"You're the new… what do I call you? Submissive?"
"I'm his partner," I said, using the word Drake had used. 
"His business partner?"
"No, his girlfriend."
"Sorry," he said and shrugged. "I didn't think he had those. How long have you been with him?"
"We met in October."
He nodded. "So how's he taking it?"
I turned to glance at Drake and Maureen in the isolation room, standing over Liam.
"As well as can be expected. He said he'd do anything to help."
"I hope he's a match," he said, his voice weary. 
I sighed and watched as Drake bent over Liam and stroked his forehead. The boy stirred briefly, but his eyes remained shut. I thought about Drake's relationship with the small African boy who received the deep brain stimulation. Despite his belief that he could never be a father, I thought Drake was wrong. He'd probably make a wonderful father. His care and concern for the young patient went above and beyond the call of duty as a surgeon. 
Drake had learned some hard lessons in life – about why his marriage failed. About himself as a man. Maybe, he could be the kind of father he wished he had for himself.
"So what do you do?" Chris said to me after slurping his coffee and exhaling in satisfaction. "You a nurse, too?"
I shook my head. "Grad student in journalism at Columbia."
"Grad student? How old are you?"
I frowned. He was awfully prying for a complete stranger. Perhaps he was exceptionally curious about Drake, seeing as he was Maureen's first husband.
"I'm going to be twenty-five."
He raised his eyebrows and glanced away. "Why am I not surprised?"
"Pardon me?"
He couldn't hold back a smile. "He likes them young, or so Maureen tells me. He was after her when she was still a nursing student."
"She obviously liked them older," I replied, noting the bit of grey in his hair. 
"Touché."
I sat and fumed for a moment, insulted by his rudeness. Finally, I couldn't hold back.
"Do you treat all strangers like this?" I said, my voice wavering a bit from anger. "Making comments about their private lives?"
He cracked a grin and shrugged one shoulder. "No," he said. "But, you know… Drake's not your average neurosurgeon. You have to understand I've heard Maureen's side of things. You haven't."
"Drake's a wonderful man and one of the best neurosurgeons in his area. He presented research on pediatric neuro-electrophysiology at a conference. He volunteers his services in Africa for poor—" 
"Oh, I have no doubt about Drake's abilities as a surgeon," Chris said, his tone impatient. "It’s his interests as a man…" He wagged his eyebrows suggestively. 
"Which is none of your or anyone else's business…"
"He's my wife's ex. He's the father of the boy I consider my own son. It's my business, sweetheart."
He took a sip of his coffee, turned away and that was that. We sat in silence until Drake and Maureen exited Liam's room and returned to the waiting area. They walked up and Chris stood. I followed suit and stood up, smoothing my clothes.
Drake and Chris eyed each other, doing nothing more than nodding in each other's direction.
Maureen turned to us. "I see you two have met," she said, her voice clipped. 
"We did." Chris leaned over and kissed Maureen on the cheek.
Drake took my hand and pulled me into an embrace. He pressed his face into my neck and squeezed me so hard, it felt like he was going to smother me. I ran my hands up his strong back, rubbing his shoulders to comfort him. He was obviously overwhelmed.
"I'm so sorry," I whispered, his emotions making mine swell as well. 
He finally pulled back, his eyes wet, and kissed me briefly. "Thank you for being here." Then he ended the embrace and his hand slid down my arm to my hand, which he clasped in his, our fingers entwining. He wiped his eyes briefly and turned to Maureen.
"Call me when the arrangements are made," he said to her. "I'll come whenever his doctors need me."
Maureen nodded and we left them, walking down the hallway to the elevators. Drake pushed the button and we waited in silence. I glanced back and the two of them were watching us, leaning in together as if discussing me. Of course, I'd be a curiosity. Drake's girlfriend. He wasn't supposed to have them, or so Chris thought.
We entered the elevator and once the doors closed, he leaned against the wall and pulled me into his arms for the short ride down to the lobby. 
"Christ, what a day…" he said. He ran his hand over my hair as I leaned my cheek against his shoulder. "I'm so glad you were here with me. I don't know what I'd do if I were alone through this."
"What a shock for you," I said, squeezing him. "To find out you have a son and that he's sick."
"At least he has a good father."
I glanced up at him. "I hope so. He was rather rude to me."
Drake frowned. "What do you mean?"
"He made comments that were suggestive. About you and about me."
Drake shook his head. "I can't imagine what Maureen told him about me. Probably thinks I'm Hannibal Lecter."
"He only knows Maureen's side of the story, Drake."
He sighed and released me when the elevator reached the lobby and the doors opened. "I was a dick, Kate," he said, taking my hand as we left the elevator and walked through the lobby to the street. "I freely admit that. She had every right to divorce me. I was an absent husband."
I took in a deep breath and nodded. "You did as well as you knew how at the time."
"I promise I won't be absent with you," he said and squeezed my hand. "I've learned about myself and about relationships since then. I don't want to be that man anymore."
"You aren't."
He smiled softly at that and stopped. "Sweet sweet Ms. Bennet," he said and brushed his fingers over my lips. "How lucky I am to have found you."
We embraced once more and went out into a cold Manhattan winter's night.
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
We drove down the snowy streets in silence. I took Drake's hand, waiting until he felt like talking. As I watched the passing scenery, I noticed that we weren't going back towards his apartment in Chelsea, but instead down 8th Avenue. 
It was 'our place'. Where we first really became a couple. 
"You want to go to 8th Avenue?"
He nodded but didn't say anything. I bit my lip, not wanting to question him about it. He'd say why if he felt like it. Still, I was curious. I liked his apartment and planned on using it as a studio of sorts before we left for Africa. It felt as if he was really letting me 'in' by taking me there – into his life.
"I think of 8th Avenue as our place," he said quietly, mirroring my own thoughts. "My apartment is me as I was before you. I'm different now. Frankly, I'd like to sell the Chelsea apartment and for us to move into 8th Avenue or get our own place when we come back from Africa."
"Will you still be able to go? I mean, with the transplant…"
He shook his head. "I'll contact the head of the Neurosurgery program and let him know what's up. I may not be a match, but if I am, the procedures will take about four weeks. I'll have to cancel my slate, have someone else do my surgeries, but we can still go once I know Liam's OK, if I am a match. I wouldn’t start teaching until March anyway." He pulled into a park and lock parking garage and found a spot. When he got out, he came around to my side and opened the door for me. I'd become used to his gentlemanly ways and let him. 
He took my arm and we walked down the stairs to the ground level.
"I hope to hell that I'm a match. He's so young and frail and this cancer is very aggressive."
I cleared my throat, a bit overcome with emotion. "You'll have to stay for a while, see how he does."
He nodded. "I hope you don't mind. We just may have time to get your malaria meds all up to date before we go."
"Of course I don't mind." We entered the street, arm in arm, and we walked the block and a half to his building. "What's involved in the transplant?"
He opened the front entry door for me and held it as I went through. "Testing to see if my HLA is a match for Liam's, and then if I'm a match, they'll have two options. They can give me a drug called Filgrastim to increase my blood stem cells and then harvest them from my blood using a machine that separates white from red blood cells, or they can go into my marrow surgically and take it out."
"Is it painful?"
"Filgrastim makes you really achy and tired for a few days before the donation because your marrow is producing more stem cells than normal. There's a recovery time after they harvest your cells. A week or so. Taking marrow directly out of the bone causes discomfort, but it's bearable with painkillers."
"How do they decide?" I asked as we climbed the stairs to his apartment.
"That's up to the oncologist but it's easier to do the peripheral collection." 
He opened the door to the apartment and I was taken once more by the scent of the place and how much it made me think of the happy times we'd spent there together. Tonight would not be one of those times, but I'd try to comfort Drake as best I could, however he wanted me to comfort him.
"How do they do the procedure?"
He took my coat and hung it in the closet while I shucked off my boots. "They'll have me lie on a bed, cover me with warm blankets. They take blood out of one arm, run it through a machine that separates out the stem cells, and then re-infuse it in the other arm."
"Is there any risk?"
He shook his head. "Not really. They're very skilled at this and have been doing it successfully now for years. It's amazing and has saved so many lives." I followed him into the kitchen, where he kept his bottle of Anisovaya. Yelena Kuznetsova's shot glasses were at my father's apartment, so instead, Drake sorted through his glasses in the kitchen cupboard and brought out two mismatched juice glasses. 
"These will have to do," he said and poured two shots of vodka for us. He passed one to me and then held his own up. "Za vas," he said, unable to muster much enthusiasm.
"Za vas," I replied, forcing a smile, and together, we shot back the vodka. Then he took my glass out of my hand and put them both on the side table. He pulled me into his arms, his going around my shoulders, mine around his waist, my head resting on his chest. 
"What a night," he said, exhaling heavily. "I feel like I've been hit by a truck."
I squeezed him more tightly. "You've had a shock. Shock after shock. To learn you have a son, and that he has leukemia, and that you might be a match for a bone marrow transplant… It's a lot to take in at once."
He nodded but said nothing, his hand stroking my hair. Then, he kissed the top of my head. "I need you," he said, his voice hoarse. "I need to get lost in you."
I pulled my head off his chest and looked up in his eyes, which were half-hooded. I heard the need in his voice and my body responded immediately. 
"I'm yours," I said, emotion filling me, making my throat choke up. "Whatever you want. Whatever you need."
He bent down and kissed me, his kiss soft at first, but growing in passion as his hands stroked down my back to my ass, which he squeezed with both hands. 
"I need you naked, now," he said, his voice breathless. He began stripping away my clothes, first my sweater and jeans, then my bra and panties and socks so that I stood naked in front of him, my heart racing. 
"So beautiful…"
He pulled me to the bedroom, and I wondered what he'd do to me, how he'd fuck me. Would he tie me up and make me come three times? Would he do something new? He didn’t have his toys at 8th Avenue. Only the old leather tie we'd used that first night he actually bound my hands.
Then, to my surprise, he pressed me face down over the edge of the bed, one hand on my shoulder.
"Clasp your hands together," he said. I did as he ordered. "Spread your legs farther apart."
I complied without a word or hesitation, my hands sliding up so they were above me on the bed. I heard his belt buckle jangle as he unfastened it, and the zzzhr as he pulled down his zipper. And then, without any preliminaries, without any foreplay besides the one kiss, he entered me, his cock hard as rock. I gasped as he filled me up, the pressure intense and a shock. 
Then he fucked me. Hard.
One hand gripped my hip while with the other, he twisted a fist of hair, holding me down. He said nothing, just thrust hard and fast, the slap slap slap of his body against me increasing in pace and loudness, his breathing matching it. 
I deliberately did not let my body respond to anything. I merely listened and felt and experienced Drake fucking me, his need for release – for the sweet release of endorphins from his orgasm. His thrusts increased in speed and then he leaned over me, his mouth on my shoulder, biting down a bit. He kissed the spot and then leaned closer, his mouth next to my ear.
"I'm just going to fuck you," he said, his voice harsh. "I'm just going to fuck you. Do you understand?"
"Yes," I said, letting the feel of him thrusting so hard and fast wash over me. 
"Oh, fuck," he said, his mouth beside my ear. "Oh, fuck…"
Then he came, and I caught a glimpse of him when I craned my neck as far as I could. His face was red, his eyes squeezed shut, his jaw gritted tightly. He grunted in my ear with each slow thrust as he ejaculated, his face slackening, his mouth opening as he panted.
Then he collapsed on top of me, his weight almost crushing me, his cock still inside of me, throbbing now and then in the aftermath of his orgasm. Then he moved aside slightly and I could breathe once more.
I said nothing. He said nothing. Finally, he rose up and pulled out of me slowly and I knew he was watching to see evidence of his pleasure seeping out of me. Creampie, he told me it was called.
I crushed my face into the coverlet to hide my smile. Yes, my body still felt need, I was unsatisfied sexually, but I was happy. Drake couldn't stop from using my body for his own pleasure. He was totally focused on himself and his own need – for once.
He finally took me as I always wanted him to and for once, I felt that he truly needed me. 
I continued to lie there, waiting for what he would do. He went right to the bathroom and I heard him running water. When he returned, he held a wet washcloth and a towel in hand and proceeded to clean my body off, stroking it over my flesh gently. Then, he lay beside me on the bed on his back, his head turned to face mine. 
"Thank you."
I smiled and reached out to touch his cheek. "Thank you."
He nodded without smiling. Then he rolled over and threw his arm and leg over my body, pulling me closer.  "I like that I can fuck you with no preliminaries. That you want me to when I need you that badly. It makes me happy."
We lay like that, not speaking, for a few moments. Finally, he exhaled. 
"I'm exhausted," he said, pulling away, rising from the bed to undress. After we both brushed our teeth, we crawled into bed and within a very short time, Drake was asleep beside me, his breathing deep and slow.
In contrast, I lay in the darkness and listened to Drake breathe. In sleep, his leg was thrown over me possessively as we lay naked, spooned in each other's arms, my back to him. For the first time ever, he'd had an orgasm without making me have one. It satisfied me in a strange way that, finally, he'd dropped his insistence on making me orgasm twice to his one. He needed me enough to take me, focusing completely on his own pleasure. That would be something I would have frowned on only a few short months ago, but so much had changed in my life since that day I agreed to go to my father's fundraiser – the first one I'd attended since I returned from Africa.
Drake had changed me. I felt almost like a different person now. Stronger. More sure of myself. Sure enough to try things I never would before, to tell Dawn that we couldn't be friends until she learned to accept Drake was part of my life. Willing to give Africa another try.
Strange how being Drake's sexual submissive and lover had been the one thing that changed it all.
Drake had changed as well. Once, he was so tightly controlled, his life so regimented and rule-governed, keeping the parts of his life separate. Now, he wanted to be with me, all the time. With me, he didn't use D/s as a way to keep his emotional distance. He didn't have to tie me up to enjoy me, although he did. 
Learning he had a son, that his son had cancer, and that his son's life may depend on whether he was a tissue match had shaken Drake. He was a man whose life had been suddenly turned upside-down – this time not in a good way. I was glad I was there to comfort him. I wondered how this experience would change him even more.
He was a father, but would never be able to actually act like one with Liam. Not until Liam was an adult and could choose to include Drake. Would Drake change his mind about his plans for his life as a result?
He didn't see himself as a family man for he'd never really had a family of his own. He didn't see himself as a father, for his own father had treated Drake with benign neglect. Women had always left Drake, starting with a mother who lost her first son to leukemia and who could never recover from the loss, even when Drake came along. Maureen left when Drake failed at being a good husband. He tied his D/s partners up and used them sexually. That, or he saw them as colleagues. Nothing more.
I had no idea what the future held for us. Despite our plans to go to Africa, for Drake to teach and work as a surgeon in Nairobi, life intervened. I was glad he didn’t have to cancel his teaching position. He didn’t need the income but he enjoyed teaching. He had committed to helping with the hospital's neurosurgical slate and the delay in him arriving if he was a match would be a disappointment for them. Would Drake even want to leave at all now that he knew his son was ill and possibly dying?
I could only hold on tight to him and see where life with all its twists and turns took us. 
Finally, with Drake's face nuzzled into my neck, I fell asleep.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
In the morning, Drake slipped out of bed before I did, without waking me up, and was standing naked in the bathroom brushing his teeth. He looked delicious. 
"You're up early," I called from the bed. 
He finished brushing and rinsed his mouth. He came to the side of he bed and looked at me, his expression amused. "You were sleeping like a baby. You tossed and turned until pretty late, so I figured I'd let you sleep in."
With that, he leaned down and kissed me. 
"Are you coming back to bed?" I brushed a strand of his hair from his eyes. He really needed a haircut, but I liked it when his hair was a bit wild.
"No can do. The oncologist called and left me a message. I have to get my test today. What are your plans?" he said as he retrieved his shirt from the closet and buttoned the top button, then adjusted his tie. 
"I have absolutely nothing to do," I said, planning on surprising him with the painting when it was done.
"Don’t forget to take your meds. Even though we might not be going for a while, you should build up your levels. Text me so I know you're OK. Malarone can have side effects, especially for people who've had previous periods of clinical depression."
I nodded and smiled at him. "Always the doctor."
"You know it." He sat on the bed beside me and leaned over to kiss me. 
I smiled when he pulled away. "I'll miss you."
He smiled back, that look in his eye. "I'm not used to having a woman in my bed. I think I should have woken you for a quickie. You look very delicious, lying there all warm and naked under my covers, Ms. Bennet."
"You should have. I might just have to look at dirty pictures on the web and do myself." I grinned at the look on his face.
"You'll do no such thing, you tease," he said and leaned closer, a look of mock affront on his face. "You are not allowed to masturbate unless I'm watching."
"What you don't know will please me," I said, only fooling.
He frowned. "No, Kate. I'm serious. When you're mine, I own all your orgasms. No masturbation unless I'm watching. Do you understand?"
It wasn’t that I was really thinking of masturbating. "I can't masturbate unless I'm with you?"
He nodded, his expression serious. "I thought you understood. You're mine sexually. Would you like it if I was to masturbate when we're apart or would you prefer that I save it all up for you?"
I shook my head. "No. I understand. I was kidding."
He exhaled. "I don't want to be overly possessive, Kate. But this is important. I'm very jealous and want every orgasm you have to be mine." 
"I understand. I was making a joke, teasing."
He nodded. "In a D/s relationship, there can be no hiding things from your Dom. Anything to do with sex, with our relationship, you have to be completely honest and open with me. You have to trust me and I have to trust you or this won’t work. That means, as hard as it may be at times, complete honesty."
"I'm sorry. I'll try to be as honest and open as I can."
He tucked a stand of hair behind my ear. "I love you, Kate." He kissed me once more, the nice mood dissipated, his frown remaining.
"I love you," I said, warmth for him spreading through me, making my throat choke a bit. "I wish you could stay."
"You know I want you, but we'll have to hold that thought."
"I understand."
"This won't take long. They'll take some blood and then we'll meet in his office. I expect he'll run through the procedures in case I'm a match."
"I hope you are a match."
He nodded, his face grim. "Liam has a very rare mutation. I probably passed it to him. If we're a good-enough match, he'll have the best chance at survival without as many problems with rejection."
"How long before you know?"
He sighed. "We'll try to speed up the process. I know a technician and can probably pay the tech to stay late and run the test. I wouldn't bump anyone out of line. Physicians have these ins with technicians that we can sometimes use when we need fast results."
"If it was me, I'd do the same thing."
"Money talks."
I nodded and slipped my arms around his neck. "A parent will do anything for their child."
He made a sound, like a harrumph of disgust. "Not all of them."
I thought again about his mother leaving him, his father neglecting him. 
"You will."
"I will." He stood and pulled on his trousers. "It may be the only thing I can do for him." 
I slipped out of bed and stood naked, watching as he finished dressing. When he was done, he pulled me tightly against him. 
"I'm sorry to be dragging you into all this. I'm sure you didn’t expect a lot of drama when you signed the agreement, but that's what you've got."
"I signed up to be with you – because I wanted you. I love you, remember? This," I said and kissed him. "This drama comes with the territory."
"I love you." He lifted me up and off the floor, pressing his face in my neck, and it was such a sweet show of his emotions that it made my breath hitch in my throat, and my eyes well up. He kissed me once more, the kiss passionate, needy, and then he let me slide down his body so that my feet were once more on the floor. "Sweet sweet Ms. Bennet with the overly-big heart."
"Sweet sweet Drake who can't keep his potatoes from mixing with the gravy." I smiled up at him and brushed a hank of his too-long and wild hair from his face. "I wish you didn’t have to leave." 
"Me too, especially with you looking like that."
I grinned, still not entirely comfortable walking around nude. When he left the bedroom, I grabbed one of his shirts from the closet and pulled it on. I followed him to the kitchen where he stopped at the window and grabbed his cup of coffee, drinking down the last drops. I threaded my arms around his waist from behind. "I look forward to our morning surprises."
"Here at Morgan Enterprises, we aim to please, Ms. Bennet" he said and chuckled, pressing his butt against me. "But I just can't offer my services this morning."
"So you did you read those books," I said, with mock surprise.
"What books?" he said, feigning innocence. He turned to face me again. "You mean, Dale Carnegie on how to win friends and influence people?"
"You know very well what books."
"The first one. I think pretty much every Dom I know read some, to see what the public might learn about the lifestyle."
"And?"
"I claim the Fifth," he said. "Romance isn't my thing. But I will say I have several things in common with the hero."
"Such as?"
"Well, for starters," he said. "One very inquisitive sub who asks a lot of questions and who makes him lose control of scenes because of her impertinence..."
"Impertinence." 
"But I'm an old man compared to him, and not a self-made boy genius billionaire so you must be disappointed."
"Oh, terribly," I said and kissed him, not at all disappointed and he knew it. The kiss was warm and soft, his arms squeezing me, pulling me closer. When he ran his hands up my back, he ended the kiss and pulled away, frowning.
"What's with the shirt? I thought I made it clear that I wanted you to always be naked when we were alone here."
I laughed. "In case you didn't notice, what with your incredible hotness and all, it's cold in your apartment. But you'll keep me warm," I said and pulled him against me firmly. 
"You'll make me late if you keep that up," he said playfully.
"That's the idea…"
"If I had time, I'd say yes," he said. "You all hot and bothered is my greatest desire. But I can't this morning."
"How long will you be?"
He rocked me in his arms for a moment. "It should take about an hour. Then I have to go to the Foundation and do some paperwork, and then I have to drop in at the business office to sign some papers. If the meeting this morning doesn't take too long, I should be back for dinner. Then I want us to meet back here." 
He left me standing in the kitchen. 
 
Later, while I fixed a second cup of coffee, my cell rang. It was my father. I was glad he called as I had meant to call him and let him know the news.
"Hey, sweetie," he said, using Facetime. He was at his desk as usual. "What's up?"
I told him about Liam, recounting the call Drake had received and the events of the previous evening.
"Oh, that's terrible," his voice betraying genuine concern. "How's Drake taking it?"
I sighed, remembering Drake's response.
"As well as could be expected," I said, a catch in my throat. "He's shaken. He's going to be tested this morning to see if he's a tissue match and can donate his stem cells. He's willing to do anything to help Liam."
"Of course he is."
I told him what Drake had told me about the whole transplant preparation. 
"Tell Drake I'll be thinking about Liam. My prayers will be for success."
"Thanks Daddy," I said, emotion filling me. "I'm sure he'll appreciate the sentiment."
 
I spent the day working on my sketch, getting lost in the study of different parts of his body. When Drake returned late that night, he wasn't all that interested in doing any kind of scene. Instead, we sat on the couch and ate some takeout Thai food he picked up on the way home.
He was subdued, laying on the couch with his head on my lap, watching news while I ran my hand affectionately through his hair. He turned onto his back about ten o'clock and looked up into my eyes, one hand going to my cheek.
"I'm sorry I'm not up to too much," he said. "I'm a bit exhausted for some reason."
I leaned down and kissed him. "You've had a huge shock. It's understandable."
"Do you mind if we just go to bed to sleep tonight?"
I shook my head. "Of course not."
I forced a smile, understanding completely that he was a bit down after the news of the previous day. 
We went to bed soon after, lying in each other's arms, but Drake took a long time to fall asleep, unlike his usual practice of sleeping almost as soon as his eyes closed.
I lay awake in the darkness, my heart heavy for him, determined to be whatever he needed me to be through this ordeal.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
The next morning, I crept out of bed early, went to the kitchen and sat at the table, examining my work. I liked sketching, but I really wanted to paint Drake rather than just use pencils. His skin was so perfect and his coloring so attractive, I itched to try out some acrylics.
I decided to text an old friend of mine I met in a art class I'd taken in my junior year. He was a real artist, and was currently in the Master of Fine Arts program. He had a studio of his own in Chelsea and had offered to let me work there if I ever needed space and resources. From a really wealthy Texas family, he had everything he could ever need and despite his wealth, he was absolutely the least materialistic person I'd ever met. 
I took out my iPhone and searched my contacts for his number, then sent off a text.
 
Hey, it's me – remember? I was wondering if I could rent some space in your studio. I've got a project and need solitude and some great lighting for a new painting. Let me know.
 
He texted me back almost immediately.
 
Katie McD – where have you been, sug? Sure. Come on by and check the schedule. There's one small room open this month so you can take it if you want. Just buy me some weed and I'll be fine. Glad to hear from you.
 
I was really excited to start the painting, needing something to keep me occupied while we waited for the transplant and to see how Liam responded to the treatment. 
I put my sketchbook away and went to the bedroom but noticed that Drake was gone. He was up showering, the sound of the water and his contented hum filtering in from the bathroom. I went back to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee. When it was done, I poured a cup and went to the window overlooking the street. Snow had fallen in the night and the neighborhood was covered in white, thick layers of it coating the bare limbs of the trees, drifts against the curbs and on top of parked cars. It was really quite beautiful, covering up the grime of the city.
Drake emerged from the bathroom, a towel around his waist, his hair damp and wild, his skin still a bit moist. He looked – delectable. In that moment, I wanted to kiss him all over, but he wasn't into being the object of a woman's attention. He was the one giving attention to the object of his desire. Maybe one day, he'd relax enough with me that he'd want me to be the one to seduce him. He saw me standing by the window and came to me, smiling.
"There you are," he said, pulling me into his embrace. "I have a meeting with the oncologist about my test results. My tech promised me he'd work on the test last night so he should have finished the tissue study and sent the results over by now."
"How certain is it? As his father, are you more likely to be a tissue match?"
He shook his head. "Not necessarily. Sometimes yes, sometimes no. It depends on the roll of the genetic dice. Identical twins are the best source, and then siblings, but sometimes a perfect stranger can be the best match."
I leaned against him, my cup of coffee on the windowsill. "If you are a match, how soon before they start the procedure?"
"Hopefully, right away. Depends on how the oncologist wants to proceed. I won't be feeling too well for a week or so, while they stimulate my bone marrow, so I hope we can do our scene tonight when I'm done with all my meetings."
I glanced up at him, a thrill of excitement racing through me. 
"I think you're ready," he said and stroked my cheek with the backs of his fingers. "If I tried it too soon, you'd be overwhelmed. Now, you're more familiar with submission so you'll be able to enjoy every element."
I sighed and slipped my arms around his waist. Then, the landline rang and Drake let me go, ending the embrace as he went to the phone.
"Drake Morgan," he said. He listened for a moment. "Oh, hello. Thanks for calling. What have you got for me?" He listened for a moment and then a look came over his face and I wasn't certain if it was good news or bad news. "Are you certain?" he said, his voice low. He stood with one hand on his forehead as if he'd developed a sudden headache. "Thank God," he said, shaking his head slowly. He was quiet for a moment, but I could tell by the sound of his breathing he was very happy, an expression close to joy on his face. "Best possible match?"
There was silence and then Drake gave a huge sigh. It was great news about the tissue match. My heart squeezed for him – he was hoping so much he could donate and help the son he never knew and now, he'd just received the answer he'd been waiting for.
"OK, thank you so much for calling."
Drake hung up, his back to me. He clasped his hands behind his head and stood there, watching out the living room window, not saying anything. Finally, I went to him and stood behind him, wondering what I should do.
"I'm so happy, Drake."
He nodded, but didn’t turn around. Finally, his arms dropped and his head bowed.
"Christ," he said, exhaling heavily. "I was so worried. There was a chance I wouldn't be a match, so I didn't want to get my hopes up…"
I went closer and threaded my arms around his waist, laying my head against his back. I didn’t say anything but I wanted him to know he had me if he needed me in any way. His hands clasped overtop of mine and we stood there for a while, the noise from the street filtering up through the windows. 
Finally, he turned around and embraced me, his arms slipping around my waist, pulling me against his body tightly. My arms went around his shoulders and then he buried his face in the crook of my neck, saying nothing, but I could feel the tension in his body releasing slowly. I knew he was fighting tears from the way he breathed, ragged, alternating between holding his breath and exhaling. 
Liam had looked so weak that night at the hospital, his tiny face as pale as the sheets, his head bald from the chemo, a tube for oxygen threaded around his face. How wonderful that he might be able to save his son's life.
Finally, Drake released me. "I'll be right back," he said. "I'm going to send an email to Michael in Nairobi that I'm a match and will have to give up my OR time." 
I followed him to where he kept an old computer, on a desk in the dining room. "That's too bad, Drake. I know you wanted to help out." I stood in the doorway and watched as he opened the laptop on the desk. 
He shook his head. "What's a surgical slate compared to a son's life?" 
Then, his cell phone rang back in the living room, the trill urgent. 
"Can you get that?" he asked as he checked his email. 
"Yes, sure," I said and went back to the living room to his cell phone to check the caller ID. It was Maureen. 
"Hello," I said. "Kate McDermott speaking."
Maureen's voice was soft, almost relieved. "Is Drake there? Tell him this is important." 
"Just a minute." I walked to the office, handing him the cell. 
"It's Maureen."
Drake took the phone.
"Hey," he said, running a hand through his hair. "Yeah, I just got the news. I'm so pleased." He listened for a moment. "No, it's no problem. I'm glad to help. Anything to help."
Maureen spoke for a while. 
"I will," he said, his voice sounding a bit irritated. "I understand." He frowned. "No, I said I understand. You don't have to worry. Chris is his father. I'm a total stranger." His voice was filling with emotion the more he spoke. He exhaled. "I'm meeting with Burke and will make the arrangements. Thanks for calling."
He hung up and stood there, shaking his head. 
"What's the matter?"
"She wanted to remind me," he said and his voice broke for a moment. He took in a deep breath as if calming himself, his hands on his hips. "She wanted to remind me that this didn't change anything. I'm still not going to be part of Liam's life. As if I don't already know that. Jesus, she must think I'm a real idiot."
He turned away and leaned against the windowsill, watching the cars on the street below.
I took in a deep breath and went to him. "That wasn't very nice of her, especially considering how cooperative you are."
He sighed. "She doesn't want to screw things up with Chris. He was shocked to learn Liam wasn’t his. It meant she was still fucking me when she was fucking him. That must have hurt." he said, his voice sounding devastated. He didn't say anything for a moment. Then, he sighed. "They almost broke up because of it, so you can imagine how hard this has been for her as well. And for Chris."
I didn't know what to say. "Hard for all of you."
He sighed and said nothing. I stood behind him, not really knowing what to do or say. Finally, he turned back to me, his eyes haunted 
"Kate, she'd like to think I forced her to have sex, absolve her of responsibility for fucking me even after our marriage had failed, but I didn't. I remember the last time we had sex vividly. She had sex with me, willingly. She was maybe a bit reluctant at first, claiming she wasn't feeling very romantic, so I," he said, shrugging. "I seduced her. I didn't force her. I want you to know that. We hadn't been having sex very much. I'd been away a lot. I would never force her."
"Of course you didn't, Drake. I know. You wouldn't force her or anyone."
He exhaled and looked in my eyes, as if searching to see if I was being truthful.
"Listen, let's forget about this," I said. "You have such good news to be happy about. Can I get you a cup of coffee?" I hoped to end this difficult discussion. "Something to eat?"
"Sure," he said and sighed, brushing his fingers against my cheek. "Thanks. I've got to call Michael, explain things. It's early evening in Africa, so I'll call him at home. He'll understand. He said that if the match was good enough, and I stayed to donate, he could find someone to take over my cases."
"Are we still going to go to Kenya?"
"Not for a while. I'm sorry, it's not only the transplant, but Liam…" he said, taking in a deep breath. "While I'm a perfect match, there are still risks. I want to stay around for a few weeks, see how he handles the transplant. They'll put him on anti-rejection drugs but still, there's always a chance he could reject the transplant – or it could reject him. Maybe not until March, right before class starts depending on how Liam does."
I leaned in closer and gave him a hug, and then he bent down and kissed me, his kiss warm. He buried his face once more in my neck and rocked me for a moment and then pulled away. 
"I better get dressed. I have a meeting with the oncologist and later, one with a colleague about a paper we were collaborating on. We'll have to rebook our flights for next month at the earliest, depending on how long I take to recover and how Liam does."
I forced a smile. He went to the bedroom while I went to the kitchen to fix us breakfast.
We'd be going to Kenya, but not as soon as I anticipated.
 
Drake dressed and after eating a small breakfast of toast and fruit, he kissed me after he buttoned up his coat.
"How long will you be?"
Drake sighed. "I should be pretty busy all morning. What are your plans for the day?"
"I think I'm going to make a canvas for a painting I'm planning. If we're going to stay for a while until you give the donation and see how it takes, I think I'd like to work on a new piece."
"Oh? You're painting again?"
"Yes, and the painting's going to be pretty big, so I'm going to a friend's studio to start work on it."
"What painting?"
"It's a secret," I said, smiling coyly. 
"I don't like secrets, Ms. Bennet. I hope you know I'll do everything in my power to find out what it is."
"It's a gift," I said and pouted. "I don't want you to know until it's done."
"Whose studio is it?" he said, his voice light.
"This young artist from Texas, who's here taking his Masters of Fine Art at Columbia. He comes from a very rich family in the oil business and so he has this great studio. I can make the canvas there using his materials, and then work on it, too, if I need space."
"You two close?"
I glanced at Drake. Nathaniel was a few years younger than me and not my type at all. 
"He's a good friend from college, but he's a real artist," I said. "Unlike me, who's just a weekend variety."
"Don't put yourself down like that," Drake said, frowning. "You're talented. You've just chosen a different path. Which you could always change, if that made you happier."
I sighed. "I might deviate from that path for a while, now that I'm on leave from grad school. I want to get back into art, since I have the time."
"So, who is this rich kid from Texas and talented artist friend of yours? I need to know if I should be jealous…"
"Drake!" I said and went to him as he stood at the door, his coat and scarf on. "He's two years younger than me, is a pothead, has tattoos and piercings. The last time I saw him, he had a bright blue streak in his long blond hair. At first I thought it was paint, but no. It was blue hair color."
Drake laughed at the image I painted of Nathaniel. "Still, artists are pretty sensual people," he said, wagging his eyebrows. 
I wrapped my arms around his neck. "You have no cause for jealousy. He's one of those free spirits who flits from lover to lover like a butterfly from flower to flower."
"Has he sampled any of your nectar?"
"No," I said and gave his shoulder a playful tap. I didn't tell Drake that Nathaniel had wanted to hook up back when we were in the same class. I'd turned him down, but Drake didn't need to know that. I didn't want him to have any worries or feel any jealousy, considering the drama that was going on in his life. The fact I turned Nathaniel down didn't affect our friendship and he was generous, offering me the chance to go to the studio to work any time I wanted and there was free time in one of the studio's four rooms.
I'd finally have a reason to do just that.
"Maybe I should come with you, take a look at this studio," Drake said, his voice a bit guilty sounding.
I nodded. "If you want. I'd love to show it to you, but you are not allowed to see my painting until I feel it's ready. I've just done a few sketches at this point, so it will be a while before it's finished."
"When do you want to go?"
"I thought you'd be busy all morning so I asked him if I could come by…"
"I could make some time after I speak with the oncologist."
"Call me and let me know when you're done. I'll text Nathaniel and let him know we'll be by."
"Sounds like a plan."
Drake kissed me, deeply, holding onto me a bit longer than normal, but finally, after he'd run his hands all down my body, eliciting a delicious thrill of desire through me, he let me go and left the apartment. He said nothing more about playing out our scene, so I assumed he was still too emotional because of the news about the transplant tissue match to even think of it. 
That was fine with me – I could wait, but it was possible that it might be the last time in a while he'd feel up to it. I read up on stem cell transplants on the net. The meds that stimulated his bone marrow could make the donor feel under the weather. 
Whatever he decided, I shoved the idea into the back of my mind. Maybe in a week or two, when he'd recovered enough from the procedure, he might feel like playing our scene. I tried to be a good submissive and let him decide when. 
 
As soon as Drake was gone, I sent Nathaniel a text, asking him if I could come by later in the morning to make a canvas. 
I sat at the kitchen table, planning out the canvas, deciding what materials I'd need and how big it should be. I wanted it almost life-sized so it would have to be at least six feet long and four feet high. I'd need a place to work with good light. Depending on what Nathaniel and his small group of artist-friends were doing, the studio might be busy, but I could always work at home.
As I waited for Nathaniel to text me, my thoughts turned from my painting to Drake and Liam. What would happen between them? Maureen said she didn't want Drake to be part of his life until Liam was an adult and could choose for himself. Liam would always be a memory of a small boy sick in the hospital isolation ward. Frail, in danger. I hoped that the bone marrow donation worked for him – losing Liam after Drake only found out about him would be very hard to bear, even if Drake never planned on being a father. 
My cell buzzed and I took it in hand. It wasn't Nathaniel. It was my father on Facetime.
"Morning Daddy," I said, peering at the tiny screen.
"Today's the day, isn't it? Drake finds out about the tissue match?"
I nodded. "He already got word. He's a really good match."
My father smiled broadly. "Oh, God, that's great news." He leaned back in his swivel chair at his desk. "How's he taking it? Let me talk to him. We must celebrate!"
"He's at the hospital right now meeting with the oncologist, but he's so pleased. Donating will give him a sense of doing something for his son." I relayed the conversation Drake and I had earlier. 
"So will you stick around here for a while or go to Kenya once he's recovered?"
"We'll stay until Drake's sure Liam is OK," I said, my voice catching in my throat, happiness for Drake filling me. "He was really fighting to keep his composure this morning when he got the news, but he's very happy."
"As good as this news is, Drake will still need you," my father said. "You know how fond I am of him. I'm sure he's glad he has you to be with him during all this."
I nodded. "I'm glad, too. Maureen, his ex, said she doesn't want him involved in Liam's life, despite the donation."
"You know, Drake could push that if he wanted. He is the biological father, and now he has proof. Men's rights to their children have improved lately after decades of mothers having the upper hand in the courts. Tell Drake if there's anything I can do to help on that front, I'd be glad to."
"I don't think Drake would want to push the paternity thing. He's still pretty sour on fatherhood, and whether he even knows what being a good father is. Drake will be coming by later this afternoon. We can talk about it then."
He nodded, and then his landline rang and he turned to read the display. "Sorry, sweetie," he said, his hand on the receiver. "Chief of Staff. Gotta take this. Talk to you later."
He ended the call and the window in my phone closed. 
I saw a flag on my text message icon that indicated I had a text. I opened it, and it was Nathaniel, replying.
 
Come by and make your canvas. I have lots of wood and fabric, gesso – everything you need. I'm busy working on a series of paintings for my final show in April, but you're welcome to come in any time. Jules and Keith are also working on pieces so it might be crowded. Love to catch up with you, sug.
 
If Nathaniel was busy working on a collection for a show, I'd have to find somewhere else to work, but I could always work at 8th Avenue. There was room in the kitchen, and lots of ambient light during the day. I'd have to make sure Drake didn't see the canvas though. I really wanted it to be a surprise.
While I was texting him back, my cell rang. It was Elaine.
"Hi, Katie," she said, her voice pleased. My father must have given her the news. "How are you? Your father told me about the tests. I'm so happy for you both. Drake must be so relieved."
"Very relieved," I said. 
"Your father wanted me to invite you both to lunch. He feels like Katz's today. What do you think? Can you two make it?"
I smiled, having wanted to go to Katz's for some time. "That sounds perfect. I'll ask Drake when he calls me."
"Let one of us know and we'll meet you there."
"Thanks for calling."
I ended the call and sent Nathaniel a text. 
 
Hey, thanks so much for the offer. My boyfriend and I will be by later before lunch. He'd like to check out the studio. Hope that's OK. 
 
He texted me back right away.
 
No prob, sweets. See you then.
 
Then I texted Drake with the invitation to go to Katz's with my father and Elaine. I mentioned that Nathaniel was happy to let me use the studio to work on the canvas and that we could go by before lunch if we wanted. 
He texted me back in a few minutes.
 
Katz's sounds good. Haven't been for a while. I can pick you up at around eleven to go to the studio. Will you be ready?
 
I let him know that would work fine and went to shower and get ready to go out.
 
Drake arrived at ten forty-five and texted me that he was on the street. I picked up my backpack with my sketchbook and pencils and left the apartment. 
"So, where is this artist's hideaway?" he said when I got in the car. "Where do young artist-type pot-smoking hipsters hang out now? When I was in college, it was in Soho, but it's really expensive there now."
"In an old commercial building on West 36th and 7th Avenue. It's not too far from your place in Chelsea."
"That's some pretty expensive real estate."
"His dad is like Rockefeller-rich in the oil business and could probably afford to buy a whole city block in Chelsea," I said, remembering Nathaniel's description of his father's ranch, his collection of old cars, and his lizard-skin cowboy boots. Nathaniel was always drawn to New York City and couldn't wait to leave Texas.
We found a park & lock that was nearby the building. The door to the building was open so we went right in. We took the creaky old elevator to the studio, which was on the fourth floor and took up the east and north sides of the building so that it got day-long ambient light and early morning light. It would be a great place to work for a morning person like me.
From the elevator, we could already hear music blaring from the studio – some progressive rock that I didn't recognize. The door was down the hall to the north and was unlocked. I pushed the door open and the familiar scent of linseed oil, paints, and paint thinner filled my nose, taking me back two years to when I met Nathaniel and we spent time in the art studio at Columbia.
We went through the doorway and Drake stopped and took it in – the wide-open space of the room, which was as big as his apartment on 8th Avenue. There were large tables by the windows, a kitchen area with sinks, and a bathroom off to the side. The walls were splattered with paint, canvases of various sizes resting against them.  Art work hung on the walls. Drafting tables sat off to one corner where Nathaniel sat, working on a piece. He did uber-realist paintings of the city and its people, collaged with photos from other media, including magazines, newspapers and books. He was an artist, while I was just a painter.
I went up behind him, Drake following in my wake, and tapped him on the shoulder.
He turned around and when he recognized me, his face broke into a huge smile. He reached over to the sound system and turned the music down.
"Hey, sug," he said. He craned his neck to check out Drake. Finally, he stood and gave me a hug, a sisterly hug – thankfully. I could feel Drake's eyes on us, and quickly broke the embrace.
Drake stood there a few feet away with a bemused expression on his face, his hands in his trouser pockets. He looked like a millionaire businessman and the difference between him and Nathaniel was striking. Nathaniel wore a toque with a marijuana plant emblazoned on it, his long blond hair peeking out beneath the bottom, a row of tiny silver hoops piercing his eyebrow. His t-shirt was black with Jamaican flag colors, a silkscreen print of Bob Marley on the front. Beneath the picture was the quote "Man is a universe within himself." His arms were both tattooed from his wrists to his shoulders. He wore low-slung jeans with a Jamaican-colored belt tied at his waist. He was lean and tall, his pale blue eyes always wide.
"This is Drake," I said, not really knowing how to introduce him. Drake stayed where he stood a few feet from the entry. He looked really out of place.
"Dude," Nathaniel said and waved his hand. "Come in, I don't bite unless I'm asked."
Drake forced a smile and stepped closer, glancing around at the space. Nathaniel turned to me. "You look as sweet as ever, Katie. I heard you won the thesis prize. Way to go."
I smiled and glanced at Drake, who regarded Nathaniel with obvious amusement. Nathaniel's southern twang was still quite pronounced despite living in Manhattan for half a decade. 
"We're leaving in March to go live in Africa for a while."
"Africa? Cool," he said, eyeing me up and down. "So you’re going to get back into art? I've got lots of wood for frames, and tons of canvas. There's gesso and all the tools. If you need any help, let me know. We'll whip up a couple of canvases in no time."
"Sounds great. When can I come by?"
"If you want, you can stay now and we can get started. I need a break. The schedule's over on the counter by the sink," he said and pointed to the kitchen. I smiled and went over, Drake following me. On the counter was a clipboard with a calendar. There were several names on each day, one for each room in the space. Nathaniel had the large room and others had two of the three small rooms. One room was open several days in the next week. I took a pen and marked my name in the spaces that were open, eager to get started.
I turned to Drake and smiled, my stomach filled with butterflies. "I can't wait."
He smiled back and ran his fingers over my cheek. "I'm glad you'll be able to work on your art." He bent down and kissed me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nathaniel watching me from the other side of the room. When he saw Drake kiss me, he turned away, smiling.
"Who are the other two guys?" Drake asked, his tone soft. 
"I don't know – a couple of Nathaniel's friends. 
"So you'll all work together here?"
"We'll each have our own rooms."
Drake sniffed the air. "Smells like he smokes pot here too. Are you OK with that?"
I shrugged. "He's a big boy. I'm not interested in getting high on anything but human endorphins. I'll be here to paint. I might get high off the paint thinner, but that'll be accidental." I grinned up at him. "Drake Morgan, are you jealous?"
He laughed and took me by the arms. "Always. Totally. Completely. I may have to come by and see these other characters before I approve."
"Drake…" I said, frowning. "You don't get to approve."
"Just kidding," he said. "Of course, you're free to do what you want outside of our agreement. I'm just curious to know the competition."
"There's no competition so don't even go there."
"I'm a man, Kate. I go there without even thinking."
"I love you," I whispered and pulled him down to kiss me. He kissed me back, the kiss deep, his hand cupping my face. 
"I love you," he whispered back. I ended the embrace and glanced back over to where Nathaniel sat, working on his canvas. "Do you have something to do for an hour? I'd like to start working on making a canvas while I'm here. You could pick me up at 12:15 so we can get to Katz's by 12:30."
"Sure. I can pop by the foundation. I'll text you when I'm back."
I walked Drake to the door and kissed him once more. Drake held onto the door for a moment and watched me walk back to where Nathaniel was. I waved at him and finally Drake closed the door and left.
Nathaniel turned to me. "Pretty rich looking boyfriend you got, Katie."
"He's a doctor," I said. "And he inherited a lot of money."
"Cool. So you want to make a couple of canvases?"
"I only need one," I said, not wanting to use up too much of his supplies. 
"Make two. Always good to have another one in case something happens to the first. There've been too many times when someone has fallen over and ripped one of my canvases and I've been so upset, having to wait for a new one. If you have a second, you can start right away if something happens to the first."
"Sure."
 
We spent the next hour cutting the wood, mitering the corners, building the frame on which I'd stretch the canvas. The frames alone took up all my hour, so I'd have to come back and finish stapling the fabric onto the frames, and apply the first coat of gesso to the canvas. 
My cell chimed just as I was measuring out some canvas on the cutting table. I took out my cell and saw a text from Drake.
 
Your carriage awaits, my Lady…
 
 I laughed and texted him back.
 
I'll be right down. 
 
"Thanks for everything," I said to Nathaniel. "I've got some time on Wednesday in the small studio so I guess I'll see you then."
"Come back later today or tomorrow. You can work in here. I'll help you get the canvases ready."
"Thanks," I said. "You are wonderful."
"I am," Nathaniel said, smiling. 
I said goodbye and took one last look at the studio, excited to once again be working on a piece of art instead of writing about it.
 
Drake was waiting by the passenger side of the car, and before I could get inside, he bent down to kiss me. 
"Hey," he said. "You've got sawdust in your hair."
I ran my hand through my hair and sure enough, there was a sprinkling of sawdust in it.
"We cut wood for the frame and then we had to miter the corners and make dados."
"Sounds complicated," Drake said and opened the passenger door. 
"No, it's pretty straight forward once you have your dimensions. My canvas is pretty big so we had to do a lot of bracing so the canvas would be strong enough. I didn't even get a chance to stretch the canvas yet. I'll do that tomorrow."
I smiled at him and got in. He closed the door and came around the other side. 
"You didn’t have any time on the sheet tomorrow."
I nodded. "Nathaniel said I could come in and work in the main studio."
"How nice of him," Drake said, deadpan.
As we drove off, he was quiet. I reached out and took his hand.
"You know the first time we met outside of class, Nathaniel was stoned and called me 'dude.'"
Drake laughed at that, glancing at me, his eyes crinkling in the corners.
"Well, he must have been really stoned because there is no way any man in his right mind would call you dude."
"He's harmless, Drake."
"No man is harmless, unless you're going to tell me he's really gay, and even then, they've been known to change teams."
I laughed. "No, he's just a manslut. He'll gladly sleep with any pretty thing that will have him. No steady girlfriends. He's not my type in the least. You are."
"I am, Ms. Bennet," he said and touched the collar around my neck as if to remind me of its existence. "And you're mine."
 
Ten minutes later, Drake dropped me off outside Katz's and went in search of parking. The streets were filled with bustling pedestrians, all trying to thread their way through the crowd. Katz's was busy, as usual, but I managed to get in line and was told it would be a ten-minute wait – great for Katz's. People loved it so much, they were willing to wait. Then I saw my parents inside and passed through the line and went right to their table. 
The restaurant was buzzing with energy as patrons sat at tables and enjoyed the food and atmosphere. The rich savory aroma of pastrami and other deli delights filled the air, and my mouth watered in anticipation of the Reuben sandwich I would share with Elaine. Neither of us could manage a full sandwich so we agreed to split one and share the fries as well. I thought about the thick cut steak fries – so good and filling.
Elaine mentioned the sawdust in my hair and so I told them about our trip to Nathaniel's studio and how I spent the last hour making frames for my canvases. My father seemed pleased that I was working on my art. Then, the waitress came to take our orders. 
Finally, Drake arrived. When I saw him, a little thrill went through me, despite having just been with him. He looked fabulous in his camel coat and plaid scarf, his hair shiny in the overhead light, a dusting of whiskers on his jaw. He searched in the window and saw us, then he wound his way through the line until he was able to make it inside the restaurant. He smiled when he saw my father and Elaine and of course, a round of handshakes followed, with Drake and my father clapping each other on the back like old war buddies.
"Congratulations, young man," my father said, shaking Drake's hand. "Katherine's told us the news. You must be so relieved."
"Ethan, you don't know how relieved."
"We're so happy for you, Drake." Elaine kissed Drake on the cheek.
Then, instead of waiting for the server, Drake went right to the counter to place his order. He returned to our table with a Pastrami Reuben sandwich. We all ooh'd and ahh'd over it while he removed his coat, hanging it on the back of his chair. 
Finally he sat down and handed over his plate of fries for us to sample. 
The restaurant hadn't changed much over the years, and was built more for efficiency than comfort, but people were there for the food, not the décor. Around us on the walls were hundreds of framed pictures of celebrities who dined there. Drake glanced around, smiling as if the deli were an old friend.
"This was one of my dad's favorite places when he visited me at Columbia. We always came here for a pastrami sandwich and the fries."
My father laughed. "We came here as well a few times. I knew it would probably be one of your favorites."
Drake took my hand and squeezed it on top of the table. "Yes, it is."
Then Drake filled us all in on the details of the donation and how we'd be staying around for a while.
Finally, the talk turned to Africa and our impending trip being delayed.
"I'm sorry Kate has to wait, but once we get there, I'll keep her busy visiting my favorite places. I can't wait to introduce her to some good Kenyan food."
"I know something about African food," I said. "Rice and millet, spicy meats and vegetable stews."
"Wait till you taste ugali and nyama choma – a paste made from cornmeal that you eat with vegetables and grilled meat. Very simple food, but very tasty."
I smiled at Drake, excited for him to show me the Africa he knew, which he promised was far better than the one I came to know in Mangaize. 
The waitress brought our order and we all dug into our food, eating with gusto for a few moments. 
Elaine brought the conversation back to Liam and the donation.
"You must have been worried that you weren't a match," Elaine added.
"I thought I'd be a good match since we have the same blood type," he said. "Sometimes totally unrelated people can be a better match than your closest relatives."
My father cleared his throat, and when he spoke, his voice was low. "I told Kate if you wanted to push paternal rights, I could help you with that."
Drake took in a deep breath. "Thanks, Ethan. I don't think I'll be pursuing any rights at this point." He shrugged. "Maureen wants to keep the fact I'm Liam's biological father quiet until he's old enough to understand. I can't blame her. Chris has been a good father so far. I don't want to intrude."
"That's very noble of you, Drake, but if you change your mind and want to push access, you have every legal right. You were married to her when he was conceived and he is your biological son."
Drake shook his head, glancing down at the tabletop. "No, it wouldn't be fair at this point to tell Liam his father isn't his biological father. It would be too traumatic. If I thought for a minute that Chris wasn't a good father I might feel differently, but from everything I can see, he's been good for both Maureen and Liam. I can't interfere."
My father nodded. "Well, if you ever change your mind, I know some pretty good attorneys who would be able to help with that."
"Thanks for the offer," Drake replied, his voice soft. 
Drake said nothing more and I got the sense he found the whole idea of forcing the paternity issue to be terrible nor was he exactly high on his parenting abilities. 
We spent the rest of our meal discussing the trip to Kenya, the upcoming nomination process for the open seat in the district, and everything but Liam. Drake seemed fine, if a tiny bit more reserved than normal. We had planned to do our scene that night, and given the news earlier, I hoped Drake would be up to it. Whatever the night would bring, I'd let Drake take the lead, as usual.
Drake finished up quickly. "I have to run," he said, putting on his coat once more. "I have another meeting so can you get a ride with your dad?" I nodded and he leaned down and kissed my cheek softly. "I'll let you know when I'm finished. We can discuss our plans for tonight."
He caught my eye, and I knew what he was referring to – the scene. Was he going to go through with it? A little thrill went through me at the prospect.
"You two have plans tonight? Going somewhere?" my father said, his face bright.
"We have something special planned," Drake said, smiling.
"Understandable," my father said, nodding his head in agreement. "You two take it easy. Will you be staying at Drake's place?" he said to me.
I glanced up at Drake. He nodded and wrapped his scarf around his neck. 
"Maybe 8th Avenue tonight," Drake said. "There are a few boxes I want to go through."
"Of course." I smiled up at him and he bent down and kissed me once more, this time on the mouth. 
I watched him leave the restaurant, threading through the tables and lines of eager patrons, hoping for some of the world-famous pastrami. I felt excited about tonight, having imagined it now for months. I turned back to my father and Elaine. 
"Probably wants go through Liam's things. He's very sentimental."
"He's a keeper," Elaine said to me, raising her eyebrows. 
I smiled back. "That he is."
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
I went home with my parents and sat at the table in the formal dining room and worked on my sketch. When my father came in and wanted to look over my shoulder, I hid the drawing. I didn’t want my father to see it.
"Aww, can't your old man see it?"
"No, Daddy," I said, closing the sketch book. "When it's done. You know how artists are…"
"Yes, your mother was the same. Never wanted me to see what she was working on until it was done." He clicked his tongue in mock disapproval and kissed the top of my head. 
Much later that afternoon, Drake texted me that he wanted us to meet at 8th Avenue, maybe have a very light supper and talk about our trip.
 
I know you were probably hoping we'd do our scene tonight, but frankly, I'm not really up to it. I thought a quiet evening at 8th Avenue would be in order. I want to go through my father's things. There's something I want to get for Liam, just in case… Maureen might not agree to it, but I'll try anyway. I think Liam should at least have something from his namesake. 
 
I texted him back, agreeing and that was that. Finally, I said my goodbyes to my father and Elaine and took the limo to the apartment on 8th Avenue because of the weather. When I arrived, Drake was waiting for me, dressed in a white linen shirt, which was untucked over faded jeans, his feet bare despite the cold. He looked beautiful, his shiny black hair a bit wild, scruff on his jaw, his eyes bluer than blue because of the white shirt. 
"There you are," he said and took my coat after I closed the door. I shucked off my boots and went inside the living room. Something soft was playing on the music system – something folksy, which I didn't recognize. It had to be one of Liam's songs from the sixties. I stood next to the music system and checked the playlist on Drake's new iPhone, which was hooked into the system. 
California Dreaming by the Mamas and Papas.
"This is an oldie," I said. "One of your dad's?"
He nodded and searched through albums that were lined up in a shelf on the wall. He pulled out the album cover, and I saw it was an original from 1965 showing the band sitting together fully dressed in a bathtub. 
"Appropriate, given we're in the middle of a storm in New York," Drake said. "John Philips wrote the song in 1962 during a New York snow storm. I love New York, but wait until you see Kenya. It's so beautiful in places and the weather is always warm."
"You sure you still want to go in March?"
He shook his head. "We'll stay here for a few weeks until I can see if the transplant takes. Maureen doesn't want me involved. I'd have nothing to do but sit around moping, waiting for news. If we go to Kenya, I'll be busy teaching and doing surgery. There's nothing I can do here anyway and I could always fly back if anything happened with Liam."
He put the album down and went to the sideboard where he had a couple of shots of Anisovaya waiting. 
"Here," he said, handing one to me. "I need this. I think I want to get drunk tonight. What do you say?"
I smiled at him. "Sounds perfect. We can be hung over tomorrow. I have nothing planned besides working on my canvas. I can do that hung over."
"Me neither. Za vas!" he said and held up his shot. 
"Za vas," I replied and together we shot back the vodka. Then he pulled me into his arms and kissed me as if he wanted to catch the taste of the liquor on my tongue. I wrapped my arms around his neck and he lifted me up as he kissed me, his kiss warm and deep. He held me up like that for a moment and then let me slide down his body.
"First," he said, brushing hair off my cheek. "I thought we'd make a nice light dinner after that mountainous sandwich at lunch. Then, we can talk about our plans and get sloshed."
"Sloshed?"
He grinned. "My father's term for floor-licking pissed."
"I like it," I said and leaned my head against his chest. "I don't know if I intend to lick any floors though…"
He laughed at that and embraced me more tightly, nestling his face in the crook of my neck. 
"Sweet Ms. Bennet. What would I do without you?"
"I don't even want to think about us not being together," I said softly. He started to rock me in his arms. Then another song came on, this one by the Beatles. I didn't know the title, but I grew up listening to my father play his old albums and I knew Paul McCartney's voice.
"What's this?" I asked, slipping out of his embrace and turning to the sound system. I picked up the iPhone and checked the playlist. The Beatles, the album titled Rubber Soul. Dated 1965. 
"In My Life," he said, coming up behind me, his arms slipping around my waist. "Another appropriate song, because I do love you more," he said, kissing my neck. I put the iPhone down and laid my arms over his, which circled my waist. "I love you, Kate," he said softly.
"I love you," I said, my throat choking up a bit. We stood like that for a while in each other's embrace, listening to the beautiful song, so lovely, yet sad in a way or maybe it was the sadness I felt for Drake and his son. We stood and listened until the end of the song, our arms around each other and then when it finished, and another song started to play that I didn't recognize, he let go of me.
"Come to the kitchen," he said. "I've got some vegetables for a salad. I thought we'd have some chicken."
I smiled as he led me out of the living room to the kitchen, happy that he seemed to want to be so domestic with me. It was such a change from only a few months before when he promised we would never do romantic couple things – cook meals together, go out for lunch. 
The agreement we wrote up and that I was so obsessed with had never really been enforced. In truth, I was glad. It was never necessary. Drake would never push too hard. Not only was he not that kind of Dom, he really didn't want anything but my own pleasure.
 
While I prepared the produce for a salad, Drake was in charge of the chicken. When I finished arranging the salad, I watched as Drake prepared the chicken breast, dredging it in flour and then sautéing it in a pan on the stove. 
I sipped a glass of wine and watched, smiling as he hummed to himself, amazed at how domestic he appeared, a white apron around his waist. 
"It won't take long," he said and turned to me. "I have a nice baguette that we could have as the starch."
"When did you get so domestic?"
He laughed and reached into a bag on the counter, removing the long thin loaf. 
"I lived by myself for five years after the divorce. It was either learn to cook decent food or live out of restaurants."
Together, we set the table in the dining room, using some old linen Drake found in a box. He put a couple of large pillar candles on a plate and lit them, and we served ourselves and sat down at the table. I was just about to dig in when Drake took my hand.
"I'm not really religious," he said, squeezing my hand. "But I want to say how thankful I am about the tissue match."
I nodded, emotions filling me. "Me, too."
He smiled and let go of my hand. "I'm also thankful that I found you. Such a delicious morsel of prime womanhood."
"You're hungry," I said, grinning back. "You need to eat."
"I do need to eat," he replied and wagged his eyebrows suggestively. "But dinner first."
Of course, that sent a thrill through me, but I pushed it aside. Who knew what kind of mood Drake would be in later. If he really did want to get 'sloshed', as he called it, I doubted much would happen between us. Maybe a drunken grope, and giggly missionary position…
We ate our meal, and despite delaying our trip, we discussed the itinerary and the logistics of the move that would happen once we knew how Liam was.
"We'll be staying at the Hilton for a while until I can find a nice home for us. A colleague has suggested Kitusuru Village as a place to rent where there are a lot of expats living. Most of them are families with children, but there may be an area where singles and younger couples live. We'll see once we get there." He looked at me. "Do you have a preference for where to live? I mean, apartment or house?"
I shrugged. "I don’t really care. I have no idea what to expect because I spent all my time in the relief camp in Mangaize or in hotels."
 "I have a contact in Nairobi who's already looking for a nice house. I think it would be great to actually live in a house for a change, instead of an apartment."
"I've always lived in an apartment, except for our cottage in the Hamptons. It would be nice. Whatever you think, Drake."
"From what people who have lived there say, once you're inside the compounds, you won't know the difference between Nairobi and Los Angeles. They're gated communities. They're where most of the expats live. Very safe. Large estates with parks and shopping."
I nodded. Part of me wanted to see the real Nairobi, but the other part, the part who saw too much reality in Mangaize, didn’t. It was exciting to imagine where we'd live, and of course, searching for a place with Drake. It would make our relationship more real. We weren't merely fuck partners who got together for sex. We'd be living together, eating together, sleeping together. Just being ourselves with each other. 
I almost had to pinch myself as I sat there, fork in hand, watching Drake eat his meal. He was busy talking about the hospital and the university. He finally glanced up from his plate, his eyes catching mine. 
"What's going on in that mind of yours, Ms. Bennet? Something good, I hope, from that wistful smile."
I smiled more broadly. "Was it wistful?"
He nodded and reached out to take my hand. "Yes, very."
I shook my head, trying hard to put what I was feeling into words. "I've never done this kind of thing before," I said. 
"What kind of thing?"
"Lived with a man. Planned to move somewhere with him. Planned to pull up roots and move to another continent."
"You went to Africa with Nigel."
"Not quite the same thing…"
He chuckled at that. "Not quite." Then he put his fork down and inhaled deeply. "I know this is a huge commitment, withdrawing from your semester, letting your apartment go, coming with me to Nairobi, living with me. Now with the delay, I know it seems like I haven't given you what I promised."
I reached out and took his hand. "You don’t have to feel bad about that at all. Of course, we'll stay here – as long as you want and need. I just want to be with you, wherever that is and whatever we’re doing."
He leaned over and kissed me. "I don’t know what will happen between us, Kate, but I can't imagine doing anything without you."
I smiled, emotion building inside of me. "Me either."
We turned back to our meals and ate for a while in silence, nothing more needing to be said.
 
After we tidied up from our meal, Drake brought a bottle of vodka and two shot glasses to the living room, where we sat by the fireplace. He poked the logs into renewed life and we sat in front of it, the bottle of vodka on the coffee table.
"Now, Ms. Bennet, I intend to get you drunk."
I laughed, and snuggled in closer to him. "Are you sure you want to? You have no idea what kind of drunk I might be. And besides," I said, poking his arm. "As a physician, shouldn't you be advocating for moderation?"
"Moderation in most things, yes," he said and poured two shots. "But in love and when it comes to vodka, there's a time for indulgence."
Then Drake proceeded to get me drunk, as we did shot after shot of vodka. Luckily, I had eaten and so the alcohol was slower to affect me than if I had been drinking on an empty stomach, but I felt it.
"I'm not much of a drinker," I said after the third shot. "I can't do anything more or I'll throw up. How romantic would that be?"
He laughed and put the bottle of vodka down. "OK, OK," he said, his voice betraying reluctance. "I'll let you off the hook for now. I really need to relax and forget everything for a while. Doing a scene requires my total concentration and I have to be sober. I feel like getting drunk tonight. I hope you don't mind too much."
"Whatever you need or want, Drake." I laid my head on his chest, his arm around me, pulling me against him as we sat on the couch.
 
In the end, he didn't get too drunk, at least that I could see. He wasn't a huge man. At six feet tall and a medium build, he could drink a lot more than I could, but he didn't strike me as a hard drinker.
The alcohol did make him slur his words a bit. He had a karaoke app on his phone and got up in front of the fireplace and sang along with an old song that played on the sound system – "House of the Rising Sun" it was called. I felt tipsy enough that I laughed and clapped for him. He played the whole song out, acting the lines, his face overly dramatic. 
When it was my turn to sing, I tried to refuse, claiming I had a terrible singing voice.
"No, no, no," he said, taking hold of my arms and pulling me up. "You have to sing something. What's your favorite oldie?"
I tried to wrestle out of his arms, but he grabbed me from behind and wrapped his arms around me, laughing.
"No escape, Ms. Bennet. You must sing or I'll have to go all Dom on you."
"All Dom," I said, giggling when he tickled me. "Oh, all right!" I said, giving in. I had only sung karaoke a few times with my friends from college. "How about something by ABBA?"
"ABBA?" he said, making a face of mock disgust. "The 1970s? Sacrilege…"
Then he searched through the songs on his karaoke app and found 'Take A Chance On Me." 
"Here," he said, handing the phone to me. "This is perfect."
"Oh, God," I said, standing in front of him while he took a turn sitting on the couch, acting as my audience. 
He sat back, his arms on the back of the couch, and nodded. "Sing."
I sang the song, enjoying it after the first verse. I had enough vodka in me to relax and let go and started to dance to the music while I sang, remembering videos I'd seen of the band in all their 70s disco glory. He wolf-whistled and clapped when I was done and I was so pumped and enjoying myself, I sang the next song on the ABBA karaoke playlist. "Fernando."
After Drake took one more turn singing, Born to be Wild by Steppenwolf, we collapsed onto the couch and listened to some 60s music on one of Drake's playlists. I was feeling quite tipsy by that point, a little giddy, and relaxed enough that I didn't really care what happened.
Drake had kept up the shots of vodka for himself, and soon, he was so drunk, he fell asleep on the couch, his head back, his mouth open. I shook his shoulder and he blinked awake. 
"Maybe you should have some coffee," I said. He shook his head. 
"Water," he mumbled, getting up from the couch, pulling me along with him. "And aspirin." 
We went to the kitchen where he fumbled in the cupboard for a glass and then almost dropped it in the sink. I took over, pushing him gently out of the way. 
"Let me do this," I said and poured a glass for him from the Brita he had in the fridge. He drank the water down while I watched. 
"Nurse Bennet, are you taking care of me?" he said, an amused expression on his face.
"You're lucky it's not Nurse Ratched."
He laughed out loud at that and when he was done, he put the glass down and pulled me into his arms. 
"Let's go to bed," he said. "I'm not up to much good so I hope you're OK with us just sleeping."
I squeezed him tightly. "Whatever you want, Drake."
He took my hand and led me to the bathroom, where we both stood side by side and brushed our teeth. 
I turned to him, helping him undo his shirt buttons. 
"I'm sorry if you're disappointed that we didn't do our scene," he said, his voice low, his eyes on my face while I undressed him. 
"Shh," I said, helping him off with his shirt and turning to the button and zipper on his jeans. "We have all the time in the world for that. You needed this tonight."
"I did," he said, watching me while I undressed him. "But seeing you undress me makes me a bit hard."
"If you ignore it, it will go away," I said and grinned up at him. "I seem to recall you telling me that on a fateful night in November…"
"That it will," he said and closed his eyes. "Oh, Katie, I am so drunk…"
"You are." I led him to the bed and after I pulled the blanket and sheets back, I pushed him down onto it. He fell back, laughing, his eyes closed. He managed to get under the blankets and after quickly undressing, I slid in next to him. He turned just enough so that I could crawl into his arms and then we lay there in the dark and listened to the sounds filtering up from the street. There was a storm outside and the wind blew against the windows, wet snow pelting the glass.
Within a moment or two, he was back asleep, his breathing deep and slow.
 
I woke in the early morning, and checked the clock radio beside the bed. It was only about six thirty, but Drake was gone, the sheets cold where he had lain. I got up and was hit instantly with a headache, my mouth dry. I peered out into the living room and saw him sitting with a guitar in hand, playing. When I went to the bathroom, I saw that he'd showered and dressed, and so after I did, I went to the kitchen where coffee had been brewed and there was fresh squeezed orange juice in a small carafe and a bottle of aspirin. I took two aspirin myself and drank down the juice. Finally, I made myself a coffee and went into the living room.
Drake saw me and smiled, as he stopped playing. I went to him and leaned down to kiss him. 
"Good morning," I said. "You seem no worse for wear after last night."
"Drink plenty of water and take two aspirin," he said and smiled. "Works every time."
"What are you playing?" I said and sat down on the couch, my knees underneath me. I had to turn around and watch over the back of the couch to see him.
"Playing an old Beatles song I like. Do you want to hear?"
I nodded, surprised that he was willing to play for me. Drake had always been so reluctant to sing or play in front of me, but perhaps that wall had been broken down completely and now he didn't mind.
"I'd love to hear you sing and play. You have a really nice voice."
"I get by," he said and started to strum. He played around for a moment. "It's called, And I Love Her."
It was a very emotional song, and I recognized it from listening to the Beatles compilations on YouTube. Beautiful, it brought my emotions to the surface and I had to bite my cheek to keep tears from my eyes.
When he was done, he looked at me, his face so open and honest. "I do love her," he said, his own voice emotional. "I love you, Kate. Thank you for being here for me."
I stood up and went to him. "I love you." I bent down, my hands on either side of his face and kissed him. "Thank you for letting me be here with you."
I let go of him and went back to my place on the couch, my back to him while he continued to strum the guitar for a few moments. I tried to get control over myself, and succeeded only with a great deal of effort. Lucky for me, because he brought his coffee and sat down on the couch beside me after a few moments. 
"What's on the agenda for today?" he said, and then he frowned. "Oh, yeah. I remember. You're going to spend time with Mr. 'Hey, Dude.'"
I nodded. "I want to go work on my canvas for a while this morning, but after that, nothing."
He nodded, a bit of a frown on his face as if he was still jealous. "I can do some work at the foundation if you're going to be at the studio, but we should plan on spending the afternoon together."
"Sounds great." 
He put his arm around me and we sat and finished our coffee, content to enjoy a few quiet moments together before our days began.
 
I dressed in something really casual, an old pair of jeans, a t-shirt and a hoodie, my running shoes. Nothing I couldn't get gesso on without concern. I pulled my hair back and put on very little makeup – just a bit of mascara and lip gloss.
Drake watched me while I stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom.
"You still look good enough to eat, Ms. Bennet. I don’t know if I like you spending the morning alone with a bunch of artist-dudes."
"They have nothing on you, Drake. They're still at that flaky stage of manhood. You  know, not wanting to settle down. Looking to hookup with as many women as they can, sow their wild oats. I'm not interested so you don’t have to be the least bit concerned."
"I know," he said and sighed. "Just want to defend my prized territory."
"You and Sun Tzu…" I said, referencing the author of The Art of War. "Or was it Machiavelli?"
"Both. There's a reason they say all's fair in love and war. Both involve conquering and surrender."
"I already surrendered, remember? The agreement?"
He cracked a grin, his arms folded across his chest as he leaned against the bathroom doorjamb. 
"You did. I enjoyed it immensely, even though I'm not so sure you're all that submissive in the end and that's just the way I like you."
I frowned. "What do you mean?"
He shrugged. "I don't want a submissive woman. I want a woman who submits in the bedroom. There's a difference."
I nodded. "I like that." I went to him and put my arms around his waist. "I want to submit to you in the bedroom. Outside of it, I want to be strong. Competent. Capable of looking after myself."
"You are. But let me take care of you as well. Everyone needs someone to fall back on when things get too heavy. Just so you know you have me."
"And you have me." 
He kissed me and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against his body.


He dropped me off at the studio with a promise to come to pick me up when I texted him. I said I'd probably be a couple of hours, no more and maybe we'd do a late lunch.
Inside the studio, Nathaniel was already busy at work on his piece. I went to his side and examined the canvas, which was small, detailed, and vivid, with a crazy array of media all mashed together. 
"Hey, sweets," he said and craned his neck to see me. "How's it going? I don't see that man of yours. Did you leave him at home today?"
"He's busy with work."
He nodded. "Jules is in the second studio, so you'll probably hear a lot of hammering. He's doing some kind of metal work today. You have any music in particular you want to listen to?"
I pulled out my iPhone and called up my iPod. I handed it to him and he scanned my playlists.
"This I like," he said, pulling up my albums by Sigur Ros, an alternative band from Iceland. He selected their newest, putting it on shuffle.
With the music playing in the background, we spent the next few hours finishing up the frames for the canvases, stretching the canvas over the wood, and then I applied the first coats of gesso on them.
While we were standing at the sink washing up the gesso from brushes and containers, Jules came in from his studio. A cute young senior with hair almost to his waist, pulled back with a bandana around his forehead, he had a perpetual smile on his face. He pulled out a joint and lit it up. 
"Time for some herb," he said and winked at me. The music was loud and so I cupped my ear. He held up his joint. While Nathaniel and I finished cleaning the brushes, Jules took a long pull on the joint, holding it in his lungs for a long time. Then, he blew it out. "Ahhh," he said. "The reward for a good morning's work." He held the joint out to me, but I shook my head. 
"No thanks," I said, shaking my head. "I don't indulge."
"Come on, sweets," Nathaniel said, raising is voice above the music. "It's some good Indica."
"No, really," I said.  "I stick with demon alcohol."
"Alcohol will rot your brain," Jules said. "Herb is good for you."
I smiled. Beside me, Nathaniel took the joint and had a toke. With Jules on one side of me and Nathaniel on the other, the two passed the joint in front of me while I worked on the implements in the sink. In the background, one of my Sigur Ros albums blasted, the song Brennisteinn one of my favorites from their latest album. 
Nathaniel jerked his head to the door. "Looks like your ride is here."
I turned to see Drake standing in the doorway, a half-smile on his lips. He raised his eyebrows when I caught his eye. 
"What time is it?" I said, checking around to see if there was a clock on the wall. 
Nathaniel shrugged. "Daytime?"
"Drake," I shouted, drying my hands off on the apron I was wearing. I went to the sound system and stopped the music. I put my arms around his neck. "I didn't hear you come in." 
"How could you hear anything?" he said, his eyes merry, his arms going around my waist, pulling me against his body. 
"What time is it?" 
Drake smiled. "It's 1:30."
I inhaled sharply. "I forgot to check. Have you been waiting long?"
He shook his head. "I decided to come by and see what was going on. I figured you were otherwise occupied and just forgot about the time."
"I did. I was so busy putting on the gesso I lost track of time. Forgive me?"
Drake kissed me quickly. "Nothing to forgive. Let's go. Unless you want to stay…"
I shook my head. "No, let's go. I can't do anything until the coat dries.  I have to finish cleaning up first."
He released me and I went back to the sink to finish drying off the brushes. He came closer and glanced at Nathaniel and then Jules, a look of restrained mirth on his face. 
Jules held the roach out to Drake. "Have a toke, man," he said.
Drake shook his head, holding his hand up, palm out. "Thanks, but no."
Jules shrugged and turned away, sauntering back to his studio.
I said goodbye to Nathaniel, thanking him for helping me with the canvases and we left, walking to the car. Drake opened the door for me and then went around to the driver's side.
"Did you smoke pot with them?"
I glanced at him. "No," I said. "I'm not really much of a pot smoker. Never did like it. Besides, with the hanging judge for a father? No way…"
He smiled. "You looked right in your element at the studio with that paint on your apron and cheek," he said and reached over to touch my skin. "You looked really happy."
"I was. I am," I said and took his hand. "I haven't even started on the work but it feels so good to be doing art again."
He squeezed my hand.
We returned to the apartment in Chelsea where we had a quick lunch and spent the next hour sitting together on the couch, watching the news and drinking our hot tea. 
 
Later in the afternoon, Drake received a call from Maureen. 
"She wants me to come by to talk about Liam," Drake said to me when he hung up. I had been in the kitchen checking through the fridge, deciding what to make for supper and didn't hear the details of the conversation. 
"Do you have the memento you wanted to give to him?"
Drake nodded. "Yes, I'll bring it along. I hope she lets him have it. I don't know what cover story she can give him, but it should be his."
"What is it, if you don't mind me asking?" I asked, curious, but not wanting to push him. 
"A picture of Liam outside a field hospital in Vietnam receiving the Medal of Honor for saving the lives of two soldiers who were in a burning helicopter that crashed. I hope that one day, Maureen will show it to him, let him know who his real father and family were."
I said nothing. I doubted that Maureen would indulge Drake. Even though he might be key to saving Liam's life, I imagined she'd be just as happy to have him back out of her and Liam's life as soon as possible.
"Speaking of later tonight, I was thinking about supper," I said, trying to keep my voice light. "The fridge is pretty empty. Should we have supper with my father and Elaine? Or would you rather stay here?"
He shrugged. "Up to you. I am entirely at your command."
I hesitated. It was nice being alone with Drake, but at the same time, I wouldn't see my father for a long time. "Let's go to my father's for dinner. Once we go, I won't see them for six months, so it would be nice to see them as much as possible."
"Fine with me."
I called my father and let him know we'd be over for supper. He seemed pleased and said he'd be on a conference call between five and six o'clock, but would be glad to see us for drinks after that and dinner at seven. 
Drake and I spent the rest of the afternoon listening to news reports on the television about an earthquake in China, lounging around the apartment, reading the paper and talking about the trip. I finally felt relaxed and enjoyed our together time. I felt like we were a real couple for a change. 
It was nice.
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Later, while I was getting dressed for supper, while I was still in my bra and was bending over, pulling up my stockings, Drake came up behind me in the bathroom and grabbed hold of my hips, pulling me against his body. 
"Ms. Bennet, when you stand like that, with just your garter belt and your bra, I'm unable to resist you." When I tried to stand up, he stopped me, one hand on my shoulder keeping me still. "No, stay like this for a moment. I like this position. I'm getting ideas…"
I smiled and glanced up into the mirror, watching as he ran his hands down my back to my buttocks, pulling me against his hips once more. I could feel his hardness pressed between my cheeks. We hadn't had sex the previous day or that morning and even I felt a bit deprived. But I said nothing more, waiting to see if he pushed things or was enjoying it. 
Finally, he let go of my hips and pulled me up so that I was standing facing the mirror with him behind me. He watched my face and body in the mirror, our eyes meeting while he stroked my belly with one hand and cupped a breast with the other. Then he exhaled and bent down to kiss my shoulder and said nothing more. He slid his hands down my bare arms and clasped my hands, standing with his cheek resting on my shoulder. All he had to do was touch me and I was ready for him. 
"Well, as much as I'd love to fuck you right now, I guess we better get going," he said finally, letting go of my hands. "Don't want to keep your father waiting."
I nodded and resumed dressing. Despite his happy news about the donor match, I could hear the fatigue in Drake's voice. He sounded crushed by the burden of stress of the past few days. I wished I could do more to comfort him, but wouldn't push anything, letting him use me for comfort in whatever way he wanted.
 
We arrived at the apartment on Park Avenue and found my father and Elaine sitting in the living room with drinks in their hands, some light jazz playing on the sound system.
"Come in you two," my father said in his gravelly voice. "What can I get for you?"
Drake held up his hand. "Let me bartend," he said and went immediately behind the bar. He took out Yelena Kuznetsova's shot glasses and poured us two shots of Anisovaya, then brought them over to the couches by the fireplace. He handed one to me and then held up his glass.
"To us," he said. 
"To us," my father replied. We all held up our drinks and toasted each other and then Drake and I shot back the vodka. 
"We've been so looking forward to dinner tonight," Elaine said. She turned to us when Drake sat beside me. "We thought you two would be gone in a few days. We're glad we'll have you here for a few more weeks."
"I'm happy to stay for as long as Drake wants," I replied. "Everything's packed and repacked and repacked again. We have our passports and Drake has his papers and offers of employment so as soon as Drake's ready, we can go."
Drake rested his arm on the back of the couch behind me, saying nothing as if he was content to listen to the conversation. He was still so subdued, I knew he wasn't yet over the shock of this news – his son, the leukemia, the donation. It was a lot to process.
"So Drake," my father said, turning his attention to Drake. "You're still going to be able to teach?"
"Luckily yes," Drake said, brightening. "The third semester starts in March. I'm going to teach two courses in the Masters of Medicine Neurosurgery program. One is intro to neurosurgery and the other is for 6th year students and was the final neurosurgery course in the program. It's called HMS 1001:Principles and Practices of Neurosurgery and focuses on the kind of surgery I do at Columbia. Stereotactic surgery for epilepsy and deep brain stimulation for Parkinson's and other movement disorders."
"Are they lectures or is there actual surgery involved?"
"Both," Drake replied. "Lectures, demonstrations, and surgical rotations with me. It's really hands-on at this point. The final course is taught in the last year of their neurosurgery program so they're almost finished."
"You must be pleased."
"Very. I've wanted to go and teach there for a while. Ever since I did some volunteer work a couple of years ago."
"Sad that you have to cancel the surgery you’ve got lined up."
Drake shrugged. "It'll be hard for them to find someone qualified to take over on such short notice, but it's my son."
"You must enjoy teaching," Elaine said, as if trying to change the subject.
"Love it," Drake said, squeezing my hand. "I love teaching almost as much as doing. I love to watch students develop their skills, discover new knowledge, improve. And Kenya has a severe shortage of neurosurgeons, so this is important work getting more students to graduate. I'll get privileges and will be on call in the ER and scheduled surgeries. I'll be really busy, but hopefully not too busy or Kate will get really bored." He turned to me. "But she's started painting again, so maybe we'll get her some studio space and she can work on a collection while we're there."
I smiled, warmth spreading through me that he would suggest it. 
"Thank you," I said and kissed him on the cheek. 
My father turned to me, a smile on his face. "Well, that's just great," he said. "I'd love to see some new work from you, sweetie. What are you working on?"
I felt a blush spread over my cheeks. I couldn't really tell them. A nude of Drake? I'd die if my father saw it. 
"It's a secret," I said. "A gift."
"For Drake?"
I shook my head "No, for me." 
"Be mysterious," my father said, shaking his head. "I can't wait to see it, whatever it is."
Elaine and my father looked so pleased, smiling us as we sat together on the couch, his arm around me, me snuggled in his embrace. 
As I sat and listened to Drake talk about his position with the hospital in Nairobi and the College of Medicine, it struck me again how much older he was than me, how much more experience he had in everything. He was a professor and I was literally his student. He'd been teaching me about D/s since he found out I was the student who wanted to learn about BDSM for a paper. He really did love to teach, explaining everything about D/s, teaching me about myself in the process. 
With his arm around me, the warmth of his body seeping into me, and the prospect of moving to Kenya with him, living with him, I felt completely and totally possessed. It surprised me just how much that prospect pleased me.
I felt completely safe with Drake. Even if he wanted to do things that I wasn't completely sure about, like the role playing, mock rape and anal, I knew I could trust him to go only as far as I could stand and no farther. It wasn't that he was a gentle Dom who was into control and not pain; it was that he really truly wanted to see me fulfilled in whatever form of submission made me the most happy.
 
Our meal was catered and it was delicious – something pretty simple but tasty – chicken stuffed with feta cheese, asparagus grilled with garlic, fingerling potatoes roasted with rosemary. There was a light dessert of fruit and Crème Brȗlée and plenty of white wine to accompany it. Drake moderated his drinking in comparison to the previous night for he had to go out and meet Maureen at the hospital. I had a bit more than I would normally have, enjoying myself so much I let my father fill my glass twice.
Drake watched me, smiling. While my father went to answer his cell in private and Elaine went to the kitchen to make some tea, Drake reached over and stroked my cheek. "You're flushing from the wine. You look very alluring. I wish I could take you home right now, instead of going to meet Maureen. Later," he said, his voice low, sexy. "We'll do something special."
That sent a thrill through me. I felt a bit deprived, having not had sex for two days.
When it was time for us to leave, we said our goodbyes to my father and Elaine and Drake led me down to the parking garage where the car was, me laughing when I tripped against him. 
"You and high heels," he said, amusement in his deep voice. "I'll have to make sure you always wear them when we go out so you'll remind me of our first meeting in the bar."
Drake helped me into the car and buckled my seatbelt for me. I sat like a lump and let him look after me, smiling when he adjusted the shoulder belt, giggling a bit when his hand brushed my breast. His eyes met mine. "You're drunk, Ms. Bennet. I will have to find a way to take advantage of you tonight."
"Mmm," I said, closing my eyes, a thrill coursing through my body at that promise. "I like it when you take advantage of me."
"You'll be an even easier lay, with all that wine in you."
"An easy lay?" I said with mock-affront. "May I remind you that you went to a lot of effort to finally succeed in ravishing me?"
He laughed and went around to the driver's side. "I did go to a lot of effort. You're worth every ounce."
 
We drove back to the apartment in Chelsea and Drake helped me up, taking off my coat and heels, and carrying me to the living room. After depositing me on the couch, he went to the kitchen, poured a tall glass of water for me and gave me two aspirin.
"Take these," he said, handing them to me. "Drink up. I'm going to fuck you when I get back from seeing Maureen. I want you wide awake and responsive. No falling asleep or I might have to spank your cute little round ass."
I leaned my head back against the couch. "I didn't like it when you spanked me at the dungeon party," I said. "I thought I might like it, but I didn't."
"That was a punishment spanking. It's not supposed to feel good. I'm glad you don't like it. We would likely never have clicked if you had enjoyed it."
I nodded, fighting to keep my eyes open. I drank down the water and took the aspirin. 
"I'll make you a cup of coffee before I go. I want you to sober up a bit." He went to the kitchen and prepared me a cup and then kissed me on the mouth. "Wait up for me. I probably won't be too long."
"I will."
 
He left me alone on the couch. I switched on the flatscreen and listened to the news, trying to sober up enough that I wouldn't fall asleep before he returned. Despite my best efforts, I wasn’t able to wake up. When Drake still wasn't home by ten o'clock, I went to the bed and fell asleep. Despite my attempts to stay awake I was still recovering from our night of vodka. 
Drake didn’t wake me up to fuck me as I thought he might. Instead, when I woke in the morning, the light streaming in from the window, Drake was asleep, fully clothed, lying on top of the covers beside me with his back turned to me. 
I thought about what he'd said that first night we were at the Russian Tea Room – that if we became involved, we'd meet, he'd tie me up and fuck me, make me come several times and I'd sleep like a baby. He'd been so right about that – I had been sleeping really well since we'd become lovers, the sex keeping me in a state of near bliss despite the ups and downs of our relationship. But not last night or the night before.
"Drake," I said, sitting up on my elbow.
After a moment, he turned over, a hand covering his eyes. 
"Ms. Bennet, what's going on in that mind of yours so early in the morning?"
He pulled his hand away and there was a bruise on his face, below his eye, which was turning black and blue.
"Drake, what happened?" I leaned over and examined him closely. "You’re hurt."
"I got into an," he said and hesitated. "An altercation."
"What?"
"I don’t want to talk about it."
I didn't say anything more, due to the note of finality in his voice. Finally, he opened his eyes, blinking against the brightness of the morning light. His eyes were so pale blue, they seemed to pierce my heart when our eyes met, but they were definitely bloodshot. 
I looked him over from head to foot. "Why didn’t you wake me up when you got home? If I had known you were injured…"
"If you had known, you wouldn’t have slept." 
"What happened?"
He exhaled heavily. "Maureen and I had it out and I kind of lost it. Chris and I had a pushing match and I came out worse for the wear. Luckily, neither of us pressed charges. Then, I kind of lost myself for a few hours. When I came home, I was too drunk to even get undressed."
I frowned. "What do you mean, 'lost myself'?" 
"I drank with Dave Mills. I believe he drank me under the proverbial table and had to drive me home. I'm surprised I didn't wake you up."
"What happened to make you and Chris fight?"
He sighed heavily. "I don't want to get into it. Suffice to say Maureen pretty much rejected my request to give Liam the photo of my dad."
"Oh, Drake..." I kissed him briefly and he let me but he didn't kiss me back. He said nothing, turning over and I knew not to push him. 
 
I had a shower, still a little hung over. It upset me to think Drake and Chris got into a fight. After I dried off, I saw that he was still sleeping so I put on my robe and went to the kitchen to have something to eat. 
In about an hour, I heard him having his own shower.
Later, we sat at the island, looking out the window at the blue sky. Usually, we'd discuss the plans for the day. Instead, he was silent, smiling briefly at me when I handed him his coffee. He sighed heavily and it made me think he really did want to talk about Maureen.
"Drake, tell me what happened."
He made a face and turned back to the Manhattan skyline. 
"Maureen didn't promise me anything except that she'd give the picture to Liam when he was eighteen."
"Why did she want you to come to the hospital?"
He said nothing for a moment and then he blew his breath out as if he was trying to calm himself. "She wanted me to see him," he said, his voice breaking. "In case he died before we left for Africa." He rubbed his forehead. "She also wanted it to be the last time I made contact with her or him until he was eighteen. She wants me to give the donation and fade into the background. I asked her if I could meet him, talk to him after, but she said no. She told me not to bother making contact with her or him and if I did," he said, his voice really low. "She said she'd get another restraining order."
A shock when through me, the adrenaline making my heart beat faster. "That's horrible, especially since it wasn’t you who made contact in the first place."
"I guess I shouldn't have expected anything more from her." He sat quietly, staring out the window. I wanted to press him, but didn’t, letting him say what he wanted, when he wanted. "When they left for supper, I went back to Liam's room. I know the nurses and they looked the other way because they know I'm his biological father. I spoke with Liam. Told him I was a doctor and wanted to check in on him. He talked to me for a while about the whole procedure. He's such a strong little boy." He said nothing for a moment as if he was overcome with emotion. "I was leaving when Chris came back for something and saw me with scrubs on. He confronted me, followed me out of the hospital and we had a scuffle outside in the parking lot."
"Oh Drake, I'm so sorry…"
He shook his head. "I was good enough when I might be a potential tissue match for Liam, but once I agreed to donate, I'm back to being the evil ex-husband with perverted proclivities."
"Hardly perverted. You're mild compared to the Doms whose profiles I read on FetLife."
He rubbed his forehead. "You know that and I know that, but to Maureen, I'm the Devil's spawn. I was a jerk, Kate, not really knowing what I was doing, clumsy, demanding, but I wasn't nearly as kinked out as many Doms are. And I would never say anything to Liam about who and what I am to him. I just wanted to speak to him, hear his voice…"
I reached out and clasped his hand in mine, squeezing it. 
"I never thought she'd be so nasty to me, despite the divorce. I was generous with her. I didn’t fight her demands when we split. I was too devastated. She made me feel like a perverted monster. How she must hate me…" 
I felt so bad for him. "Your split with Maureen sounds like my split with Kurt, except it must have hurt much more since you two were actually married. Kurt and I were only together for a few months."
"It was hard." He turned back to me, his eyes searching my face. "To be married for five years, to get that close, to become so used to having someone there all the time, and to have it go sour and fall apart." He shook his head. "I was so blind back then. So focused on my career, on my place in the world, I failed to work on my marriage. She had every right to fall out of love with me. Even hate me. It's a mistake I'll never make again."
"What mistake?" I asked, curious about his thoughts on why his marriage failed. "Not pay attention to your relationship?"
He nodded. "I won't neglect you, Kate. If you ever feel the least bit neglected, let me know, for it won't be intentional. I want you to feel completely loved and cared for, the focus of my attention when I'm with you."
I smiled and leaned over to kiss him, and he met me half way, our lips pressing together, my breath hitching in my chest. 
"I want you to feel the same," I said. "I've never lived with a man before, so I don't really know what to expect, but if I ever fail to please you, if I ever neglect you, I want to know." 
He smiled finally, for the first time in a while. "Living with a man? Let me give you some advice. Expect a lot of sex. Expect him to fall dead asleep soon afterwards. Expect him to watch you greedily all the time, like you're dessert and he can't wait to get to eat you. Or, at least, that's the way I feel when you're with me."
I smiled, a thrill going through me. "You can eat dessert whenever you want." I crawled onto his lap and wrapped my arms around his neck.
"Mmm, Ms. Bennet," he murmured against the skin on my neck. "I think you might seduce me with that coy look of yours, but I'm not in any shape for anything this morning."
"Of course not," I said. "Let's take it really easy today. I have to go back to the studio and apply the next coat of gesso, but otherwise, we should just stay home and recover."
He shook his head. "I have some work to do and will be busy all day."
"I can't talk you into taking the afternoon off? Even you deserve a vacation…"
"I don't think I can," he said. "Since I'm staying longer, I have to finish up some work for our next shareholder meeting. Then I have to go in and get my first shot. The oncologist wants to do a peripheral blood stem cell harvest. I have to take growth factors that will increase the number of stem cells in my blood."
"The Filgrastim?"
He nodded. "I'll be taking it for four days before they do the harvest."
"I did some reading. You won't be feeling well for a while?"
"Just mild bone pain. Nothing I won't be able to handle. Nothing worse than how you feel the day after a really hard workout at the gym." He smiled softly. "We'll have a nice quiet night together.
I hugged him more closely, eager for the night to finally arrive.
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
Drake dropped me off at the studio, and this time, he didn’t seem as suspicious of me going there, despite being alone with two or three men he didn’t really know. I was glad – his jealousy made me smile, but I didn’t want him to really feel any concern. I didn’t even think about them other than as fellow artists. 
I helped Keith, the other artist sharing the studio, work on a couple of new frames for his collection in repayment for Nathaniel helping me with mine. The guys at the studio were anything if not communitarian and cooperative. All for one and one for all, seemed to be their motto. 
Keith was an interesting contrast to Nathaniel and Jules. Unlike them, he wasn't a pothead, nor did he look like he stepped out of the sixties and I couldn’t imagine the word 'dude' or 'herb' crossing his lips. He was tall with longish dark hair and eyes. He wore a black turtleneck and jeans, and looked more like he belonged in a Lit class about Lord Byron than in an art studio. His paintings were portraits of people, street people, shopkeepers, city celebrities and the buildings they inhabited. They were all dark and brooding, like him.
When I finished putting the final coat of gesso on the canvases, I said goodbye to Nathaniel and Keith and then took a taxi back to Drake's apartment in Chelsea. At about eleven, the phone rang. I answered and it was Maureen.
"Drake's at the hospital getting his first shot," I said when she asked for him.
"He already did it and left."
"He said he had some other work as well."
"He must have turned his cell off. You tell Drake that I've spoken with all the staff and they know not to let him back on the ward. If he tries to see Liam again, they've been instructed to call the police."
A wave of shock and anger raced through me. "Drake only wanted to see his son. Surely you can understand that."
"What I understand is that Drake is dangerous. He punched Chris in the face. You should keep that in mind, Kate. I don’t know who you are but listen to me. Drake thinks he has everything under control but he's fooling himself. He's one stressor away from losing it."
I tried to keep my voice calm, but it shook when I spoke. "He's one of the calmest men I know."
"He fights his nature really hard, but underneath, there's a lot of anger bottled up. He thinks that by being involved in that lifestyle he can control it, but it's still there. Don't say I didn’t warn you."
"Goodbye," I said and hung up on her. I'd had just about enough women warning me off Drake. First Dawn and now Maureen. 
I sat alone in the apartment and wondered what to do. Drake had to watch himself. It was understandable that he'd want to visit his son. I just hoped he didn’t try to see Liam again. He didn’t need this kind of aggravation. 
Once I calmed down, I spent the afternoon planning out my canvas, dividing up my sketch into quadrants so I could transfer the outline onto the larger surface and not lose the dimensions. 
I texted Drake to see when he was coming back and if I could fix anything for dinner, but he must have been busy, in meetings or appointments and didn't answer my texts. Finally late in the afternoon, he texted me once – a brief message to say he'd received his first injection and would be at his apartment in Chelsea by six o'clock. We'd have a quiet dinner and spend the evening at home. 
 
We ate a late supper and then spent the rest of the evening lying together on the couch listening to old music. There was no time that felt right to tell him about Maureen. We were having such a nice time together, I hated ruining it by giving him her message.
I ran my hand over his stomach, touching the bandage from his first injection. 
"Will they give you another needle in your gut tomorrow?"
He nodded. "I'll be a real pin cushion when they're finished. But what I'm going through is nothing compared to what Liam's experiencing."
"What's happening to him?"
He sighed. "They have to give him drugs to destroy his bone marrow. Chemotherapy and radiation."
"For how long?"
"Four to seven days, depending. By the time my donation is ready, he'll be ready to take it."
"When will you know if the transplant takes?"
Drake sighed again. "A couple of weeks. Maureen said she'd keep me updated and I have my own contacts in the hospital, so I should know by the end of the month if his body is tolerating the new stem cells and if the transplant has been successful." He was silent for a few moments, but I could tell he wanted to say something. "Do you mind waiting? I know you withdrew from the graduate program, thinking that we'd be in Africa by now."
"I don't mind waiting at all. I want to be with you, wherever that is."
"Thank you," he said and kissed the top of my head as I lay in his arms. 
"Life's too short to worry about a few months when something as important as this comes up," I added. "Columbia will still be here when I get back. My scholarship's safe as long as I start up again at the end of my leave. Besides, I'm so happy to be painting again."
He squeezed me in his arms. "I don't want you regretting being with me. When we come back, I’ll make sure not to distract you from finishing your Masters. Or focusing on your art. Whatever makes you happy."
"I won't regret this," I said, looking up in his eyes. "I'm so looking forward to Africa and that surprises me, considering my history. I want to go to Kenya, go on safari, see the positive things you've described. I want to wash away the bad memories from Mangaize."
"I want you to see it," he said, stroking my cheek. "I want the ghosts of the camps to be chased away by good things."
I snuggled more closely in his arms and enjoyed his warmth. 
"I think I'll sneak in before Liam gets the transplant. Maybe when he's sleeping, so I can check on him. As his biological father, I think I have the right."
It was then I knew I had to give him Maureen's message.
I took in a deep breath. "Drake, there's something I have to tell you." I relayed Maureen's message.
He sat up, pulling me up with him. 
"Fucking Christ," Drake said, his face blanching. "She actually said staff would call the police if I went to the ward again?"
He ran his fingers through his hair, then held his head as if he had a headache. 
"I'm sorry," I said and stroked his back. "She said you punched Chris."
He glanced at me and shook his head. "Yeah I punched the sonofabitch after he punched me. He said he didn’t want a pervert anywhere near his son as long as Liam was a minor. As if I'd be some bad influence on Liam. Christ," Drake said and got up, going to look out the window. "All I wanted was to see him and speak with him, give him the photograph of his grandfather. I don’t care what they told Liam – say it's some distant uncle on someone's side. Let him know he had a relative who was heroic and maybe one day tell him the truth about me. But no. So, yeah, when he punched me, I popped the bastard a good one in return."
I stood dumbstruck at Drake's anger. I'd never witnessed it before. I'd seen his happiness, his humor. I'd seen his passion. But never real anger. Even when I revealed that someone had seen our agreement, he didn't get angry. 
We went to bed soon after that, and Drake tossed and turned in bed beside me. There was nothing I could do to soothe him and for some reason, he wasn't interested in sex, so I lay there and listened to him sigh for quite some time before sleep finally took him.
 
The next few days flew by. I worked at the studio while Drake was out getting his shot or doing whatever it was he did at the foundation or his father's business. He grew progressively achy and tired as the day approached for his procedure, but he never once initiated sex and so I waited, wondering what was wrong and whether it was just the medicine or everything that happened. 
On my part, I'd sketched my drawing onto the canvas and had started to apply paint. By the end of the third morning, it was starting to look like a real painting. I was really happy with it – the lush smoothness of his body in the rumpled covers, the color of his fair skin against the white sheets, his dark hair, the morning light, his beautiful body… it would look wonderful over a bed. Even with his erection, it was artistic rather than pornographic. Still, I was glad Nathaniel talked me into making two canvases. I decided I'd copy the painting onto the second one, but would strategically place a corner of a sheet over his groin to cover his genitals. I could show that canvas to my family and friends, if I wanted to.
By the fourth day of his shots of Filgrastim, Drake didn't feel much like anything except lying on the couch with a blanket on, drinking tea and eating my homemade scones with jam the way my mother used to make them for me when I was sick. We still hadn't had sex, and it was just as well since I had my period. I was glad that he was under the weather for the duration and didn't try to seduce me. He went for his last shot first thing in the morning while I worked at the studio and I came home after lunch to spend the afternoon with him while he lay on the couch.
Finally, the day came when Drake was scheduled to do the procedure, and he woke up with a headache. 
He groaned as he lay beside me. "As much as I'm glad I'm able to do this, I'll be really happy to get rid of this headache."
I stroked his back. "How long before you start feeling back to normal?"
He rolled over and faced me, dark circles under his eyes. "A few days. It's really nothing. Just a few aches and a headache. Nothing more than what I'd get after a really intense workout or a flu."
He leaned over and kissed me and then rolled slowly out of the bed, sitting on the edge for a moment, rubbing his head. He sighed and got up, padding naked to the bathroom where I heard him take a pee. Then, the shower started and he stepped inside. I didn't want to shower with him, so I stayed nestled in the thick coverlet, lying in Drake's warm spot, enjoying the scent of his cologne on his pillow.
"You not going to join me?" he said from the shower.
"No, you go ahead without me. I'll have one later."
He hummed to himself as he showered and so the water must have revitalized him. He'd be happy that today was the day he'd do the procedure. From what Maureen had written in emails, and from what Drake's contacts in the hospital told him, Liam was stable but the sooner he got the transplant the better.
He came out after the shower, a towel around his waist, his hair freshly brushed and I marveled once again at how sexy and beautiful he was. He stood in front of his closet and sorted through his shirts, selecting a deep blue one, which he hung over the chair beside the closet. Then he pulled out some suit trousers in a matching deep blue and the jacket that went with it. He went to his bureau and removed a fresh pair of socks and boxer briefs and started to dress while I watched. 
I lay on the bed, my arm behind my head, and enjoyed the spectacle of Drake dressing. He looked so good naked, his muscular back and buttocks tensing as he dressed. His trousers fit so nicely. I really had to spend more time touching him. Once he felt better and I was finished with my period, I decided I wanted to run my hands all over him.
"What is going on in that mind of yours, Ms. Bennet? You're being far too quiet."
I smiled. "I was thinking how nice your ass is and how I intend to touch it and run my hands all over your body when you're feeling up to sex."
He pulled his shirt on, fastening the cuffs before buttoning the shirt. He left the top couple of buttons undone. No tie today.
He came to the bed and leaned over me, his eyes intense. 
"I'm sorry we've been so chaste the last few days. I'll make it up to you."
"You don't have to make anything up," I said, pushing a hank of wet hair behind his ear. "I understand. Besides, I'm under the weather, too."
"I didn't let you get away with that excuse, so technically, you shouldn't have let me, but I tell you what," he said stroked my cheek. "When I feel better, you can give me a nice massage and pretend you're my favorite harem girl."
"Sounds perfect. Except, maybe your only harem girl, because you've given up all the others, sending them away because they can't satisfy you any longer. Only me."
He smiled, his eyes intense and even more blue because of his shirt. He kissed me. 
"Only you."
Then he stood up and finished dressing.
"How long will the procedure take?"
"About six hours, depending on how fast they can process my blood. I should be home later in the afternoon."
"You're wonderful for doing this."
"He's my son," Drake said, shaking his head. "How could I say no?"
I nodded, emotion for Drake filling me that he'd never know his son until the boy had grown and chose to know him. 
He came back and leaned over me once more. "I love you," he said, his eyes on mine.
"I love you," I whispered, cupping his cheek. "You sure you don't want me to come with you? I'd be more than happy to if you want company."
He shook his head. "No," he said. "I'll have lots of company. There are nurses who stay with you the whole time. Besides, it's really early and you need to sleep some more. I know this is your heavy day. You stay in bed and take some Advil. Don't even bother to go into the studio. Later, we'll have a nice dinner delivered here and drink some wine for your cramps."
"Will you be OK driving?"
"I'll take a taxi there and back."
He bent down one last time and kissed me. Then, he left me on the bed with a promise to return as soon as the procedure was over.
 
Despite Drake's suggestion that I forego a trip to the studio, I was eager to get there and work on my painting. I walked the distance, needing exercise and air, and spent the morning on the canvas. I worked through lunch and when two o'clock rolled around, I put my work aside and said goodbye to Nathaniel, then went back to the apartment. 
Drake didn't arrive home until mid-afternoon. I heard his key in the lock and went to meet him in the entry. He looked beat, his face pale, dark circles under his eyes.
"How are you feeling? You look tired," I said as I took his coat and hung it up while he removed his boots.
"I feel like total and complete crap. I need to lie down for a while. Can you bring me some tea?"
After I hung up his coat, I took his jacket and hung it up, following him into the bedroom to watch while he undressed. He seemed eager to get out of his clothes and into his sweats and t-shirt.
"Sure. Do you need some food?"
"I ate after the donation, but I feel pretty weak so I'm done for the day."
He went to the living room and crashed on the couch, pulling the soft wool blanket over him, his head on the pillow. 
I went to him and bent down, kissing him, stroking hair from his face. "What kind of tea?"
"Whatever you want. And some of those scones, too, now that you mention it."
I smiled and went to the kitchen, glad to be able to look after him. I made the tea, boiling the water and pouring it over the leaves in the teapot. I heated up two scones in the microwave briefly and fixed a tray with strawberry jam and butter, the two cups and spoons for sugar and milk.
When I entered the living room, Drake had the television on, tuned to the news network and was watching some report on political unrest in the Middle East. I set the tray down on the coffee table and sat on the couch beside Drake. He moved his hip out of the way so I had room. I fixed him a scone and poured the sugar in his tea the way he liked and then I handed him the plate with the scone on it. He sat up a little and bit into it hungrily.
"Mmm," he said. "These are so good."
I smiled and put his cup of tea next to him, then fixed my own scone. It felt nice to be caring for Drake for a change, feeding him. It made our relationship more real for me, as if I was also responsible for him and not just the other way around.
He finished his scone then took a big slurp of his tea, sighing in contentment. 
"I'm sorry I'm not much good today. I know I promised you a scene and that it never happened. It will."
"No worries," I said, shrugging. "We have time for that. Considering your noble deed, you deserve to be waited on. I'm happy to do it."
He put his cup down and nestled back into the pillows and under the cover. "I'm exhausted. I hope you don't mind if I sleep for a while." 
"Of course not." I smiled, understanding completely. 
He closed his eyes and turned his head to the side.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
Liam received the transplant almost immediately. Drake received news from Liam's oncologist the next day and so all we had to do was wait to see how he responded to the transplant. Although we had originally planned on staying with my parents before we left for Africa, for most of the time, Drake and I stayed at his apartment in Chelsea so we could be alone. 
Since the fight with Chris, Drake had been away all day every day, only to return late in the afternoon. He kept himself busy with the foundation and corporation, his health club and discussions with colleagues on collaborations that were underway. I was pleased to have the time to work on the canvas, but part of me wondered if he wasn't trying to stay away. I worked on my painting, but then waited for him to return in the late afternoon. Drake returned to the apartment in Chelsea for a late supper, and I wondered if he'd want to play out a scene.
We sat on the couch, his arm around me, and we watched television, but he made no move to touch me. We went to bed with nothing said about the dry spell, and I tried to chalk it up to the stress of the whole transplant and donation. Whatever the cause, Drake made no move that was the least bit sexual. As for me, having his body in bed next to mine, naked, made me uncomfortable, once my period was completely over. I did my best to grit my teeth and wait.
I lay in bed the next morning, missing the spontaneity of our early time together. I relished those first weeks after New Year's when we were together before the whole Liam development. Something changed in Drake after Maureen showed up with his son. He was still warm and affectionate for the brief hour or so we were together before sleep, but that early abandon he displayed when we were first seeing each other at 8th Avenue was gone. 
I longed for him to just push me down on the bed and make love to me the way he had before. I was ready for more kink, but to be truthful, at that point, I'd take anything from him – kinky or vanilla. I missed his desire. I felt incredibly guilty, as if I was being a bad submissive, impatient for him to initiate sex.
My fear was that Maureen resurfacing reminded him of his previous heartbreak. She would dredge up all those old feelings of rejection and betrayal. His fight with Chris, his loss of personal control over his emotions seemed to drive him to exercise even more control over me, keeping me at a distance. 
Was Maureen right? Did Drake have a lot of anger bottled up, carefully controlled by his D/s? Perhaps he realized how deeply involved he was with me and that scared him. Whatever the cause, I sensed him pull back a bit, and I feared he was once more using sex – or the lack of it – to control his emotions, keeping his life under control. 
That morning, I got up first and went to the bathroom, brushing my teeth, determined to wake him up and try to seduce him. I was going to test my theory that he was afraid of losing control over himself, get too close to me and be hurt once more.
I crept back into bed with him and slipped my arms around his body. I kissed his shoulder and lay there, my hand resting on his abdomen, just inches from his groin. I didn’t make a directly sexual move, for that would be beyond the terms of our agreement stipulating that Drake was the one to initiate sex. But any normal red-blooded heterosexual male with a functioning libido would respond to being woken by his lover with her hand touching his bare abdomen inches from his cock. 
I heard his sharp intake of breath, felt him squirm a bit beside me. He lay still as if waiting to see if I would remain like that or would make some kind of more direct move. I didn't. I wanted to see how he would handle things. I hadn't really thought of it until that morning. Now, this morning, my groin was aching as I thought about sex with Drake and I wanted it, but of course, couldn't directly initiate. 
Would he put me off? Would he find an excuse why he couldn't have sex with me? 
He moved my arm from his waist and slipped out of bed without responding. I turned and watched him walk to the bathroom, catching a glimpse of his morning erection. He was semi-erect and I wanted him inside of me but of course, it wasn't my decision. I sighed and lay on my back, feeling that I needed to masturbate to get rid of the uncomfortable ache in my body. That, too, was out of the question. He'd said and I'd agreed that every one of my orgasms would be his. Unless he asked me to, I couldn't masturbate. 
I turned over and sighed when I heard the shower start. He'd have a shower, as was his normal routine, brush his teeth and then make coffee for us. We'd sit at the kitchen island and discuss the day, what we had planned.
I wanted him right then. He had a functioning erection. The only excuse was that he was avoiding intimacy.
I went to the bathroom and removed my nightgown, then pulled open the shower door and stepped inside. Drake was standing with his face in the stream of hot water, his hands cupped beneath his chin, eyes closed. He turned to me as I entered the shower and frowned briefly, his beautiful blue eyes wary, the bruise on his cheek a faint yellow-green. Then he seemed to get control over himself and smiled but it was forced. 
"Ms. Bennet, why are you up so early?"
"I'm all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning for some reason," I said and stepped a bit closer to him, letting the water wash over me, my face and hair, then down over my body. He glanced down at me, his eyes roving down my torso, over my breasts, and to my groin. I tried not to look at his cock, but it was terribly hard not to. One look at Drake and I could tell that my proximity had the desired effect and his penis was beginning to thicken again and rise quite nicely. 
"Excuse me," I said and leaned in front of him to get to the soap dispenser. I lathered my hair, the suds slipping down my body, over my breasts and between my thighs. After rinsing my hair and applying conditioner, I began to wash my body off with shower gel, lathering up my hands, then washing every part of me, my body angled a bit away from Drake's, so that I wasn't exactly forcing him to watch.
But he was watching. I bent down to wash my feet and I heard him make a sound in his throat, like a small moan. 
"Kate…" he said, his voice taking on a chiding tone. "What are you up to? Are you trying to seduce me?"
"I'm trying to have a shower."
When I started to rinse off my hair, he leaned over me, his hands on the wall on either side of me, so that I was effectively confined against the shower wall. 
"Katherine…"
I waited, not saying anything. Not doing anything. Drake's dark hair was wet, his black lashes clumped together, his blue eyes intense. The expression on his face was something between amusement and anger. I couldn’t help but see his lovely erection jutting out from his body.
Why wouldn't he press himself against me and take me the way I wanted him to?
"What are you doing?" he said again. 
I blinked several times. Then I realized I was being unfair and breaking the rules at the same time. I knew better than to try to seduce him. I agreed to his terms – that he decided the timing and manner of our sexual encounters. Yet, here I was naked, wet, soapy, bending over knowing how much he would be unable to resist the view. I was topping from the bottom.
I closed my eyes. "I'm sorry. It's just that," I said and shrugged my shoulder, looking away from his very intense expression. 
"It's just that what?"
I said nothing, merely looked back at him, searching his eyes for his mood. I didn’t want to cause a problem. I just needed him.
"I'm… horny."
He smiled down at me, a wicked look in his eyes. "Why Ms. Bennet, I do believe you've been trying to seduce me with your nice wet body and soapy hands lathering your nether regions."
"My nether regions?" I smiled up at him, deliberately coy.
"May I remind you that we have an agreement?" 
"I know we do but we agreed to be spontaneous sometimes, and you're obviously hard and, well. I thought…"
"When it comes to sex, it's not your place to think, Katherine. That's my job. But I'm glad you finally told me why you're being deliberately disobedient, trying to seduce me."
"You are?" I said, hoping he'd maybe come up with a quick scene we could play out so I could be taken the way I wanted and needed.
"Yes," he said and moved a bit closer. "That way I'll know why I'm spanking you."
I frowned. That was not what I wanted to hear. I closed my eyes. "Drake, I need you." I opened my eyes and stared into his, unashamed. "Either that, or let me masturbate."
He shook his head. "No," he said. "We'll do something later this afternoon. I haven’t decided what just yet, but I want you nice and wet and desperate when the time comes."
"I'm nice and wet and desperate right now," I said, frustration filling me, my fists clenching. 
"I know it's been a while, but I've been under the weather. You can wait."
I exhaled heavily. Submit, Kate, my mind screamed.
Give in. This is not something you want to fight over.
I turned and ducked under his arm, exiting the shower and pulling my towel around me. I was angry and frustrated, the ache in my groin nagging me. I wanted to squeeze my thighs together. I wanted to lie on the bed and rub out a quick orgasm to relive my arousal.
I knew that I was being a bad submissive. 
Drake left the shower and wrapped a towel around his waist, his still-semi-hard erection straining against the fabric.
"No one said it would be easy, Kate."
I shot him a glance and frowned. "It doesn't make sense," I said, so frustrated. "I'm horny and you’re hard. We should just … fuck. It's been almost a week."
"I don't want to just fuck. That's an end to it, Katherine," he said as if trying to remind me of the direction of our power exchange. I knew it was his decision but I’d never felt so aroused outside of our encounters. I never felt deprived. I felt that way now.
I sighed and turned away, heading to my drawers in Drake's dresser to pick out some clothes for the day. Drake followed me and stood behind me.
"How does it feel?"
I pulled a drawer open a bit too roughly and it almost fell out. "You know very well how it feels."
"No, I don't. I don't have a delicious little woman's body like you. Tell me. Close your eyes and describe how your body feels."
I stopped what I was doing. Maybe, if I described it well enough, he'd have to have sex with me. I closed my eyes. I felt him come around to face me, but I kept my eyes closed and bit my bottom lip as I thought of how my body felt.
"Butterflies in my stomach," I said. "My body aches, everything feels swollen. It's throbbing a bit, like a heartbeat. I feel a little breathless. I'm wet and I feel like I want to squeeze my thighs together. Rub my clit." I opened my eyes. "I want your cock inside of me."
He leaned against the dresser, his elbow resting on the top, his knee bent. 
"If I was to fuck you now," he said, his voice a bit breathy, "it would be over in about two minutes. You'd orgasm and then two minutes later, I would and it would be finished."
I nodded. "That would be a relief. I could get on with my day."
"You make sex sound like a simple bodily function," he said, that wicked grin starting. Then his expression changed and became more serious. "Sex between us is more than that, Kate. It should be special."
I sighed. "You're trying to keep the potatoes and gravy separate on the plate, Drake."
I turned away and left his side, because I was unable to keep looking at his face. He grabbed my arm and stopped me, pulling me back to face him once more.
"Kate," he said. "You're here with me all the time now, pretty much every hour of the day when we're both free. What more do you need?"
"I'm not with you very long. You keep extremely busy, even now when you aren’t working as a surgeon. Even when you don’t have to be away. I'm afraid that you're trying to avoid me."
I pulled my arm out of his grip and grabbed my jeans and a sweater, a clean bra and undies. Then, I went to the bed and began to dress. He followed me to the bed and stood watching me dress.
"I'm not the only one who's busy. You spend every day at the studio and do I complain? Why would I try to avoid you?"
I shook my head as I dressed. "I don’t know. You're the one with an undergraduate degree in psychology. Your life's getting too messy and out of control? You're afraid of being hurt again?"
"You’re not afraid of being hurt?"
I shook my head. "I'm more afraid of feeling nothing. No love. No pain. Nothing feels like," I said, searching for the right words. "Like death. Like the people I saw in the camps, skeletons, barely alive but living despite everything, their eyes huge, blank. Even pain is better." I went to him and looked in his face. "I want to feel, Drake. Everything, good and bad. It was like I couldn't feel when I was depressed. Nothing. That's what I'm afraid of."
I sighed and pulled my sweater over my head. Drake said nothing, standing beside the bed watching me. 
"You're here with me," I said, trying to explain how I felt. "But you still need to keep it all separate. Now, you do it all with me present. But none of it really mixes. It's like you're keeping that part of yourself separate, not emotionally involved in sex, so that it’s pure. You can control it. Protect yourself. It means you can never get really close to me."
He frowned and rubbed his forehead.
"I don't understand," he said. "What more do you want from me? We sleep together. We eat together. We fuck. A lot."
"Not lately." As soon as I said it, I knew it was wrong. 
"I have a good reason."
I shook my head. "I'm sorry, that was wrong of me. Of course you have a good reason. But I can't be the one who initiates. Why? Does it threaten you that I have desire outside of your actions?"
He shook his head. "No, of course not. I know you do. But submission requires that you turn over your desires and choices to me. It frees you so that you no longer feel responsible for your desire or when we have sex. That's what submissives crave."
"I want it spontaneous sometimes. Whenever either of us feels a need, we fuck. I also want bondage and dominance. I love it. But can't we mix it up a bit? What's wrong with that?"
"I'm a Dominant. You knew that when we started this." He stood there, hands on hips. "For God's sake, Kate. That’s what you were looking for when you found Lara. Now, it seems as though you don’t really want it. You want a vanilla relationship with me, with a bit of bondage and kink thrown in when you decide you want it. Submission doesn’t work like that."
"You were a lot more spontaneous when we were first together at 8th Avenue. What happened?" I went to him and put my hands on his chest, staring up in his eyes. "Things have changed since Maureen came here and you learned about Liam." 
"Kate, I'm a Dominant," he said again, and I could hear the frustration in his voice. "I need control. We've been over this." His gaze moved over my face. "Are you unhappy with me?" His face was guarded, his eyes half-hooded.
I sighed heavily. "I love you, Drake but you told me to tell you if I felt neglected. Well, I feel neglected."
He stared at me, his gaze moving over my face. "I understand, but I'm not fucking you now," he said, his voice calm. "You'll have to wait."
"Fine," I said and pulled on my socks. I went to the closet and grabbed my coat, my scarf and mitts. Then I picked up my bag and went to the door.
"Where are you going?" he asked, standing in the entryway, watching me. 
"Outside to work off some of this unresolved sexual tension. Outside of sex, I'm a free agent, Drake. I'm not submissive. I can do whatever I please. I'm going to the studio. Then, I  might go to my parents. I might go to an art gallery. Who knows?"
"Don't do this, Kate. Don't leave angry."
"See you later," I said, slamming the door behind me.
 
I felt frustrated but mostly, I felt afraid. I understood that letting the Dom decide when to have sex was part of D/s and that the submissive turned over all those decisions to her Dom, but since Drake found out about Liam, he'd been away most of the day, coming back to the apartment only late in the day. We'd barely had sex. I felt him pulling back, as if he was reverting to his old ways. 
I walked to a small park close to the apartment and sat on a bench. Then, I called Lara.
"Problems with Drake?"
"You got it."
I told her how it had been with us. "I feel like he's going back to the way things were before we met. Keeping his emotions so carefully under control."
She sighed on the other end of the call. 
"Sounds like typical Dom/sub adjustments. Drake's a bit older. Older men tend to want quality over quantity. It's both physical and psychological. They have more experience, they tend to want to spend more time and they have more stamina. What Drake wants makes sense, though. He wants to channel all your desire and focus it on your scenes so that they're even more intense. It sounds like it's working if you find them really thrilling. But you're chafing a bit under the saddle."
"The saddle? Am I a horse?" I said, smiling despite being frustrated.
She laughed. "Just a useful term. Horses tend to get sores from wearing a saddle for the first time, being ridden often, controlled by their rider. Nothing that other life partners don't face. Don’t make more of it than you need to. Look at this frustrated sexual desire as a gift you give to Drake when you're in scene with him. He enjoys your desire, controlling it, satisfying it. That's his thing, Kate. Not pain. Not humiliation. Getting into your mind and giving you pleasure. It will be that much better for you both if you just give in."
"Now that I have him there in my bed every morning, I want him but I don't get to enjoy him. It's very frustrating."
"Think about how good it will be when you do your scene later. You'll be dying for it and it will be that much better. Seriously, Kate. Absence makes the heart grow fonder. Familiarity breeds contempt."
"Out of sight, out of mind," I countered.
"Is he out of your mind now?"
"No, but I feel as if he's avoiding me. He escapes every day and I wonder if he's trying to keep a distance between us. Like he's not able to really be a couple. It's why his marriage fell apart, and now I'm afraid he's reverting back to that pattern."
"Adjustments, Kate. Baby steps for both of you. You as a sub, him as a life partner. I think he'd pretty much written that off for himself after the divorce so you're unexpected."
"You think so?"
"I know so. He said he did love and marriage once and realized it wasn't for him."
I was silent for a moment, thinking of Drake giving up on love and marriage. How sad, if so. Was he that afraid of being hurt again? I couldn’t imagine a man as accomplished and intelligent and strong being afraid of having his heart broken. 
If he really felt he couldn't do love and marriage, was there any future for us?
"Kate, Drake's in love with you," Lara said, as if reading my mind. "That much I do know. Give him time. Give yourself time. This is a big adjustment for you both, especially now with all this on Drake's plate. Baby steps, honey. Let him take baby steps. He's letting you."
"You're probably right."
"I know I'm right. Just love him, and submit when you have to. You'll be happier if you do. He's let you in farther than any other woman since his ex-wife. Kate, chill out and let this happen between you two. Don't have too many expectations. Try to enjoy him. That's really all I can say. Trust me."
I exhaled. "I'm sorry. You're right. I am over-thinking. It’s what I do."
"Good bye, Kate," she said and I could hear some humor and tolerance in her voice. "You are both complicated people. I guess I can expect nothing less than these phone calls asking for advice from you two."
"Has Drake called you asking for advice?"
"I can neither confirm nor deny that, Kate. He's my friend first, but rest assured I want what's best for you both."
"Isn't it unethical to talk to the other side during a case?"
"You bet it is," she said and laughed. "Luckily, you are not a case. You’re my very good friend's lover. I want him happy, and I know that he’ll be happy if things work out between you so I'm on your side too, Kate. I knew right away you two would click. I was hoping he'd be ready for something more. I figured you’d be just what the doctor ordered, so to speak."
I laughed, smiling as I thought about Lara acting as matchmaker and therapist.
"Thanks, Lara. I won't bug you again for at least a day or two."
"I'll hold you to that!" She hung up and I felt much better.
I got up from the bench and started walking, feeling incredibly silly for making such a scene earlier. Drake must be shaking his head that he got messed up with a sub who wasn't very submissive. I thought I was submissive. Maybe not completely a sub. 
Maybe we'd have to find some kind of happy medium, if that was even possible in this lifestyle. 
Drake was a complicated man. I couldn’t expect it to be all smooth sailing. We had to adjust to each other. Maureen's return and Drake learning about Liam and his illness was a complication that would test us. I didn’t want it to trip me up in my relationship with Drake. 
As if I didn't have enough problems, when I opened my email, the first one in the queue was from Dawn. I knew it was probably a mistake to read it, but at the same time, I couldn't resist. Inside was one thing – a hyperlink to a webpage and I knew immediately what it was.
A video. One of Drake with Sunita.
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
I sat with my phone in my hand, the email and link open, debating with myself whether to watch it. Finally, I opened the link, my heart pounding. The woman in the video was attractive, of East Indian descent. She was petite, with long dark hair and huge dark eyes. She was beautiful.
The video showed a man binding her, his careful movements designed to place the leather strips in specific locations, creating a pattern on her body. The man's face was hidden, but I recognized Drake's firm ass and nice body. His black hair was shorter than it was now, but I could tell it was him.
She watched his face intently as he bound her, an almost worshipful expression on hers. 
I closed the link and threw my phone into my backpack.
 
I walked aimlessly, feeling like I couldn’t breathe, hiking through the slushy streets, my heart racing, a sick feeling in my stomach. I walked on, not certain where I would go or what I would do, afraid that the video would show me something I didn’t want to see.
Finally, I arrived back at the apartment. Drake had gone so I was alone and I felt a huge hole inside of me because I'd left angrily and over such a stupid thing. I wandered around the apartment and felt totally lost. 
I went back to my email from Dawn and clicked the link once more. 
Drake moved her to a St. John's Cross, her hands and ankles cuffed, now blindfolded and gagged. He kept his back to the camera, standing in front of her, using a riding crop, slapping her thighs and shaved pussy with it, dragging it between her spread thighs to tap her labia over and over, repeating a pattern. She moaned when he slapped her pussy, and he leaned closer and squeezed a clamp attached to her nipple, tugging on it, twisting it so she writhed on the cross.
He released the clamp on the other nipple and bent to it. She writhed and moaned over the ball gag and I assumed he'd sucked her nipple to soothe it. 
"You like that, do you, slave?" he said, his voice breathy. "You're such a bad girl. You need this."
With that, he slapped the crop over her breasts, repeating the process on the other breast before moving back to her labia, which he slapped repeatedly with the crop.
The video ended at that point and I was glad. Nothing on the video meant that Drake was into pain or had engaged in edge play or knife play with Sunita. Still, there were bruises on her thighs. Drake told me that he tried to make Sunita happy, but that in the end, he didn’t respond to pain, giving it or receiving it. 
Ultimately, I had to accept one of their accounts of their relationship. The video did nothing except make me feel extremely guilty and I was no further along than if I had never clicked on the link. Except that now I had the image of Drake twisting a clamp on one of her nipples, and slapping her with the riding crop.
I sighed, a knot in my stomach. In truth, I felt sick. 
 
I took a taxi to my father's place and entered the apartment to the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. 
"Hey, sweetie, you’re up and around pretty early."
"I was awake and bored so I thought I'd come for a visit."
"I'm always glad to see you. Where’s Drake?"
"Taking care of business," I said.
"Come on in. I'll get you a cup of Joe."
While he fixed me a cup, I texted Drake.
 
I'm sorry, Drake. Please don’t be mad at me. I was being a spoiled child. Forgive me? It's just that sometimes, I have so much desire for you, I forget how to submit.




I sent the text and sat with my father at the island in the kitchen, drinking coffee and chatting about nothing in particular. I checked my phone for Drake's response, but there was nothing. 
"Let me get you some breakfast," my father said and proceeded to make some silver dollar pancakes, like he used to when Heath and I were kids.
 
Later, when my father went to his study to take care of his own business, I took a taxi to the studio in Chelsea and worked on my canvas. I checked my cell frequently to see if Drake had texted me, but there was nothing. He was ignoring me or punishing me.
I had lunch of Pho from a nearby Vietnamese restaurant that Keith brought in for the three of us, and when I finished working on the canvas for the day, it was late in the afternoon. I stood back and checked it out, pleased with my progress. 
Keith stood beside me, his head tilted, examining the painting that showed a naked Drake with his arm thrown over his eyes, the white bed sheets twisted between his calves. His ample erection laid to one side of his hip, a trail of hair leading down from his navel to his pubes. 
"A bit of an exaggeration?" Keith said beside me. I turned to him, noting the way he grinned.
"Not at all," I said, frowning. 
"You know that the Greeks deliberately sculpted men with small genitals, viewing men with large penises as more animalistic, less civilized."
"I don't think there's a correlation between penis size and civilization…"
He laughed. "If you want to exhibit this, you'll have a lot of men very jealous."
"This is for a private collection," I said and smiled. "Mine."
"It's very good," he said. 
"Thank you."
 
I said goodbye to Nathaniel and Keith and then took a taxi to Drake's apartment in Chelsea. I walked up the stairs, wondering if Drake would be there, my stomach all butterflies, and a sense of impending doom filling me. The apartment was empty, so I went to the living room, plopping down on the couch, turning on the news to try to distract myself. At about three, Drake finally replied:
 
Of course I'm not mad at you. There's nothing to forgive. I always want you to be completely honest with me, even when it might be something painful for me to hear. I know submission isn’t easy. If it were too easy, you’d grow bored. 
 
I love you.
 
That sent a thrill through me, and only intensified the guilt I felt about watching the video. In truth, it made me regret my doubts so much. I texted back right away. 
 
I love you. 
 
I did love him. I wanted to ask him when he'd be back, eager for our time together and maybe some really hot makeup sex, but I resisted pushing him. I had to submit.
 
About four o'clock, I received another text from Drake.
 
I'm coming home in an hour, Katherine. I want you naked, wearing your garters and stockings, kneeling by my bed. Use the blindfold in my closet. I want you to think of all the things I'm going to do to you. I want you wet and ready, waiting for me. I'll call and let the phone ring twice before hanging up. That will be the signal that I'm almost there. You should be ready for me, nice and wet and submissive when I arrive.
 
A jolt of desire went through me. Drake was going to do the scene with me – one of the ones from his letters to his subs. 
Finally. 
Maybe he was trying to please me after disappointing me earlier. It was sweet of him. I was determined to be the very best sub I could, pushing the memory of Sunita's video to the back of my mind. I probably should tell Drake about the video but for now, I was glad he wasn’t too mad at me for storming out earlier. He had enough stress in his life right now without me adding to it because of my doubts about him. I kicked myself mentally and promised that I would be even more cooperative, perfectly submissive, to make it up to him when we were together later.
I showered quickly, keeping my eye on the time to ensure I was ready for him when he arrived. I pulled out my stockings and garter belt, and slipped them on while I stood and watched in the full-length mirror. Then, I wandered around the apartment, letting the cool air caress my skin, preparing for when the call would come and I'd know it was time to kneel on a pillow by the bed, a blindfold on, my hands behind my back. I went to his closet and removed the blindfold that was folded in the cabinet where he kept his bondage equipment. I held it up to my eyes to test how well it kept out the light. It would do the job. 
A very intense ache between my thighs distracted me. Waiting all day like I had really did increase my level of need and arousal. I sat at the table, watching out the window to the Manhattan skyline. My cell buzzed twice and then stopped. 
Drake was on his way. 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
I quickly went to the bed and took one of the pillows, dropping it onto the floor. Then I knelt down, fastening the blindfold around my eyes, my mouth dry from excitement. I was already wet thinking of what would happen, imagining Drake entering the apartment, seeing me waiting. Would he already be hard, imagining what he'd do to me? Would he tie me up using more intricate knots, like some of the pictures in his photo album?
My heart beat faster as I waited and I couldn't help but smile to myself. I'd have to keep from smiling when Drake showed up or it would ruin the mood, so I bit my bottom lip and inhaled deeply, trying to squelch the glee I felt that he was going to go all Dom with me. It surprised me that he decided to do a scene after the silly tantrum I threw that morning, but perhaps he realized how hard this was for me. Maybe he'd duplicate one of the actual letters that I'd read. He said he might try something new with me and my body responded. 
I knelt quietly, the beating of my heart the loudest sound I heard. In a few moments, I calmed down a bit, and then I heard other sounds – a siren in the distance through the window. The knocking of the radiators from the old steam heat system in the building, a brief soft hiss from the valve as it let off some of the pressure. Some woman's voice from the apartment below or beside us – I wasn't sure at first, but it sounded close. Then, all I heard was the sound of my own breath, flowing in and out through my parted lips. 
Long moments passed and my ears became acutely sensitive. I heard a noise like a door closing at a distance and wondered if that was Drake. Could I actually hear him walking slowly up the stairs?
Then, the jangle of keys outside the apartment. It was Drake at the door. The lock clicked as the key slid inside and turned the barrel. The doorknob made a metallic sound as it turned and then the door creaked as it opened, a whoosh of air from outside. I heard his footsteps on the hardwood, and was amazed that I could hear everything so well, even from this distance.
The clunk clunk as he removed his boots and dropped them on the mat by the closet. I listened hard, noting the creak of the ancient hardwood. Was he standing in the doorway, watching me? I tried not to smile. I bit my lip once more to stop and lowered my chin in case he could tell I was fighting it.
Then, I heard the fridge door open. He was getting the bottle of chilled Anisovaya. It was as I remembered from his letters and finally, he was treating me as he did his new subs – having a brief shot of the liquor before coming to me. I almost felt his presence in the room. He seemed to be standing quietly watching. 
Sounds I couldn't understand – was he undressing? I waited, imagining him naked, his erection thick and jutting out, the prominent vein running along the bottom side of the shaft. His nice hip crests, the thin trail of dark hair running down from his navel to his pubes. 
He was so beautiful…
A hand stroked my head and I raised it instinctively. I parted my lips, remembering his orders to keep my mouth open, ready. I licked my lips and waited. 
"Now remember your safewords, Katherine. Yellow is for when you need me to slow down and red stops everything. Do you understand?"
"Yes," I said. "I won't need either one, Master."
"I don't expect you will, but just in case, I want you to feel completely safe. Now, open your mouth wider," he said. "I've got some Anisovaya for you." 
I felt the cool hard glass against my bottom lip and took it from his hands. I drank the liquor, enjoying the sharp burn of it as it went down my throat. I'd come to think of it as an aphrodisiac, and the taste made me even more aroused. 
Then, his lips pressed roughly against mine. He kissed me and he tasted like Anisovaya, the slightly sweet taste of it lingering on his tongue when he thrust against mine possessively. He sucked my tongue into his mouth and I couldn’t help but murmur in response, a tiny whimper as a wave of lust flowed through my body. He pulled away and stroked my cheek with his fingers. 
"Have some more," he said and placed another shot in my hands. I frowned, but didn't argue, drinking down the liquor. Did he want me drunk? I shot the vodka back, grimacing a bit as it burned down my throat and into my belly.
Then he slipped a finger into my mouth. I sucked on it, my tongue rolling around the tip the way it would around the head of his cock.
"Good girl," he said, his voice deep and warm. He took the shot glass out of my hand. "Open wider."
I did, and then felt the slick head of his cock press against my lips. I licked, tasting his salty fluid, and it was such a contrast to the sweet bite of the vodka. I opened wide so he could slip the tip inside my mouth. I sucked on the head for a moment, running my tongue all around the ridge the way I had the tip of his finger and received a soft moan of appreciation in response. 
"Take as much as you can," he said, his voice low. 
I relaxed my throat so he could slide in more deeply, trying not to gag, my lips curved around my teeth to protect the sensitive flesh. Then he pressed a bit too hard and I did gag, but kept my composure and he withdrew a bit before beginning a slow gentle thrust in and out, fucking my mouth for a moment, one hand holding the back of my head to guide me and take more control. 
Finally, he withdrew slowly and I waited for his next command, my flesh wet and aching with desire. 
"Have more," he said, handing me yet another shot of Anisovaya. I drank that down as well. I could only imagine what he had planned that required me being drunk.
"You're getting me drunk, Master?"
"Shh," he said. "A good submissive just submits, Katherine. She doesn't question."
I nodded without speaking.
He took the shot glass away and then, his hands went under my arms and he lifted me up so that I stood up fully. I could feel the heat radiating off his body as he stood facing me, then his mouth was on mine once more, his tongue searching and finding mine. We kissed for a moment, his arm sliding around me, crushing my body against his while the other was trapped between us, squeezing one of my breasts, his erection hard against my belly. He tweaked my nipple between his finger and thumb, sending a jolt of sensation through my body to my core. 
I almost fell into his arms, my legs were like jelly. He maneuvered me into position while he sat on the side of the bed so that I stood between his thighs, all the while kneading and squeezing my breasts while his mouth hungrily claimed each nipple, one after the other. I writhed as he ran his teeth over each one, biting down just hard enough to almost hurt but not quite, then sucking each one softly.
I remembered the video image of him twisting the nipple clamp, but then quickly pushed it out of my mind. I wouldn't let it ruin our scene.
"Are you nice and wet for me, Katherine?" he said, his voice husky with lust.
"Yes, Master," I said, my heart heavy from the image from the video despite what he was doing to me with his fingers, which were slipped between my labia, testing me, two fingers entering me a bit, his thumb pressing against my clit.
He left me standing alone for a moment and then returned. I could feel him stand close to me as if he were observing me. He proceeded to wrap strips of leather around me, under my arms and around my breasts and soon, each breast felt bound, squeezed, my nipples hard points. He mouthed each nipple once he was finished, his hand running over each one. I wanted so much to see what they looked like but said nothing, trying to keep in proper submissive role as I promised. 
Next, he wound the strips of leather around my waist and down over my hips and belly, lacing them between my thighs on either side of my labia. 
"Lie on the bed with your hands above your head."
I did as he commanded and soon, he had leather cuffs around each wrist and was fastening my cuffed hands to something else. I tugged and realized he'd cuffed me to something – the bed frame, perhaps. I tried to imagine it in my mind – maybe the bed rail.
"Spread your legs, wide, and rest them on the edge of the bed."
I opened my legs as wide as I could, my heels digging into the edge, my pussy completely exposed to his view, leather strips surrounding my thighs. Cuffs went around each ankle, and when I tried to move them, I was unable. He'd used a spreader bar. He'd never used one before but I saw several in his cabinet and had wondered if he'd ever use them.
Now, I was completely immobile, bound with leather, my wrists and ankles confined, my eyes covered. My body went into some kind of strange state at that point – I drifted as if on a cloud, everything focused in on the sensations I was experiencing, all of it focused on my groin and breasts. 
I gasped when his warm mouth covered me and then I groaned and arched my back when his tongue pressed against my clit and began to swirl. A stab of desire went through me, making me feel as if I could come in only a moment, I was so ready.
"Oh, God, Master…"
"You're so wet and so ready, Katherine. But you're going to have to wait."
He pulled off me and I lay there, exposed completely, my body vibrating with need. 
I heard some sounds and then felt a cool wetness on my perineum and onto my anus. I tensed, inhaling loudly – was he going to try that? 
"Relax, Katherine," he said. "Do you trust me?"
I said nothing for a moment, not knowing whether I wanted this. 
"I said, do you trust me, Katherine?"
"Yes." I could barely say it. I didn't want that. It both aroused and repulsed me. A silence passed and I waited, frowning, unsure of what he was going to do. Not entirely happy, despite how my body responded and despite the warmth that spread through my body from the liquor. "But I'm afraid—" 
"Shh," he said and then he lay on top of me, his body between my spread thighs, his erection jutting against my belly. He kissed me, warmly, deeply, his hand cupping my cheek. "You only need four words. Yes, Master, yellow and red. Do you understand?"
"Yes, Master."
"Do you believe that I love you?"
"Yes, Master," I said immediately, for I did believe it.
"Do you trust me to know how far and how fast to go?"
I hesitated. There was a part of me that still responded in fear at the prospect of anal. I had read it wasn’t supposed to hurt if done properly. But it had hurt when Kurt tried. 
I couldn't help myself. "When I did it before, it felt like I had a knife inside of me."
He embraced me, kissing all over my face and then my mouth. "My poor sweet Katherine," he said, his voice a whisper. "I promise you when I do, you'll feel pleasure. Do you trust me to know how and when?"
I nodded, unable to speak.
For a moment, he was silent. He said nothing, he did nothing to me, but I felt his gaze on my face. 
"It's just that I'm still so scared..."
"I know. That's why you have to trust me to know when you're ready."
I nodded and he kissed me once more. I relaxed a bit. Maybe tonight wasn't going to be the night. I knew he would eventually fuck me that way but not tonight. I sighed, exhaling heavily in relief. 
He rose up and my body felt cold without him on top of me. Then I felt his fingers on my labia once more, stroking me, slipping inside of me. While he played with me with one hand, he licked and sucked my nipples once more and soon, despite my earlier anxiety and dread, I responded, my body aching, waiting for him to do what he would to make me come.
Once more I felt the cool wetness of lubricant on me and then something entered me, something cool and solid and thick – a dildo? It entered me only an inch or two, teasing the outside of my body while he continued to stroke my clit with his thumb. It felt so good to have something inside of me and something stimulating my clit. I groaned and wriggled under this attention.
He slid the dildo in a bit farther, stroking in and out slowly while rubbing my clit. Soon, the pleasure increased and I knew I could come. When it pressed at the right spot, I moaned. 
"Master, I think…" 
"Good girl," he said in reply, withdrawing the dildo, leaving me empty. Then, he pushed my knees up higher and his fingers stroked me, circling my anus, the tip of one slipping inside. He removed it and then I felt something cool press there. A butt plug. I tensed a bit. 
"Relax, Katherine."
I tried, remembering what he'd said the last time he used it. I took in a deep breath and tried to relax, blowing out the air and soon, the plug slipped inside of me, past my resistance. It felt larger than the one he used before. 
Once more, I felt his thumb stroke my clit, and he slipped the dildo inside an inch or so. I tried to focus on the good sensations. In truth, the plug and dildo soon became one form of pressure and I focused on how good it all felt. 
When I thought my orgasm would start, I tried to speak and he pulled back again, leaving me gasping. Then, he removed both toys and I felt immediately empty, the pleasant stretch of the two objects gone. He rose up and then he unclasped the cuffs on my ankles and wrists and turned me over so that I knelt on the edge of the bed with him behind me. His fingers were wet and slippery with lubricant and he once more teased my anus and slipped a finger inside. I tensed, inhaling deeply.
"Shh, Katherine," he whispered, his finger stopped inside me. When he tried to insert two fingers, I gasped. 
"Master, I—" but he leaned down and kissed my shoulder, his fingers both now inside of me, slipping painlessly past my resistance, moving slowly in a circle as if trying to loosen me. We remained in that position for a moment, and soon I relaxed but in truth, my heart was beating faster. When he began teasing my clit with his thumb, the pleasure overcame the fear I had and I couldn't help but respond, my breathing increasing as well.
 Finally, his fingers withdrew and the tip of his erection pressed there instead. I squeezed my eyes shut and bit my lip, waiting for the pain I remembered from before with Kurt. I felt my flesh widen, felt the slickness of the tip press inside, and it felt like intense pressure, but there was no pain. He bent over me a bit, one hand slipping under me to tease my clit while he continued to press his cock inside of me. 
"Relax, Katherine," he said, his voice warm and soothing. I felt more cool wetness against me and he slipped his cock inside a bit more, meeting my resistance. "Exhale. Blow out your breath."
I did and then he was inside me a bit deeper. The pressure felt intense, and a burning began deep inside me, bordering on pain but nothing like when Kurt tried. I wanted so much to do this, for it to work, for me to like it. I tried to relax totally, to let my muscles slacken so he could enter me. 
"It's too
much…"
He pulled back a bit, the pressure lessening, the burning milder, but he didn't withdraw completely. More wetness, more pressure, but in truth, my lip hurt more from biting it than what he was doing to me. 
"Drake, please, I don't want this. I don't know if I can do this," I said, gasping when the pressure grew even more intense. 
"You already have," he replied, his voice thick with pleasure.
I frowned. "You're inside of me?"
"Yes," he said, his voice tight. "All of me." 
We remained in that position for several long moments, him leaning over me, one hand holding himself up, the other hand around me and between my thighs, his fingers slowly stroking my clit, his cock filling me completely. He didn't move inside of me, but he remained in position. I didn't know if I could come like that, but soon, the pleasure grew strong enough to overcome the sensation of him stretching me so wide and I pressed against his fingers.
"Good girl," he whispered. "So good…"
The knowledge he was completely inside of me, that I'd survived his size without pain the way it had felt with Kurt, made me almost euphoric. I could do this. I could bear it. The way I felt, with his fingers sliding against my clit, his length inside of me, I thought I might be able to orgasm. He began to move very slowly and it didn't hurt. Soon, as pleasure built inside of me, I began to move against his fingers as he thrust inside of me.
"Oh, God, you feel so good, so tight," he said, groaning, his lips at my shoulder and the sound of need in his voice made me even more aroused. "Tell me when you're going to come," he said, his voice shaky. With his relentless fingers on my clit, with his hardness inside of me, with my thighs tensed as I thrust with him, it took little time for my pleasure to build. The intense pressure, combined with his fingers on my clit drove me go over the edge and my orgasm began, shocking me with its intensity, overcoming me like a wave. Stabs of pleasure spread out from my groin and down my legs and into my chest as I came. 
"Oh, God…" I gasped, and then he began thrusting more rapidly, pushing me over, my whole body shuddering as I came, blinded by pleasure. I heard a sound like someone moaning, and realized it was me, oh, ohhh, ohhh. 
When I was completely spent, he stopped thrusting and we remained motionless. He leaned down and kissed my shoulder then my mouth. I felt as if I were drifting in some other dimension, time not passing. Only this pure pleasure and sensation – his body in mine, his body on mine, skin against skin, his mouth on mine. 
Bliss.
When our kiss ended, he began thrusting again. It took very few thrusts for him to come as well he was so close, so aroused, his own moans in my ear as he ejaculated, his cock pulsing, his body shaking.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck…" he groaned, straining against me as if trying not to thrust too hard. "Kate…"
I collapsed onto the bed with him on top of me, still deep inside of me, still shuddering. When he was finished, he lay still and gasped in my ear, kissing my neck. He rose up as I knew he would and withdrew slowly, and watched me for a moment, his hands on my ass, spreading my cheeks, enjoying seeing his semen spilling out of my body. 
I bit my lip in reply, but it did little to quell the grin building on my mouth. I could hear the humor in his voice and could only imagine a lopsided grin on his face. He sighed in mock frustration and lay back on top of me, kissing my cheek. 
"Katherine, how can I be expected to stay in proper Dom headspace when my sub is so easily given to mirth?"
"Sorry," I said, only half-meaning it. "It's just that—"
He bent down once more, turning my face to him and kissed me to silence me, but I felt his grin against my mouth, his kiss very unsuccessful from stopping me. 
"You make me so happy," he whispered. Then he kissed my neck, my shoulder, my cheek, his still semi-erect cock wet against my lower back. He kissed me once more, his kiss deep and long. "Stay here, my love." 
He pulled away finally, kissing my shoulder as I lay there with my eyes still covered by the blindfold. He rose up and I heard his footsteps as he walked to the bathroom, imagining his beautiful toned body, his hair messy. I wanted to remove the blindfold myself but I didn't, letting him decide when it should come off. The water ran in the sink and then the shower started. In a moment, he returned and began to clean me off, wiping away his semen and fluids, and then washing me all while I was still blindfolded. I was glad he kept the blindfold on, a bit squeamish about the whole process.
"I would have liked to have had a photographer here, you looked so delicious lying there all bound and wet."
Finally, he stood me up and removed my blindfold and turned me around, removing the leather bindings, one by one. They left faint red lines crisscrossing my flesh, around my breasts and between my thighs. I stood before him for a moment as he admired his handiwork. 
"You look absolutely well-fucked, Katherine," he said, a fiery expression in his eyes. 
He led me to the bathroom and we stood in the shower together, facing each other, his hands soapy, washing me off, every inch of me, his fingers tender, his lips pressing against my cheek, my neck, my shoulder. This meant so much to him – I could tell by how gentle he was being, how tender and loving. 
When we were finished, after he'd gently washed between my thighs, we left the shower and he dried me off, his hands soft, his eyes soft as well. We returned to the bed and he sat on the edge and pulled me onto his lap, his arms around me, my hands on his shoulders. His hair was still wet and tousled, his lashes clumped together.
"So," he said, running his fingers down my neck to my breasts, which were still crisscrossed with thin lines from the leather bindings. "How was that?"
"Can't you tell?"
"I want to hear your assessment. You were anxious."
I inhaled. "I was afraid," I said, remembering my fear. "I knew it was supposed to be painless when done properly, but those were just words I've read or assurances from people. I was afraid you were too big for me. You are larger than average."
"I am," he said, grinning a bit, his expression amused. "But that meant I had to take extra care to prepare you, make sure you were completely ready and relaxed. I would never do anything that hurt you, Kate. As long as we communicate freely and you trust me enough to relax, it won't hurt."
I nodded, not meeting his eyes. He tilted my chin up so I couldn't avoid him.
"So, you enjoyed it? It didn't hurt?"
"It almost hurt," I said. "It did burn and there was intense pressure…"
"You were right to tell me when it was starting to be too intense. I pulled back, took more time, used more lubricant. At the first sign of discomfort of any kind, you have to tell me. I'll adjust what I'm doing."
"You really enjoy this?"
He nodded. "I do. We won't do it a lot, because it's like a fine caviar, to be enjoyed only occasionally."
"I was surprised that I could come," I said, wonder filling me. "I didn't think I could come the first time we tried. I thought it would take a lot of practice."
"It can be very powerful for a woman, if done properly. For me, while the tightness adds to my pleasure, it's really the trust factor – the submission factor – that gives me pleasure. You trusted me enough to do it, despite your fear. You almost asked me to stop, but I pushed a bit and you gave in, letting me have my way. This was something you were reluctant to do. Doing it anyway to please me, aside from the pleasure we both got from it – that's what I enjoyed the most. It meant you submitted completely."
I sighed. It was all about trust for Drake. Complete submission was complete trust. I trusted him not to hurt me even when I was totally under his control, tied up, bound, blindfolded, helpless. He trusted himself enough with me that he could tie me up and have me helpless, at his mercy and all that would happen was that I would experience pleasure I never believed I could feel in ways that I never imagined possible.
He kissed me then, deeply, passionately, his arms pulling me against him, squeezing me so tightly. When he pulled back, he held my face between his hands, his gaze moving over my face. 
"Now you're mine – every part of you. Completely."
I was his completely – he'd claimed every inch of me as his own. 
He was right. This was a barrier of mine he'd broken down, a line he'd been able to cross, to erase. One of the acts I'd been so reluctant to try again, one I said I'd never enjoy, I'd let him do it to me and I had enjoyed it. I was shocked at how much. It was at once carnal and pleasurable, forbidden and now, an act that had broken down even more firmly the last vestiges of the wall between our complete intimacy. 
I was completely free of my fear of anal and it was only in being completely helpless, tied up, under his complete control, that I felt free.
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
The next morning, Drake woke up with a bad cold, his nose plugged and his throat sore. I was sore as well, from our previous night. 
"I think I've come down with the flu," he said, pulling the covers around him even more tightly. 
I felt his forehead. "You're hot. You have a fever. I'll get you some Tylenol," I said and left the bed. While I was in the kitchen, I checked my email. There was one from my father asking me to call him.
I picked up my phone and dialed his number. 
"Hi, Daddy," I said when he answered, his usually gruff voice sounding strained, his nose stuffed up. "You wanted to talk to me?"
"Yes, sweetie. I'm under the weather and need you to go to a fundraiser, represent me there and provide a donation on my behalf. Do you think you and Drake can attend? It's tonight from 5:30 to 6:30 and there's a dinner afterward but you can duck out of it if you want. Usual rubber chicken event. Sorry for the short notice, but both Elaine and I have come down with a nasty virus. I thought I'd be better by now but I feel terrible."
"Oh, Daddy, I'm so sorry. Drake must have the same thing you and Elaine caught. He woke up with a fever so he won't be able to come with me. I'll go alone."
"Great. Heath is out of town and you know Christie. There should be some people you'll know from Doctors Without Borders, so it won't be all bad. Besides, Nigel will be there, so you won't be totally alone."
"No problem."
"I'll send the limo to pick up and give the driver the check as well as my comments for you to read out when you hand over the check. Thanks for this, sweetie."
 
I returned to the bedroom and gave Drake the glass of water and pills. 
"I have to go to a fundraiser tonight for my dad," I said, watching him while he swallowed the pills, grimacing because his throat was sore. "Both he and Elaine are sick too and can't go. He was going to present a check and so he wants me to go on his behalf. Do you mind? It'll only be for an hour."
"No," Drake said, shaking his head. "By all means, go. I feel like total crap. I'll watch those funny home videos or something."
"Nigel will be there so I won't be totally alone. My dad said I could stay for the wine and cheese portion of the night, and skip the dinner."
"Stay with Nigel for the dinner if you want," Drake said. "But if you're bored, skip it by all means. Don't come back just because of me."
"I don't want to stay without you there," I said and stroked his forehead. "I want to come home and make dinner for you and then lie here and watch some old movie."
"Sounds like a date to me." 
 
I went to the studio for only a couple of hours while Drake slept, doing some work on the second canvas. When I returned to the apartment in Chelsea, Drake was still on the couch watching television. I dressed quickly, and left him with a box of tissue on the coffee table, cough lozenges and hot tea with lemon and honey in a mug and went to the street to wait for my father's limo.

I looked forward to seeing Nigel again. I always enjoyed his company. He was so boisterous and jovial, always happy to see everyone and meet new people. When we were together at an event, he'd tell me snippets of gossip about everyone of any note who was in attendance and his observations about their character were hilarious. No wonder he had his own show on television.
The limo dropped me off at Zone, a bar and club on West 39th in the Empire district. It was sleek and high end, and hosted the Doctors Without Borders fundraiser. I entered the sparkling interior and made my way up to the second floor bar where the fundraiser was being held. There were already two dozen people there standing around in small groups, drinks in hand and a smartly-dressed waiter circulated with trays of appetizers. I saw Nigel's head high above the rest of the people and made my way to his side. When he saw me, he turned away from another guest and his face lit up.
"Katie, my darling girl! Your father said you’d be coming in his place. How good to see you!" We hugged and as usual, he picked me up off the floor and then let me down, kissing both my cheeks. I couldn't help but smile in response to his overly-ebullient greeting.
"Where's that handsome boyfriend of yours?"
"He's at home, suffering from the flu and couldn't come."
"Oh, that's too bad," Nigel said, his face suddenly somber. "Ethan told me about his son and the donation. Shame to find out about him when he's so sick, but so wonderful that Drake was able to help."
I stood with Nigel for a while, grabbing a glass of wine as a waiter passed by. Nigel knew how awkward I was at these events, needing a drink to loosen me up so I could enjoy myself. He knew to stick beside me. About half an hour in, after he'd gossiped about everyone in attendance, telling me who was currently sleeping with whom, who was a secret alcoholic, and who made his money as a slum landlord, it was time to do the check presentation. 
The host of the event, Doctor John Donnelly, a pediatrician on the executive board of the local chapter of DWB, took my hand and led me to a spot at the front of the bar with a microphone. Someone with a video camera recorded me handing Donnelly the check, saying a few words of thanks to DWB for their charitable work in Africa and around the world. I glanced down at the piece of paper in my hand, which the driver gave me in an envelope, and read off my father's greetings and words to the group on his behalf. 
Once the check exchanged hands, and some flashbulbs went off, I shook Donnelly's hand and went back to Nigel. Another donor took my place and I was glad to return to the background, where I was more comfortable.
I went to Nigel's side and was ready to turn back to watch the next donation, when I noticed a man standing beside Nigel.
Kurt.
Flyboy himself. Kurt Johansen. Former Marine aviator. Volunteer with DWB who swept me off my feet in a heated whirlwind romance a year earlier. Who wooed me with attention, who showered me with pretty words, and who eventually tried to handcuff my hands to the bed frame, and who wanted to play out a game of mock rape and try anal.
A shock went through me that he was there, right beside Nigel, making my legs a bit weak. It wasn't his good looks, although he was handsome, with blond hair below his collar and warm brown eyes, a square jaw to rival Drake's and hip black clothes. It was seeing him again after so long and after such an embarrassing break up. 
I'd been a fool, breaking up with him in a fit, and then calling him and texting him over and over, apologizing for my behavior and almost begging to have him back despite everything. Not one of my more stellar moments.
I'd been depressed for a year after my return from Africa, and being with Kurt was exciting. I finally felt something with him, slowly opening up again after shutting down. But I wasn't ready for him and his attempts to introduce BDSM into our relationship.
He caught my eye and smiled. "Kate," he said, his voice warm and affectionate. He moved closer to me and looked like he was ready to embrace me. "It's been far too long."
I forced a smile and stepped away quickly, completely unnerved. All I could think of was escaping as soon as possible. I did not want to have to talk to him and moved a little closer to Nigel.
"Sorry to have to leave so quickly," I said to Nigel, speaking up a bit over the clapping for the next donor. "I want to get home. You can understand."
"Leaving so soon?" Nigel said, wagging his eyebrows. "I completely understand, love. Take care and give me a call before you two leave."
"I will," I said and leaned up to kiss his cheek. I nodded to Kurt and then made my way past the other guests to the stairs. On my way out, I caught sight of Dave Mills talking to someone. He caught my eye briefly and smiled, but he was deep in conversation so I didn't stop to say hello, intent on escaping Kurt. After getting my coat, I made my way out of the club. Just as I thought I'd escaped having to talk to Kurt, he caught up with me at the bottom of the stairs to the street. He took my arm and stopped me.
"Running away without even saying hello?" His face sent me back to the time we spent together and how much I once wanted him, despite my fears. I didn’t feel that way any longer – Drake was everything I wanted in a man. But I could see why I was so smitten with Kurt when I first met him. He had this animal magnetism, tall, well-built, sexy with his tousled sun-bleached waves, his demeanor exuding warmth, his voice deep and smooth.
"I have to leave…" I said, not wanting to have to deal with him.
 "It's been a long time since we spoke. I've missed you."
"Look, it's nice to see you, but I really have to go," I said, pulling my arm out of his grip. He let go and held his hands up as if signaling he wasn't trying to stop me.
"Aw, come on, Katie. Have a drink with me for old time's sake. We can catch up. I've been over in Africa for the past few months. It's nice to see a familiar face. Besides, you broke my heart, you know."
I frowned. "I didn’t break your heart. It was the other way around."
"You told me to fuck off and find someone else to push around, if I recall…"
"And then I apologized and tried to explain but you never returned an email or phone call."
"I was crushed. You made me feel like a monster. I knew that if I went back to you, you'd break up with me eventually because that was me – dominant, controlling."
"I was so," I said, struggling for words. "So naïve back then. I really didn’t understand myself or what was happening between us."
"Me as well. Kate, I want to apologize for being a first-class jerk in the way I treated you. I had all these needs I didn't understand. I understand them now."
I looked at his face and didn’t see any deceit on it, but he was so attractive, his face so innocent in its masculine beauty, I had no idea if he was putting it on or being truthful.
"Give me a chance," he said, leaning closer, his finger brushing my cheek. "Let's have coffee. Dinner."
At that moment, a flash went off and I turned, holding my hand over my eyes to see what it was. A photographer, hanging around outside the venue taking pictures in case a celebrity exited. 
"Fuck off," Kurt said, turning his back to the photographer, sheltering me as I stood against the brick wall of the building. "Jerks," he said, looking down at me almost possessively. "I really missed you, Katie," he said as if he couldn't accept what I was saying. He moved closer to me, leaning his arm against the wall beside my head as if trying to block my exit. "I thought we were such a good match. I was really hurt when you broke it off." 
The cameras flashed as someone else left the club – someone deserving of the paparazzo's notice. Kurt leaned closer, his finger tilting my chin up as if he was going to kiss me.
I pulled back. "Stop. I have a boyfriend," I said, touching my collar. "A serious boyfriend. We're going to Africa in a few weeks, to live there for six months."
"My loss," he said softly. His gaze moved over my face. "I missed those pretty green eyes of yours," he said, smiling. " "I always thought I was just your type, Kate. A marine like your old man, a volunteer, dominant… If you feel like giving it another chance, call me." He took my hand and kissed my knuckles. I pulled my hand away. 
"Tell me about your new man."
"He's a doctor at NYP. A volunteer with Doctors Without Borders. A neurosurgeon."
Kurt raised his eyebrows. "Neurosurgeon? Not Morgan…"
I nodded. "Drake Morgan, yes."
Kurt frowned, his hand on the wall beside my head. "He's your old man's friend. He's really well-respected, but jeez, Kate. He's forty, isn't he? A bit old for you, don't you think?"
"He's thirty seven. Only six years older than you."
"Seven." 
"Seven," I said, frustrated. "I'm in love with him and he's in love with me. I can't meet you or have coffee or anything." I turned and walked to the street, looking for my father's limo. It wasn't in sight so I took out my cell and texted the driver, requesting that he take me home earlier than I had indicated. He texted me back that he was getting gas and would be about ten minutes. 
That was too long. I started walking to the street, planning on hailing a taxi.
"Kate," Kurt said, catching up with me again, standing far too close to me. "Let me at least give you a ride home."
"I have a limo service – and a boyfriend."
He sighed and smiled softly. "When you're free again, keep me in mind. I felt like we never really made a true go of it."
"We did make a go of it. It didn’t work out." I turned to him. "I'm happy with Drake."
"If you're ever unhappy with Morgan, please keep me in mind. I've learned a lot about things since we broke up. I've grown up, Kate. If things don't work out with you and Morgan, give me a chance."
"Things are working out with us," I said, turning away. 
Luckily, an empty taxi pulled up. "Goodbye, Kurt," I said, never so happy to be out of a man's company. 
"Goodbye, sweetheart," he said and blew me a kiss. I frowned as I closed the door. Kurt stood on the curb and watched, his hands in his pockets, a smile on his face as we drove off.
I fumed on the drive home, upset that Kurt felt so empowered to push me, and upset that I hadn't told him to fuck off the way I had before, just a year earlier. I was so unnerved to see him out of the blue. I knew he'd been away in Africa, flying for some regional airline, and so had no expectation that I'd ever run into him at a DWB function.
There he was, looking as gorgeous as ever, and seemingly, still interested in giving me a chance. I had no interest in him – Drake was all I needed. Kurt was just a bad memory from my past that served to show how naïve I was back when I was with him.
I couldn't wait to get back to Drake, check on how he was doing, feeling somewhat guilty that I'd left him alone and had run into Kurt. It wasn't my fault he was at the fundraiser – I had no idea he was even back in the US – but it would have been much better if Drake had been with me to show Kurt that I wasn't available. I hoped it was the last time I saw him.
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
Drake was asleep on the couch when I got back, his head turned to the side, the blanket pulled up to his chin, a pile of used tissues on the coffee table. The television was on, set to a news channel. He looked pale as he lay on the couch, his nose red, and I wondered if the medicine he took prior to the procedure hadn't weakened his immune system. I hung up my coat as quietly as possible, shucked off my boots and tiptoed to the doorway to watch him from a distance, not wanting to wake him. I'd let him sleep and wake up when he was ready. 
I went into the bedroom and undressed and then went to the bathroom to take off my makeup and brush my teeth. I slipped into my robe and nightie, then went to the kitchen to make a cup of tea. I wasn't hungry, so I sat at the kitchen island and read on my eBook reader, my ear trained to the living room in case Drake woke.
He had slept for another two hours. Finally, about 8:30, I went into the living room to stand beside him. I listened to him breathe for a few moments, marveling that this gorgeous intense complicated man was mine – all mine. The floors creaked a bit as I shifted position and he rustled under the covers, his eyes blinking open. He stretched, trying to sit up.
"There you are," he said, smiling. "What time is it?" He looked at his watch and frowned. "Have I been asleep all this time? When did you get back?"
"I was back pretty early, but you were sleeping so soundly, I didn't want to wake you."
He yawned and stretched his arms. "I missed you."
"I missed you, more than you can know," I said as I sat on the side of the couch. I leaned down and kissed him, my hand cupping his cheek. 
"Why did you miss me, Ms. Bennet? What was it that you missed?"
"I wish you'd been there with me. I couldn't wait to get out of there."
"Was Nigel there at least?"
I nodded. "Yes," I said. "We had a nice visit, such as it was."
"Anyone else I'd know?"
I hesitated, uncertain whether to confess that Kurt had been there. No need to upset Drake or make him jealous over nothing. I didn’t care about Kurt. Drake didn't know Kurt. Kurt could only be a problem between us, so I didn't mention him.
"Captain Donnelly was there. You'd know him from Doctors. Dave Mills was, but I didn't speak with him. I'm sure the regular crew was there."
"Sorry I wasn’t up to it, but I'm sure your dad appreciates that you went in his place. It's good PR for his campaign to be seen giving away his money to a non-political social cause."
"I suppose," I said, wanting to change the subject. "What do you want for supper?" I didn’t want to go into any detail about who I spoke to at the event. I didn’t want to lie to Drake, but I didn't want to have to tell him about the uncomfortable meeting with Kurt. I'd tell him later, when he was feeling better. "Should I order in from Clair?" Clair was a local restaurant that Drake frequented and ordered takeout. "Something light – maybe some fish and vegetables? A salad?"
"Sounds great." He sat up a bit more. "I needed that nap. I feel like an old man falling asleep in front of the television."
"You're hardly an old man," I said, remembering what Kurt had said earlier. "You're in your prime, Drake. Prime Grade A Manflesh."
"My manflesh is still a bit sick tonight, I'm afraid."
"Just as well," I said and tucked a hank of his dark hair behind his ear. "I'm under the weather anyway."
"A bit hung over from the Anisovaya?"
I nodded.
"You should have taken some aspirin and drunk copious amounts of water."
I smiled at him and pecked his cheek. "Always the doctor." 
I went to the phone and checked the number for Clair, ordering the fish and seasonal vegetables as we agreed.
Drake moved over on the couch and pulled back the blanket.
"Come and snuggle with me," he said. "I need some affection. And more Tylenol."
I was only too happy to get more Tylenol for him and snuggle into Drake's arms, my lingering guilt over speaking with Kurt making me want to give Drake extra attention. I was so glad the event was over. I'd refuse to do anything with DWB for my father until Drake and I left for Africa, not wanting to run into Kurt again.
I had everything I needed in Drake and wanted to forget about Kurt as quickly as possible.
 
Drake felt considerably better the next day, refreshed after a very long sleep. He still had a cold but his throat wasn’t as sore. It was almost ten o'clock when Drake finally roused. I'd been up for an hour, and had showered and dressed. I was making coffee when he stood in the doorway and he watched me pour myself a cup.
"Good morning," he said and came to me, tilting my chin so he could kiss me on the cheek. "Why didn’t you wake me up?"
"You needed more sleep. I didn't want to bother you."
"I do feel a lot better this morning than last night. I was exhausted even lying on the couch all evening."
"How's your cold? Are you almost back to normal?"
He shrugged. "It's better. I don't think I have a secondary infection. Luckily, we have nothing to do except enjoy each other's company."
I smiled and slipped my arms around his waist, resting my head against his chest.
"Luckily."
 
Despite his cold, Drake found things to do to keep himself busy for the next two days and so I did as well, spending time at the studio, working on the second canvas. You couldn't identify Drake unless you knew him. I was cautious enough about Drake's reputation that I didn't even want my painting to be recognizable. I knew it was him though, from the shape of his chest, the squareness of his jaw that was visible just under the shadow of his arm, the black hair, and the way his hair trailed down from his navel to his groin, hidden under the sheet.
On the third day, Drake was up early as usual. He'd showered and was standing at this closet with only his boxer briefs, socks and unbuttoned shirt, humming to himself as he selected a tie to wear. I was still in bed under the covers, enjoying watching him do such a mundane thing as dress. 
"What's going on in that mind of yours, Ms. Bennet?"
I smiled to myself. "Just admiring the view."
"Oh, you were, were you? See something you like?"
"Something I like very much."
He selected a tie and then turned to face the bed, smiling as he threaded it around his neck and began tying it. "You can have it later this afternoon, if you want. I've deprived you for the past few days. I don't want you unsatisfied."
"I've been very busy the past few days working on a project," I said. 
"How's your painting going? Can I see it?"
I shook my head. "Not until it's finished, but it's a gift for you."
He smiled. "I'm glad you're painting again. I was worried that you'd be really bored with nothing to do, now that you've withdrawn from courses and took a leave from the paper."
"I'm glad to be painting again."
Then I thought about Kurt and I knew I had to tell Drake.
"There's something we have to talk about, Drake."
He smiled and bent down to kiss me. "Sure," he said. "I'm a bit rushed, but later, when I get home."
He kissed me again, smiling softly. Nothing in his behavior suggested he had anger bottled up inside of him. Nothing in our sexual experiences suggested that he had a sadistic streak. Dawn and Sunita's warnings rang hollow.
While Drake finished dressing, I ran to the bathroom to brush my teeth quickly so my breath would be fresh. I snuck back under the covers and waited for him to come and say goodbye. He finished dressing then came over to me, sitting on the edge of the bed, leaning over me. 
"You look so delicious Ms. Bennet," he said, his eyes twinkling like the old Drake, "I think I'm crazy to leave you here all warm and snuggly under the covers."
"You have things to do. I'm glad you're feeling so much better. Can you join us for lunch at my parent's today?"
He nodded and ran his fingers down my cheek. "Should I pick you up or will you get a ride over to you father's?"
"I think I'll walk. I've been locked inside the studio for a couple of days. I need the exercise. I'll meet you there at 12:30?"
"Sounds like a plan." He kissed me again and smiled. "Then, after lunch, I want dessert. In other words, I want you," he said and slipped his hand down under the covers to my breast. "I have to make up for lost time. I hope you're ready for me, because I'll be more than ready for you."
A thrill went through me at that and I smiled. "I'll have a hard time eating my lunch when you talk that way."
"Good. I'm feeling very deprived. I'm sure you feel that way as well."
I shrugged. "You were sick. But now…" I bit my lip and raised my eyebrows.
He smiled and squeezed my breast. "Now I feel almost my old self. I think I want that massage you promised."
"Your wish is my command, oh Sultan," I said, fluttering my eyelashes. 
"I wish that you'll give me a very long and very sensuous massage when we get back from your father's. Use some nice scented oil, have some soft music in the background, light some candles…"
"Sounds heavenly."
He checked his watch and sighed. "Now I do have to go." He leaned down and kissed me on the mouth. "Hold that thought."
Then he was gone.
 
I sat in the kitchen in my robe and slippers, eating a bagel with cream cheese and drinking my coffee while I read the New York Weekly. Despite hating gossip, I read the society page and there, on page six, was a picture of Captain Donnelly receiving a check from me at the fundraiser. There was an article accompanying the picture, stating that my father had sent me in his place to donate money to DWB at the annual fundraising event. There was a line about me being his youngest child, and mentioned that I was a graduate student in Journalism at Columbia. 
Then, farther down below after a section on my father's potential candidacy for the house seat, there was a series of pictures from the event. At the bottom, a picture of me with Kurt – one the photographer had taken when we were outside. In the image, Kurt leaned over me against the wall in the darkness. It looked very suggestive, my face in shadow but the impression was one of two people who were very intimate. The caption read Kate McDermott and Escort Share A Private Moment outside ZONE.
My heart sunk and I felt the blood rush from my face. 
If Drake saw it, he'd get the wrong impression. That photograph was chosen because it did look suggestive and no doubt, the editors thought that it would titillate the readers to know something personal about my father and me. Now, I regretted not telling Drake about meeting Kurt. Now, I'd not only have to recount the events of that evening, but I'd also have to explain why I didn't say anything. I had no idea that anyone would be interested in a photograph of me. I was nobody. 
I wanted to throw the paper in the recycling bin by the front door, but knew that would be proof of a guilty conscience. I had to fold the paper up and leave it by the couch where the papers usually were placed. I had to hope that Drake would be really distracted by the prospect of he and I having sex and wouldn't have time to read the paper and so it would become yesterday's news and he'd miss reading the edition entirely. I had to hope no one showed it to him, or told him about it.
I'd have to tell him about it but oh, I regretted my bad decision not to tell him that I'd seen Kurt at the fundraiser. 
What a mistake.
 
After a couple of hours at the studio, I was standing at the drawing table where Keith worked, since Nathaniel was at home for the morning. Keith's work was really dark and political, a commentary on the city's poverty, his paintings showing the juxtaposition of the homeless and extremely wealthy. I sat at a table and turned the pages of his catalogue, which had been used at a recent gallery showing. Over my shoulder, Keith described each one, telling me the history of each piece.
I glanced back and saw that Drake was standing in the entry, watching. Keith turned and took a step back.
"This must be your boyfriend," he said softly. He'd seen my painting and must have realized who Drake was. 
I stood up, realizing in an instant that Drake would be jealous. It didn't matter that the scene he happened on was completely innocent. He'd just be jealous that I was with some strange man he didn’t know. I wasn't naïve enough to think he'd be unaffected.
I went to him and took hold of his coat's lapels and pulled him down to kiss  me.
He did, dragging his gaze away from Keith with obvious reluctance. He kissed me finally, paying attention to me, his arms going around my waist possessively. 
"I thought I'd pop by and see how you’re doing."
"Almost done. Just finishing up the last touches."
"Can I see?" he said and went to the canvas, which was over by the far window, facing the other direction. I ran to the painting and tried to block his way.
"I don't want you to see it just yet, Drake."
He tried to sneak by, taking my shoulders and pushing me gently out of the way. When I resisted, he tickled me and I couldn’t help but squirm in his arms, giggling. 
"No, Drake!" I said mock angrily, trying not to grin.
Just then, Keith came over and tried to block Drake from seeing the canvas.
"The lady said no," he said, his voice firm. Keith was not as well-built as Drake but he was as tall and could probably have taken Drake on if he wanted to. 
Drake stopped and put his hands on his hips. "Take it easy," he said, his voice tight. "I was just playing around."
Keith glanced at me, a frown on his face. 
"It's OK," I said. "He was just having fun. He knows I don't want him to see it yet."
I took Drake's hand, trying to diffuse the situation.
Keith held up his hands and backed away. "Sorry."
"This is Keith," I said. "He's one of the artists who uses Nathaniel's studio. Keith, this is Drake, my…" I hesitated. Boyfriend sounded so juvenile. Partner sounded so professional. I certainly wasn’t going to say Dominant… 
"I'm her boyfriend," Drake said authoritatively. 
Keith nodded and went back to his drawing table.
 
We returned to the apartment in Chelsea and I showered once more, then dressed in something really pretty, spending extra time on my makeup and hair. I put on perfume and chose my cream cashmere sweater with the mother of pearl buttons and made sure to leave a few buttons undone. I did everything I could think of to look my best so that Drake would be glad he had me, when I did tell him the truth. 
So instead of walking to my father's as I had planned, Drake drove us. I'd tell Drake about Kurt after lunch, after we had sex when he was basking in some nice post-orgasm endorphins. I'd tell him the truth – that I was trying to escape Kurt, but he wouldn't let me and I had to finally run away from him and tell him to leave me alone, that I was happy with Drake.
I hoped it would be enough so that Drake didn't get the wrong idea, but I felt so incredibly guilty about not telling him right away, I wanted to kick myself in the butt. If he was mad, he had every right. I'd accept his anger and apologize for not telling him. I'd promise to always tell him everything from then on.
I hoped it would be enough. Drake said he was very jealous and even though he had no reason to be, I knew the photograph was suggestive. If I didn't know better, even I would think there was something intimate going on between us after seeing that picture.
I hoped that Drake never saw that photo and that I would merely have to tell him that I had spoken to Kurt and that he was as annoying and upsetting as he had been before.
During the ride to my father's, I crossed my fingers and hoped that would be the case. Then I remembered the video of him with Sunita – one more thing I hadn't told Drake.
I swallowed back my anxiety and tried to smile but it was empty.
 
We arrived at the apartment on Park Avenue and Drake dropped me off. He said he had an errand to run and would be back in fifteen minutes. When pressed, he wouldn't reveal what it was so I gave up and went upstairs by myself. I was greeted by the scent of something delicious – fresh garlic and white wine. Maybe pasta or crepes – Elaine made both and very well. After hanging up my coat and removing my boots, I popped into my dad's office but he wasn't there for a change. I heard him in the bathroom, humming away while he shaved. He was late getting ready. Probably taking it really easy after being sick for the past week. 
"Hi, Daddy," I said through the door.
"Hey, sweetheart," he said, opening the door a crack. "Glad you're here. Elaine's in the kitchen making your favorite – Chicken Alfredo. You go in and say hi. I'll be out in a minute."
"Great," I said, smiling as he closed the door. 
I popped into the kitchen and watched as Elaine finished tossing a salad, the Chicken Alfredo cooking in a saucepan. To the side was a carton of heavy cream, a triangle of Parmigiano Reggiano, and a bottle of white wine. A bag of fresh fettuccini noodles sat to the side.
"Hi, honey," she said when she saw me standing in the doorway. "Where's Drake?"
"He said he had an errand to run so he dropped me off first. He should be back soon."
She put down a cloth she was using to wipe the counters and came to me, giving me a hug. Then she frowned and looked at me firmly.
"Did you read this morning's papers?"
I sighed, knowing immediately what she meant.
"You mean the Weekly?"
She nodded. "I didn't know Kurt was back in the US. Why did they say he was your escort? What happened?"
I bit my bottom lip. "He wasn’t my escort but he was there. As soon as I saw him, I left. You can ask Nigel. Kurt followed me outside and wouldn't leave me alone and so I took a taxi home. But before I could get away, someone snapped a picture."
"Has Drake seen it?"
I exhaled heavily. "No," I said, covering my eyes with a hand. "I didn’t tell him about Kurt being there. I honestly didn't think anyone would publish any pictures of us. Besides, Drake was sick and well, I decided I would tell him when he was feeling better…"
"You didn’t tell Drake?"
I shook my head. "I tried to tell him later but he put me off. I know that was wrong, but I didn’t want him to have any doubts about me. It meant nothing to me to see Kurt again. It was just upsetting. Drake's really jealous and—" 
"Oh, honey, you should have told him right away," she said, her voice filled with warning. "Honesty is the best policy. Tell him as soon as you get a chance, in case he does see it."
"I will. I know it was a mistake."
My dad popped his head in the kitchen. "What was a mistake?"
I shook my head and gave him a hug. "Oh, nothing Daddy."
He hugged me back and laughed. "What's this for?"
"Just glad to see you."
He squeezed me and then kept his arm around my shoulder when our embrace ended. "Where's that man of yours? I didn't see his coat in the closet."
"He'll be here soon," I said, swallowing hard, my anxiety growing about seeing Drake. "He's running an errand of some kind."
"Hope he gets here soon. I'm starved."
"Me, too," Elaine said, putting the salad in the refrigerator. "Let's go wait in the living room."
I followed my father and sat next to him on the couch, while Elaine went to the music system and put something on – her usual favorite jazz. After some chitchat on my father's campaign, I checked my watch – it was already 12:45 and so Drake had been more than fifteen minutes. That wasn't like him at all – he was usually exceptionally conscious of appointments, and was often early. I began to have a bad feeling about things.
The three of us sat and talked about the weather, which was nice but cold, then we talked about their viruses, and how their symptoms cleared up. We talked about my father's new videoconferencing app on his phone. When I checked my watch again, it was one o'clock and there was nothing from Drake on my phone or email.
He had to have seen the photograph some time when he was out, and was upset.
That had to be the only reason.
Finally, at about ten after one, almost an hour since he dropped me off, the door opened and in came Drake, a scarf around his neck, a bunch of roses in his hand – yellow roses and baby's breath. His cheeks were rosy and he looked fine, a smile on his face.
"There you are, young man," my father said. "We were beginning to worry about you."
Elaine got up and went to Drake first, catching my eye on the way. I rose and went to the entrance behind her.
"Sorry I'm late," he said, his voice soft. "I wanted to stop and get you something on my way. Here," he said, handing the bouquet of roses to Elaine. "Something to brighten up the table." In his other hand was a bottle of champagne.
Elaine accepted the bouquet and smiled, then leaned over and kissed Drake on the cheek. 
"Why thank you so much, Drake. Fresh flowers are always nice." She went past me and raised her eyebrows. "I'll go put them in some water."
My father stepped up and took the champagne. "I'll get some glasses," he said, smiling. "We have lots to celebrate."
I went to Drake, relieved that he seemed none the wiser about the photograph. In fact, he seemed really happy. After he hung up his coat and removed his boots, he leaned down to give me a warm kiss. 
My father returned with four champagne glasses on a tray, the bottle in a chiller.  We all sat down while my father opened the bottle.
Drake turned to my father, who poured the champagne into the glasses.
"Ethan," he said. "Good to see you're feeling better."
"You as well, young man. You're a hero with all that's happened this past week."
Drake shook his head and put his arm around my shoulders, leaning back. "I'm no hero," he said. "Liam's my son. It was the least I could do."
It was then I noticed the New York Weekly folded up on the side table. My face heated when I saw it, and all I could think of was keeping Drake busy so he wouldn't read it. I turned my back to the paper as if I could use my body to block his view. Elaine came in with the vase of flowers, and expertly put the vase down on the side table, removing the paper as she did. I watched as she surreptitiously held the paper behind her back and then left the room, depositing the paper in a magazine holder by the door. 
She smiled at me from the doorway. "Katie, do you want to help me in the kitchen?"
I sighed, glad she thought to hide the paper. My father would keep Drake occupied until lunch. I would tell Drake about the photograph, but not now and not here at my parent's apartment. I didn't want any drama to happen in front of them. 
I stood up to leave, but when I got to the door, my father's cell phone rang and he looked at the call display.
"Oh, damn," he said, shaking his head. "Gotta take this, Drake. You relax for a bit, read the paper, watch some headlines."
My father handed Drake the channel changer and glanced around for the paper, but luckily, he didn't see it. 
"No problem, Ethan. I had a busy morning so I'm glad to take it easy for a moment." 
Drake leaned back on the couch, his arms spread wide on the back. He put his feet up on the coffee table, a huge wooden antique crate. Several magazines littered the surface, Architectural Digest, National Geographic, and the New York Review of Books. In that position, Drake reminded me of that first night at my apartment when he waited for me to make a choice – kiss him and signal I wanted to have sex with him, or do nothing and let the chance pass. 
Was he doing that on purpose? Sitting like that? Offering me the choice to confess or keep the secret about Kurt? 
Was I imagining a hint of disappointment in his expression?
Drake caught my eye. "Were you going to help Elaine?"
I stood there, frozen in place, wondering whether he'd turn on the television or find the paper when left alone.
"Of course," I said, stammering. I tried to force a smile, but couldn't and probably ended up looking pained instead of pleased. I left the room with deep reluctance, my muscles tense, my heart pounding. I should probably sit down and tell him what happened, but if he hadn't seen the paper, I didn't want to cause a scene right then.
I went into the kitchen and stood, staring at Elaine while she stirred the Alfredo in a saucepan. She turned to me. "Poor Katie," she said and put the spatula down. She came to me and took my hands. "Why don’t you tell him what happened? Better to get it out in the open rather than take the risk of him finding out on his own and misunderstanding."
"I'll tell him after lunch," I said, my voice a bit shaky. "I want us to have a nice time." 
"OK," she said. "I put the paper in the magazine holder in case he thought about reading it. It was all I could do."
"Thank you," I said. We turned back to the stove and finished preparing the meal, Elaine adding heavy cream, Parmesan, and parsley while I fixed the fresh pasta. Finally, lunch was ready and we took the bowls and plates to the table in the dining room. I set our places and then went to get Drake. He was alone in the living room, the Weekly in his hands, the paper opened wide. 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
I stopped up short and my heart fluttered. He turned down one corner of the paper and glanced at me.
"Is lunch ready?" His voice was soft, with no hint of anger or upset.
"Yes," I said, relieved that he hadn't read page six or seen the photograph. "Come to the table. I'll get my father."
Drake nodded and folded the paper carefully, placing it on the coffee table and rising. I walked down the hall to my father's office, my body tense, and saw that he was still on the phone. I pointed down the hall to the dining room and mouthed 'Lunch is ready' to him. He nodded and held up two fingers, indicating he would only be two minutes. Then, he kept listening to whoever was on the other end of the line.
I went back to the dining room to find Drake standing behind a chair, watching as Elaine put the salad on the table. They were chatting about Liam, Drake telling her about Liam's transplant procedure.
He smiled when he saw me, and I finally relaxed a bit. He couldn’t have read the article yet or I was certain he'd be upset. He pulled out a chair for me and I sat, letting him move my chair in for me. He put his hands on my shoulders and leaned down, kissing my neck. 
It was the first time I relaxed since the morning. I smiled up at him when he pulled the chair out next to me. Maybe we'd have a nice lunch with no drama at least. I didn't look forward to the conversation I'd have to initiate with him later, when we were back at the apartment, but for now, I'd try to enjoy the meal and company. He slid his hand over and took mine, threading our fingers together. It made my throat choke, a surge of affection for him that he wanted to touch me, needed to maintain a connection. My guilt about not telling him about Kurt – and Sunita's video – grew even more heavy.
My father came into the room just as Elaine started to dish out the pasta.
"Sorry I'm late," he said. "Miniature crisis at the campaign office. Some mix up about my record as a judge, rulings on controversial issues. Had to clear it up. Don’t want false data circulating. Someone from the office gave out inaccurate information and we got a call from a reporter hoping to drum up a scandal."
"Was the information good or bad?" Elaine asked, as she passed me the salad.
"Bad for me, unfortunately," my father replied. "Some people don't like my rulings on certain cases, but my record is my record. Don't want anyone to think I'm being deliberately misleading." 
He dug into the salad, his brow furrowed. I sat with my mouth open. Was my father deliberately warning me? Had he read the paper, too, and was stating his disapproval? Or was this a coincidence?
"Honesty is the best policy," Drake said, nodding as he took a sip of water. Did he squeeze my hand suggestively or was I imagining it? "In politics and life, it's better to clear up any misunderstandings as soon as possible, to avoid looking like you're being deceptive."
"Absolutely," my father said, smiling at Elaine when she handed him a plate of pasta. "Get the facts out there so there's no misinterpretation." 
She raised her eyebrows slightly.
Drake let go of my hand and then passed me the salad. I glanced at his face, but it was unreadable. If he and my father were doing this deliberately, there was no sign on either of their faces, but Elaine was flushing a bit. 
"You all right dear?" my father asked, turning to me. "Your cheeks are red."
"Just the heat from the stove, I guess," I said, forcing a smile. Elaine glanced in my direction and I knew exactly what she was thinking.
These two men were trying to manipulate us. Or else, we both had guilty consciences.
"Did the person who released the wrong data do it deliberately to make your record look better than it is?" I asked, my hand shaking a bit when I picked up my water glass. 
"No," my father said, shaking his head. "He used data that was preliminary instead of the final data. It wasn't deceptive, just incorrect. Unfortunately, it makes my staffers look either like liars or bumbling incompetents, so either way it's not a good news day for me."
"That's too bad, Ethan," Drake said. "What will happen to the staffer?"
"He'll have to be reprimanded of course. He shouldn't have released the data until he cleared it with Greg, but I'll have to have a little talk with him, make sure he wasn't doing it to hurt the campaign. You know, sabotage it. Can't ever know what's going on in someone else's heart, can you?"
He dug into his pasta and then made a face of pleasure. When he finished chewing, he turned to Elaine.
"Darling, I do believe this is the best you've ever made."
Elaine smiled at my father and then glanced at me, biting her lip. I turned to look at Drake, who was busy playing with the food on his plate, moving the hunks of mushroom around as if lost in thought.
"Drake, is it not to your liking?" my father asked, as he scooped up another forkful of pasta.
"Hmm?" Drake glanced up. "Oh, sorry," he said as if pulled back from some distant place. "No, I was just thinking about what you said." Drake lifted a fork to his mouth and then smiled at Elaine. "The pasta is delicious. Worthy of a restaurant. Bravo."
Elaine smiled, her smile strained and then she turned to her own plate.
I tried to eat, but my appetite all but fled due to the circumstances. I ate some salad, washing it down with copious amounts of water, but my stomach wasn't happy about the rich pasta. 
We four ate in silence for a few minutes, nothing audible except the clink of cutlery on china, the strains of Elaine's jazz recording in the background.
My father chewed away with gusto. If he knew about the photo in the paper, he didn’t show it, but I suppose decades presiding over court cases had ensured his views on the guilt or innocence of a suspect were well-hidden. Unless he wanted you to know how he felt and then it was clear as day. Either my father knew and was hiding it, or he didn't know and was blissfully unaware.
He glanced up and smiled at me. "Sweetheart, you're not eating your pasta."
I put my fork down. "I'm not feeling all that well," I said, wiping my mouth with a napkin. "A bit tired, I guess. It's been a stressful week."
He nodded and then turned back to his food. 
Drake continued to be silent beside me, pushing his own food around. 
He had to know and was waiting for me to tell him. To confess.
It was then I started to feel panic building inside of me, my breath faster, my heart rate increasing, my palms sweaty. I'd had occasional panic attacks after coming back from Mangaize, and had been in counseling to train myself not to respond to my body's cues. 
"Excuse me," I said and stood, knocking my chair back abruptly. I left the table and made a beeline to the door.
"Are you all right, sweetie?" my father called out to me. I said nothing, walking to the bathroom off my bedroom, needing to be alone to regain control over myself. 
 
I closed and locked the door behind me and stood at the vanity, looking at myself in the mirror. I took in a deep breath, using self-talk to calm my anxiety, and soon, I started to relax again. There was a soft knock at the door.
"Kate?" It was Drake. 
"I'm OK," I said. "Just feeling a bit queasy."
"Let me in," he said, his voice soft.
"I'm OK, Drake," I said. "I'll be out in a minute."
He was silent for a moment. "Are you sure?"
"Yes. I'm fine." 
"If you say so, but I am a doctor." 
"I know you are. I'm fine."
I stood at the vanity looking in the mirror for a few moments, until I felt in control again. Then I ran the water and splashed it over my face. I let the cool water run over my hands for a few moments, the flow soothing. Then, I smoothed my hair, which was already smooth, and adjusted my clothes and took in a deep breath.
I opened the door and there Drake sat at the end of my bed, his legs spread, his elbows resting on each thigh, his hands clasped. His face was unreadable. Just calm. Patient.
He had to know.
"Why are you in here?" I said, my voice shaky. "You haven't finished lunch yet."
"I was concerned about you. You don't look well."
"I'm fine," I said, walking past him to the door. He grabbed my hand and stopped me, pulling me back so that I stood in front of him, between his legs. 
"What is it, Katie?" he said, his voice so gentle, as if he was dealing with a child. "Tell me what's wrong."
"Nothing," I said, forcing a smile, but I could feel tears bite at the corners of my eyes. "I'm just tired and stressed out over everything." 
"As long as you're OK," he said. He brushed my hair back from my face, touched my cheek with the backs of his fingers, and the gesture was so sweet and loving, I felt my heart melt for him. 
"Drake, we really need to talk," I said, feeling a desperate need to confess. 
"Shh," he said, kissing me. "We'll talk later. I love you, Kate."
"I love you," I said and couldn't stop from slipping my arms around his neck, kissing him. His arms went around my waist and he pulled me tightly against his chest as he kissed me back, softly at first, then with more urgency. When the kiss ended, I rested my forehead against his and enjoyed the feel of his arms around me. 
It was in each other's arms that my father found us when he popped his head into my room.
"Hey, you two lovebirds," he said, his gravelly voice filled with humor. "Your food's getting cold."
Drake looked up at me and smiled. "What do you say we go back and have lunch now that it's settled?"
"What's settled?" I asked, frowning a bit.
"That we love each other," he said, a grin starting on his lips, an impish look in his eyes.
I nodded and smiled back. "Sounds like a plan."
He rose and took my hand, pulling me along with him out of the bedroom and down the hall following my father. When we were seated again, Elaine brought Drake's and my plate back after heating the pasta up in the microwave.
"Feeling better?" she said as she sat back down. 
I nodded. Drake took my hand under the table and squeezed. I turned to look at him, and his face was so calm and gentle. Did he know? Was he hurt that I hadn’t told him? Was he worried that I was somehow still attracted to Kurt? 
I thought he'd be really angry. He said he was very jealous and so I expected that he'd get really mad and want to punish me. 
Finally, he turned back to his pasta and took a forkful. I turned back to mine and together, we ate while holding hands.
 
I felt completely at ease the rest of the meal and afterwards as we had our tea and some cookies Elaine had made that morning. We chatted about my father's campaign and Drake's donation, Liam's prognosis and our trip to Africa. It was very nice and relaxed and I was so relieved. I still wasn't certain that Drake knew, but at least we'd had a nice time. I'd tell him once we were back home and were alone. I was hoping he wouldn't get too upset and would understand my reluctance to say anything about my encounter with Kurt.
I should have told Drake right away about the meeting, so that when the picture appeared in the paper, he'd be prepared and would see it for what it was. 
Nothing.
If he had seen the picture, he'd be upset that I didn’t tell him sooner – as if I didn't trust him with the truth. 
I'd deal with it when the time came. For the moment, all I wanted was to get through lunch without any scenes.
 
We drove back to the apartment, the atmosphere still relaxed and pleasant. Drake took my hand as we drove and we talked about the corporate work he had been attending to. As we drove up to the building, and parked in the parking garage, anxiety started to bite at the corners of my consciousness. 
How would Drake react if he hadn't read the paper? Would he be angry? Would he brush it off?
I had no
idea.
Butterflies filled my stomach as we took the elevator up to the penthouse. For his part, Drake confined me against the elevator wall, brushing hair off my face, his expression only one of warmth and affection.
"How are you feeling, Ms. Bennet? I'm a bit sleepy after that heavy meal. What do you say to a bit of a nap? You said you were tired."
I nodded. "Sounds good to me, but we really should talk first." I unbuttoned his coat, pulling his scarf away from his neck. 
"We'll talk after we fuck," he said. "I have it all planned out."
"You do? I said, smiling despite my anxiety. "I have nothing else to do and so I'm all yours."
"All mine?" he said, humor in his voice. 
"At your disposal," I added, getting into the spirit. "At your command." I grinned up at him, glad he seemed so happy, not wanting to spoil it with my confession about Kurt. "I seem to recall a promise about harem girls and massages…"
"Oh, that's right…" He grinned evilly. "I do remember something about you being my slave girl and giving me a really sensuous massage, but maybe we should wait until after the nap." He kissed me softly and it was then I decided to delay telling Drake until after the nap – and massage. He was tired, as he had every right to be, considering the donation and medication and his recent sickness. He didn't need any drama right then so I happily pushed telling him about Kurt into the back of my mind. Later, before dinner, I'd pour him a drink and tell him. 
I told myself that the incident was so trivial and unimportant that he shouldn't be concerned about it.
 
We took off our good clothes and crept into bed, Drake in his boxer briefs and me in my little lace nightie. I snuggled into his arms as he lay on his side, my back to him – the usual position we took when we went to sleep at night, although he was usually naked. I sighed when he kissed my shoulder and I closed my eyes, glad to have a nap after all the stress of the morning. I planned my approach to telling Drake. I'd wait until after we had sex, and then, when we got out of bed and were getting ready for a very late supper, I'd pour him some wine and after he had a glass, I'd straight out confess.
I'd deal with whatever fallout came because I chose not to tell him sooner, but I was happy to delay telling him about Kurt. Just as I started drifting in a nice warm, slightly aroused state, Drake's cell chimed. He had a text.
"Crap," he said and struggled up, reaching past me to the night table where his cell lay.
"Ignore it, Drake," I said, yawning. 
"Can't," he said. "That's someone from the foundation calling."
Drake took his phone and read the text, then, he slipped out of bed on the other side.
"I'll be right back," he said and left the bedroom. 
I lay in the semi-darkness of the bedroom and listened to Drake. His voice was low, his words indecipherable from the office down the hall. I wondered what the discussion was about but couldn't tell. After a few moments of silence, when Drake didn't return to bed, I got up and tiptoed out of the bedroom only to find Drake sitting on the couch, his arms spread out over the back in that familiar position. He didn’t look at me when I entered, the phone in his hand, tossing it up and down lightly as if lost in thought. 
"Drake?" I said, my voice barely above a whisper. I stepped closer to the couch and saw that the Weekly was open on the couch beside him.
A shock went through my body, my blood feeling like ice.
"Drake," I said, my voice faltering. "I—"
"Don't," he said, holding up his hand palm out to stop me. "Don't say anything."
"But I need to explain—"
"Not now," he said, his voice filled with emotion. 
"Please Drake," I said, panic overtaking me, making my knees weak. "I was going to tell you…" I went to the couch and started to sit down, wanting to connect with him, let him know that the picture meant nothing.
"Stop," he said, glaring at me. "Leave me alone. I need some time to think."
"Why?" I said, my heart racing. "There's nothing to think about. I ran into Kurt at the fundraiser, he followed me out of the building and some photographer took that picture when I was telling him to leave me alone. That's it," I said, chopping my hand down emphatically. "End of story."
"You never said anything about Kurt being your," he said, his voice a harsh whisper. "Escort."
"He wasn't!" I sat closer to him. "The paper made that up. I wasn't with him. He followed me out and they took that picture. That's it."
"What time did you get home that night? When I woke up, it was almost 8:30. Dave said you left the fundraiser at 6:00 – with Kurt."
I exhaled in frustration and fear that he'd never understand. 
"I did leave at 6:00. I didn't want to stay because Kurt was there. He followed me out. I didn't leave with him. He cornered me, I told him I was with you and was happy, and then I left. I took a cab because the limo driver was away and I wanted to escape Kurt. I got home around 6:15 and you were asleep so I didn't wake you up."
"So you have no proof that you were home that early? Dave said you left with Kurt."
"I didn't," I said, trying to think of who saw me come in to the building. "There's the concierge in the entry. You could ask him."
"God, Kate, do I really have to check with the doorman to know if you're telling me the truth?"
"Why would you doubt me?"
He turned away, as if he couldn't stand to even look at me, his chest heaving. Finally, he turned back, his face pale. "Why would I doubt you? Because you didn't fucking tell me the truth right away, that's why. Dave had to tell me."
"It meant nothing. I didn't want to upset you over nothing. You've been through so much with Liam and the transplant and being sick. You were so tired…"
He shook his head, not meeting my eyes. "Is every fucking woman going to cheat on me?" he muttered, loud enough for me to hear him. "Didn't I pay enough attention to you? Couldn’t you wait until I recovered?"
"Couldn't I wait?" I said. "What do you mean?"
I couldn't stand it any longer. I crawled onto his lap, my arms around his neck, tears in my eyes. He remained stiff, not responding to me.
"Drake, don't do this," I said, my voice breaking. "Kurt means nothing to me. Nothing."
"Did he touch you?"
 "What do you mean, did he touch me? He grabbed my arm, he touched my cheek. I didn’t touch him. We spoke for five minutes and I left. Alone."
He said nothing, shaking his head slowly, his gaze moving over my face. 
"Did you fuck him? Just for old time's sake?" His face was blank, but I could see something like fear in his eyes. Or pain. Mostly fury, his face blanched, his lips pressed thin.
"What?" I said, pulling back in horror.
"Tell me the truth, Katherine. At least tell me the goddamned truth."
"Do you really, seriously think I'd just fuck some man?"
"Kurt isn’t just some man. He was your lover. I know how these things go."
"No, stop for a moment and think," I said, panic rising in me. "Do you really think I could fuck Kurt? I need to know."
He shrugged, his face blanched. "I don't know. The paper said he was your escort. You left with him. You were home late. You have needs…"
"Drake, that’s insane. If you can even think that might happen, you don’t know me at all. I would never do that."
"How would I know? We've only been together for four months. You're still so young. Who knows what hidden kinks you might have."
I felt like pulling my hair out. "It's the truth," I said, stroking my hands through his hair, my eyes brimming. "I left at 6:00 and was back here at 6:15. I was so happy to get away from Kurt and back to you."
"Why didn't you wake me up?"
"You were sick!"
I finally caught his eyes with mine, and he was so upset, his eyes wet. 
"Oh, God, Drake," I said, almost sobbing. "Nothing happened."
"You have to always tell me the truth, Katherine," he said, his voice low, as if he was starting to regain control over himself. But something changed in him at that moment. "You have to tell me right away. I have to know you're being completely honest with me, completely open. I can't have any doubt ever," he said, slicing his hand sideways like a blade. "I can't."
"You don't have to doubt me," I said, my voice breaking once more. "I love you. More than anything. More than I ever thought possible." I kissed him, my hands on either side of his face, but his mouth was unyielding, his lips pressed firmly together, his body tense beneath mine. I pulled away, desperate for him to understand. "Drake, I love only you." I kissed him again. "Only you."
"Why, Kate? I let you in," he said as he stared at me. "I let you in." 
His eyes, usually so clear blue were now bloodshot. They burned into mine, his brow furrowed as if he still didn't know whether to believe me. I had to look away because his expression was so pained. 
He tilted my chin up so that I was forced to either close my eyes like a child or look in his. I finally relented. Then he pulled me against him, burying his face in my neck and pressed me down on the couch. We lay there in silence for long moments, his hands confining mine, his face in the crook of my neck. 
Finally, I heard him sigh heavily. "Why didn't you tell me right away?"
"I knew you were jealous. You told me you were jealous. I was afraid you'd misunderstand."
He exhaled. "Kate, I can't stop men from hitting on you. But you have to trust me completely and tell me when they do. No secrets. It's absolutely necessary for this to work. I've been lied to. I've been cheated on. I can't have it. I won't take it."
"You have to trust me, too."
"How can I when you didn't tell me right away? Were you hoping it would never come up?"
"Every time I tried to tell you, you'd do something to stop me. I wanted to find the right time, and well, you read the paper…"
"It upsets me that it was Dave who told me. It hurts that he had to phone me to ask if I'd seen the picture."
I sighed. "I was wrong not to tell you right away. I didn't think it was important. It meant nothing to me. If anything, it reinforced why Kurt and I broke up. You have no reason to be jealous."
"You have to understand," he said, touching my cheek. "Your father tried to fix you up with Kurt first, before me. He thought Kurt was just your type. He thought Kurt was perfect for you. I was around, listening to him talk about Kurt and how he wanted you to get together."
"What?"
He nodded. "You know, Kurt's a Marine like he was and like my father. A veteran. A pilot. Strong. Intelligent. A bit older than you, but still, closer to your age. He's really good looking, on top of everything. You have to understand back then, I was forced to listen to your father's campaign to get you together with Kurt. He told me all about how he thought Kurt was perfect for you and that you'd love him…"
I shook my head. "He's not. I don't – he's nothing to me. You're everything."
"I was like second best to your father," Drake said, a rueful smile on his face. "If Kurt didn't work out, there was always me."
"You're better. A million times better. And I can't believe my father talked to you about setting me up with Kurt. Why?"
"I asked about you. Frequently. He seemed to want to talk about you to someone. He was busy trying to get you together with Kurt when we started to become friends. I figured he didn't consider me because I'm so much older than you."
"I like that you're older than me. I've told you that."
"Still," he said, his voice hesitant. "You might not always like it."
I shook my head. "I can't imagine not being with you. Not loving you."
He sighed and played with a lock of my hair. "People stop loving you, Kate. I know."
"Not always."
He looked so sad, so hurt, I felt terrible and tears came once more to my eyes. 
"Drake, I'm so sorry," I said, my voice breaking. "This is all my fault. I should have told you right away, as soon as you woke up."
He nodded and touched my cheek with his fingers. "You should have."
"Please forgive me."
He forced a smile. "I do." His gaze moved over my face, before finally coming to rest on my lip. "But I'm going to have to punish you."
"What?" I pulled back in shock.
He nodded. "You broke the rules about truth. You know you're supposed to always tell me the truth. You are not allowed to hide things from me. I have to punish you or what kind of Dom would I be?"
"I don't want you to spank me."
"Kate. You intentionally didn't tell me about Kurt. You intentionally deceived me. I asked you if you saw anyone I'd know at the function. You saw Kurt. A lie of omission is as bad as one of commission."
"I don't want you to punish me," I said again, shaking my head, trying to get away from him. "I don’t want you to spank me again."
"It's not about what you want," he said, holding me, preventing my escape. "This is about the rules, Katherine."
"That's not fair," I said, afraid of where this was going. "You let the rules fall by the wayside when it suits you, and enforce them when it suits you."
"I'm the Dominant. I'm the Master. It's my prerogative. You should re-read the agreement."
I pushed away from him and finally succeeded in extracting myself from his arms. 
"I'll rip the fucking agreement up." I stormed away, tears starting fresh. This was going sour very fast. I was not going to let him spank me again. I stopped inside the door to the bedroom. "Look," I said, trying to get control of my emotions. "I was wrong to hide what happened with Kurt, but as far as I'm concerned, if you spank me, it will be overkill."
Drake came to me, his arms on either side of me, preventing me from moving. "In case you misunderstood, in our power exchange, I'm the one who decides about punishment. Your breaking the rules about lying was not accidental. It was intentional. You have to be punished. I choose the punishment."
He grabbed my arm, then he sat on the bed and pulled me over his lap, one of his legs thrown over mine, confining me completely. I could only wriggle, my arms flailing to try to stop him, but he finally succeeded in controlling me, one hand holding mine. 
"You better not spank me," I said, anger filling me. 
"You better just take it, Katherine. You agreed that I'd punish you if you broke the rules. Did you break the rules?"
I said nothing, frustrated that he was using the agreement against me. Yes, I had agreed that he could punish me, bare-handed spanking me if I disobeyed deliberately. 
"Did you break the rules?"
I stopped fighting, but I said nothing, furious.
"Katherine, I promise you, I've been doing this now for five years. I have more than enough patience to wait for you to reply properly."
"You're very selective about what and when you punish."
"That's my prerogative, as I said and as is spelled out in the agreement. Maybe we better sit down and re-read it. I've been exceptionally lenient with you since we've been together, but there are some things I can't tolerate. Lying is one of the things I will not tolerate." His voice was completely calm. "So once more, did you break the rules?"
I was breathing fast, my body tense. He was going to spank me and there was nothing I could do.
Finally, I gave in. 
"Yes."
"Yes, what?"
His voice was so cool, distant. I had the sense this was the way he was with his other subs. Cool. In control. Calm. Firm. He'd never really been that way with me. 
Until now.
"Yes, Master."
"Good girl," he said and hiked my nightgown above my ass, baring my cheeks. He ran his hand over them. "So nice and creamy white. It's too bad I'm going to have to make them all red."
"You don't have to do anything. You're choosing to do this."
"Yes, I am, Katherine," he said calmly. "A Dom has to have some standards. I've let mine slip with you because I love you so much, but if I don't enforce this rule, our relationship is doomed. I can't lose trust in you or this will fail." He leaned down and put his lips by my ear. "I don’t want to lose you." He kissed the skin on my bare shoulder. "I can't lose you."
He sat back up. "So, I want you to tell me what you did wrong. Complete openness Katherine. Complete honesty. No more hiding things from me."
I said nothing, filled with anger, and guilt. I still hadn't told him about the video of him with Sunita or about the rest of Maureen's phone call.

I covered my eyes. "I saw a video of you with Sunita."
I felt him stiffen beneath me, the muscles of his thighs tensing. "What?"
"Dawn sent it to me."
Drake breathed in deeply. When he spoke, I could barely hear him his voice was so low. "I told you about our relationship." 
"Dawn tried to arrange a meeting between us but I said no.”
His body went rigid. "She what?"
“Then, she sent me the video. And because Maureen had said some things when she called that scared me, I…" 
"What did Maureen say?"
I inhaled. This was it. Now it was all out. "She said you were barely under control. That you had a lot of anger bottled up inside. That I should think of that before I went to Africa with you."
"And you thought watching a video of me with Sunita would help clarify how dangerous I am?"
            "I'm sorry I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want to upset you. I couldn’t believe Maureen  said those things. I was going to tell you, but you weren't feeling well from the shots and then
you were sick…"
I could hear his angry breathing. "That's three things, Katherine. Three things you kept from me." Then, he lay his hand over my ass as if he was preparing to strike.
"I don't want this," I said, knowing that it was futile.
"But you want me to be your Master, Katherine, deep down. I've been a bad Master, not controlling you well enough, or this would never have happened. I won't let that happen again. So you see," he said, his voice soft, controlled. "This is really my fault for letting my control slip. Now, I have to punish you even though I'd rather make love to you. I have to take your anger, so that our relationship's re-established. We'll both feel better when it's over."
"Cut the psychobabble and do it," I said, angry that he was so in control. 
"It's not psychobabble and you know it. Remember your safe word."
"I won't use it."
"Tell me what your safe word is."
I shook my head. I wasn’t going to play this game tonight. Yes, I was wrong not to tell him right away about Kurt, and Sunita and Maureen. I didn’t tell him because I was afraid… Afraid of his jealousy. Afraid of his anger – he had gotten into a fight with Chris. Afraid of his being hurt when he was so good to Liam.
 Now, he was trying to go all Dom on me to somehow make everything better.
"It's red, Katherine."
I kept quiet, lying there, fuming and scared and sad all at the same time. I wanted to cry and hit him and run away.
"Just do it."
He stroked his hand over my buttocks, lingering over the small of my back, then slipping his fingers between my cheeks. 
"When I'm ready."
"I hate you."
He stopped his motions. 
"Don't say that." He was quiet for a moment and all I heard was his breathing. When he spoke, hurt edged his voice which was barely above a whisper. "Not even in a moment of anger." 
I realized how childish I was being. I didn't hate him. I hated being in that position. I hated everything that happened from the time I saw Kurt up until that moment. I said nothing, waiting. He did nothing, his hand still on my ass.
We were at some impasse of will, waiting to see who would crumble first.
Then, as if to assure himself, he spoke, his hand moving softly over my skin once more.
"You don't hate me, Katherine. You love me. Only me. You said so yourself."
I did. Only him, which was why I hated Kurt so much at that moment, because everything was perfect until he came along and screwed things up.
"I couldn’t help it that Kurt was there," I said, my voice breaking. "I didn't want to see him. I didn't want to have to deal with him. It's not my fault."
He leaned down, and tucked my hair behind my ear lobe, his mouth beside my ear, his breath warm on my skin.
"You didn't have to lie about him. You should have told me about seeing Sunita's video. You should have told me Maureen spoke to you about me."
"I didn't lie. I was going to tell you."
"I have no way of knowing if you would have. Now, because you didn't tell me right away, how can I trust you? Three things, Katherine, that you held back. Three important things."
"You have to choose to trust me when I say I was going to tell you. You said that to me once, if I remember correctly."
He said nothing and I said nothing for a few moments. I was getting tired of this whole scene, trying to give in and get this over with so we could move on but there was a part of me that wanted to fight.
I sighed. "I guess I didn't trust you enough yet to tell you. I guess I was afraid of what you'd do. I was afraid of you."
His hand stopped moving at that. 
"Why? Have I ever done anything to make you afraid of me?"
I shook my head. "No. But maybe you didn't do enough to make me trust you completely," I said, trying to be as honest as I could. "Every time I tried to talk, you shut me up. You'd go into Dom mode and we'd have sex and that was it. You've been under so much emotional stress and turmoil, I was afraid this would be one more thing to hurt you and upset you. It meant nothing to me so I didn’t feel it should matter to you, but I was afraid it would and I was right. "
"That's exactly why you should have told me right away. I would have been upset. I would have been very jealous and hurt. But we would have discussed it, you could have reassured me that what happened with Kurt was nothing, and now, instead of me having you over my lap, ready for a spanking, you'd be massaging me like my favorite slave girl and then we'd be making love."
"You don't have to spank me. It's your choice."
"You took away my choice when you didn’t trust me enough to tell me the truth right away. It's because I've been too free with you, letting you get away with too much. Not disciplining you when you broke the rules because I enjoy you too much. Now, I have to reassert myself, reestablish my dominance. I have to punish you, Katherine."
"You don't need to reestablish anything. You don't need D/s to keep me at arm's length. We've been so happy. We don't need an agreement."
"We do. I do," he said, his voice exasperated. "I'm a Dominant, Katherine. I was when you met me. I am now. I need an agreement to keep myself in control. I loosened my control because of you, I opened up and let you in, and this is what happened. Now, I have no choice."
"Did you hear what you said?" I craned my neck to see his face. "You confirmed that you use D/s to keep people out of your life. You let me in. Don't shut me out now. I'm not just one of your subs."
He shook his head and it was as if he wasn't listening or didn't hear me. "I have no choice."
He said it with such finality that I knew he was going to go through with it. I gave in at that point, my body going limp. I didn’t say anything. I waited. 
He appeared to sense the fight was all gone from me and started stroking my behind again. Was he trying to decide whether to go through with this? He was touching me so gently, I couldn't imagine he'd hit me to punish me at that point. 
It was then I sensed that the fight was all out of him as well. His hand stopped moving and he exhaled heavily. Then, to my complete surprise, he removed his leg from across mine and released me. I scrambled up and stood in front of him, my legs all wobbly from adrenaline. 
He got up and went to the chair where his clothes were folded and he dressed. I followed him as he went to the hall closet and took out his coat.
"What are you doing?"
He slipped on his coat and then his boots, not meeting my eyes.
"Drake," I said, panicking. "What are you doing?"
"I don't know what to do any longer," he said, fatigue in his voice. "No matter what I do, it'll be wrong. If I spank you, you'll hate me. If I don't, you'll think I'm weak and despise me. I can't win." With that, he went to the door and opened it. "So, I'm going out."
"Where?"
"I don't know."
He left. I opened the door and followed him to the elevator. 
"Don't go," I said, reaching out for him. "Not now. Not like this. We have to figure this out."
He sidestepped me, avoiding my touch. "I don't know what to do," he said, shaking his head, his face really pale. He looked completely defeated. "Don't follow me."
The elevator doors closed and I stood there, mute, in total shock.
I went back inside the apartment and closed the door, leaning against it, completely confused. Everything was now totally fucked up. I had no idea how to make it right again.
I went to the bed and threw myself down across it, dissolving into tears.
 


 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
Drake was out all evening. I waited, giving him some time to mull things over before I texted him, but after a couple of hours, I was almost desperate to contact him.
 
Drake, please, come back. I can't stand this. I admitted I was wrong, and that I should have told you right away. I promise that from now on, I will tell you everything right away and be completely honest with you. I need you. I want only you…
 
There was no reply for about fifteen minutes, but then a single line:
 
I'm staying at 8th Avenue for the night.
 
I shook my head, unable to believe that this had turned into such a disaster of a day. Here, I'd been so happy, looking forward to Drake feeling better and our encounter later after a nap and Dave had to call Drake and tell him about the picture of Kurt and I at the fundraiser. I texted him back, having little hope it would work.
 
Please don't do this. I can't stand not having you beside me.
 
His response came in a few moments:
 
I need time alone to figure this out. Don't come here.




I probably should have given in at that point, but I couldn't hold back:
 
Drake, there's nothing to figure out. If you stay away now, you'll put a wall up between us. Don't. We might never be able to break it down and we'll become strangers. Please come back home now and let's see this through tonight. I can't imagine not being with you. I can't imagine not being able to reach out and touch you.
 
He didn't reply after a couple of minutes and so I made a decision. I was going to 8th Avenue if he wasn't coming home. I put my phone in my bag and got dressed as quickly as I could, throwing some jeans on beneath my black nightie and a sweater over top, pulled on my coat and scarf, boots and mitts, and grabbed my bag. I didn't tell him I was coming over because I didn’t want him to up and leave. I just went.
 
After walking a few blocks, needing the cold air to clear my head, I grabbed a taxi and told the driver the address on 8th Avenue. When I arrived, I stood on the street and glanced up at the top floor of the building. There were no lights on, and so I had no idea if he was even there or if that was a story he was telling me to keep me away.
Regardless, I had a key and so I went into the building and climbed the three flights to the top floor. I stood outside the door and listened, but there was no sound coming from inside.
I slipped the key in the lock and turned it – the chain lock was off, and so I suspected that he wasn't there. I entered, took off my boots and walked through the apartment, but it was empty. He either wasn't there yet or wasn't coming, and gave me that address to throw me off his trail.
I sat in the darkness on the old sagging couch in the cramped living room, surrounded by Liam's boxed possessions, and debated what to do. He could be anywhere. At a bar drinking with Dave, at some former submissive's apartment getting a condolence fuck. I had no idea where he might be. I didn't know him well enough to think of possible locations. 
The 8th Avenue apartment held so many good memories for me. We'd met there when we were seeing each other in secret and it was there Drake introduced me to D/s, bondage and his desires. I'd been so happy with him once I stopped judging myself and let our relationship happen.
Now, I'd fucked it up thoroughly. 
I went to the sound system and slipped a DVD into the player. It was a mix CD with music from the 60s – Drake's favorite. The Rolling Stones, The Beatles, The Yardbirds – I sat in the darkened apartment and listened to the music, thinking about Drake and his father and my heart ached with regret. 
I tried to understand how Drake was feeling. He actually thought I'd fuck Kurt? How could he even imagine I'd do that? I was one of the least promiscuous women I knew of all my friends growing up. I could count my lovers on one hand. I was far too shy about sex to just sleep with a man, even one I'd already had sex with. 
Didn't Drake understand that? How could he begin to think I'd sleep with Kurt? Out of the blue?
I didn’t understand a man's mind if that was the case. I thought Drake was so intelligent and rational. I thought he knew me better than that.
If anyone was going to cheat, it would be him who grew tired of me.
I sat in the darkness and cried to myself, wiping away my tears. Now, I had no idea where Drake was or if he'd left me forever. I heard a blip on my phone indicating a text and grabbed my bag, rifling through the contents to find my phone.
It was my father.
 
Katie, where are you? Drake called here looking for you. It's not like you to take off and not tell anyone where you are. Are you two having a lover's quarrel? Is everything OK? 
 
I'll tell you the same thing I told Drake – take my advice and make up quickly. Don't sleep apart because of a disagreement – not even one night. Your mother and I did that too many times and now I regret every night I spent away from her. As much as I love Elaine, your mother was the love of my life. I thought we'd grow old together. I had no idea she'd be taken from me so soon. 
 
Text me as soon as you get this. And for God's sake, text Drake because he's very upset.
 
There was no text from Drake and so I wondered why he'd call my father. He must have gone back to the apartment in Chelsea and found that I wasn't there. He must have panicked, thinking I'd left him. 
 
I texted him, not caring that it was me who was making the first contact between us.
 
Drake, I came to 8th Avenue looking for you. I'm still here. Come to me. I don’t want to ever be apart from you. Not one night. I love you.




I waited, anxious for his reply. If he'd seemed upset to my father, surely he'd be happy to hear from me. When his text came, I had to read it over several times.
 
Katherine, I want you waiting for me, blindfolded, naked, kneeling on the floor by the bed. I'm going to spank you. And then I'm going to fuck you. You're going to take it without complaint. 
 
Do you understand?
 
What? He was going to spank me? I thought we'd already gone through all this. He was going to spank me? He wanted to do a scene? 
All I wanted was to be with him. I wanted us to be together. He wanted to reestablish our power exchange. He really did think he'd been too lenient with me and that was the problem.
I sat debating with myself. Should I just take it, like he said? If I didn’t, would that mean our relationship was over? Could I make my own demands or was this a time to submit?
I was so confused. 
 
I don't want you to spank me. 
 
His response was immediate.
 
Of course you don't but I have to. Trust me on this, Katherine. 
 
I chewed my nail, debating.
 
What if I break up with you because of it?
 
He texted right back.
 
We'll break up if I don't. I realize now that this relationship won't work unless we follow the rules we drew up and committed to when we signed the agreement. The rules are there for a reason. Both of us need them. We can't be just a vanilla couple. I can't be a vanilla boyfriend, Katherine. I might try, but I'd fail and you'd eventually be dissatisfied. I'm a Dominant and you want submission in the bedroom, even if you haven't completely accepted what that means yet. We have to follow the rules or neither of us will be happy.
 
If you love me – if you really love me – the Dominant I am inside – you'll accept this and obey just as I have to accept that you really want submission underneath your uncertainty. You need my dominance to feel free.
 
I closed my eyes and bit my lip. Could I accept his command and obey? If I did, what would that mean?
 
Oh, fuck. I analyzed things too much. I had to go with my heart and my heart screamed that I couldn’t stand to lose Drake. I wasn't ready to say goodbye to him. When I signed the agreement in the hotel room in the Bahamas, I did agree that he could punish me if I disobeyed his rules. He had every right to expect me to be completely open and honest about anything to do with our relationship. That was a necessity for power exchange to work. Trust. I had kept something from him, three things from him – deliberately.
 
I will obey.
 
It took a minute for him to respond, as if he didn't believe I'd agree. 
 
Be waiting for me as I described. Be prepared to be spanked, Katherine. Then, be prepared to be fucked. I'll be there in 15. 
 
I went to the bedroom, undressed despite the chill in the air, knelt on a pillow by the head of the bed, fastened a tie around my eyes to act as a blindfold, and waited.
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
In about fifteen minutes, my cell phone rang twice – the signal that Drake was near. I had been kneeling quietly from the time he'd texted me back and now all my senses were acutely attuned to every sound of my own body, every scent in the apartment, every noise from the street.
Unlike the last time I waited for him, I wasn't aroused. I was dreading the spanking. I knew it would hurt – it wouldn't be the worst pain I had ever experienced but it would hurt. I knew I'd cry. I knew I'd feel humiliated. Most of all, I knew I'd feel completely mixed-up emotions about being spanked.
Of course, I could walk out at any moment. I could use my safe word at any time and the spanking would stop, but then I'd have failed Drake once more. As his submissive, I should accept his punishments as part of our relationship. I understood that, but there was a part of me that wanted us to transcend the rules. I thought that, somehow, he wouldn’t need D/s any longer after he found me. That he could let himself go with me and forget the need to so strictly control himself.
I was obviously wrong. 
I tried to accept this was reality and let whatever he felt needed to happen happen, but it was so damn hard. I did want him to be a sexual Dominant with me. I wanted him to be my Master in the bedroom and my equal – my life companion – outside of it. If he really thought this punishment was necessary to make our relationship work so we could be together, I'd submit.
By the time Drake arrived in the apartment, I was already teared-up, the tears of regret slipping down my cheeks underneath a gap in the blindfold, which was inexpertly tied around my eyes.
I listened as he entered the apartment. The door creaked open, his boots dropped with a thunk thunk on the mat. The fridge door opened and I heard condiment jars clink in the door as he took out the Anisovaya. I couldn’t hear but imagined him shooting back the anise-flavored liquor, and wondered if he'd come and kiss me so I could taste it on his tongue as he usually did.
I heard him breathing from a distance, but he did nothing more for a long moment. Was he watching me over by the bed struggling to gain some composure, biting my bottom lip and breathing in deeply to calm myself?
The floor creaked as he came to the side of the bed where I knelt blindfolded on a pillow, my hands behind my back. I remembered to open my mouth and keep my lips slightly parted, but it wasn't easy for my emotions threatened to overwhelm me and my bottom lip quivered. 
Then, he let out a heavy sigh. 
He picked me up, and he sat down on the bed with me across his lap. I reached out blindly, slipping my arms around his neck. I had no idea where his face was in relation to mine but then I smelled the Anisovaya on his breath. He was looking right at me, his breath warm on my face, the anise sweet.
He kissed me, his lips on my cheek, kissing below each eye. 
"Oh, Katie," he whispered. Then, his mouth found mine, his lips parting, tongue searching for mine, his arms pulling me more tightly against his chest. He kissed me deeply and I kissed him back, my heart almost exploding at the show of affection for me instead of anger. I pulled him against me as tightly as I could and this seemed to elicit an even greater response from him, his hands moving down my naked body, around my shoulder to my breast which he cupped and squeezed, pulling my nipple taut between his finger and thumb, sending a thrill of lust through my body right to my clit.
I expected him to spank me right away, hard and fast, punishing me for breaking the rules. Instead, he was arousing me with his touch, his kiss. He lay half on top of me, half on the bed beside me so that his hand was free to touch me. He slipped his fingers between my lips to feel my clit, stroking it slowly, sinuously. I moaned when his mouth moved down to kiss my shoulder and then claimed my nipple, sucking firmly, teasing it with the tips of his teeth. 
His breath was warm on my belly, his tongue wet, trailing down from my navel to my naked pubes, slipping between my lips to stroke my clit and I couldn't stop from gasping, his tongue felt so good, silky and wet. 
To my complete surprise, and when I was getting very close to orgasm, he stopped and pulled me up, depositing me over his knee as he had done earlier, one hand pressing down on my upper back, the other on the back of my thighs. 
When he spoke, his voice was husky with lust. 
"Will you lay quietly and submit? Don't speak," he said, his breath shaky. "Nod your head. If you won't submit, I'll have to confine you with my leg."
I was completely shocked, my mouth opening and closing as I gasped. I was so thoroughly aroused, my mind so overtaken by pleasure from his touch, I nodded without thinking. 
"Good girl," he said and kissed my shoulder. 
Then, he began stroking my buttocks softly, circling each one slowly, gently, his fingers playing with them, outlining them before slipping between them to touch my pussy. He leaned over and kissed between my shoulder blades, his mouth moving lower to the small of my back. He hiked my ass up a bit more, creating a deeper bend in my hips so that my ass was higher, and kissed each cheek.
After that, he adjusted me on his lap, and I could feel his erection pressing against my hip. He was hard as rock. 
He hit my buttocks with his right hand using a light rapid touch. It didn't hurt. Instead, it was a light slapping over the buttock, first one then the other, the pattern random so that I never knew where he would hit next. I could feel my ass jiggling under the assault and slowly, he began increasing the intensity of the hits, so that each one bordered on a slight sting. 
The sting wasn't really painful. In truth, his hand striking my buttocks aroused me even more, especially when he struck the inside of each buttock. The spot seemed to connect my ass with my pussy, each strike stimulating my clit and labia rather than causing pain. Soon, I was writhing beneath his hand, my arousal growing. I didn’t say anything, but I groaned – not from pain, but from how good it felt. 
"Spread your thighs wider," he said, his voice firm. 
I did and gasped when he slipped his thumb inside me, circling over the sensitive ridge of tissue an inch or so inside my body. His other fingers found my clit, and pressed against it. Then, he began slapping my ass with his left hand, continuing with the firm tapping he had begun with the other hand, which was now otherwise occupied in my pussy. He increased the force he used with his left hand, and maintained the slow circle of his thumb inside of me, his fingers stroking my clit.
"You're going to come while I spank you, Katherine," he said after a few moments. 
I was certain he was right for my body was responding to everything he was doing. The slight thud thud thud from his hand striking my ass intensified what I felt in my pussy and clit. He stopped his motions for a moment and leaned down, his mouth beside my ear.
"Are you sorry you didn't tell me about Kurt as soon as you got home from the fundraiser, Katherine? Are you sorry you didn’t tell me about Sunita and about Maureen?"
I swallowed hard, my mind almost overwhelmed with sensations. "Yes, Master."
He began his assault on my senses again, fingers moving inside of me, hand striking my ass in rapid succession. My thighs began to shake as my orgasm neared. 
"Master, I…"
"Good girl," he said, his voice pleased. He stopped his motions and I lay gasping, waiting. "I don't think you're ready to come yet." 
He didn't remove his fingers, and the sensation of them inside of me and of his hand stroking over my butt was agonizingly arousing. 
"Oh, God, I'm going to come," I gasped.
"No, you're not. Take a deep breath and blow it out. Relax completely."
I tried and soon, it worked. My body was throbbing, aching for more stimulation but he kept still, no motion at all. 
"I like this, Katherine," he said, rubbing his groin against my hip. "I love having you lying on my lap like this, your ass up and open, my fingers inside of you. You're so close, your body is about ready to convulse with pleasure."
He did nothing and I couldn't help but clench around his fingers, my body taking over, trying to find more sensation to bring on my orgasm. 
"No," he said, firmly. "Don't make yourself come, Katherine. I'm the only one who can make you come. Nod your head if you understand."
I nodded, breathing rapidly, my body aching for release. 
"Maybe a few more smacks," he said, his left hand beginning to stroke over my cheeks. "Just a few love taps and you're so close, I believe I could send you over…"
He smacked me several times over my pussy harder than he had before and that did it. The pressure was enough to move my body against his fingers and I went over the edge, my orgasm starting, the pleasure from deep in my core spreading down my legs and up into my chest. 
"Oh, God, oh God," I cried out, my body shuddering, my face white-hot as waves of pleasure coursed through me. "Ohh…"
"That's good, Katherine," he said, leaning down, his face next to mine, his breath warm on my cheek. "That's so good…"
His fingers moved inside of me, heightening my pleasure. Then, he slipped his left hand under my head and turned my face to the side so he could kiss my mouth as I came around his fingers. When he pulled back, I lay on his lap, my body quivering in the last throes of my orgasm, his fingers still deep inside of me.
Then, he lifted my ass up and stood, holding me by the hips, positioning me with my knees at the edge of the bed, my face pressed against the covers, ass in the air. I heard the jangle of his belt being unfastened, the slither of his fly being undone and then felt the head of his cock against my pussy.
"Now I'm going to fuck you, hard." He rammed his entire length inside of me, grasping my hips, pulling me against him with each thrust. "You want to know what being fucked hard feels like, Katherine?" he said, his voice rough, his lips next to my ear. "This is me fucking you hard."
He rose up and thrust even harder and faster, his hands digging into my hips.
I was still so aroused from all the stimulation that it didn't take long for the pleasure to build inside me again and I helped him, pressing back greedily each time the thrust inside of me.
"So, you want to come again, do you, Katherine?" he said, his voice breathless. "I don't think I'll let you."
I said nothing, concentrating on my own body, and the sensations in my pussy. But, a few hard and fast thrusts later and his orgasm started, his body bent over me, his mouth on my shoulder, biting down on the fleshy part of my muscle. He ejaculated, grunting, his mouth beside my ear. Once spent, he collapsed against me. Unable to bear his full weight, my body crumpled to the mattress. 
As we lay recovering for a few moments, he kissed my shoulder, and brushed the hair away from my cheek so he could kiss that as well. Finally, he rose up and pulled slowly out of me, keeping his hands on my hips, pulling my ass up a bit and I knew what he was doing. 
I bit my lip to stop from smiling, but it was difficult. I inhaled deeply for a moment, and soon got control over myself, enough so that I could speak, but my voice quivered a bit with amusement. "If you spank me like that, you can punish me any time you like."
He leaned back down again, his face next to mine, his mouth beside my ear, his breath warm on my cheek. "I assure you, that was not a spanking in punishment. That was an erotic spanking and was meant to arouse you."
"You succeeded."
"That I did," he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.
Finally, he turned me over so that I was lying on my back and he lay on top of me, his body between my thighs. I wrapped my legs around his waist, crossing my ankles, pulling him against me. My arms slipped around his neck but I still couldn’t see him for he hadn't yet removed my blindfold. All I could see was a faint sliver of light and a brief glimpse of our bodies pressed together.
He kissed me warmly, his mouth opening briefly, his tongue touching mine. Even now, after a powerful orgasm, I felt a thrill go through me at the touch of his tongue to mine. 
"Kate, please, always tell me everything. Everything you're thinking and feeling. Don't hold anything back. Anything that happens that you find uncomfortable – I want it all. I need to know. You can trust me. I won't lose control."
"I thought men didn't want a bunch of talk. That’s what you kept saying – enough talk."
"I was wrong to stop you from telling me. I was just so self-absorbed with everything, I needed to lose myself in you. But normally, a Dominant wants to know what his sub is thinking and feeling." He kissed me again, softly. "Power exchange is a huge responsibility. We take it seriously. When you give yourself over completely to me, I have so much power over you. I want that power. It turns me on completely. To be a good Dom, I need to know when you're happy, when you're sad, when you're afraid, when you're aroused, when you have doubts. When anything happens that affects our relationship. Do you understand?"
I nodded, all the mirth leaving me at the serious tone of his voice. 
"Yes," I said, my voice breaking a bit, emotion from earlier filling me. "I'm so sorry I didn’t tell you right away. None of this had to happen."
"You didn't tell me for a reason. You don't trust me to handle the truth and so you hid it from me. Kate, I would have been jealous. I would have been upset that you saw that video of me with Sunita. I would have been upset about what Maureen said. Eventually, I would have accepted it and dealt with it, but not until I fucked you hard and fast and made you come a few times."
I felt his face and stroked his cheek, imagining his handsome features, his blue-blue eyes, his dark arched brows. "I liked it when you fucked me hard and fast."
He kissed my neck. "You did, didn't you?"
"I did. I could have come very easily, if you’d let me."
"I had to do something to punish you. I figured since you liked the erotic spanking, I'd have to deny you a second orgasm."
"You're so mean," I said, totally joking. "It didn't hurt," I said. "It seemed to make the whole area like one big erogenous zone."
"That's the purpose of an erotic spanking. The nerves in your ass are deep under a layer of fat and it takes an erotic spanking to stimulate them. They're so close to the nerves in your pussy and clit that the whole area becomes stimulated when it's spanked. Plus I love watching your nice round ass jiggle. A woman's ass is so desirable. Delicious. If a woman's body, if her belly and ass are too lean and muscular, it's more like a man's body. I like a womanly ass with a bit of jiggle in it. Makes me hard, in case you didn't notice."
"I noticed," I said, grinning.
"Vive la différence, I always say. You're petite and luscious." He kissed me again, his lips curving up in a smile beneath mine. 
"Are you ever going to take off my blindfold?" I said.
"I don't know. I might keep you in bed all night and day with that on, doing all kinds of things to your body that you can't see and can only feel."
"Mmm," I murmured, smiling. "That sounds very hot."
"It does, does it? Have I created a monster in you, Ms. Bennet? An insatiable sex goddess?"
"Insatiable sex goddess," I said, grinning like an idiot. I reached out and felt his face, slipping my hands behind his head, pulling him down for another deep kiss.
Finally, he pulled the blindfold off and leaned over me, his face serious, his blue eyes intense. 
"Kate," he said, his voice soft. "I don't want another night like tonight. I can't handle it. You have to follow the rules of the agreement. I'm going to have to be stricter with you, until you do so without thinking. If I'm going to control you, I have to control myself. If you're going to submit, you have to trust me completely. Only then will we be truly happy."
"I will," I said, my voice breaking from emotion. "I don't want another night like tonight either. I can't handle it." I pushed a hank of his dark hair behind his ear, and searched his eyes. When I looked in his blue ones, I felt an incredible surge of warmth for him. He knew his own power, he was aware of his strength, and he wanted to control himself to make us both safe. 
"I will follow the rules," I said, my breath catching in my throat. "I didn't think you wanted to, because you never really have been very dominant with me. I thought you wanted a relationship with me that was more than D/s and sex."
"I do," he said and stroked my cheek. "But I've been single, for all intents and purposes, for five years. The only relationships I've had with women have been purely D/s. No emotion." He didn’t say anything for a moment as if fighting with himself. "But with you…" He inhaled deeply, his gaze moving over my face. "If I'm going to let you in, I have to trust you. That means you tell me everything when it comes to sex. That means when ex-boyfriends hit on you at fundraisers, you tell me right away. You have to follow the agreement completely. Will you?"
I looked in his eyes. He was this amazing intense intelligent incredibly erotic and dominant man. I wanted him in my bed and in my life.
"No."
"No?" He frowned. 
I shook my head. "I want to amend our agreement."
He pulled back a bit, his eyes wary. "What do you mean?"
"I want," I said and ran my finger along his very square and scruffy jaw. "I want the option to get fucked first thing in the morning occasionally, when I need it and when you can spare the time."
His eyes flashed and then he leaned his forehead down to mine and smiled. 
"Consider it done." 
We kissed again, lying together with our limbs entwined, the moonlight flooding in from the window.
 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
The next morning, Drake gave me a soft kiss on the shoulder and left the bed for his morning shower.
I stayed nestled in the bed, moving over to the spot where he had lain, enjoying the scent of his pillow – his cologne and his body scent. He came back in the bedroom when he was finished with his shower, a toothbrush in his mouth, toothpaste on his lips. He tried to talk to me with a mouth full of foam.
"I'll be gone all morning," he said. "I have an appointment with the oncologist and then a lunch meeting. I've got things to do at the Corporate office. Won't see you until later."
I sighed. "I've got to finish the canvas so I'll probably spend the day at the studio and come back here when I'm done."
"I'm glad you're painting," he said. "If the oncologist says Liam's in the clear, we're free to go to Africa but I'll have to wrap up my work on the board and at the Foundation."
"No, I understand." I smiled although I would miss him. After the disaster of the previous night, I felt a need to cling to him to make sure he still wanted me. Even him leaving and staying away all day felt like deprivation.
"You're not trying to avoid me?" I said, my voice almost a whisper.
"What?" He frowned and pointed the toothbrush at me. "Hold that thought." Toothpaste almost dripped down his chin and so he ran to the bathroom to finish. He returned sans toothpaste and lay on the bed beside me.
"Ms. Bennet, I am not trying to avoid you. Liam's getting tested this morning to see if the transplant is working and so my mind will be occupied with how it's going. I need to keep distracted all day. I have work to do and that will keep my mind busy so I don’t ruminate too much on all the possible things that could go wrong. As a doctor, I already know what those possibilities are and so you can imagine how my mind is working, imagining them all." He touched my bottom lip and leaned down to kiss me. I pulled away and held a hand over my mouth. 
"Morning breath," I said, offering him my cheek.
"Lazybones," he said. "That's why you should get up when I do and shower with me." He kissed my neck instead of my cheek, and then moved down lower and moved the strap of my nightgown down so that my breast was bare. He squeezed my breast and took my nipple in his mouth, sucking softly for a moment. I groaned in delight.
"If I did, I'd get all aroused and want you to fuck me."
"I said I would – on occasion."
"I'll hold you to it."
A grin spread on his lips. "Ms. Bennet, you can hold me to it any time you want." Then, he covered my breast and kissed my cheek. He pulled me closer into his arms.
"Kate, I know this is a big commitment, coming with me to Africa. Giving everything up that you built here, even if only for six months. I know you're concerned about what our relationship will be. I'll tell you what it will be – you're collared. You're my life partner. There's nothing else short of marriage that is as binding or as serious."
"I don’t really understand what collared means," I said. "I'm so new to all this."
"I know you are, but you have to know I'm serious about you. I want you and only you, from now on. I want us to be exclusive. Bound to each other."
"I want that, too."
He inhaled deeply. "Do you think you can trust me enough to tell me everything? Even things you think will upset me? I need you to trust me that much for this to work. I don't think you do yet."
"I want to," I said. "But we've only known each other for such a short time…"
"I know, but it’s been enough time for me to know you're all that I want."
"You were so willing to think I'd cheat on you, Drake. That upset me."
"It was foolish. I wasn't thinking straight. I know you'd never do anything like that. I had to work like a dog to get you to even kiss me that first night…" He grinned at that, his cheek curving. "Most men would have already given up."
I laughed. "Not you."
He shook his head. "I could feel you were different that night at your father's fundraiser. It was like you could change everything, if I let you in. That scared me, after my first disaster of a marriage. But I can't imagine a life with anyone else but you."
I buried my face in his neck, my chest feeling like it could explode from my emotions.
"I love you, Kate."
"I love you." 
We kissed, the kiss warm and deep. Then he touched my collar and smiled. 
"Gotta go," he said. "Or I'll be late for my meeting with the oncologist because of my not-so-small problem." He took my hand and let me feel his erection, which was nice and thick. I squeezed him and closed my eyes.
"You sure you don’t want to stay?"
"Katherine," he said, frowning. "On the days I can stay and you have that look in your eye, I will stay. I said I'd accept your amendment to the agreement and I meant it. Today is not a day I can."
"Sorry," I said, my face flushing. 
"It's OK," he said and kissed my lips in spite of my efforts to avoid him. "I want to stay. Once I'm done, I'll text you. We'll do something special tonight."
I smiled and watched as he rolled off the bed and finished dressing. Finally he went to the hallway and pulled on his coat before returning to the bedroom, bending over me to kiss my neck once more.
"I'll see you later, Ms. Bennet. Be waiting for me."
I smiled, a thrill going through me. 
The door closed with a soft thud and I was alone once more.
 
I spent the day at the studio, finishing the second canvas, putting the final touches on it. I'd keep the first canvas private, hidden in our bedroom while the second might just be the first I did in a series. I wanted to paint Drake in every possible setting and position. I hoped he'd agree to be my subject, my muse. 
Instead of eating with Keith and Nathaniel and Jules as I thought I would, I was feeling pretty emotional from the events of the previous day and went to meet my father for lunch at a little restaurant that was a 50s replica. He'd been at his campaign office signing checks for his staffers and wanted us to meet somewhere for a meal.
We sat at a table along the windows and enjoyed his favorite meal of breakfast for lunch. Eggs, pancakes, hash browns and bacon. I watched him eat, and he was frowning as if he was deciding whether to bring something up.
"What is it, Daddy?" I asked finally. "You seem like you have something to say."
He glanced up, his expression distant. "Oh, do I?" He pursed his lips and picked up his mug of coffee. "I guess I was wondering how things were between you and Drake. I saw that picture in the Mail and wondered what happened."
I sighed. "I didn't tell Drake I saw Kurt at the fundraiser and he found out only when Dave Mills called and told him. We had a big fight about it. I think we were close to breaking up."
He nodded. "That would be a shame. I can tell you two love each other."
"I was wrong. I didn’t think it was important enough to tell him, and I didn’t want to upset him, make him jealous especially when he's under so much stress because of Liam. It was a mistake. I should have told him right away."
"Honesty is the best policy."
"It won't happen again, believe me."
We ate in silence for a moment. Finally, he spoke again.
"What did flyboy have to say? Was he as much of a jerk as he was before? I really had bad judgment with him."
"Drake told me you were acting as matchmaker between us. I had no idea. I thought I'd met Kurt accidentally. Here you'd been angling to get us together all along"
"You needed some help finding a man. You're so shy, and then after Mangaize, I thought you needed something to bring you back to life. I thought Kurt was the one. I should have been pushing Drake instead, but I thought he might be too old."
"What changed?"
"I realized how truly good Drake is."
I smiled. "He is good, Daddy. Just complicated."
"We all are in our own way. As long as he cherishes you and treats you well, I'm glad to see you two together. You have to be your own woman, Kate. As long as that's what Drake wants, you have my blessing. So, what about Kurt?"
I sighed. "He seemed a bit better. He apologized for being a jerk. He even used that word."
My father smiled. "He's not a bad sort," he said, forking some hash browns. "A little bit immature for you. Drake's better for you, all in all."
"Why do you like Drake so much?" I asked, honestly wanting to know why. "Not that there's any reason not to, but I'd like to hear you describe him from your point of view."
He swilled the coffee in his cup thoughtfully for a moment. "Drake's solid. He's a man, not a boy. Women mature faster than men so you're ready for someone like him. Mature, strong-willed, certain. He has ethics. He's very smart and skilled. He's loyal." He shrugged his shoulders and grinned. "What's not to love?"
"Nothing," I said and grinned back, glad that his description of Drake fit my own. And then, even though I felt awkward doing it, I asked him a question that still nagged at my mind.
"Why does he love me?" My face flushed, and when he started to speak, I held my hand up to stop him. "No, seriously. I'm so much younger than him. I haven't even had a real job yet. I've barely done anything in my life."
"Oh, no. You've been through so much. You survived Africa, the camps, the death."
"I had a nervous breakdown. I hardly survived."
"Listen, Katie," he said, his voice lowering a register. "After he read your articles on Mangaize, Drake once said to me that if you hadn't suffered some kind of PTSD after what you witnessed, he'd wonder about your heart, and Katherine, dear, that is one thing he said he didn't wonder about you. Your heart is big."
"Drake said that?"
He nodded. "Before he even met you." 
I reached out and took his hand, squeezing it. "Thank you, Daddy," I said, my voice choking a bit. "That's such a nice thing for him to say."
"He's like that too, Katie. He has a huge heart, maybe too big so he keeps it protected. He's like his old man in that way, I think."
"How on earth did you and Liam ever became friends. You're conservative politically. A staunch free market proponent. He was a Socialist."
"War is like love. Cuts right down to the bone, throwing off all the extraneous crap we carry around, to tell us who we really are. Love makes complete strangers intimate. War makes brothers out of complete strangers. Not only did Liam save my life and that of many other soldiers, I saw into Liam and knew he was a good man underneath the bullshit about Stalin."
"Trotsky," I said. 
"Whoever," my father said, laughing.
"I wish I'd met him. He sounds wonderful."
"He was full of life. Just couldn't stay still. Always on the go. Couldn’t keep a woman as a result. Instead, he had a lot of them everywhere."
 We sat in silence for a  moment, drinking our coffee, and then my father continued. 
"As to why Drake wanted you, why I think he loves you, I suspect he sees in you a kindred spirit. Someone who could be more than just a fling, the way he's used to operating."
I didn't respond, thinking of how many submissives Drake had gone through in the five years since his divorce. My father didn’t use the words submissives, but he did know about Drake's 'proclivities'. I still marveled that my father knew and accepted it. Maybe because he knew Drake wasn't sadistic, just dominant.
"This was hard on Drake," my father said, "learning about his son, seeing him so sick, trying to help, watching to see if his efforts to help succeed. All you can do is be there for him. Understand this is traumatic for him. You know what that feels like – to have your world ripped out from under you. To feel so much frustration that there's only so much you can do." He took my hand and squeezed. "Be there for him, if you love him."
"I do," I said, tears biting my eyes. "I do love him, Daddy."
He smiled. "I know you do. It might be hard for a while but it will get better, once things settle with Liam. Until then, and as long as he's good to you, loves you hard and true, just hold on tight and don't let go."
I nodded and we turned back to our food. My heart was filled with love and appreciation for my father. I wondered if I'd never met Drake that night at the fundraiser how long it would have taken for me to arrive at the place I was now, realizing how amazing my father truly was.
 


 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
After lunch with my father, I went back to the studio to put the finishing touches on the second canvas. The first was done and ready to be taken to the apartment in Chelsea. Keith had an old lemon-yellow VW van that he used to transport paintings and Jules's sculptures to various shows, so he helped me take the nude up the service elevator and into the bedroom.
One wall in Drake's bedroom had several paintings on it – prints, probably selected by the interior decorator. They were run of the mill and boring, so we took them down, and Keith drilled new holes for the canvas. In about half an hour, we had the canvas mounted on the wall. I couldn't wait for Drake to see it.
Keith had a smile on his face as we stood and examined it. "It's good," he said, "if a bit," he shrugged, a sheepish smile on his face, "wishful thinking."
I laughed. "It's art," I said, not wanting to admit it was in proportion. "A good portrait artist flatters her patron or she won't get another commission."
Keith smiled and we left the bedroom only to come face to face with Drake, who was standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his eyes on Keith's boots, which were on the mat by the front door.
"Drake, you’re home," I said and went to him, kissing him on the mouth. He was a bit standoffish, a tiny quirk to his lips. I turned and pointed at Keith. "Keith helped me with my canvas, bringing it over in his van and then helping me mount it on the wall in our bedroom. Come and see it."
I took Drake's hand and pulled him towards the bedroom. 
"That’s my cue," Keith said and winked at me. "See you later."
I smiled at Keith, but my focus was on Drake, who followed me with reluctance as if he was still not entirely sure whether he should be jealous.
"Come on, Drake," I said. "I'd never be able to do it myself and I wanted it to be a surprise for you."
As we went into the bedroom, Drake saw the painting for the first time. He stopped for a moment, his jaw actually dropping. There, on the wall, was him in all his naked glory. The painting looked great against the grey walls, the white sheets, the warm yellow of the sunlight flooding over Drake's body, the fairness of his skin, his black hair such a stark contrast. His muscular body caught the early morning light so that his skin fairly glowed, his face in shadow underneath his arm, considerable scruff on his perfectly square jaw, his soft lips parted. 
"Kate…" he said, letting go of my hand, moving closer to examine it. He stopped at the painting and took it in, shaking his head slowly. "I had no idea this is what you were doing."
"I woke up early on a few mornings and sketched you, then I painted from memory. What do you think? Can you understand why I'm so aroused in the morning?"
"It's beautiful. The lighting, the shadows." He turned to me and pulled me into his arms. "But no one can see it. I don’t want people looking at my dick…"
I laughed and pulled him closer. "I did another one with the sheet covering you up. I think I'll do a series of portraits. A collection."
"I don't know what I think about that."
"Don’t worry," I said quickly. "None of the nudes will show your face. I'll do some with your clothes on, too, although that’s such a waste."
He hugged me.  "Only if you agree to let me take some photos of you for a book."
I inhaled deeply at that. "I'd like that. A private book for our own enjoyment. I wouldn't want any pictures with my face to get out there as long as my father is running for office."
"Don't worry. My photographer is very trustworthy and maybe we'll use a mask to hide your identity."
We stood looking at the painting, and I felt completely happy, as if finally, I'd found what I was really meant to do. I didn’t know if I could paint anything that would be received critically well, but I didn't think I'd ever done anything that made me happier. Not writing, not research.
Painting. Art. It was my new sense of self, my relationship with Drake making it possible.
"You look pleased," I said, taking his coat and hanging it up for him. "You have good news about Liam?"
"The best. The preliminary tests show that his transplant is taking and there's no sign of rejection, either host-graft or graft-host. In a week, if things stay the same, he'll be in the clear. They'll test him every week for the first couple of months, and then, if he's still fine, every month for a year. I can come back to Manhattan if things take a turn for the worse, but as it is, we can leave next week. I've already booked our tickets."
"I'm so happy," I said and wrapped my arms around his neck once more. 
He kissed me and then pulled me into the living room. After he sat on the couch, he pulled me down onto his lap. 
"I have a mission for us tonight," he said, his face taking on a dark expression. "I've spoken with the staff on the pediatric oncology ward. They're going to let me visit Liam again while Chris and Maureen are at dinner tonight. I want you to come."
"Drake," I said, doubt about his plan filling me. "Do you think that's wise? The staff were instructed to call the police if you show up again."
"I spoke with Liam's oncologist and he cleared it with staff on the ward. They agree that as his biological father and as the one who gave him the donation, I have a right to just pop in – as a doctor – and see how he's doing. I won't identify myself except to say I was the one who gave him the donation. That's all."
I inhaled deeply, uncertain if this was wise. "Maybe you should talk to my father first?"
Drake shook his head. "Don't want to include Ethan in on this. It's my decision. I've passed it by Liam's doctors. We're covered." He kissed me as if to silence my protests and then he stood up, letting me slide out of his arms to a standing position. "Now, go get dressed. We have a very narrow window of time to get there, get inside, and get out. Chris and Maureen are having dinner with her parents so they'll both be away tonight for at least an hour. One of the nurses heard their plans and let me know.
"If you really want to do this…"
"I really want to, Kate. I want you with me. He's still in isolation because his immune system is still so new but we can both go in. I want you to meet him."
I nodded and went to get dressed, despite my reluctance.
 
We arrived at NYP and made our way to the pediatric oncology ward, past the bright blue and yellow playroom I remembered from before and to the ward where Liam was staying. Drake stopped at the nursing station and spoke quietly to the nurse behind the desk, who smiled at him brightly and nodded, pointing down the hall, giving us instructions about isolation. Because we were technically supposed to be hospital staff, we had to follow contact precautions, wash our hands, wear surgical masks and gowns, covers over our shoes. It was the only way they'd let us in. 
Drake led the way to Liam's room. He was in a single room, the door closed. Through the window, I saw that Liam was sitting up in bed playing with a toy, watching the television that was mounted to the wall. He wore a hospital gown in blue, which highlighted his blue eyes. There was no I.V. nor any oxygen and so he looked like a small frail boy, his head bald, but he was obviously much better than that first time we saw him.
Liam turned when we entered the room. "Hello," he said, watching us warily.
"Hello, Liam," Drake said and went to the side of the bed. "I'm Doctor Morgan. We met a few days ago. I've come by to see how you're doing."
"I'm good," Liam said. He turned to look at me. "Are you a nurse?"
I shook my head. "Just a colleague of Dr. Morgan's."
Liam nodded, his eyes so blue, just like Drake's. His hair had begun to grow in and it was dark, like Drake's. Just a fine fuzz. 
"You know, I was the one who gave you the stem cells," Drake said, his voice low. "I just wanted to come by and see if you were doing better. Your doctors said you were almost ready to go home."
Liam made a face. "You gave me the blood cells?"
Drake nodded. "We're a match so I did what I could to help."
"Thank you." Liam smiled. He still had his baby teeth, his smile perfect. Drake extended his gloved hand and Liam took it, and my heart squeezed to see Liam's tiny hand in Drake's. Then Drake leaned closer and ran his hand over Liam's head affectionately. 
"I'm so glad I was able to help."
Drake finally let go of Liam's hand and I could see the reluctance in him. Drake's face was hidden behind the mask, but his skin was flushed as if he was overcome with emotion. Despite those emotions, he kept smiling, his eyes crinkling in the corners. 
"What's that?" he said, pointing to the toy in Liam's hand. 
"It's Bumblebee," Liam said, holding the toy up. "A transformer from the movie. Did you see it?"
Drake shook his head. "No, I never did see that one. What does it do?"
"You transform it into a car, like this," Liam said and proceeded to move the various body parts around until finally, with considerable effort, the toy appeared to be a yellow car instead of a yellow robot. "He works for Optimus Prime. He's the head autobot. They're from Cybertron."
"Wow," Drake said and took the car from Liam's tiny hands. "That's amazing." Drake fiddled with the car and then shrugged. "It's too hard for me." He handed it back to Liam, who quickly disassembled it so that once more, it was a robot.
"See?" Liam said, holding it back up. "Simple. Even I can do it. My dad taught me how."
Drake nodded and I heard him exhale. "That's cool. Your dad must be pretty smart to show you how to do that."
"He's an engineer. He makes things so this was easy for him."
Drake stood in silence for a moment and watched as Liam assembled the robot once more into a car. He held it up for us to see how fast he was able to transform the toy, a smile on his face.
Drake smiled and then glanced at the clock on the wall. "I guess we better go. I'm glad to see you're all better."
Liam nodded, his focus on the toy once more. Then, he turned back to the television and Drake turned away as well, taking my hand and pulling me out of the room behind him.
We removed our scrubs and masks in the anteroom and didn't stop by the nursing station, but Drake nodded to the nurse as we passed. He pulled me along down the hallway, past the playroom once more and down a set of stairs instead of taking the elevator. Once outside of the hospital, he stopped. It was dark now, the sky overcast, the streetlights on. Cars drove by on the street bordering the hospital, the sound of the city around us.
Drake held a hand over his eyes and struggled for a moment to get control over himself, one hand still holding mine. 
"He looks really good," I said, squeezing his hand. 
Drake finally looked at me, his eyes wet. 
"He does," he said, forcing a smile as if to hide his emotions. "He's happy. He has parents who love him." He nodded as if reassuring himself. Then he pulled me into his arms, and we embraced. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him down to me. He nuzzled my neck, his lips kissing the skin beneath my ear. 
Then, he pulled away, out of the embrace and sighed. 
"Let's go home."
 
We decided to stay at Drake's apartment for our last week in Manhattan so we could be alone. We had to make sure everything was packed up and ready to go from Drake's place. Earlier, before dinner, Drake made sure to re-check his suitcases and ran through a list of items he needed for teaching his class. Some of his things for his course had already been shipped off to the university, but his personal belongings, and other items he wanted to take with us, a few of his father's personal mementos, he was shipping later. 
"I'm not sending any of this," he said as he sorted through his bondage gear. "Don't want it to be found by curious housekeepers or border security. We'll have to improvise when we get there. No cuffs, no spreader bars, and no butt plugs. Just me." He grinned at me, a wicked look in his eyes.
"You're more than enough."
 "I hope so. I'm a very jealous man. Don't want you getting too attached to B.O.B. or Big or anything…"
"With you, Drake," I said and wagged my eyebrows at him. "Who needs substitutes?"
He folded up one box and closed it with packing tape, writing information on the label. 
"I want to ship your painting though," he said. "The one with the sheet covering my," he said and smiled. "Manhood."
"Manhood," I said and smiled back. 
"The risqué one can stay here. When we come back, I want it moved to our bedroom on 8th Avenue."
Our bedroom. I liked the sound of that. Drake was starting to really think of us together as a real couple. 
"You really aren't going to ship any of your toys and implements?"
"I can always buy some rope. Leather. I'm handy enough. I could probably even build you canvases for your studio."
"What studio?"
"The one we'll make sure to have in whatever house we get." He came to me and wrapped his arms around me. "I want you to paint as much as you want while we're there. Do what you want. I'll be really busy at the college and hospital so you have to do what makes you happy."
I nodded. "I'd like my own studio. But you might have to watch out. I've been known to spend the entire day in my pajamas when I get into a painting. No cleaning, no cooking, no domesticity."
"No problem. We'll get a housekeeper and a cook. When I come home from the hospital, I want you ecstatic, ready for me after a long day working on your art."
"Sounds like heaven."
 
A few days before we were scheduled to leave, Drake picked me up out of the blue and carried me into his office at his apartment in Chelsea.
"We'll be going away in less than a week. I think it's time to do what we've already discussed and renegotiate the agreement. I want you to tell me if anything's changed."
Then, he let me slide down his body. "I'm going to print off a copy and I want us to sit down and go over it once more. Point by point. Anything you want changed, you should say it now. We'll discuss it. Negotiate."
He sat at his desk and opened his laptop, searching through his emails for the one I sent him with the agreement. He opened the email and printed the document off. Then, he stood up and took my hand, leading me into the living room, where he sat on the couch. He pulled me down onto his lap the way I'd sat that first night at my apartment, my arms around his neck.
"Now, Ms. Bennet, I want you to tell me exactly what you want and need from me. A lot has changed since we wrote this up. We'll be leaving Manhattan, living in Nairobi. I'll be working five days a week and will be on call one weekend a month. What do you see when you imagine us together there?"
I inhaled deeply. That was a difficult question. How did I see our relationship?
"I see us as a committed couple," I said, looking into his eyes. "We spend our time together. We do things together. We cook together. We explore together. We sleep together. Of course, we have lots of sex."
He grinned at that. "Of course."
"But I've never lived with a man before," I said. "Before you, the most I've been with a man is a weekend."
"Kurt?"
I nodded. "He spent a lot of time at my place. But we only dated for a few months, so… You've been married."
"I have. But I was bad at it. I don’t think I knew how to be a proper husband."
I didn't know what to say to that. I wasn't sure if I wanted a husband at that point although I knew my father was angling to marry Drake and me off. All I knew was that I wanted to be with Drake as much as possible. 
"I don't know how to be a proper submissive."
"You're learning," he said. "You've got a strong will. I get the sense that as much as submission excites you, it also still scares you. You judge yourself too strongly for wanting it but being happy is more important than being politically correct."
He was right. There was still this tiny voice in the back of my head that scolded me for wanting a D/s relationship. 
"What will you tell people that we meet when we're there? Your colleagues? Your boss?"
"I'll introduce you as my partner. I think that's the going word for people who are committed to each other but who aren't married."
"Partner," I said, repeating it to see how it felt on my lips. "Sounds like a business relationship. Or sporting."
"It's not perfect, but lover is too blatant. Soulmate sounds too much like Keats."
 I laughed and shook my head. "Your colleagues would think you'd gone bonkers if you said I was your soulmate." 
"That they would." Drake leaned in closer and kissed me, his kiss soft, his lips still curved in a smile. Then, he threaded his fingers in my hair and kissed me more deeply, the smile fading, his lips parting mine, tongue finding mine. The touch of his tongue on mine always made my heart race, my body warm. I wanted him right then and there.
He broke the kiss, his forehead pressed against mine. 
"So," he said. "What in this agreement do you want to change? Anything?"
"Nothing," I said. "I want to be with you. I want you to teach me about submission. I want to go where you take me."
He kissed me again. "I want to take you where you need to go," he said. "But I think I want to clarify that we are a collared couple. You’re mine, and our bond is as important as an engagement. Some lifestylers see it like a marriage. It's as close as I've come to being in a committed relationship outside of marriage. That means we're completely and totally honest and open with each other. We're completely exclusive with each other. How does that sound?"
I nodded and slid my hand behind his head, stroking his skin. "That sounds perfect."
He nodded, his gaze moving over my face. "I'll revise it and then I think we should sign it again. Make it official. We're Dominant and submissive in the bedroom. We're equals outside of it."
"Are we always going to be doing D/s when it comes to sex? No vanilla?"
He kissed me. "Let's play it by ear. As long as you’re honest with me about how you feel, I should be in tune with our needs. Will you let me make the decisions about that? Do you trust me to know what you need?"
"Yes," I said. 
"Kate, I don't want anyone but you."
I smiled and cupped his face with my hand. "I don't want anyone but you."
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
On the day we departed, we went to my father's for breakfast and then they took us to JFK to see us off. After checking our bags and getting our tickets, the moment arrived for us to part. I became all choked up despite my excitement about our trip. I'd be gone for six months. A lot would happen during that time, especially my father's campaign for the House seat. I'd miss him, and especially miss our new relationship. 
I embraced Elaine first, and kissed her on the cheek, promising to send her emails with photographs. Then I turned to my father, while Drake was saying goodbye to Elaine. 
He pulled me into an embrace, squeezing me tight, his bulldog face flushed with emotion.
"I'll miss you, Katie," he said, in his gravelly voice. "But I'm so happy to see you going with Drake. I know it will be a great experience."
"Thanks, Daddy," I said, my eyes filling with tears. "I'll miss you. These past few months have been so…" I struggled for words. "So wonderful. I feel like I know you better than ever before."
"You're all grown up, Katherine. I'm so proud of you. Take a lot of pictures. Skype me as often as you like."
"I will."
He kissed me on the cheek and turned away, and I could see tears in his eyes. Drake took my hand and pulled me away.
 
Our flight landed in Naples, Italy where we planned to stay for a few days at a resort Drake liked before traveling on to Kenya. After an overnight stay in a hotel in Naples, Drake rented a car and we drove down the narrow road bordering the Mediterranean to the tiny resort village of Ravello. Drake wanted to show me the location, famous for being the inspiration for Wagner's opera Parsifal. 
Wagner had called Ravello a slice of heaven. I'd never been to the Amalfi coast and since it was on my bucket list, I was only too pleased to go. We'd decompress for a couple of days and then continue on to Nairobi, where Drake would take up a position as a visiting neurosurgeon with the hospital and then teach his class. On our way back to Manhattan, once Drake's term was up, we'd stopover in Paris, so I could see it once more. I'd barely spent time there when on a trip in high school, the stay so short I didn’t feel like I'd seen the real city – just the tourist traps.
Our hotel in Ravello was amazing, the hotel itself picturesque, neoclassical with white stone walls and columns. Set on the side of a rocky cliff, each room had a small balcony that looked out onto the Mediterranean. 
The first day, after we slept almost through the morning, we spent the day walking the narrow streets and enjoying the village's ambience. Then, we had a quiet dinner alone – fresh fish, some salad and some nice white wine ordered in through room service. I was starting to unwind finally, the stress and worry of the past two months seeping out of me with each breath of fresh salt air from the Mediterranean. 
We sat on the couch once we were done with our meal and watched the sunset through the open doors of the balcony, glasses of wine in hand.
"How are you tonight?" He rubbed my back. "Still a bit tired?"
"A bit," I said. "Nothing I can't manage." 
He pulled me closer, so that I sat on his lap like that first night in my old apartment. 
"You've made me very happy, Kate."
"I'm happy that you're happy."
"I thought for a terrible few hours that day that I'd lost you," he said, tilting my chin up, his gaze on me. "I know it was crazy, but in the back of my mind was this fear that I'd helped you overcome your fear of kink and then, you'd go back to Kurt, who was more your age."
"You're more my age," I said. "Besides, I can't imagine being with anyone but you."
"Neither can I."
We sat like that for a while, his warmth penetrating me, making my heart swell.
"I was afraid you'd throw me over as being too much trouble," I said. 
"Never." He brushed hair off my cheek. "You know I enjoy a challenge. You do forget to use the proper form of address now and then, and there are times that I know you want to ask me what my plans are, but overall, I couldn't be happier."
"I'm trying to be a better sub."
"I'm trying as well," he said. "Trying to earn your trust."
I sighed. "I want to trust you completely," I said, thinking of how I regretted watching the video of him with Sunita, and not telling him about Kurt. "You've never hurt me on purpose. You proved to me that I can enjoy things I never thought I could. You pushed me when I was reluctant, when I was uncertain."
"When you're uncertain about something, it usually indicates ambivalence. You're attracted and repelled at the same time. When you're uncertain, if I can push you a bit, you may discover you can enjoy things you wrote off."
I nodded. Then I grinned. "So, if I want you to do something, I should pretend I'm uncertain of it? Would that encourage you to push, so that I'd submit in spite of my reluctance?"
He smiled, but then put on a mock-frown. "That would be very bad, Katherine. Topping from the bottom is generally frowned on. Honesty is the best policy."
"I was kidding."
"I'm serious," he said and turned my face to his. "If you want me to do something, if it brings you pleasure, I'll do it gladly."
I sighed and laid my head on his shoulder. 
"There will be a few bumps along the way, Kate. It's inevitable, but as long as we're honest with each other, we'll be happy."
We spent the next hour listening to music and talking about our trip, our itinerary, the unpacking, and where we'd stay for the first few weeks until we found a place to live. He had a real estate agent lined up to show us short-term rentals and so we would spend our first weekend traveling around Nairobi, seeing various properties in the most prestigious areas where expats lived. Once we had a place, we’d move in.
That was it – there was not much for me to do but sit back and enjoy the ride. 
It was a ride I never expected to take that day I went to the café in Manhattan to meet the Dom Lara had arranged to teach me about BDSM, about D/s and submission. There had been so much doubt about whether we could be together right from the start. But we'd made it through it all and now, were just starting our new life as a couple. Drake pulled me into his arms and kissed me, pushing me down onto the couch, his body lying between my thighs.
As usual, his intensity almost overwhelmed me, making my pulse race. I closed my eyes, sighing with pleasure. I had no idea what the future held for us, but was willing to finally just give in and let life take me where it would.
This – here with Drake on our way to Kenya – was exactly where I wanted to be.
 
The music ended and a pleasant silence passed between us. I wondered when we'd have sex. Drake had promised earlier that he had something special planned for dessert and I was excited, thinking he meant we'd eat each other. While he went to the bathroom, I stood on the balcony and watched the ocean below.
Then, Drake came to me and wrapped his arms around me from behind, his hands slipping around my waist. He kissed the top of my head. I leaned against him, my eyes closing. 
"What are you doing, Ms. Bennet?"
"Watching the stars. They're amazing here, in such a tiny village."
He pulled me even closer into his embrace and we stood outside, the warm night air soft on my skin. The sky was completely dark and because it was a moonless night, the stars were really visible, the Milky Way a broad expanse of stars like diamond dust. 
"We never did have dessert," he said, his voice husky, his breath warm on my shoulder.
"Mmm, no we didn't," I said, glancing up at the sky. "What do you fancy, Dr. Delish?"
"Dr. Delish?" he said and laughed. 
"That's what the nurses call you."
"I thought it was Dr. D."
"That too. And Dr. Dangerous."
"Dr. Delish," he said, one hand roving up and down my body, his mouth on my neck. "I think I like Dr. Dangerous. Gives me a better ambience, for a Dom."
"Dr. Delish suits you better. You are delicious," I said, smiling. "At least you were the last time I tasted you."
"Mmm, Ms. Bennet, you are definitely giving me ideas…"
"You're never short of ideas."
"No, I'm not." He pulled down the shoulder strap of my dress so he could bite my muscle playfully. "Yes, very tasty," he said, licking my skin where he bit. "Very tasty indeed. I'm going to sample more of your wares."
As Drake nibbled my shoulder, I closed my eyes and laid my hands over his, which were around my waist. In his hand was something hard and square and at first I didn't understand what it was. Was it a tiny boxed-chocolate the hotel management left as a welcoming gift? 
"What's this?" I said and withdrew a white box with a lid, around it a thin silver ribbon tied in a bow. I turned around and looked in Drake's face. "Drake…"
"Open it."
I held the box in my hand, in shock. It was a ring box – of that I was certain. I couldn't move and stared at it, my mouth open. Finally, he took it from me.
"Let's do this properly," he said and took off the ribbon, then removed the lid. Inside was a tiny royal blue velvet ring box. He opened it and knelt down in front of me. "See? You've brought me to my knees, Katherine," he said, grinning. Then, he cleared his throat. "I said once that people might think I was your sub, if they saw the way I was with you. But while I'm kneeling down to you now, it's probably the last time I will, so I hope you appreciate it."
I said nothing, covering my mouth, emotion welling up inside of my body, my eyes filling. Inside the ring box was a single solitaire diamond, several karats in weight. It was oval and set in a plain white gold band, but circling the diamond were smooth curves arcing around the diamond in an embrace. 
"Katherine," Drake said, his voice deep and soft. "I know we agreed that you were collared and that it was as good as an engagement, but I've been thinking since then. Finding out I had a son, meeting him, doing what I could to help him made me realize I don't want to go through life without a family. I don't know what the future will hold for us. I only know that I can't imagine not spending it with you."
I still didn’t say anything, so surprised that after all the turmoil of the past month and a half while we waited to come to Africa, through the news of Liam's existence, his illness, the donation and all the misunderstandings between us, he'd want to become engaged to me.
"Drake," I said, searching his face. "Are you sure of this? I thought you didn't want to get married again."
"Kate," he said, his voice full of emotion. "I love you so much. I didn’t realize how much until that night I thought I'd lost you. I said I never wanted us to be parted again, and I meant it."
My eyes filled with tears, my hands shaking a bit. He took the ring out of the box and slipped it on the ring finger of my left hand. 
He cleared his throat, his voice thick. "I believe the proper words are 'I love you, Katherine. Will you marry me?'" He smiled up at me, his eyes twinkling in that way. 
I couldn't speak, my eyes blurry. 
"I believe the desired response is 'Yes, Drake, I love you and will marry you.'"
"Yes," I managed finally. "Yes, Drake, I love you and will marry you."
He finally stood up and wrapped his arms around me, and the only sound besides my happy tears was of the waves crashing on the coast below. 
 
The flight from Naples to Nairobi was relatively short. As we approached the city, I looked out the cabin window. We were high up over the continent, and below us, tiny clouds dotted the view, casting shadows on the land below, the plains golden in the sunlight and broken up by swathes of green forest. As we descended, we passed through clouds, the land below appearing and disappearing between them. A long sinuous river marked the landscape, silvery in the sunlight. 
"We're almost there," Drake said, taking my hand in his, threading his fingers through mine. "If you look out now, you'll see the city."
I craned my neck and sure enough, there was the city, spread out below us with a modern city center and tall buildings, and the sprawl around it. If I didn't know the destination, I might think it was any city in the US, surrounded by green fields. Finally, after a smooth landing, our plane passed outbuildings and hangars on the way to the main terminal.
"Well, Ms. Bennet. Here we are," Drake said, smiling. He pulled my hand up to his lips and kissed my knuckles.  I smiled at him and turned back to the window to watch as we taxied to the terminal. 
In the distance I could see the Ngong Hills, dark against a perfectly clear blue sky. 
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