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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    Drake


    


    I met the love of my life on a night when meeting a new woman and starting a relationship was the last thing on my mind.


    That night, if you had asked me if I was going to get married again, I would have scoffed and said something like, “Tried it. Not for me,” or something along those lines. I truly felt that I was not the marrying type, too wrapped up in my career to need a life partner or companion to live with me and share my life.


    Lara, my best female friend and partner in crime in the BDSM world, had pestered me for several years to find someone to spend my life with, but I’d resisted. Back then I’d rationalized it, saying that marriage and domesticity weren’t my thing.


    Then I met Kate.


    The night I met Kate, my focus was on shaking Ethan McDermott’s hand, handing him a generous check as my donation to his fundraising event, and getting through the evening so I could go home, hit the sack and get much-needed shuteye. I’d been working hard since the start of the Fall semester with classes and evening call, and was mentally and physically exhausted. On top of a specialized surgical slate as a neurosurgeon, I had my cover band Mersey, I had my father’s robotic implements business to oversee, and I had the charitable foundation I started in his memory to head. Although I was almost a figurehead for the corporation and foundation, I still had responsibilities.


    On the romance front, I’d just split with a long-time submissive and the breakup wasn’t as amicable as I would have liked. I wanted a new submissive, but I wasn’t obsessed with it. At that point in my life, I was hyper-focused on my career and establishing myself as a neurosurgeon specializing in robotics.


    Managing my very busy life meant I had little time for romance, so I gave it up in favor of a straight no-emotional ties session of bondage and dominance three times a week with a submissive who knew to expect nothing in return but orgasms with some kink.


    Now, here I was, eight months later, eager to marry and start a new home and family with the woman who became part of my life completely unexpectedly. Katherine Marie McDermott had become the biggest part of my life, filling a huge hole I didn’t realize existed and which I had swept under some emotional rug so I wouldn’t have to stop my busy life and consider what was wrong.


    I sat in my office at the Aga Khan hospital and smiled as I closed the patient file I’d been reading unsuccessfully. I knew that when I read the same paragraph over three times that I was done for the day. It was close to 7:30 PM and I’d been at the hospital for more than twelve hours.


    That was enough for one day.


    Kate awaited.


    


    I almost made it out the hospital exit to the parking lot when who should round the corner ahead of me but Sam.


    Samantha Cuttington.


    She was a medical student with whom I’d had a brief affair two years earlier. She had been a medical student doing a surgical rotation in her final year when I was a visiting scholar teaching neurosurgery. Sam had recently returned to Nairobi to take my class and do a clerkship in neurosurgery so she could get experience in the field before she decided on her specialization. Given how close she was to Michael Owiti, I suspected she’d ultimately go on to be a neurosurgeon, and perhaps in pediatrics. It meant that we worked together on cases and of course, I taught the robotic surgery class she was taking.


    She hoped to rekindle our previous relationship but she failed to win me back. She didn’t seem to want to take no for an answer even when my fiancée accompanied me to Africa during my stay.


    I frowned when I saw her but then caught myself. There was nothing she could do now to hurt my relationship with Kate, so I tried to approach her with patience and humor when straight avoidance didn’t work.


    “Hello, Sam,” I said as I passed her. Of course, she reached out and grabbed my arm.


    “Just the man I wanted to see.”


    I pulled my arm out of her grip and waved her off as I rushed past. “Sorry, can’t stop and chat. Gotta run,” I said. “Dinner’s waiting.”


    “Wait,” she said, stopping in the hallway and turning to me as I reached the exit. I stood there, my hand on the door, ready to push it open, and considered whether to keep going or to turn to face her.


    The urgency in her voice made me stop. I turned and looked at her, trying to hold in my impatience. “What is it?”


    “I was just going to ask about a pediatric patient in the ER…” she said. “I know you want to specialize in pediatric neurosurgery so…”


    “Isn’t Michael still here?” I said, frustrated that I couldn’t prevent Sam from being part of my day. I didn’t want to give Kate any reason to be jealous or uncertain about our bond. To me, it was unbreakable, but to Kate, it might not seem that way. Not yet.


    “He had to scrub in on another case,” Sam replied.


    I sighed and let go of the door. “What have you got?”


    She came to where I stood and smiled, running her hand down her hair. “A seven-year-old boy. Fell off a climbing structure at school. I could use your expertise.”


    I’d been working with Michael Owiti, Chief of Neurosurgery at the Aga Khan hospital in Nairobi, and had assisted him on several pediatric cases. I planned to specialize in pediatric neurosurgery with a fellowship at NYU in Manhattan when I returned to the US in August and so was always interested in getting more experience in the field. But I also had a beautiful and seductive fiancée at home waiting for me.


    Kate would be disappointed if I was late yet again.


    “There’s no one else?”


    She shook her head. “You’re Michael’s backup.”


    I nodded. “Okay. Let me send a text and I’ll meet you down in the ER.”


    She went back the way she came while I stood in the hallway and sent Kate a text.


    


    Sorry to do this yet again but I have to consult on a pediatric case in the ER. Will be home as fast as I can so I can see you for at least a few hours before bed.


    


    I waited for a few seconds but there was no answer so I slipped my cell in my pocket and went back to my office. I slipped on my lab coat and made my way to the ER. A pediatric head trauma was right up my alley. Still, as much as I enjoyed working on such cases, I enjoyed my soon-to-be wife even more.


    There was nothing to do about it but get there and see what was waiting for me.


    


    Forty-five minutes later, I left the ER after consulting on the case. It was pretty straight-forward and in truth, I didn’t think Sam really needed my advice. I checked over the patient’s chart, examined him in the ER room, looked at the CT results, and ran Sam through her paces. As I expected, she had everything figured out so she probably wanted me to come down and check on the case just because I was there and Michael was busy.


    In other words, just to spend more time with me. Or to impress me with how well she had already done assessing the case.


    Whatever the reason, I was annoyed with Sam for needlessly delaying me but I was not going to spend any time thinking about it. Instead, I left the ER, dropped my lab coat off at my office and was back out the door in less than an hour.


    I took out my cell and checked, but there was still no answer from Kate.


    Where was she? Perhaps out by the pool, reading. Maybe stopped at a shop to pick up something for dinner.


    Maybe she was still at the studio working late on a project?


    I got in my car and drove home, eager to find out why she hadn’t answered my text. Luckily, traffic on the Mombasso Road at that hour was light and I made it home before nine o’clock. Later than I hoped, but earlier than midnight, which I’d pulled quite a few times in the last month.


    I parked the car and entered the cool dim interior of our house, surprised to see that there were no lights on. Everywhere there were half-filled packing boxes. We were leaving in a few weeks and were starting to pack up our life. A pang of nostalgia filled me that we’d be leaving the house where we’d been so happy, but it was time.


    I dropped my keys off on the table in the entry and took in a deep breath to see what was cooking but didn’t notice any aroma coming from the kitchen. I stopped in and grabbed a glass of ice and poured a shot of vodka for myself, then took the glass and looked out the sliding doors to the patio and pool, but Kate was nowhere in sight. I went back to the living room and then saw a light in the back of the house, so I checked out Kate’s studio.


    There she was, still dressed in her little white nightgown, standing in front of a large canvas, her paintbrush in hand.


    “There you are,” I said, warmth for her spreading through me. She’d been painting all day…


    She turned, a look of surprise on her face, her chestnut hair loosely up in a bun, her green eyes wide.


    “Drake!” she said and came right over to me.


    I kissed her cheek, one hand on her waist, pulling her against me. She kept her arm with the paintbrush away from her body, and leaned against me, her cheek pressed against mine.


    She pulled away. “What time is it? Are you home early?”


    “No,” I said with a laugh. “I’m late. It’s nine.” I smiled at her. “You haven’t even dressed or had a shower?”


    “No,” she said and turned back to her painting. “I’ve been working since I got up. I’m just about finished so I didn’t want to stop. We only have a few weeks left and I wanted the paintings I’ve been working on to be finished before we go so I can ship them.”


    I turned to check out her painting, half-expecting to see some vista from her safari, with elephants or antelope, but instead, it was of her father.


    Ethan McDermott, former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of New York. Now a rehabilitation patient, recovering from a stroke that left him temporarily paralyzed on one side.


    “It’s Ethan,” I said in surprise.


    “Yes,” she said and cocked her head to one side. “I’m doing it for Elaine for her birthday. What do you think?”


    “It’s fantastic,” I said truthfully, for it was. “Have you been painting all day? When did you start it?”


    “Yesterday morning.”


    I opened my eyes in wonder. In the painting, Ethan was seated in an old wooden chair behind his great oak desk, a framed photograph of a UH-1 “Huey” helicopter in the jungles of Vietnam on the wall behind him. Ethan was wearing a tuxedo with a black bowtie. I recognized the photo Kate was using for her subject. It had been taken before the New Year's Day levee Ethan went to.


    That New Year's Eve, Kate and I got back together after a temporary break up due to meddling friends and misunderstandings. I gave her my belated Christmas gift of a single diamond teardrop necklace, which symbolized for me how serious I was about her.


    That seriousness had never waned, for even a moment since. It had only intensified.


    “It’s really very good. Better than good. It’s totally professional. Like you’d find in a bank boardroom or lining marble hallways.”


    “That’s the effect I was shooting for,” she said and stepped back farther from the canvas. “I want it to represent how dignified he is underneath the rough exterior. He really is very distinguished even if he looks like a drill sergeant with that haircut.”


    I laughed and went up behind her, my hands circling her waist, my chin resting on her shoulder.


    “He’s extremely smart. His daughter is a chip off the old block.”


    Kate twisted around in my arms and smiled, slipping hers around my neck.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t fix anything for dinner.”


    I tried to kiss her but she dodged my lips, so that I ended up kissing her ear.


    “Don’t kiss me,” she said and covered her mouth. “I’ve been drinking coffee all day.”


    “We’ll reheat leftover spaghetti,” I suggested, thinking of what I saw in the fridge when I got out my bottle of vodka.


    “I’ll go have a quick shower while you get things ready,” she said and slipped out of my arms.


    I let her go, watching as she went down the hall to our bedroom and the en-suite bathroom.


    Then I turned to examine the painting of Ethan once more. Warmth for him filled me. We’d be back in Manhattan for New Year's and I wanted to spend it with him and Elaine. By then, Kate and I would be married and looking forward to the year as newlyweds.


    I almost had to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t caught in some dream, only to wake up only to find I’d been asleep and the wonderful life I was leading was nothing but a figment of my imagination.


    Then I went to the kitchen and reheated the leftover spaghetti.


    


    “So tell me about your case,” Kate said while we served our plates. “I just checked my cell and saw that you messaged me. Sorry I didn’t reply but my phone was in my bag in the living room and I must not have heard the alert.”


    I poured a glass of red wine for us, and thought about my case. I described the patient and the diagnosis.


    “It was pretty straight-forward and I really didn’t need to consult,” I said.


    “Was Michael busy?” Kate asked, twirling her fork in her pasta. “I thought he was handling evenings in the ER this week.”


    I nodded and took a sip. “He was in the OR with an emergency case. Sam had a patient and asked me to consult.”


    Kate’s fork stopped twirling in the pasta for only a second or two, then resumed. She nodded but didn’t say anything.


    “Sam, hmm?” she said finally, taking a mouthful of pasta and chewing without meeting my eyes.


    “Yes,” I said and pushed my bread into my sauce then took a bite. “I was Michael’s backup. I had no choice but to consult.”


    “I understand,” Kate said, her voice light. She smiled. “You want to do pediatric neurosurgery. It’s perfectly natural you’d want to consult on her case.”


    I reached out and took her hand. “I was pissed that she asked me. It was a really simple case. She didn’t need my advice.”


    “She just wanted to have you around,” Kate said and looked at me through narrow eyes. She sighed dramatically. “I guess that’s the price I’ll pay for having such a hot fiancé… Everywhere you go, the nurses and female docs will be drooling over you.”


    I laughed out loud at that. Then I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “There’s only one woman I want drooling over me.”


    She met my eyes and smiled. “Never doubt that I do.”


    I grinned. “I bet you were too busy today to even think of me.”


    She shook her head. “I pined away for you, and had to console myself with my art…”


    “It’s really good, Kate. I mean it. Elaine will love it.”


    “I hope so.”


    We finished our meal, talking about the day, the week and how close we were to leaving. In less than twenty days, our flight would take us out of Nairobi and Africa and to a connecting flight in Copenhagen, before flying across the Atlantic to Manhattan.


    Both of us would be busy with work soon after we returned home. My fellowship at NYU started in September, and Kate was registered in her MA program and would work on her thesis. We had to get back so we had some time to get settled into our place. With only a few weeks to go before our flights, there was so much to do, I felt as if I needed another month.


    We’d be exceptionally busy, with just enough time to be settled in Manhattan before it all began. Plus, we had a date for our wedding and would be busy organizing that. Both of us wanted a small wedding at Ethan and Elaine’s with just a few friends and family in attendance. Of course, I didn’t really have family with the exception of my foster family, the O’Rileys and as for friends it would be them and my band mates and their spouses. Dave Mills. I invited Michael, but he wasn’t sure if he and Claire could make it. Apparently, Claire was busy with some art exhibition…


    After we cleaned up the plates from dinner, we sat on the patio and watched the stars for a while.


    “I don’t know about you but I’m exhausted,” I said and squeezed Kate’s hand.


    “You go to bed,” Kate said, her voice light but I could hear a touch of something in her tone.


    “Come here,” I said and pulled her off her chair and onto my lap. She slipped her arms around my neck and we sat like that for a while, enjoying each other while listening to the sounds of the night.


    “I want you in bed with me,” I said. “I like falling asleep with my arms around you.”


    “My mind’s still too wide awake to sleep now. You go ahead and I’ll be there in a while. You need your sleep.”


    I smiled and brushed hair off her cheek. “If you were a man, I’d say you should have sex to help you sleep but an orgasm seems to wake women up, so that won’t help.”


    Kate laughed at that and leaned her forehead against mine. “You know I leave all that up to you,” she said softly. “Whatever you want. Whatever you need.”


    “I want your happiness. I want your fulfillment.”


    “You have it.” Then she kissed me, her kiss soft and warm. It didn’t ask anything of me. Instead, it was a sign of love and affection. My mind said I should make love to her, but my body said sleep.


    My body won out. Thirteen hours of work every day for the past six weeks was grueling and had sapped me of any extra energy. I needed to sleep.


    “I’ll leave you to do whatever it is you artist-types do to wind down,” I said and yawned. “I have to go to sleep. Early morning again tomorrow.”


    “I know,” she said and got up, waiting while I stood and took her in my arms. “I’m going to check my emails and tidy up in my studio. I won’t be too much longer.”


    We parted at the door, Kate going to her studio and me to the bedroom. After brushing my teeth and stripping off my clothes, I crept into bed and slipped under the sheets. I would have liked to have Kate there with me so I could snuggle up against her as usual, but I understood how hard it was to come down after a day totally absorbed in her art.


    It made me exceedingly satisfied to see her so busy with her paintings. I knew it was what she really enjoyed doing, and so I felt as if she was finally discovering what she really wanted.


    To paint.


    To be my wife.


    I couldn’t be happier about both.


    I turned over and reached out my hand to find cool bare sheets instead of the soft warm flesh of my beloved, but despite going to bed alone, I felt a contentment I had never felt before. I felt as if my life was finally coming together. I received a fellowship to specialize in pediatric neurosurgery back at NYU, under the guidance of Fred Parker who was one of the top specialists in the field in the Northeast. I was going to be married to Kate, a woman who embodied everything I ever wanted in a partner and lover. I closed my eyes and drifted off, the low sweet strains of Debussy in the background lulling me to sleep.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    


    Kate


    


    I left Drake and went to my studio to finish up what I was working on when he arrived home. I should have gone to bed with him, because he liked to snuggle before he fell asleep, but my mind was in a state of euphoria after the day spent painting. It was like a drug, that state I went into when completely absorbed in a work. Time seemed to stand still, and the world fell away. All that existed was the canvas, the brushes, the paints and the idea of what I wanted to accomplish.


    Minutes turned to hours, and before I knew it, the day had gone.


    When Drake arrived home, I was shocked to see that it was already nine at night. I’d skipped breakfast and shoved a turkey sandwich down my throat for lunch but had nothing else but coffee for the entire day. The painting was going very well. Better than I expected. It really looked like my father and I got a choky feeling in my throat when I looked at it from a distance.


    The photograph I used had been taken before his stroke when he still looked like himself—stocky, vigorous, with eagle-sharp eyes and a beak of a nose. He would be fearsome to those who came before him in court. I always thought he was an old grouch. The “Drill Sergeant” as Heath and I called him when we were teens.


    Now, I knew him better than ever, and it was because I saw him through Drake’s eyes. I saw him for the compassionate and thoughtful man who took Drake under his wing when Drake’s father died.


    Drake helped me to see how lucky I was to have a father like him—a father who was present at family dinners on a regular basis, and involved in our daily lives. My father was always on top of things like homework and interests, school activities and friends.


    Drake had missed out on a family like mine. Now, he wanted to be the kind of husband my father was to my mother when I was growing up. Eventually, he wanted to be the kind of father to our children that my father had been to me.


    I still felt a thrill of excitement when I thought about marrying Drake. Even though we’d been living together for six months, I felt giddy when he came home after a long day at the hospital. He made my pulse race.


    But at that moment, I couldn’t sleep. Instead, I puttered around my studio, screwing lids back on tubes of acrylic paint, washing brushes in the en-suite bathroom sink. Once satisfied, I went to the kitchen and rustled around in the cupboard in search of my decaf chai tea. I wanted to sit down before I went to bed and read over my emails, make sure I didn’t miss anything important from Elaine or my father.


    After the kettle boiled, I took my steaming mug and went to my desk in Drake’s office and sat down, legs crossed, and checked my mail.


    Most of it was spam, but there were a few of note. One from the registrar at Columbia with more information on important dates for returning graduate students. Another was from Elaine with an update on how my father was doing with his rehab.


    One caught my eye and sent a shock through me.


    It was from Dawn.


    I chewed my bottom lip and hesitated before opening it. Did I want to read a letter from her at this time of night? If it upset me, I might not be able to fall asleep and it was already pretty late.


    My finger hovered over the trackpad, and then I clicked on the email icon.


    Her letter popped open and I read, holding my breath in hopes it wasn’t a lecture.


    


    Hi, Kate…


    Hope this finds you well. I hear from Dave Mills that you’re coming back in a few weeks and will be going to Columbia to work on your MA. I am so glad to hear that!


    You might be wondering why I was talking to Dave Mills. Well, it’s a long story but I went to one of your dad’s Doctors Without Borders fundraisers and Dave was there. We got to talking and that’s how I heard.


    I’m so glad that you are moving forward with grad school, Kate. I was afraid you would give it all up.


    When you get back, I hope we can put the past behind us and get together, maybe be friends once more. I miss you so much, you wouldn’t believe. It’s like there’s this great big hole in my heart where you used to be.


    I’m willing to try if you are.


    XOXOXO,


    Dawn


    


    As angry as I was with Dawn for trying to break us up, threatening to tell my father about Drake’s Dom tendencies, and for searching Drake’s past for dirt, I felt the same as her. She and I had been friends for so long, I couldn’t imagine my life without her somewhere in it. I might have to accept that we would never be friends again, but I could still feel sad about it.


    I didn’t think we could ever go back to the way we were, because Dawn did too many things that crossed the line, but at least we could be civil. I wouldn’t be inviting her to be maid of honor at the wedding or anything, but a détente would be preferable to outright animosity.


    My mother always said to me that it was important for a woman to keep her female friends close even after marriage and children because no one else understands who you are quite the same way. Other than Dawn, I really didn’t have any close female friends and I felt bad about losing her. It would mean that Drake was all I had. Then I realized that we might move away from Manhattan at some point and I would only have Drake regardless of what happened with Dawn. That didn’t scare me in the least because he was always fun and interesting and enjoyable to be with, no matter what we were doing.


    Still, a woman without friends outside of her relationship could become lonely. I decided I would put myself out there and make a point of meeting other people because no matter where we lived, Drake would always be busy with his surgery and his band, the corporation and the foundation. I didn’t want him to give those things up because they made him the man he was and I loved that man.


    Maybe, as the years went by, and as Dawn came to realize what a wonderful person Drake was, and how good a husband and father, she’d ask for forgiveness instead of just asking for tolerance.


    I wasn’t sure Drake would want me to forgive her even if she were truly repentant. Although people do make mistakes, bad judgments and are flawed, what Dawn did crossed the line. Still, I was so torn. I was flawed and had made mistakes before. Could I find it in my heart to forgive her?


    Whether to forgive Dawn was the least of my worries and I didn’t bother to respond to her email. I didn’t need that at the moment. I needed something to help me go to sleep and thinking about Dawn would only delay sleep, not speed it on.


    Instead of fretting about Dawn, I sipped my chai tea and read over Elaine’s and my father’s Facebook feed, soaking up the pictures and posts that documented their lives back in Manhattan.


    As much as I loved Kenya and Nairobi, and as much as I enjoyed our house and the art class, I missed Manhattan and my family. It would be so great to go back, start work on the 8th Avenue apartment to get it in shape and dig in to my MA thesis research.


    I’d have to meet with my thesis advisor and work out a new thesis topic, but I was sure that we’d agree on what approach to take. Then, I’d start to do the legwork, and search out appropriate research subjects to interview. I felt a surge of excitement at the prospect of starting back at Columbia, especially now that I was determined to focus on art instead of politics.


    For the first few weeks after returning, I'd be busy with school, the apartment, and then the wedding. Although it would be a small wedding at my father’s apartment, with only a few friends and family, it would still require planning. I had to find a dress, and pick out a gift for everyone who took part, and then there were the vows, and the honeymoon…


    I finished my tea, and scribbled down a list of to-do items in my journal and decided it was time to go to bed. When I crept under the sheets beside a naked Drake, all warm and sleeping quietly with his back to the door, I thought how lucky I was to have him all to myself. I snuggled closer and closed my eyes, letting his warmth penetrate me and the sound of his breathing lull me to sleep.


    


    As was his usual practice, Drake woke early and had showered by the time I woke up. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was only 6:30 a.m. I didn’t want to get up but I did want to see Drake off. I rose from the bed and went to the kitchen where I found Drake , humming some sixties tune to himself, fixing a cup of coffee and eating a bowl of granola. I tried to stifle a yawn, and stood at the kitchen’s island, running a hand over my sleep-mussed hair.


    He turned and saw me.


    “There you are,” he said and came right over, bowl and spoon in his hands. “Sorry if I woke you.”


    “No problem,” I said and leaned up on my tiptoes to kiss him briefly on the lips. “I wanted to talk to you before you went.”


    “What are your plans for the day, Ms. Bennet?”


    I considered. “I want to finish the painting and do some more packing.”


    “How late did you come to bed?” he asked and slurped the milk from his bowl.


    “Just after midnight. I had a cup of tea and read my emails. Speaking of which…” I said and hesitated, not sure I should bring up Dawn’s email.


    “What?” he said and put his bowl into the dishwasher, before turning to face me, his eyes on mine. “Tell me. Is it Ethan?”


    I shook my head, wondering how to tell him. “No,” I said and made a face, scrunching up my eyes. “Dawn.”


    His eyebrows rose at that and he turned to get his cup of coffee. “Oh.”


    He didn’t ask for any details and I knew it upset him to think about Dawn. It wasn’t hard to understand. She had almost broken us up twice. Not to mention the fact that she threatened to damage Drake’s reputation.


    “She wants to put the past behind us when I come back to Manhattan.”


    “What do you want?” he said and finally, he turned to face me.


    “I wish that she had never threatened you so we could still be friends. But maybe she is responsible for us being together now.”


    Drake frowned. “How can you say that?”


    “She forced us both to think seriously about each other. Maybe we wouldn’t have if she hadn’t forced our hands.”


    He pursed his lips for a moment, and then shrugged. He took a sip of his coffee, and leaned against the counter.


    “You may be right. I still think you can’t trust her, Kate,” he said and looked at me pointedly. “She seems awfully judgmental and rigid.”


    “She had that kind of family. She was judged harshly. Believe me, she judges herself more harshly than anyone else. If she had been born in the middle ages, she’d be one of those people with hair shirts and floggers.”


    Drake laughed at that and finished his coffee. “She might be a secret subbie underneath her righteous exterior.”


    I smiled. “I doubt it. If so, it’s really deep and buried.”


    He nodded and came over to me, his hands on my shoulders. “It’s up to you, of course. Whatever you decide, I’ll do my best to cooperate. I’ll practice a fake smile when I meet her and be meek and mild. If it makes you happy, I’m happy.”


    He kissed me briefly and then stroked his hand over my hair. “She can still do harm to us—to me. The department head of surgery at NYP knows about the restraining order and is fine with it, but if word got out about my participation in dungeon scenes in the BDSM community, it might be difficult to attract patients. I doubt many would be interested in someone who they would think liked pain.”


    “You don’t like pain,” I protested.


    He shook his head. “To the average person, a Dom might as well be a sadist. They don’t understand that there are different reasons for people to be into BDSM. Kate, I like my practice and life in Manhattan. I don’t want anyone besides the two of us deciding what to do with our lives.”


    I nodded and before he left, I leaned up once more and kissed him quickly. “I agree.”


    Then he left and I faced the entire day to myself, with only my paints and empty packing boxes to keep me company. Instead of staying up, I went back to bed and pulled the covers over my head.


    


    I slept in until I woke up again and spent the rest of the day painting but I didn’t even get to the packing part of my plan. I was able to finish my painting of my father before Drake arrived home so instead of greeting him the way I had the day before, with me all disheveled and smelling like acrylic paints, I had a quick shower, fixed my hair, brushed my teeth and put on the cute little sundress he liked so much. If I wore it when he arrived home, he’d be pleased. Maybe pleased enough to ravish me the way I was hoping. I glanced at myself in the mirror and adjusted my hair.


    Then I kicked myself mentally. Drake wouldn’t be home until at least eight o’clock. He’d have spent over twelve hours teaching, seeing patients and in the OR. I couldn’t expect him to have much energy left for sex.


    Still, I wanted to remind him of the first time he saw me in the dress and so I wore it, trying to squash down any hopes of seducing him.


    That wasn’t my role in our relationship. He’d grown quite lenient with me when it came to sex, encouraging me to let him know that I wanted sex now and then first thing in the morning. He’d be happy to comply if he had time. I didn’t want to change him too much. I wanted the Drake I met, only more open to letting me into all parts of his life, rather than just one small corner.


    He’d done that wonderfully. Initiating sex was something Drake liked to control, but he’d grown more flexible. He’d shared his music with me, although I still hadn’t seen him perform with his band. When we went back to Manhattan, I hoped he’d invite me to a performance.


    Everything in its own time.


    


    Drake arrived home after eight and sat at the island in the kitchen with me, eating some food I ordered in from a small restaurant in the shopping mall in our community. It was fresh spicy fish with rice and vegetables. I’d miss the food when I went back to Manhattan, but was determined to find similar recipes so I could cook for Drake and we could remember our time in Nairobi.


    “Anything more from Dawn?” he said, his voice quiet.


    “No,” I said, although I had been thinking of what I’d say in reply to her email. I could have just ignored it and let her email pass into the oblivion of my computer’s trash bin, but her email had opened a scabbed up sore in my heart. I thought about it at odd times during the day.


    “I had an interesting conversation with Dave Mills you might like to hear about.”


    I frowned. “What?”


    He took a sip of wine. “He was at a DWB fundraiser. Dawn was there. Guess who she was with.”


    I bit my lip and shook my head, wracking my brain to think who she would have gone with to a DWB fundraiser .


    “I have no idea.”


    Drake smiled, and his expression was smug. “Kurt.”


    My mouth actually dropped open.


    “What?” My heart pounded in my ears. “No way…”


    “Yes way,” Drake said, fighting to keep from grinning, but I could see that he was almost bursting.


    “She went with Kurt? My Kurt?”


    “Your Kurt?” he said, pulling back in what I thought—hoped—was mock horror.


    “I mean, the Kurt I dated briefly,” I said, catching myself.


    Drake took a deep sip of his wine, one corner of his mouth curved up slyly. “The very one.”


    “She never mentioned it in her email, but maybe that’s why she wrote me.” I thought about Kurt and Dawn together and it completely blew me away. I had met him at one of the DWB fundraisers that she attended with me, and we had often gone to pubs with Dawn and a few of our friends from Columbia. They knew each other. Had she been lusting after Kurt all this time?


    “She must have been wanting him all along.”


    “Maybe. Maybe she is a secret subbie. I guess she’s second best to you.”


    I laughed at that. “Dawn is very pretty. You haven’t met her. She’s tall and athletic. Not in the least bit submissive, as far as I can tell. The opposite. I’d think she’d rather beat a man than be beaten on.”


    “I saw her with you at the pub that night, but she’s not my type. Come on, Kate,” Drake said and took another sip, his eyes twinkling. “You know that very many strong people like to give up control in the bedroom. Achievers who have to be in control during the day. It’s a relief to give up control.”


    I nodded, for I’d done my research and knew that many men in high-powered positions liked to be humiliated and dominated in the bedroom. Could Dawn be like that?


    “I guess I’ll have to write her back.”


    Drake shook his head. “Don’t mention anything about Kurt,” he said. “Let her tell you when she’s ready. She sounds like someone who doesn’t know her own mind. Someone like her could just as quickly change back to being a crusader against filth.”


    I pursed my lips and forked a piece of fish. “You may be right. I won’t say anything about Kurt unless she brings it up.”


    “She probably won’t out of embarrassment. Considering she could have cost me my position at NYP, I think she’d be wise to broach the subject very slowly and carefully.”


    I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll write back and accept her request for détente. But nothing more.”


    Drake nodded. “I’ve been thinking about it. Honestly, Kate, she was right to be suspicious of me, knowing what she knew. What if she’d come to you and said she was interested in being spanked and flogged and was meeting a sadist that she met online?”


    My stomach clenched at that. I still hadn’t completely reconciled myself to the idea of painsluts and sadists, although I tried really hard. I had to come to a place of acceptance that consenting adults could do what they wanted in the privacy of their own bedrooms – or dungeons. I’d seen actual painsluts and sadists at play in the dungeon scenes Drake and I had attended. They wanted to be where they were. They wanted to give and receive pain with a willing partner. That was a far cry from actual abuse. Still, there is no doubt I would have argued with Dawn if she had come to me and told me she wanted to meet a sadist and be whipped and caned like Sunita.


    “I don’t know what I’d do. I’d probably think she needed to get counseling. Her father was an old bastard, Drake. He beat them with a belt when they were kids and I think now that he beat her mother, too. Her brother-in-law beat her sister. She said the best day of her life had been the day he was arrested.”


    “Maybe BDSM would be therapy for someone like Dawn.”


    I shook my head. “It just shocks me so much, Drake. Therapy for Dawn should be to find someone who is completely safe so she doesn’t have to worry about being beaten. She should get therapy so she feels worthy of better treatment.”


    It was his turn to shake his head. “Don’t judge her for her desire, whatever it ends up being,” he said softly. “The human psyche is a strange animal. You can get moralistic about human desire and judge it deviant and dangerous, but deviants still want what they want. If you judge them, if you condemn them, it only makes you feel better. It does nothing to change them.”


    Drake watched me over the lip of his wineglass as he took a sip. He put his glass down and reached for my hand.


    “I know you miss her. I know you two were friends for forever and it must hurt to lose her. Let her come to you. Let her prove herself before you invest too much emotionally in the friendship.”


    I squeezed his hand back, considering. Finally, I sighed and ate my fish, amazement filling me that my old best friend would even consider allowing a man to spank her and dominate her.


    Maybe I’d been wrong about her. Maybe she was afraid for me because the whole idea appealed too much to her as a woman and she couldn’t stand to admit what that meant about her.


    I didn’t know if we could ever be friends again, despite her apology, her epiphany and her being with Kurt.


    Maybe Drake was right and someone like Dawn was too unpredictable to trust.


    Only time would tell.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    


    Drake


    


    


    Three weeks passed very quickly and on the Thursday before we left, Michael sat down in the chair across from my desk. We had both been working our asses off to try to transfer over the last of my patients to other surgeons and prepare for my replacement. Even Sam had been working hard and hadn’t been pestering me nearly as much as before. In fact, I would have said she had a complete change of heart towards me for those last few weeks. She was completely collegial instead of assuming too much about our relationship.


    It made my last weeks in Nairobi pleasant.


    Across from me, Michael looked exhausted.


    “Come to our house on Saturday night for cocktails and dinner. I’ve invited the rest of the faculty and the interns and residents who worked with you. They want to say goodbye and wish you two all the best.”


    “Sam as well?” I asked, although I couldn’t imagine Michael wouldn’t invite her.


    “Of course,” Michael smiled, assuming I had asked in a friendly way. “She said she wouldn’t miss it.”


    I smiled at Michael, but inside, I tensed. Both Claire and Sam would be there. How would Kate react to that prospect? She hadn’t spoken to Claire since the art safari. Somehow, the four of us avoided socializing. Whenever Michael hinted at dinner, I would always find some excuse and finally, he gave up asking. Instead, the two of us had lunch together when we could find the time. I regretted it, for I had envisioned the four of us enjoying each other’s company when we had free time. It seemed so perfect at first – Michael and I would talk shop, while Kate and Claire could talk art.


    Now, that was impossible.


    I wasn’t sure if Michael knew what happened, but it seemed he didn’t want to cut me off from his life, and for that I was thankful. I didn’t hold him responsible for the machinations of his wife—a woman I once thought had my best interests at heart.


    She probably thought she did, but her idea of what was best for me was wrong, and her willingness to manipulate Sam and Sefton and Kate to get it was unacceptable. I could never forgive her for it. It made me see her with new eyes. The matronly woman I always thought was so motherly towards me was being false and deceptive, pushing Sefton towards Kate. Hoping to ruin my relationship with Kate by pushing Sam at me.


    I had half a mind to tell Michael about it but decided not to sour things between us, especially the last few days of my time at the hospital.


    I opened my mouth to speak. “I don’t—.”


    “Don’t say anything,” he said and held up his hand, not meeting my eyes. Then he turned to me. “Don’t worry about Claire,” he said softly. “She won’t be a problem. I’ve spoken with her about things and have straightened her out about you and Kate.”


    A shock of adrenaline flowed through me that he knew about Claire. I tried to form a response, but struggled to come up with something. Finally, I found my voice.


    “I’m sure Kate and I would be delighted to come over,” I said and cleared my throat. “What time?”


    “The usual. Six thirty-ish for drinks and then dinner. I don’t know what Claire has organized for the caterer but it will probably be something local so you can take back memories of Nairobi cuisine.”


    I nodded, putting on a pleased face, despite not being completely pleased with having to face both Claire and Sam. With that out of the way, we talked about hospital business, handing over cases and who would take on what patients. Once that was decided, Michael stood and turned to the door.


    “I better go,” he said, an absentminded expression on his face. “Got an appointment with a family member. I need to read over the file before I go.”


    With that, he opened the door and was going to leave without another word, but I felt bad and wanted to say something.


    “Michael,” I said, and came around my desk. “Wait.”


    He stopped, half in and half out of the doorway. He finally met my eyes, as if he was embarrassed at having to admit there was a problem with Claire.


    “Thanks,” I said and extended my hand. “For everything.”


    He smiled and we shook. Out of the blue, he pulled me into a brief embrace, then he left, closing the door behind him.


    I sat back down behind my desk and tried to process this new tidbit of information. Had he wondered at last why I kept turning down his offers of dinner at his place? Had he confronted Claire? Did she say something to him about Sefton, and he didn’t agree with her?


    I would never know for sure, but I was pretty certain he put his foot down with Claire and she would be no problem on Saturday night.


    Or at least, I hoped.


    


    That night when I finally arrived home after seeing patients in the ER, I sat down with Kate at the island in the kitchen and ate a plate of warmed up leftovers from the night before. It was almost nine o’clock and Kate had already eaten. She leaned on the island across from me and watched me eat, her chin resting on her hand. I told her about my conversation with Michael and she was all wide-eyed and open-mouthed.


    “I can’t believe he said that to you,” she said, a hand over her mouth. “Poor Michael. To have a problem between his wife and a colleague…”


    “It must have been really embarrassing to bring it up, but I think he knew we wouldn’t come unless he addressed it.”


    “I still don’t really want to go, but I will,” Kate said, staring off into the distance. Then she met my eyes “For you.”


    “Thank you,” I said. “I hate the thought of missing the going away party.”


    Kate took in a deep breath. “I could always stay home. That way, there’d be no uncomfortable meeting or awkward words. The last time I spoke with Claire, she was unwilling to admit she was wrong and denied everything I said so…” Kate shrugged.


    I shook my head, adamant that I would not go without her. “You’re my partner and my fiancé. I won’t go without you. Michael spoke with Claire and I’m sure she’ll be civil.”


    Kate looked doubtful, biting her bottom lip. “If you say so.”


    “I want you with me. That’s all there is to it.”


    “Yes, Master,” she said with a grin. “Your wish is my command.”


    There was a gleam in her eye that promised so much. “Ms. Bennet, you’re giving me ideas…”


    She smiled coyly. “I doubt that I have to give you any ideas. You always seem to have enough of your own.”


    “I have a thousand ideas but unfortunately,” I said and pushed my plate away, “I don’t have the energy tonight. Can we have a nice leisurely fuck tomorrow morning?”


    She smiled, ever the good sport. “Of course. You know where I’ll be.”


    “I do.” I smiled and leaned over the counter to kiss her tenderly. It was Thursday night and I’d had a busy day of surgery and classes, and an equally busy week wrapping everything up before we left. Michael was determined to use me every minute of the remaining days.


    I was exhausted.


    “Let me run you a bath at least,” Kate said, her voice all sympathetic. “The warm water will relax you and you’ll fall asleep as soon as you hit the bed.”


    “Mmm,” I said and stretched. “Sounds fantastic.”


    I watched as Kate went down the hall to our bedroom and the tub. On my part, I put my plate and cutlery in the dishwasher and went to the hall to get my briefcase. I took my laptop out and plugged it in so it could charge, checking my emails before I undressed for my bath.


    There was an email from Michael, repeating his invitation to the party on Saturday night. There was an RSVP request included in the email.


    I replied, writing that both Kate and I would be honored to attend and that we looked forward to seeing everyone and saying our goodbyes.


    Then I went and started to undress for my bath.


    “Here, let me do that,” Kate said, taking hold of my shirt. She stripped it off my shoulders and threw it on the bench at the end of the bed. Then she unbuckled my belt and pulled it out of the belt loops of my pants. There was a tiny smile on her lips, the slightest bit of curve on one side. When she undid the button to my pants and gripped the zipper, she glanced up and met my eyes.


    Her look alone sent a jolt of lust through me, right to my dick.


    “Ms. Bennet, are you trying to seduce me with your bedroom eyes?”


    “What?” she said in mock surprise. “Me seduce you?”


    She pulled my pants off my hips and I stepped out of them, leaving me standing there in my boxer briefs and socks.


    She knelt down at my feet and tapped one foot so she could remove my sock. I complied and lifted my foot up, smiling as she rolled the sock down in a way that seemed incredibly sexy for some reason. Once more, my dick thickened, and my breath caught in my throat. She wasn’t doing anything overt to seduce me but she was damn seductive, regardless. I lifted the other foot and she removed that sock as well. Then she remained on her knees and her hands went to the waistband of my boxers.


    I was already hard, a fact that she couldn’t help but notice since my erection was jutting out in front of her face, straining against the fabric.


    She said nothing, but I felt her eyes lingering on my cock. It made me even harder of course, and suddenly, going to bed so quickly didn’t seem like a good idea. I watched her as she took hold of the waistband and pulled my boxer briefs down, my dick springing out unhindered, nearly striking her in the face. I caught her grin as she bent down farther to remove them completely.


    Being the good submissive, she didn’t initiate anything. She knew to wait for my command. I would have liked to feel her lips close around the aching head of my cock and suck for a while, but I wanted to wait until after my bath.


    I stepped past Kate, who remained on her knees, and then went to the bath, stepping gingerly into the hot bubbly water. As I sank down into the water, I exhaled in relief. It felt so good. It felt exactly like what I needed most at that moment—a long soak in a nicely hot tub, my beautiful wife-to-be washing every inch of my body with her soap-slippery hands.


    When I was finally submersed, my arms over the sides and my head back on the curved rim of the tub, Kate entered the bathroom and stood beside the tub, waiting. Her eyes moved over my body, lingering over my groin and chest before meeting my own eyes.


    I saw her desire in the flush to her cheeks.


    “I would love it if you were to take off your top and bra and wash me,” I said, my voice low and filled with desire. “Every single inch.”


    She grinned at the reference to every single inch, remembering as I had that time before.


    “I’d love to wash every one of your many inches,” she said, and bit her bottom lip.


    “Please, be my guest.” I motioned to my body.


    Then Kate pulled off her sweater and folded it, before unlatching the clasp at the front of her pretty lace pushup bra so that her breasts practically fell out of the cups, their ample globes tipped with rosy nipples that were hardening in the air. My dick jumped in response and I practically salivated when I saw her hard nipples, wanting to lick and suck them, knead them, take them in both my hands and move from one nipple to the other, greedy for both.


    She knelt down beside the tub and took the bar of soap, then dipped her hands in the water so she could lather up. I watched her, eager to feel her hands on me for the first time. Where would she start?


    Once her hands were nice and soapy, she met my eyes.


    “Lift up one foot, please,” she said.


    I did, but put on a mock pout. “A foot?”


    She laughed lightly. “Yes, a foot. Have to start somewhere…”


    I watched her wash my foot, enjoying the feel of her hands on it, kneading the sole, and then heel. It was relaxing. I sighed heavily and leaned back farther, closing my eyes.


    Then her hands moved up to my calf and washed it, before moving up past my knee to my thigh. My eyes popped open when her hands slipped between my thighs and around underneath, barely grazing my scrotum. The touch of her hand on my sac was enough to make me groan and I turned to look at her face. She had a coy smile on her lips, as if she was enjoying teasing me.


    “Ms. Bennet, you are a tease…”


    “Why would you say that, Dr. Delish?”


    “I say it because it’s true.”


    She rinsed her hands and then soaped up once more. “If I went right to the heart of the matter,” she said lightly. “There’d be no buildup. No anticipation. Anticipation is a good thing, no?”


    “Anticipation of what, precisely?” I grinned.


    She gestured to my foot and I lifted it out of the water. “Anticipation of being very relaxed and your every inch clean, of course. What else could I possibly mean?”


    “Of course,” I said, barely able to suppress a chuckle. “Just wanting to clarify.”


    Of course she knew I’d have to fuck her now. There was no way that I could handle her washing me this way and not need an orgasm. All I could think of was pushing my hard aching cock inside of her tight warmness, gripping her hips and pulling her against me, watching her breasts jiggle as I rammed into her, leaning down to suck on a nipple now and then so I could watch her back arch in delight.


    If I had an orgasm, Kate could damn well be sure that I’d give her one or two in return.


    I was generous like that.


    I’d probably eat her and make her come once with my tongue and then once with my cock. So Kate knew at that moment that I’d be unable to not fuck her now.


    I could have had a shower and gone straight to bed, but I let her seduce me. I didn’t usually like to be seduced. I liked to be the one doing the seduction, but Kate had handled my need for dominance very well.


    So after she washed my hands, arms, shoulders and neck, she turned to my chest and then abs.


    “Sit up,” she commanded, then hastily added, “if you please, Master.”


    “Are we in scene?” I said lightly, examining her through narrowed eyes. “I don’t remember giving you any indication…”


    “My apologies,” she added quickly. “Just sit up so I can wash your back.”


    “Can’t forget my back,” I said, wondering how far I would let her take the lead. I could just wait and see what she did, how much she would try.


    We were going to fuck. There was no way I was getting out of this without coming, but how we got there was going to be interesting.


    When she was finished washing and rinsing my back and shoulders, she asked me to stand.


    I stood, my cock thick and heavy. She lathered up her hands and of course, the anticipation of her finally touching me made me hard as rock, my cock jutting straight up, my breath shallow, heart racing.


    She ran her hands over my abdomen and around my groin, until finally, when I was almost ready to order her to stroke me, she took my cock in both her hands and pulled from the base to the tip.


    I groaned out loud, the feeling so sweet, I wanted to stand and thrust in her soapy hands until I came.


    But I wouldn’t.


    She continued to stroke me, one hand under my balls, the other moving along my length, cupping the head of my cock, then running back down to the base.


    “Do you want me to keep this up?” she said in a throaty voice that spoke volumes about her own level of desire.


    I knew what she meant. Did I want her to make me come?


    The greedy part of me did. I was tired, but I also wanted to orgasm and ejaculate. It would put me right to sleep.


    “Maybe for a minute or two,” I said, not wanting to deny her an orgasm as well. “Then I want to eat you until you come on my tongue.”


    A flush rose on her cheeks, and she smiled to herself while she continued to stroke me.


    “What do you think of that, Ms. Bennet?”


    “I think that sounds like a plan.”


    She continued to stroke me with her soapy hands, gently squeezing and cupping my balls, and the pleasure was intense. I could come really quickly if I let myself.


    Of course, I wouldn’t let myself.


    Finally, I exhaled loudly. “Rinse me now.”


    Her hands left my hard dick and aching balls for the pitcher, which she filled with fresh warm water from the tap. Then, she rinsed me off, pouring pitcher after pitcher over me until all the soap was gone.


    “Come,” she said and held out a towel. “Let me dry you off.”


    I stepped out of the tub and she proceeded to towel me from head to foot. I enjoyed watching her take care of me, the smile on her lips, the way her eyes lingered on my cock as she knelt down to finish drying my feet. When she was done, as I stood there before her, wondering what she’d do, my erection throbbing to the beat of my heart,


    Part of me wanted to order her to suck me, but another part held back, waiting. She did nothing. Instead, she remained kneeling at my feet, her eyes on mine, waiting.


    The perfect submissive.


    I knew she wanted to fuck, but I wanted to feel her lips on me.


    “Lick me,” I said, my voice low.


    She inhaled and laid her hands on my thighs, then leaned forward. As I watched, her tongue slipped out between her perfect pink lips and lapped at the head of my cock. I gasped at the delicious sensation while her tongue slid along the rim and then sampled the slit, where a drop of fluid glistened.


    “All over,” I added and groaned when she lapped the entire length of my cock from base to tip.


    She ran her wet lips up and down my length, stopping to lick the head before moving down to the base of my cock once more. Soon, my cock was wet with her saliva, and was rock hard. I ached to shove the head past her lips and deeper, but wanted to take it slow.


    I enjoyed delayed gratification.


    “Take the head in your mouth and suck,” I ordered and she complied immediately, her wet velvety lips and tongue surrounding the head. She sucked, careful to protect me from her teeth, pulling on and off the head slowly and deliberately the way she knew I liked.


    I loved watching her mouth stretch to accommodate my cock’s girth, and close around the tip as she pulled off.


    “Deeper,” I said, and was rewarded with her taking more of my length into her mouth until I felt the back of her throat. She pulled off, making sure to suck when she did, and I moaned, a jolt of pleasure from the head of my cock to deep in my groin.


    “Stroke me while you suck the head,” I said. She did, starting a slow, teasing rhythm that I knew would soon build me to an orgasm if I didn’t stop her.


    Soon, I did stop her, even though it was so sweet. I was intoxicated by her mouth, by the sight of her on her knees at my feet, how her mouth stretched around my considerable girth, how her eyes were filled with desire.


    I knew she’d finish me without a thought, swallowing my come, but instead, I pulled out of her willing mouth and lifted her up, pulling her over to the bed so that she bent over the end and then I fucked her hard and fast until I reached a point where I knew I’d come with a few more strokes, a deeper thrust or three.


    “I’m going to come,” I managed to hiss as the pleasure started in my balls and washed over me, white hot and blinding. She kept thrusting back, and while I felt guilty for coming before pleasing Kate, by then I was too far gone and I went over.


    ”Oh, fuck,” I cried out as my orgasm began and the first spasm struck. I gritted my teeth and thrust slowly as I ejaculated, my hands gripping her hips, my eyes closed tightly.


    God, I loved her…


    


    Later, as we lay in bed in the darkness, a satisfied weariness enveloping me, she snuggled up to me, her head on my chest, my arm around her shoulder.


    “You didn’t make me come once, Master D,” she said, and I could hear the playfulness in her voice.


    “I know,” I said and stroked hair off her forehead. “I feel incredibly guilty.”


    “Don’t,” she said. “You know I like it.”


    “Aren’t you aroused? Don’t you need to come?”


    She shook her head. “I’m slightly swollen and achy, but it feels good. I like it when you occasionally use me.”


    “Shall I order you to finish yourself?” I said, arching my brow.


    “No,” she said and ran a finger down my chest. “Like your dragon, it will go away in a while. Besides, I’ll look forward to tomorrow when you feel up to more.”


    “You know damn well I’ll feel up to more tomorrow,” I said and tried to hide my yawn. “If I weren’t so tired, I’d want to eat you. In fact, I planned on eating you and making you come once with my mouth and then once with my cock, but you seduced me into something different.”


    “I seduced you?” she said, narrowing her eyes, fighting to hold back a smile. “Other way around, Sir.”


    I put my finger against her lips, for I didn’t want the ‘Sir’ to become too playful and joking or else she wouldn’t mean it.


    “Don’t,” I said softly. “Save it for when we’re really in scene. Otherwise, it’ll become nothing more than a joke or a tease.”


    “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice soft. “I didn’t mean…”


    I shook my head. “Don’t apologize. It’s okay. D/s is fun, enjoyable, but you have to feel it or it’s just an act. It’s fun to me, but it’s not just an act. I don’t pretend to be dominant.”


    She nodded, her expression thoughtful. “I think I know what you mean. I want it to be real. To feel real. Not a game.”


    “Exactly. People often pretend it’s a game because they haven’t completely accepted that they like submission. They feel embarrassed so they pretend it’s just a game, but it isn’t. It is real. It has meaning. We don’t have to always be in scene when we have sex, Kate. In fact, I want us to feel free to do vanilla as well as kink anytime either of us feels like it, but kink is special. I want it to stay that way.”


    “Me, too.”


    She smiled up at me and I bent down and kissed her tenderly.


    “And now, Ms. Bennet, I must close my eyes or I’ll pass out while we’re talking.”


    “Good night, Dr. Delish.”


    I reached up and switched off the bedside lamp. Then, Kate rolled over and I turned over with her, spooning my body against hers as I did each night when we went to bed, one arm around her waist, slipping my hand under her ample breast. I kissed her shoulder and closed my eyes, falling asleep in moments.


    


    The next morning, I woke before my alarm with a raging hard-on. I turned to Kate, running a hand up her naked hip to her waist and back, before cupping a buttock.


    “I want you in the shower this morning,” I said, my voice husky with desire. She rolled over and faced me, still sleepy.


    “Your wish is my command,” she murmured, her eyes still closed, a smile on her lips.


    Then I made true on my promise to eat her until she came. We had a shower, washing each other tenderly before I knelt while she leaned against the shower wall, her arms spread wide for grip, her thigh thrown over my shoulder. After her first orgasm, I made her come once more with my cock, fucking her hard from behind while we both stood in the shower, one hand gripping her hip, the other stroking her clit, the warm water flowing over my back.


    When we were both finished, we stood together, leaning against the wall of the shower stall, our hands entwined, my semi-hard dick still filling her.


    “There,” I said and bit her shoulder tenderly. “We’re even-Steven.”


    “You are so egalitarian,” she said with a giggle.


    “Here at Morgan Enterprises, we aim to please,” I said, knowing she’d appreciate the cultural reference.


    


    After I dressed, she followed me to the door, her robe tied around her waist, her hair still wet from the shower.


    “Will you be late?” she asked when I bent down to kiss her goodbye.


    “I’ll be off early tonight,” I said and stroked her cheek. “I’ll probably want another shower, and you might as well join me. Then, after I eat you, we can eat supper. How does that sound?”


    She smiled, and tilted her head to the side. “How will I get through the day with that thought in my mind?’


    “You know what Mailer wrote. Artists work with the third leg,” I said and smiled, remembering the Norman Mailer quote suggesting that a writer’s libido was tied up in the creative project. “Yours will be nice and perky all day thinking about it.”


    “I don’t have a third leg,” Kate said and grinned.


    “It’s a very tiny leg,” I said and touched her bottom lip. “But it has twice as many nerve endings as mine. I can’t even imagine it.”


    I leaned down and kissed her once more and then left, catching sight of her smile as the door closed behind me.


    


    I arrived at work while the sun was still rising, the orange sky brightening over the trees in the distance. I enjoyed a coffee while standing at my office’s window, watching the courtyard below. People walked back and forth from one wing of the hospital to another on their way to start their own workday. I’d miss this place but was eager to get back to Manhattan and my practice there. I had already contacted the New York University Hospital about a Fellowship in Pediatric Neurosurgery, specializing in robotics, and hoped to start it when we returned. All my work with Michael in Nairobi would help me towards accreditation so my time in Africa would be more than just to help out an old friend.


    I had an early surgery so once I was done with my coffee, I checked over my patient files and went down and scrubbed in. I had expected to do my surgery with my team, but when I arrived at the anteroom to scrub in, Sam was waiting, her arms already up to the elbow in yellow disinfecting soap, a scrub brush working away on her nails.


    “I didn’t know you were scrubbing in with me today,” I said, rather sourly.


    She turned to me and her eyes widened. “Michael said he’d talk to you about it. I want to get in as much experience with robotics as I can before you go. This is my last chance. I like robotics, especially deep brain stimulation,” she said defensively. “Having watched you with a few patients, I feel like it might be for me. Such great results for patients who have been suffering so much. Maybe someday we’ll attend the same conferences.”


    “Maybe,” I said, trying to appear neutral. I knew that Sam was interested in pediatric neurosurgery because of her mentoring by Michael. I knew she came to Nairobi so she could take my robotic surgery class. I hoped to keep a wide berth from her if possible.


    “Yes, you know I loved your class.”


    I had said nothing. I had never encouraged Sam to talk much about her plans. Michael had said she was there to work with him, not me, but clearly Sam had other ideas. I went to the sinks and turned on the water lever with my foot, selecting a bar of soap and scrub brush from the tray. As I stood at the sinks, lathering up, I thought about the first time we worked together when I returned to Nairobi.


    Michael told me he was why she came to Nairobi, but she told me differently. When she heard I was coming for a semester, she thought it would be a great opportunity to get some training. I had thought she was more interested in pediatric neurosurgery and my patients were adult so I had been doubtful that she came to get experience in robotics. Now, I realized that she came back because of me. She thought I’d just broken up with a girlfriend and was available. She had plans for me.


    Unfortunately for her, and fortunately for me, Kate had other plans.


    I sighed, resigned to spending my last surgical day with Sam. We finished scrubbing in and then gowned up, entering the OR and preparing for the procedure. I turned off my irritated ex-lover persona and turned on my objective surgery professor persona so I could make the most of the teaching opportunity, and talked Sam through the surgery.


    I enjoyed teaching almost as much as surgery itself. I liked to watch a student go from eager but inexperienced to confident and master of a technique.


    Sam had confidence galore and I knew she’d do well as a surgeon, whatever specialization she chose. I wasn’t so sure about her ability to maneuver the subtle art of romance. She tended to be very dominant when it came to flirting and seduction.


    That was my role and that was precisely why the two of us would never work as a couple. Sam didn’t want to accept that. For her, we were equals in everything, and belonged together. What she didn’t realize was that the two of us would be like two warring nations, each of us trying to gain the upper hand sexually. It would never work.


    She couldn’t accept that.


    She was too egotistical to believe that Kate had won.


    


    After surgery was finished, we walked down the hallway to the family waiting area to speak with the patient’s wife and eldest daughter. I told them the procedure went well and that he would have to come back in a month to have his pacemaker calibrated. Another neurosurgeon would be in charge of that.


    “You won’t be here?” the wife asked, a look of alarm on her face. “We were told you were the expert.”


    “My colleague from South Africa will be replacing me. He’s got years of experience and is one of the best.”


    Sam and I left the family and went to the staff room for a break between surgeries.


    “We work really well together,” Sam said as she leaned against the counter in the small kitchenette off the seating area. “I’ll be sad to see you go but we may meet up again during conferences in the US,” she said and winked at me.


    I forced a smile and drank down a glass of water from the cooler. “I enjoyed my time here, but Kate and I have plans and our life is back in Manhattan. And the US is a big country.”


    “What will Kate do when you’re working twelve hours a day six days a week?”


    I glanced at her, angered at the personal question. “She has her own life. She’s an artist and will be finishing her Masters.”


    “You know, surgeons are more likely to get divorced when they marry outside of the medical profession. It’s hard on spouses who aren’t in medicine to cope with the long hours and professional dedication of people like us, Drake.”


    I shook my head. “I married in the medical profession the first time and got divorced. I figure my odds are pretty good because I’m older now and know what I want.”


    “Does Kate know what she wants? She’s young.”


    “She’s not much younger than you,” I said, annoyed that she was suggesting that Kate wasn’t ready for marriage.


    “But I know what I want to do with my life,” she said haughtily. “I know I want to be a neurosurgeon like Michael and maybe specialize in pediatrics. From what I understand, Kate isn’t sure what she wants. She was in journalism writing about politics and then she switched to culture, plus she does art? Sounds like she isn’t so sure of herself.”


    “Sam, it’s really none of your business.” I stood with my hands on my hips facing her, my jaw clenched.


    “I know, I know,” Sam said and held her hands up as if in surrender. “I care about you, Drake. I don’t want to see you hurt.”


    “I’m a big boy,” I said. “I don’t need or want your help, your advice or your involvement.” Then I brushed past her and left her alone in the break room, making my way down the hallway to my office where I shut the door and sat behind my desk. Damn that woman…


    She could get under my skin so easily.


    I had to admit that Kate was young. Twelve years younger than me, she was in a period of transition, having finally faced up to her true passion for art instead of politics. She was also new to BDSM and the whole D/s lifestyle. She liked submission during sex, but would it be merely a passing interest? Many people tried out kink, enjoyed it, but then went back to a plain vanilla lifestyle. Only a very few people were in it for life.


    I thought I was one of those life-timers, but who could say? All I knew was that submission held no interest for me in the least. Vanilla sex was good, but not good enough. Not all the time. I enjoyed dominance. It fulfilled me sexually.


    I had no idea if Kate would be in it for life and only time would tell.


    She loved me—that much I knew. She wanted me. She’d proven that several times when other men had hit on her – Dave, Kurt, Sefton. She picked me.


    When I saw her in Ethan’s apartment with her knees bloodied, when I learned who she was, I wanted her.


    I’d wanted her every moment of every day since.


    Sam was disappointed that I didn’t immediately fall back into her bed when I returned to Nairobi, and she wasn’t going to give up easily. She and Claire had obviously planned for the two of us to get together again, and when I showed up with Kate, they didn’t give up on that plan.


    Frankly, it shocked me that Claire had been so manipulative. I had only ever known her as a friendly and motherly woman. I had never realized how deeply she was invested in my life, that she would be willing to try to get between Kate and me in order to break up our relationship–all in the hopes that I’d turn to Sam instead.


    I thought about Michael and wondered how a good-natured and gentle man like him could be involved with such a woman. Then I realized that Michael was so invested in his career, his hospital, the medical college, that he was rarely home until late at night, slept at the hospital on many occasions, and seemed unconnected to Claire except for their children, who were now grown and out of the home.


    Perhaps Claire turned to Michael’s residents as a way of keeping involved in his life. A former pediatrician who now worked as a part-time department head, she had become manipulative as a way to feel relevant. If that was the case, and I was beginning to think it was, she was sadly mistaken.


    I sighed and turned back to my files, searching out the last remaining consults I had on my plate for the day – the very last day I would spend at Aga Khan before leaving for Manhattan next Tuesday. So it was with a touch of sadness that I sat in my office and sorted through the piles of files on my desk. I’d be leaving Michael and saying goodbye to colleagues whose camaraderie and fellowship I’d enjoyed for the past six months. I was excited about returning to Manhattan to start a new life with Kate , but a part of me felt disappointed that I’d lost a friend in Claire and that Sam had been a problem.


    I didn’t like loose ends and unfinished business and would have much preferred if I were leaving on good terms with all my former colleagues. Sadly, that wouldn’t be the case. Finally, I finished boxing up my files and left the hospital, on my way to Kate and the farther away I got from the hospital, the better I felt. I sighed and pushed thoughts of Sam and Claire out of my head. The delicious Ms. Bennet awaited…


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    Kate


    


    Saturday night arrived all too soon.


    I’d been busy packing the bedroom, and was now finishing up in my studio, sorting through the tubes of acrylic paint and brushes, deciding which ones to keep for shipping or discard. I wrapped up my canvases and finished taping boxes shut when Drake arrived home from the hospital after spending time signing papers and seeing the last of his patients.


    He popped his head in the doorway.


    “Hey,” he said, his gaze moving around the room, taking in the emptiness of it, and the boxes piled in the center of the room. “Time to get ready.”


    I exhaled heavily, unable to hide the reluctance I felt about going to Michael and Claire’s house for the going away party.


    Drake heard me and forced a smile. “I know, I know…” He came over to where I stood surrounded by packing boxes and put his hands on my shoulders. “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to. I’ll understand.”


    “It doesn’t matter to you?”


    He shook his head. “I’d like to be with you, I’d like you beside me, but I understand if you’d rather not have to face Claire. And Sam.”


    “Sam, too?” I said and made a face. Of course I knew Sam would be there along with all the other residents and staff who worked with Drake, as well as faculty from the medical college and some of Drake’s senior students.


    “Unfortunately.” Drake bent down and looked in my eyes. “If you come, I promise to keep your hand in mine the entire time we’re there. You won’t have to deal with either of them alone, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


    I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. Before the safari, I could have spent time with Claire while you did your rounds with your students and the staff, saying goodbye, but now…”


    “Michael promised Claire would be on her best behavior.”


    I laughed ruefully at that. What was Claire’s best behavior? I had visions of her standing off to the side of the room, whispering with Sam. It didn’t make me feel like going to the party. It felt more like I would be going to an inquisition.


    I had to tell myself that I would be leaving with Drake for Manhattan on Tuesday morning. Soon, Claire and Sam would be far away.


    “I’ll be fine,” I said and forced a smile. “I’m a big girl. I’ll hold a drink in my hand and smile, listen to conversations, and try to avoid them both.”


    “I’ll have your arm hooked through mine. You’ll be my arm candy.”


    “Arm candy?” I said with a laugh. “If you put it that way…”


    He pulled me into his arms and rocked me gently back and forth. “Arm candy. Brain candy. Heart candy. All three.”


    “When you put it like that, how can I refuse?”


    


    I had a quick shower and dressed, putting on the sundress that Drake liked so much, despite it being informal, but he wanted me to wear it so I complied. Drake came into the bathroom while I was standing in front of the mirror curling my hair and he sat on the edge of the tub, watching me get ready as he liked to do.


    “Are you sure this dress is appropriate for tonight?” I asked, catching his eye in the mirror.


    “Entirely appropriate. It’s my favorite dress. I want to gaze at you and enjoy how the fabric hugs your curves.”


    I smiled to myself and curled a long lock of hair, then tucked it into my updo with a bobby pin. With my hair done, I finished applying my makeup.


    “You’re ready to go?” I asked as I applied some lip gloss. I checked him out. He looked devastatingly handsome, of course. His black hair was shiny and slightly wild, but incredibly sexy over his dark arched brows and blue, blue eyes fringed with thick black lashes.


    God, he was gorgeous…


    “Yep,” he said and smiled, pulling at his white button down shirt, open at the neck. “Just have to put on my jacket and I’m good to go.”


    I turned back to my reflection in the mirror. “Men are so lucky. Shower, deodorant, a quick brush of the hair, a trim of the whiskers and you’re good.”


    “Perks of the gender,” he said with a wink. “We get to stand and pee, too.” Then his face became somber. “I meant it when I said you’d stay by my side the entire evening. I want your hand in mine, my arm around you or your arm in mine. Anyone who wants to talk to me will have to acknowledge you and be nice.”


    “You’re so thoughtful.” I turned around and bent down to kiss him, my hands cupping his face. “I feel bad that I never got to know any of your students or colleagues, but you’re all so busy…”


    He nodded and pulled me into his arms. He kissed my throat, then adjusted my diamond collar. “We’re an insular bunch. Most of the time we’re too exhausted to socialize and the only time we see each other is in the OR or at conferences.”


    I sighed and turned around, then finished my makeup before tucking an errant lock of hair back into my bun.


    “You look ravishing,” Drake said and stood up behind me. He put his arms around me from behind and held his watch in front of my face. “We have exactly twenty minutes before we have to go. Just enough time…”


    He moved down my dress’s strap and bit my shoulder playfully, one hand slipping around to press against my mound and the other cupping a breast.


    “Drake!” I said with a gasp, for even just his touch made my heart speed up and my breath quicken. “I just finished my hair and makeup…”


    “Shh,” he said. “I want to ravish you before we go. You know you want it, Katherine.”


    He was right. I did want it. I wanted him to fuck me before we went so I could feel smug all night, knowing that he had his way with me. It would help me when I had to face Sam and Claire.


    They could plot and plan all they wanted, but Drake was mine—body, mind and soul, as he had said before.


    And so Drake bent me forward on the vanity. My eyes met his in the mirror, and the expression of blatant lust in them made me need him even more. He lifted the skirt of my dress up and over my hips and then pulled my panties down so that they fell to the floor. I lifted my feet and kicked them out of the way and waited for him to ravish me.


    “Should I let you come or leave you unsatisfied and aching for me, Ms. Bennet?”


    He slipped a hand around my waist and stroked my swollen clit gently.


    “When you call me Ms. Bennet, I fall out of scene,” I whispered, biting my lip when he slipped a finger inside of me to test my arousal. He caught my eye in the mirror and then shook his head, a smile on his lips.


    “Oh, you,” he said, and pressed my head down so that I laid it on my folded arms. “You have a way of making me crazy with lust so that I forget my proper Dom demeanor. Now, quiet.”


    He pulled back and ran his hands over my buttocks, sliding a finger between them and into my folds.


    “Nice and ready. You are a hot one, my little subbie. Ready to be fucked on my command.”


    I tried to stifle my grin and waited. Then I heard his belt buckle jangle and the zhrrr of his zipper. My flesh throbbed in response for I knew I’d be fucked hard and fast. Whether he’d let me come or not was entirely up to him, of course, but I had the sense that he’d make sure I had one orgasm so that my brain would be high on endorphins for the night.


    When he slid into me fully, I gasped and pushed back against him, my eyes closing in pleasure.


    “You like my thick hard cock inside of you, do you, Katherine?” he rasped as he stroked my clit but held still, his very hard and very thick cock filling me so nicely.


    “Yes, Master,” I said, trying to be a proper submissive at least in my response.


    “You want me to let you come?”


    “It’s up to you, Master,” I said, although I wanted to say yes, please.


    “Good girl,” he said and began to thrust, one hand on my shoulder, the other on my hip, pulling me against him with each thrust.


    Then he fucked me hard and fast and in the end, he didn’t let me come. His orgasm started when I was still aroused but not nearly stimulated enough to go over. I bit my lip, trying not to be disappointed, but he had a reason.


    When he was finished, he lay on top of me for a moment, his mouth beside my ear.


    I wanted to say something, but kept quiet, waiting for him to say what he wanted to say.


    “I want you aroused and in need all evening, Katherine,” he said. “I want you to imagine how it will feel when I push you back onto the bed in one of Claire’s spare bedrooms, while the party is going on, and eat you. I think it’ll be a fitting way to say goodbye, and if people find us in the spare bedroom with your legs wrapped around my neck while I make you come with my tongue, all the better. Don’t you think?”


    “Oh, God,” I said, my already swollen flesh throbbing again at the thought. “I love the way your mind works, Master.”


    “I know you do,” he said and playfully bit my shoulder. “Now stand still while I watch my come slide down your leg…”


    He pulled out of my body and stepped back, enjoying the sight I afforded, my ass bare, my thighs spread, and his semen as evidence that he owned me completely.


    “How will I make it through the night?” I whispered.


    “You’ll make it,” he said and smiled. Then he took a washcloth and wet it, cleaning me off before taking care of himself. When he was done, he leaned back over me, his face beside mine, and kissed my ear. “This will keep your mind off other things. When you have to see Sam and Claire, think of me on my knees before you, eating you.”


    My heart skipped a beat at that, for although the prospect of Drake making me come with his mouth excited me, the prospect of anyone finding us made me nervous.


    “It wouldn’t get you in trouble?”


    “What?” Drake said and lifted me up, turning me around to face him. He stroked my hair and adjusted the shoulder of my dress. “Being caught in flagrante delicto is not something to worry about. I expect it would be a source of envy and admiration for both the men and women I used to work with.”


    “You are so bad,” I said and smiled when he bent down to kiss me.


    “You love it,” he replied with a grin.


    He was right. I did love it.


    I loved him.


    


    We arrived at Claire and Michael’s home about thirty minutes later. I had quickly fixed my hair, tucking loose strands back into my bun, and finished my makeup. Then we took the BMW to their home in another one of Nairobi’s gated communities where many of the foreign doctors, businessmen and professionals lived.


    Their home was amazing. A sprawling rancher with a closed in swimming pool and patio, a wide expanse of lawn and several mature trees, it was very nicely appointed and decorated. Everything was perfect. I could tell Claire took a lot of pride in her home, the garden, the furnishings and decorations. There were delicious canapés and a large bar with every kind of drink you could hope for.


    About twenty people mingled in the living room and dining room, spilling out onto the porch. I glanced around and saw Sam, dressed to the teeth with a sexy black dress, which highlighted her stunning long platinum blonde hair and blue eyes. She stood at the side of the living room with a drink in her hand and if looks could kill, I’d have been dead in an instant. Camille stood beside her and I could only imagine what they said about me. I felt underdressed compared to her, and smoothed out the skirt, which had become rumpled in the car on the way over.


    “Relax,” Drake whispered in my ear. “You look ravishing. And I’m going to ravish you,” he said and nibbled my neck, seemingly unconcerned that we were being watched by practically everyone in the room. He took my hand in his then leaned in once more to whisper again. “When I give you the signal, I want you to go in search of the bathroom at the rear of the house. Go into the far bedroom and wait for me.”


    I glanced up into his eyes, searching for whether he was serious. “Are you sure about this?” I said, my voice breaking from nerves.


    “Completely,” he said and raised his eyebrows.


    “What’s the signal?” I whispered.


    “You’ll know it when you see it.” Then he placed my hand on his arm. “Now, let’s get a drink and start to circulate.”


    So we did, each of us getting a glass of wine and then Drake took me around to visit with all his students and colleagues. I stood beside him and listened to each of them say how sad they were to see him go, recounting stories of the OR or classroom. Drake was very popular among his students and they all seemed genuinely sad that he wouldn’t be staying to teach in the fall semester.


    Then, about an hour in, I heard Michael’s voice at the front door and turned to look.


    Sefton.


    What the hell? Had Claire purposely invited him to the party to upset Drake and me?


    “What the fuck is he doing here?” Drake said under his breath. I could practically feel the anger radiating off him as he stood beside me.


    “Claire must have invited him,” I replied, my voice low. “Trust her to try to ruin your goodbye party.”


    Drake turned and met my eyes. “As long as he doesn’t try to take a poke at me in revenge, forget him. He’s history. In three days, we’ll be gone and he’s gone as well.”


    I forced a smile and took in a deep breath. I saw Sefton carrying a big flat package that looked like a large canvas wrapped in brown paper. Sefton carried it inside and handed it to Claire, but not before he glanced around the room and caught my eye. He smiled when he saw me, and dipped his head slightly.


    Drake and I stayed where we were and I watched as Sefton and Claire discussed the painting. Claire took the canvas over to the dining room table and laid it flat then removed the brown paper wrapping.


    “Oh, look,” she said out loud. She and Sefton held up the painting together. The canvas was about five feet wide by four feet tall. It was of the savannah, similar to where we were on the art safari.


    It was also a painting of me.


    I stood in the right side of the painting, my face in profile, my hair wild as if blown by the wind, one hand up to keep the hair tucked behind my ear, my shoulders bare, my pale skin sunburnt. With the other hand, I was shading my eyes from the sun and staring out into the distance.


    “It’s lovely,” Claire said. She turned to Drake and me, her face expectant. “Isn’t it lovely? Drake, Kate, come over and see what I commissioned from Sefton. It’s for you, Drake, as a going away present.”


    Drake squeezed my hand and led us over to the dining room table where Sefton and Claire stood. Several students and guests joined us and we stood and examined the painting.


    It was very good, all shades of yellow, the bright sunlight glinting off my chestnut hair, tall stands of dried yellow grass surrounding me, almost reaching my elbows. Although my face was shaded, it was clearly me. He’d caught my likeness very well.


    Had he taken a photo of me without my knowledge?


    “It’s very good,” Drake said and stepped closer. “Thank you Claire.” He turned to Sefton. “Thank you to the artist as well. I was sad I didn’t get to go on the safari with Kate so this will make up for it.”


    To my surprise, he extended his hand. In response, Sefton stepped back and held his hands up as if in surrender. Then he smiled and held out his hand and they shook.


    “Wasn’t sure what you were going to do there, for a moment,” he said in a joking tone. “Given our history…”


    “The past is the past,” Drake replied.


    “Good,” Sefton said. “I hope you both can enjoy the work. I enjoyed painting it.”


    Sefton turned to me and smiled. “I hope you keep up with your art when you go back to Manhattan. It would be a real shame if you let it drop.”


    I shook my head, my throat dry. “I won’t let it drop,” I said and cleared my throat. “If anything, I’m even more determined to keep painting. Maybe take a studio class or two.”


    Sefton nodded, his blue eyes meeting mine.


    Then, Drake pulled me away. “Thanks once again,” he said and stepped back. “Let’s get a fresh drink for you,” he said and I was glad that he made the excuse to leave. I didn’t know what else to say, and didn’t want to have to make polite conversation with Claire and Sefton.


    “That was smooth of you,” I whispered when we were far enough away to be out of earshot. “Thank you for being so diplomatic.”


    I heard Drake chuckling beside me. “He’s lucky I didn’t clock him one,” he said and pulled me against him possessively. “I imagine he was wishing he had you there in person so he could use you as a model. Probably naked…”


    I grinned up at him. “You men and your minds always go to the same place.”


    “They do,” he said and smiled. “That’s why there’s still a human species in existence. Did you know about this?” he asked softly, his voice light.


    “No,” I said firmly. “He must have taken a photo of me when I didn’t realize it.” I thought back to the safari. Sefton did have a big camera and was snapping photos during the entire time we were there. “He had a camera along with him so I guess he used that for the painting.”


    “It’s really very good,” Drake said. “I hate to admit it, but he’s talented.”


    “He is,” I said and poked Drake in the ribs, “but he’s a jackass.”


    “That’s true, but I have to tell you, I’d like to smear my face with war paint and dance around a bonfire with this burning on top.”


    “Drake!” I said and laughed. He pulled me closer and kissed me suddenly.


    “I’m incredibly jealous,” he said. “I didn’t realize he’s so good. I was hoping he was just a lot of hot air.”


    “He is talented,” I said. “He’s really big in South Africa, from what Claire said. He has shows all over the world so he’s famous in the art community.”


    “Well, I hope you put it in your studio. I don’t want it in our apartment in any prominent place because it’ll make me jealous every time I see it.”


    I laughed at him and watched as he went to the bar to get us fresh drinks. While he was there, I thought about the art safari and the disastrous evening that Sefton tried to kiss me and Claire found us alone in the tent. It felt like a betrayal, when he hit on me like that. I had finally imagined he saw me as more than just a young woman to hit on – that he actually saw me as a fellow artist – and his attempt to make a pass threw all that in the trash. I hated it.


    Yes, I wanted him to respect me as a fellow artist, but that was all.


    We returned to the living room and I glanced around the room. We still hadn’t spoken with Sam, which was a relief. She spent her time talking to Camille or Claire or Michael and didn’t seem to circulate much. I felt as if she was waiting for us to go to her, but Drake didn’t seem interested in seeking her out.


    We were talking to one of Drake’s fellow faculty members about the food in Nairobi when Drake turned to me and made a comment about how delicious the canapés were. Made from a local recipe with spices native to the area, they were tasty bits of fish with a spicy sauce on a puffed pastry.


    He caught my eye and licked his bottom lip slowly and suggestively.


    I realized that it was ‘the signal’ and felt a surge of desire flood through me, for I had forgotten all about Drake’s plans for me, caught up as I was in the discussion of local cuisine.


    I took in a deep breath and turned to Drake. “If you’ll excuse me,” I said and squeezed his hand. “I need to freshen up.” I smiled at Drake’s colleague and left the two of them standing at the treat table.


    I followed the hallway to the back of the house and the last bedroom, which looked like a girl’s bedroom. Pink with a frilly canopy bed and white French Provincial furniture, it looked like something I would have liked when I was twelve.


    I went inside and walked around, checking out the pictures on the wall and the books on the shelf. Young adult books about vampires, witches and other supernatural creatures.


    The door opened and I turned, my heart in my throat. It was Drake, a look of mischief in his eyes.


    “Ms. Bennet, what are you doing back here?”


    “Master D, I seem to recall an order to go on your signal. I took you licking your lips as the signal. Was I wrong?”


    He chuckled and closed the door behind him. “No, you were absolutely right.”


    He came over and motioned to the bed. “Now lie back on the bed and spread your legs wide. I’m going to eat you until you come.”


    I heard some voices from the living room – loud laughter – and felt a thrill of fear.


    “I’m not so sure about this,” I said and swallowed hard.


    “Shh,” Drake said and pushed me back so that I fell onto the bed. He pushed up the skirt of my dress and wrenched down my panties. “Spread.” When I did, he smiled carnally and knelt down at my feet. “Put your leg over my shoulder.”


    I heard another loud laugh from the living room and closed my thighs. “Drake…”


    “Katherine,” Drake said admonishingly. “Do I have to discipline you?”


    I took in a deep breath. “Sorry, Master,” I said. I lifted a leg and placed it over Drake’s shoulder. He leaned in and spread me wide, then ran his tongue all around me, lapping at my folds without actually touching my exposed clit.


    It drove me wild with lust and I had to bite my lip to keep from groaning out loud. When he finally stroked his tongue over my clit, I shuddered, my thighs closing around his head. I raked my fingers through his hair and closed my eyes in pleasure.


    “Oh, God,” I whispered.


    “You like that, Ms. Bennet?”


    I bit my lip again. “You know it.”


    I kept watch on the door, torn between the delirious sensations Drake was eliciting with his tongue and his fingers, and the door, praying that it didn’t open to admit anyone.


    What would I do if Michael walked in?


    I knew that my worry was distracting me from what Drake was doing, so I shut everything off, and focused on the sensations, keeping my eyes on Drake as he licked me and slipped his fingers inside of me. The sooner I came, the better.


    He tongued me and sucked on my clit and soon enough, I felt the familiar ache that proceeded my orgasm.


    “Master, I think…” I managed and he stroked inside of me, pressing his tongue flat against my clit and that sent me over. Pleasure filled me, almost blinding me with its intensity and I began to spasm around his fingers.


    “There you go,” he said and continued to stroke inside of me while I clenched around his fingers. “That’s my girl.”


    When I was finished, I lay back on the bed with my eyes closed and breathed in deeply. Drake pulled my panties back on for me and smoothed down my dress. Then he lay on top of me, resting between my thighs, and kissed me.


    Just then the door to the bedroom opened and one of Drake’s students poked his head in.


    “Oops,” the man said and caught my eye. “Sorry.”


    The door closed and I covered my mouth with a hand. “Oh, God, Drake…”


    “That was Chris Dawson,” Drake said. “He’s a good guy. He won’t think anything of it. Don’t worry.”


    Drake kissed me again, his mouth curved in a wicked smile. “He’ll probably tell one of the other residents and word will spread like wildfire that Dr. Morgan is lying on the bed with his fiancée.”


    “That’s what you wanted, right?”


    “No,” he said and shook his head. “What I really wanted was to have you obey me and risk being caught. It shows me that you’re ready and willing to do what I say even if you feel uncomfortable.” He kissed me once more. “We’re perfect for each other, in other words.”


    “We are.”


    I smiled as he kissed a trail down my throat to my breast, which he cupped over the fabric.


    We were perfect for each other. Sam, Claire, Sefton and any other doubters could all go to hell.


    I was his and he was mine—body, mind and soul.


    Of course, we entered the living room together, hand in hand. Drake had the biggest smile on his face as if he was making a point with everyone there – look at us. We’re inseparable.


    My cheeks were hot as we walked up to the canapé table and refreshed our drinks. When I glanced around, there were quite a few grins on the faces of those who were present. Sam, however, was not smiling and I felt triumph that she got the message loud and clear.


    I squeezed Drake’s hand and smiled up at him. He turned to me and smiled back.


    “Well played, Dr. Morgan,” I said softly. “Well played.”


    “I am a Master,” he said with a grin.


    


    We sat around the large dining room table and ate a feast of local cuisine while Michael and Drake regaled their audience with tales of the OR and patients they had treated. I sat beside Drake and listened to their talk, feeling like I was seeing inside Drake’s world for the first time.


    They bragged to each other about the speed of their surgeries and their very low complication rates like a couple of cocks on the walk, as my father would have said. The students all smiled and laughed, enjoying the performance. Drake held my hand when he could, squeezing it now and then, and I thoroughly enjoyed the rest of the evening.


    Sefton sat beside Claire and listened closely to Drake and Michael as they spoke about their time together. Every now and then I felt his eyes on me, but I never once met them. I refused to engage him in any way. My focus was entirely on Drake.


    The rest of the evening went well up until I went to the washroom and left Drake alone in the living room. When I returned, Drake was nowhere to be found, so I went in search of him and found him in the kitchen, leaning against the island with a very angry-looking Sam facing him. I stood in the doorway and listened, for neither appeared to know I was there.


    “I hope you don’t regret it down the road when she realizes how bad being married to a surgeon really is,” Sam said, her voice petulant.


    “What happens between Kate and me is none of your business,” Drake said, his voice low and slow, like he was really trying to rein in his anger. “I won’t have to keep usual surgeon’s hours because I can take only the cases I really enjoy, so I won’t ever neglect our marriage. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” he said and pushed past her. He saw me in the doorway and came right over to me and kissed me, pulling me into his arms.


    “There you are,” he said and pulled me out of the hallway and into the living room, our hands locked together. “I hope she gets a clue, but I doubt it.”


    “Did she ambush you when you were alone?” I said, surprised that she had the balls to do so. I glanced back to the kitchen door and she was standing there, her face dark.


    “Unfortunately. I went in to get some more ice and she followed me. I had to speak with her and she tried to warn me off marrying you once more. Can you even believe her nerve?”


    I shook my head. “No, I can’t.” I couldn’t, but people had surprised me. First, Dawn with her willingness to meddle in my life and Drake’s career. Then Kurt, hoping to break us up, then Sam and Claire…


    I held on tight to Drake’s hand and thanked my lucky stars he loved me as much as he did.


    Drake stifled a yawn later when we were standing in the living room with our cups of tea and coffee. He led me over to where Michael stood with a few students and extended a hand. “It’s time for us to go, but thanks so much for everything.”


    Michael took Drake’s hand in both of his huge meaty ones, those large hands that had shocked me with their size the first time I met Michael, and shook.


    “I’ll miss you, young man, more than you can know. You’ve done the hospital and college a great service and I’ll never forget it. Anytime you want to return, you are most welcome. There will always be OR time for you and a position on the faculty.”


    “I’ll see you on Monday when I come in to wrap things up,” Drake said softly and Michael nodded. They embraced and clapped each other on the back.


    I saw Claire standing off a few feet, her face sad. She came up once Michael ended the embrace, the painting in her hands. She set it down and held out her arms. I watched Drake to see what he would do, but like a true gentleman, he embraced her and kissed both her cheeks.


    “Claire,” he said softly. “Thanks for everything. And thanks for the painting. How very thoughtful of you.”


    She said nothing, as if she were fighting emotions.


    Michael embraced me next. “Thank you, Ms. Katherine, for coming with Drake and keeping him happy. I wish all the best for the two of you in your lives together as a married couple.”


    He kissed my cheeks and my eyes welled up. “Thank you,” I said.


    Drake turned to those who were still present and waved at them.


    “Thanks all of you and good luck in your studies and careers.” They responded in kind, murmurs of thank you, and best of luck from the group.


    Then he picked up the painting and we left.


    


    In the car on the way home, Drake took my hand as we drove through the darkened streets.


    “That went well,” he said and glanced at me. “Better than I hoped, with the exception of that bastard deVilliers showing up. I’m pissed that Claire invited him. She didn’t have to. I think she was rubbing it in.”


    “It did go well,” I said and squeezed his hand. “Sefton was like Claire’s knife in the back. I can’t believe she actually invited him, given what happened.”


    “I know,” Drake said, his brow creased. “I guess I was always so busy with work when I was here before that I never realized how manipulative she really is. I wonder if she didn’t push Sam and me together back when I was here before.”


    “She might have,” I replied. Then, to change the subject from Sefton, I thought about our little interlude in the back bedroom. “What do you suppose your student said to the others about catching us alone in the bedroom?”


    Drake laughed at that. “He probably said that he caught the two of us lying on the bed together, kissing, and that we were obviously deeply in love.”


    I smiled in the darkness. “I notice Sam didn’t say goodbye.”


    “No, she knew well enough not to, for a change.”


    “Do you think she finally got the message?”


    Drake held my hand up to his lips and kissed my knuckles. “I hope so. If not, she’s not as smart as I thought.”


    “It has nothing to do with smart, Drake,” I said softly. “It has to do with desire and that involves none of the prefrontal cortex, if I remember my anatomy course correctly.”


    “You do remember it correctly,” Drake said with a laugh. He sighed out loud. “I hope you realize that we can weather any storm that we encounter after tonight. As long as we’re open and honest about our needs and desires, we can handle anything together.”


    I smiled and nodded. “I do realize it,” I said and took in a long breath, happy that the night I’d been so worried about was finally over.


    When we arrived home, Drake didn’t wait to fuck me. Instead, he pushed me up against the wall just inside the entryway and kissed me passionately, before lifting up my thigh and placing it around his hip.


    “I’ve been waiting all night to fuck you again, Ms. Bennet, and I’m not waiting another moment,” he said, his voice almost a growl.


    Before I knew it, we were on the floor, going at it like a pair of hungry teenagers and I was surprised at his desire, but I imagine that Sefton’s presence fueled his lust.


    I bit my bottom lip and closed my eyes, letting him ravish me with pleasure.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    Drake


    


    


    Leaving Nairobi was harder than I imagined.


    On Monday morning, I went to the hospital one last time to say goodbye to Michael and to make sure all my paperwork had been signed and delivered to the proper office. I’d donated all my salary while working at the hospital and college, as well as considerable technology, which would help equip a new OR with robotics used in the techniques I taught.


    I stopped off at the nursing desk and said thanks to all the staff I worked with on a regular basis. Then, I went to Michael’s office and waited for him to finish a phone consultation before entering his office and sitting down at his desk.


    “I guess this is it,” he said and removed his glasses, rubbing his eyes with a hand as if he were extremely tired. “I hate having to say goodbye, Drake. I hope to see you soon, whether in New York or here in Africa.”


    I smiled, genuine affection for him filling me. “You know I can’t stay away from Africa for too long. Kate and I never did get to go on safari after all so we may book some time next year when we’re both free from other responsibilities and when my fellowship is finished.”


    “Make sure you call me when you’re anywhere in Africa and I’d be happy to come and meet you if I can arrange things.”


    “I will,” I said, although I knew Michael was way too busy to be flying off to visit with friends on a whim. I knew he meant it, though. There was no doubt about it.


    I checked my watch and saw that it was already almost lunch. The movers would be arriving so I wanted to get home. “I guess I have to go. I just wanted to come by and say goodbye once more.”


    “What time are you leaving tomorrow?” Michael said and stood up when I did. He came around the desk and stood with me at the door. “I could give you and Kate a ride to the airport if you need me.”


    I shook my head. “We’ve already made arrangements with a young taxi driver who served as a chauffeur to us while we’ve been here. But thanks. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me – for us.”


    Then we embraced and clapped each other on the back with affection.


    “I’ll miss having you around to talk shop with, Drake. Don’t become a stranger.”


    We shook hands once more. “Never,” I said and I meant it.


    Then I left him in his office and made my way past the coffee room, popping my head inside to say goodbye to any of the residents who were taking a break. There was only one person in the room and I kicked myself mentally for stopping by.


    Sam.


    I pulled my head back, hoping to leave without saying anything, but she must have caught sight of me out of the corner of her eye.


    “Drake!” she called out. I stopped in my tracks, angry that my last experience of the hospital would be with her.


    She came up to me and looked at me playfully. “Were you really going to leave without saying anything?”


    I took in a deep breath, hoping for patience.


    “I have to go,” I said and pointed to my watch before turning to walk backwards down the hall, trying to get away from her. “I was just stopping off to wrap things up and say goodbye to Michael.” I shrugged helplessly. “Sorry. Gotta run.”


    I turned around and strode down the hallway, hoping against hope that she didn’t follow me, but my hopes were dashed.


    “I’m coming to the US to do a residency in neurosurgery,” she said, walking briskly beside me.


    “What?” I said, frowning. “You never said anything. I thought you were going to return to Johannesburg to do your residency next week. Where are you planning to study?”


    “I applied to a number of medical colleges for my residency. Johannesburg was only one of the options and I had several offers. I may accept a residency in Baltimore. Johns Hopkins. Your dad’s old stomping grounds?” she said with a laugh.


    I stopped abruptly. “Johns Hopkins?” I felt immediate relief that she wouldn’t be coming to NYU.


    “Why Johns Hopkins and not Johannesburg?” I said, trying to keep my voice under control. “I thought your family was there.”


    “How could I turn down a residency at Johns Hopkins. Besides, I have dual citizenship.”


    I sighed. “Good luck,” I said and forced a smile. “You’ll do well. You’re a talented surgeon.”


    “I am. Who knows? We might work together again since I plan on specializing in pediatric neurosurgery. We work well together.”


    I turned and began walking again, fighting to control my anger. “Nothing is ever going to happen between us, Sam. You have to understand that.”


    “Not everything’s about you, Drake,” she said as if indignant but I didn’t believe her for a moment. “I happen to want to live in the US.”


    I made it to the exit and stopped, not wanting her to follow me to my car. There were many people in the hospital and I didn’t want to give her any excuse to try to kiss me goodbye or hug me.


    I bit my tongue. “Goodbye, Sam,” I said and touched my forehead as if in salute. I turned and went through the exit, hoping she got the message and left me alone.


    At least she wasn’t following me.


    “No kiss goodbye?” she called from the door.


    “Not a chance,” I said without looking back.


    “See you later, Drake,” she called out when I reached my car, which was parked a few slots away. “Doctor Delish.”


    “Not if I can help it,” I muttered under my breath. I entered the BMW and slammed the door a little too hard. I turned on the engine and fastened my seatbelt. Then I sat for a moment with my hands gripping the wheel and took in a few deep breaths, trying to calm down.


    She’d be close but not too close.


    I drove off, checking in the rearview mirror only to see her standing in the doorway watching me. She actually waved goodbye.


    Did she really think I’d wave back?


    I shook my head and drove back home, determined not to let Sam ruin my peace of mind.


    


    When I arrived at the house, the movers had already begun to load boxes and furniture into the van. The house was beginning to look deserted, and a sense of sadness filled me. Kate and I had spent almost five months in the house, learning more about each other and ourselves. I had never thought I would be the type of man to look forward to coming home to the same woman every night, but I did with Kate. I looked forward to seeing her face when I arrived home each evening. Her eyes would light up and a smile would spread across her lips when she saw me.


    I had become very domestic with her in Africa.


    It felt great.


    


    I found Kate in the back of the house, checking out the cupboards to make sure everything was packed. When she saw me, she smiled and came right over.


    “There you are,” she said and stood on her tiptoes to kiss me.


    I pulled her into my arms and kissed her back, squeezing her tightly, realizing once again how lucky I was to have her.


    “How did your morning go?” she asked and brushed hair back from my eyes. “Was it hard to say goodbye to Michael?”


    “It was,” I said and smiled.


    “Did you see Sam?”


    “Yes, but I was actually rude to her, and thwarted her attempts to make our goodbye meaningful in any way.”


    “Good,” she said and straightened my collar. “She’s got to get a clue that you’re mine. She had her chance and lost. End of story.”


    I smiled. “I never did get to watch a catfight,” I said with a chuckle. “You know it’s every man’s secret dream… two beautiful women, practically naked, wrestling with each other in a tub full of whipped cream, funny business ensuing…” I wagged my eyebrows suggestively.


    “There’d be no funny business between Sam and me,” Kate said with an exaggerated frown. “I’d punch her lights out.”


    I laughed and hugged her again. I didn’t want to say anything to her about Sam moving to Baltimore. As far as I was concerned, Sam was now officially out of my life.


    “Well Ms. Bennet, future Mrs. Morgan, are you ready to leave Nairobi and return home?”


    She slipped her arms around my neck and leaned back so she could look in my eyes.


    “I’m ready,” she said. “I’ll miss this paradise. I’ll miss the food and the people, but I’m happy to be going home.”


    We kissed once more and then went to work.


    


    For our last night in Nairobi, I’d made reservations at the Hemingway so we could leave Kenya the way we arrived. After a long day of supervising the movers, and dropping off the keys with our real estate agent Jan, we drove to the hotel and after getting settled, we ordered in supper. We had a different suite but it was almost identical to the one we had the first time we stayed. I’d arranged for someone from the car dealer to pick up the BMW. In the morning, Jomo would pick us up and drive us to the airport so we could catch our flight.


    After we ate, we sat on lawn chairs on the lanai and watched the sun set and the stars appear one by one.


    Kate turned to me and took my hand. “I wish you and I could have gone to the lodge and slept under the stars.”


    I kissed her knuckles. “We can come back anytime we want, when the semester’s over or next summer when you’re off.”


    “Good,” she said and turned back to the sky. “It’s something I wanted to do ever since I first came to Africa. Plus, you and I didn’t get to go on safari. I saw a lot of animals on the art safari, but I’d like to do it all with you. Maybe go on an archaeological dig.”


    “One day we will,” I replied. “We have our whole life ahead of us. Besides, I don’t want Sefton’s painting to be your main memory of safari. I want a chance to make some with you.”


    She smiled and turned back to the horizon, which showed a rising moon. “I don’t like the idea of delaying things too long. None of us know what can happen at any time. Think of my mother.”


    I squeezed her hand and nodded. “And my father,” I said ruefully. “I’d meant to come to Africa and spend time with him and then he died.”


    I heard a heavy sigh from her and felt the same deep sadness. Despite my father being absent a lot of my childhood due to his career and involvements, he was the central figure in my life. Kate was very close to her mother and I’m sure, like me, she still felt her loss every day.


    “You’re right,” I said, determined to never take anything for granted again. “As soon as we can, we’ll come back to Africa. We’ll go on safari, go to a dig in Oldupai, and sleep under the stars.”


    She turned to me and met my eyes, smiling. “I love you,” she said softly.


    I leaned over the gap between us and kissed her gently. “I love you.”


    


    The next morning came all too soon and I yawned when my cell’s alarm went off. Kate was nestled in the covers beside me, her cheek pushed into her pillow, her hair covering her face.


    I rolled over and put my arm around her, kissing her forehead. “Time to get up, sleepyhead.”


    She frowned and covered her face with her hand. “Already?” She cracked one eye open and stared at me. “You kept me up late with your dirty mind and wicked tongue.”


    “I did, didn’t I?” I said with a laugh. After getting out of bed, I strode to the bathroom and started the shower. “I let us sleep in a few extra minutes because I’m such a benevolent dictator.”


    I glanced back in the bedroom and Kate now sat on the edge of the bed, her skimpy nightgown barely containing her delicious curves. She’d smoothed her hair, but her eyes were still sleepy and she looked completely ravishing. I planned on ravishing her before our flight and had made sure we had enough time for a quickie before we left for the airport. When we were first together, I didn’t want to start something I couldn’t finish, and preferred to wait until we had lots of time for a lengthy session of B&D. Now, I wanted her anytime, anywhere.


    “Stop looking so desirable,” I said with a smile. “We have customs to get through and a plane to catch.”


    “You better have your own shower. Who knows if you might not be able to control yourself and we’ll miss the plane?”


    “Me, not control myself?” I said, and quirked an eyebrow. “Never. Self-control is my thang, baby.” I waved to her. “Now, come and share the shower with me so we get this done faster.”


    “If you insist,” she said. She stripped off her nightgown and stepped into the shower, turning her back to me and pushing her face in the stream of water.


    I took soap and lathered my hands and then started soaping her up. After I finished her back, I turned her around and washed her breasts, taking time on her nipples, which puckered under my touch.


    “I thought you said we have a plane to catch?” Kate said, raising one eyebrow.


    “We do.” I ran my soapy hands down her belly to her pussy and slipped my fingers between her thighs to wash her there. Of course by then, my erection was hard as granite and jutting out at the ready. When I bent down and took one of her nipples in my mouth, she gasped.


    “Won’t we be late?” she said breathlessly.


    “Shush,” I replied and sucked on the other nipple. Finally satisfied that I’d given each breast its due, I knelt down and tapped her thigh. “Over my shoulder and do it fast,” I said. “We’ve got a plane to catch.”


    She complied, a slow grin spreading on her lovely face.


    


    In the end, we still had time to spare and sat in the lobby with our bags around us, waiting for Jomo to arrive. He drove up while Kate and I sipped one last coffee, and came inside the hotel lobby.


    “Hello, Mr. Drake,” he said with a wide smile. “Here to take you to the airport as requested.” He turned to me. “Miss Katherine.”


    We both said hello and watched as Jomo carted our suitcases into his taxi.


    While we drove to the airport, he filled us in on his plans for the fall semester and we promised to call him if we were ever back in Nairobi. He loaded our bags onto a cart and I gave him a big tip. Then, we shook hands and said our goodbyes.


    After customs, we sat in the waiting area and Kate texted her parents that we were on our way. Kate put her iPhone away and turned to me, excitement on her face.


    “I’m sad to go, but I’m so excited to get back.”


    I took her hand in mine and squeezed. “Me, too.”


    Finally, they announced our flight and we boarded, taking our seats in first class. Kate sat in the window seat and as we took off down the runway, we held hands and watched out the window as the plane lifted off.


    The day was perfect, cloudless, the sky clear, the rolling Ngong Hills in the distance almost violet against the far horizon.


    


    I had suggested that we stop off in Amsterdam for a few days, but Kate was anxious to get home to see her father. We flew right through, with only a few hours layover in Amsterdam before our connecting flight to JFK. It would be a grueling sixteen plus hours of flying but we’d be in Manhattan before too late on Tuesday night and at Ethan and Elaine’s in time for a cup of hot tea and a brief visit before bed.


    “We’re here,” Kate said as we made our approach to JFK. Beneath us the coast of the USA passed, the ocean giving way to Long Beach. It was early evening and the sun was still high in the sky so we caught the glint of sunlight off the water and then on the buildings and windows of the airport.


    The touchdown was smooth and we finally turned on a taxiway and continued on to the terminal. Kate squeezed my hand and I knew how excited she was to be back.


    


    After we disembarked and collected our baggage, we were met by a driver from Ethan’s limo service, holding out a card with Morgan printed on it.


    He took our bags and loaded them into the limo while Kate and I took our seats in the back. I sighed with relief that the long flight was over and now we could relax and then sleep.


    Kate fastened her seatbelt beside me and then she sighed as well. “I’m so looking forward to going to bed tonight,” she said and leaned her head back, closing her eyes.


    “I feel like I could sleep for a week.”


    We clasped hands and were silent as we drove from JFK to Manhattan and Ethan’s Park Avenue penthouse.


    “It feels so strange coming home,” Kate said as she watched out the window. “Whenever I travel, I always feel like a new person. I see things differently. Everything’s familiar, because I’ve been on this route so many times before, but it feels different each time.”


    “I know what you mean,” I said. I felt the same way. For a brief time, the old was new again and you appreciated it in a way you can’t when you’re immersed in it everyday.


    I’d spent the better part of my adult life in Manhattan, in a narrow strip of real estate between Chelsea, Columbia University and New York Presbyterian. My life in Baltimore barely registered in my memory. I loved New York, and couldn’t imagine not living there with Kate. Our children would go to the best private schools, and perhaps go to Columbia as both Kate and I had before them.


    Before I met Kate, I saw only work and more work ahead of me, with my band and my charity the only thing that lay in my future.


    Now, I saw a real life filled with love and family. Only ten months had passed since that night at the bar when I bumped into my fate.


    So much had changed. For the better.


    While I had been satisfied with my life before I met Kate, I hadn’t been happy. In fact, I barely remember a time when I’d been as happy as I was now.


    I pulled her hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “We’re home,” I said.


    She turned to me, smiling, her cheeks flushed with excitement. “We’re home,” she repeated and leaned over for a kiss.


    Who was I to deny her?


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Kate


    


    I’d forgotten how much the stroke had disabled my father until the moment we arrived in the Park Avenue penthouse and he was waiting at the door in his wheelchair, his face still slightly droopy on the one side, his hand sitting rather lifeless in his lap. He had an electric wheelchair and controlled it with his good hand, driving up to the front entry with a big smile on his face.


    It sent a jolt of fear through me at the thought of how close he had come to dying while I was so far away across the ocean, but I tried not to show how bad he still looked in my face or demeanor.


    “There you are, my girl,” he said, tears in his eyes.


    “Daddy,” I said, my voice catching. I bent down to kiss him on the cheek and as I did, I vowed to myself to never move away again.


    I kissed Elaine and Drake said his hellos. As we rolled our bags into the front entry, I thought to myself that Manhattan was my home. It had been my family’s home for years. I loved it there and felt no need to go away. Drake and I would go on a honeymoon, of course, and maybe a holiday in Africa at some point, but I wanted to start my own family and put my own roots down in the city. I lost my mother far too soon to cancer. I couldn’t imagine losing my father and being so far away, regretting that I hadn’t spent more time with him. That was one of Drake’s biggest regrets – that he and his father hadn’t been closer.


    I didn’t want to make the same mistake.


    “Let me get that,” Drake said and took my suitcase, wheeling it down the hallway to the bedroom I’d grown up in.


    “Come dear,” Elaine said and motioned to the living room. “I’ll make some hot tea and we can visit before you two go to sleep. You must be exhausted after that flight. Sixteen hours! I can’t imagine…”


    At that moment, I felt completely exhausted. It would be an effort to sit with them and socialize but I did want to see how my father was doing, listen to him speak and watch him.


    I plopped down onto the sofa and my father parked his wheelchair beside it, turning to face me. Drake must have been using the washroom for he didn’t return right away. My father and I spoke together while we waited for Elaine to bring the tea.


    I filled him in on the flight and he told me about his latest round of rehab and how they were building up strength in the side of his body that had been partially paralyzed.


    “It will take some time, months or so I’m told, but I should be able to walk again with a cane or walker. I’d prefer a cane, but I’ll take what I can get.”


    “I’m just glad to see you getting around. You look good, Daddy. How do you feel?”


    He stuck his chest out and hit it with a fist. “Like a million bucks. Us old Marines don’t give up so easily. It’ll take more than a stroke to do me in.”


    I smiled and finally Elaine brought in the tea and Drake returned from whatever he was doing. He held out a small gift bag and handed it to Elaine.


    “For you,” he said and smiled. “Just a little something from Nairobi I bought before we left.”


    I was as surprised as Elaine for I hadn’t seen him buy the gift but he must have done so on the way home from the hospital.


    “Oh, Drake, how thoughtful,” Elaine said and opened it. Inside was a bottle of curry spice from one of the markets we used to visit. She held it up for us all to see.


    “It’s a special mix of tamarind, cumin, coriander and cardamom. Especially good with beef and rice, or so I’m told.”


    “Thank you,” she said and went over to kiss Drake on the cheek. “I’ll look up a recipe and use it one night soon.” She handed it to my father, who looked at it closely through his half-eye reading glasses.


    We talked for close to an hour about the last month we spent in Nairobi, about my father’s rehab program and about my plans for finishing my Masters. Drake yawned and seeing him made me yawn as well, but I hid it behind a hand.


    My father must have caught it for he turned to me, a frown on his face.


    “You two go to bed if you’re so tired,” he said. “Good Lord, don’t feel a need to entertain us. We can talk tomorrow over breakfast.”


    “I don’t know about you,” Drake said and turned to me, “but I could use a nice warm bath and then right to bed to sleep.”


    “Sounds like heaven,” I replied. “I’ll go start the bath.” I stood up and kissed my father on the cheek and then gave Elaine a hug when she stood up. “Good night.”


    We all said our goodnights and I went back to my bedroom and into the ensuite bathroom to run a bath for us. I poured some bubble bath into the water and soon the tub was filled with nice aloe scented bubbles.


    I stripped off my clothes and got in after Drake did and lay back in his arms, the warm water rising up around us. We sat in a pleasant silence for a few moments and then decided on a plan of action for the first week.


    “We’ll stay here for a few days, get the apartments aired out and then we can move to my place in Chelsea while we renovate 8th Avenue. The tenant downstairs has given notice so now’s as good a time as any to convert the two apartments into a single two story unit. I’ll contact an engineer I know to come out and draw up plans.”


    “That sounds wonderful,” I said and yawned once more. I got out of the tub and pulled a bathrobe on that Elaine had been nice enough to have ready. One for each of us hung on the back of the bathroom door. “I don’t know if I can even keep my eyes open long enough to brush my teeth,” I said when I turned to the vanity and opened my makeup bag.


    “Me either,” Drake said, and wrapped his own bathrobe around him. He caught my eye in the mirror and he looked as bleary eyed as I did. Then we both brushed our teeth and I slipped on my nightgown and crawled into bed after Drake.


    He was naked, of course, and I almost thought about making love before we fell asleep, but not quite. He pulled me into his arms and kissed me and then I rolled over. He spooned against me.


    I fell asleep practically the moment my head hit the pillow.


    


    The next week was a blur of recovering at the Park Avenue apartment, my trips to Columbia to register and meet with my advisor, then moving our stuff to Drake’s Chelsea apartment and settling in there. As for Drake, he was just as busy, getting settled back into his office at NYP and then meeting with people at New York University where he was doing his Fellowship in Pediatric Neurosurgery.


    I barely had time to think, let alone waste time. On top of it all, I went with my father to a couple of his rehab sessions in Elaine’s place so she could do some personal business, and visit with some friends that she had been kept from because she’d been so busy with my father. I was happy to do it, since she had been so good to my father and had worked with him tirelessly to get him back into shape.


    It was late one Friday night in the second week we were back, after a particularly busy day with me on campus doing research and Drake at NYU getting orientation to the program there, that Drake and I finally sat down together after dinner and did absolutely nothing.


    “Ms. Bennet, I’m going to rub your feet and vegetate tonight.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” I said and sighed when he picked up one of my feet and removed my sock, before rubbing the sole and heel.


    “I never did ask you how your practice session went with the band,” I said while he worked away on my foot.


    “Great. Like old times. We’ve been playing the same music for so long, even six months away and it’s all still up here,” he said and pointed to his head. “We have a practice gig at O’Riley’s tomorrow night. Mrs. O wants you to come for Sunday dinner and they’ll be sad if you say no.”


    “Do you want to go?” I asked lightly, trying not to sound too eager in case Drake wanted to take it slow with the food touching.


    “It’s going to happen sooner than later. I’m more worried about you having to face the inquisition. You’ll be the first woman they’ve met so naturally, you’ll be an object of significant interest.” Drake grinned at me while he massaged my foot.


    “I’ll be happy to go. The O’Rileys sound like your second family.””


    “Good,” he said and patted my other foot, indicating I should offer it up for a massage. “When they see you, they’ll be so incredibly jealous and happy for me that I got such a pretty young thing.”


    I smiled and imagined the family fawning over me, smiling and winking at Drake. I must be a curiosity if I was the first woman Drake brought around since his divorce.


    If it made Drake happy to take me to Sunday dinner, I wanted to go. Besides, I was damn curious about Ken and the family.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Drake


    


    I woke early and left Kate snuggled up in the blankets, her head almost under the covers and went to the bathroom for a quick shower. When I finished and stood drying off, I watched Kate sleep and wondered how she’d do that night. She’d be under unabashed scrutiny, with the whole family watching her every move, wanting to talk to her, tease her and extract information about me from her.


    Kate was an introvert who was a deep thinker and on the serious side. I hoped Ken and his siblings would pick up on that and not give her too hard of a ride. Mrs. O would treat her like a member of the family, hugging her, kissing her and generally welcoming her with open arms. Sarah would welcome her like a sister.


    I hoped Ken and Colin went easy on her. If not, I’d step in and straighten them out. I felt incredibly protective of Kate. She was resilient but sensitive. I didn’t want her to feel overwhelmed by the attention but at the same time, I had always looked on the family dinners with envy, secretly longing for the day that I’d be there for dinner with my wife instead of the lone bachelor. Of course, I could have brought women to the O'Riley family dinners, but until Kate, I had never loved any of the women in my life. I’d never wanted to bring anyone there with me.


    I wanted to do everything with Kate, take her everywhere. I wanted everyone to know she was mine.


    I went to the kitchen and made coffee, then poured myself a bowl of granola and milk. While I stood at the kitchen window and looked out over the street below, I thought about my meeting on Monday with the head of the Pediatric Neurosurgery program at New York University, where I was doing a Fellowship. I was going to check with Fred Parker to get started on the research side of my Fellowship. I was excited about the program, where I’d be overseeing neurosurgery residents, doing surgeries and conducting original research. It would be a great year.


    


    I had decided to meet Dave Mills for an early game of racquetball, and afterwards we'd go over some details regarding the foundation and funding for the Fall over coffee, and so I left Kate in bed. I leaned over her and pushed her hair off her forehead, kissing her gently.


    She wriggled down into the blankets and smiled. “Mmm,” she said and cracked open her eyes. “Are you already dressed?”


    “Going to meet Dave for a game of racquetball.”


    She frowned. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot.” Then she snuggled deeper into the covers. “Have a great time and say hello from me.”


    I stuffed my shorts and t-shirt into my gym bag. Kate watched me from the bed.


    When I was done, I stopped and frowned, wondering if I should ask Dave about Kurt and Dawn.


    “What is it?” Kate asked.


    “Do you want me to ask Dave about Dawn and Kurt?”


    “If you don’t mind,” she said. “I’m worried about her. For her to be with Kurt, well, I don’t know what to think about it, considering how she felt about me being with you.”


    I went over and sat on the bed beside her. “You really are worried about her?”


    She nodded. “At first I was kind of happy because if she could see her way to being with Kurt, maybe she could accept you and me. But now…”


    I sighed and brushed hair from her forehead. “What do you want to know?”


    “Don’t make a big deal about it,” Kate said, as if she’d reconsidered. “I don’t want to get too involved with Dawn. Just casually ask him about them.”


    “I’ll be the epitome of discretion,” I said.


    “Thanks,” Kate said. “I didn’t want to pry when she wrote me so whatever he knows.”


    “I’ll do some sleuthing,” I said with a smile. “I have my little birds who like to sing, both at the hospitals and Doctors Without Borders, if you want me to find out more.”


    “You do, do you?” she said, her eyes narrowing. “I’ll keep that in mind if I ever decide to misbehave.”


    I laughed at the expression of mischief on her face and the leaned down one more time to kiss her, unable to resist her when her hair was mussed and her eyes sleepy.


    “Later,” I said and ran my fingers along her jaw. “We can laze around and drink coffee and read the papers.”


    “I can mentally steel myself for tonight’s interrogation.”


    “I’ll prepare you,” I said with a laugh. “Go over your speaking points, give you some sound bites.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” she replied with a grin and lay back down.


    I stopped at the doorway. “Seriously, don’t worry about dinner tonight. Everyone will love you because I do. And because you’re lovable. They’re all so happy I found someone, you’ll be treated like a princess.”


    “If you say so,” she said, her voice doubtful. “I still think I should go over my speaking notes, as you say.”


    I shook my head. “Just be yourself.” Then I blew her a kiss and left.


    


    Dave was waiting for me at the health club, already in his shorts and t-shirt, and was lacing up his shoes.


    “There you are,” he said and glanced meaningfully at his watch. I was running a few minutes late. “Couple of guys wanted to use our court when we weren’t in it right away.”


    “Sorry,” I said and made a face. “I’ll be quick.” I tried to strip and get dressed as quickly as possible. While I was lacing up my own shoes, I decided to broach the subject of Kurt and Dawn. “So what do you know about Kurt and Dawn?” I kept my voice light, watching him out of the corner of my eye.


    “You mean the chick he was with at the fundraiser? Kate’s friend?”


    I nodded and slipped on the other shoe. “Yes,” I said. “Kate was surprised that they were together.”


    Dave pursed his lips. “I know she’s really cute. She’s a nurse. Kurt’s a medivac pilot. Sounds like the two of them are made for each other. Didn’t she tell Kate? I mean, if they’re friends…”


    “They used to be friends, but haven’t seen much of each other for a while. I wondered what was up.”


    Dave nodded and examined his racket. “All I know is that they went to the fundraiser together. They seemed quite into each other, by the way they were talking and holding hands.”


    I finished tying my shoes and grabbed my racket. “Let’s go,” I said. I didn’t want to push Dave for any more gossip, preferring him to volunteer information.


    Dave nodded, and that was that.


    


    I hadn’t played a game of racquetball for ages, and I was out of shape and rusty so he won every game.


    “Hey, old man,” he said when we were finished. He laughed and slapped me good-naturedly on the back. “I whooped your ass. Usually, I have some competition.”


    “I’m still your boss,” I said with a grin.


    When we were on our way out of the health club, and on our way to our favorite diner for breakfast, he turned to me when we were at a stoplight.


    “So, you want me to do some digging about Kurt and Dawn?”


    I nodded. “Discreetly. I don’t want to cause any more problems between Dawn and Kate.”


    “Is there a reason Kate’s concerned about this?” Dave asked as we found a parking spot a block away from the diner. “I thought she and Kurt had a thing once. Is Kate upset?”


    “Kate’s worried about her mental state,” I said and shrugged, trying to decide how truthful I could be with Dave. We’d been friends for a while but I liked to maintain some kind of business relationship with him. “Dawn tried to break us up back when I first started to see Kate. Dawn’s slightly unstable emotionally. Kate’s worried that Kurt’s the wrong kind of guy for her. He’s pretty wild, from what I’ve heard, which was why Kate and Kurt broke up…”


    “Okay,” Dave said. “I’ll make certain inquiries…” Then he grinned at me. “Discreetly.”


    “Discreetly,” I said and nodded. I didn’t smile back. I wouldn’t put it past Dawn to do something irrational. I didn’t know Dawn personally, but everything told me that she was rigid and overly-involved in Kate’s life, even for a best friend.


    


    We had brunch and talked about foundation business and then I said goodbye and drove back to the apartment. When I entered the foyer, I saw Kate in the living room with a cup of coffee, the paper in her hand.


    “Hey,” I said and went over to her.


    “Hey,” she replied and lifted her face up to me. We kissed and I stroked her cheek, smiling at her. She looked so comfortable with her feet tucked under her, the paper in her hand, a cup in the other. “Did you eat?”


    “A bagel and cream cheese. You and Dave did brunch?”


    I plopped down on the sofa beside her. “Yes, and we talked foundation stuff and he beat me very soundly at racquetball.”


    “Poor Drake,” she said and made a pouty face before leaning over to kiss my cheek. “You’re out of practice. I’ve kept you away from your usual pastimes.”


    “I chose to stay away from them,” I said. “I felt bad saying no to Dave again, so I felt I had to go today.”


    She nodded and then hesitated, frowning.


    “What?” I asked.


    She shrugged. “Nothing.” She turned back to her newspaper.


    Then I realized she probably wanted to know whether I spoke with Dave about Kurt and Dawn.


    “I asked Dave about Kurt and Dawn.”


    She turned to me, her eyes wide. “You did? What did he say?”


    “He didn’t know much, except that Kurt and Dawn were together at the fundraiser. I asked him to discreetly make certain inquiries…”


    She made a face of uncertainty. “What did he say to that?”


    “He said he’d ask around, but do it carefully. I told him you were worried about her because Kurt was pretty wild. I think he understands.”


    “Good,” she said and sighed, as if it had been weighing on her mind. “I don’t understand why she’d be with him, considering the way she felt about you.”


    “Epiphany?”


    “More like conversion on the road to Damascus, except on the road to BDSM…”


    “Dave will be careful,” I said, hoping I was right. He could be direct at times, but he was smart. I hoped he understood that this was delicate. I didn’t want Kate to be friends with Dawn again, because I didn’t trust Dawn. I thought she was too unstable and judgmental. But I didn’t want Kate to worry, either. I wanted to be there for her, be her shoulder, her sounding board.


    We spent the rest of the afternoon exactly as we wanted, lounging on the couch, reading the paper and drinking coffee and talking about our dinner with the O’Rileys. When it came time to get ready for dinner, Kate looked reluctant.


    “Don’t worry,” I said, as I brushed my teeth while we stood in the bathroom together . “They’ll love you. They already do because I do.”


    Kate adjusted her dress, a pretty black lace sheath with no sleeves. It hugged her curves very nicely, but had a high neck and was just to her knee so it wasn’t too revealing. Still, with her hair up and makeup on, she looked like a million dollars.


    “You, Ms. Bennet, are gorgeous,” I said and pulled her into my arms.


    “Am I overdressed? Is this appropriate?” she asked when I bent down to kiss her.


    “Not at all,” I said, although I was dressed in jeans and a button down shirt. I enjoyed how good she looked and felt proud of her. She was young, beautiful, intelligent, talented… and she was mine.


    “What will the other women be wearing?” she asked and squirmed around in my arms so she could check herself out in the mirror once more.


    “Clothes,” I said, grinning at her.


    She caught my eye in the mirror and frowned. “You’re no help. I mean, how dressy do they usually get? Should I put on jeans instead?”


    “Not at all,” I said and came up behind her, my arms on her hips, pulling her back against me. “You look perfect the way you are. I’ll look at you all night and feel proud. In fact, I’ll find it hard to wait to get you home so we can fuck.”


    She smiled and bent forward to check her eyes. “It’s very sly of you to suggest that. Now I’ll be thinking about it all night.”


    “Then my work here is done,” I said and ran my hands down her back to her buttocks, which I squeezed.


    She pushed her ass back against me and I smiled.


    


    We drove to O’Riley’s and I parked the car, opened Kate's door and helped her out of the car. In the East Village, O’Riley’s was located in the middle of the block, on the first floor of an old red brick building on 3rd Avenue. It was the perfect Irish Pub, with dark woods, a huge bar that spanned half the length of the building in the back of the pub, while the dining room was in the front.


    “I’m nervous,” Kate said as we walked down the block to the pub.


    I took her hand, squeezing it to encourage her. “Don’t be,” I said and led her to the back alley so we could use the rear door. “Just be yourself. Have a drink and loosen up. They’re really a very nice family. They talk so much that you’ll probably sit and listen to them argue and debate. At least, that’s what I always did when I went for Sunday dinner.”


    I heard her take in a deep breath when we reached the alley entrance.


    I stopped her and turned her to face me. “You’ll do fine,” I said and ran my hands over her hair, cupping her face. I bent down and kissed her warmly. “I’ll stay with you the entire time.”


    She smiled and we went inside.


    I led her through the prep area and popped my head in Mrs. O’Riley’s office, half expecting to find her there, but she must have been in the private dining room. We arrived at the bar and Colin was there, pouring drinks for the last tables. The restaurant was never open for dinner on Sunday, although the pub was open and people could order appetizers and finger food. Mrs. O always believed that you should spend Sunday dinner with your family, not working or with strangers.


    The kitchen staff who didn’t have families of their own worked preparing the dinner, which was usually some kind of roast with all the trimmings, then joined the O’Rileys for the meal.


    “Hey, Drake,” Colin said as he finished pouring a drink. He turned to Kate. “You must be Kate. Pleased to meet you,” he said and leaned across the bar, extending his hand. “My God, we’ve all been dying to meet the woman who finally captured Drake’s heart.” He grinned widely. They shook hands I could see the color in her cheeks even in the low light of the bar.


    He let go of Kate’s hand and then returned to the drinks. “Just doing last call in the bar.”


    Then Sarah came over and stood beside us. She put a hand over her mouth. “Oh my God, mom said you might come. Are you Kate?”


    Kate nodded and smiled.


    “Oh, my God, you’re Kate,” she said and waved to Colin. “Hey, Colin – she’s here. It’s Kate!”


    Colin laughed. “We’ve already met,” he said and waved us over. “Come and sit at the bar.”


    “I’m Sarah,” she said. “Colin and Ken are my brothers. We’ve heard so much about you. I’ll go get mom. She’ll want to meet you.”


    Sarah left us and we turned to Colin, who was busy mopping up the bar with a cloth. “Can I get you guys something?”


    I turned to Kate. “How about a toast of some Anisovaya? Colin keeps a bottle in the refrigerator for me.”


    Kate nodded, but said nothing, so I squeezed her hand.


    “Two shots of Anisovaya,” I said and Colin nodded, reaching behind the bar for a couple of shot glasses, which he placed on the bar in front of us. Then he bent down to the bar fridge and took out the bottle of chilled Anisovaya.


    “Here you go.” He poured two shots and then nodded. “Bottoms up.”


    “Relax,” I said quietly to Kate, and we pulled up a stool and sat at the bar. We each took a glass and clinked them together, then shot them back. The chilled Anisovaya had a nice bite to it, and I smacked my lips when I was finished. Kate made a small face but smiled at me.


    “One more for good measure,” I said to Colin and he complied. We shot another glass down and Kate wiped her mouth and forced a smile. She still wasn’t quite used to the bite but I knew it would loosen her up, relax her. Not too much, but enough so that she could enjoy herself without feeling so self-conscious. I put my arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer then kissed her, my tongue finding hers and sucking briefly.


    I smiled at her and she finally smiled back, the smile reaching her eyes for the first time.


    “Don’t worry,” I said and squeezed her shoulder. “They already love you because I do.”


    “You gotta know that we’re all really happy to meet you,” Colin said while he mopped the bar top.


    “Thanks,” Kate said. “Nice to meet everyone. Drake thinks of all of you like his second family.”


    “We are. Drake's kept you hidden but Ken finally convinced him to bring you, since Ken’s going to stand up for Drake. He wanted to at least meet you before the wedding.”


    Kate nodded. “I’ve been hoping to meet everyone,” she said and settled in on her stool beside me.


    “What’s on the menu?” I asked while Colin finished wiping down the bar.


    “Robin did something with pork tenderloin,” he said and shook his head. “Don’t ask me what. It’ll taste good, no matter what he does.”


    I turned to Kate. “Robin is the chef. He’s really good.”


    Kate nodded. “Mrs. O’Riley doesn’t cook?”


    “Mom supervises,” Colin replied. “It’s still her kitchen even if Robin makes the dishes.”


    While Colin finished closing the bar, we chatted for a while. We both drank some soda water with lime instead of anything alcoholic. Mrs. O always had a good choice of wine for the meal and I wanted to be able to have at least one glass to please her. I wasn’t a heavy drinker, preferring to remain sober so I could drive, but over the course of the evening, I could have a drink or two.


    Sarah returned with Mrs. O, who had her half-eye reading glasses on a chain around her neck and looked every inch the head of the family. An older woman with grey hair, she was matronly, with a thick middle and a cream cashmere sweater over a brightly colored sundress.


    “There you two are,” she said and came over, her arms open. She hugged me first and then turned to Kate. “Kate McDermott,” she said, her arms extended. “Come give me a hug and kiss.”


    “You must be Mrs. O’Riley,” Kate said and stood up, opening her arms to return the embrace.


    “I am,” she said and hugged Kate tightly and then pulled back, her hands on Kate’s arms as she gave Kate the once over. “You’re a sight for sore eyes. As soon as Drake said he met someone, and when I saw the way he smiled when he talked about you, I knew you were special. I’ve been bugging Drake to bring you to Sunday dinner for a while now, so I hope this means you’ll come on a regular basis.”


    Kate smiled back. “I’d be very happy to come as often as you’ll have us.”


    “Good,” she said and made Kate turn around in a circle. “Aren’t you a pretty little thing? Drake was right when he said you were beautiful.”


    Then, Ken came out of the door to the kitchen. “Kate,” he said and extended his hand. “Ken O’Riley. So nice to meet you.”


    Kate shook his hand and he leaned in to kiss her cheek. “Nice to meet you, too.”


    “Isn’t she just the prettiest thing?” Mrs. O said. “Drake, she’s so beautiful. What a cute figure.”


    Kate blushed profusely and smiled. “Thank you,” she said. “I was so looking forward to tonight.”


    “I’m sure you were regretting you ever agreed but don’t worry, dear. We’ll be on our best behavior.” She winked at Kate and then me and waved us to follow her.


    I took Kate’s hand and led her into the private dining room at the back of the restaurant. Separated from the main dining room by a wall with a large entry, the room had a private feel to it. A long table that seated thirty filled the room. Landscapes from the Irish countryside, pastoral scenes of rural life and posters from Dublin lined the walls.


    Ken was busy talking to a couple of waiters who would serve the meal, but he nodded to me when he saw us. We found our chairs and took our seats while Mrs. O went over to speak with the chef, who was dressed in a black tunic and chef’s cap, and was fussing over some chafing dishes on a huge wooden sideboard. She lifted a cover off a chafing dish and leaned in to check the food. Then she patted the chef on the back and smiled.


    Sarah and her family entered the room. As soon as she saw us, she brought her husband and two children over to introduce us, and then they took their places at the table. Ken’s wife and two sons also arrived and Ken led them over to say hello to us as well. Finally, everyone was seated around the table and the room was very noisy as everyone chatted with everyone else, catching up on the week. Servers poured everyone water and then wine.


    Mrs. O stood up and turned to us, her glass of wine in her hand.


    “To our guests, Drake and Kate. Congratulations on your upcoming wedding. You’ll be starting your own family, but please, welcome to our family. There will always be two chairs for you at our table. And when it’s necessary, a high chair or three.” She winked at us.


    “Hear, hear,” the others said and they all raised their glasses to us. Kate turned to me and we toasted each other and then took a sip.


    While servers placed a bowl of soup on our plates, Ken regaled us with news of his son making the football team. With the focus turned to everyone else, Kate seemed to relax beside me and ate her soup, listening to everyone talking about family news.


    In the end, the meal was delicious, the conversation loud as usual. Mrs. O sat beside Kate and kept her busy talking about the upcoming wedding plans, while Ken sat beside me and we talked about the pediatric neurosurgery fellowship and how Liam was doing since his stem cell transplant. Kate seemed to enjoy herself and she and Mrs. O were busy talking. I listened in and heard them talk from time to time, to make sure Kate didn’t need me to step in, but there was no need. Mrs. O was adept at conversation with strangers, and asked Kate about her father’s illness and recovery, her plans for her MA and of course, her wedding dress.


    I kept her hand in mine as much as I could, squeezing it from time to time to let her know I was thinking about her.


    After dessert and coffee, we said our goodbyes and promised to return every Sunday that we had open, and then we left, the evening having gone as well as I could have hoped.


    I took Kate’s hand and we walked down the street to the car.


    “I thought that went well,” I said, as we reached the parking garage.


    “It did,” Kate replied, smiling. “Mrs. O kept me talking almost the entire time. She’s so glad you finally met someone.”


    “I know,” I said and laughed. “She was always trying to match me up with various cocktail waitresses she knew. I told her I wasn’t going to get married again and she always said ‘Never say never’. She was right, of course.” I kissed her knuckles.


    “Ken said he was afraid you’d never meet anyone who could mend your broken heart,” Kate said softly.


    “He said that?” I was surprised that Ken got so personal with Kate. “When?”


    “When you went to the washroom. He leaned over and told me how glad he was that you met me and that we were getting married. He said you never got over Maureen leaving until you met me.” She raised her eyebrows at that, a coy smile on her face. “That I must be pretty damn special.”


    “You are,” I said. “Very special.”


    We drove on in silence, and when I glanced over at Kate, she was smiling to herself.


    “So, do you think you’d like to go back every now and then?”


    She turned to me. “Of course,” she said. “We have a standing invitation at my dad’s place on Sunday, but we can switch whenever we want.”


    I nodded and finally we arrived back at our building. After I parked in the parking garage, I took her hand and we went up to the apartment. As soon as I got her into the entryway of our place, I pushed her against the closed door.


    “And now, Ms. Bennet, future Mrs. Morgan, I’m going to ravish you.”


    So I did.


    


    I had my meeting with Fred Parker at NYU that week, and spent quite some time thinking about my research project. My specialty was robotic surgery, and if I contributed anything, I hoped to bring my experience with robotics to pediatric neurosurgery. Pediatric neurosurgeons were already performing minimally invasive procedures using endoscopy and so I had been thinking of doing a study that compared various procedures in terms of efficacy and what conditions are best suited to such procedures.


    He thought the topic was excellent and would bring together my own expertise with an expanding field of interest for pediatric neurosurgeons. With that settled, we went over my schedule and the students I’d be supervising. It would be a great year.


    


    “So,” Kate said when I returned to the apartment, “how did your meeting at NYU go about the fellowship?”


    I put my jacket in the hall closet and smiled at her, excited to tell her about my plans. We sat on the sofa and I went through all of the details, talking far too long about the research I’d be doing and how excited I was.


    “I’m going to be really busy this year,” I said, my voice lowering a bit. “I’ll be leading a research project, supervising neurosurgery residents and doing surgeries. Plus, I have everything else.”


    Kate kissed me and wrapped her arms around my neck. “And I’ll be busy as well, writing my thesis, painting, writing for the student magazine. We’ll be like two ships passing in the night.”


    “We’ll have to have very good nights to make up for the long days at sea.”


    “We will. I am so excited for this year. Our wedding, renovating the 8th Avenue apartment…”


    We kissed. “You are so good to me,” I murmured against the skin of her throat, kissing my way up to her ear. “So willing to accept my hectic schedule.”


    “You deserve it,” she said, her voice warm. “Of course I accept your busy schedule. I know you’re a neurosurgeon. You have the Foundation. The Corporation. Your music. Now you have me, too. I know you’ll schedule me in. What kind of relationship would we have if I didn’t accept you just the way you are?”


    We kissed, softly, affectionately. Then she tightened her arms around my neck and kissed me more passionately, and that ignited my desire for her, my body responding to the need in her kiss.


    I was looking forward to the fellowship, the opportunity for research and for getting more experience. Hopefully, Kate and I would both be completely engrossed in our careers during the day and would return home each night eager to be with the true love of our lives – each other. I had worried that she’d feel neglected but she had her own very busy life and plans.


    With that concern out of the way, I felt elated and pushed Kate down on the sofa, lying on top of her, kissing her deeply. All worries about the fellowship faded away while I lost myself in Kate.


    


    If you would have asked me, I would have said it was the happiest time of my life up until that point – the weeks after we returned from Africa and I was back in Manhattan getting re-established in my practice and starting, the research project…


    That happiness was shattered all too soon by one Dr. Lisa Monroe, resident in neurosurgery at NYU.


    On the first day of the fellowship, I met the other fellowship candidate, and the residents – eight of the brightest medical graduates who had done their internships and were now going to specialize in neurosurgery. We would be assigned four residents each and would be responsible for them for the year.


    On my way to my office, after we had a joint meeting of residents and fellows, Dr. Monroe, an attractive woman with black hair, blue eyes and a very intense expression, followed me down the hallway.


    She caught up with me when we reached the elevator.


    “Dr. Lisa Monroe,” she said and extended her hand once more. “We met earlier at the luncheon.”


    “Dr. Monroe,” I said and took her hand, shaking. She had been a medical student at Columbia.


    “I’m really glad to be working with you,” she said, her voice low.


    “You’re with Brodinski?” I said, remembering she was assigned to his group for the semester.


    “I would have preferred to be working with you, given your experiences,” she said.


    “Oh, how so?”


    “You were in Africa; you do robotic surgery.”


    I nodded. “Brodinski seems like he’ll be great to work with. Lots of experience and he’s done some robotics as well.”


    She nodded and that was that.


    While she wasn’t one of my residents, we would often scrub in on cases, since residents had the right of first refusal for all appropriate surgeries. If I had a case, she could scrub in if she wanted to gain experience.


    She seemed vaguely familiar to me, but I couldn’t place her. I assumed I’d seen her around at Columbia for she’d been a medical student when I was teaching, and she did her internship at NYP. I must have seen her but I couldn’t remember where.


    Over the next while, we were often together during rounds or weekly conferences going over cases. She always stood close to me and tried to engage me in discussion about patients or procedures. I assumed she was just a bright student hoping to show off her knowledge and skills. Surgeons, as a rule, are brimming with self-confidence. You have to have that kind of confidence in order to cut into the human body, especially the brain. So I took her attention as just a new resident eager to please and to show off.


    On a bright sunny Manhattan morning in mid October, just a week before my wedding, I saw her standing at the edge of the group of physicians gathered for the first grand rounds for all residents and fellows, held by the faculty and senior pediatric neurosurgeons. I felt her gaze from across the room, and when our eyes met, she smiled. I glanced away, not interested in her nor did I want her interested in me.


    After rounds were finished, I left on my way to the conference room, having forgotten about her, only to hear her call out my name.


    “Dr. Morgan.” She caught up and walked by my side. “Good morning, Dr. Morgan,” she said, as I strode down the hallway to the boardroom where we were scheduled to meet. “Can I call you Drake?”


    “Hello, Dr. Monroe.” I didn’t look at her when we got to the room and went inside. “Of course. Can I call you Lisa?” I said, trying to be friendly.


    “Of course.”


    “How is your day?” I asked, not that I was curious, but wanting to be polite.


    “I’ve been busy adjusting,” she said. “Resident life is a lot different from being an intern. You’re responsible for a lot more and there’s a great deal to learn.”


    “You’ll do fine,” I said, distracted, trying to find a spot to sit. A number of our colleagues were already inside so I took a seat between two others and tried to focus on the white board where a case file was projected for our conference discussion. I sensed that Lisa sat across from me, but I didn’t meet her eyes.


    Throughout the session, I felt her glance on me, but I never met it. Instead, I kept my focus on the front of the conference room, on the monitor on which the patient charts were projected. Dr. Brodinski, the other fellow in the program with me, was leading the session and asked Lisa a question about a particular case. She was bright and knew her stuff.


    After the session, Lisa left with Brodinski, and that would be it until later that day when I was enroute from the clinic where I was seeing my patients in my office.


    Lisa caught up with me. “Care to go for a coffee?”


    I turned to her. “Sorry,” I said as politely as I could. “I have to get through a lot of material before the end of the day.” I shrugged and walked on a little faster. She kept up beside me, despite how brusque I was trying to be. We arrived at the elevator, and I pressed the elevator button.


    She turned to me. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you alone.”


    “Oh?” I said, feigning an ease I didn’t feel.


    “Yes,” she said and stood a bit closer, her voice lower. “You don’t remember me?”


    I shook my head and forced a smile. “Sorry. I know you were at NYP for your internship, if that’s what you mean.”


    “Well, I was wearing a mask the first time we met.”


    I frowned and turned to her, glancing over her, trying to recall…


    People wore masks all the time at dungeon parties, if they didn’t want to be recognized.


    Had we been at a dungeon party together?


    “A mask? Did we meet at a Halloween party?” I said, trying to play dumb in case I was wrong.


    “Well, it was a party, but not for Halloween…We have mutual friends and I’ve heard a lot about you.” She smiled.


    “Oh, really?” I said as the doors to the elevator opened. “Who’s that?”


    She smiled coyly. “Derek Richardson.”


    That stopped me in my tracks, but I tried to recover, entering the elevator and turning to face the bank of buttons. I didn’t reply.


    “You must remember him,” Lisa said, following me on to the empty elevator. Her voice dropping a register. “He has a huge mansion in Yonkers?”


    “Richardson?” I said softly, wondering how well she knew Richardson. He was one of the wealthier men I knew in the lifestyle and hosted a monthly dungeon party at his home. I’d attended many times and had taken Kate there after we started our relationship.


    I felt a thrill of adrenaline and a pall of dread that she knew me from that life. Worse, that I might have topped her at some point but couldn’t remember when. We left the elevator and went down the hallway to my office.


    I thought back to my interactions with Richardson. I’d topped a few of his submissives.


    “Yes,” she said. “He’s a…” she said and paused, smiling, “very special friend of mine. You and I have a lot of interests in common.”


    I nodded, and tried to keep my voice calm. “I haven’t seen Richardson for a while,” I said lightly, fighting a sense of dread. “He’s still in Yonkers?”


    “Yes,” Lisa said. “We’re not together any longer, but I did my apprenticeship with him.”


    I shook my head. “I’ve been out of the country for the past six months.” I felt a knot in my gut. How was this going to affect my fellowship? Could we work together and more importantly, had I topped her in the past? She had to be a submissive…


    “Well, it’s nice to finally meet Doctor D.” She smiled again and went off down the hallway.


    The way she said Doctor, emphasizing it, could only mean she was referring to my other alias, Master D.


    If she knew Richardson and had been his submissive, and if I had topped her, she knew who I was and what I was. It sent a shiver down my spine at the prospect that one of my students might know of my background in BDSM, and worse, that I might have topped her at a play party.


    I tried to push that thought out of my mind and not expect the worst, but I had a bad feeling about it that I couldn’t shake.


    


    Later, after I’d seen my patients, I went back to the ward to check on those I had already operated on the previous few days. I stopped in at each room and spoke with the patients, checking out their incisions, and asking how they were feeling, reading the patient charts and the nursing notes on the patient’s progress. Everything was going smoothly, and I felt positive that if I kept the right attitude, I’d be able to manage the semester with Lisa Monroe present.


    I had enough on my mind with my wedding to my beautiful, loving fiancée coming up, my fellowship and my practice. Life was good.


    On my way out of the ward, Lisa caught up with me again. I sighed, frustrated that she seemed intent on following me around.


    “Hey, Drake,” she said and caught up with me, despite how fast I was walking down the hallway trying to avoid her.


    “Hello, Lisa,” I said, pushing the door to the stairwell open so hard it slammed against the wall. “Sorry, I can’t talk, gotta run.”


    She didn’t take the hint and followed me down the stairs.


    “Come on, Drake,” she said playfully. “Be collegial. We have so much to talk about. Why don’t you come for coffee and we can talk about our mutual interests?”


    I stopped when I reached the landing, my hand on the door. “Sorry,” I said softly. “I’m busy and can’t stop. Got some research to catch up on.”


    I left the stairwell and of course she followed me out. When I arrived at my office, I used my key card in the lock, hoping beyond hope that she’d take the hint. She didn’t follow me or respond, so she must have. When I opened the door, I glanced down the hallway to see her still standing there, her face determined.


    She did not look happy. Not at all.


    Something in the way she looked made me feel a little uneasy, like I was making a mistake I’d regret down the road.


    I shoved it into the back of my mind, determined not to let her affect my day at all.


    


    Still, a sense of gloom hung over me whenever I was at NYU, in case I ran into her or she tried to be friendly. Usually, I could handle these things quite well, but with Lisa, I was uncertain how much she knew about me. If she knew nothing and merely was trying to be collegial, I hoped I didn’t come off as unfriendly. If she knew everything, I didn’t want to be too dismissive. I wanted my private life to remain private and if she was angry with me, she could cause problems.


    Things were going well for the next week. Lisa seemed preoccupied with her own work, and so I relaxed and even accepted an invitation from Fred to go out with the new residents to a local pub for a drink after we’d all finished for the day.


    Big mistake.


    I made sure not to sit next to Lisa, but during the hour, with people getting up for more drinks or to use the washroom, seating changed and down plopped Lisa beside me when the seat became empty.


    “Lisa,” I said, trying to be polite but slightly cool.


    “Drake,” she said and held up her glass of draft. “Let’s toast,” she said, a slight slur in her words.


    “To what shall we toast?” I asked, trying to humour her.


    “To our mutual interests,” she said and wagged her eyebrows, then she turned to the other residents, “to neurosurgery, of course!”


    They all raised their glasses and repeated To neurosurgery! With slightly tipsy enthusiasm.


    “Drake moves in the same circles as my former boyfriend, a big financier type on Wall Street,” Lisa said, turning to me with a smile. “He may come off as a mild-mannered neurosurgeon, but he’s actually a very rich man with connections. He was also at NYP when I was there. I know quite a few tales of Dr. Delish. You had other names as well, didn’t you?”


    The other residents tittered at that. I was sure my Dr. Dangerous moniker also followed me around. A few bent together to comment in private.


    “I have no idea what the nurses called me behind my back,” I said with a laugh, trying to be a good sport.


    “Oh, come on, Drake,” Lisa said, punching my shoulder playfully. “Don’t be so coy. Doctor Dangerous, right?” She wagged her eyebrows suggestively and took a big drink of her beer.


    I didn’t say anything, but the other students seemed slightly uneasy after that mention of my other nickname. It was private and Lisa shouldn’t have been talking about it, but she’d had quite a few glasses of beer and her voice was getting louder by the moment and the more she drank.


    “Now, don’t be giving away all my secrets,” I said, trying to lighten the mood, smiling at the others.


    “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of giving away your secrets, Doctor D,” Lisa said and raised her eyebrows again. “Although they are juicy, now, aren’t they?” She turned to the others. “Drake’s quite the lady’s man, aren’t you Drake? Kept a list of those who like a certain kind of man, if I remember correctly…”


    Of course the atmosphere become suddenly very awkward and I saw expressions of discomfort on the faces of my colleagues. Lisa seemed oblivious to the way the mood had changed almost instantly. Everyone at that table knew that Lisa was drunk and was embarrassing us both.


    “I’m going to be a happily married man next week,” I said, trying to make light of it. “So those days are gone. Thank God,” I said and raised my glass to the others. A few of the other residents raised their glass and we drank our drinks in an awkward silence.


    Fred saved the day, saying something about the game being broadcast on the television in the corner of the bar and thankfully, that drew everyone’s attention away from Lisa and me. I leaned closer to Lisa, my mouth by her ear.


    “I think you’ve had too much to drink,” I said softly.


    “Who are you to say that?” she said in a too-loud voice and frowned. “I’m perfectly in control of myself, thank you. Just because I’m not a control freak like you…”


    “Lisa,” I said and squeezed her arm gently to try to get her to come to her senses. “Please, don’t make a scene…”


    She pulled her arm away. “You think I’ve had too much to drink and don’t want me to make a scene? Drive me home, then,” she said, her eyes narrowed.


    “I’m not driving you home,” I said, trying to keep my anger contained. “ But I will call you a taxi.”


    “Very well,” she said and held up her nearly empty glass. “Waitress,” she called out in an even louder voice. “Another one, please.”


    “Lisa, I think you’ve had enough,” I said more firmly. “You’re with your colleagues and your supervisor…”


    She turned to me, her eyes hard. “Give me a ride home then,” she said between gritted teeth. “We can talk about our mutual interests.”


    “It’s time to go,” I muttered and stood up, buttoning my jacket. “I’m going to give Lisa a ride home,” I said to the others and nodded to Fred, who had an exasperated expression on his face.


    “Maybe I should,” he said and stood as well.


    “I’m going with Drake,” Lisa said and stood up beside me. “We’re going to talk about the things we have in common, aren’t we, Drake?” she said and turned to me, leaning slightly against me. I held her back, my arms on her shoulders.


    “It’s all right,” I said to Fred. “See you in the morning.”


    With that, I escorted a drunk Lisa out of the pub, my arm under hers, pulling her slightly behind me. I was trying to hold in my anger, trying to control my emotions, but it wasn’t easy.


    I had a very bad feeling as I brought Lisa to my car and helped her inside. I went around to the driver’s side and got in, fastening my seat belt, my jaw way too firmly clenched. I took in a deep breath and tried to relax, closing my eyes for a moment, my hands on the wheel. I was the adult in this situation and I wasn’t going to let a drunken woman make me act as anything else.


    After she gave me the address, we drove in silence through the still-busy Manhattan streets to the residence apartment building at NYU where Lisa was living. When we pulled up, I put the car in park, and waited for her to get out.


    “Aren’t you going to come up for a nightcap?” she said, a sloppy smile on her lips. “We could carry on the conversation.”


    “I’m getting married in a week, Lisa,” I said, my muscles tensing. “Go on up,” I said softly but determinedly. “I’ll see you at the hospital.”


    “You come up, help a lady out,” she said. “Aren’t you going to be chivalrous and make sure I get into my apartment safely?”


    I shook my head. “I doubt you’re a woman who needs a man to look after her,” I said and leaned over to open her door. “Good night.”


    “You know,” she said, her voice taut. “Considering how much I know about your secret life, I’d think you’d be a lot nicer to me.”


    I gritted my teeth without thinking. “Is that a threat?”


    She sighed and grabbed my hand. “Drake,” she said, her voice pleading. “Why can’t we be friends? We share so much in common – neurosurgery, we’re both in the lifestyle and—.”


    “And nothing is going to happen,” I said and pointed out the door. “Please go. I have a beautiful fiancée waiting for me back home.”


    She narrowed her eyes and stared into mine. “I could ruin you. I’d think you’d be a lot nicer to me, considering…”


    I said nothing but glared at her, adrenaline flowing through me, making my heart race.


    “Do you actually think you can blackmail me into a relationship?”


    “No,” she said, her voice sounding pleading again, “Drake, don’t be like this. All I want is for us to be friends. That’s all.”


    “Lisa, I’m getting married next week to the only woman friend I need. I don’t have women friends.”


    “What would Fred Parker think of your preference for tying up women during sex? Flogging? Caning?”


    I turned to her, almost seeing red I was so angry. “I am not a sadist. I don’t do pain. If you know Richardson, you know that.”


    “Fred doesn’t. Who do you think he’d believe? Me? Or maybe Richardson?” She wagged her eyebrows.


    “You better get out right now,” I said, barely controlling my voice.


    “Or what? You’ll hit me?” she said, her eyes bright. “Maybe cane cane me? Or do you prefer a flogger?”


    “I never hit women,” I said in a low voice, and then I thought to myself about spanking Kate in fun the other night. I thought about spanking Kate at the dungeon party.


    “Sunita might have something to stay about that.”


    That sent a chill through me. She knew Sunita… of course. I thought about the images Sunita probably had on her computer. I thought about the videos Sunita had taken of us playing. My face had been off screen, but she could still raise suspicions.


    If Lisa wanted to hurt me, she could – very easily.


    “Why are you doing this?” I said, desperate to think of a way to placate her without giving in. “If you’re in the lifestyle, you know this is highly unacceptable. We barely know each other. I’m getting married. I’m not interested in you or anyone else besides my fiancée.”


    “Because I want us to be friends. I want you to be nice to me.”


    “I am nice to you. I can’t be your friend. We can be colleagues only. Nothing more.”


    “That’s all I want, Drake,” she said, her voice pleading. “We do things together, coffee, lunch, talking about work…”


    “I can’t do this. I’m in love with my fiancée. I’m marrying her next week.”


    “You have to be nice to me,” she said and shook her head, as if she had made up her mind. “You’re going to be nice to me. You’re going to walk with me down the halls when we’re working together. You’re going to make small talk with me the way you would anyone else. You’re going to have coffee with me in the break room the way you do the other residents. We’ll have lunch together occasionally and after work, we’ll go to the pub and—.”


    “Lisa,” I said, exasperated. “You can’t force someone to be your friend or love you. It won’t be real. It’ll be an act.”


    “I’m not a bad person, Drake.”


    “I never said you were.” I sighed. “You’re my colleague. That’s all.”


    I told myself that she was a bright, talented and skilled surgical resident who was a bit drunk and not thinking straight. She wasn’t a bad person at base but she was acting unbalanced as if she couldn’t accept that I didn’t need her as a friend – or want her as a friend.


    “You must be nice to me,” she said and tried to take my hand. I pulled mine away but she actually fought to hold it. “I want you to be nice to me, Drake.”


    I managed to pull my hand away and shook my head, at a total loss. She couldn’t seem to realize how much she’d screwed things up between us by threatening me with exposure. How could we ever be friends, given her threat, empty or otherwise?


    A normal person would understand that.


    She was going to try to force me to be intimate with her. She said it was all about friendship, but I could tell by the way she tried to touch me that she’d expect more.


    “Good night, Lisa,” I said, not even glancing at her. She sat in silence for a moment, and then she let out a sigh.


    “See you tomorrow,” she said brightly. “I expect you to have lunch with me. We can talk about Sunita.”


    I said nothing and she actually leaned over as if she were going to kiss me. I pulled away and she reacted with a laugh.


    “So afraid of a little kiss, Drake?” she said, her voice tinged with hurt. “Afraid if you let me get too close, you won’t be able to resist?”


    I kept my voice firm, in control and repeated myself. “Good night, Lisa.”


    Finally, she left the car and I drove off, not even making sure she made it to her front door. I was so upset, so angered, that I actually squealed my tires as I drove off.


    When I arrived home, I didn’t say anything to Kate about Lisa. I’d wait and talk to her after the honeymoon. I did not want her upset about this the week before the wedding. Instead, I sent Richardson a text, asking about Lisa, hoping he’d jog my memory about her so I would know how best to deal with her.


    I went to bed with too much on my mind, and sleep was a long time in coming.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    Kate


    


    The first few weeks back in Manhattan passed like a dream. I was busy trying to get back into the rhythm of research and working on my thesis, Drake was busy with the fellowship and fitting everything in with his own schedule, and our wedding was fast approaching.


    A week before the wedding, I was rushing around trying to get everything ready for the shower and rehearsal dinner the night before the ceremony and then the reception for my family after the ceremony. I was in a small grocery store a few blocks from the apartment when who should I see walking down the aisle towards me but Dawn…


    I felt like turning around and going the other way, not acknowledging her, but I knew I couldn’t do that. Instead I put on a happy face, took in a deep breath, and went down the aisle to meet her.


    “Dawn,” I said and smiled.


    I wasn’t sure what to say after that. She smiled as well and held her arms out to me.


    “Give me a hug,” she said and came towards me. I couldn’t escape and so the two of us hugged, despite being completely ambivalent on my part. It should have felt good but it didn’t. It felt painful, because of how much we’d lost due to her intolerance. At the same time, the feel of her arms around me made me choke up with emotion. It had been so long since the two of us had been friends. Since that night I met Drake, almost a year earlier, I felt like I missed out on so much, not having a best female friend with me all the way, but at the same time, she wasn’t a good friend to me. Given how she tried to sabotage my relationship with Drake, I was probably better off without her in my life.


    She tried to break us up and for that I could never really forgive her or trust her again.


    “So, when is the big day? It’s soon, isn’t it?” she said, her eyes wide.


    “Yes,” I said and smiled. “It’s two weeks from Saturday. I’m here to pick up some things for my bridal shower. I’m organizing it.”


    She frowned. “It should be me doing that, you know. Don’t you have a cousin or someone else to do it? It’s traditional for someone besides the bride to do the shower preparations.”


    “I don’t have you anymore,” I said bitterly, unable to keep my sadness in check, despite how happy I was to be getting married. “Elaine’s already doing so much, and she has my father to look after now, so it’s up to me.”


    “Doesn’t Drake have any sisters or brothers? What about his family?”


    I exhaled in frustration. “You’d know if you and I were friends, that he was an only child and his father died a few years ago. His mother left when he was a child.”


    She frowned. “That’s sad,” she said. “He isn’t in touch with his mother?”


    I shook my head. “She abandoned him,” I said and sighed. “He hasn’t seen or heard from her since she left. She never recovered from losing Drake’s older brother Liam to a rare kind of childhood leukemia.”


    “Didn’t Drake’s son have leukemia?” Dawn asked. “I heard something through the grapevine at work.”


    I nodded. “Yes,” I said. “Drake was a stem cell donor and it probably saved Liam’s life.”


    “Wow,” Dawn said, raising her eyebrows. “That’s impressive.”


    “He’s an impressive man, Dawn. Too bad you were too busy trying to break us up for you to get to know my fiancé.”


    She shrugged and made a face of regret. “Sorry,” she said. “I thought I was looking out for you.”


    I looked at her through narrowed eyes. “I hear you were at a Doctors Without Borders event with Kurt.”


    She sighed heavily and dramatically. “News sure gets around… Who told you?”


    “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I’m surprised you’d consider dating him. He’s even more kinky than Drake.”


    She held her hands up and shook her head, not meeting my eyes. “I was wrong about all that,” she said softly. “I understand a lot more now than I did back when you were first seeing Drake. I didn’t know there were Dominants who weren’t sadists.”


    “You’d have known if you did some research.”


    “Kate, you know my family,” she said, a frown on her face. “I’m extra sensitive about domestic violence. I thought—.”


    “You didn’t think,” I said angrily. “You reacted. Then you became defensive. You wouldn’t listen to reason.”


    “I know, I know,” she said dramatically. “I never understood. I didn’t want to understand. It was a knee-jerk reaction because of my sister. My mom—.”


    “I know, but you have to stop and think what you threatened to do,” I said, frustrated that she thought she could just apologize and everything would be great. “You threatened to report Drake to the hospital. What do you think would happen if the administration learned about his private life? Even though he’s not into pain, no one would make the distinction. He’d lose his privileges. Then you’d lose me.”


    “I already did,” she said in a small voice. She looked at me with a sad expression in her eyes and I could see real pain in them.


    I held up my hands, not wanting to continue with this debate any longer. “I have to go,” I said. “I have things to do and I can’t argue with you about this.”


    Dawn stood there looking totally dejected, her shoulders slumped, frowning. “You won’t forgive me? Not even considering everything we’ve been through?”


    I exhaled heavily. “You might have given me the benefit of the doubt, considering everything we’ve been through, but you didn’t.”


    I shoved a box of corn starch in the basket. “Goodbye,” I said and turned away, walking down the aisle to the cash register. I was so flustered, I handed the clerk my driver’s license instead of my credit card and she held it and shook her head.


    “This won’t work,” she said and handed it back.


    “Sorry,” I said and took it back, giving her some cash instead.


    I left the store as quickly as I could, breathing in deeply once I was outside in the cool October air. I walked back to the apartment and when I got upstairs, Drake was there in the kitchen, pouring himself a drink.


    I went right up to him and kissed him and he smiled as he pulled me against his body.


    “You’re off early,” I said when he broke the kiss. “I thought you worked evenings this week.”


    “I traded OR time with another surgeon so I could have the rest of the day off. We have a lot of prep to do before the wedding.”


    “How’s the fellowship going?”


    Drake started to take things out of the grocery bags and put them away.


    “Great, so far. I’m ghosting one of the senior docs and I'm scrubbing in on all his cases, plus supervising residents. I was lucky to get a lot of experience in Africa working with Michael, so I feel pretty good about things so far.”


    “Good,” I said, and helped him empty grocery bags.


    Drake pulled out the container of corn starch I’d picked up on the shelf in my hurry to get away from Dawn. He held it up and frowned.


    “Corn starch?” he said and examined the container. “Don’t we have some? What do you need corn starch for?”


    “Nothing that I know of,” I said and shrugged. “I was distracted.”


    “How come?”


    I sighed and debated whether to tell him but decided that I had to be completely open with him. “Guess who I met at the store?”


    He turned to me, his eyes wide. “I have no idea…”


    “Dawn.”


    “Ahh,” he said and raised his eyebrows. “But corn starch?”


    I smiled ruefully. “I was trying to escape and I think it used it as a prop. I wasn’t really thinking and just grabbed something off the shelf so I could leave.”


    Drake smiled and put the corn starch in the cabinet beside the other container. “I get it. So, what did she say?”


    “I honestly don’t remember but she admitted that she was seeing Kurt and apologized for not understanding about the difference between sadists and Dominants and that the two aren’t always the same.”


    Drake nodded. “Are you going to invite her to the wedding?” he said softly.


    “Of course not,” I said and frowned. “It doesn’t matter how sorry she is now, or who she dates. She would have hurt you, damaged your career, back when she was trying to break us up. She was behaving irrationally and not like a true friend.”


    “She was,” Drake admitted. “But everyone makes mistakes. If it makes you happy, I’d be fine with you two becoming friends again.”


    “What?” I said, completely surprised. “After what she threatened to do to you?”


    He nodded. “Yes, even after that. She didn’t do it. Besides, she came from an abusive family. She thought what we had was abuse. It makes a lot of sense when you consider her experiences.”


    I stood without saying anything for a moment. Truthfully, I ached to have a friend share my wedding planning. I loved planning things with Drake and Elaine, but there was this place in my life for a best female friend that was empty. There were a couple of women I knew through the journalism program at Columbia, but they weren’t the kind of friends who would become personally involved in a thing like planning my wedding.


    No, it was Dawn or no one. I was surprised that Drake would encourage me to befriend Dawn once more but perhaps he was more forgiving than I knew.


    “I thought you said she was unpredictable,” I said, remembering our discussion about Dawn back when I found out she’d been seeing Kurt.


    “She is, but her experience with domestic abuse explains that. She’ll be rigid in her thinking as a result. I know enough about psychological trauma to understand that.”


    He came to me and took me by the shoulders. “Why don’t you have coffee with her or a drink? Give her a chance. If she says anything that makes you uncomfortable, you can always end things and not move forward.”


    I looked up into his blue eyes, so calm and secure, and felt my heart swell with love for him.


    “Maybe I will after the wedding,” I said and stood on my tiptoes to kiss him. He kissed me back tenderly. “I don’t want to feel obligated to invite her to the wedding in case she really isn’t serious about making amends. Thank you for suggesting it. For being okay with it. I still don’t understand why you’d do it.”


    “Because I love you,” he said and kissed me again. “I want you to be happy. If that means you and Dawn become friends again, I’m okay with that. Sometimes your biggest detractors can become your biggest supporters.”


    I shook my head, still in disbelief that he was truly okay with me re-establishing a friendship with Dawn.


    “We’ll see,” I said and played with his collar. “I’m not sure I can forgive her. I’ll play it by ear.”


    “It’s up to you,” Drake said and then leaned back against the island, pulling me against him. “In other news, things are set for my bachelor party.”


    I grinned up at him. “Oh, yeah? I hope there won’t be any lap dancing hookers or anything…”


    “Not a chance,” Drake said and laughed. He tickled me and I squirmed in his arms, giggling. “I told Ken that I want to go for an old fashioned shave with hot towels and a real razor and then go to a martini and cigar bar to have drinks and dinner, maybe go to a live band, but that’s it. No girls. No excessive drinking. I’m a grown up and so is he.”


    “Oh, don’t shave your whiskers off,” I said and held his face in my hands. “I love your scruff. It makes you look slightly rakish, and don’t you dare cut your hair short. I love it this length,” I said and ran my fingers through his hair.”


    “As you command,” Drake said with a grin.


    “Please?” I added, and bit my lip.


    “I’ll just get the barber to clean up any errant whiskers, if it pleases you.”


    “It would please me.” I put another item away in the cabinet. “I won’t be having a bachelorette party,” I said with a sigh. “But Elaine is organizing a nice sort-of shower for me, including a luncheon. Christie will be there, too. We’ll go to a spa, have a mani/pedi and massage, and then a nice lunch.”


    Drake sighed as well. “If you and Dawn were still friends, she’d do something for you.”


    I didn’t say anything, although that was exactly what I said to Dawn in the grocery store.


    “Oh, well,” I said, resigned to it. “That’s life. I’m sure I’ll have a nice time with Elaine and Christie.”


    He nodded and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “We’ll have a nice quiet wedding at your dad’s. Dinner at The Russian Tea Room afterwards. And then we’ll stay at The Ritz. Our flight leaves in the afternoon, so we’ll have a nice leisurely Sunday morning and then we’ll be in Nassau for seven glorious days.”


    “I wish we could stay longer,” I said, “but I have work to do and so do you.”


    I felt guilty that we had to cut our stay short but I had work to turn in to my thesis advisor and didn’t want to miss any deadlines.


    “I do as well,” Drake said and kissed me. “We’ll have a nice time no matter how long we stay.”


    We cooked a meal and sat down to eat it, two candles burning between us offering some warm candlelight.


    Later, after we cleared up from dinner, we sat in the living room together.


    “How are you progressing on your to-do list?” Drake asked.


    “I’m almost done. All that’s left is to pack my overnight bag,” I said and snuggled closer to him. “For the night before the wedding.”


    “Why do you need that packed?” Drake said, frowning.


    I glanced at him, surprised that he didn’t know about it. “It’s tradition to not stay with the groom for the entire day before the wedding so I’ll stay at my dad’s place.”


    “What?” Drake said and shook his head. “ Nonsense. You live with me. I said I didn’t want to be parted from you again, and I meant it. No,” he said and sliced his hand down against the other in a chopping motion. “You’re staying with me. End of story.”


    “Drake,” I said, amused at his insistence, but determined to follow proper protocol. “I can’t see you from the night before the wedding until I walk down the aisle. It’s bad luck.”


    “Luck, schmuck,” he said. “I’m a scientist, not a superstitious caveman. We’re not going to be parted ever again, do you hear that?” He took hold of my chin and stared down into my eyes. "I said I didn't want us to be separated again, and I want it to stay that way. To hell with your silly superstition. I'm a scientist, and there's simply no convincing evidence that allowing the bride and groom to see each other before the ceremony leads to a failed marriage."


    "But it’s a tradition!” I protested.


    "It's a tradition based on a time when the bride and groom had never even seen each other and was intended to prevent one or the other from running off in horror when they did. We've both already seen every single naked inch of each other so there's no fear of that. Besides, look what happened to my first marriage. We followed all the rules."


    I heard the insistence in his voice. It wasn’t a playful tone at all, but was instead serious. I had thought nothing of us being parted the night before the wedding since it was tradition, even for couples who lived together – if they could arrange it. Although this wasn’t going to be a huge wedding or society affair, given my father’s illness and my desire to be private, I wanted to follow the rules.


    “It will be for less than twenty-four hours…”


    He shook his head. “That’s still too long.”


    “Think of it as you having to stay all night at the hospital because of a patient. We’ve been separated several times because of that.” I stood up to go to the bathroom and he stood up beside me.


    “That’s entirely different,” he said with a frown. “I came home as soon as I could and got into bed with you. This way, I’ll spend the entire night alone. I don’t like it,” he said and was really serious about it.


    I ran my hands over his shoulders and decided not to fight with him over this right then. “We’ll discuss this later,” I said.


    “Now, please,” he said. “Tell me you’ll spend the night here. I can blindfold you if you really don’t want to see me the night before or the day of. I’m pretty handy with a blindfold,” he said with a wicked grin.


    I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed him softly. “You are an expert with a blindfold.”


    “I am,” he said and grinned back finally. “So it’s settled?”


    “We’ll talk…” I said, unwilling to give in so quickly. Then I slipped past his arms, which were reaching out to stop me. Luckily, I was fast and sidled by him, rushing to the bathroom, giggling as he tried to catch me.


    He did, finally, and held me firmly from behind, his mouth at my ear. “Ms. Bennet, you’re a very bad girl. Do I have to spank you?”


    “For punishment or pleasure?”


    “Do you deserve to be punished?” he said, his voice playful.


    “No,” I said quickly, slipping out of his arms. “I don’t. I’ve been a very very good girl.”


    “Oh, yes? How have you been very very good?” He had a very suggestive expression in his eyes.


    “I’ve caught up all my work at Columbia, I have everything ready for my wedding, and I’ve arranged for our honeymoon,” I said, my hands on my hips, trying to look as authoritative as possible. “I think I deserve to be rewarded.”


    “Oh, you do, do you?” he replied, smirking. “Who am I to refuse you your just reward?”


    Then he grabbed me and tickled me until I squealed like a child. I collapsed in laughter when he actually picked me up and carried me over his shoulder to the bed he-man style. He threw me down so that I bounced on the mattress, and then he lay on top of me, his arms on either side of my shoulders, his face directly above mine.


    “Now, Ms. Bennet, I’m going to give you your just deserts.”


    Of course, at that moment, Drake’s cell rang.


    “Crap,” he said and closed his eyes. The tone was shrill and sounded different from the usual ring tone. “That’s the hospital. I have to answer.”


    “I thought you said you traded shifts…”


    “I did, but I still have patients in the hospital.”


    He rolled off me and sat on the side of the bed, removing his cell from his pocket. I lay waiting, curious to hear what the problem was.


    “Doctor Morgan,” he said and listened, his hand running through his hair. “Yes, yes, that’s right. Of course. Right away.” He shut off his cell and then turned to me, an expression of regret on his face. “A patient developed complications after surgery. I have to go.”


    “I know,” I said and smiled, trying to be cheerful. “I understand.”


    He lay down beside me and cradled my face with a hand. “I love you, sooo much.”


    “I love you,” I said and closed my eyes when he kissed me. “Sooo much.”


    “Hold that thought,” he said and squeezed one breast. “We’ll pick up where we left off when I get back home. This shouldn’t take too long. I’ll text you so that you know what to expect.”


    “Okay,” I said and sighed dramatically -- playfully. “I’ll pine for you when you go, but I’ll wait.”


    “Good,” he said. “Have a nice warm bath, and be waiting for me, naked in bed. You’ll be all nice and warm and I’ll be unable to resist ravishing you when I get back home.”


    “Mmm, ravishing,” I murmured, my eyes closed.


    Drake kissed me all over my face, then on my mouth.


    Then I was alone on the bed.


    I had to face the fact that Drake would be called away at all hours when he was on call. Interruptions would be part of our life together. I had to learn to adapt.


    


    When it was time for bed, I did as Drake suggested and had a nice warm bath with plenty of bubbles. After, I brushed my teeth and crept naked into bed, my Kindle in hand so I could read while I waited for him to return.


    By the time he returned, I’d fallen asleep and he was too tired to ravish me as he promised.


    He did snuggle in after brushing his teeth and kissed my naked shoulder tenderly.


    “Very difficult case,” he said and sighed. “I spent three hours in the OR trying to stabilize a trauma patient we operated on earlier in the day.” Then he yawned and pulled me tightly into his arms. “Sorry about this. My last shift is on Wednesday so I promise that for the eleven days after, I’m all yours. Every single inch.”


    He turned my face and kissed me, and I could feel his lips curve in a smile when he pressed them against mine.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    


    Drake


    


    


    I received a response to my text from Derek Richardson the next morning.


    


    Lisa Monroe? I haven’t seen her for over a year. Last I heard she was doing her internship at NYP. We parted company after she decided she was more of a switch than a true submissive. She spent far too much time topping from the bottom for my likes, but she’s very bright and ambitious. You did top her a couple of times a few years ago, if I recall. The first time was one of the first parties you attended. She went by the name Mia. You might remember her by that name.


    


    I sat and pondered my response, a sense of dread settling over me that I had in fact topped her. I had little memory of it for I had been quite busy with my new submissives and topped a few women that night. We didn’t actually have sex, but I remember demonstrating rope bondage with one of Richardson’s subs, for I was just trying it out. The name Mia did sound familiar but in all honesty, I topped her not out of interest in her but in the interest of building up my reputation. The fact I had topped her twice and didn’t remember much told me all I needed to know about her. She was not memorable to me.


    I hoped she wouldn’t become a problem, but I had a bad feeling that she was not going to let our mutual past be forgotten. In fact, I suspected she’d use it to her advantage. She was a switch?


    That meant she could be happy topping or being topped.


    She was unpredictable as a result.


    I tried to push Lisa out of my mind, because Kate and I had far too many things going on to let it dampen my mood. Luckily, I was damn good at compartmentalization. I swore I would never keep anything from Kate, and I was determined to tell her about Lisa as soon as our marriage and honeymoon were over, but I did not want to ruin this time for her over a colleague.


    So, Thursday night before the wedding, I went on with my life and preparations for my wedding. My bachelor party was pretty lame by most men’s standards, but for me, a once-divorced, once-confirmed never-to-be-married-again kind of man, it was perfect.


    Ken, Dave, Colin and I went to an old Italian barber in Chelsea to get a professional shave and haircut. The place was like it had been transported from the ‘20s, with a candy-cane barber pole on the exterior, even rotating. The interior had exposed red brick walls¸ antique mirrors and barber chairs, and thick plank floors. Antique ceiling fans circulated overhead, and the barber looked more like a surgeon or dentist than a stylist, with his crisp white barber tunic. The man who greeted us called himself Mr. Alberto. He resembled someone from Vito Corleone’s extended family, with piercing dark eyes and salt-and-pepper grey hair.


    The four of us took our places on the chairs and then three other barbers entered, one for each of us, dark haired and looking like Mr. Alberto’s sons or nephews.


    Kate liked me to have a bit of scruff, so I told Mr. Alberto that the whiskers could be trimmed, but they had to stay. Kate also liked my hair a little on the long side, and so I told Mr. Alberto that he could give me a trim, but like Samson, I didn’t want anyone toying with my hair since it pleased Kate the way it was.


    “Boy, does she have you wrapped around her little finger,” Ken said with a laugh as we lay back in the barber chairs, long black capes draped around us, waiting for the hot towel treatment.


    “She does,” Dave said from the other chair. “Completely and utterly wrapped.”


    “Absolutely,” I said with a smile and closed my eyes, waiting for the hot towels.


    When Mr. Alberto was finished with me, I glanced in the mirror and saw that I hadn’t been transformed in any meaningful way so hopefully, Kate would be pleased.


    I stood up beside my chair after Mr. Alberto removed my cape.


    “You look almost exactly like you did before we arrived,” Dave said, standing up beside me. On his part, he had his hair cut and was clean shaven, as were the other three.


    “That was the goal.” I slipped on my jacket and waited for Ken to finish paying. It was ridiculous that he paid for our shaves, since I was the one with too much money, but he insisted.


    Several hours later, after a steak and beer at a chop house in the Battery Park area, we went to Jerome’s in the Lower East Side, a club that still allowed patrons to smoke cigars. Our limo took us to an old red brick building with a doorman standing in wait to open the massive wooden door. Dressed in red livery with a black top hat, he opened the door and tipped his hat as we went inside.


    “Gentlemen,” he said with a smile. “Welcome to Jerome’s.”


    A totally masculine décor, with rich dark wood paneling and floors, polished brass fixtures and classic jazz playing in the background, Jerome’s was exactly what I had in mind. Most of the patrons were older businessmen in suits, visiting after their day of merchant banking and high finance. There were a few hipsters there – younger men in jeans and suit jackets, soaking up ambience of a bygone era – but the rest of the patrons were my age or older.


    The air was blue with cigar smoke, despite the ornate ceiling fans and what I supposed was a really great exhaust system. We sat at the bar, taking empty stools at one end. The bartender came up to us and wiped down the bar.


    “What can I get for you gents?”


    “Gents,” Colin said with a laugh. “I like that.”


    As usual, I wanted a vodka martini, but Ken protested.


    “You always drink vodka. Have some bourbon. A man has to drink bourbon before he gets married.”


    “Yeah,” Colin weighed in. “Drake is the most boring customer.”


    I sighed and nodded to the bartender, who poured us all shots of bourbon in crystal tasting glasses.


    “Cheers,” Ken said and we all clinked glasses and took a sip. The bourbon was good, as bourbons go – rich and smooth with a nice taste. Ken pulled out a box of cigars, and we all took one and lit them, puffing away like we knew what we were doing.


    We talked about everything but the wedding – my fellowship at NYU, Liam’s disease and progress, Ethan’s rehabilitation, Dave’s plans for the foundation, Colin’s new plans for the pub, the band and our next few gigs after I returned from our honeymoon.


    “I guess I’m a holdout,” Dave said, holding up his drink. “Still not ready to tie the knot.”


    “Is there someone even close to being the type you’d bring home to mom?” Ken asked. Ken had been married for a dozen years and was the most experienced at a successful marriage.


    “Drake caught her first,” Dave said with a grin. “I did my best, but she wasn’t that into me.”


    “You really liked Kate?” I said, turning to him in surprise. I knew he’d hit on Kate – a lot – before we met but I never thought he was serious about her. “I thought it was just good-natured fun.”


    “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “She’s definitely the kind you bring home to mom.” Then he turned to me, a guilty expression on his face. “Sorry, Drake…”


    “No problem,” I said, shrugging. We were silent for a moment as I thought about that statement. Having no mother to bring Kate home to still hurt even after all the years that had passed since my mother left me. I shot back my bourbon, enjoying the burn as it slid down my throat, and placed my glass firmly on the bar. “I’ll have another.”


    Then, I proceeded to get drunk.


    


    Our next stop was a small nightclub in Chelsea. By then, all three of us were quite drunk and we danced indiscriminately – with partners, with each other or ourselves. I wasn’t at all picky about who I danced with. Short or tall, slim or curvy, blonde or brunette – it was all the same to me. I just danced and Ken, Colin and Dave danced along with me. The music was eighties pop, and we all laughed our heads off at some of the cheesy lyrics, shouting them out, doubling over with laughter, channeling our teens. By then, I had my tie around my forehead, my jacket off and my shirt unbuttoned and untucked. I tried to pull off a Saturday Night Fever dance when the Bee Gees song came on, but did a bad job.


    Whoever I was dancing with at the time played along with me, dancing around me and shaking her stuff like a pro.


    When a slower dance started, she leaned in and whispered in my ear. “Hey, you,” she said, her hair brushing my face. “Want to come back to my place?”


    I put my hands on both her shoulders and leaned in. “You’re really sweet, but I’m getting married on Saturday.”


    She smiled and leaned in close once more. “Then, this is your last chance for some fun.”


    I shook my head “Au contraire,” I said and smiled. “My fun’s only just starting.”


    Then I turned away, trying to do the moonwalk when Michael Jackson’s Billie Jean started to play, but I failed spectacularly, tripping into Dave.


    Our next stop was a karaoke bar named Bar 7 somewhere in Korea Town. The bar was decorated in leopard print, had bubble machines blowing tiny bubbles into the air at random times, and had an open mic at the front of the stage and private karaoke rooms in the back. We wanted to mix with the public so we stayed in the front end and waited our turn to do hits of the sixties. I chose the Beach Boys, and ran through I Get Around, Good Vibrations and Surfin' USA.


    The other guys took their turns while I sat and watched, clapping along and shouting out the lyrics to their own choices. During a break in the performance while Ken found a song he liked, a pretty brunette in a purple dress and heels sidled up between Dave and me.


    “You boys look like you’re having a great time,” she said, drink in her hand. Another pretty young thing stood behind her, smiling. “Want to join us?”


    Dave glanced at me, a sly grin on his face. “This is his bachelor party,” Dave said and pointed to me. “We’re on our best behavior.”


    “Isn’t the point of a bachelor party to be bad?” she asked.


    “Not at his,” Dave said with a pout. “We have to be good.”


    “That’s too bad,” the brunette said. “Our loss.”


    I smiled and shrugged, but I was more about brotherhood than mingling with the female patrons.


    Finally, at around two o’clock in the morning, we left and stopped for some street food on our way to my building. I had a sausage with a load of sauerkraut and mustard on a bun from a vendor with a cart, hoping to sober up before I went home.


    We arrived back at the apartment, and I said goodbye to the guys, thanking them all for a great night.


    “It was exactly what I wanted,” I said, still not quite sober. We all clapped each other on the back and I took the elevator up to my floor, fumbling with my key in the lock, and stumbling into the foyer.


    The light was still on in the kitchen, and on the island was a glass of water with a bottle of aspirin beside it and a note from Kate.


    Drake, make sure to drink this entire glass and take your medicine.


    See you in the morning!


    Love, Kate.


    I did love Kate. I loved her more than I ever thought possible. I took my medicine as she suggested, then went to the bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth, stripped naked and slipped into bed beside a warm and sleeping Kate.


    “Katie, are you awake?” I said, even though I could tell she wasn’t. I touched her arm, wanting to connect with her before I went to sleep. She rolled over, her hair covering her face, but didn’t open her eyes.


    “Are you all right?” she whispered, pushing the hair away from her face. She cracked her eyes open and finally looked at me.


    “Yes,” I said and leaned down to nuzzle her neck. “I just wanted to say good night and that I love you.”


    She slipped her arms around my neck and pulled me down for a kiss. “I love you.”


    “We love each other,” I said, smiling.


    “We do,” she said with a light laugh. “We’re disgusting in our schmoopyness.”


    I laughed at the Seinfeld reference. I rolled off her when a sudden bout of vertigo struck and laid my head down on the pillow. “Oh, God, I’m still drunk.”


    “Put one foot on the floor,” Kate said and rose up on her elbow. “I’ve heard it helps to stop the room from spinning.”


    I did, sliding one leg out and hanging it over the side of the bed.


    “I hope you don’t think this will become a habit,” I said, rubbing my eyes.


    “Drake Morgan,” Kate said in mock disapproval. “I’ve seen you drunk what – maybe three times since I’ve known you. You being a lush is the last thing I worry about.”


    I turned to her, watching her face. “What do you worry about?” I said, honestly wanting to know. “Is there something about me that bothers you ? Something you want changed? Tell me and I promise I’ll stop it or correct it. Anything.”


    She snuggled closer, a smile on her face. “Anything?”


    “Anything,” I said, tightness in my throat that she actually had something that she wanted me to change, and that I was doing something wrong.


    She leaned closer, her voice low and conspiratorial. “Sometimes, on occasion, when you’ve been working long hours and are home really late? Well, sometimes, you forget to close the closet door when you put your coat away. It has to stop.”


    I turned to look at her face, checking for her expression. She burst out laughing.


    “Oh, you,” I said and grabbed her, pulling her against me. “I was serious.”


    She pulled back. “What makes you think I wasn’t?” Then she giggled again and kissed me. “Drake Morgan, you are the sweetest most considerate man. There’s nothing I want to change about you. Nothing.” She brushed hair from my eyes. “I love you just the way you are.”


    I pulled her against me and we lay like that, me with my leg thrown over the side of the bed, foot touching the floor, her with her arm around my chest, her head on my shoulder. I felt bad that I wasn’t telling her about Lisa Monroe but she was so happy and so good to me, I didn’t want my past to come back and not only haunt us, but ruin her happiness.


    Then the room started to spin again.


    “I think I have to throw up,” I said and she let go of me and sat up in bed.


    I sat up quickly and then ran to the bathroom. I made sure to close the door first and then I ran the water so Kate wouldn’t hear me.


    When I was finished, after washing my face and brushing my teeth yet again, I went back to the bedroom, where Kate was snuggled down into the covers, her expression amused.


    “Feeling better?” she said lightly.


    “Yes,” I said and slipped into bed. “Complete waste of a polish sausage and sauerkraut.”


    “Karma’s a bitch,” she said and laughed.


    “That wasn’t Karma. It was a combination of beer, bourbon, and vodka. You’d think a man my age and profession, a doctor, would know better, but you’d be wrong.”


    “You’ll be better now,” she said and then kissed my cheek. “Good night.”


    “Good night,” I said and kissed her back.


    Then I turned out the light.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    


    Kate


    


    My bridal shower, such as it was, went well although there was a place for a best female friend that was notably empty.


    On Friday, while Drake lay in bed for the morning and recovered from his bachelor party, Elaine, Christie and I went to Elaine’s favorite day spa for the full treatment. We arrived before 10:00 a.m. and dressed in the spa’s thick white robes and slippers, then went for a massage, followed by a manicure and pedicure. Then we all had our hair washed and set and I tried out a hairstyle for my wedding day. I’d brought along the veil that I would wear and the stylist tried several hairstyles that used it.


    In the end, we settled for an updo with a couple of long tendrils falling in curls around my face. Drake had asked me to keep my neck bare and so I expected he had some piece of jewelry that was meant to signify our new relationship. A collar of some sort that would be known and understood only by the two of us.


    We went for a nice lunch at Elaine’s favorite restaurant near Central Park and I gave Elaine and Christie a small gift each to commemorate the wedding. Pearl drop earrings in white gold. Then I was home at about two o’clock. When I arrived, I saw that Drake had showered and dressed and was sitting on the couch with his feet up watching some game.


    “There you are,” he said when I came over and gave him a kiss. “How did it go?”


    “Good,” I said and touched my hair, which was still up. “Do you like this? And this?” I held up one hand and one foot to show him the mani/pedi results.


    “Mmm,” he said and grabbed my foot, kissing my toes. “I like it. I like everything. The whole package.”


    He pulled me down and kissed me on the mouth this time.


    When I pulled back, I looked in his eyes, which were still bleary. “How are you feeling?”


    “Rough,” he said. “Serves me right.”


    “We have the rehearsal dinner tonight. I hope you’re up for it. Dave and Ken will be coming. Maybe you should check with them and make sure they’re good to go.”


    “I already did,” Drake said. “They’re fine. They both moderated themselves all night. Colin kept up with me and isn’t feeling too good, but he’ll be fine. All of them will be ready for the wedding and reception at the Tea Room.”


    I nodded and sighed, a twinge of anxiety about everything in my gut. “Is everything set? I’ve been checking things off on my to-do list.”


    “Everything’s set. All we have to do is go to your father’s for the rehearsal and then the dinner, and then show up for the wedding. That’s it.”


    “Good,” I said and glanced around the apartment. “Are you packed?”


    “Packed and ready to go. I have a limo arranged to take us to The Ritz after the reception, and one to take us to the airport when it’s time to catch our flight on Sunday. Then it’s nothing but sun, surf and sex for a solid week. You can relax, Ms. Bennet,” I said and stroked her cheek. “I’ve taken care of everything. I’ll have you home and ready to get back to work on your thesis on the following Monday.”


    I sighed once more, trying not to be too stressed out about everything, but I wanted things to go perfectly once we finished our vows. After the wedding ceremony was over, it would be a limo to Central Park for pictures, and then to the Russian Tea Room for the reception. I could relax. Someone else would make sure everything ran smoothly.


    “Come,” Drake said and pulled me down. “Lie beside me for a while.”


    I did, my arm around his chest, his arms around my shoulders. I scooched in closer to him, his warmth so comforting. Drake turned off the television and switched on the sound system using the remote and we listened to some soft music and cuddled for the rest of the afternoon, speaking in soft voices about our plans for the 8th Avenue apartment once we came back from our honeymoon.


    


    Finally, at about five o’clock in the afternoon, we started preparing for the rehearsal dinner at my father’s. According to tradition, Drake’s family should have hosted it, but since he had no family around, my father wanted to have everyone over to the penthouse.


    “But you’re already hosting the reception,” Drake protested when Elaine suggested it earlier in September. “Let me put something on for everyone.”


    “Nonsense,” she said. “Besides, it’s easier for Ethan to do everything at our place and going out to the Tea Room for the reception will be stress enough. He doesn’t like to go to a lot of fuss, what with handicapped parking, the wheelchair, and everything. He’d prefer people to come to our place for the rehearsal diner. You understand.”


    Drake nodded and held his hand up. “Of course,” he said softly. “I understand completely. I don’t want to let down my side of the bargain, that’s all.”


    “Don’t worry,” Elaine said. “As long as you show up, you’re holding up your side of the bargain.”


    “You have no worries on that score,” Drake said with a grin.


    “We’re only too happy to host the dinner at our place,” Elaine said. “It will be fun. Besides, I have caterers doing everything so all I have to do is show up and smile.”


    


    And so it was that both the rehearsal dinner and wedding were being held at my father’s apartment on Park Avenue. The wedding reception was still at the Tea Room but everything had been arranged so that there would be the least amount of hardship on my father.


    I touched up my makeup and wore a new dress bought specifically for the rehearsal dinner. It was a sleeveless black chiffon dress over a black sheath, with a v-neck but not too deep to be vulgar. I was well contained, in other words, but still was sexy. I wore the diamond collar necklace with the black velvet choker that Drake gave me on New Year's Eve. The diamond fell perfectly at the base of my throat. I wanted to wear it because it was symbolic of our first commitment to each other and I thought it went well with the black dress.


    “What do you think?” I said and stood in front of Drake, who was at the mirror in the bedroom, fastening his tie. “This is my new dress.”


    He stopped what he was doing and came over to me, his hands on my shoulders. He glanced up and down and then turned me around in a circle.


    “You look delicious. Completely edible.”


    I smiled and smoothed the chiffon over the sheath dress. “A little sexy but not too much?”


    “Perfect.” He leaned in and kissed me. “And I like the choker. It’s goes well with the dress and reminds me of last Christmas when I gave it to you.”


    “That’s why I wore it,” I said and stood in front of him so I could see myself in the mirror. “I think I knew back then that I wanted to marry you, but I was probably too afraid to think that far ahead. The idea of you owning me, possessing me, in every way, made me so happy.”


    “It made me happy as well, but when I say I own you, I mean I own your heart and body. Your mind is your own and I always want it to stay that way.”


    “I know,” I said and turned to face him. “I want it to stay that way as well.”


    “It will, at least on my part. I don’t want a slave, Kate. I want a life partner, who just happens to like to be manhandled during sex,” he said and grinned in that sexy way that sent a thrill through my body.


    “Manhandled…” I said and smiled back, going up on my tiptoes to kiss him.


    He grabbed me and then proceeded to manhandle me, rocking me back and forth and then picking me up and throwing me over his shoulder. I squealed in surprise when he took me to the bed and then plopped me down on my back.


    “Yes, manhandled,” he said, wagging his eyebrows. “I can handle you, Ms. Bennet. I’m a man, so manhandled is perfect for what we have.”


    I smiled and closed my eyes when he lay on top of me, his body between my thighs, his face over mine.


    “Open your eyes,” he said, his voice low.


    I did and looked into his baby-blues, which were very determined. A thrill ran through me just from the intensity of his stare.


    “You. Are. Mine,” he said and ground his pelvis against me. “See what saying that does to me? What you do to me? Just the thought of you being mine makes me hard as rock.”


    He was hard as rock and I gasped when he found my pussy and rubbed against me.


    “We don’t have time,” I murmured when he kissed the skin beneath my ear. “The Hangin’ Judge is serious about punctuality…”


    “No, we don’t, and I would never consider keeping the Judge waiting,” he said and ran his lips along my chin. “But we will when we get back. I can think of nothing more perfect than a good hard fuck on the night before our wedding.”


    “Me, either,” I said and smiled up at him. “Anything less than a good hard fuck would be inadequate.”


    He smiled and then kissed my mouth. “That’s my girl,” he said, his voice deep and smoky with desire.


    Then he sighed and lay on top of me without saying anything.


    “Are you okay?” I asked.


    “I’m fine,” he said and rose up to look in my eyes. “I’m just enjoying the moment. We’ve both been so busy, I feel as if we haven’t had time to really talk.”


    “We have a whole week ahead of us,” I said and brushed hair from his eyes. “We can talk and laze around and eat and drink and sleep…”


    “And make love,” he added with a grin.


    “And fuck, hard,” I said, my fingers threading through his. He smiled down at me.


    “I love you,” he said softly.


    “I love you,” I replied.


    “We have to go,” he said and glanced at his watch. “Now. The officiant will be there soon, so we don’t want to keep him waiting, either.”


    “Nope,” I said. “My father runs a tight ship. We should really be early or else suffer his wrath.”


    Drake rolled off the bed and helped me up. I adjusted my dress, smoothing down the skirt while he did the same to his clothes and then pulled on his suit jacket. He looked like a million dollars in his slate grey suit with black tie and white shirt. It offset his black hair and blue eyes.


    “You look delicious as well, and I can see why they call you Doctor Delish,” I said and eyed him up and down.


    He laughed out loud at that. “Here at Morgan Enterprises, we aim to please,” he said with a grin. Then he held out his hand to me. “Let’s go.”


    


    The rehearsal went off without a hitch and since our ceremony was so simple, and involved no church or priest, it was pretty much a walk through the process and then we were done. It was good to meet our officiant, Steve McLean, a justice of the peace who worked in my father’s offices back when he was on the Supreme Court of New York. Elaine had already arranged the furniture so that there were two rows of chairs for those who were taking part in the wedding. Heath and his family, Dave Mills, the O’Rileys, and members of Mersey and their families. All told about eighteen people.


    I had said to Elaine that I didn’t want anything too elaborate or for her to go to too much trouble, but she insisted on chairs covered in fabric with big bows on them, lots of fresh flowers, and Heath’s son Ian was going to be our ring bearer.


    Everyone who was going to be taking part was scheduled to arrive for dinner and drinks, so once the rehearsal was over and we all went through our paces, we had a meal together. Drake sat beside me and kept my hand in his most of the time, except when we had to actually eat our food. When we had to separate our hands, he shimmied his chair closer so that our knees and thighs touched and it put a smile on my face that he wanted to keep in contact.


    When we were finished, and after having tea and coffee in the living room, we said goodbye to everyone and went back to the apartment. Before we could leave, my father stopped me at the door.


    “You’re not staying here tonight?” He sat in his wheelchair in the front entrance and turned to Drake, winking.


    “No, daddy,” I said and smiled. “Drake insisted that I stay at the apartment with him.”


    “I said I never wanted to be separated from Kate again,” Drake said defensively, “and I meant it.”


    “Good man,” my father said and nodded. “It’s a wise goal to have even though it’s sometimes hard to keep. You never know when someone might be taken from you. Cherish each other.”


    “We will,” Drake said and shook my father’s good hand. “Good night, sir.”


    “Please, Drake, call me dad, or father. Whatever feels right to you. I feel like I’ve been kind of a second father to you since your own died. I’d consider it a privilege to have you call me father.”


    “I’ll try,” Drake said and smiled. “But I can’t promise I won’t lapse into Judge now and then.”


    Then I kissed my father on the cheek and Elaine as well, and we left.


    


    In the car on the way home, Drake took my hand and kissed my knuckles.


    “I feel like I finally have a real family,” he said.


    “Poor Drake.” I thought of him growing up without a mother and an absent father, a succession of nannies to look after him instead of real family. “You really do want a family and all its trappings.”


    “All of them,” he said with a nod. “Every single one. Father-in-law, mother-in-law, brother-in-law, nephews and nieces, Christmas dinner around a huge table, holidays spent together… I want our children to have your life, not mine. I won’t be my father, Kate. I promise that.” I nodded, looking in his eyes when we were stopped at a traffic light. He kissed my knuckles once more and then we drove off through the busy Manhattan streets on a Friday night, back to our apartment


    .


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    


    Drake


    


    Once we arrived at the apartment, I stopped Kate and made her wait outside the door.


    “I’ll be right back. Don’t come in yet.”


    I slipped in and went to my bedroom closet to remove the blindfold I’d used many times with Kate during our scenes. Tonight, I’d use it to allay her superstitious fears that if we saw each other before the wedding, we’d have bad luck.


    I returned and stood outside with her, the black blindfold in my hand.


    “I’m doing this for you,” I said. “For your peace of mind, but I’m doing it under protest that it’s all a bunch of malarkey.”


    Then I tied the blindfold around Kate’s eyes.


    “Malarkey?” she said, smiling, touching the blindfold to make sure it had proper coverage. “It’s been a tradition for hundreds of years. There must be something behind it.”


    “I already voiced my opinion about the purpose of the whole business,” I said and led her into the apartment. “I’ll tell you what’s behind it. It has nothing to do with luck and everything to do with arranged marriages where the groom and bride never laid eyes on each other. We’ve laid more than eyes on each other, so it really doesn’t apply. But seeing you like that,” I said and held her at arm’s length, looking her over from head to toe, “I am getting all kinds of ideas…”


    She grinned. “You always have great ideas.”


    “I do.”


    Then I put my arm around her waist and one under her knees and picked her up, eliciting a squeal from her. She hated being carried, but I had to keep her off balance, so she’d give in and just let go.


    “No fighting,” I said and placed her down on the floor beside our bed. Then, I kissed her forehead. “Katherine…”


    That was our signal that we both were to fall into proper Dom/sub headspace, but it didn’t always work. Right then, she had this wicked grin on her mouth, and I knew I’d have to work extra hard to get her into proper sub mode.


    “Katherine…” Then I turned her over onto my lap, pulled up her dress and down her panties and gave her ass a nice smack. “Behave.”


    “You sound like Austin Powers,” she said with a giggle.


    I couldn’t hold back a grin, but I forced myself to squelch it, breathing in deeply to gain control over my mirth.


    “Oh, fuck it,” I said and rolled her over on her back, lying on top of her. She spread her thighs for me and I lay between them, my face over hers, the blindfold still on, the grin still on her lovely pink lips. “I’m not going to worry about proper etiquette. We have our whole lives for practice. Tonight I’m just going to fuck you.”


    “Hard?” she asked softly, biting her bottom lip because she knew she was out of order.


    I grinned back even though she couldn’t see me. “Any way I want,” I replied.


    So I did.


    


    She left before I even woke the next morning, and I was upset because while she didn’t want to see me the day of the wedding, I wanted to see her, maybe take her in the shower with her blindfold on, hoping it would slip off and I could prove to her that she didn’t have to worry about any superstition. Our lives together would be faced with many challenges, as all marriages are, and so we didn’t need to worry about non-existent threats.


    She had her own will, and I was glad of it in the end. It made her all the more attractive to me.


    Being alone gave me time to myself, to roam around the apartment, have a coffee, check my email and make sure everything was ready for our stay at the hotel and then our flight to Nassau. I called Ken and made sure he was ready, so we could pick him up on the way to Ethan’s apartment. As my best man, he would arrive with me and walk down the tiny aisle in Ethan’s apartment.


    “Just about ready, bud?” he said when I called him.


    “Ready and waiting,” I said. “All I have to do is pick up the necklace I bought Kate. The jeweler is waiting for me so I’ll get it on the way when I come to pick you up.”


    “Sounds good, and take a deep breath, Drake,” Ken said. “I hope you’re ready for the happiest years of your life.”


    “More than ready,” I said. “I think I was waiting for Kate without even knowing it. Until she showed up, no other woman could come close.”


    “That’s what I like to hear,” Ken said, his voice sounding warm and fuzzy. “She’s definitely the one, if that’s the case.”


    “She is,” I said and smiled.


    “When did you know?” he asked. “When did you know you wanted to marry her?”


    I inhaled and thought back to the moment.


    “We were at the Veteran's Day performance of Gorecki’s Symphony No. 3. Kate used to go see it with her mother and it was a tradition. It was the first time since her mother died that she went. I knew when I watched her that I wanted her.”


    “She’s a music lover,” Ken said.


    “Yes, very much. Maybe not Brit Invasion hits, but she loves music. She was in Africa during the famine working at a relief camp and wrote this really deep insightful piece on the politics of the famine. She’s beautiful…”


    “I get it,” Ken said. “She’s perfect for you, in other words.”


    I smiled. “Absolutely perfect.”


    “See you at five o’clock,” Ken said.


    I ended the call and stood at the window in my underwear, waiting for my fifteen-minute countdown when I’d get dressed and ready to go down to the limo and off to my wedding.


    


    The limo arrived on time and I slipped in the back and gave directions to pick up Dave and Ken on the way. Then we’d go to the jeweler's and I’d pick up the necklace I was going to give to Kate before the ceremony, so she could wear it during the wedding. As we drove through the streets to pick up Ken, I felt elated that Kate and I were getting married. Once, I would have thought it meant I was being foolish, but now I knew I was being smart. Kate and I were good for each other. I’d been happier with her than I had ever been in my life and I wanted that to continue. I wanted us to be a couple, a family, parents, and then one day, an old married couple, our children grown and us enjoying our time together. That would be more than I could have imagined for myself less than a year earlier.


    We picked up Ken and then Dave and drove to the small jewelry shop located on a side street close to Ethan’s in Midtown. I went inside and picked up the carefully wrapped box and returned, smiling.


    “What is it? Can’t we see?” Ken said, excited about the whole business, the expression on his face like a little boy expecting to see a frog or lizard.


    “You’ll have to wait to see it at the wedding. I’ll have to find Kate before the ceremony and give it to her.”


    “Bad luck to see the bride before the wedding,” Dave said, shaking his head.


    “Hogwash,” I said, and smiled. “I saw her less than twenty-four hours ago, so if it’s true, we’re already done and we haven’t even married yet.”


    “Just sayin',” Dave said and grinned.


    We arrived at Ethan’s penthouse and the limo dropped us off at the front entrance. The three of us piled into the elevator and straightened our suits and ties, smoothing our hair, and generally primping. I rang the bell at the entryway and Christie answered, her face flushed. She looked frenetic but smiled when she saw us.


    “Oh, it’s you guys,” she said and smiled. “We were wondering where you were.”


    “We’re here with only the second most important person of the day,” Dave said and grinned. “We have the groom all ready and waiting to marry his bride.”


    We entered and Christie pointed to the living room. “Guests are sitting down already,” she said, her voice breathless. “If you need it, you can use the spare bedroom in the back and the main bathroom is for you guys. Kate will be using the master bathroom in her parent’s bedroom.”


    “Thanks,” I said and we proceeded to go back to the spare bedroom, which had a sign taped to the door. Groom.


    “That would be me,” I said and opened the door. We went inside and Dave went right to the mirror on the closet door and checked himself out.


    “We got about ten minutes to spare,” Ken said. “If you’re going to give that to Kate, you had better do it now.”


    I nodded and took in a deep breath. “No time like the present.”


    Then I left the room in search of my bride.


    


    I slipped out of the spare bedroom and went down the hallway to Ethan and Elaine’s bedroom, expecting to find Kate there but instead, she was hopping down the hallway to the main bathroom, her skirt held up. While I watched, she seemed to get stuck and fell against the wall, muttering under her breath.


    When she turned around and saw me, I knew she’d be upset that we actually laid eyes on each other, but I wasn’t going to let her superstitions prevent me from giving her my gift.


    I smiled. The first time I ever saw her, she almost fell into my arms. Now, a few moments before our wedding, she was still falling.


    Just as I fell for her.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    


    Kate


    


    A year to the day that I met Drake at my father's fundraiser, I was in my parent's bedroom at their apartment on Park Avenue.


    The master bedroom was decorated in a sparse Zen décor but today, it was crowded. My father sat in his wheelchair and presided over the final touches to my 'costume' for the day – a floor-length white wedding dress with a corset-style bodice and a sweetheart neckline, the sheath covered in French lace, the skirt A-line with a long pleated train that spread out behind me a full five feet, tiny satin-covered buttons down the back. It was far more than I had wanted, especially for a small ceremony at my father's apartment, but he had his ways of convincing me. He helped me pick it when Drake and I returned from Africa.


    "What do you think, Daddy?" I asked, turning around in a circle in front of him. When he got tears in his eyes, and covered his mouth with a hand, I knew I made the right choice.


    "Beautiful," he managed, blinking his eyes.


    "Oh, Daddy…" I went to him and kissed his cheek, taking his good hand in mine and squeezing. He'd never recovered the full use of his left side, the paralysis lingering longer than we anticipated but he was getting therapy for it and had been making slow progress month by month. His name had been removed from the ballot, but he was determined to try once more in two years.


    He wouldn’t walk me down the aisle, but he'd wheel me and that was good enough for me.


    When we were alone, I sat on the bed beside him while he sat in his wheelchair, adjusting his cuffs.


    "What did you and Drake talk about before he left Manhattan to return to Nairobi? I never did ask you and Drake won't tell me."


    My father tilted his head, a faraway look in his eyes.


    "He told me to get better. That I was too young to kick the bucket just yet and that he didn’t want to lose the only father he had left." He turned to me and smiled softly. "He said a bunch of other really melodramatic stuff that men of our nature don't really like to admit to, stuff about love and family and loyalty, and all that crap. You know."


    I smiled and shook my head. "You’re both old softies at heart."


    "I'll deny that to my dying day," he said and laughed.


    Outside the bedroom, I heard the harpist start to play music, signaling that the few guests who were attending must be arriving.


    "Guess it's almost time," my father said. "Better finish up your primping and preening. Take a pee before we get started."


    I smiled and stood up, deciding to take his advice.


    As I waited to use the en suite bathroom, I thought about the wedding. I had insisted that we not get married in church as I no longer considered myself a practicing Catholic. My father was initially upset, but he finally gave in.


    We would have less than a dozen guests, most of them friends of my father's and colleagues from Doctors Without Borders. Nigel and his partner were attending as was Dave Mills. Michael had flown in from Nairobi the night before, but strangely, Claire had been unable to come.


    I felt bad that Dawn wasn't attending, but we hadn't been able to reconcile, despite how happy I was with Drake. It was a hole in my life that would never be filled. Lara attended, demanding to have some role, since it was she who selected Drake for me based on my profile at FetLife and met me to discuss my “research”.


    I had wanted to spend the previous night at my father's so Drake and I could follow protocol and not see each other for the 24-hour period prior to our wedding, but Drake wouldn't hear of it.


    "I said I didn't want us to be separated again, and I want it to stay that way," Drake said when I suggested spending the night at my father's. "To hell with your silly superstition. I'm a scientist, and there's simply no convincing evidence that allowing the bride and groom to see each other before the ceremony leads to a failed marriage."


    "But it’s a tradition!' I protested.


    "It's a tradition based on a time when the bride and groom had never even seen each other and was intended to prevent one or the other from running off in horror when they did. We've both already seen every single naked inch of each other so there's no fear of that. Besides, look what happened to my first marriage. We followed all the rules."


    I couldn't argue. Drake had a traditional wedding with Maureen, and had been apart for the night before the wedding. It did nothing to protect their marriage.


    I relented and stayed with him the night before the ceremony, but I made it a point to not look at him that entire evening and when we made love, he blindfolded me, which, luckily, was not a departure from the norm given the nature of our bedroom games. Drake tried to make me look him in the eye, but I was successful in avoiding it, studiously keeping my eyes squeezed shut even when he tickled me, making me silly with laughter afterward.


    I got up really early the day of our wedding, didn't even look at him once my eyes opened, and careful slipped out of the apartment we now shared before he woke up. I knew that if I didn't, he'd forced me to look in his eyes to make a point.


    I didn't want to take chances with Fate, as much as I knew he was right.


    So it was that I hadn't seen Drake for almost twenty-four hours when our late afternoon ceremony at my father's apartment approached. Elaine, Heath's wife Christie and I had been sipping champagne cocktails while we dressed, to take the edge off our nerves, and so once Elaine was finished with my hair, attaching the veil to a clip in my up do, I had to use the washroom.


    Christie was inside the en suite, so I slipped outside the bedroom to the main washroom down the hall, holding my dress up so I didn’t trip over it, but I stepped on the tulle and I fell against the wall trying not to rip it, my dress bunched up around me.


    "Oh, Damn…" I muttered as I tried to free my foot from the fabric.


    It was then Drake appeared, ruining my plans to avoid seeing him until I walked down the aisle. All I saw was a flash of sober black, a white bow tie, black shiny hair and blue-blue eyes beneath thick black lashes, but it was enough to know it was my husband-to-be. The man who could still take my breath away, he was that gorgeous.


    I groaned and squeezed my eyes shut.


    "Dammit!" I said, covering my eyes with a hand. "I didn’t want to see you yet!"


    "Well, nice to see you, too, Ms. Bennet," he said, his voice filled with humor. "Falling over in the hallway, are you? I don't see any high heels on you this time. Or any bloody knees and hands but I do hope you're wearing some nice garters and stockings…"


    I grinned at the reference to that first time we met, but kept my hand plastered over my eyes so I couldn't see him. "Only my usual deft footing to blame, I'm afraid. Please go away so I can go to the washroom without seeing you."


    "You already saw me," he said and bent down, freeing my foot from the hole I had made in the tulle despite my efforts to avoid it. Then he stood and took my hands in his, prying them away from my eyes. I kept my eyes shut regardless. "If you’re right, you might as well accept that our marriage is over, and we might as well break up right now."


    I opened my eyes at that, only to see his huge grin.


    "I knew that would work," he said and held me out at arm's length. Then, he turned me around in a circle, the train of my dress twisting so that I had to bend down and fix it. When I stood back up, the train in my hand, his eyes moved over me, stopping on my cleavage, which the strapless bodice was unable to entirely keep restrained. He made a little sound in the back of his throat when I fixed it, pulling the bodice up a bit to cover myself.


    "Is that better?" I asked, adjusting my breasts.


    "You look…" he said and shook his head slowly. "You look like you're covered in icing sugar and ready to be licked all over. How will I make it through the night?"


    I smiled, pleased that he approved. "Do you like it? My father picked it out."


    Drake clicked his tongue. "The man has wonderful taste." Then he moved closer to me, his arms slipping around my waist, pulling me against his body. "Speaking of taste, I want one…"


    Then he kissed me, his mouth covering mine, his lips warm and soft. His touch sent a thrill through my body, igniting a fire in me that I knew wouldn’t soon burn out. His hand slipped over top of my dress, up from my waist to my bust, his fingers tracing the upper curves of my breasts.


    "It's a beautiful dress, but to tell you the truth, I can't wait to strip this off you."


    Then he reached into a pocket and pulled out a white jewelry box with a white ribbon tied around it.


    "Here," he said. "Your neck is bare."


    "As you commanded," I said. The previous night, he'd instructed me not to wear my collar. I wondered why at the time, but now I knew. He had something else for me to wear.


    "I had to sneak past the guards to get this to you before the ceremony."


    I took the box and untied the ribbon, my fingers trembling. Inside was a necklace in white gold, the necklace encrusted with tiny diamonds, a large red teardrop diamond dangling from the center.


    "Oh, my God, Drake." I held the box up, the diamonds sparkling in the light.


    "Come here," he said and pulled me into the bathroom and in front of the large mirror. He took the necklace from the box and went behind me to place it around my neck. The large diamond hung below my throat.


    "It's beautiful," I whispered, barely able to speak.


    "Look at yourself," he said, his face next to mine. "You're beautiful, future Mrs. Katherine Marie McDermott Morgan."


    I smiled at him in the mirror. He seemed really pleased that I decided to take his name and keep my father's as well. I realized that it was the perfect compromise. It touched me deeply that he wanted people to know I was his wife.


    "Hopefully, every man you meet will think this necklace is just an indulgent extravagance on my part, but this is your new collar." He adjusted it on my neck. "Now you'll truly be mine," he said, his voice soft.


    "I already was yours, Drake," I said, choking up.


    I looked at my reflection – my hair was done in a soft up do, the veil behind me, the necklace around my throat, the lace of my dress catching the light. Drake stood behind me, his eyes moving over my reflection, his expression one of pure possession. He moved his hands over my shoulders and down to my hands, threading his fingers through mine, his eyes meeting mine in the mirror.


    Then, hereleased my hands and slowlyturned me around, pulled me into his arms and kissed me. If I had any lingering doubts about how Drake felt about me, and about our future together, they dissipated like fog on a warm summer morning.


    He'd broken all his rules for me, to be with me, to have me.


    I was his and he was mine, completely.


    “We have to get back,” I said and tried to pull out of his arms. He held me tight.


    “Just one more moment,” he whispered. His arms tightened around me, his face pressed into my neck, his lips on the skin beneath my ear.


    I gave in and hugged him back, my emotions almost overwhelming me for a moment. My eyes teared up and when he pulled back, he smiled.


    “Oh, Katie,” he said softly. “I hope those are tears of happiness, or we’re off to a rocky start…”


    I almost burst out in tears at that. “Of course they are,” I said and quickly wiped the tears off my cheeks. “I’ve never been so happy in my life.”


    “Me either,” Drake said. “I wanted to see you before the ceremony to give you the necklace and to say one last time before we are married that you are the best thing that has ever happened to me. Every day when I see you in the morning, when I wake up and you’re the first thing I see? I thank God, the universe, Fate, Karma, and whatever else put us together. For the first time in my life I see a happy future for myself and it’s all because of you.”


    “Oh, Drake,” I said and hugged him once more, my tears starting again. “If you keep talking like that, I’ll be a mess for the ceremony.”


    “Sorry, but it’s the truth,” Drake said. Then, he tickled me, his fingers digging into my ribs, under my armpits and I squealed like a child, my tears drying up, replaced by laughter.


    “That’s better,” he said and smiled widely, leaning over me as I tried to get away from his hands. “I want a happy bride, not one with tears on her face. I want you smiling, thinking of our life together. Our night at the Ritz, and our honeymoon in Nassau.”


    I took in a deep breath and let him embrace me once more. “I’ll be smiling.”


    He kissed me once more, warmly, deeply, his arms circling my waist and pulling me against him.


    “Now, we better go to our appointed corners so we can be on time,” Drake said and let go of me. He adjusted his suit jacket and tie and then smiled. “I love you, Ms. Bennet.”


    “I love you Doctor Delish,” I said and waved my hand at him. “See you in five minutes.”


    He slipped out the door and his face was the last thing I saw, his blue eyes and smile making my heart flip.


    I felt he was already mine, but the ceremony would cement it.


    I turned to the mirror, adjusted my new necklace and then I went to get married.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    


    Drake


    


    Everything went off without a hitch.


    Ken turned to me and checked his watch. “Time to walk the plank,” he said with a grin. “At the end, you gotta jump in. Any last minute reservations, get it over now.”


    I shook my head. “Not a chance,” I said and laid my hand on his shoulder. “More determined than ever.”


    I turned to Dave. “You’re not going to offer any objections on the basis that you wanted Kate for yourself?”


    Dave laughed and shook his head. “Wouldn’t work, and besides, I like my job.”


    Joking over with, the three of us left the spare bedroom and made our way to the living room for the ceremony. There were about fifteen people in attendance besides those in the ceremony itself. Ethan and Kate were not in the living room yet, but Elaine was already seated in the front row, looking beautiful in a pale blue dress.


    Dave sat on the groom’s side of the aisle, and Ken and I went to the front of the room where our officiant, Steve McLean, a man in a sober black suit and tie, waited, his hands folded and a smile on his face.


    We stood at the front of the room and waited while the harpist played something light and airy, the few guests we had all smiles. Finally, the music changed to the Here Comes the Bride piece and everyone in the room turned, including Ken and I. Kate was in the entrance with Ethan beside her in his wheelchair.


    She looked absolutely perfect. The necklace I gave her only moments earlier sparkled in the light, her eyes were bright, and a smile graced her beautiful mouth. Ethan looked overcome with emotion, his face flushed, but I knew he was happy. I felt incredibly lucky that a man like Ethan wanted me for his beloved daughter. Fathers tend to be overly protective of their baby girls and so winning his trust was a privilege.


    I would never do anything to break that trust. Kate was my heart.


    “She looks beautiful,” Ken whispered beside me, nudging me with his shoulder when he leaned closer. “Dazzling.”


    “She is,” I murmured, my eyes lingering over her as she walked down the aisle with Ethan rolling beside her.


    They arrived and Ethan offered Kate’s hand to me, and while it was a symbolic gesture, taken from far earlier when a man actually gave his daughter away as a possession, I knew that for Ethan, it meant he trusted me with his daughter’s heart.


    “Here she is, son,” he said softly. “Do me proud.”


    “I will, father,” I said, a choke in my throat. I gripped Kate’s hand in mine, squeezing to show her how happy I was. She glanced up in my eyes, and I saw tears there and so I squeezed again, smiling at her tender heart.


    I love you, I mouthed. Forever.


    I love you, she mouthed back. Always.


    Then we turned to the officiant and were married.


    


    Our photographer took us to a familiar spot in Central Park where many wedding parties went for their photographs. An ornate stone bridge crossed a small stream. The trees were covered in leaves of vibrant reds, oranges and yellows. Around us stood the tall apartment buildings in white and red brick, a striking contrast during the bright and sunny day, although the sun was quickly setting so we had to get the photos before the photographer lost the light.


    Once the photographs were done, after we all stood together for a big group shot, we went directly to the Russian Tea Room despite the early hour. We had the entire fourth floor and the Hearth Room reserved, and so we had time for visiting, cocktails and then dinner. The harpist was already there when we arrived and was playing soft classical music, the children ran through the floor, exploring the nooks and crannies, and our families and friends sat at tables or at the small seating areas and visited.


    Kate and I went around and spoke to everyone, our hands entwined, until it was time for our meal, which was delicious. My father would have loved it, had he been there.


    We sat at one of the luxurious tables, decked out in crystal and glass, silver and white linens, the chandeliers overhead sparking in the candlelight, the Russian memorabilia surrounding us, including a huge Faberge egg as part of the centerpiece. I felt immense happiness at that moment. Kate sat beside me and spoke with Ken, while I spoke with Ken’s wife. Next to her was Michael, and Ethan sat across from us, with Elaine beside him. Heath and his wife sat beside them. The children had a table to themselves, and the rest of the guests sat at two other tables, including Cliff and his family, Colin and his family, Mrs. O’Riley and a few people from my father’s foundation and the Corporation. Michael sat with us as did Dave, who was alone without a date.


    I watched him speak with Ethan and then with Ken. He’d admitted that he liked Kate, but he had never approached her properly, suggesting he didn’t really understand women very well, despite how much of a playboy he appeared on the surface. I suspected that he was actually very lonely and suddenly felt sorry for him. Despite his good looks and solid income, he was still single in his thirties and had no prospects. Maybe he was like me before I met Kate – keeping so damn busy that I didn’t have to think about my personal life and how empty it really was.


    I took a sip of wine and listened to Kate speaking with Ken telling her about our shared past in college and then starting the band. I watched Ethan sitting across from me. Every now and then he leaned over to Elaine or to Dave but he seemed quite contemplative. I suppose seeing his baby girl married really drove home how he was passing the torch to a new generation. How disappointed he must have been over the stroke and having to pull out of the race for the House seat…


    All the while, I held Kate’s hand and together, we each managed to eat with only one hand, me with my left and Kate with her right.


    After dinner and after the speeches, with Ken giving a very heart-felt toast to the bride and groom, the staff cleared away a small area for dancing. We had a DJ play some music while people continued to visit. While Kate went over to chat with Christie and Heath, I went and had a chat with Michael about returning one day to teach another class and help out at the hospital.


    Towards the end of the evening, after much vodka and wine, it was time for the bride and groom to dance the first dance. I took Kate’s hand and led her onto the center of the small dance floor and pulled her into my arms.


    “Well, Mrs. Morgan,” I said, leaning down to whisper in her ear. “I hope we do a better job than back in December last year, when we tripped and fell and you had to go to the hospital.”


    Kate pulled back, a huge smile on her face. “I think that was one of the few times you failed to manhandle me, Dr. Morgan.”


    “I manhandled you, but not the way I intended.” I smiled down at her and we danced slowly, our arms around each other, eyes locked.


    We kissed, and that elicited a round of applause from the onlookers. I glanced over and saw Ethan sitting on the sidelines in his wheelchair, and I felt a pang of sadness for him that he wouldn’t be able to dance with his daughter on her wedding night. At least he got to walk her down the aisle.


    “Your dad looks sad sitting there watching us,” I said softly. Kate glanced over.


    “Oh, he does,” she whispered. “I didn’t think of that.” She turned to me and bit her lip. “You go and get Elaine out here and when the song ends, I’ll ask the DJ to put on something happy. I’ll go and make him dance with me.”


    Kate pulled out of my arms and I did exactly that. I went to the side of the dance floor and held my hand out to Elaine, who laughed and took it, following me to the middle of the dance floor. Meanwhile, Kate went to the DJ and spoke with him, holding her long skirt up as she did.


    “What’s Kate doing?” Elaine asked as we danced around the small space.


    “Going to ask the DJ to play something faster on so she can coax Ethan out onto the dance floor since they can’t slow dance.”


    Elaine raised her eyebrows. “Of course,” she said. “He won’t want to miss a dance with Kate. I hadn’t even thought of it because we didn’t plan on a full reception with a band. The DJ was a total last minute idea on your part.”


    I nodded. “I know, but I wanted to make sure Kate had the full wedding experience, even if on a smaller, more intimate scale.”


    Elaine and I both watched as Kate went back to her father and bent down to speak to him, her face by his ear. He smiled and nodded and she took his hand and led him out onto the small dance floor. Then, the two of them danced, with Kate holding her dress up and dancing by herself and Ethan rolling his wheelchair back and forth, left and right, a huge smile on his face. It was a completely heartwarming moment and I think that everyone fought tears as they watched.


    Ethan had come through such a long difficult journey after the stroke and now there he was, doing his best to dance with his beloved daughter at her wedding.


    Elaine stood and watched them, her hands covering her mouth, tears in her eyes. I took her hand and we continued to dance, doing the jive, and I was glad I took dance in Phys Ed in high school. Soon, other couples joined in and even the children danced, everyone enjoying the music.


    After about six dances, Kate and I went back to the table and sat together, watching the party going on around us. As we watched, Elaine and Ethan danced and people clapped for them. I was impressed with Ethan’s spirit.


    I turned to Kate. “Let me know when you’re ready to leave.”


    She glanced at her watch and smiled. “It’s nearly eleven. Aren’t the happy couple expected to leave early? I spoke with Elaine and she said she and Ken would take care of closing things up.”


    I kissed Kate’s knuckles. “Sounds good to me. Maybe we should have one last dance and then the DJ can announce we’re leaving. What do you think?”


    She nodded. “You go and talk to him. I’ll go and tell Elaine we’re leaving and wait for you on the dance floor.”


    I left her and went to the DJ, asking him to announce our departure after the next dance and he was happy to comply. Then I found my bride and pulled her into my arms for one last dance on our wedding night.


    “Well, Ms. Bennet aka Mrs. Morgan,” I said once she was in my arms, her arms around my neck. “How was your wedding day so far?”


    “Perfect,” Kate said and smiled up at me. “I feel fantastic and can’t wait to get on the plane tomorrow for our trip to Nassau. I really want to enjoy my time there with you since I didn’t get to the last time.”


    “I know,” I said and squeezed her. “I went with such high hopes last time, thinking I could win you over if I could get you alone. I almost did.”


    “You did,” she said and straightened my tie. “I was helpless against your charms. It was Dawn who intervened and it was my desire to protect you from harm that ruined things.”


    I leaned down and kissed her. “You are a very honorable woman, but as we know, she was all bark and no bite.”


    She nodded. “Still, I’d done some research on how risky it was for professionals in the lifestyle, and I didn’t want to be the cause of any damage to your career.”


    “And the restraining order? That didn’t help convince you to leave?”


    She shook her head. “No,” she said. “I knew that I could trust you and that you wouldn’t do anything to harm me, but I knew Dawn could do something to harm you.”


    We danced for a moment in silence, both of us thinking back to that time almost a year ago.


    “She forced things,” I said. “She forced me to confront how I felt about you. I had to ask myself if I wanted to push back and try to prevent what we had from ending before it even started. I was completely taken in by your little performance, pretending to be bored with an older man like me. Then I spoke with Elaine and realized you were being noble. Ethan invited me to come over New Year’s Eve, and the rest is history.”


    “It is,” Kate said and smiled. “We’ve been through a lot. Liam, Kurt, Africa, Sam…”


    “Sefton,” I added, wanting to quickly deflect any thoughts from Sam.


    “Yes, Sefton,” she said. “Even though any threat from him was all in his own mind.”


    I shook my head. “No, I saw him as a threat, too.”


    “You didn’t need to. I thought he was an arrogant bastard. You nearly breaking his nose in the elevator was something though.” She giggled and tightened her arms around my neck.


    “We weathered all the storms,” I said and kissed her nose.


    “We did.” Then she yawned.


    “We’ll go after this song is done,” I said. When the music stopped, the DJ announced that we would be leaving and everyone crowded around us.


    I wanted to say something before we left.


    “Thank you to everyone who came and shared our special night,” I said as we stood in front of the guests. “We’ll be in Nassau for a week, enjoying the sun and surf. We’ll try to think of you, but we might be too busy, so I can't promise anything…”


    Kate squeezed me and then we left to a chorus of goodbyes and best of lucks and a couple of wolf whistles, which I assumed came from Colin or Cliff.


    On our way out, Kate kissed her father and Elaine goodnight and I shook hands and thanked Ken, said goodbye to Michael, and said my own goodbyes to Ethan and Elaine.


    Then we left to start the rest of our lives together.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    


    Kate


    


    Five weeks later…


    What possible Christmas gift could you buy a man like Drake? He had enough wealth to buy a small country, although you’d never know it from the rather ordinary lifestyle he adopted. I thought he was worth millions, but it was far more. He never told me exactly how much until we signed a pre-nup, and then I had no choice but to look at the legal papers and calculations. Even for me, who had grown up around old money, it was a huge amount. The corporation was doing exceptionally well.


    As a result, we could have lived anywhere in Manhattan – a new apartment, the most expensive penthouse with a view of Central Park, but Drake wanted to move in to the 8thAvenue apartment and make it our own. Drake sold his apartment in Chelsea, and I gave up my tiny one-bedroom in Harlem and slowly, over the next couple of weeks after we returned from our honeymoon in Nassau, we got the place in shape. We hired professional cleaners, donated most of the old furniture to a local charity, gave the place a fresh coat of paint and updated the kitchen with new appliances and a nice granite countertop on the island, but that was about it.


    Although not huge, the apartment was big enough for now. Drake wanted to combine it with the apartment below us and make it a two story. I was happy to be with Drake wherever we chose to live but 8thAvenue was special. Not only did we start our relationship there, it also had such sentimental value for Drake. I liked to see him sitting in the huge overstuffed chair by the sound system, listening to his music mixes while reading over files or keeping up on the latest surgical developments in the medical journals. Sometimes, I’d stand in the kitchen and watch him sitting there and think of how lucky I was that I wore those high heels over a year earlier and that I took a chance and contacted ‘Mistress Lara’, despite my fears. I had begun to doubt if I’d ever find someone I could love passionately and completely. Then I met Drake.


    That sunny Sunday afternoon in November, I leaned against the dining room table and watched Drake sorting through a box of Liam’s things. Dressed in a white cable knit sweater and faded jeans, he looked especially handsome. His hair had grown longer, and fell into his blue eyes and down the back of his neck. My heart did a little flip flop when he glanced up and saw me watching him and smiled.


    He was mine.


    “Find anything interesting?” I said, drying my hands on a paper towel after rolling out pastry for a curry pie I was making. Drake had been putting off going through Liam’s personal possessions for weeks, as if it was too painful to consider, but now he was down to the last box.


    He exhaled loudly. “A lot of old designs he was working on before the company took off. I didn’t realize he was such an inventor. He was always trying to improve surgical implements. He had these old notebooks, and wrote about what parts of a surgical procedure could be automated and what required a surgeon’s judgment. It obsessed him. I had no idea…”


    I glanced over his shoulder at the intricate drawings. “He was really skilled.”


    Drake nodded. “I wish I’d known him better. He was so busy; I was so busy. We hardly saw each other except once or twice a year at Christmas or in the summer.”


    “You didn’t talk on the phone?”


    “He wasn’t big on talking. He tended to want to do things – tinker with his car, fiddle with his designs. He was pretty closed.”


    I sat down on the side of the chair beside him. “I wish I’d known him.”


    He smiled. “He would have been very chivalrous and charming at first but he would have closed up eventually. He was too self-contained.” Drake said nothing for a moment, staring off into the distance as if remembering. “Don’t let me ever get like that. If I ever seem distant, unconnected, or closed off, tell me, okay?”


    He turned to me, his blue eyes dark under a frown.


    “Of course,” I said.


    “Seriously, Kate. I don’t want to fuck up again. Don’t ever hesitate to tell me if I do something to upset you.”


    I nodded, and put my arm around him, leaning my head against his shoulder.


    “It’s sad you didn’t get a chance to visit his grave in Africa when we were there. I feel bad about pulling you away before your term was up and before you had the chance to go to Ethiopia like you wanted.”


    He closed the box. “We’ll go one of these years. Maybe when you’re finished with your thesis.”


    “Whenever you want.”


    He leaned over and kissed me. Then, he pulled me into his arms and we sat nestled together and listened to the Beatles, a mix of their hits from the 60s. One of my favorite songs came on – one that had so much meaning to me. “And I Love Her”.


    “This is my favorite.”


    “I know,” he said and squeezed me.


    “I want to come and listen to Mersey some night when you’re playing it.”


    “We’re playing new material now, but I’ll see what I can do.”


    I smiled. That was a huge thing for Drake – letting me in to his life so completely that I had an open invitation to go to hear them play. I hadn’t gone yet, wanting to leave it as his “time with the guys” thing, but I had gone with him for Sunday dinner.


    Now, with Thanksgiving fast approaching, I was already wondering what I could get Drake for Christmas. He had everything he could want. He lacked nothing – nothing except his father.


    It was then, as we sat in the living room sorting through Liam’s things, that I decided I’d buy us plane tickets to Ethiopia, hire a guide to take us to the Bale Mountains where Liam’s plane crashed and then the Harenna Forest where Liam’s ashes had been buried. It wasn’t too far from there to Kenya, and the Loisaba Lodge north of Nairobi. We could stay in the lodge for a week and sleep under the stars.


    Drake had talked about a trip to a warm climate in February and was going to arrange his schedule so that we could go for two weeks. I wasn’t taking any classes and was focused on writing my thesis and doing research, so I could take time off with no problem.


    So I had one gift out of the way. We promised to only buy two gifts for each other. It wasn’t that we couldn’t afford to buy more but I wanted the gifts to be personal and special – not just spending money for its own sake. Now, I had to figure out what else to get the man who had everything. Not quite as easy a task as I first thought.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    


    Drake


    


    Out of the blue, late in the afternoon while I was at the hospital, a colleague I hadn’t spoken with for at least several months called me, his name showing up on my cell. I was sitting in my office, poring over patient files and pulled out my cell from my pocket, thinking it might be Kate but it was Jim Kerrigan, an oncologist who helped with Liam’s treatment earlier in the year.


    “Drake, I thought I’d let you know that Maureen and Liam are back in town for a follow-up and because Liam is having a few issues with his liver enzymes. I know she’s pretty sticky about you becoming involved, but I thought you should know just in case she hasn’t told you. It’s his nine-month check and they have him in the children’s ward to treat the liver issues.”


    I rubbed my forehead, biting back a bitter comment. “Thanks, Jim. I appreciate the heads-up. You’re right about Maureen. She doesn’t want me to see him.”


    “Not really fair, in my opinion, considering you saved his life…”


    “There’s not much I can do, and I don’t want to cause any real issues in their family. I’ll call her and see if I can at least see him from a distance.”


    Jim sighed audibly and I could tell he didn’t agree with Maureen on the need to keep Liam from any contact with me so he wouldn’t be confused.


    “If worst comes to worst, you let me know and I’ll see what I can do to facilitate a meeting. She stays with him pretty much 24/7 but there might be an hour here and there where she leaves him alone. If so, I’ll give you a call.”


    “Thanks,” I said, a sense of gloom settling over me. “I appreciate it.”


    I ended the call and sat staring out my window at the courtyard. I was furious that Maureen was in town with Liam, and that Liam was sick but she hadn’t contacted me to let me know. Liver complications after bone marrow transplant could be life threatening. As his biological father, and as the one whose stem cells saved his life, I should at least be told.


    I called Maureen’s cell. Surprisingly, she hadn’t changed the number, although she didn’t answer and my call went to voice mail.


    “Hi, Maureen. I hear through the grapevine that Liam is here for his nine-month check and is having problems with his liver enzymes. Can we talk? You have my number.”


    I hung up and then, despite knowing I shouldn’t, I left my office and went to the children’s ward. I wouldn’t barge in on Liam, but I would go to the waiting room and let the nurses know I wanted to speak with Maureen.


    On my way, and to my surprise, Maureen called. “Drake? Who told you we were here?”


    “Who told me doesn’t matter,” I said, fighting to keep control over the tone of my voice. “What matters is Liam. I want to see his chart, and talk to his team. Considering I saved his life, it’s the least you can do if you won’t let me see him personally.”


    There was silence on the line. I climbed the stairs and waited. I could practically hear steam coming out of her ears, but she held her anger in.


    “I don’t want him becoming confused, Drake. He’s only known one father all his life. Chris.”


    “Chris is his father. I know that. I just want to see him. I could pretend to be just another doctor checking on him.”


    She didn’t say anything for a moment. “You can look at his files and talk to whomever you want. I’ll think about whether you can see him.”


    “Thank you,” I said. “I’m coming up right now.”


    “Don’t come into his room,” she said, her voice raised. “I don’t want anything to upset him.”


    “I won’t,” I said, trying to keep my calm doctor voice, but it was hard. I wanted to shout at her. “I promise.”


    I rounded the corner to the Children’s ward, past the brightly decorated wall and play area, to the small waiting room across from the nursing station. I went up to the counter and said hello to the nurses there. Just then, Maureen came down the hall from one of the isolation rooms. She arrived at the station and stood beside me, and by the expression on her face, I could tell she wasn’t at all happy.


    She turned to the nurses, who sat staring up at us. “Dr. Morgan has my permission to look at Liam’s files and speak with any of you regarding his care. He isnotallowed to visit Liam unless I say so.”


    The nurses glanced at me, expressions of surprise on their faces.


    The charge nurse handed me Liam’s file. “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll sit in the waiting room and read.”


    “You can go into the conference room if you want,” Cathy, one of the peds nurses said. “It’s more comfortable and there’s a desk in case you want to make notes or anything.”


    “Okay. I want to make copies of some of the reports and then I’ll be out of your hair.”


    “Be my guest.”


    I turned to Maureen. “Shall we talk?” I motioned to the conference room.


    “I was busy reading to Liam,” she said. “’The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe’. Maybe later.”


    I nodded. “Call me later and we can talk, either in my office or on the phone.”


    She turned and went back down the hallway to Liam’s room without another word, but by how stiff her back was, I could tell she was holding it in.


    “Do you mind?” I said and pointed to the photocopier in the alcove off the nursing station. “I’ll make a copy for my own files and then I’ll be gone.”


    “Sure, Dr. Morgan,” Cathy said. “If you need anything, let me know.” She smiled warmly at me and I was sure I had her on my side, if things got sticky with Maureen.


    “Can you page me if anything happens with Liam? Any time.”


    She nodded and I went to the photocopier and made my copies. Then, without seeing Liam, I went back to my own office and sat down to read the files.


    According to his notes, Liam’s oncologist wasn’t too concerned about the liver enzymes and admitted him as a precautionary measure, to monitor his meds and to facilitate tests that would take place over the next day or two. So I relaxed, my sense of alarm decreasing just a bit. I lost track of time, reading the files and speaking with his oncologist, and didn’t realize it was well past eight. I usually was home at seven thirty for dinner with Kate. I pulled out my cell and there was no message from her, so I called.


    She answered on the second ring so I knew she was waiting for me.


    “Hi, love,” I said, smiling when I heard her voice. “I’m sorry I’ll be late getting home, but I’m at the hospital still. Maureen brought Liam back in for some tests and he’s been admitted to the children’s ward. I’ve been reading over his files and talking to his doctors and lost track of time.”


    “Stay as long as you need,” she said, her voice soft. “I’m fine here on my own. I’ll put your dinner in the oven to stay warm.”


    “What’s on the menu?”


    “Just roast chicken and the usual suspects. Potatoes. Vegetables.”


    “Sounds delicious. I won’t be too long,” I said. “Maybe another hour. Thanks for understanding.”


    “Drake, ofcourseI understand. He’s your son. I’m surprised Maureen is letting you see him.”


    “She’s not. At least, not yet. I hope to wear her down with my charm and debonair demeanor.”


    She laughed at that. “Worked on me.”


    “See you later. I love you.”


    “I love you, Drake.”


    I hung up, a warm feeling in my chest, that was a relief after the revelation of Maureen and Liam’s return to Manhattan without letting me know.


    It was while I was researching liver complications post-bone marrow transplant that Jim called once more.


    “Maureen left for dinner,” he said, his voice conspiratorial. “You could pop down and meet me in his room. I’m going in to do a check on my patients and so I’ll be there anyway.”


    “Jim, I hate to put you in this position.”


    “The boy is your damn son,” Jim said sourly. “It’s the least I can do. Come in the back hallway. The nurses probably won’t see you if I distract them. Come right now, if you want to pop in and see Liam.”


    “I’m on my way.”


    I put my white lab coat on, hung my stethoscope around my neck and made my way back to the children’s ward using the rear entrance, hoping that none of Liam’s nurses saw me in the meantime. When I came up the rear stairs, I opened the door and checked down the hallway. Sure enough the portly figure of Jim was standing at the nursing station, and he was no doubt regaling them with his southern charm.


    I was able to slip down the hall to Liam’s room and pop in undetected, going through the anteroom and suiting up so I wouldn’t pass on any germs. Liam was looking really good, compared to how I last saw him, and I felt a tug at my heart to see his face when he glanced up from a comic book in his hands.


    “Hello, young man,” I said and went to the side of his bed. “I’m a doctor at the hospital and just wanted to check how you’re doing.”


    “I’m good,” he said and put down his comic while I placed the stethoscope over his heart and listened to his breath sounds and felt his pulse with the other hand. Everything was fine, and I noted they had an IV line in but he was on fluid restriction due to fluid retention. “I’m here for tests,” Liam said. Matter-of-fact. “It’s been nine months since I had my transplant.”


    “You’re a very lucky young man,” I said, smiling at his grown-up tone. “How are you feeling?”


    He shrugged. “A bit tired, but that’s because our plane was late. I’m okay.”


    “Good,” I said. I felt his abdomen, and noted that his liver was slightly enlarged, which was common when the liver was affected. Liam was on anti-rejection drugs and would be the rest of his life. There were occasional complications a while after transplantation.


    Jim popped his head in and smiled at Liam. “Well, hello there young man,” he said with his warm southern drawl. “How are you doing?”


    “I’m fine,” Liam said, eyeing his comic as if he wanted to get back.


    “My spies tell me that your mom is coming back up with something from the cafeteria. I thought I’d pop in before she gets back and see how you’re doing so I don’t keep you from your treats.”


    I took that as my cue to leave and so I turned to Liam and felt his forehead, brushed his hair, which was now a few inches long and dark like mine.


    “Glad to see you’re feeling better,” I said to him. “Have a good sleep tonight.”


    He nodded, very solemn as if it was doctor’s orders instead of me trying to find something else to say to him.


    I turned, my throat choked, and placed my hand on Jim’s shoulder. “Really, really appreciate it, doctor,” I said softly.


    “My pleasure,” he said, nodding knowingly.


    I opened the door and checked the hallway, but it was empty, so I slipped down the hallway to the stairs back to my office, my heart in my throat. Just as I was opening the door, Maureen called out to me.


    “Drake!”


    She rushed down the hallway towards me and so I stopped at the door and braced myself for her wrath.


    “What the hell, Drake? Here I try to be nice and let you read his file and you disobey my orders and go in and see him anyway?”


    I clenched my fists without thinking and then tried to relax, taking in a deep breath. “I’m not into obedience, Maureen.”


    “Obviously,” she said. “Do I have to get another restraining order?”


    My blood pressure was sure to have spiked at that, adrenaline flooding through me. “Of course not.”


    “What did you say to him?”


    At that precise moment, Jim left Liam’s room. Maureen saw him and her face was one of shock.


    “You!” she said and glanced between the two of us. “Here I thought you understood my reasons for not wanting Drake to get involved.”


    Jim straightened up to full height, his blue eyes hard. He took hold of his lapels like an old southern gentleman and held his chin up.


    “Drake’s the boy’s biological father and saved his damn life. I saw that as a good enough reason for him to pop in. He was there for only five minutes and never said anything about who he was.”


    Maureen looked at me and then at Jim. “If you even dare try to see him again, I will get a restraining order.” Then, she pushed past Jim and into Liam’s room.


    I shook my head. “Jesus Christ.” I stood with my hands on my hips and stared at the ground, trying to control my emotions. “Sorry about that, Jim. Hate to get you in trouble.”


    “She doesn’t have a restraining order against you. You’re a consulting doctor. And his damn father. It’s no trouble at all.”


    “I better run,” I said and opened the door to the stairwell. “Don’t want to hang around and risk further wrath of the mother.”


    “You take care, now.”


    I left Jim standing in the hallway, his pride still bristling, and went back to my office. By the time I arrived, my adrenaline was burned off and I was left weak, my heart pounding.


    Damn her! The boy was myson. He had more than my DNA. He had my bone marrow. I saved his life and she wouldn’t even let me see him. At that moment, my emotions overwhelmed me, and I sat with my head in my hands.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    


    Kate


    


    Drake arrived home later than usual, and drunk, Ken having dropped him off sometime before midnight. That wasn’t like Drake – he rarely drank too much, and was always in control over himself. Ken looked at me sheepishly while I grabbed Drake by the shoulder and helped him in.


    “I’m sorry,” Drake said to me.


    “He’s really sorry,” Ken said, his own words slurred. “He had a fight with Maureen and she threatened him with a restraining order.”


    I helped Drake to the sofa and then went back to the door where Ken was leaning against the doorjamb.


    “Thanks for bringing him home. I hope you two took a taxi.”


    “We did,” Ken said and smiled crookedly. “Take it easy, buddy,” he said to Drake, who was leaning back on the sofa, his eyes closed, his jacket still on. Drake didn’t say anything, just waved his hand in response.


    Ken left and I closed the door behind him, turning back to a very quiet Drake. Had he fallen asleep? How drunk was he?


    I knelt down in front of him and removed his shoes, one after the other. He cracked his eyes open and watched me.


    “That’s what I like to see – you on your knees before me.” He grinned.


    I smiled in return, glad that he still had his sense of humor. “Any time,” I said wryly, “oh, Lord and Master.”


    “Master sounds good,” he replied and closed his eyes once more. “Not much of one tonight. Sorry but I needed a drink and didn’t want to bother you so I went to O’Riley’s. I know you’re working on your paper.”


    “It’s okay.”


    Then, I removed his gloves and pulled his arms out of his coat sleeves before nestling next to him.


    “What happened?”


    He shrugged and slipped his arm around my shoulders. “Nothing really to tell except I snuck in to see Liam and Maureen threatened me with a restraining order. Can you believe it?”


    I shook my head. “No, I can’t. The boy is yours, Drake. You saved his life. The least she could do is let you see him.”


    “My thoughts exactly. I had a little help from Jim Kerrigan, one of the oncologists who treated Liam. He let me sneak in while Maureen was down in the cafeteria getting something to eat but she came back sooner than we thought.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “She’s going to do her best to keep you from him. Maybe when he’s more grown up and is ready to understand things, she’ll let you two meet.”


    “I’ll miss his entire life,” Drake said, his voice cracking with emotion.


    “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. Let me get you a drink of water and some Tylenol. You should go to bed.”


    I helped him up and he walked with me to our bedroom. Once there, I sat him on the side of the bed and began to undress him. He watched me closely, but whereas he would usually get a gleam in his eyes when I undressed him, the gleam promising me a great deal of pleasure, he didn’t have any kind of gleam that night.


    “You’re so good to me,” he said.


    “I am,” I said and smiled, wanting to lighten the mood. “It’s only because I love you.”


    He pulled me into his arms at that. “I love you.”


    We kissed, but it didn’t develop into anything more. Once he was naked, I rolled him into bed and under the covers. He sighed heavily and snuggled down into the thick coverlet.


    “Don’t fall asleep yet,” I said and leaned down and kissed his cheek. “I have to get your Tylenol and water.”


    I left him and got a glass of water and the pills, and then returned. He sat up briefly, took the pills and drank down the entire glass.


    “When’s your next surgery?” I said, feeling bad that he had to work in the morning.


    “None tomorrow. Just a class and office hours.”


    “That’s good,” I said and took the empty glass away. “Go to sleep.”


    “I love you,” he said once more.


    I kissed him and pulled the covers up around his neck. “I loveyou.”


    I left him in the darkness, my paper waiting on the desk. It would be a few more hours before I could go to sleep because I wanted to get the first draft of my introduction turned in to my supervisor before the end of the week. I went back to my desk and sat staring at the paper, reading the same paragraph over and over again, unable to focus, my thoughts on Drake and his son and how sad it was that he would miss Liam’s childhood.


    


    The next morning, after Drake left, I sat with my coffee staring at the screen on my laptop, searching for the right guide to take us to visit the Harenna Forest and the crash site in Ethiopia, and then, to the Loisaba Lodge in Kenya. There was so much I wanted to do in Ethiopia on top of visiting Liam’s grave. I wanted to go to the Great Rift Valley and see if I could visit a paleontological dig site at Oldupai– maybe the site where they found Lucy – the oldest human ancestor. I remembered Drake saying Ethiopia was Liam’s favorite place and so I wanted to visit.


    I contacted several outfitters who hired out guides for Oldupai and Harenna, and arranged to visit Liam’s grave during the first week of the trip and the second week would be spent in Kenya. I was lucky to get two guides at such a late date, for the guides usually booked months in advance.


    I wondered about visiting with Michael and Claire in Nairobi while we were in Kenya. I had such a bad experience with her and didnotwant to have to see her again, but I’d suffer to make Drake happy, if it meant Drake and Michael could get together and have a nice visit. Claire’s machinations had nothing to do with Michael and so I didn’t want to come between the two men.


    Then, I turned my focus on flights and hotels on the way there and back. Drake said the last two weeks in February might be a good time since a lot of people planned holidays during that time period in anticipation of March break. I took a chance and picked two dates for departure and return and soon, I had picked our flights and printed off our itinerary and digital tickets. I was excited for it would be a meaningful trip for us both.


    So I had one present taken care of and now I wondered what else I could get for Drake for Christmas. I wanted something else to put under the tree. Finding another gift was going to be hard. Drake lacked nothing. What did he want? I thought about what was missing in his life. He had everything else he could ever want in terms of possessions. No clothes, no toys, nothing.


    The only thing I could think of was that he was missing his mother in his life and of course, Liam, his son. I doubted there was anything I could do about either. Maureen and Chris were so antagonistic towards Drake that they would never let him be a part of Liam’s life. I thought maybe Maureen might give me a photograph or two of Liam that Drake could keep but I was afraid of causing problems. Still, it was worth a try. I knew that Drake probably had Maureen’s number on his cell and so I decided to see if he had her email or phone number in his contacts. I hated to be sneaky, but if it was going to cause problems, I hoped I could keep it limited, so Drake wouldn’t get upset.


    I planned to take Drake’s phone and check his contacts when he was in the shower later that night. I’d call Maureen and see if she’d at least agree to send a photo or two that I could have framed.


    That left only Drake’s mother, Louise. I only learned her name because I saw Drake’s birth announcement in an old photo album we found when we were sorting through his father’s things after we were married. A small card with elephants and balloons, with a blue “It’s A Boy!” and the details inside –Drake Liam Morgan, son of Liam and Louise Morgan…


    I wondered about Louise. Drake had no photos of her, nor any mementos. It was as if she never existed. I hoped Drake would open up about her after we were married but he seemed to keep that part of his past buried down deep. He had no living siblings and whatever uncles or aunts existed, Drake never visited. I had the sense Drake was actually a very lonely man at the base. It felt so wonderful to become his wife and to be one of the very few people to really get close to him. He’d been so restricted in his relationships since his divorce. I could see him blossoming as a man and as a human since we met, and he was already pretty special as a person before. A talented neurosurgeon and musician, a philanthropist, and a professor of surgery.


    He had the professional part of his life all figured out. It was his heart that he kept protected. Slowly, I thought I saw that part of him open up as well. I’d do everything in my power to make him as happy as he could possibly be.


    


    Later, when Drake came home, I snuck to his desk while he was in the shower and picked up his cell, scrolling through his contacts in search of Maureen’s cell number. I found it, and wrote down her email as well. I’d see if she’d agree to send a photo of Liam that I could have framed for a gift. I was probably crazy thinking that she’d be willing, but a part of me felt I had to try. Although Drake never knew Liam, he had saved the boy’s life. Giving Drake a photo of him was the least she could do.


    At least, I thought so. Maureen might have a different idea.


    


    The next day, when Drake left for work, I sat at my desk and wrote Maureen an email:


    Dear Maureen:


    


    I hope you don’t mind that I’m emailing you, and I understand you don’t want Drake to be a part of Liam’s life. I know he cares deeply about Liam’s welfare – so much so that he agreed not to try to make contact with Liam or force things with you even though he could. He knows you and Chris are great parents and the last thing he wants is to disrupt things and upset Liam. I was hoping that you’d agree to send me a photo of Liam that I could have framed for Drake as a gift. I know it would mean the world to Drake.


    


    Thanks and I hope all is well with Liam.


    


    Kate


    


    I sent it off, feeling anxious that she’d get mad and make a fuss. Still, Drake deserved to have a picture of his own son, especially since he saved Liam’s life. If Maureen wouldn’t do at least that for Drake, she was some kind of bitch.


    I waited all day for a response, but gone none and so I wondered if perhaps the email was one she didn’t check often. When I checked my phone, I saw that my email had been bounced. She must have deleted that email address.


    The only alternative was to send her a text to the phone number on Drake’s cell. The text didn’t go through. She really didn’t want Drake in her life, if so.


    I was angry that she’d be so cruel after what Drake did for them. Then I had a brainstorm. I’d go and meet Drake at the hospital and drop by the children’s ward before, to see if I could speak directly to Maureen. I feared that she’d be hostile seeing me, but hopefully, she’d understand and it might mean I could get a photo of Liam.


    I texted Drake and let him know I’d be in the neighborhood, and that I’d meet him at the hospital and we could come home together. He was pleased and suggested we stop off for dinner on the way home and I agreed. Now all I had to do was get to the hospital with some time to spare, and check in at the children’s ward to see if Maureen was there. With my heart in my throat, I took the subway north and then a bus east to NYP, hoping that I wasn’t making a huge mistake.


    


    The children’s ward was as I remembered it – brightly colored walls with Disney characters and a playroom filled with all manner of toys. There were no children playing when I arrived just before seven at night. The ward was quiet, and the waiting room was empty. I went to the nursing station and asked one of the nurses if Maureen was there seeing Liam and she nodded. I didn’t want to interrupt her visit but I thought I’d walk by and let her know I was there. My heart was pounding as I walked down the hallway, peeking inside each room in hopes of seeing her and sure enough, at the end of the hallway in an isolation room was Maureen, Chris and Liam, his little body on the bed between them. He looked so small and frail, but his hair had grown in and it struck me how much like Drake he looked. I could see that Maureen might hope he was Chris’s son for Chris was very much like Drake as well.


    I stood outside the room, watching, and finally, Chris looked over and saw me. It took a moment, but then apparently, he recognized me. He frowned and said something to Maureen, who jerked her head around and saw me, an angry expression on her face. She stood abruptly and then Chris grabbed her arm.


    Chris came out instead of Maureen, but she stood watching me, frowning. On his part, Liam was unaware, and was busy playing with a Gameboy so whatever drama was taking place, he didn’t seem to notice.


    Chris left the room and then came out of the anteroom, his gown still on.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “I sent Maureen an email but she must have changed accounts.”


    Chris glanced back in the room, and shook his head. “What’s the matter? Is something wrong with Drake?”


    “No,” I said and wondered exactly how to frame my question. “I’m here on my own. Drake knows nothing about it. I wanted to ask Maureen if I could get a picture of Liam for Drake. I thought I could frame it and give it as a gift for Christmas. Liam wouldn’t have to know anything about it. Drake doesn’t know anything either or he would have said no, but I thought I’d ask.”


    Chris looked exasperated, his eyes dark under a furrowed brow. “Maureen and I don’t want Drake involved in Liam’s life. I thought you understood that.”


    “I do, and Drake does as well,” I said, “but I know that Drake would treasure a photograph of Liam. He saved Liam’s life.” I let that sink in for a moment. “The least you both could do is let him have a picture of his son.”


    “Biological son, nothing more,” Chris said tersely. “I’m his father and have been since he was born.”


    “Of course,” I said quickly. “And Drake knows that. He thinks you’re both great parents and has agreed not to try to become involved in Liam’s life. But still, a picture wouldn’t hurt. Liam doesn’t have to know anything about this.”


    Chris exhaled loudly. “I’ll talk to Maureen, but I really think you’re imposing on our good nature to ask.”


    “You didn’t hesitate to impose on Drake’s good nature when you needed a donor. This is the least you could do,” I said again, affronted that they were both so uncaring and unappreciative of what Drake had done.


    “Go and wait there,” Chris said, pointing to the small waiting room off the nursing station. “I’ll talk to Maureen.”


    I nodded and left, making my way back to the waiting room. I sat so I could watch the hallway and saw that Chris went back inside the room and then they both came out, their gowns still on. They stood outside the room and spoke together, leaning in close.


    Maureen had her hands on her hips, and didn’t look at all pleased. Finally, she stomped down the hallway towards me while Chris went back into Liam’s room.


    “I can’t believe you’re really here. You have a lot of nerve.”


    That was all she said and then she stood and glared at me.


    “I’m no threat,” I said, holding my hands up. “Drake doesn’t know I’m here. He has no interest in bothering you or Chris or Liam. I’m doing this for Drake so he has something to remember Liam by. Just a photo. I could take one with my iPhone and be gone in three minutes.”


    “What am I going to tell Liam?”


    I shook my head, trying to come up with something on the fly. “I don’t know—tell him that I’m a journalist writing articles about kids who have survived cancer.”


    She shook her head and stared at me for a moment.


    “Three minutes,” she said and turned on her heel. “And if you even dare come back and try to see Liam, I’ll call the police.”


    I followed her down the hall and into the anteroom where I put on a gown and mask, before entering the room through a door.


    Liam was sitting up on his bed, his Gameboy on the table. Chris stood when we entered.


    “Liam, this lady is going to take a picture of you for a magazine article she’s writing on kids with cancer,” Maureen said. “Is that okay?”


    “Sure.” Liam glanced at me and the resemblance to Drake hit me right in the gut. Those pale blue eyes and dark eyelashes… Drake’s son. Of that there was no doubt. It made my chest constrict.


    “Hi, Liam,” I said and smiled at him. “I’m just going to take a quick picture and then I’ll be gone.”


    I stood at the end of the bed and Maureen fussed with Liam’s pajama top and smoothed his hair, which had a rooster tail in it from lying down. I zoomed in the image and snapped a picture, then another and another just to be on the safe side.


    “That’s all I need,” I said and smiled again. “I’m on my way.”


    I tucked my phone away and left the room, returning to the anteroom to remove the gown and mask. Maureen followed me, but didn’t remove her gown or mask.


    “He’s still sick and will always be fragile but I guess Drake can tell you about that. Please, tell Drake that just because I let you take a picture it doesn’t mean I want him to be in Liam’s life. Drake didn’t want children when we were together so he can’t expect me to be happy if he tries to insert himself into Liam’s life now.”


    I turned to her, my anger getting the better of me. “Do you blame him for not wanting a family? He had no mother for most of his life. His father neglected him. He was raised by nannies and housekeepers.”


    “I know, I know,” Maureen said, raising her eyebrows. “Poor little rich boy. I know the story better than anyone. I actually met Liam and he was a sweetheart. Charities in Africa, donating his time and skills. I don’t know how the hell he produced someone like Drake.”


    “What do you mean, someone like Drake?” My blood was boiling at that point. “Someone like Drake saved Liam’s life. Someone like Drake is so good, he didn’t want to impose on you and Chris and be involved in his own son’s life even though he saved it.”


    “That’s because he knows he could never be a real father.”


    I felt tears spring to my eyes, my heart pounding from anger. “You’re wrong.”


    Then I turned and left, unwilling to speak to her for another moment. I walked down the hallway, trying to get a grip on my emotions, as I was meeting Drake in a few minutes and didn’t want him to see that I’d been crying. I popped into one of the public washrooms and held a wet paper towel to my eyes, trying to stop the tears.


    Finally under some kind of self-control once more, I left the washroom and made my way through the hospital to the wing with Drake’s office. I popped my head into his office and saw he was busy flipping through papers in a file.


    “Am I too early?”


    He glanced up, his eyes lighting up when he saw me. “Never. Come in. I’m just putting some lab results back into files. We can go right away.”


    I came in and watched the screen, which showed some OR technicians cleaning up after a surgery. “Was that your OR?”


    He glanced up. “No,” he said. “I was just watching while I was reading over files.” Then he looked at me, frowning. “Are you all right? Your nose and eyes are red…”


    “Allergy attack. Something must have bothered me. I think I sneezed ten times on the way over.”


    If Drake doubted my fabricated explanation, he didn’t show it, and I heaved a sigh of relief. I wanted to keep the photo secret until Christmas Day, when I’d give him the photo under our Christmas tree.


    “Let’s go,” he said and closed the file before coming to my side. He pulled me into his arms and kissed me, and I melted into his embrace. Of course, being in his arms like that brought out my emotions and my silly tears started again. I tried to cover my eyes and turn my head away, but he noticed and pulled back, frowning.


    “Hey, hey,” he said and took my face in his hands. “What’s wrong? Don’t tell me it’s allergies.”


    I half laughed and half-sobbed, coming up with something on the fly. “I was just thinking of poor little Liam and my emotions got the better of me. Plus, I’m a bit PMS…”


    His face softened and he pulled me close once more, his face in the crook of my neck, his lips pressed there in a gentle kiss.


    “Sweet,sweetKate…”


    He held me for a moment and then pulled back again, wiping the tears off my cheeks with his fingers. “I’ve been talking to Liam’s doctors and nurses, and he’s going to be fine. He’ll be staying for a couple more days and then will be discharged home.”


    “That’s a relief,” I said, hoping that Drake bought my story about being sad for Liam, when I was actually sad for him.


    Drake leaned down and kissed me, the kiss tender. “You are an angel.”


    “Hardly,” I said, immediately feeling guilty that I’d lied to him about why I was crying. I’d confess when I gave him the picture.


    “You are,” he said and pulled me into a quick hug. “Now let’s go and get something to eat. I’m starved. You need a margarita to improve your mood. How does that sound?”


    I forced a smile. “Sounds like a plan.”


    


    In the middle of the night, Drake turned on the bedside light and snuggled closer to me.


    “Kate?” he whispered, kissing my shoulder. “Are you awake?”


    I yawned and rolled over to face him. “I am now. What’s the matter? Can’t sleep?”


    He pulled me into his arms, his chin resting on the top of my head. “Something like that. I woke up and can’t stop my mind from working.”


    Usually, that meant he wanted to make love, but I felt no erection pressing into my belly. I ran my hand up his back. Maybe he was still upset about Liam and wanted to vent. We’d had a very enjoyable meal at our favorite restaurant and opened a bottle of wine when we got home, talking in quiet voices about Drake’s childhood before Louise left. He had some happy memories but they were few, for it was obvious that she couldn’t adjust to the loss of her first son.


    Drake had been in a very thoughtful mood that night and I thought he’d want to make love but he hadn’t.


    Now, he couldn’t sleep. “Too much alcohol?” I said, wondering if he wasn’t feeling well from the wine.


    “No,” he said and stroked my cheek with his thumb. “ Too many thoughts.”


    “What’s on your mind?”


    He sighed heavily. “Kate, I don’t want to wait to have a family. I want a child now.”


    My eyes widened at that and I didn’t know what to say. We had talked about having children when we first discussed marriage, but that was a few years off when I was finished with my thesis and we had done some more traveling. I pulled back and looked in his eyes.


    “What made you change your mind?”


    He shook his head, a sad expression in his eyes. “I realized when I saw Liam at the hospital, and today when you were crying about him, that life is too short to put off things that you want. I want to have children, Kate. I want areal family – like you had with Ethan and your mom and Heath.”


    I didn’t say anything, wanting to give him the chance to speak and explain how he felt.


    “I know you wanted to finish your thesis first,” he said carefully, softly, “and I wanted to go back to Africa first, but there are no guarantees that we will even be able to have children.”


    “Go on.”


    “Something could happen to either of us and that would be it – waiting would mean we’d never have had children or be parents. You can always finish your thesis, and I can always go to Africa but we can’t always have children. I realized that I’ve missed every milestone with Liam. I’ll miss every milestone to come. I don’t want that to happen to us.”


    I pulled him more closely into my arms and kissed him, happy that he felt able to reveal his fears to me. He was so afraid of turning into his father, but I knew that would never happen. He wanted to be likemyfather, the co-head of the household, involved and engaged in his children’s lives. As much as I rebelled against my father, I knew he was always there, like a fortress around our family, ready to protect us. I realized that after his stroke, and after how patient and understanding he was with Drake and with me.


    If anything, Drake ran the risk of being too much the opposite of his father, and not having any fun in his life for fear of being like the carefree neglectful Liam.


    “You’re not saying anything,” Drake said, pulling back to look in my eyes. “I want you to be completely honest with me. Tell me what you think about it. I need to know.”


    “I want to make you happy,” I said, running my hands up his chest, his skin warm. “I want to have your children, if we can.”


    “And your thesis?”


    “I can still work on it while I’m pregnant, silly,” I said and smiled, squeezing him. “I’m working on the first chapter already. As long as I’m not sick as a dog, I should be able to finish it before the nine months are up.”


    “Ten months,” he said. “It’s really ten months from your last period.”


    “Yes, Doctor,” I said and laughed, squeezing him again. “Whatever you say.”


    “You’re serious?” he said, searching my face as if he didn’t believe me. “You’re willing to try? Now?”


    “Right this minute?” I said, smiling coyly. “My period is due tomorrow or the next day so, you’re out of luck for two more weeks…”


    He laughed and pulled me into his arms. “Don’t take your birth control once your cycle is finished. You won’t likely get pregnant right away, because you’ve been on the pill for a while, but it’ll be fun to try.”


    “This is all because of what happened with Liam? Have you really thought this through?”


    He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, his arm still under my neck. I snuggled closer, my hand on his chest.


    “I realized when I saw him on the hospital bed that he looked so much like me, with his dark hair and blue eyes. I felt such incredible love for him at that moment, even though I don’t even know him. I knew I’d do anything for him, even stay out of the picture until he was old enough to understand.”


    He turned to look in my eyes. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to love children because I felt so neglected by my mother and father, but I was wrong. I could love children. I want them, sooner than later. We never know how much time any of us have. I don’t want to wait in case there’s no tomorrow.”


    “Oh, Drake,” I said and snuggled even closer, squeezing my arm around his waist, my eyes filling with tears at his confession. “We don’t have to.”


    He leaned down and kissed me and then he fixed me with his eyes. “I want you to think about this for the next week, and if you change your mind, I’ll understand. I’ll be sad, but I’ll understand.”


    “I won’t change my mind,” I said. “I want everything with you, Drake. I want you to be the father of my children.”


    He turned off the lamp and then kissed me warmly, deeply, and I thought he might want to make love, but he never made the first move and so I lay in his arms, filled with emotion for this wonderful man I had all to myself. He wanted me to have his children. He wanted us to be a real family. I wanted to give him that – something he never had growing up, despite all the wealth and privilege.


    We fell asleep in each other’s arms, the light from the street filtering in through the curtains at the window.


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    


    Drake


    


    Two weeks later…


    


    Things had been going well since my wedding, and Lisa Monroe had been too busy with her residency to do anything more than walk down the hallways with me or sit beside me during our weekly conferences. As a consequence, I hadn’t spoken to Kate about Lisa, for if Lisa wasn’t going to be a problem, I didn’t want to make her one with Kate. If she did anything that raised my suspicion, I’d tell Kate right away, but until then, she was just an HR problem.


    I relaxed a bit, hoping Lisa would realize that since I was now a married man, I was off limits. Unfortunately, there were many practitioners in the BDSM lifestyle who had spouses and who also played with others at dungeon parties or in private so infidelity wasn’t uncommon or unheard of. Often, sex wasn’t part of BDSM play, especially if the individual was into S&M, or plain bondage.


    So it was entirely possible that Lisa thought I would be that way as well, but I wasn’t that kind of player. I was exclusive with Kate, and I wanted to be sure Lisa understood. One day, while we walked down the hallway, I pulled her into one of the empty conference rooms, intending to have a private word with her.


    She smiled when I closed the door. “Dr. D, are you trying to get me alone?” she said, her voice all sexy. She tried to put her arms around me but I pushed her gently off me and held a finger to her lips.


    “No, Lisa,” I said, my voice low. “I just wanted to make sure you understood that while we may have had an encounter in the past, I’m exclusive with my wife now and I won’t be able to associate with you in any way other than as colleagues.”


    I raised my eyebrows, hoping she understood and was given a look of dismay on her part, her brow furrowing, her mouth turned down at the corners.


    “So you do remember me,” she said, looking at me through narrowed eyelids. “I was wondering when you’d admit it. You tied me up and fucked me once at one of Derek’s parties. You may not remember me, but I remember you.”


    “The thing is,” I said, not wanting to admit I didn’t remember her all that well, “whatever happened in the past is past. I’m not available now.”


    She shook her head and exhaled. “Shame.”


    “Thanks for understanding,” I said and opened the door. “And thanks for doing the right thing and keeping quiet about my private life.” I checked my watch and saw that it was almost three o’clock. “Now, I have to go so if you’ll excuse me,” I said and gestured to the open door.


    She left and I went the other way, eager to get to my office so I could call Kate. It was time for me to go to our apartment and try to impregnate her, although I had my doubts that anything would happen so soon after Kate stopped taking her birth control pills.


    When I was finally alone in my office, I sat down and took in a few deep breaths, trying to forget about Lisa and my worries about her revealing anything about my private life.


    When I had calmed down, I thought about Kate. I was trying to get her pregnant and was supposed to go home and fuck her. I thought about her delicious ripe body and immediately, my own body responded, my cock thickening, a pleasant throb of desire in my gut.


    I picked up my cell and called Kate.


    She answered, her voice sounding slightly teasing. “Doctor Morgan, how unexpected to get your call.”


    “Mrs. Morgan, I have an hour off between appointments and want to rush over and ravish you. My calculations say you are more than ready. This is day fourteen since the start of your last menstrual period.”


    She laughed on the other end of the call. “Yes, and we’ve done it twice a day for the past three days, but I’m always more than ready for you, Doctor. I’ll be waiting. Do you have any specific requests? Blindfolded in the living room? Bound in the bedroom? On my knees in the pantry? Or the usual?”


    “In this case, the usual. You, naked on the bed with a pillow under your round little ass, waiting and filled with lust.”


    She laughed lightly. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you? I thought you wouldn’t because it’s very, very vanilla. Where’s Master ‘D’ been hiding?”


    I chuckled. “The way I’m feeling, Mrs. Morgan, is very, very kinky, but a very specific kink. One that involves bareback and impregnation. So, still kinky after all, I guess.”


    “I never thought of it that way,” she said and I could hear the smile in her voice. “I’ll be ready and waiting. Filled with lust.”


    “Legs spread,” I said, already imagining the visuals. “I want to see my target as soon as I walk in the bedroom.


    “You won’t look in my eyes first?” she said with mock disappointment. “A lady doesn’t like to be ignored…”


    “Mrs. Morgan, I assure you, I won’t ignore you in the least. I’ll be looking at your sweet little naked pussy, because I am going to eat you and make you beg for release, then I’m going to fuck you and then I’m going to make you come really hard.”


    “You talk so dirty, Doctor Morgan, I hope your secretary isn’t listening at the door. I do believe I’ll be more than ready.”


    I imagined her precisely in the position I described, naked, her legs spread wide to reveal herself to me.


    “I’m counting on it.”


    


    By the time I arrived at the apartment, I was hard as a rock.


    I ran up the stairs to the third floor and struggled with the key in the lock, cursing when I couldn’t get it to open right away. Finally, it caught and the knob turned. I quickly removed my boots, then my coat, scarf and gloves, throwing them on the chair in the entry.


    “Mrs. Mor-gan,” I said, rubbing my hands to warm them up. I began removing my shirt, unfastening the cuffs and then throwing it on the sofa on the way in to the bedroom.


    There, on the bed lay my beautiful wife as I requested, naked, on top of the coverlet, a pillow beneath her buttocks, her legs spread wide. I noted a flush to her cheeks, and a shy smile on her lips.


    “Doctor,” she said softly. “I’m very ready for you.”


    “And I,” I said, unbuckling my belt, unzipping my pants, “am more than ready for you.”


    I slipped out of the pants and then removed my boxer briefs, my erection jutting out, already a drop at the tip. My socks remained as I crossed the hardwood floor to the bed.


    “Your socks?” she said, eyeing my feet as I came to the bed.


    “It’s all the rage in gay porn, or so I hear.” I bent down and slipped out of the socks. “Besides, the floor is damn cold.” Then I sat on the bed beside her, my eyes roving over her naked flesh, spread out for my personal enjoyment. “God, Ms. Bennet, you are luscious.”


    “Ms. Bennet?” she said in mock affront. “I’ll have you know I’m a respectable woman now.” She smiled, her eyes twinkling mischievously.


    “I’ll have to debauch you, in that case.” I lay on top of her and kissed her, silencing her playful banter with my mouth, my tongue finding hers and sucking it into my mouth, the sensation making my cock jump against her.


    “Mmm,” she murmured. When I pulled away, she glanced down at my erection. “You sure you don’t want me to suck you for a while?”


    “Nope,” I said and shook my head. “I want every drop inside of you where it belongs. Now, spread those legs a little wider.”


    She did, and I knew her well enough that my ordering her around, and her being so exposed would arouse her. When I bent down to lick her, she was already nice and wet, moisture glistening on her flesh.


    “You like this, do you, Katherine?” I said while I pressed on her thighs to open her even more. I didn’t expect her to answer, and when I glanced up, she was lying with her eyes closed, her mouth open, gripping the bed sheets as she waited for me to actually lick her the first time.


    “Look at me,” I commanded.


    She opened her eyes quickly and glanced down, meeting mine. I wanted her to watch me eat her. I wanted to watch her watching me. I wanted her to feel carnal, wanton in her enjoyment of my mouth on her. Bending closer, I ran my lips all around her groin, her inner thigh, and everywhere but her pussy, my whiskers brushing her skin, eliciting a gasp from her.


    When I finally ran my tongue over her, from the entrance to her body to her clit, she groaned and her hips thrust up, pressing her pussy against my mouth. I took her into my mouth and sucked, running my tongue all around her clit, in a slowly building rhythm. I wanted her ready, then I wanted to fuck her, come deep inside of her and then make her come so that her body accepted it all.


    I’d make her lie with her hips up for an hour, hoping to impregnate her although I didn’t expect it. Not yet. It might take six months, considering that she was on birth control for several years.


    Then I shut off the doctor hoping to ensure a healthy pregnancy and became the horny husband, incredibly turned on by the thought of impregnating my beautiful and loving wife.


    I understood in that moment something profoundly masculine – the desire to impregnate my partner. To claim her body with my seed. To join together completely and fully, our mutual pleasure bringing forth a new generation.


    My arousal from seeing her respond to my mouth and tongue, my arousal from the thought of impregnating her, my arousal at the prospect of orgasm, all of it was incredibly intense – more intense than ever before.


    I rose up and kissed her deeply, passionately, devouring her mouth. Then, I leaned on my hands so that I was directly over her, my face inches from hers. She was so damn beautiful, her cheeks pink, her lips slightly plumper, her eyes languid from arousal…


    “MyGod, I love you.”


    I kissed her again before she could answer, not needing to hear her say the words back to me in that moment, certain of it. I grabbed my cock and guided it inside of her, then began to thrust, keeping her hips as high as I could, propped up by my thighs. I was intent on coming as soon as I could and then I’d make her come with my fingers, her contractions ensuring that my semen would be drawn up into her womb.


    I had to shut off all thoughts and turn myself over to her body, to the sensations of her warm wetness, tight around me, milking me with each thrust until my orgasm began, the pleasure white hot, burning through me as I ejaculated deep inside of her, my whole body trembling.


    I panted for a moment, recovering my breath, and then repositioned myself so that I could keep stimulating her, keep my cock in her, thrusting very slowly, my cock still semi-hard. She didn’t last long and soon, a sexual flush spread over her chest and neck and I knew she was close.


    “Come for me,” I said, stroking her clit with my thumb.


    “Oh,God,” she gasped and then she came, her body tensing, clenching around me.


    I kept simulating her, wanting to prolong her pleasure as much as possible, but then she reached her threshold and pushed my hand away, her eyes closed, panting softly to catch her breath.


    I slid out very carefully, not wanting to see and enjoy my semen dripping out of her as I usually would. I wanted every drop to remain inside. Satisfied, I collapsed onto her for a moment, wanting to kiss her once more and feel her body beneath mine.


    “Stay like this for at least an hour,” I said after I kissed her several times in a row, her mouth, her nose, her cheeks, her forehead. “I’d like to stay but I have office appointments.”


    She smiled, her eyes still closed. “What do you think your patients would say if they knew what you’d been busy doing for the previous hour?”


    “Hardly an hour,” I said and checked my watch. “More like seven minutes.” I chuckled and pressed my forehead against hers, loving her sense of humor. Loving everything about her. Wishing this moment could last all day.


    “I have to go,” I said softly. “I wish I could keep you company, but I have to run.”


    “What time should I expect you? Will we have another round later tonight?”


    “Count on it,” I said and rose up off the bed and padded to the bathroom to wash up and brush my teeth. “We’ll have more time tonight,” I said, calling from the bathroom, “but there’s something hot about a little afternoon delight.”


    “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” she said from the bedroom. “We aim to please.”


    I finished brushing my teeth and then got dressed once more. I felt Kate’s eyes on me as I dressed.


    “Can you give me my laptop? There’s no reason why I can’t work on my paper for the next hour.”


    “I’mcrushed,” I said in mock hurt. “I thought you’d be content to consider how hot a lover I am and how erotic it is to be impregnated by your husband.”


    She laughed out loud at that, and so I bent down on my way out and tickled her ribs, enjoying her giggles and attempts to avoid me.


    “Ut, tut, tut,” I said and made sure she was back into proper position. “Remember—stay like that for at least an hour.”


    “I will,” she said and pouted. “Bring me my laptop. And pull the covers over me. It’s cold in this old apartment.”


    I went to her desk and brought it back, handing it to her before kissing her on the mouth once more.


    “I love you, Kate,” I said, and looked in her eyes, wanting her to know it.


    “I love you, too, Drake,” she replied.


    Then I kissed her once more, because I couldn’t stand not to. Finally, I tucked the blankets around her, and then I left.


    


    I went back to the hospital, saw a few more patients for an hour and then I slipped out of the hospital before five to go and put the finishing touches on my gift for Kate. I wanted to find a special keychain and so I went to the art galleries around the neighborhood, looking for something artsy. I found a stand of keychains in a gift shop at the Met, including a few beautiful keychains with images of Monet and Degas. What would Kate like the most? Then I saw a couple by a nineteenth century artist named Waterhouse that reminded me of Kate’s drawing of a Knight and Lady and I had an idea…


    I told the clerk about my idea and she suggested I get one of the key chains that had removable images in it. I could substitute any image I wanted, and personalize the keychain to suit Kate’s tastes. I paid the clerk and carried off my present , excited to see her face when she opened her present on Christmas morning.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    


    Kate


    


    Two days before Christmas, Drake came home later than normal and while he was in the shower, washing away his day at the office, I went to the kitchen where I had prepared a couple of chicken breasts, rice pilaf and some salad for our dinner, and busied myself setting the table, pouring Drake a glass of white wine.


    I hadn’t been feeling all that well on and off for the past few days and Drake had told me about the flu going around so I stayed in my gown and slippers, lying on the couch, taking medicine for my aches. Drake finished his shower and slipped on his bathrobe before joining me in the dining room. He came over to me and took the glass of wine and we toasted each other and had a sip. I grimaced at the taste and put my glass down.


    “You don’t like the wine?”


    I shook my head. “No, it’s not that,” I said. “I have a headache. Wine isn’t the best cure.”


    “I know what cures headaches,” he said and smiled mischievously.


    I laughed but pushed him away playfully. “I don’t think so,” I said. “Not tonight at least.”


    “How are you feeling?” he said, his face concerned. He pulled me into his arms, brushing my hair back from my face, pressing his lips against my forehead. “You don’t have a fever.”


    “I’m fine, Doctor,” I said and smiled at him “Just a little under the weather. Plus I’m probably PMSing.”


    “Yes, you’re due about now, aren’t you?”


    “My period’s been erratic since I quit taking the pill.”


    He nodded. “A lot of women don’t ovulate for months after they stop. Your body is probably adjusting. You stayed up really late last night working on your paper. I thought you were finished.”


    “Revisions. I want to get it done before Christmas so I can relax. I hand it in after the new year.”


    He leaned over to kiss me. “Good. What’s for supper? I’m starved.”


    I dished out the food and took only a very small portion for myself. I wasn’t all that hungry, but I got Drake talking about a patient he’d seen in the OR who needed to have emergency brain surgery and he didn’t seem to notice how little I ate. I took our plates off the table before he could comment and then we went to the living room where we snuggled together and listened to some music.


    We fell asleep a few hours later, and ever the sensitive soul that Drake was, he didn’t even think of making any advances towards me, knowing I wasn’t feeling very well.


    


    On Christmas Eve day, after Drake left for the hospital to check in on his patient who was in medical ICU, I had to rush to the washroom and throw up my breakfast. Luckily, I hadn’t eaten very much—a bowl of oatmeal and some tea. I frowned and Googled the flu to see if vomiting was one of the symptoms and sure enough, the strain going around did often cause nausea and vomiting. Still, I’d never been sick like that before with a flu so I sat down and looked at my calendar on my iPhone. My period was due on…


    I checked and double-checked. My period was due a week ago. I’d been so busy working on my paper and Christmas shopping, I’d completely forgotten. I ran to the bathroom drawer where I had a couple of pregnancy tests stashed and took one out of the box. First Response was supposed to detect the hormones involved in early pregnancy before your missed period so I hoped it worked, although I didn’t expect to be pregnant so soon after stopping the pill.


    “Here goes nothing,” I said to myself and sat on the toilet.


    


    Later that afternoon, I finished wrapping presents. A collection of Nat King Cole CDs for my father, a Jamie Oliver cookbook for Elaine, some toys for Heath’s kids and a set of espresso cups and saucers for Heath and his wife. We agreed as a family to keep our presents under $25, donating the same amount to the Food Bank and the local Catholic Mission for their Christmas Eve dinner for the homeless. Drake and I donated money to a charity that gave goats and chickens to families in the hardest hit countries, touched by war and famine in Africa. We had so much, I felt it was necessary to give away twice as much as we spent on our own families. Even that would be a drop in the bucket compared to the need in those areas, but at least it was something. Besides, Drake donated so much of his time and money already, but that only showed how much was needed.


    I thought of Alika and Maya and my time at the UN camps in Niger, wondering how they were doing, hoping everything was okay with them both. I thought about Liam, who had been discharged and went back to California with his mother and Chris.


    All of it conspired to bring tears to my eyes, and I laughed at myself for being so emotional, but I always felt that way during the past few Christmas seasons. Not unhappy, but nostalgic for the years when my mother was alive and we spent Christmas Eve eating Polish food and opening presents, as was the tradition on her side of the family. My mother and father would take me to the local Catholic Church where we’d do a late Mass at 6:00 p.m. at St. Stanislaus Bishops and Martyr’s Church, in the Lower East Side. Then, we’d have a special feast of twelve dishes, including the traditional borscht, pierogi, mushroom soup, cabbage rolls, carp, herring and sauerkraut along with several desserts, like kutia, piernick, as well as poppy seed cake. Then, we’d troop back to St. Stanislaus for the carols, where I’d soak up the beautiful music and stained glass wonder of the old Cathedral.


    After she died and my father started seeing Elaine, we stopped going to mass on Christmas Eve, and celebrated a more traditional American Christmas. We had a big meal on Christmas Eve as before, but now it was ham and potatoes, with cake and cookies. We still opened a few presents on Christmas Eve, because it had become a tradition that was hard to break, but I missed the rest of it – mostly, my mother.


    Family truly was everything, the core of a person, who they are. I thought about poor Drake, who had a completely different kind of upbringing. How would he react to my family’s Christmas? I thought he’d probably eat it up like candy.


    I’d give him the tickets to Africa as my Christmas Eve gift and keep the others for Christmas morning when we were alone.


    


    My father called me after lunch. Drake was still at the hospital with his patients, and so I was alone.


    “Are you feeling better?”


    I took in a big breath. “I’m a little better now.” There was no way I was going to admit I’d thrown up my breakfast for then he’d be all concerned.


    “You two coming over tonight I hope. Heath and the kids will be here. I’d like to be able to go to St. Stanislaus but I’m not really up to it.”


    “I’m pretty sure we’ll come.”


    “It wouldn’t be the same without you and Drake.”


    “We’ll be there,” I added. “I don’t have a cough or anything so I think I’m just tired from staying up late all week to finish the first chapter of my thesis.”


    “That’s my little workaholic. We’ll see you at 6:30 for cocktails and dinner at 7:30 as usual.”


    “Okay, Daddy. See you then.”


    


    Drake arrived back at the apartment at about five, smiling, excited about dinner at my father’s. He put some music on the sound system, an album titled “Christmas” by Mannheim Steamroller.


    “My father wasn’t much on Christmas, calling it a capitalist plot to separate people from their money but before he became such an old curmudgeon, he used to play this at Christmas.”


    While the music played, he had a quick shower and I did my hair. He chose a grey suit, a white shirt and black tie, which made him look like a million—or a billion—dollars. He finished fastening the top button of his shirt while I stood in the bathroom doorway and watched him.


    “Do you approve, Mrs. Morgan?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow at me.


    “Very much so.”


    He came over to me, his tie still undone, and pulled me into his arms. I was still in my gown and hadn’t yet finished dressing, waiting for my curling iron to heat up.


    “I wish we could have a little afternoon delight before we go to your father’s.”


    I shook my head and pressed my hands gently on his chest. “Too late now. You’re all gussied up.”


    “I could bend you over the vanity and have my way with you…”


    Drake bent down and kissed my neck, one had slipping beneath my robe to caress a breast. It sent a jolt of lust through me, but at the same time, my stomach was still off.


    “Maybe when we come home,” I said and pushed him away.


    “Still not feeling well?” he said and frowned, his expression changing to serious doctor mode.


    “Just a bit off. I’m good enough to go tonight. I wouldn’t want to miss it.”


    He nodded. “We won’t stay long.”


    I smiled and went back to my hair. On his part, Drake sat on the edge of the claw foot tub and watched me finish.


    “We’re bringing a gift over to open for each other, right?”


    I nodded, my eyes on his in the mirror. “Yes. One present for each person there. It’s a tradition in the Polish community to open gifts on Christmas Eve. We used to do it when my mother was alive.”


    Drake nodded. “I think my father was more suited to Festivus. The airing of grievances.” He laughed at that, and I smiled, recalling the Seinfeld episode.


    “No airing of grievances tonight. My father would never hear of it. Christmas Eve is for happiness and joy.”


    Drake smiled. “That sounds wonderful to me, a kid who never really got Christmas. I’ll be like a little kid again.”


    I turned back to the mirror and curled another lock of hair, hoping that Drake was pleased with his tickets to Ethiopia to see his father’s grave.


    


    Dinner at my father’s was perfect. The apartment on Park Avenue was decorated beautifully – Elaine really had a great eye for style even at Christmas. Choral music played over the sound system, and the smells wafting from the kitchen made my mouth water, so I knew I was definitely feeling better.


    We sat around the table, my father at the head, Elaine at the other end, Heath, Christie, the kids and Drake and I around them. The meal was fabulous and everyone seemed really happy and excited for Christmas. The kids especially, particularly Colin, Heath’s oldest. At six, he was really knowledgeable about Christmas and was particularly pleased that we would be opening presents on Christmas Eve.


    When dinner was finished, we made our way to the living room and the presents wrapped under the tree. Colin acted as Saint Nick’s elf and distributed the gifts to each person.


    I watched, excited as Drake took his gift. He waited to open until everyone had their gifts and then we all opened them at the same time.


    Drake turned to me, wanting to watch me open mine. “Go ahead,” he said, eagerly.


    “You, too,” I said, wanting to watch him open his gift.


    “Let’s do it at the same time,” he said. I nodded and together, we unwrapped each other’s gift.


    Mine was a small white box wrapped in a gold ribbon. It had to be jewelry. When I removed the lid, I found a keychain inside with a single key and on the chain itself was a small plastic fob with a miniature photo of my drawing Knight and Lady.


    I peered at it in wonder. “That’s my drawing.”


    “The very one,” Drake said, looking up from his gift. I’d wrapped the tickets inside a big box filled with tissue so he still hadn’t found them.


    I held up the key. “What’s this for?”


    “Your new studio.”


    “What?” I turned to him. “Where?”


    “In Chelsea. It’s a penthouse loft and it has several smaller offices inside. You could have other artists share it with you if you wanted.”


    “Oh my God, Drake,” I said and covered my mouth. He took out his cell and called up his photos.


    “Here, take a look.”


    I took the cell from his hand and scrolled through the images. The space was big and bright, with hardwoods and exposed brick, and huge windows. There was a sink and island. It would be perfect.


    I leaned over to him and put my arms around him, and he put down his present and hugged me back.


    “I want you to be able to go there whenever you want and work on your art.”


    I looked in his eyes, and shook my head, unable to speak for a moment. “Thank you,” I whispered, tears blurring my vision. “It’s beautiful.”


    He smiled and I let go, handing the keychain and Drake’s cell to my father so he could see.


    “Wonderful,” my dad said, winking at Drake.


    Then I watched as Drake continued to search through the tissues. He finally found the tickets and itinerary and opened them.


    “What’s this?” he asked and opened the itinerary. It detailed the flight to Ethiopia and the trip to the crash site with a guide. Then, a flight to the national park in Kenya and our stay at the lodge.


    “This,” he said and held up the tickets. “This is…” He didn’t say anything else but pulled me into his arms, his face pressed into my neck. I knew he was overcome with emotion as he said nothing more, just held me for a long moment.


    Finally, he pulled back and I could see his eyes were wet. “This is the best present ever. Thank you.” He kissed me, then kissed me again.


    “What is it, Drake?” my father said.


    Drake handed my father the tickets and he examined them, peering at them through his reading glasses perched at the end of his nose.


    “Very thoughtful, dear,” he said to me, nodding. “Wish I could come with you, pay my respects.”


    I nodded, but was too overcome with my own emotion at seeing Drake with tears in his eyes that I couldn’t speak.


    “Why is Uncle Drake crying?” Ian whispered to Christie.


    “Because he’s happy,” she whispered back.


    “I don’t cry when I’m happy,” Ian said, matter-of-fact. “I laugh.”


    Drake looked up at that and laughed. “I’m happy,” he said to Ian and rubbed his head affectionately. “Just a sentimental fool.”


    Ian shrugged and seemed satisfied, then turned back to his own toy – a radio operated drone, that Heath had flying around the room, knocking into things and causing a ruckus.


    Drake pulled me into his arms and we sat together, our gifts in our hands, and enjoyed the company.


    


    We left my father’s later than I planned for I was feeling like a new woman, my stomach settled and in a good mood from the evening. As we drove back to our apartment on 8th, I sighed in contentment.


    I checked my watch – it was after eleven.


    “We could go to St. Stanislaus and listen to some Christmas music if you’d like,” Drake said. We’d spoken about it back at my father’s apartment, reminiscing about Christmas when my mother was still alive.


    I wasn’t sure I wanted to go, but at that moment, I thought it might be one of the Christmas traditions I’d like to keep up, even if I was no longer a practicing Catholic.


    I nodded. “That would be nice.”


    And so, we brought in Christmas Day at the cathedral, sitting in the back pews, taking in the glorious flying buttresses, the dark woods of the altar, the gilded balusters, the stained glass and the beautiful voices of the choir as they sang songs from my mother’s homeland.


    


    Christmas morning dawned brightly, the skies clearing and the sunlight falling across the dark hardwoods in our bedroom. I checked the bedside alarm clock and saw that it was close to noon. Drake was still asleep so I slipped out of bed and went to the bathroom, then I went to the kitchen to start coffee. We’d go over to my parents for Christmas dinner, but would spend the day to ourselves.


    I stopped and glanced at the Christmas tree in the small living room – there were only two presents under it – one from Drake to me and one from me to Drake – a framed photo of Liam I had prepared while Drake had been away at the hospital checking on his patients.


    I hoped he liked it. I was sure he would treasure it and it would be a complete surprise.


    I bent down and picked up the gift from Drake and was examining it when I heard his voice.


    “Hey, no peeking!” He was dressed in his robe and was standing in the kitchen, pouring himself a cup of coffee. “At least wait for me before you open it.”


    I laughed and waited for him to join me on the couch, my own cup of coffee in hand. I took a taste but it suddenly turned my stomach and so I put the cup down and swallowed hard, hoping Drake hadn’t noticed.


    He came over and sat beside me, handing me the gift. “Now you can open it.”


    I forced a smile and swallowed down my nausea. The wrapping paper was white foil with gold doves on it and the ribbon was gold. I untied the ribbon and removed the paper and frowned. It was a CD and when I turned it over, I saw that it had a picture of Drake playing a guitar in a dark room – maybe O’Riley’s.


    “Is this a recording of you playing?”


    He nodded. “Ken recorded me and burned the CD. It’s my favorite song.”


    I looked up at him, tears in my eyes, for I knew that his music was his last bastion of bachelorhood – the one place I hadn’t been yet, other than the night he played for me.


    “Can I play it now?” I said, my voice emotional.


    “Be my guest,” he said, smiling softly.


    I went to the sound system, my hands shaking, and slid the CD into the old CD player.


    Soon, the strains of an old Beatles song played over the speakers.


    “And I Love Her” – the song he played for me that night so long ago.


    I went back to him and sat on his lap, kissing him deeply, my hands holding his face. “I love you so much.”


    “And I you,” he said and kissed me again. We sat like that for a few moments and listened to the song.


    When it finished, I took my gift and gave it to Drake. He took it gingerly and carefully removed the paper, turning it over and then seeing the image of Liam, his face like a miniature Drake, with clear blue eyes and thick dark lashes meant more for a girl than a boy. His black hair still mussed, despite Maureen’s hasty attempt to smooth it.


    “Oh, my God, Kate,” he said, holding it up close, his eyes moving over the image. “How on earth did you get this?”


    “I asked Maureen for a picture for you and she agreed.” I didn’t tell him anything else, because he didn’t need to know how upsetting it was to get it.


    “It’s amazing,” he said and pulled me into his arms. “It’s the best gift I’ve ever received. Ever.”


    I smiled and hugged him tightly. He pulled away and seemed mesmerized by the photo, shaking his head slowly.


    “I’m surprised she gave it to you, considering how she feels about me.”


    “She’s thankful that you saved Liam’s life.”


    “She said that?” he said and turned to me, his eyes wide.


    “Yes, of course,” I said. I didn’t add the rest of what she said that day. Drake didn’t need to hear it.


    Drake put the picture on the coffee table, standing it up using the easel attached to the frame. “I’d like one for my office. Can we make a copy?”


    I nodded.


    He pulled me back into his arms and we sat like that for a few moments, enjoying the silence and the warmth from the morning sun, which fell across the floor and onto the sofa.


    “Honestly, Kate, this has been the best Christmas ever. Seriously.” He pulled back and looked into my eyes. “I feel as if I have a life now. A real life. Before I met you, I was just existing.”


    I nodded. “Me, too.”


    My eyes were wet and he smiled and leaned in to kiss me. It was then I pulled out the final gift for Drake. A long white box wrapped in a shiny red ribbon.


    “Here,” I said, my voice choked. “One more gift.”


    Drake frowned. “Hey, you,” he said and took the present. “We agreed only two presents each. Why did you get me another one?”


    “It’s for both of us,” I said as he pulled the ribbon off the box.


    “Both of us?” he said, his expression one of curiosity now. “A set of gold pens?”


    He removed the wrapping and took the lid off. Beneath the lid was a layer of batting, and then he removed that, eager to see what it was.


    He picked it up. My pregnancy test.


    Positive.


    He turned to me and the look in his eyes was all I needed to send me over into full-fledged tears.


    “Oh,Kate,” he whispered, his own eyes wet. He pulled me into his arms, his face buried in my neck, and said nothing, squeezing me tighter and tighter.


    Nothing needed to be said. Words seemed trivial compared to the emotions I knew we both were feeling and so we sat there in the apartment on 8thAvenue, wrapped in each other’s arms, the noise from the street filtering in under the open window, the church bells ringing in the distance.


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    


    Drake


    


    


    I learned on Christmas Day that I was going to be a father and the news made me the happiest man on Earth. Kate had become pregnant in late November when I thought there was no way she would because she had so recently stopped her birth control. She was five weeks pregnant and due on August 26th.


    If you went back in time to just over a year and a half earlier and watched me go through my very hectic day, you’d have seen a man who was rushing through his life, kept busy so he didn’t have to think too much about the lack of love in his life.


    Sure, I had friends. Ken and Dave and the band. I had Lara, my confessor. I had the O’Rileys who acted as a substitute family. I had my submissives, who quenched my thirst for bondage and dominance during sex.


    But I had no one who knew me completely, who loved me completely, and who wanted to grow old with me.


    That’s what I hid from. That’s what kept me so busy, running from one part of my life to the next, with barely any time to breathe. I told myself that kind of life was not for me but instead, the truth was that I was afraid of having that life, of trying for it, in case I failed. Romance was the one part of my life I failed at -- miserably. I didn’t like to fail. Solution? Don’t even try.


    It’s a coward’s solution of course, but at that time, I was afraid of being hurt again. Maureen leaving me for another man – one who gave her what she obviously needed and what I failed to give her – hurt me more deeply than I cared to admit.


    Here I was, just over a year and a half later, committed to being a total family man. Wife, child, three-bedroom apartment with a room I was eyeing for a nursery, a smile on my face.


    There was only one dark cloud on our horizon and that was Lisa Monroe, who had been too busy with exams and cases to bother me over Christmas, and especially after our little chat at the hospital, but she did ghost me whenever we had a joint conference or during grand rounds. We scrubbed in together on cases, and of course, we had coffee with the group on a regular basis.


    She hadn’t pushed things or mentioned Richardson since that day in the hallway, and I hoped that she finally realized that nothing was going to happen between us. Still, I had never forgotten that look in her eyes, and she still insisted on us being ‘friendly’ with each other, although I had to force it.


    If she never existed, I would be only too happy.


    So it was that I had almost forgotten about Lisa and her threats to expose me if I wasn’t her ‘friend.’ Sadly, that time of peace came to an abrupt end that afternoon as I was leaving the hospital to go home.


    “Drake!” she called out to me as I was leaving through a rear staff door.


    I stopped, and had to force myself not to roll my eyes.


    “Lisa,” I said, not smiling.


    “Can you drop me off at home?”


    “I’m in a rush,” I said and shook my head.


    “It’s on the way,” she said.


    “How do you know that?”


    “I know where you live,” she said. “On 8th. My residence isn’t too far off your track.”


    “I have to stop and get something at the foundation,” I said. I had planned on dropping by to pick up a package of material for a board meeting on the weekend.


    “I can wait,” she said, pulling on her jacket. “I can check my email while you go in. That’s the foundation you started in honor of your dad? Surgical equipment for hospitals in Africa? I do my research…”


    I frowned, not happy with the prospect of taking her to her residence. “I have to meet with someone there, so I really can’t drop you off…”


    “I’d love to go inside and see it for myself,” she said, undeterred.


    “No,” I said firmly. “I just can’t, Lisa. I’m sorry.”


    She frowned at me. “You have to be nice to me. I thought you understood that.”


    I sighed. “I am nice to you.”


    I walked out of the building and she followed me to my parking spot. My mind was busy, trying to figure out what I should do. I was damned if I did and damned if I didn’t. I decided I’d drop her off first and then go home. I didn’t want her coming into the foundation.


    “I’ll drop you off first,” I said and got in my car. She got into the passenger side and fastened her seatbelt.


    “No,” she said and settled back, a satisfied expression on her face. “I think I’d like to come up and see your foundation. You’re such a charitable man, Drake. You can give me a bit of your time.”


    I drove off, determined to ignore her demand. When I turned down the street that led to her residence instead of the foundation, she must have noticed and turned to me, frowning.


    “I said I wanted to come in with you.”


    I gritted my teeth. “I said I was dropping you off first.”


    “Turn around and go to your foundation.”


    I kept driving. She finally gave in, sighing heavily and dramatically. “So afraid of having a woman friend?”


    “You’re a resident,” I said quietly. “I’m one of your supervisors. Technically, we shouldn’t be socializing outside of work.”


    “I won’t tell if you won’t,” she said and wagged her eyebrows. When I didn’t respond, she laughed. “Oh, Drake, for heaven’s sake, lighten up! No one’s going to know what we do except you and me. Seriously, we can do anything we want. Manhattan is a big city and it’s not like anyone’s following us.”


    “Here you go,” I said and pulled up to her residence. I didn’t look at her. I waited, the car engine running.


    “Very well,” she said, her voice sour. “But I expect you to be friendly with me. I’m not going to bite,” she said. “Unless you want me to.”


    With that she left the car and I caught her smile as she closed the door.


    Then, I drove off as quickly as I could.


    Friendship wasn’t enough for her. Besides, we could never be friends, even if that was all she wanted. Not after threatening me.


    I knew what I had to do.


    I had to quit.


    I had to give up my fellowship and leave my practice at NYP, whatever was left of it for if she did follow through on her threat to out me, I’d have to leave. My reputation would be smirched and the hospital would probably want to cut ties. I should have done it when she first mentioned Richardson and Sunita, but I hadn’t wanted to consider it. I’d go and speak with Fred Parker and let him know I was withdrawing from the fellowship and would go somewhere else later.


    Lisa’s residency was seven years long. I’d have to leave Manhattan if I wanted to enter a formal fellowship program in pediatric neurosurgery, since New York University had the only pediatric neurosurgery program in Manhattan. Lisa couldn’t do any damage to me if I was no longer practicing medicine in New York.


    At that moment, I couldn’t imagine that there was anything else I could do. I couldn’t give in to her because she’d keep pushing and pushing, expecting something more than friends.


    I still hadn’t spoken to Kate about it, because I didn’t want to upset her over nothing. Kate had enough on her plate, with her Master’s program, our new life as a married couple, renovations to the 8th Avenue apartment, and now her pregnancy, which had resulted in morning sickness that lasted all day into evening.


    Both of us were extremely busy and there was only an hour or two for us to be together when she felt well enough to get out of bed or off the sofa, so I wanted our time to be quality time. The last thing I wanted was for her to be worrying about another woman I had absolutely no interest in.


    I had to quit.


    


    Kate was lying on the couch, blankets wrapped around her, and the channel changer in her hand when I walked into the living room. I went right over and kissed her on the mouth, so happy to see her smile.


    “Hello, Mrs. Morgan,” I said softly, stroking her face. “You don’t know how happy I am to see you.”


    “Me as well,” she said and smiled up at me. “Rough day?”


    “Yep,” I said and sat on the sofa beside her, leaning over her, taking her in with a long glance. Her hair was mussed and her eyes sleepy but she was beautiful. I loved her so much at that moment, I felt a choke in my throat.


    “Tell me about it, Dr. Morgan,” she said and reached up to touch my face. “Let it all out. That’s what I’m here for.”


    I shook my head. “No, you’re here for more than just being a sounding board. You,” I said and tucked the blanket around her, “are my heart and soul. I don’t want to burden you with the day to day crap I deal with.”


    “Is it crap?” she said, her eyes widening. “I thought you were enjoying your fellowship…” Then she frowned and searched my face, but I tried to avoid her eyes. “Tell me, Drake.” She cupped my cheek with a hand. “You have to tell me everything. No secrets.”


    I sighed heavily, deciding that I couldn’t keep my problems with Lisa from Kate any longer. All semester, after our wedding and during Christmas, I’d kept any talk about Lisa and her constant attention from Kate, not wanting to upset her during what should be the happiest time of her life. Still, after this afternoon, I knew I had to.


    “There’s this resident who’s been pestering me. She wants to be ‘friends’, whatever that means,” I said finally.


    “Friends is okay,” Kate said, pursing her lips in thought. “Colleagues. Nothing more, though,” she said with a mock angry face. “Or tell her I’ll come down there and whoop her ass.”


    Then she laughed and I couldn’t help but smile.


    “She wants us to sit together at meetings, have coffee together, walk down the halls in serious conversation.”


    “That’s okay,” Kate said, and I could see the disappointment on her face that we were only just married and I was already bringing this kind of BS into our relationship. “I can’t expect you to give up relating to the entire female species just because we’re married. Just don’t fall in love with anyone else, Drake.”


    “How could I possibly do that?” I said, shaking my head in wonder. Then I frowned. “I don’t think I can stay in the fellowship program.”


    “What? Why?”


    I didn’t say anything for a moment, debating with myself. Kate was being so good about this, but maybe too good. She didn’t understand but I didn’t want to worry her.


    “I really don’t think it’s a good idea. I think I might put my practice on hold for a year or two. I can put the fellowship off until next year. Besides, I can stay home with you and the baby.”


    “You’re going to stop doing surgery? Why?” she asked, and she seemed really upset. “Drake, you have to tell me right now what’s going on. Is it because of this pesky resident who has a crush on you?”


    I sighed heavily, wondering how to word things.


    “Drake, you can’t let a love-struck young girl ruin things for you. Just humor her.”


    “I don’t think she can be humored.” Then I decided to tell her all. “I topped her in the past. She knows Richardson and Sunita. She as much threatened to reveal my involvement in BDSM if I wasn’t nice to her.”


    “What?” she said and sat straight up, her face blanching. “You topped her? How many times?”


    “Twice, back when I first was involved in the lifestyle. I barely remember…”


    “She knows Sunita? She threatened you?”


    I nodded. “She was one of Richardson’s submissives. She worked with Sunita during her internship at NYP. It’s a small world, and people know each other. She threatened to tell the administration about me if I wasn’t what she called ‘nice’ to her.”


    “Oh, God,” Kate said and looked away. “She’s crazy.”


    “She won’t take no for an answer,” I said. “She threatened me and she still thinks we’ll be all friendly.”


    “Should you speak to someone about her? Is she dangerous?”


    I sighed and considered. Was Lisa dangerous? Or was she just foolish? She said she just wanted me to be nice to her. I had been as nice to her as could be expected. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was that close to being a stalker.


    I knew what I had to do. I had to speak with Lara.


    “It’s Dawn all over again,” I said with a heavy sigh. “Lara told me that I’d have to keep my private and public lives completely separate. I thought that since Richardson’s was pretty anonymous, other than the vetting, that I’d be pretty safe. Being with Sunita was a huge mistake that I think I’ll regret for a long time.”


    I said nothing for a moment, considering. As I watched, I could see Kate’s face fall, and I knew I was right to wait to tell her. This news would have ruined our wedding and honeymoon. Now, it was ruining her happiness and I hated myself for it.


    “I’ll call Lara tomorrow and talk to her about it. She’ll know the best way to proceed. But I really think I’ll have to withdraw from the fellowship. If Lisa doesn’t get what she wants from me, whatever that is, I’m worried that she’s the kind of person who will retaliate. I don’t think she threw that threat out for no reason.”


    Kate nodded, her eyes wide. “People who threaten aren’t the kind to go quietly.”


    “Sadly, no,” I said and then pulled her into my arms so that she sat on my lap, the blanket a tangle around her. “But enough of this depressing stuff.” I kissed her warmly. “How are you feeling? Have you eaten?”


    “Chicken rice soup and some crackers. I held it down, too,” she said with a smile as if she was glad to move onto a different subject. “But I threw up everything I ate this morning and at lunch.”


    “Things should let up pretty quickly. Usually by about the twelfth week, your hormones should stabilize and morning sickness should go away.”


    “Twelve weeks?” she said doubtfully. “You mean I have another couple of weeks of this?”


    “Sorry,” I said and made a face of commiseration. “Keep telling yourself it’s our baby doing what’s necessary for a healthy pregnancy.”


    “I wish it was just morning sickness,” she said and threaded her arms around my neck. “It’s morning, noon, and afternoon and then evening sickness. The only time I can eat anything and keep it down is after eight.”


    “If it gets too bad or doesn’t go away and you can’t keep anything down, you might have to go on medication.”


    She shook her head. “I don’t want to take anything if I can avoid it. Babies are born with two hundred chemicals in their bodies. I don’t want to risk anything by putting in even more.”


    “Hey,” I said with a grin and lifted her chin so she had to look in my eyes. “I’m the doctor in this household. If I say something’s safe, it is, okay?”


    “Okay, Doctor Morgan,” she said and kissed me. “But do I have to remind you that you’re a neurosurgeon and not an obstetrician?”


    She winked at me playfully but I shook my head. “I did a rotation in obstetrics, I’ll have you know. I pulled a baby out of a woman feet first. I think I’m qualified to give you advice.”


    “You are,” she said with a smile. “Now, have you eaten?”


    “Not yet,” I said and got up from the sofa. “You stay there. I’ll go and get myself something. I know the smell of food isn’t appealing to you.”


    She sighed audibly. “I feel like a bad housewife, not fixing you something.”


    “Shush,” I said and touched her lips before kissing her. “You’re not a housewife. You’re a pregnant grad student with morning sickness that happens to extend to most of the day. I’m a big boy and can do it myself.”


    I left her on the sofa wrapped in blankets, and went to fix myself some leftovers – a family recipe made with beef stew and broad noodles from Kate’s grandmother. Kate’s family had Polish and Hungarian roots on her mother’s side and I was introduced to a few new dishes.


    The scent as the stew heated in the microwave made my mouth water and I was eager to eat it, cutting myself a slice of French bread and slathering it with butter. I carried the dish into the living room and sat beside Kate, who was now seated more upright.


    “This looks and smells so good,” I said and stirred the stew, dipping the corner of my slice of bread into the gravy.


    Kate made a face and turned her head away. “Sorry,” she said, “but it turns my stomach.”


    “Too spicy?” I said and stood, not wanting to bother her with the aroma, which was making me really hungry.


    “Too savory,” she said and waved the air around her face. “I need bland.”


    I sat on the chair across from her and started to eat, the stew delicious, the flavors mingling to make it even better.


    “Excuse me,” Kate said and got up quickly, rushing out of the living room. I put my dishes down and followed her into the main bathroom where she stood over the toilet, holding her hair back. I went up behind her and held her hair for her while she retched. A small amount of food came up and she coughed and spit. When she was finished, I flushed the toilet for her and she turned to the sink and rinsed out her mouth.


    “Sorry,” she said, her eyes red and watery from throwing up. “Not very appetizing to have to look after a vomiting pregnant woman.”


    “Don’t even mention it,” I said and pulled her into my arms. I stroked her hair, my gaze moving over her face. “I used to dissect fetal pigs in the lab and then go out and eat a ham sandwich. Stomach made of cast iron.”


    She smiled. “Good to know.”


    I led her back to the living room and she lay back down on the sofa. I tucked the blankets around her and then picked up my plate of stew.


    “I’ll go eat in the kitchen at the island.”


    “Didn’t meant to run you off,” she said weakly.


    “Don’t say a word,” I said. “Tomorrow, we’re going to see McAllister and get you something for your nausea.” When I saw her face, saw her frown and knew she was going to argue with me, I stopped her, holding up a hand. “No argument.”


    She sighed and lay back on the couch.


    It alarmed me that she couldn’t keep anything down. Her nausea was getting worse, not better so I figured that she would have to go on medication to prevent her from losing weight and electrolytes. If she developed severe morning sickness, and kept throwing up, she’d get an imbalance and could suffer fainting and seizures, arrhythmias – the list went on. My training in obstetrics came back to me and I ate my meal with some trepidation.


    The last thing I wanted was for Kate to have to take medication but in some cases, it was necessary. I sat at the island and took out my cell, then searched through my contacts for one of the obstetricians I knew at NYP. Sharon McAllister was a colleague I’d met at functions and I’d thought of her when Kate and I decided to try to have a baby. She’d already agreed to be Kate’s obstetrician, so I sent her a text asking if we could get in to see her at some point the next day. Then, I put my cell away and ate my supper. My uncomfortable encounters with Lisa were just a bad memory.


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    


    Kate


    


    I had never realized how sick I’d be when pregnant.


    Pregnancy was not something my friends and I discussed. We were focused on college and getting our degrees and making a life. Christie had talked about her pregnancy at times, but I never really listened to much or very closely. Elaine couldn’t have children so she merely nodded politely when Christie talked about things like her ankles swelling or her hips feeling loose, or her breasts aching.


    Having a baby had been something I wanted and looked forward to – in some far off time in my future, after I finished my Master’s and got a job, worked a few years and travelled. At least, that was the plan before I met Drake.


    Then he walked into my life and the only thing I knew was that I wanted him. I wanted to be his. If he felt a need to have a family sooner rather than later, I wanted that as well. I understood his fear of missing out on family life. He’d missed out on it his entire life and making a family with me was top on his agenda.


    Considering he thought he’d never marry again and never be a father before he met me, it touched my heart that he wanted all in. Marriage, children, family – the whole shebang. Still, the timing wasn’t exactly what I foresaw when we married. I thought I had a few years to get things finished with my Master’s and work. When I became pregnant so quickly, I was really excited, but not prepared for the morning sickness and intense fatigue I felt every day, day in and day out.


    I could do nothing but lie in bed with a bucket beside me, watching movies on television. No art, no research, and I never went out.


    It was like being a prisoner to my own body.


    “You better be easy as a baby,” I said to the tiny embryo inside of me while I lay on the bed and battled waves of nausea. I ran my hand over my belly, imagining the tiny being and wondering whether it was a boy or girl. We’d be going for our first ultrasound the following week when I was officially eight weeks pregnant. Then, we’d have another ultrasound at eighteen weeks and I hoped I was better by then. I had a few more weeks of nausea ahead of me if my pregnancy was normal, so I hope it lessened once I reached eleven or twelve weeks.


    I had lost five pounds and could only hold down some meals at night when I tried to make up for lost calories during the day. I knew it wasn’t enough. I’d have to go on some kind of medication to stop the vomiting because it wasn’t healthy, but I kept hoping it would pass any day and I could go back to eating my normal diet.


    Maybe even adding ice cream and pickles, if I felt like it.


    Drake took me to see Dr. McAllister and she’d written out a prescription for anti-nausea pills, but I avoided taking them, even though Drake looked at me with a frustrated expression.


    “If my nausea doesn’t lessen by twelve weeks, I’ll start taking them,” I promised. So I lay on the sofa that day, after having thrown up my breakfast of toast, honey and weak peppermint tea, and felt miserable.


    Ever since I told my father and Elaine about my pregnancy, she’d been itching to mother me. So when I still wasn’t feeling well, Elaine came over and puttered around the apartment, tidying up and making me some more tea and toast when several hours had passed since breakfast and I decided to try to eat once more.


    “Here you go, sweetie,” she said and put the toast and tea on a tray on the coffee table. I sat up and dangled my legs over the side of the sofa and took the plate with a slice of white toast, lightly buttered and with a thin sheen of honey on it. It looked appetizing. I wanted to eat it.


    “I’ll try,” I said and took a bite, hopeful that this would stay down. I chewed and felt fine so I had a sip of tea and signed in contentment. “I’m doing fine so far.”


    Elaine sat on the sofa beside me and watched while I demolished the toast.


    “That’s not enough to live on,” she said and eyed my plate. There was another slice but I didn’t want to push things.


    “You never had children?” I asked as I sipped the hot sweet tea.


    Elaine shook her head and adjusted her sweater. “I had pelvic inflammatory disease as a young woman and it burned out my fallopian tubes so I couldn’t get pregnant if I tried,” she said and smiled sadly. “I envy you, even though you’re so sick. With my first husband, we tried so hard to get pregnant and then I found out I wasn’t able. It tore us apart because he really wanted a family.”


    Her voice broke and I realized how hard it was for her to discuss even now.


    “I’m sorry,” I said to Elaine and took her hand, squeezing it. She squeezed back and it was a nice moment between us. I always liked Elaine, even when it was hard for me to accept that my father had found another woman so quickly, and one so young, but he wasn’t a man to be single. He loved having a partner and family was everything to him – besides the law.


    “It’s okay,” she said wistfully. “I was planning on adopting all by myself, and even did research on the easiest country to adopt an orphan, but then I met Ethan and, well, we focused on getting him elected instead of me finding a baby to adopt. Now, Ethan doesn’t feel he can because of his disability. So I have to dote on my grandchildren.” She smiled at me, but I could tell she still regretted it. “That’s why I’m so excited about your baby. It will be the first one I’ll be present the whole way through.”


    She smiled at me and I smiled back, realizing that she would have to live vicariously through my pregnancy. That made me feel so much more thankful that I had become pregnant so easily – almost too easily.


    I could handle some nausea and vomiting if it meant I would have a baby in the end. Instead of feeling sorry for myself, I took in a deep breath and rubbed my tummy, imagining a little Drake or maybe a girl like me.


    We spoke for a while about my father and how he was progressing with his rehab, and then talked about having to delay our trip to Africa to visit Liam’s grave. Drake didn’t want to go until I was much better, and so we decided to cancel the reservations and reschedule once I was feeling better. I felt bad, but it had to be that way. As we talked, the queasy feeling returned and before Elaine left, I had to run to the bathroom and throw up what I had eaten.


    “Oh, you poor thing,” she said as she stood outside the bathroom and waited for me to come out. “I’m so sorry it didn’t stay down. Maybe you should take that medicine.”


    “I usually get a full meal or two in after eight,” I said and forced a smile I didn’t feel.


    She hugged me. “I have to go, but let me get you settled before I do.”


    “I was going to try to do some research for my thesis,” I said and went to my bedroom. “But I think I’ll just go to bed and watch television.”


    Elaine tucked me into my bed and kissed my forehead and it made me sad that my own mother wasn’t alive to see me and be the one to kiss my forehead like that, but I was happy to have Elaine.


    When she was gone, I switched the television on, deciding to watch a movie if I couldn’t get up and do any work. There was nothing on but some old movie and the news, so I put CNN on and lay back down. Then I remembered what Drake had told me about Lisa, and my heart sank. It wasn’t just the idea that he had sex with her before. I knew he had many partners, but I never thought I’d have to know about them or they’d be in our lives.


    It was the fact she seemed unwilling to just let him go. He was married and not interested. She should have understood and backed off but if she had threatened him, things were not good.


    I hated the thought Drake would have to quit his fellowship over her. It was completely unfair. I knew I’d have to encourage him to stay and just placate the woman. Perhaps if he paid her a little attention, she’d be happy and wouldn’t do anything rash.


    With thoughts of her in my mind instead of happy things, I struggled to fall asleep, waking on and off with a bad feeling in my chest that had nothing to do with morning sickness.


    


    The only bright spot during those days was the ultrasound. Drake and I would get to see our baby for the first time and it would be real. The day of our ultrasound, I got up after Drake left, tried to get my day going, tried to eat and drink a little something, and tried to keep it down but to no avail.


    That was my pattern – I inevitably threw up both my breakfast and lunch and anything else I ate until late in the evening. All I could keep down was chicken rice soup and a few crackers, so I ate that after eight o’clock and then again at ten. Sometimes, even that wouldn’t stay down. Even I was starting to become alarmed. I stared at my prescription and decided that I’d take Drake’s advice and start taking it if I couldn’t keep my dinner down one more night. I could eat at night, for some reason, and so when Drake arrived home, we would eat together, him watching me closely, urging me to try more.


    “I have to eat only really bland things like chicken rice soup and tea with honey. Some grape Jell-O.”


    “That’s not enough to keep you going,” Drake said, shaking his head when he arrived home in the afternoon to take me to the appointment. “You need protein and calories for your brain. Please take your prescription. You need to eat.”


    I stared at the bottle on the kitchen island and nodded. “Okay.”


    


    We drove to NYP to meet with Dr. McAllister and the technician who would do our ultrasound. I had to drink a huge amount of water an hour before and was afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep it down but I managed. We sat in the waiting room and I fought the urge to use the washroom, until finally, an agonizing forty minutes later, the technician came and called us into the ultrasound room. I went into a changing room and was instructed to take off everything and put on a gown and slippers, which I did, and then I lay on the bed, the room dark and cool, the soft hum of the machinery filling the room with a pleasant sound.


    The technician walked us through the whole process, which involved a transvaginal wand that she had to insert into my vagina so she could image the fetus with a better resolution. I cringed at having it done, but Drake was there, his hand in mine, and so I gritted my teeth and waited to see my baby.


    The technician had the screen turned so we could see. Drake sat beside me and we both watched the image on the screen resolve into fuzzy gray and black blobs. The technician typed something into her station computer and then she smiled and turned to us. She rolled a mouse around and took some measurements.


    “Here’s your baby,” she said and we looked and there it was – a tiny blob inside a bigger blob. There wasn’t much to see, and the technician said the ultrasound was done at this stage to determine the baby’s gestational age and make sure everything was in working order. She measured the heart rate and head rump length, and we were finished.


    Drake stood up and leaned over me to get a better look and was smiling widely. He caught my eye and bent closer to kiss me.


    “There it is,” he said softly. “I can’t believe it.”


    “Believe it,” the tech said with a laugh. The small image she gave us was barely recognizable as a human but it was our baby and we were pleased to have it.


    I was never so happy to go to the bathroom as I was when I left the ultrasound room and went to the toilet down the hall.


    


    Drake dropped me off at the apartment and went back to work, while I went right to the kitchen and tried to eat something. When I threw up everything, and then lay in agony on the couch for the rest of the day before Drake returned home for the night, I decided I’d take the medicine Dr. McAllister gave me. I didn’t want to have to take medicine while I was pregnant, but I also knew that I couldn’t keep throwing up everything.


    


    I took the first pill the next morning and was surprised that it seemed to work like a miracle. I was able to keep my morning crackers and cup of chicken and rice soup down. I felt better – good enough that I could have a shower and drink a cup of hot tea with cream and honey. It felt marvelous.


    I actually sat down at my desk for the first time in weeks and opened my laptop to check my email. There were three hundred and forty-five plus a few dozen in my spam and junk mail folders.


    My advisor had already granted me an extension so I could hand in my chapters a few weeks later, anticipating that I’d be sick and tired until the twelfth week of pregnancy and so I was right on time getting back into the swing of things. I was so happy as the day passed and I didn’t throw up once. I even added some toast and honey to my lunch and it stayed down as well.


    In an email to my thesis advisor, I wrote that I was back on track and that I’d have something for him in a week if all went well and he was only too happy to oblige me. It was such a relief. I could do this as long as the nausea abated and I could work each day.


    Drake texted me during the afternoon to see how I was.


    Did you take your meds?


    How are you feeling?


    I’m worried about you…


    I smiled and texted him back, glad to be able to give him good news.


    I did take my meds.


    I’m feeling much better and even ate both breakfast and lunch! They stayed down too!


    Don’t worry about me – I’m back on track! _


    That seemed to please him:


    YAY! * wipes brow *


    Love you. See you tonight.


    It was such a huge relief, being able to eat again. I sat at my desk, unable to keep a smile off my face.


    Things were looking up. Maybe Drake and I could take a trip to Africa sooner than I thought.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    


    Drake


    


    The next few weeks passed with a speed that surprised me. I was busy with cases and despite taking her meds, Kate was still struggling with morning sickness. A week after she started taking it, her morning sickness returned, but it wasn’t as bad as before and that gave Kate hope. Lisa had backed off a bit and for a while, I thought she wouldn't be a problem after all. She’d been just as busy as me and hadn’t bothered me at all beyond being collegial, saying hello and often walking with me down the hallways, or sitting next to me in conferences, but there were no demands.


    I was beginning to think all would be well and Lisa had come to her senses.


    Sadly, Lisa’s threat became fresh again one day when I went to NYU for grand rounds and she was there, waiting for me outside the break room when I was on my way to my office before our weekly conference.


    “You look happy,” she said as we walked down the hallway together on the way to rounds.


    Lisa said nothing and waited while I popped inside my office to pick up a file. Then we walked in silence to the nursing station, tension between us. Lisa stood pouting, a frown on her face. The other residents gathered around and the head of the department put the residents through their paces, asking questions on each patient as we made our way around the ward. Lisa was smart, attractive – hell, she was beautiful in a cool hard way. There were a couple of male residents who I could tell were attracted to her but she didn’t seem to want to find someone else. Her attention was entirely on me, when she wasn’t focused on her work. It was truly sad that a woman as accomplished as her was becoming a stalker who threatened to hurt my career.


    How she could ever imagine we would be together was a sign of how unrealistic she was.


    


    After the conference, I left the room, hoping that Lisa would leave me alone but no such luck.


    “Shall we have a coffee?” she said.


    “Thanks, but I already had coffee,” I said, which was a bald-faced lie. I had one cup at home, and I usually had another, but I didn’t want to accept anything from her.


    “Suit yourself.”


    I went inside my office and would have closed the door on her but she pushed her way in.


    “Were you really going to ignore me like that?” she said, her tone dark. “Drake, I thought you understood that we’re going to be friends.”


    “We are friends. Haven’t I been friendly with you? I have some work to do,” I said and shrugged helplessly. “I’m really busy with work and my personal life is full, so I really don’t have time for you.”


    “Oh, yeah…” she said and nodded. “Kate’s got morning sickness. Bummer.”


    I frowned. I didn’t remember saying anything about Kate to her or the baby.


    “What makes you think that?” I said, unwilling to give up any tidbit of information about Kate.


    “I know a nurse that works with McAllister. Too bad that Kate’s still sick.”


    “That’s my personal life, Lisa. You shouldn’t be talking to anyone about my private information. Dr. McAllister’s nurse could get into trouble for revealing my personal information.”


    “People talk,” Lisa said and took a sip of her coffee, plopping down on the chair across from my desk. “So sue me. Too bad Kate’s sick. I had an aunt who was sick the entire pregnancy and was hospitalized because of dehydration. Hope that doesn’t happen to Kate. It would really suck for you, having a wife that’s out of commission so soon after you were married.”


    She looked at me and at that moment, I saw something in her face – a fleeting look of glee and I realized that was a complete lie. She would probably like it if Kate were sick the entire time.


    “I hope not, for Kate’s and the baby’s sake.”


    “Of course,” she said and gave me a quick smile. “Poor Kate. Isn’t she trying to do her thesis as well? Must be hard if she’s sick all the time.”


    “How do you know about Kate?” I said, alarmed that she seemed to know so much.


    “Oh, I do my research.”


    I frowned. “It’s none of your business.” I shuffled papers on my desk, trying to think of an excuse to shoo her out of my office. “Sorry, but I have some work?” I said and pointed to a file.


    “Trying to get rid of me so fast?” she said, and I could hear hurt in her voice.


    “I have a case…”


    “Where should we go for lunch? I hear there’s a little deli down the street that has a good corned beef.”


    “Sorry,” I said. “I’m meeting a friend.” It was another lie, but I planned on texting Lara and to see if she was free. I wanted to pick her brains about Lisa and what I could and should do.


    “Oh, yes?” she said, her smile conflicting with the furrow in her brow. “Do I know him?”


    “It’s an old friend from my college days.”


    I said nothing more and opened a file, determined not to talk any more.


    “Very well, Dr. Mysterious,” she said, her voice betraying a hint of anger. “Don’t tell me. I’ll go. See you at morning rounds. I expect you to come and stand with me.”


    I frowned. “Are you going to script our every interaction?”


    “Just reminding you that you have to be nice to me. That means you and I do things together. We have coffee together. Lunch. We talk like colleagues do. No avoiding me.”


    “Technically, I’m in a supervisory role as a fellow. We should be colleagues but nothing more.”


    “Technically, I’m not in your team so there’s no conflict of interest,” she said. “I checked the hospital’s policy. Like I said, I do my research.” She gave me a big smile.


    I inhaled deeply and held in my desire to shout.


    “See you at rounds,” she said and finally, Lisa got up and left the extra cup of coffee in front of me.


    As soon as the door closed behind her, I took out my cell and texted Lara. I sat at my desk, debating with myself over how to approach Lara with the news I was being blackmailed by Lisa.


    Finally, after considering, I sent Lara a text.


    


    Hate to do this, but am having a problem with a colleague who I once topped at a dungeon party and who knows about my kinks. She threatened to expose me if I don’t treat her nicely. And by nicely I think she wants to start a sexual relationship. Which I don’t want, of course. I think she’s unhinged… Need your expert and wise advice.


    


    Lara phoned me right away. I was glad to see her number on my cell and answered immediately. Before I could say anything, she stopped me.


    “Tell me,” she said, her voice sounding tired. “You say it’s a colleague so I take it it’s not Kate’s little friend.”


    “Thanks for calling,” I replied, rubbing my temples. “No, not this time. In fact, I think Dawn’s now an ally rather than a threat.”


    “Tell me what happened.”


    I told Lara everything, including all my encounters with Lisa during the first couple of weeks of the term at NYU.


    “So you initiated nothing?” Lara asked, her voice calm.


    “Absolutely nothing. I had no memory of her until she told me we met through Richardson and I topped her twice at dungeon parties. I try to ignore her but she’s now demanding I take her places for lunch, and dinner...”


    “She sounds like a nutcase,” Lara said. She was quiet on the line for a moment.


    “What are you thinking?”


    She sighed audibly on the line. “It’s a Catch-22. If you don’t play along with her, she might actually follow through on her threat to expose you. It wouldn’t be good at all for your career if your involvement in BDSM, however mild, were revealed publicly. People in the general public don’t make the distinction between a hard-core sadist and a soft-core Dominant. All they hear is BDSM and that makes some of them go insane.”


    “Tell me about it,” I said and rubbed my forehead.


    “And if you do play along with her, it’ll encourage her to think there’s a chance you two might become involved. She’s definitely stalking you, even knowing you’re married. She’s deluded, at least. And then to threaten you and expect you to still be her best friend?” Lara didn’t say anything for a moment but I could tell she was upset. “I only remember her vaguely, but I have to tell you I think she’s dangerous, Drake. You have to find a way to keep her under control so she doesn’t go public. You say she knows Sunita as well?”


    “Yes,” I said, thinking of how my past was coming back to haunt me in a very bad way. “She knows Sunita from NYP.”


    Lara sighed heavily. “That girl turned out to be very bad news as well. A mistake on my part, but I’ve learned my lesson. Sadly, it’s come back to haunt us. She also threatened me. She’s really on a witch hunt.”


    “What should I do?”


    Lara was silent. “I don’t know, Drake. If you stay in the program, you’ll have to deal with her and things might get increasingly problematic. You can’t go to the authorities about it because you don’t want to have anything come out about your lifestyle choices.”


    “I’ll quit,” I said finally. “I can take a year off with no real effect on my career. I’ll say it’s a paternity leave so I can spend the first year of my child’s life at home.”


    “What will Miss Meddler think of that? She’ll know you’re trying to avoid her.”


    “Fuck it,” I said. “If she comes after me, am I at risk of any kind of charges from the past? Could Sunita come after me in any way?”


    I heard papers flipping on Lara’s desk and hoped I wasn’t imposing too much on her time but she was a legal expert on BDSM.


    “Sunita signed waivers so you can prove that anything you did was consensual.”


    I exhaled in relief. “I don’t want her coming at me with an assault charge.”


    “You’re clear on anything you did with her. Besides, it’s been over five years. Statute of Limitations for simple assault runs out at five. If she was able to prove it was predatory sexual assault, that’s a Class A2 Felony and there is no limitation.”


    “Oh, God,” I said and frowned. “What does that mean – predatory sexual assault?”


    “Don’t worry about it. That’s reserved for sexual predators who are habitual and repeat their crimes. The charge, if one was brought, would be Class B Felony and there is a five-year limitation. You’re clear.”


    “Phew,” I said with a sense of relief.


    “But she could still really screw with your life, Drake. She could go to the administration. You’d probably be asked to resign, you’d lose privileges and you’d have no way to fight it. You could probably practice somewhere else, but who needs the hassle?”


    “What should I do?”


    She hesitated a moment. “You either humor her and hope for the best, or leave completely so she can’t hurt you.”


    I groaned. “I don’t want to humor her. I’m afraid she’ll get the wrong idea and it’ll be next to impossible to get rid of her.”


    “I don’t know, Drake,” Lara said, her voice tired. “She sounds delusional. She reminds me of that female astronaut who wore adult diapers so she could drive across the country without stopping, so she could harm her ex-boyfriend’s new girlfriend.”


    That sent a shiver down my spine. “Thanks for reminding me about that. Now, I’ll be worrying about Kate.”


    “You’re welcome. Don’t let down your guard, whatever you do. Tell Kate not to either.”


    “I will. And thanks for this.”


    “Don’t mention it. You’ll get my bill in an email,” she said with a chuckle. Then, in a more serious tone, she continued. “I’m serious Drake. This woman sounds like she’s obsessed with you. Whatever you decide, tread very lightly. Don’t do anything to antagonize her. You can’t just go to the police and get a restraining order without revealing your history.”


    “I’ll be careful.” I ended the call and sat in my office, Lara’s words running through my head. I had no idea what to do. I needed to think.


    I called Dave.


    “Hey, boss,” he said, his voice chipper. “What’s up?”


    “I need to work out some excess frustration. Care for a game of racquetball?”


    “Tell me when and I’ll make it so.”


    


    At the end of the afternoon, I let my admin person know I’d be gone for a game of racquetball but I could be reached on my pager, and then I left the hospital to meet Dave. We met at the club and had a game of racquetball and I smashed that ball so hard that it could have killed someone had it hit them in the head, but it was a good release. Afterwards, Dave and I decided to go out for a drink before dinner. I texted Kate to let her know, and she was fine with it. She was sleeping so I told her I’d be home by eight at the latest.


    Then Dave and I went in separate cars to the pub, where I met Kate the very first time. We found two parking spots not too far away from each other and walked the rest of the way. The entire time we were walking to the pub, I had this strange sense that someone was following me, but when I looked around, I saw nothing. The sun was setting behind Manhattan’s tall buildings, the air was cool, and people rushed down the sidewalks on their way home for the evening. I didn’t recognize anyone, but couldn’t shake the feeling.


    Inside the pub, we sat at the bar and had a beer, speaking about the foundation and what Dave was working on. His latest project involved bringing orphaned children from East Africa to the USA for specialized surgeries using robotics. I hoped that one day, I could be primarily involved in that line of work since it was so rewarding to free a child from intractable seizures or spasms.


    It was while we were sitting at the bar, talking about the game on the television that a group of people entered the pub, their voices loud. I turned to glance in their direction and saw that it was Lisa and her group of fellow residents. The pub was often frequented by NYP staff due to its location, but it was out of the way for NYU’s Tisch Hospital – Langone Medical Center where we were doing our specialization.


    The coincidence was unbelievable. She had to have been following me or knew my plans.


    “Oh, God,” I muttered under my breath.


    “What?” Dave said, turning to look in the direction of the group. “You know them?”


    “They’re residents from NYU.”


    “And? Aren’t they your compadres?”


    “Yes,” I said and sighed, taking a big drink from my beer. “And one of them has shown an interest in me and I can’t convince her nothing will happen.”


    “Uh, oh,” Dave said. “Don’t tell me you cheated on Kate already…”


    “What?” I said and frowned at him, my back stiffening. “No! Of course not. No, this woman – Lisa – is doing her residency in neurosurgery and seems unable to take a hint.”


    “Sounds like trouble,” Dave said and I saw him survey the group. “Let me guess. The tall brunette with a model’s body.”


    “Yep,” I said, and didn’t glance around to see them. “The very one.”


    “God, she’s hot. Why don’t you introduce us? Maybe I can distract her. Take her off your hands. I could use some womanly obsession right now.” He took a swig of his beer. “Bit of a dry spell, woman wise.”


    “Believe me, you don’t want this one,” I said and shook my head.


    I heard someone come up behind us, and then a hand on my shoulder.


    “Which one won’t he want?” Lisa said. When I turned to look at her, she was smiling. “Fancy meeting you here, Drake,” she said with a smile.


    “What a coincidence,” I said and smiled back. “This is out of the way for you and the other residents…”


    “Oh, I thought the gang could come here for a change of scene. Sunita and I used to come here. You remember Sunita, right Drake?”


    I didn’t say anything, too shocked and then angry to respond.


    “Introduce me to your friend,” she said and turned to Dave.


    “Lisa,” I began. “This is Dave Mills, my director of projects at the foundation I started in honor of my father. Dave, this is Dr. Lisa Monroe. She’s a friend who’s studying at NYU to be a neurosurgeon.”


    “Well, hel-lo, Doctor,” Dave said and practically wolf-whistled at Lisa. He held out his hand to shake and then took hers and kissed her knuckles. “Any friend of Drake’s is a friend of mine.”


    Lisa smiled at Dave and I swear she giggled when Dave played with her hand. “Look at those fingers,” he said and stroked them. “Surgeons fingers, for sure. Long and tapered. I bet you could play piano.”


    “I do,” Lisa said, brightening. “I studied piano for eleven years.” Then she turned to me. “So you’re a friend of Drake’s? Do you share in his special interests?”


    “What interests?” Dave said, seeming genuinely curious.


    A stab of adrenaline coursed through me at that.


    “Oh, you know,” she said quickly, her eyes meeting mine, “racquetball, vodka, women.”


    “Yes to all three,” Dave said and smiled.


    “Drake and I have so much in common, don’t we, Drake?” Lisa said, her eyebrows raised. “Surgery, music.”


    I didn’t say anything, but forced a smile. “We do indeed. And some things are very different.” I took a sip of my beer.


    “Vive la Différence, or so they say,” she said with a smile.


    “Would you like to join me? I mean, us?” Dave said with a smile. He moved to another stool so Lisa could take the one between us.


    She shook her head. “No, I have to get back to my colleagues. But thanks.” Then she turned to me. “Nice to see you, Drake. Why aren’t you at home with your new wife?”


    “Oh, Drake needed to burn off some steam,” Dave said, leaning between us so he blocked Lisa’s view of me. “So we played a couple games of racquetball at his club. I let him beat me in sympathy. Honest!”


    “Oh?” she said and laughed at Dave. Then she turned to me. “Steam? How so? Stress of the fellowship getting to you?”


    “Not at all,” I said, trying to look calm and collected. “Gotta keep in shape.”


    She nodded. “Well, I better get back to the group. Nice to meet you,” she said to Dave.


    Dave reached into his pocket and pulled out a card. “Before you go,” he said and handed it to her. “Give me a call if you want to go out for a drink or coffee. I know all the best spots in Manhattan and can take you on a tour if you want.”


    She smiled at him when she took the card and tucked it into her bag. Then she turned to me. “I’m sure Dave and I would have a lot to talk about, Drake.” She winked at me. “See you tomorrow.”


    Then she turned to go to her table where the residents in her group were busy chatting. My body was incredibly tense. She was out right threatening to tell Dave, my friend and an employee, that I was into BDSM. My heart pounded in my ears, and I had to take a big drink to calm myself.


    When she was back with the group, Dave turned to me. “Damn, she is one hot woman. You don’t mind if I make a move? Try to distract her from you?”


    “She’s a crazy bitch,” I said. “In fact, I’d stay as far away from her as I could get. Seriously.”


    “If you say so but she looks damn hot and crazy-hot women are my weakness.”


    “Dave,” I said and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Trust me about the crazy part. Stay away.”


    For the next half hour, Dave and I continued our discussion on foundation business while we drank our beer and watched the game on the television. Lisa and her group were boisterous and although I could feel her eyes on me, she didn’t come back again. I heaved a sigh of relief.


    When my beer was finished, I stood and pulled on my jacket. “Time to go. Kate will be waiting.”


    “Tell her I hope she’s feeling better soon.”


    I nodded and we shook hands. “Thanks,” I said. “I will.”


    We were on our way out and I thought I had escaped Lisa for the night, but no luck. When Dave went to his car, I went to mine which was parked a few cars down.


    Of course, it was then that Lisa made her move. The real reason she came to the pub.


    “Drake,” she said, running to catch me before I got in the driver’s side. “Wait. I wanted to talk to you.”


    I had my key fob out and had unlocked the door when she reached my side. I turned to her, trying not to frown. I remembered Lara’s advice to humor her.


    “What can I do for you? I really have to get home to Kate…”


    “Can I catch a ride?” she said, breathless from running.


    I sighed audibly. “Of course,” I said. I got in the car and unlocked the other doors. She climbed in beside me and fastened her belt.


    “Thanks, Drake,” she said. “It’s going to rain. I’d rather not have to take the subway or take a taxi. I had a rental but parking was so hard, I decided to let it go and use the transit system, but it’s nasty at night.”


    “No problem,” I said, deciding to play it really cool and be pleasant and calm.


    We drove down the streets and I really didn’t want to make conversation with her, so I let the silence hang between us.


    “Are you going to talk to me?” she said in a petulant voice. “Considering you had your dick down my throat at one time, and then up my ass, I’d think you might be a little friendlier…”


    I gripped the steering wheel and fought to keep my eyes on the road. It took a moment for me to recover from her blatant statement.


    I didn’t remember that part of our encounters. I tried hard, but it sounded like the me from those days. I liked to tie up my partners and fuck their mouths and then do anal. It seemed the least intimate way to get off.


    “What would you like to talk about?”


    She moved around, her arm going on the back of my seat. “We haven’t had lunch yet. I’d like to go to Misha some day, for the borscht. You love Russian food, right? How about tomorrow?”


    “Can’t,” I said, my mind working on what I could use as an excuse. “Going over to the Foundation to do some work.”


    “What day will you take me?”


    I stopped at a traffic light, my heart pounding, my hands gripping the wheel far too hard.


    “Lisa, we are not going to do this.”


    She smiled, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Yes, we are. In case you forgot, you’re supposed to be nice to me.”


    “I am nice to you. I’m giving you a ride home. It’s out of my way. That’s a nice thing to do.”


    She actually pouted. “I said I wanted us to have lunch, go out for a drink, have coffee, talk in the halls – like you do with other colleagues.”


    I inhaled deeply, driving on once the light changed, my mind working to figure out how to handle this.


    “Look, I’m a newlywed with a wife I adore. I’d rather not become too friendly. Sorry. We’re colleagues at work, and of course we’ll consult and be friendly—at work.”


    We pulled up to her apartment block and I left the car in drive, not planning on spending one iota more time with her than absolutely necessary. I waited for her to get out of the car.


    “I think lunch next week at Misha is on the agenda. I’ll see you tomorrow for coffee when you’re done. Message me when you’re finished at the foundation. I’ll come by your office.”


    She opened her door, but I stopped her before she could leave.


    “No, Lisa. I can’t. I’m not going to be taking you out for lunch to Misha next week and I’m busy all afternoon and don’t have time for coffee.”


    “You will,” she said and got out bending down to look at me from the open door. “You’ll message me and I’m having coffee with you tomorrow and lunch next week. Maybe Tuesday since I’m busy Monday.”


    “Or what?”


    “Or I have lots of stories to tell. Lots of people who might be very interested in those stories.” Then she smiled and slammed the door, flouncing off up the stairs and into her building.


    Did she really think I was going to take her out for lunch and coffee and drinks under duress?


    She was unhinged.


    I wrote an email to Fred Parker while I sat there, my car engine idling.


    


    Fred, I have to see you asap. I’ll be withdrawing from the fellowship due to unforeseen circumstances. Can you get the paperwork going? Thanks and sorry for the trouble. Cheers, Drake.


    


    I didn’t send it. Instead, I saved it to my email server and would wait until I spoke with Kate.


    Then I drove off. Lisa was not going to win. The best offense is a defense and so I decided to go on defensive. I’d withdraw, take a leave of absence, and cut Lisa off at the pass. She wanted war? Sun Tzu wrote that the supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting. I wasn’t going to fight at all. I wasn’t even going near the battlefield.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    


    Kate


    


    


    I never counted on the fatigue.


    I thought I’d take the meds and would be back to normal, but the side effects made me feel so tired, I had a hard time going about my day. Despite the meds, I was still slightly nauseated in the early morning, and started throwing up my crackers and water, which I kept at my bedside so I could get something into my stomach. Sometimes, an empty stomach was worse than having some food in it.


    I only threw up once in the day, so that was much better than before, but I felt like a zombie the rest of the day and it wasn’t until bedtime that I stopped feeling like I could sleep standing up. As a result, I didn’t get any real work done until late at night¸ and Drake became concerned. We went to see Dr. McAllister again and she gave me a different prescription for a new medication that worked better to stop nausea without any risk to the baby or mother. It was new, and I didn’t want to take it unless my morning sickness got intolerable again.


    So while my nausea and morning sickness had diminished from the weeks before, and wasn’t as debilitating, I still didn’t get much work done on my thesis. It made me frustrated and sad, so the few hours I had late at night were the only time I could get any work done. I was behind and had to ask for yet another extension.


    I’d called Dr. Brandt, one of my thesis advisors, and asked him if I could get more time.


    “Kate, at some point, it might be better to take a leave of absence for the rest of the year rather than keep delaying. You can always come back and finish your thesis when you’re feeling better, after the baby’s born and you’ve adapted to life as a new mother. Believe me, the university will still be here, the program will still be here, and all of us will still be here.”


    “You’re right,” I said, resigned to it. “I’ve been given a different medication but it’s pretty new and it’s making me so sleepy that I can’t focus. I’ll take the rest of the semester off and we’ll see how I feel once the baby is older.”


    So, it was with real sadness that I withdrew from my MA program a semester earlier than I thought I would have to. In fact, I sat down after I hung up the phone and cried my eyes out.


    When Drake got home later that night, we sat down on the sofa after having dinner, and I broke the news to him.


    “I withdrew from the MA program for a year.”


    He turned to me and frowned. “What? Why?”


    I shook my head. “I had to ask for another extension because I just can’t get any work done and Dr. Brandt suggested I take a leave of absence and come back when I’ve had the baby and have adjusted.”


    When I said it, I burst into tears again. Drake immediately pulled me into his arms and cradled me, letting me cry.


    “Shhh,” he said, his lips at my ear, kissing my chin and cheek and then mouth. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


    I nodded, wiping my cheeks. “I can’t get any work done. It’s like my brain is in a fog.”


    “It’s okay,” Drake said and embraced me again. We remained like that for a while, our arms around each other, and I listened to him breathe, letting his warmth infuse me.


    “Guess what I’m doing,” he said and pulled away, looking in my eyes. “I’m withdrawing from the fellowship tomorrow.”


    “What?” I said and wiped my eyes. “Why? Is Lisa threatening you again?”


    He nodded and all of a sudden, a leave of absence didn’t seem so bad. Drake had to withdraw from the fellowship because of her. She could ruin him if she wanted.


    “She could still hurt you,” I said, angry at the bitch. “If you withdraw, she’ll be angry that she won’t have access to you any longer.”


    “She wants to go out for lunch, Kate. She mentioned dinner. I think that’s just the start of her evil plan to seduce me.”


    I wiped my eyes, smiling at his attempt to be funny and diffuse the situation.


    “Will she succeed?” I asked, only joking.


    “No,” he said and frowned, taking me seriously. “Of course not. I despise her at this point.” He shook his head vehemently and took my chin in his hand. “I wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole even if she was the last woman on earth. Of that, you can be certain.”


    “Phew,” I said and smiled, threading my arms around his neck and smiling up at him. “That’s pretty harsh… I mean, even I’d understand if she was the last woman on earth…”


    “Seriously, I hate her,” Drake said. “I hate that she has power over me. I’d rather use my hand or a watermelon, for that matter.”


    “A watermelon?” I said and laughed at the image that created.


    Drake smiled. “I read this case once about a man who had intimate relations with a watermelon and got a seed jammed up his urethra. That always struck me as a true absolute last resort.” He laughed and looked at me, shaking his head. “The human sexual response is a mystery sometimes. I hate the bitch so much at this point, I can’t imagine it.”


    “I know,” I said and leaned my head against his shoulder. “I hate her, too. Don’t let her force you out of the fellowship. You’ll be done soon and it would be a crime to stop now. You’re only a few months away and if you can stick it out, you can say goodbye to her.”


    “You think so?” he said, doubtfully. “I have my resignation email all typed up and ready to send.”


    “Don’t send it. Appease her. Go out for lunch with her. Think of watermelons.”


    Drake laughed at that and we wrapped our arms around each other once more, snuggling into the soft couch and listening to the music on the satellite radio station.


    


    Since I couldn’t make the deadlines for my thesis, I’d spend those few hours each night that I did feel somewhat conscious working on a few paintings that I’d started in Nairobi. I became more of a night owl than I had ever been before. Drake and my schedules conflicted as a consequence with him getting up early and me staying in bed most of the morning with my blankets thrown over my head to block out the light. I’d get up around noon, try to hold down something light – tea and a shot of apple-ginger juice I made freshly each morning and then if it worked, chicken rice soup and a few crackers. When my lingering nausea faded towards dusk, I’d have a healthy meal with Drake, and then when he went to bed at ten o’clock, I’d stay up and sit at my computer, read over research and data for my thesis, eat another meal of soup and crackers, and then I’d head to bed around two in the morning.


    We had to delay our trip to Africa again because I was still far too sick, and that was the hardest decision to make. Once the baby was born, it would be all the harder to go so we sat down and decided to go once I was free of my nausea but before I was six months pregnant. I didn’t want to miss the anniversary of Liam’s death, but Drake was adamant and so we cancelled plans, deciding to go once my morning sickness had ended. Since I had no idea how long my morning sickness would last, we decided to wait and book at the last minute. Loisaba Lodge would have to wait for some future date.


    It was time for my next ultrasound and it was the only thing keeping my spirits up for my morning sickness persisted despite the medication. We went back to NYP and this time, I had an abdominal ultrasound to check on the baby’s nuchal folds to make sure there was no sign of Down’s Syndrome. We also asked to know the baby’s sex, and so while the technician scanned my belly, Drake held my hand and stood beside me on the other side of the bed.


    “There you go,” the tech said and turned the screen. “See that?” she said and pointed to a structure that looked like a vee. “That is a set of female genitalia. You have a baby girl.”


    Drake leaned down and kissed me when he heard the news, and I was surprised. For some reason, I thought I’d have a boy but I was happy to have a girl. I’d never had a sister, and so it would be fun.


    “I’m so glad,” Drake said, kissing me over and over again. “A little Katie.”


    “Sophia,” I said, correcting him. It was my mother’s middle name and the name of my great aunt, who died in the camps in Poland.


    “Sophia,” Drake said. “But I hope she looks like you.” He brushed the hair off my cheek and smiled.


    “I hope she has your blue eyes,” I countered. “And dark hair. I don’t want her to look like me.”


    “She’ll look like whoever she looks like,” Drake said in a mock stern voice. “But I hope she looks like you,” he added and kissed my protest.


    “Okay, you two,” the technician said with a laugh. “You’re all done now. See you again at eighteen weeks. Dr. McAllister will have the results and will call you.”


    That Saturday night, at the end of February, Mersey was playing at O’Riley’s.


    “I didn’t throw up at all today,” I said to Drake, while we sat in front of the television watching news and were waiting for our dinner to be ready. “I woke up at ten and stayed up.”


    His face brightened. “Does this mean I have my wife back?”


    “I hope so,” I said and crossed my fingers, holding them up for him to see.


    He scooched closer to me and put his arms around me, pulling me tightly against him.


    He kissed me and smiled. “Do you want to come to O’Riley’s to celebrate?” Drake asked. “We play two sets. You could come to the second one around eleven so we’ll have had time to warm up before you arrive. We’re usually stiff during the first set, and since there aren’t a lot of patrons in the bar, we don’t feel too bad. By the time you get there, we’ll be ready.”


    I put the TV remote down and focused on him. “Do you mind if I come? I understand if you’d rather keep one portion of your meal from touching the other parts, but I’d love to hear you play with Ken and the boys. Besides, this is the first time I’ve felt well since becoming pregnant.”


    Drake shook his head, his eyes meeting mine. “Baby, I’m in so deep, I don’t mind at all. I want a stew. A nice mélange of flavors all blending together. Come tonight.”


    “Okay,” I said, nervous and excited to be going.


    


    So it was that I sat at home alone in the 8th Avenue apartment, waiting for my ride to arrive. My father had graciously allowed me to use his limo service and so at around ten forty-five, I got a call from the driver that he was waiting downstairs. I finished brushing my hair and checked myself in the mirror, then I went out into the night, my stomach all butterflies, but in a good way.


    The small stage was set up in the back of the bar, in the corner. There were a dozen small round tables on the floor as well as a lot of seating space at the bar itself. Behind the bar, a mirrored wall had shelves of glasses and bottles of liquor, as well as several kinds of beer on tap. The polished wood counter top looked ancient and the corners and edge were worn from years of use, although it had been recently revarnished and was smooth. Brass fixtures and railing lined the bar top.


    Cocktail waitresses in black dresses with white aprons moved between the restaurant that was still busy, and the lounge. Canned music played in the background during the break between sets. About thirty patrons were in the pub itself.


    Even though I had been there before for Sunday dinner, I stood in the entrance to the bar and took it in, feeling somewhat shy. One of the cocktail waitresses came up to me, her tray in hand filled with pints of beer.


    “Can I help you?”


    I hesitated, shrugging my shoulders. “I’m here to listen to Mersey.”


    “Go into the bar and have a seat,” she said. “Colin’s bartending tonight.”


    I thanked her and walked into the bar.


    “Kate!” Colin waved me over when he saw me. He leaned over the bar and kissed my cheek. “I’m so glad you came tonight. What can I get you?” Colin asked, resting his hands on the bar. “Given your delicate condition, I have a selection of sodas and bar lime plus I can make you a mean virgin margarita or piña colada, if you want something fancy.”


    “I’ll have a soda and lime,” I said. Then Sarah showed up and came over to give me a hug.


    “So good to see you again,” she said. “How are you feeling? Drake told Ken you’d been really sick for the past few weeks.”


    “Much better. Today was really the first day I didn’t throw up, so it’s time to celebrate.” I smiled at her and held up my glass of soda and bar lime.


    Drake came out of the back room, with Ken following. He smiled when he saw me.


    “Don’t crowd the poor girl,” he said and pushed past Ken in a playfully competitive manner. He leaned in and kissed me on the mouth, lingering there a tad longer than necessary, as if he wanted to claim me in front of everyone. He was grinning widely when he pulled away. “You’re just in time for the second set. All Rolling Stones and Beatles.”


    “Will you be playing And I Love Her?” I asked softly, not wanting anyone else to hear.


    “Count on it,” he replied and then kissed me again.


    Mrs. O’Riley showed up as well, and said hello, planting a huge kiss on my cheek.


    “So good to see you again, dear,” she said. “And congratulations on the great news! A little girl? Sophia Marie, or so Drake told us.”


    “Thank you,” I said, feeling awkward as the center of attention. “Yes,” I said. “Sophia, after my mother and great aunt.”


    Soon, I had Ken, Sarah and Mrs. O standing in a semi circle asking me about how I was feeling, when I was due and a dozen other questions.


    “I hear your due date is in August,” Mrs. O’Riley said.


    “Yes,” I said and smiled. “August 27th or thereabouts.”


    Drake stepped in between us and turned to them. “Don’t pester the poor girl. Now, let her be or she won’t be coming back again, for fear of getting ambushed.”


    Drake gathered them all up and pushed Ken towards the stage.


    Before she left, Mrs. O’Riley winked at me. “Come for Sunday dinner, Kate. I promise we won’t ambush you – too much – but you have to know that a baby on the way is irresistible and we’ll want to hear all about it.”


    “I would love to come,” I replied and smiled back. “I felt like a prisoner for the past twelve weeks. I’ll be glad to get out and see people.”


    “Good. We’ll have a nice roast with all the trimmings.”


    By the time they all left me alone at the bar, and Colin began pouring drinks once more, my cheeks hurt from smiling so much. It was a relief to turn and listen while the band warmed up, playing their various instruments before the lights focused on them and the crowed became quiet.


    The first song was by the Rolling Stones. “Ruby Tuesday.” Drake sang and played his bass, while Ken sang background vocals. The band was pretty tight and while Drake’s voice wasn’t as tart as Mick Jagger’s, he did a good job and it surprised me how much he got into character. I saw a whole different side of him up there on the stage. Drake always seemed reserved in public, so completely in control, although in private he had a really great sense of humor and loved to tease, but this was a different Drake than I had ever seen before.


    While I was sitting listening, a tall, dark haired woman entered the bar and stood in the shadows by the washrooms. I don’t know why I noticed her, but it was strange that she didn’t come inside and take a seat, for there were a few tables open. A waitress went up to her and spoke with her, but the woman shook her head.


    I turned back and continued listening to the band play, and she slipped my mind until a while later, when I felt her eyes on me. I turned and she was staring intently in my direction. I glanced around to see if she was looking at someone else, but there was only an empty table beside me. When I looked back, she was gone. I glanced around but she was nowhere to be seen.


    Whoever she was, her expression sent a shiver down my spine. I turned back and watched Drake, pushing the image of the dark haired woman out of my mind. If I had come to O’Riley’s before I met him, I could have easily had a crush on Drake, seeing him up there on the stage, singing and playing his guitar. He was so handsome and well-built, his nicely developed physique apparent, even under his clothes. He looked like he belonged on the stage or on some catwalk at a DKNY show in Milan. Sometimes, it was hard for me to remember that instead, he was a very serious neurosurgeon who used robotic instruments to stop seizures and movement disorders in his patients.


    His outward appearance was so different from the man inside.


    I loved him so much at that moment, for letting me in this close to see this other side of him. The side he showed me that night was a side he usually kept from the women he had been involved with since his divorce, and him showing himself to me like this meant so much. It was the last wall he kept up between us, and it meant I was fully in his life.


    I turned and watched the crowd and saw that most of the patrons were couples or small groups of men and women. I wondered what the women were thinking of Drake. They would see only the gorgeous hunk of man playing a guitar and know nothing of the slightly kinky man who liked to take control in the bedroom and was specializing in pediatric neurosurgery.


    Now, with me at O’Riley’s for a performance, I felt as if the very last piece of food on Drake’s plate was touching all the rest.


    As he’d said, he broke all his rules for me. I hoped he was happy and from the way he looked on stage, playing his guitar and singing, completely at ease and in character to play a song by the Stones, he was.


    Drake announced the next song, with an intro that mentioned me.


    “This next song goes out to the one I love, Kate, the love of my life and the mother of my child.”


    When the song started, I had to cover my mouth from emotion. “And I Love Her” by the Beatles.


    Ever since that first night I heard him play it, it had been on my iTunes playlist. I felt as if it was ‘our song’, even if that sounded corny. He said it reminded him of us, and so now, that is what it meant to me. It was Drake admitting he loved me.


    It was Drake letting me into his life and his heart completely.


    I knew at that moment how lucky I was to have met him. Who would have ever thought that going to my father’s fundraiser that October night would lead to the happiest time in my life?


    The night I went to my father’s fundraiser seemed so far off in the past, even though it wasn’t quite a year and a half earlier. Back then, I still thought of my father as a controlling bastard who I could never please, who expected me to do a degree in journalism covering politics. I felt as if he didn’t really know me, his own daughter, having some wrong idea about who I was and what I really loved.


    Instead, he only wanted me to be happy and fulfilled, and agreed with everything I ever suggested. It was me who didn’t know him.


    I looked over the crowd, wondering what they were thinking about the music and what they’d think if they knew I was the one mentioned in the dedication for that song . It was then I saw her again – the dark haired woman – and for a moment, I thought about Drake’s stalker and I actually shivered. Was that her? Lisa?


    On the stage, Drake was focused on playing his guitar. I’d speak with him about her later. I checked back to where she had been standing but she was gone again, as if she was popping in and out, and I wondered if she was in the dining room and just peeking in to see the band playing. I tried to brush my fears out of my mind. It was probably nothing.


    The band seemed to really enjoy themselves as did the audience. They were pretty silent, considering it was a Saturday night. I guess they really did like the band. Mersey was a cover band and played no original music, but O’Riley’s was an Irish pub and people wanted British music.


    While I liked the music, I enjoyed watching Drake on stage most of all, seeing this whole different side of him. Drake the public man, the musician, the band member who sang in front of an audience without any self-consciousness. No wonder he didn’t feel awkward performing in front of an audience during a dungeon scene.


    Watching Drake singing, I was so glad that he wasn’t a sadist or into anything truly painful, because at that moment he was just so damn desirable that I would probably find it really hard to say no to him. If he had been a sadist , I hope I would have run away from him when I first met him, despite how good looking he was. In fact, I’m sure I would have run away if he had been a real sadist. But now? How far would I be willing to go with him?


    Lara had promised me Drake wasn’t a sadist. I never felt any anger from him, or that our scenes could have ever edged over into something more frightening, but even Drake admitted he hadn’t really done much with me in terms of bondage and dominance. I felt pretty secure at that moment that he would never do anything I couldn’t enjoy or at least tolerate. Drake had always said he wasn’t a really strict Dom. He just liked control. Then I put all the thoughts about Drake out of my mind, took another sip of my soda and lime and turned off my mind, letting the music fill me, enjoying my first full day without nausea.


    I watched the crowd enjoy the song, many of them nodding to the music, singing along. When the song was finished, Drake and the other band members bowed and acknowledged the applause.


    At that moment, Sarah came up to stand beside me, smiling when our eyes met.


    “They’re good, right?” she said, nodding to the stage.


    “Very good,” I said and smiled, my mind distracted from the dark haired woman so that I became lost in the music.


    


    When the set was over, after a round of applause from the audience, it was past midnight and I had to cover my yawn with a hand, not wanting Colin or Sarah to think I was bored. I wasn’t, but I was tired. Despite having gone to bed after two in the morning the previous night, I’d woken early and never fell back to sleep.


    The guys went downstairs with their instruments, and I sat at the bar and talked with Colin for a while until Drake was done. Colin told me that the pub would stay open for another couple of hours, and instead of live music, there was canned music. Colin popped in a CD and something vaguely Irish floated up on the sound system.


    Drake finally arrived at the bar in about ten minutes and sat on the stool beside me. He leaned over and kissed my cheek and brushed a lock of hair from my face.


    “Well?” he said with a glint in his eye. “What did you think? Bored to tears with our modern music?”


    I laughed. “Not at all,” I said and then leaned closer. “I felt privileged to even be here.”


    He smiled softly and leaned in once more, this time kissing me on the mouth, his kiss warm and lingering, his fingers tangling in my hair.


    “The privilege is all mine,” he said when he pulled away. “The privilege of being in your life.”


    He said it so seriously, his eyes burning into mine. His expression made my heart squeeze, for it was so earnest, as if he were baring his soul to me. Maybe he felt that way – music was something personal for him that he didn’t share with the women in his life. I was the one who was being treated.


    I reached up and cupped his face with my hand. “I love you,” I whispered, my throat choked with emotion. I glanced quickly to check if Colin could overhear me, but he was busy pouring drinks a few feet away and seemed focused on his work. “If I had seen you playing your guitar and singing before I met you, I would have had a huge crush on you.”


    Drake laughed out loud at that, his eyes twinkling. He leaned in and nibbled my neck, and I could feel him chuckling as he kissed my ear. “Only a crush?” he said and pulled back. “Not love at first sight?”


    I grinned. “Lust at first sight, maybe.”


    “I’ll take it.” Then he turned to Colin. “Put it on my tab,” he said and stood up. “See you tomorrow night.”


    “Great,” Colin said. He turned to me. “So glad to see you again, Kate. You gotta know we were all so happy about your news. Drake’s going to make a great father.”


    “He will,” I said and turned to Drake, smiling up at him. “The best father.”


    Drake took my hand and kissed my knuckles.


    “And you’ll be the best mother,” he said. Then he turned to Colin. “Later,” he said with a wave. He took my hand and led me away from the bar, threading our way through the tables and to the door. Patrons nodded to Drake and smiled at him as he walked by.


    “As for you,” he said and leaned in close to whisper in my ear. “I have plans for you.”


    That sent a thrill through me. “Oh, yes?” I said and quirked an eyebrow. “Plans? What could you possibly mean, Dr. Delish?”


    When we got to the door, Drake pulled me against his body and ground his hips against me. “That’s for me to know and you to imagine. Now, come,” he said.


    Colin waved to us from the bar before we were out the door. I waved back and then Sarah came up before we could leave.


    “You’re coming tomorrow night?” she said, her face expectant, a tray of empty drinks in her hand. “Mom cooks a mean roast. Drake, you’re coming tomorrow, right?”


    “Of course we’re coming,” Drake said and squeezed my hand.


    “We’ll be glad to,” I said and smiled.


    Then Drake pulled me out of the pub and into the Manhattan night.


    


    We went back to the apartment, walking the few blocks to a parking garage and driving through the city, down streets filled with late-night revelers. Once we arrived at the apartment, Drake opened the door for me, ever the gentleman, and then before I had even taken off my sandals and put down my bag, he grabbed me and kissed me deeply.


    “I need you,” he said in a low voice.


    “I’m yours,” I replied, my voice husky with desire – desire he ignited in me with his insistent touch and the way he ran his hands over my body. I wondered what he had planned for me, thinking that perhaps he wanted to tie me up and blindfold me, asserting our D/s relationship as a way to reestablish that we were into power exchange and not just a vanilla couple. I thought perhaps that inviting me to watch him play might upset his equilibrium and he would need to go all Dom with me.


    But he didn’t.


    Instead, he stripped me naked and admired me while I stood in our bedroom, next to the bed, waiting.


    “You’re perfect,” he said to me while he ran his hand over my shoulder, down to the curve of my breast. He cupped it and ran his finger over my nipple until it puckered under his touch.


    I wanted to protest that I was far from perfect, reciting the litany of insecurity that still ran through my head when I was complimented – I was short, my hair was ordinary brown, my hips a little too curvy and now I’d be developing a pregnant belly…


    But Drake’s expression when his gaze moved over my naked body quashed those doubts and insecurities. I could see the blatant lust in his eyes and it shut up those voices.


    His expression said he couldn’t get enough of me.


    I stood still and let him look at me, touch me, and his touch and gaze aroused me. Finally, he pulled me into his arms and kissed me, keeping his eyes opened, taking one of my hands and sliding it down his chest to his abs, and then to his thick, rock-hard erection straining against the fabric of his jeans.


    “Feel what you do to me,” he said his voice low and smoky.


    I squeezed his erection, running my fingers from the tip to the base, barely able to get my fingers around his girth. I closed my eyes and imagined him filling me up so completely while he fucked me.


    “Your breasts are so lush, your body so responsive…” he said and cupped one breast, kneading the nipple between his finger and thumb. It sent a jolt of lust right to my clit and I moaned softly in response. His hand traced softly down my waist to my hip and then between my thighs, which he parted, forcing me to lean against the bed. “Mmm,” he said with a satisfied grunt. “Nice and wet. I need to fuck you. Now.”


    “I’m yours,” I managed to whisper, my throat dry, my heart fluttering.


    He pushed me back onto the bed and lay on top of me fully clothed.


    “Aren’t you going to undress?” I asked, my hands stroking up his back.


    “No,” he said and kissed the tops of my breasts. “I’m going to devour you completely with all my clothes on. Then, when I’ve made you come twice with my fingers and tongue, I’m going to unzip and fuck you hard and fast and make you come again, all while fully clothed.”


    “Why?” I asked, knowing I was pushing the terms of our D/s relationship, but I was curious. “Why wouldn’t you want to be naked so our skin can touch?”


    “Why?” he said, a touch of humor in his voice. “Because, I own you, Katherine. When you’re naked and I’m dressed, it reinforces that I own you, that’s why. You’re mine and I can do anything I want to you. What I want is to eat you until you scream out my name, and then fuck you until I’m blinded from pleasure.”


    “Is that a promise,” I asked softly, knowing full well it was. When Drake said he was going to make me come three times, I believed him.


    I closed my eyes and tried not to smile, but I heard him chuckle above me.


    “Insolent girl…”


    And then, he kissed me hard, shutting me up, and did exactly what he said.


    


    Later, when we were both spent, he lay on his back beside me, his arms spread out wide. I cuddled against his still fully clothed body, his belt still fastened, his zipper undone and his now deflating erection lying to one side.


    “I like a man who keeps his promises,” I said with a grin.


    He smiled back, his eyes still closed. “I’m a man of my word.” Then he turned his head towards me and his expression became serious. “You’re everything to me, Kate,” he said softly. “None of this,” he said and waved his hand around and I knew what he meant – the apartment with all the expensive renovations, his wealth. “None of it means anything to me without you. I realize now how lonely I was before I met you.”


    “You had a good life, Drake,” I said and leaned up on my elbow so I could look in his eyes. “You had the band, your foundation, the company, your practice. You had submissives…”


    “I think I worked so hard and kept so busy so I wouldn’t feel empty. I was very lonely. I didn’t know it, but I was hoping to find you – someone like you. When I did, I fell so hard…”


    I smiled. “Me, too.”


    “Not as hard as me,” he said, his expression serious.


    “I fell just as hard,” I said and shook my head.


    “Not possible,” he replied.


    “If you think that, I haven’t been good enough to you,” I said, surprised that he thought I hadn’t felt for him the way he felt for me. “I haven’t done a good enough job showing you how hard I fell.” Then I kissed him and cupped his face with my hands. “I love you, Drake. Totally and completely.”


    “I love you, Ms. Bennet. Totally and completely.”


    We embraced for a few moments, and his arms tightened around me as if he couldn’t get close enough. When he finally let go, I rose up on my elbows above him and watched his face. His eyes were closed and he was smiling.


    “What’s that smile about?”


    He grinned more widely, but kept his eyes closed. “I want to talk to you, cuddle and do all the stuff women like after sex, but I’m exhausted.” He cracked one eyelid open and looked at me.


    “You can go to sleep if you want,” I said and poked him in the shoulder. “I won’t be insulted. I’ll get up and read my Facebook feed until I’m tired enough to sleep. It’s funny but I was tired back at O’Riley’s and thought I’d want to go to sleep right away, but now…”


    “Yes, you were yawning when we were at O’Riley’s, but I told you. Sex wakes women up and puts men to sleep. It is known.”


    I laughed at the reference to Game of Thrones. “It is known,” I said, “but sometimes, it is forgotten. Sex always wakes me up. I won’t be long. You go ahead and go to sleep. I’ll be back once I’ve checked my email.”


    He nodded and sat up, unbuttoning his shirt while I pulled on my little lace nightgown.


    “Oh, by the way, there’s something I wanted to tell you,” I said, and frowned, remembering the strange woman at the bar.


    “What?” Drake asked, as he stood and undressed.


    “It’s probably nothing, but I noticed this woman tonight, watching the band, but she never came in and sat down. She stayed in the alcove by the washrooms. I wondered if it might be your resident. Lisa.”


    Drake sat on the bed beside me, his expression dark. “What did she look like?”


    I thought about her. “Tall with long really dark hair. I couldn’t see her face very clearly, but she was definitely pretty and had a nice figure.”


    “What did she do?”


    I shrugged, thinking I was being paranoid. “Nothing, really. She stood there and listened to the music. I thought she was waiting to use the washroom, but there was no one in it. Then she left and came back twice. Once, I thought she was looking at me but maybe I was imagining things…”


    Drake said nothing for a moment, frowning. “I don’t like it,” he said. “It might be nothing, but Lisa knows I play in a band. It might have been her.” He sighed audibly beside me. “I really don’t like the idea she was there or that she saw you.”


    “She’d have no idea who I am though,” I said and shook my head. “It’s not like there are a lot of pictures of me anywhere. My father is really serious about privacy and so we never made our Facebook pages public and never posted pictures of ourselves online.”


    Drake shook his head. “If she wanted to find out who you were, she could do it easily enough. Maybe I better look into personal security.”


    I gasped at that. “Really?” I said. “Are you that worried about her?”


    “I don’t know, Kate,” he said, his voice quiet. “I don’t want to take any chances.” He turned to me, his blue eyes intense. “Maybe I’ll contact Kyle Burke, an old friend from college who’s in the security business, about arranging private security. He’s in the lifestyle, so I can tell him the truth.”


    “If you think so,” I said. “I really don’t think it’s necessary…”


    “Better safe than sorry.” Then he leaned closer and stroked my cheek. “You and the baby are everything to me. If anything happened to you…”


    I smiled. “We’ve watched too many thrillers,” I said with a light laugh. “Things like that only happen in the movies.”


    We kissed and then I went to the bathroom and cleaned up. When I was finished, I left the bedroom and went to my office where my laptop sat on a desk. I sat down and woke it up, checking my mail for anything that came in while I was out and then clicked on the Facebook icon on my desktop. I heard Drake in the bathroom running water, and knew he was having a quick shower before bed.


    I read through my newsfeed and then looked over my plans for the week for my research project, and when I yawned once more, I decided to go to bed. By the time I finished brushing my teeth and washing my face, Drake was asleep.


    I crept in beside him and snuggled up against his naked body, his warmth soothing. It was then the image of the dark haired woman came back into mind, and I thought about Drake arranging private security for us both. I didn’t like the idea of having bodyguards or security types following me around, but if it made Drake happier with me being alone all day, I’d humor him. I sighed and snuggled closer, the sound of his breathing finally lulling me to sleep.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    


    Drake


    


    I met Kyle Burke, one of the founders of Brimstone Security and Threat Assessment Inc., to speak with him about security for Kate when I wasn’t with her. A huge man over six five and rippling with muscles on top of his muscles, Kyle was exactly what you thought of when imagining a Rambo-type of veteran going into security after several tours of duty. We met through Lara, when I was back in college, and he was a veteran of Gulf War One going to college through the VA. Since he knew Lara, he was pretty knowledgeable about the lifestyle. I felt I could tell him everything without fear.


    I relayed my concerns about Lisa and the fact that she threatened me.


    “So the police are clearly out of the question,” he said. “They’d have to do background checks into your past and her past. It would be impossible to assure privacy if that happened.”


    I shook my head. “Can’t go there,” I said. “I’ve been trying to keep her at a distance without upsetting her too much, but if she goes too far, I may have to take more drastic measures and withdraw from my fellowship at NYU.”


    “That’s rough,” he said and scrolled through a document on his computer. “I can arrange a detail to watch your wife when she’s out, and watch your house during the day. We can probably start tomorrow, in fact. I have a few new guys coming online who were in security in Iraq with one of my competitors.”


    “Sounds good,” I said and relaxed. “It’s probably nothing but the woman is clearly irrational if she thinks she can threaten me and then have me as her friend.”


    “I doubt she wants to be your friend,” Kyle said with a laugh, then his expression turned dark. “It’s really sad that you can’t talk to her superiors,” he said and frowned, his black eyes intense. “Someone like that shouldn’t be getting so much power over patients.”


    I shrugged, although I knew he was right. I had thought of that many times, but part of me felt bad about ruining her career, and she’d probably know it was me and could retaliate. Still, Kyle was right. Lisa was unreasonable, despite being very skilled in surgery. I planned on finishing my fellowship and then speaking with the administration about her suitability for the program. If she didn’t back off, I promised myself that I would.


    I felt bad but I had to protect Kate.


    Kyle and I shook hands and I left his office feeling somewhat better about Kate being all alone during the day when I was at the hospital.


    


    I had no other disagreements with Lisa during the following week, and we didn’t end up going to lunch since we both were busy, so I felt slightly sheepish about the security detail that was watching Kate and our apartment building on a daily basis.


    One day as I walked down the hallways to meet with the residents for grand rounds, Lisa caught up with me. I was used to her shadowing me, but she’d been as busy as me and so hadn’t been following me as much.


    “You look happy,” she said, glancing at me through narrowed eyes.


    “I am,” I said and smiled. “Very happy.”


    “What’s up?”


    “Just life,” I said, determined not to talk about my personal life with her.


    “Is Kate feeling better?” Lisa asked. “Up and about yet?”


    “Things are fine with mother and baby,” I said, not wanting to say anything more.


    “How wonderful about them both being fine,” she added. “She’s pretty tiny. If she was to get too sick, she doesn’t have much weight to lose, especially at this stage of her pregnancy.”


    I turned to her and frowned. “You’ve seen her?” Alarm filled me.


    “Sure, silly,” she said. “She came to the hospital one day. I saw you walking with her.”


    I took in a deep breath and tried to remember when Lisa would have seen me with Kate. Kate had met me a couple of times for lunch the previous semester. Had Lisa seen her then?


    “Oh, I didn’t know you saw her before.”


    She smiled but it looked fake, her eyes narrow. “Domestic life—who would have thought it would be your choice? Doctor Dom? I mean, Doctor D…”


    “Why not?” I asked, frowning that she slipped – on purpose – and referred to the fact I was a Dominant. “I want a life like everyone else.”


    “Sunita said you were the playboy type who only had fuckbuddies, if I recall.”


    “That was then,” I said and held the door open for her. “This is now.”


    “What’s so special about Kate?” she asked, as we stood waiting for rounds to begin.


    “Shh,” I said when the department head arrived and cleared his throat. Lisa frowned and turned away, but I knew she wanted to continue talking. I was glad I had a reason to stop. I didn’t like Lisa concerning herself with my life and especially with Kate’s life. Still, I smiled as I thought about my beautiful wife. When I left her that morning, she was snuggled down into the thick duvet, her hair across her face, her luscious curves and belly making me wish I could wake her up with a nice slow fuck, but she needed her sleep.


    Lisa stood off to the side of the group of residents as we did rounds. Then, when rounds were finished, she left without saying another word. Perhaps hearing how happy I was would put her off. If so, I was relieved because I had Kate back and I didn’t want to give up my fellowship.


    


    On Thursday night, the group from NYU went out for dinner and game of darts and pool at the local pub so I texted Kate to see how she was feeling, and then left with the rest of the group, taking my car since I’d be a designated driver. I didn’t want to drink more than a pint, for the few hours after eight that I had to spend with Kate were precious and I wanted to be fresh and wide awake when she was feeling her best.


    We drove to Shane’s Public House and Grill and piled into the bar, pushing tables together and ordering several pitchers of draft and appetizers, as was usual. Lisa made a point of sitting beside me. I’d grown used to it, although I got the occasional raised eyebrow and two heads bending together to exchange whispers, but that was the price I had to pay to keep her on my side and off my case.


    The time passed quickly, much draft beer was imbibed, ribs and other finger food consumed and I checked my watch. The time was getting close to eight and I wanted to get home.


    “I’m driving home now, so if you want a ride, now’s your chance,” I said to the group when I stood and pulled on my jacket.


    A couple of the residents stood and accepted my offer and Lisa did as well. We said goodbye to the group and walked to my car, which was parked about a block and a half down the street. I asked everyone their addresses, and of course Lisa was the last to be dropped off. After we dropped the other two residents off, Lisa and I were alone in the car.


    I drove through the streets in silence, letting her do the talking.


    “That was fun,” she said, turning in her seat to face me.


    “It was,” I said, hoping to get her to her place as quickly as possible so I could get home to Kate.


    “Hey, Drake, I need your help up in my apartment. I have this flat screen television and need to put it up on the wall.”


    I sighed, frustrated that she was trying to get me into her apartment.


    “Don’t you have a roommate who can help you? Someone in the dorm?”


    “No, actually,” she said coolly. “I don’t have anyone.”


    “You’re an attractive woman. Why haven’t you got one of the residents at your beck and call? I noticed a couple of them seemed interested.”


    She grinned but shook her head. “Not interested. They’re boys, not men. I want someone with some seasoning. So, you’ll come up and help me,” she said, and it wasn’t a request. It was a demand.


    I took in a deep breath and tried not to let my anger get the better of me. Kate would be waiting for me, eager to talk after being alone all day with her fatigue. She wasn’t enrolled in her class anymore, although she occasionally did some research when she could and she was doing her art, but being alone all day made her crave someone to talk to.


    “I don’t have a lot of time. Kate’s been alone all day so I want to get home as soon as possible.”


    “Sure, rub my nose in it,” she said, her voice petulant.


    “What do you mean?” I glanced at her, angry that she couldn’t – or wouldn’t understand.


    “Talking about your nice little life while I’m all alone.”


    “That’s my life,” I said. “I thought you wanted to be friends. Friends talk about their lives.”


    “Anyway,” she said, as if she wasn’t listening. “I need you to help me get the television mounted on the wall. It’s too awkward to do it by myself. It won’t take long, Drake. I wish you wouldn’t be so unreasonable.”


    I turned the corner too fast, my foot heavy on the gas from anger. “I’m not being unreasonable.”


    But I knew arguing with her was futile – and potentially dangerous. She had me by the short and curlies. If I wasn’t nice to her, she threatened to reveal my involvement in the BDSM lifestyle. If I was nice to her, she wanted more. Always more.


    “Slow down, for God’s sake,” she said as my tires squealed around a corner. I regained control and drove down the street to her apartment, glad when I was able to find a spot that was only half a block away.


    “Let’s go. I want to make this fast.”


    “I know, I know. Gotta get home to the little missus,” she muttered under her breath.


    “That’s right,” I said and followed her up to her apartment. She unlocked the door and we entered the darkened apartment. When she turned on the lights, I saw it was a small flat with a tidy interior, everything nice and neat. In a huge box against the wall stood the flat screen television – plasma. It was huge. I could understand that she needed help with it. At least she’d attached the mount on the wall so all we’d have to do was lift it up and fasten it. It would be a quick job and then I’d be on my way.


    I went over to the box after shucking off my boots and took a look. Lisa was off doing something and so I opened the box and pulled it out of the foam housing, waiting for her to return so we could lift it. I studied the directions and then she entered the room with two shot glasses and a bottle of vodka.


    “Let’s have a toast,” she said, holding the bottle up. “To our year together.”


    “Thanks, but no thanks,” I said, trying to stop my frown. What was she trying to do–ply me with liquor? Get me drunk and hope my defenses fell and I wanted to ravish her?


    “Oh, come on, Drake. Be a sport. What happened to the fun guy I met at Derek’s place? I think you said you were always up for a challenge… Look,” she said and held it up. “Anisovaya. I special ordered it from Mother Russia herself. Sunita told me you drank it. Plus, I read those letters…” She raised her eyebrows.


    “No, thanks,” I said and focused on the television, deliberately not responding to her.


    Those goddamn letters…


    I focused instead on the directions in my hand, determined to get the job done with no distractions.


    “Have a drink, Drake,” she said and held out a glass.


    “I said no thanks,” I said and turned to her, determined not to give in.


    “And I said, drink,” she said.


    “Let’s get this done. I have to go.”


    “You’ll have a drink and then you’ll help me mount it. Then you can go to your precious Kate.”


    I relented and took the glass, letting her fill it with Anisovaya. We shot them back and she tried to pour me more, of course, but I was too fast and she spilled it on the floor and over my hand.


    “Drake,” she said, frustrated. “You’re going to toast your new baby,” she said and stepped closer to fill my glass.


    “No.” I turned it upside down on the coffee table. “Let’s do this.”


    She filled her own glass and downed a shot and then we went to the television and I gave directions based on reading the owner’s manual. We managed to get it mounted and all the connections made in a very short time, so I was glad when we finally turned it on and I was able to leave.


    “I’m gone,” I said and went to the door. I bent down to tie my boots, and when I stood up, she was there and bent closer, trying to kiss me on the cheek, but I was able to duck to the side, and she missed, ending up kissing empty space. She was persistent, pressing herself against me before sliding down onto her knees, her hands on my hips, her face above my crotch.


    “Don’t go so fast,” she said, her voice thick. “I remember those times with you, even if you don’t remember me. You used to whisper in my ear while you tied me up, so deliberate, in control. You said things that made me feel desirable, and so safe. I read your letters online. It was like you wrote those letters for me. I’ll do anything you want, Drake. Anything.”


    I backed away and took her hands, trying to pull her up but she resisted, remaining on her knees. “Lisa, this is not going to happen.”


    “No one will know,” she said and slipped her arms around my legs again, her face pressed into my groin, almost frantic. “Besides, you’re the Dominant. You’re the Master. You can do what you want. Have what you want.”


    “I already have what I want, Lisa. It’s Kate. As to no one knowing, I’ll know,” I said and pushed her away more firmly. “Now, I’m sorry that you hoped we could get together, but it can’t happen. Do you understand that?”


    “You don’t have to have sex with me, but at least tie me up,” she said, her hands gripping my legs. “I like rope bondage. You do it really well. You used to demonstrate at parties.”


    I shook my head. “I can’t,” I said and finally managed to lift her up. “I have to go.” She wouldn’t cooperate and took hold of my arms, leaning her body close.


    “I have everything you need for a scene,” she said, her voice desperate now. “Blindfold, rope, and there are hooks in my bedroom if you want to do suspension. Please…”


    “No,” I said firmly, pulling her hands away and turning to grab the door handle. I managed to get the door opened and slipped out as fast as I could, relief flooding over me that she was on one side of the doorway and I on the other.


    “It’s not cheating if there’s no sex,” she said, her hands on her hips.


    “It would be cheating, Lisa,” I said and adjusted my jacket. “It’s not going to happen.”


    I backed away, my hands up to ward her off. She had this desperate pleading expression on her face.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said finally, pouting. “For lunch.”


    I shook my head. “No can do,” I said and went to the stairs. “Busy.”


    “No, you’re not,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “I checked your schedule. You’re not scheduled for any OR time or office hours in the clinic. I even talked to Dave and he said you weren’t coming over to the foundation. So you’re free and you are taking me to lunch.”


    The fact she was actively admitting to stalking me alarmed me but I wanted to get out of the building. I shook my head. “I have to go.”


    I took the stairs and felt her eyes on me, the hairs prickling on the back of my neck as if I were in danger.


    I started to rethink my decision to stay in the fellowship program, but there were only eleven weeks left and I didn’t want to miss out on the entire year due to her.


    She wasn’t going to ruin my life.


    


    “How was your happy hour with the residents?” Kate asked as she helped me with my coat, leaning in to kiss me once it was off.


    I removed my boots and watched her hang my coat up. “It was fun. Except for Lisa, I enjoyed myself.”


    She exhaled and rolled her eyes. “What did she do now?”


    “She made me come back to her apartment and help her install her new plasma flat screen television. I tried to say no, but she said she had no one else who could help her lift it.”


    “Did she accost you? Offer her wares?”


    “Yes, sadly,” I said and watched as a brief flash of darkness crossed Kate’s usually serene face. I took her hand. “She wanted me to do a bondage scene with her. No sex; just rope bondage but I politely declined her offer. As soon as I could, I was out of there like a bat out of hell.”


    She tried to smile but I saw her lip quiver. “Did she actually touch you?”


    I squeezed her hand and pulled her into my arms. “Briefly. But I pushed her away. It’s crazy, but one moment she’s all hot and bothered and the next she acted as if it didn’t even happen.” I shook my head, amazed at how quickly Lisa was back to her old self, acting as if the awkward rejection hadn’t taken place.


    “She’s nuts,” Kate said and slipped her arms around my neck. “I think I may need you to fuck me so I know you’re mine,” she said, her voice breathy.


    “I think I need to fuck you to wipe the memory of her out of my consciousness.”


    We kissed and then we fucked. I needed Kate's body to wipe away the very uncomfortable memories of Lisa trying to seduce me.


    


    When we were done, we lay together on the bed, our bodies spooned against each other. I loved to lie with her like that, my hand around her waist, caressing her belly. I’d feel the occasional movement from Sophia under my hand and Kate and I would oooh and ahhh.


    “She’s going to be an active little critter,” I murmured against the skin on Kate’s shoulder, kissing the spot where I gently bit her while we fucked. I rolled Kate over onto her back and lay beside her, my face over her belly. I kissed the flesh over her navel, and spoke to Sophia.


    “You be nice to your momma,” I said with a mock-scolding voice. “No elbows in the liver or kidneys, no standing on her bladder, do you hear?” I kissed her belly again, all over, until I was on my knees over top of Kate, my face over hers, knees spread, hands beside her shoulders.


    Kate giggled and I glanced down to see her smiling face, her cheeks pink from sex, the sex flush mottling on her neck and chest starting to fade. In that moment, with her naked beneath me, her belly swelling, her eyes doe-like and warm with love, I thought she was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.


    I couldn’t imagine how lucky I was, and how one fateful misstep at the bathroom in a pub would make me the happiest man in the world.


    


    After cleaning up, Kate took my hand and led me into the kitchen. On the island was a small candelabra with two place settings, a huge bowl of pasta, salad and some fresh bread. My stomach grumbled at the aroma of the pasta primavera.


    “Looks fabulous,” I said and pulled her into my arms. I kissed her warmly, and then pulled back. “You were feeling well enough to cook?”


    “Yes, I was,” she said with a smile. “My stomach actually growled with hunger when I smelled the sauce. It feels wonderful.”


    We kissed again and then sat down at the island to eat our meal.


    “I do have something to tell you, though,” I said and twirled my pasta on my fork, wondering how to frame my lunch date with Lisa.


    “That doesn’t sound good,” she said and watched me. “Tell me.”


    “She told me I was taking her out for lunch tomorrow. When I tried to come up with an excuse on the fly, she had already checked my schedule at the hospital and at the Foundation.” I made a face of exasperation and waited for her response. Would she be angry? Jealous? Long suffering?


    “You have to do it,” she said and shrugged one shoulder, but I could tell she was fighting to appear calm. “I don’t like the fact that my husband, whom I only see at nights and on weekends, is having lunch with a crazy stalker, but you have to appease her. You can’t really go to the police and get a restraining order. You’re so close to the end of your fellowship, that I’d hate for you to stop now. Don’t let her ruin things for you.”


    She ate in silence for a moment and I leaned over and kissed her cheek. She looked up at me and smiled then returned to her pasta without a word. I knew she didn’t like it, and I felt sick that my past was coming back to haunt us. I should have withdrawn as soon as I knew Lisa was a resident. It was my fault for not recognizing the danger she would be, once I knew who she was and what had happened between us.


    I watched Kate while I dipped my bread in my sauce.


    “You’re so good to me,” I said and reached out to take her hand, squeezing it to show my appreciation for how well she was taking things. “I don’t think I could stand it if the situation was reversed and Kurt or Sefton was blackmailing you, making you spend time with them. I think I’d probably go and punch them out.”


    She laughed at that and smiled at me, her eyes crinkling in the corners. “What weapon would you use? Rapiers at dawn? Or muskets?”


    “Rapiers, of course.” I chewed my bread with a smile, thinking of how I’d be mad with jealousy if Kate had to go out with Kurt or Sefton.


    “Shall I go to NYU and beat up Dr. Monroe?”


    I laughed out loud when I saw her coy smile. “No, please don’t get into a fight with her. She’s taller than you and probably could whip your sweet round ass…” I grinned at her and she laughed and took my hand. “Besides you’re in a delicate situation, what with the baby bump. Don’t want anything to happen to either of you.”


    “We’ll get through this,” she said. “It’s only another few weeks, right?”


    I nodded. “Eleven.” My fellowship would end a few weeks before Kate was due. However, things had escalated between Lisa and me since she started on as a resident, with her forcing me to go out for lunch, going into her apartment to help her with her plasma television, making a blatant pass at me... How much father would she push?


    Would she actually expect me to cheat on Kate to avoid being outed as a member of the BDSM community? Even if we didn’t have actual intercourse, doing a scene with Lisa would be cheating to me. I would never want another Dom to even touch Kate and would never approve of it, so there is no way I would ever want to do a scene with Lisa.


    That night, I removed my profile from Fetlife.com, removed my letters to my former submissives from their location on a server used by many members of Fetlife, and I asked the moderators to delete any reference to me they may have made in promotional materials, relaying my concerns about a former sexual partner who was blackmailing me.


    I went to the message board and removed the few comments I had made in conversations about those interested in the lifestyle. It wasn’t ever going to completely remove my existence as Master D online, although I had been too busy to be very prodigious as a commenter, but I did my share to help educate people interested in B&D. There were no direct links between me and Master D but there would be witnesses who could testify they knew me as Master D from various dungeon parties I’d attended.


    I only hoped Lisa hadn’t already taken screenshots of my profile or conversations – or the letters. Sunita might have, but I couldn’t be certain.


    I’d have to manage Lisa very carefully so she didn’t get angry with me. There would come a point – if she pushed hard and far enough – where I might have to quietly withdraw from my fellowship. I had already decided to stop taking new patients so if worst came to worst, I could withdraw from my practice after handing over any remaining patients to other neurosurgeons, and focus my attention on the foundation and corporation. Plus, my band.


    Kate would be delivering in late August and I wanted to be there for the whole first year.


    I couldn’t imagine life without neurosurgery. I would probably be able to work somewhere else, if there was any negative publicity about me due to Lisa’s blackmail, but it would still mean giving it up for a year or more. I had planned on taking paternity leave for at least a year, but it might end up being even longer.


    I had to be ready for any eventuality.


    Luckily, I had a very full life with many interests beyond surgery if Lisa pushed me too far and I had to quit for a short time.


    


    Lunch at Misha the next day was perfunctory on my part although I was pleased to be trying out the new Russian deli, planning on taking Kate there one day soon now that she felt better. I was pleasant but not intimate, responding to Lisa’s questions, but not initiating any conversation. If she noticed it, Lisa said nothing, content to be the one in control. It wasn’t natural for me and that was why Lisa and I were so badly matched for each other, even if I wasn’t married and in love with my wife. Lisa was so oblivious that she didn’t even notice. I suspected she wasn’t really a switch at all, but a Domme who just happened to be able to sub when it suited her. It was natural for her to be in control, and it was unnatural for me to let go of it.


    On her part, Lisa sat and stared at me, smiling like she had won more than just a battle.


    “See, this is fun,” she said as she raised her glass of beer. “The two of us having lunch. Two colleagues who share the same passion for neurosurgery.”


    I nodded but didn’t say anything in response, thinking of how she had offered herself to me the previous night.


    “Does Kate know you’re with me?” she asked, staring at me with narrowed eyes over her glass of beer.


    “Yes, she knows everything about my life,” I said, focused on my food.


    “Does she know about last night?”


    “Everything,” I said.


    “You know Drake,” she said, leaning forward. “If Kate loved you, she’d let you do scenes with other subs.”


    She sat back and smiled at me as if she scored a point, then took a drink of her beer.


    I sat back and looked at her, unable to stop myself from responding.


    “Lisa, I don’t want other subs. Period. I don’t need other subs. I’ve always been monogamous.”


    “You tied me up and fucked me,” she said a little too loud for my comfort.


    “I was between subs at the time,” I replied, frowning. “When I was with a sub, I stayed monogamous.” I turned back to my food. “I’m not going to top you, Lisa, no matter what,” I said. “I’m in love with Kate and don’t want anyone else. You have to understand.”


    “I don’t understand,” she replied, her face red. “You’re not much of a Master if you can’t tell your sub that she has to accept that you’ll still top other subs.” She raised her glass and took a long drink. “You don’t have to fuck me, but I really enjoy bondage. That’s why we’d be so good for each other. We were made for each other.”


    I bit back my retort and merely chewed my food, neither smiling or frowning. It was as if she wasn’t really listening to what I said or she said. She was irrational. She had no real understanding of power exchange. She thought likes attracted, but they in no way did. Certainly not in BDSM. Nor was I a switch, happy to change from top to bottom and back depending on my partner.


    If she hadn’t threatened me, we could have been work friends and colleagues, but she’d blown that chance and was too oblivious to the reality of the situation that she couldn’t realize it.


    We finished our meals and I was happy to be leaving, getting back to the hospital so I could escape the tension I felt when I was around her. On her part, Lisa was too busy chattering away about the program and her recent surgery on a pediatric patient to notice my lack of involvement in the conversation.


    


    The next week passed with the same pattern. She’d ghost me whenever we had grand rounds or conferences. She’d sit beside me in the conference room and talk about her cases, we’d go out as a group for drinks and appetizers and a game of pool or darts, and she’d stick beside me like glue. Occasionally, we’d have coffee.


    Nothing I wouldn’t do with any other male colleague.


    “Has she touched you recently?” Kate asked one night after I’d arrived home following a beer and wings session at Shane’s.


    “Nope,” I said, anger at Lisa surfacing that I had to even have this conversation with my wife. I forced a smile and Kate smiled back, hers sympathetic. “Not even an attempt. Maybe she got a clue when I turned her down point blank that night.”


    “Poor Drake,” she said and ran her fingers through my hair. “A sick and tired pregnant wife who you probably can’t get enough sex from and a beautiful if somewhat deranged colleague hell-bent on seducing you. It must feel a bit like a nightmare.”


    “What?” I said and frowned, pulling her into my arms. She was a bit stiff, and so I rubbed her back, kissing her neck affectionately. “I get as much sex from you as I want and need. I’m not an insensitive lout,” I added. “I pride myself on being attuned to you,” I said softly. “Am I neglecting you? Am I forcing myself on you?”


    She shook her head. “No,” she said in a small voice. “I’m just aware that we’re having sex less often and I don’t want you to feel deprived. I can do things to you even if I don’t want you to do things to me,” she said in a hesitant voice.


    “You mean service me like a prized stud?” I shook my head. “No thanks. I’m all about mutuality, Kate. I couldn’t enjoy it if you didn’t as well. You should know that by now.”


    “I do, but I still worry that you’ll feel deprived and maybe Lisa will look slightly appealing...”


    I squeezed her and tipped her chin up so she had to look me in the eye. “I’m not deprived of anything and Lisa will never be appealing. If you can even say that with a straight face, I’ve failed you. You should feel absolutely no threat from Lisa. None.”


    I pulled her more deeply into my arms and rocked her slowly. “As soon as my fellowship’s finished, I’m taking a year off so we can do this parenting thing together. I want to be with you every step of the way.


    She relaxed in my arms and I was glad that I decided to withdraw completely from my practice at NYP. The fellowship was more than enough to keep me busy. I didn’t need to take on a light caseload at NYP on top of it. I had already let my department head know I wasn’t accepting any new cases after the end of the month. Soon, I’d only have my responsibilities at NYU and would spend less time away from Kate.


    Yes, Kate and I had sex less frequently than before she was pregnant, but I didn’t feel deprived. We were both so busy with our respective new focuses. Kate’s was getting through her day of fatigue and intermittent nausea despite her meds, painting and reading, and I was busy trying to get the most out of every moment in the Fellowship.


    “If you’re unhappy, I want to know,” I said firmly, and brushed hair off her cheek, running my thumb over her bottom lip, touching the tiny scar there with affection. “No secrets. Good or bad,” I added.


    She nodded and looked into my eyes. “No secrets, good or bad. It’s just that I’m getting a real belly. It’s bigger and is going to get even bigger,” she said and rubbed her baby bump.


    I knelt down and ran my hands over her belly, then lifted her nightgown and kissed it. By now, she was almost eight months pregnant and was really showing it.


    “I love your baby bump. It’s incredibly sexy and beautiful at the same time.” I looked up into her eyes, and I finally saw acceptance in them.


    “Oh,” she said and took my hand, placing it on her belly. “She’s moving. She’s always active at night.”


    I felt movement beneath my hands and was amazed once more that inside Kate was our baby – Sophia. I couldn’t wait to hold her.


    I kissed Kate’s belly once more and enjoyed the faint hint of her soap. She always had a bath before I arrived home in case we decided to fuck. That, combined with her feminine scent, made my cock thicken, straining against my trousers. I couldn’t help but kiss her mound through her lace panties, my tongue laving up the crease between her lips. I heard her inhale sharply and glanced up to see her eyes closed, her lips parted.


    She needed me and she wanted me.


    That was all the encouragement I needed. I stood and picked her up, my arm under her legs and the other around her back and under her arm. She gasped, still not really comfortable with me picking her up, but I liked doing it. Carrying her brought out the Dom in me, and I kissed her cheek.


    “I’m going to eat you until you come on my tongue,” I said, my voice thick with desire. “Then I’m going to fuck you until you come on my cock. What do you have to say to that?”


    She smiled, her eyes narrowing. “Yes, please,” she said, her own voice shaky. I felt her relax in my arms.


    Of course, it was at that precise moment that my pager sounded. As one of the fellows in the pediatric neurosurgery program, I shared calls with Brodinski. This week was my turn. I had to check my pager.


    “Sorry,” I said, my eyes closing in frustration. “I have to check my messages.”


    “I know,” she said and kissed me as I let her slip out of my arms.


    I went to my jacket pocket and removed my pager. Unfortunately, the code indicated that there was an emergency in the ER and I would have to go in and oversee my resident. He wasn’t yet ready to manage cases solo.


    I pulled on my jacket and then took Kate into my arms and pressed my still-hard dick against her, grinding my hips against hers.


    “I hope the dragon deflates on the way to the hospital or I’ll be fired,” I said jokingly. “It’s not my fault I have such a hot wife.”


    “Your wife is pregnant and not quite so hot,” she said and straightened my scarf.


    “You’re incredibly hot,” I said, meaning every word. “I never realized what a turn-on it is to have you pregnant, all your nerve endings sensitive…” I raised my eyebrows, for Kate seemed especially responsive since she became pregnant, her orgasms even easier and more intense than before. I had to persuade her that there was no danger as a result. That nature would never have made it so that a woman’s orgasm made her miscarry or else the species would have gone extinct.


    “I won’t be so hot when my belly gets even bigger,” she said and smiled. “More like fucking a walrus or beached whale.” She laughed out loud at that and I leaned in once more and kissed her, wishing that I didn’t have to leave her, but I had to go.


    “I have to go, you vixen,” I said and kissed her a final time, before going out the door. I turned around and waved at her when I reached the top of the stairs, and she waved back.


    “I’ll be waiting for you,” she said in a soft seductive voice.


    “I’ll be ready for you,” I said.


    Then I was gone.


    


    On my way to the hospital, I mused on how Kate’s pregnancy had gone so far. She’d had a very bad time with morning sickness, and had to try two different medicines before she found one that lessened her nausea enough that she stopped losing weight. Unfortunately, it made her very tired and she slept most of the day, waking up when the sun went down as if her biorhythms were out of whack. Now that she felt better in the evenings, she stayed up late to try to get work done. Our schedules clashed as a result although we made it a point to spend several hours together each night, to catch up with each other’s days and of course, for the affection and companionship.


    Pregnancy made her body lush and responsive, and I never imagined how much I’d enjoy fucking her, even when her belly began to show – especially when it did. I couldn’t explain it, but it must have been some kind of primordial lust of the rutting male, pleased by the fact that he impregnated his partner. Whatever the cause, I enjoyed it immensely, even if we didn’t have sex as often as before and even though Kate didn’t always come to bed with me as I liked.


    I knew she had to feel as if she accomplished something during the times she was feeling well.


    The time between the second ultrasound when we learned we had a baby girl to the twenty-week period when she started to feel the first faint movements of Sophia, were busy and happy. The only problem was the constant low level of frustration I felt about Lisa and her demands that I treat her ‘nice’. I hated being blackmailed but hoped I could humor Lisa until my fellowship was over in August. Kate was due at the end of August and I’d be on my way to being a fully-accredited pediatric neurosurgeon once I had finished my paternity leave.


    Lisa would have to eventually give up. She wouldn’t have me around any longer and would have to transfer her focus on to someone else. Life was good, with that one small exception. As I drove to the hospital to see what waited for me, I had hope that it would all be over.


    


    

  


  
    

    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    

    Kate


    


    By my third trimester, with nothing to do but paint, I was able to complete a number of works I started in Africa, including a series of three studies of my elephant mother and baby. Luckily, I had taken several photos of the two, had sketched out a few options for composition and I had what I felt was a great collection of paintings.


    I even submitted my work to a small art gallery in Harlem, which showcased local artists. Although I wasn’t living in Harlem any longer, the curator of the gallery said if I could show I’d lived in Harlem in the last decade, that was good enough for them. I showed her the photos I’d taken of each work in the series and she thought they would be great for an upcoming series of wildlife artists in the fall and told me she’d keep me in mind. She asked me to email my images and she’d submit my work to the committee that would choose the works to showcase.


    So, although I was sad that I had to withdraw from my MA temporarily, I felt real satisfaction that I had the time to focus on my art. It made me feel less of an imposter and more like a real artist, whatever that meant. If I could get my paintings in the gallery, and if any of them actually sold for money, I’d be ecstatic. Despite how I felt towards Sefton for making advances on me despite my protests, he did challenge me to rethink my approach to art. He made me think about my art as more than just for decorative purposes, to match the sofa in someone’s living room. I still had to find my ‘voice’ but at least I felt like I had one, even if it was still in development. The more pieces I completed, the more I’d find out what art meant to me and I would develop my own voice.


    By my seventh month, I was feeling really great. Even though I was larger, my nausea and vomiting had stopped entirely and I was still sleeping well, my appetite had returned, and I was doing daily yoga for pregnant women. I kept up reading new articles in my field, with the hopes that I could return to finish my MA thesis after a year of being a new mother. Drake was going to take a year off everything and stay home with us, so he could be there the entire time. I was excited and hopeful that I had passed the first and second trimester and was now on my way to full term. With my nausea gone, I was truly content. The renovations at the apartment on 8th Avenue were finally all finished with the exception of the nursery, which was filled with boxes and was being used for storage out of superstition on my part. I didn’t want to get too far ahead of things by finishing the nursery, but with every passing week, and with good lab tests and a good ultrasound, I felt pretty relaxed, all things considered.


    I even went to a few Saturday night gigs to watch Mersey play. Usually, though, I let Drake go on his own, not wanting to monopolize his time with his band. Instead, I’d fall asleep on the sofa watching a movie and Drake would wake me up when he arrived home and carry me to bed.


    Lisa continued to pester Drake, but so far, nothing more alarming had happened between them. She seemed happy to have him pay attention to her at the hospital – sitting with her at meetings, walking together down the hallways, sitting together when they went out with the other residents for a drink. Maybe she really did just want a friend. I didn’t trust her not to want Drake if she could have him, but I did trust Drake. I knew she was not his type. Not in the least.


    I was what he needed and wanted.


    I went to dinner at the O’Riley’s a couple of times and enjoyed Mrs. O’s matronly attention. She and Sarah were always so interested in how I was doing, and they seemed as excited as Drake and I were about our pregnancy.


    My father was doing much better, having finished almost a year of rehabilitation, and could now get around really well with just a cane, most of the use of his paralyzed side returned, although there was still some loss of control. He was alive and he was much happier.


    The only hole in my life was Dawn. With my delivery fast approaching, I felt sad that she and I had not yet found our way back to each other. There had been no further developments on either side, and she had not stayed with Kurt so I had no idea whether she was back to her old views of kink or whether she still felt as awkward as I did about renewing our friendship.


    It was early June and I had started feeling more energetic during the day, getting up before noon, and even going out each day for a walk now that the weather was getting really nice. I would take the same route down 8th Avenue to Central Park’s west entrance, sit for a while and listen to the birds, enjoying the warmth of the afternoon. I'd stop and get a decaf tea at the Starbucks near Columbus Circle, then make my way back to the apartment to get some work done, make supper, and wait for Drake to come home.


    On my way back to the apartment, I took my time, wandering down the side streets , enjoying the green that was returning to the city, and the sounds of the traffic surrounding me.


    “Kate!”


    I heard someone call my name and turned around to see Dawn running down the street towards me. At that moment, a black SUV screeched to a stop at the curb beside me and out jumped a huge man with a shaved head, dark glasses. He stood between me and Dawn and held his hand out, his other hand on his hip as if he were reaching for a weapon.


    “Stop right there,” he said in an authoritative voice.


    When I realized who he was – one of the security guards Drake had hired to protect me – I held my own hand up to stop him.


    “It’s okay,” I said quickly. “She’s a friend.”


    “You sure, Mrs. Morgan?”


    I waved him off. “Yes,” I said. “She’s my oldest friend.”


    He adjusted his jacket and nodded, then got back into his SUV.


    “What the hell, Kate…” Dawn said, an expression of horror on her face. “You have a frickin' bodyguard now?”


    “Drake wanted to be extra safe,” I said, trying to shrug it off. “I barely know he’s around.”


    “What’s up with you two that you need a bodyguard?” Dawn said, apparently unwilling to let it go. “Have you been threatened?”


    I shook my head. “No, just being safe. Drake’s worth a lot of money and now so am I, I guess.” I forced a smile.


    “Look at you,” she said and stood back, her gaze moving over me, coming to focus on my belly, which stuck out through the gap in my jacket. I had intended on getting a proper pregnancy coat, but hadn’t been out much so I was making do. “How far along?”


    “Almost twenty-eight weeks,” I said and rubbed my belly. “She’s a little girl and we’re calling her Sophia after my mother and great aunt.”


    “Sophia…” Dawn said with a wistful smile. “Who would have thought you’d be married and pregnant right away? I thought the two of us would finish our Master’s and then get jobs, travel the world… Speaking of our Master’s, how’s your thesis?”


    I shook my head. “I had to do another leave of absence due to acute morning sickness. I’ll start again once I’ve adjusted to motherhood.”


    “Don’t do that,” Dawn said, a look of horror on her face. “That’s what my mother said, and she didn’t go back. Go back before you’ve adjusted or you might never do it. From what my mother said, it never gets easier. You just get better at coping.”


    I shrugged. “I’ll play it by ear. Whatever I decide, I can go back and finish in a semester, so it’s no hurry.”


    Dawn didn’t look convinced. “Think of how much our lives have diverged in so short a time.”


    “Life happens,” I said, unhappy with the note of disapproval I heard in Dawn’s voice as if she thought I had made a mistake marrying Drake and getting pregnant so quickly. “Drake happened. We fell in love. Why wait? I think his father’s death and my mother’s death made both of us feel that waiting could be a big mistake. You never know what could happen and then we might regret that we didn’t do it when we had the chance.”


    “It’s your life,” Dawn said and smiled, but she sounded unconvinced. “You’re the one who has to be happy with it, not me.”


    I nodded, hoping she meant it. “What about you? Are you still seeing Kurt?”


    Her face actually turned red at that. “News sure gets around,” she said a bit sheepishly.


    “You didn’t think I’d hear? We’re involved with Doctors Without Borders, so I do hear about Kurt now and then.”


    She made a face. “No, it’s just that we were trying to keep things quiet. Anyway, we’re not together any longer. It didn’t work out. Kurt’s a real player. Too much for me.”


    “Are you okay?” I said, wondering if things had ended badly for her.


    “Oh, me? No problem,” she said and waved her hand. “He was fun, and I learned a lot, but we’re really not compatible. It’s not the kink,” she said quickly. “It’s that he’s an atheist. I can’t be with someone like that long term.” She shrugged as if it was no big deal, but I heard a bit of hurt in her voice.


    I nodded, and forced another smile, at a loss at what I could say. It was at that moment that I knew whatever we had before was gone. Everything Dawn said felt like criticism.


    “Well, I better go,” I said, a heavy weight of sadness filling me.


    “Yeah, me too,” she said and we stood there, glancing around, at a loss of how to say goodbye.


    “See you around, Kate,” Dawn said and leaned in to hug me. I let her, but I felt stiff, because as much as it hurt, I still couldn’t get over how she threatened to hurt Drake way back then.


    “See you,” I said and forced yet another smile.


    Then I turned and walked away.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    


    Drake


    


    


    Unfortunately, Lisa was not going to give up easily.


    After a long morning of surgery and rounds, I was only too happy to leave the hospital early so I could meet Ken and the band at O’Riley’s for an early practice. I had to check on patients before I left the hospital, but then we’d meet and have a meal, practice in the bar, working on a new set of Brit Invasion songs by the Yardbirds and Dave Clark Five.


    “Where are you going in such a rush?” Lisa asked as I tried to slip out of the conference room without making any small talk with her.


    “Checking on patients before I leave.”


    “You’re going to happy hour with us?” she said and it was then I remembered that our group had decided to go out together for Thursday happy hour.


    “No can do. I’m meeting my band for a bite and then we have a practice. Gotta run,” I said and tried to slip through the doorway without stopping.


    “Sounds like fun. Where are you playing?”


    “Gotta run,” I said, feigning that I didn’t hear her. I turned and walked briskly down the hallway to get the hell out of there before she could ask me any more about the practice. I did not want her coming.


    “Drake,” she called out, her voice sounding exasperated. “Wait up.” I heard her footsteps behind me and rolled my eyes. I didn’t slow down. Instead, she ran to keep up.


    “Where are you playing?” she said again.


    “You can’t come,” I said, trying not to sound too impatient. “We’re working on a new set and I’d rather not have anyone hear it yet.”


    “So you’re practicing in a studio somewhere?”


    I didn’t say anything, stopping in my office to remove my lab coat and slip on my jacket.


    “You can’t come, Lisa,” I said more firmly.


    “Yes, I can,” she said and frowned, her hands on her hips. “You have to be nice to me, remember?”


    I shook my head but didn’t say anything. Then my office phone rang and I saw it was Kate.


    “Hi, sweetie,” I said when I answered, smiling at hearing her voice. “I’m just on my way out to meet Ken and the boys for supper before practice.”


    She told me she was going to get something to eat at her favorite deli close to Central Park.


    “Be careful walking along 8th Avenue,” I said, sorting through files on my desk while I held the phone against my ear with my shoulder. “It’s busy this time of day.”


    “I’ll be careful,” Kate said and I could hear the amusement in her voice. “I’m a big girl, and know how to cross the street.”


    I smiled. “I’m sure you do, but still. I’ll be home around eleven. See you then.”


    “I’ll be waiting for you,” Kate said. “I love you.”


    “Me, too,” I said and smiled. “I love you, Ms. Bennet. I’ll be ready for you.”


    I hung up and turned to see Lisa still standing in the doorway, her arms crossed, listening.


    “I think I’ll come tonight,” she said again, matter of fact as if it was up to her alone. “Where are you playing?”


    “No, Lisa,” I said firmly. “I said I’d rather you not come.”


    “Where are you playing? Tell me.


    I said nothing in reply. “Gotta go. See you,” I said and closed the door to my office before making my way down the hallway to the stairwell. When I reached it, I looked back and she was angry. I could see it in her face and the way she held her hands in fists.


    I’d won, and she didn’t like it. I didn’t want her at the practice and was glad that she wouldn’t know where I was.


    When I arrived on the main floor, I sat in a small empty office and thought about the situation. Lisa scared me. I checked my watch and had a few moments free before I had to meet Ken and the boys so I texted Fred Parker. I knew what I had to do. I had to talk to Fred and tell him the truth.


    Can we meet briefly? I have an HR issue.


    He texted me right back.


    Sure thing, Drake. I’ve got a few minutes open. What’s up?


    I sat and considered my response.


    A problem with one of the residents has arisen and I need to discuss.


    I waited for his response. Finally, my cell dinged and I read his text.


    Do I need an HR rep with me?


    I texted back right away.


    No, please. This is between us. Thanks.


    He responded.


    Okay. See you at my office in five.


    I put my cell away and exhaled heavily, wondering how to word my confession about Lisa. I wasn’t sure how much to reveal or whether it was better to just withdraw and not say anything. Discretion is the better part of valor, or so I had read.


    Then I went to his office.


    


    I arrived a few moments later and saw that his door was open and he was seated behind his desk, his reading glasses on and a file open on the desk before him.


    “Hey, Fred,” I said and went inside his office, closing the door behind me.


    “Have a seat, Drake,” he said and closed the file. I took the chair across from him and waited. “Tell me what this is about,” he said and leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled.


    “I may have to withdraw from the program,” I said softly.


    “What?” he said and leaned forward. “Why? I thought everything was going well. You have less than two months left. Your residents like you, you’ve had some great cases, your research project is doing well.”


    I took in a deep breath and told him the truth.


    “I’m having problems with Lisa Monroe. She’s interested in some kind of relationship, but I’m married and she doesn’t seem to want to take no for an answer.”


    He closed his eyes. “I was worried she was going to be a problem after the incident in the bar. Just ignore her. Tell her it’s impossible.”


    “She has something on me, and threatened to use it if I wasn’t ‘nice’ to her.”


    “What’s she got?” Fred asked, frowning. “If you can tell me. If you can’t, I really won’t be able to help.”


    “I,” I said and hesitated. “I was involved in the kinky lifestyle before I met my wife,” I said and watched his face. If he was shocked, he didn’t show it. “Lisa and I had a couple of encounters in the past that I had no memory of because we wore masks. She threatened to reveal my participation in the lifestyle if I wasn’t her friend.”


    Fred shook his head. “What?”


    “It was after my divorce,” I said and shrugged. “I played around, met a woman who was into kink and tried out a few things. Lisa and I were what’s called play partners a few time at a party.” I didn’t say more, not wanting to reveal more than I had to.


    “Drake, you should have told me as soon as you knew,” Fred said and shook his head. “The good thing is that she’s not your resident, so there’s no conflict there and as long as that was in the past, I don’t see an issue unless either of you are harassing the other.”


    “She’s threatened to reveal my past. I wanted you to know the truth. If I have to withdraw, I will.”


    Fred shrugged. “I lived in Japan for a few years a while ago and know all about the lifestyle. It’s nothing in Japan – every man wants to be tied up by a dominatrix and every woman wants to play at being a top.”


    Relief flooded through me that at least Fred understood. However, he was just one person in a supervisory position over me. There was no guarantee that others would be as liberal or accepting.


    “You’re not involved at all with her now?” he asked, pulling out a file and opening it as if he was ready to move on to something else. “With Lisa, I mean?”


    “Not at all.”


    He shrugged. “I don’t see this as a problem, but I can’t promise everyone will be like me.”


    “I honestly don’t know if she’d carry through with her threat to reveal my past, but I can’t take the chance.”


    “Is she going to be a problem for the program? I mean, is she unstable?”


    I pursed my lips and thought about how to phrase things. “She seems very bright and a talented surgeon from what I’ve seen and from talking to Brodinski. She doesn’t seem to accept that nothing is going to happen between us. If she’s going to insist and threaten me, I’ll have to pull out.”


    He frowned. “That’s entirely your decision,” he said, his expression serious. “I hate to see you withdraw. You’re so close to finishing your accreditation.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t want to. If I do withdraw, I’ll apply somewhere else. I really don’t want to leave Manhattan since my wife’s doing her MA at Columbia but if I have to, I have to.”


    “Like I say, we can probably work around this. Let me know when you’ve made your final decision. Of course, I’d be happy for you to stay and in fact, I’d encourage you to stay. We really appreciate having someone with your expertise supervising our residents and contributing to research at NYU and don’t want to lose you. I’ll speak with her, find out what’s going on.”


    “No, don’t do that,” I said quickly. “I don’t want to cause any problems with her.”


    “You understand I have to speak with her now that you’ve brought this up.”


    I sighed. “I understand,” I said. “I didn’t want it to get to this point, but she’s harassing me.”


    Finally, Fred stood and we shook hands, and I was sorry that I had to pull out but while Fred was fine about my past, others in the administration might not be.


    I hoped I’d never have to find out.


    On my way back to my office, I felt a huge sense of relief flood over me. I didn’t realize until that moment how much stress I felt dealing with Lisa and her constant threat to reveal my past. Fred had been really understanding, but I couldn’t be sure everyone else would be. There were people who could never understand kink. Hopefully, it wouldn’t get to that point. If I could only manage Lisa for a few more weeks, I’d be finished and through with her.


    I arrived at my office and sat at my desk, looking at the files without being able to read them. I was torn.


    Could I handle seven more weeks of her?


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    


    Kate


    


    Drake called me on Thursday to let me know he would be late due to a practice with the band so I knew I wouldn’t see him until really late. I decided to walk down to a deli close to Central Park, grab a sandwich and something to drink, and sit in the park. I loved watching the sun set, the long orange-red sunbeams falling between the buildings surrounding the park, glinting on the windows.


    I checked my watch and saw that it was close to five o’clock. I finished my sandwich and threw the wrapper into a trash can. When I went to cross the street, I saw my trusty security detail parked a few cars down the block. Its lights flashed on as the black SUV pulled out of the spot so he could trail me as I walked along the street. I told him I didn’t want a ride, because I needed the fresh air and so he followed me down the street, keeping a few car lengths behind.


    I decided to take a more circuitous route back to the apartment, so I could walk along Central Park, so I stepped off the curb and heard the screech of tires…


    


    


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    


    Drake


    


    


    My world came crashing down when my pager went off while I was on my way from my office to the cafeteria to grab a sandwich for supper.


    I assumed it was one of my residents, reminding me about getting off early for drinks and food, but I had already told them I had a practice and was staying over the supper hour to wrap things up before I left for the night.


    I checked my message. It was from John, Kate’s bodyguard.


    


    If you’re at NYU, get to the ER right away. Kate’s on her way there in an ambulance. She was involved in a hit and run when crossing the street. I told them to take her to NYU where you are. I tried to call you but your cell went to voice mail.


    


    I ran to the ER, my heart pounding almost out of my chest, a constriction in my throat.


    When I arrived, I spoke to the nursing staff, who informed me that Kate was being brought in and would arrive any minute. I stood by the ambulance bay waiting, taking in deep breaths trying to calm myself, running everything I’d learned about trauma to pregnant women in my time working the ER. The last thing Kate would need would be me panicking, but in those minutes while I waited, my heart racing, adrenaline pumping, I couldn’t help it.


    Kate, oh, Kate… Katie… My hands were shaking and I felt close to tears.


    I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes. The minutes seemed to stretch interminably, as I ran down a checklist of what to do. Finally, her ambulance drove up and I ran to meet it. The doors opened and I saw her on the stretcher, an oxygen mask covering her face.


    I introduced myself. “I’m Dr. Morgan, her husband. What have you got?”


    “She was struck in a pedestrian crosswalk and has a head injury and vaginal bleeding. How far along is she?”


    “Twenty-nine weeks,” I said, thinking about the odds of the baby surviving if they had to deliver her now. From memory, I thought she had a pretty good chance of surviving if they had to do a crash C-Section but that would depend on how much blood Kate lost.


    The EMTs brought her in on a stretcher, rolling her in with grim faces. She was on a backboard, was wearing a cervical collar, had an oxygen mask on and they had already started an IV and were giving her Ringer’s.


    I took Kate’s hand as they wheeled her into the trauma bay. Already, nurses and ER docs were waiting for her, and I knew I had to step back and let them take over. I let go of her hand with reluctance, but had to trust that they were the most capable of dealing with her. One of the nurses came to me and put her hand on my shoulder.


    “Dr. Morgan, I’ve contacted Dr. McAllister. She’s on her way but she was just finished in the OR and so she won’t be able to scrub in but can consult, if she’s needed.”


    I nodded and watched while the EMTs transferred her care to the ER staff, letting them know her vitals and the specifics of her case. I listened as I stood in the entrance to the trauma bay, my chest tight, my throat choked, hands still shaking.


    The good news was that both patients were still alive. The bad news was that Kate’s pulse was high and thready, indicating loss of blood. Her heart was pumping fast to try to keep her body oxygenated. They’d given her Ringer’s to replace blood volume. She was unconscious but her pupils were responsive, indicating that she wasn’t brain dead. They checked for the baby’s pulse and it was strong, but showing occasional decelerations, which could either be premature labour induced by the trauma or an abruption – the separation of the placenta from the uterus. If that was the case, they had only minutes to deliver Sophia before she would be affected by lack of oxygen.


    I watched helplessly while they wheeled in a portable ultrasound machine and imaged her uterus while the nurses cut off her clothes in preparation for surgery. They’d deliver her if the ultrasound showed that she had an abruption or internal bleeding.


    I tried to see the ultrasound monitor but couldn’t over the staff crowed around Kate, working on her.


    “She’s abrupted,” the ER doc said and nodded to the others. “Let’s get her in the OR stat.”


    Then, in a matter of mere moments, Kate was rushed to the closest OR and that was it.


    “I want to scrub in,” I said, my voice shaky.


    “I’m sorry, Dr. Morgan,” the circulating nurse said when I stood outside the OR. “You know better than that. Wait here,” she said. “They’ll do their best to save them both. What is your wife’s blood type?”


    “A-positive,” I said, straining to see Kate over her shoulder. “Save her,” I said, my voice finally breaking. “If it comes to a choice, save my wife.”


    She nodded and left me, going back to the OR table to speak with the other staff. I watched through the window as they transferred Kate from the gurney to the OR table, shocked at the blood I saw covering her thighs. In seconds, someone had a unit of blood up on the IV pole and began infusing it. The anesthetist had a mask over her face and they began to drape her and prepare her for a crash C-section.


    One of the nursing staff came to me and took my arm. “Come into the conference room, Dr. Morgan,” she said in a soft voice. “You can watch the video feed.”


    ORs were often videotaped for teaching purposes. I could watch the entire procedure from the conference room.


    A crash C-Section is the way it sounds – everything moves extremely fast because, usually, surgeons are trying to save the baby’s or mother’s lives. Often both. That was the case now, as Kate and Sophia were both in danger. If the abruption was too extensive, Kate would bleed too much before they could deliver the baby, and the baby would be without oxygen for too long and die. The veins and arteries in the uterus were large and the placenta had a rich blood supply. Kate was in danger from hemorrhage as well, let alone any head or other internal injury she might have sustained. Depending on how long it took to deliver the baby and tie off any bleeders, she could lose even more blood.


    All the permutations went through my mind – everything I learned in medical school – the possible complications. The risks. I felt completely helpless for the first time in a long time, watching as the surgeon made an incision and began to cut through the layers of skin, subcutaneous fat, muscle and the uterus itself to get to the baby.


    To Sophia.


    I wiped my eyes and watched as they laid Kate on the operating table, her arm stretched out for the IV, a tube down her throat, leads going from her chest to measure her vitals. Blood dripped off the table onto the floor as they pulled my daughter out of Kate’s womb and I wept when I saw her limp body in their hands, waiting to find if she was still alive.


    Far too tiny, red, wrinkly, covered in blood.


    Sophia Marie McDermott Morgan.


    They transferred her quickly to a waiting table where they worked on her, intubating her, attaching ECG leads, cleaning her off, putting in an IV, then I saw the reassuring and very rapid blip of her heart on a monitor, and I leaned closer, my vision blurred, trying hard to see her.


    One of the nurses turned to the video camera, and held her thumb up to signal to me that she was alive.


    She was alive.


    Now that I knew Sophia had survived delivery, I turned my focus to Kate, and watched as they searched in her body to find the source of bleeding, hoping to cauterize and stitch up any wounds so they could stop the bleeding from the abruption and any other internal injuries. They worked away and then I saw a nurse hang another unit of packed cells on the pole. And then another.


    That wasn’t good – Kate was losing blood too fast. At some point, if they gave her too many transfusions, her clotting mechanism would give out and she could bleed to death, despite their best efforts. I knew only too well that death from automobile crashes was the highest cause of death for pregnant women.


    I watched as the nurses talked to each other, and I tried to turn up the volume so I could hear but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. No one was using any mics so all I had was video feed and one mic that was always on, but it relayed only a murmur for it was too far from the action.


    One of the nurses went to the door and spoke with someone outside of the OR theater. Soon, I heard a light tap at the door and in walked Dr. McAllister, her face the usual focused calm.


    “Drake, I’m so sorry about this,” she said and came to take my hand. “The good news is that your baby is fine. She was well-oxygenated the entire time so there’s little chance that there are any lasting issues since the abruption was minimal. They’re having problems stopping Kate’s bleeding from internal injuries to her spleen and a small tear in her uterine wall. They’re going to have to take her spleen and do a hysterectomy to save Kate’s life.”


    I nodded, and wiped my eyes. “Save her life,” I said, my voice shaking. “She’s too young to die.”


    “I just wanted you to know that they have to take her uterus. I’m sure you understand.”


    She squeezed my hand and I nodded in understanding.


    They didn’t take a uterus out lightly. It was done to save Kate’s life.


    I turned back to the screen when McAllister left the room and watched as they worked on Kate, unable to really see anything specific, but I knew the process. Cut off the blood supply to the uterus, clamping any vessels that were bleeding. Cutting the broad ligaments that supported the uterus inside the body, then removing the uterus itself entirely, careful to preserve the ovaries if possible.


    Kate would never get pregnant again. She’d never carry another baby of her own again and I wished so hard at that moment that I had spent more time with her while she was pregnant, feeling her belly, feeling Sophia moving inside of her, enjoying Kate’s ripe body as she carried our daughter, giving her life.


    Tears flowed down my face and I didn’t care, because once more, I had been far too busy in my life, far too preoccupied with my career, with my fellowship, and with getting my certification and not enough time with the beautiful amazing woman who made my life meaningful.


    I felt so bad for Kate – she’d given up so much to have this baby. Her MA thesis on hold, all alone during the day at our apartment due to morning sickness, seeing me only a few hours each night. Now, to lose her uterus…


    There was always surrogacy and adoption, but what was more important to me was saving her life and that was all that mattered to me.


    I had finally found the love of my life and I couldn’t bear the thought I’d lose her not even a year since we were married. I prayed at that moment, despite not being a very religious man.


    I prayed to God, to the gods, to any overarching power in the universe, to save Kate’s life.


    


    An hour later, they had found all the bleeders, and were busy closing Kate up, having removed her spleen and uterus. She’d received another unit of blood and her vitals were critical but stable as they wheeled her into the ICU. I followed along in the hallway, getting a report from the ER doc.


    “We’re going to keep her sedated and once we’re happy with her vitals, we’ll do another CT of her head to check on any bleeds but I think her injuries were largely internal.”


    “Can I stay with her?” I asked, hoping they’d let me stay in the ICU so I could be with her.


    “They’ll call you when you can go in,” the ER doc said, his hand on my shoulder. “She’s pulled through. The next hour or so will tell us whether we’ve caught all the bleeders and once we have that head CT, we’ll know more.”


    We shook hands, and the expression on his face told me that while Kate had survived the initial operation, she was still in danger.


    I knew she had the very best care possible and so all that was left for me was to wait. And pray.


    


    I sat in the small waiting room off the ICU that was designated for families and held my head in my hands, trying to catch my breath. A nurse came up to me and I glanced up, wiping my eyes so I could see her more clearly.


    “Dr. Morgan, your baby girl is doing fine and is in the NICU if you want to go and see her. They have her stabilized and she’s doing well.”


    “Thank you,” I said and stood, torn between waiting to see how Kate was and wanting to see Sophia. Then, I thought about Ethan and Elaine and felt I had to call them, to let them know Kate was in the hospital.


    I dialed Ethan’s number and waited. Elaine answered, her voice soft.


    “Hi, Drake,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind me answering but Ethan’s asleep right now.”


    “No, that’s fine,” I said and cleared my throat. “Kate was involved in a hit and run and is in the ICU at New York University hospital. They did a crash C-section and Sophia is in the neonatal intensive care unit, but she’s doing well. Kate is being sedated and they’ll be watching her for the next 24 hours. She’s critical, but she’s stable. You should come down as soon as you can.”


    “Oh, my God, Drake!” she cried out, and I heard her sharp intake of breath. “They’re both alive? When did this happen? Oh, God, poor Kate. The baby was delivered?”


    “Yes, Kate had an abruption and they had to take her uterus and spleen as well. They’re going to do a head CT and get a better idea of whether there’s any brain damage, but so far, she looks stable.”


    “I’ll wake up Ethan and we’ll be down as soon as possible. I’m so sorry, Drake. You must be out of your mind.”


    “I’m trying to hold it together, but it’s hard.”


    “We’ll be there as soon as we can.”


    I ended the call and closed my eyes, trying to calm down.


    I heard someone clear their throat and opened my eyes to see a couple of burly middle-aged men dressed in suits and trench coats standing before me.


    “Dr. Morgan?” the one man said. Blond, brush cut, and sharp blue eyes, he had a grim expression on his face.


    “Yes,” I said and stood up, thinking it might be the police. “Drake Morgan.”


    “I’m Detective McDonald and this is my partner, Detective St. James. We’re here to ask you a few questions about your wife’s accident.”


    I nodded and slipped my hands in my pockets. “I understand it was a hit and run. That’s what my security detail said when I was notified of the accident.”


    “We have a few questions to ask,” McDonald said. “I’m sure you understand.”


    “Of course.” I glanced around and saw the unused conference room off to the side of the hallway. “Why don’t we go in there to talk?” I said and pointed to the room. “It’s more private.”


    We went inside and sat down and I waited, eager to hear their thoughts on the hit and run.


    “Dr. Morgan, can you tell us why you had a bodyguard for your wife?”


    I leaned forward and took in a deep breath, composing my thoughts carefully.


    “There was a former sexual partner who seemed to be a potential threat to both Kate and me, so I hired a security firm to provide Kate with protection when I wasn’t there with her.” Until that moment, I hadn’t even thought about Lisa, but then a sinking feeling overtook me and I felt as if the blood all left my body. “Why? Do you think this was a deliberate act?”


    St. James flipped through his notepad. “A witness claimed that the car had been driving slowly, but when your wife stepped off the curb to cross the street, the car sped up and struck her before taking off. Several witnesses chased after the vehicle and we have a partial license plate and model and will do our best to track it down. We think it was a rental.”


    McDonald stared at me pointedly. “Can you tell us where you were this afternoon between five and six o’clock?”


    “I was here,” I said defensively. “I have a fellowship at NYU and had just finished up some paperwork. You can ask my admin person because she was doing some work for me and knows I was here.”


    “You have to understand that we’re obliged to interview the spouse of a victim of a potential attempted homicide,” St. James said.


    I nodded, and exhaled heavily, trying to relax. Of course they had to ask. The first person that they should suspect when an adult has been murdered or there has been an attempt on their life is the spouse or other family member. Sadly, all too often, it’s someone close to the victim who is the perpetrator. Having worked in enough ERs over the years, I knew that well.


    So I told them about Lisa Monroe. I told them about my participation in the BDSM lifestyle and was amazed that neither man raised an eyebrow. I told them about having been intimate with Lisa at dungeon parties before I met my wife. I told them that she’d been using that past to force me to be her ‘friend’ but that she offered more and wouldn’t take no for an answer.


    McDonald took down her name and particulars without a change of expression or sideways glance at his partner. I felt such incredible guilt for not going to the police earlier, for not stopping this whole thing months earlier, when I realized who Lisa was and when she kept trying to be part of my life, but I didn’t want my perfect life to be upended.


    Now, that’s exactly what happened. My baby was almost twelve weeks early, and my wife was in critical condition due to internal injuries and possible brain damage. I covered my eyes with my hand and wept.


    The two officers said nothing while I tried to regain my composure, offering no sympathy nor passing any judgement. Once I was in control again, they continued the interview, asking about Lisa and whether we had been intimate since we met again.


    “No,” I said and shook my head. “No, I refused her advances. She tried to get me to comply, but I refused. I told her we could be colleagues but nothing else.”


    If they believed me, they didn’t show it. I didn’t expect them to believe me. How many cheating husbands had they interviewed over the years? How many spouses had they interviewed who had a hand in their partner’s death?


    When they were finished with the interview, McDonald handed me his card. “If you think of anything else that might help us track down who did this to your wife, please call me at that number.”


    I took the card and tucked it into my jacket pocket and then went to see my baby.


    


    I gowned and masked up and went to where they had Sophia. I saw her in the incubator in the NICU, and felt a tightness in my chest.


    My daughter.


    She was doing surprisingly well and had pinked up a bit, her skin not so red. At just over three pounds, she was at a good weight for survival, but there were still a lot of potential complications. They had removed the tube that fed her oxygen directly to her lungs for her condition had improved since delivery. They kept her on oxygen because her lungs weren’t as developed as they should be but she had on a CPAP instead of being intubated, the plastic tube covering her nose.


    She also had an IV, a feeding tube and several leads on her tiny chest, so they could monitor her breathing and heart, but she looked good. Her diaper was huge on her tiny body, and she had a pink tag on her ankle with her identification.


    “She’s doing well,” the NICU nurse said with a smile. “Surprisingly well given her gestational age, but each baby is individual. Do you want to touch her? You can.”


    “Yes, of course,” I said and went to the incubator, my blue gown billowing out around me, my mask muffling the sound of my voice. I slipped my hand in the opening and stroked her tiny head, watching as she slept, tears blurring my vision. When an alarm went off on a neighboring incubator, Sophia startled and her tiny limbs jerked. I pulled my hand away, but then she settled down again and so I continued to touch her.


    “Hi, Sophia,” I said to her, even though she could probably not really hear me over the hiss of oxygen. “Daddy’s here, and is watching over you.”


    I had to bite back more tears, and smiled as I watched her, amazed that this was our baby. I hadn’t expected to see her so soon, but I was thankful that she was alive and doing well.


    I stayed for as long as I could but then it was time for the nurses to do a check so I pulled my hand out and moved away, watching as they checked her over and spoke amongst themselves.


    I left the NICU, removing my gown and face mask and gloves, so I could go back and see if Ethan and Elaine had arrived, but they were still not there. I imagined that it would take some time to get Ethan up and ready.


    As to Kate, I was now allowed to go see her so I gowned back up and went inside her tiny ICU bay and watched her, taking her hand in mine and squeezing.


    “Kate,” I said. “Katie, I’m here. I just saw our daughter, Sophia, and she’s doing fine. She’s breathing on her own and is stable.”


    There was no response except for the bleep bleep of her monitors and the hiss of oxygen, but I didn’t care. I wanted to talk to her and let her know I was there. As a neurosurgeon, I knew that although she might not seem to hear me, she might be unable to respond. Even if she couldn’t hear me, she might sense that someone was there.


    I hoped that was the case.


    “You’re doing fine,” I said, clearing my throat, trying to sound hopeful. I didn’t know for certain that she was fine, although she was stable. I hadn’t had a chance to read her most recent vitals, nor had she gone for her second CT scan yet. They had done one when she first came in, but it was negative. The first twenty-four hours were critical. If she had any swelling in her brain due to a hemorrhage or damage to any part of her brain, she could remain unconscious for some time and potentially lose function if and when she did wake up.


    “Come back to me,” I whispered, kissing her hand, her palm, her fingers. “I can’t do this without you.”


    I heard a rustle at the door to the alcove and turned to see Ethan and Elaine standing in the hallway. I let go of Kate’s hand after kissing it once more and left her, knowing that Ethan would want to go in and see his beloved daughter. As much as I hated leaving her, I had to let him in.


    “Ethan,” I said when I emerged from Kate’s room.


    “Son,” he said and opened his arms, his face pale, his eyes dark under a furrowed brow. I had to admit I welcomed the show of affection and we embraced, Ethan clapping my back. “I’m so sorry,” he said, his voice breaking. “Kate’s nurse told us what happened and how she is. What do you know?”


    I shook my head and we ended the embrace. I was barely able to speak.


    “Nothing more than you do,” I said and wiped my eyes. “She’s being kept sedated until her vitals stabilize and then they’ll wake her up. They’ll be taking her for a second head CT to check on any swelling or bleeding on her brain. We’ll know more then but her first CT looked good.”


    “How is Sophia?” Elaine asked, giving me a hug as well. “The nurse said she was doing well.”


    “She is,” I said and nodded, my emotions overwhelming me. “She’s beautiful and is breathing on her own already. She’s strong.” I smiled through my tears, thinking of Sophia in her incubator.


    “Can we go in and see Katie?” Ethan asked, his mind focused on his daughter. “She was there for me, and I want to be there for her.”


    The nurse had come over to us and was listening.


    “Yes, go right ahead, but only one person at a time.”


    “Ethan, you go in and talk to her,” Elaine said. “I’ll go and see Sophia in the NICU.”


    “There’s a chair beside the bed and you can sit for a few minutes,” the nurse said and pointed to Kate’s room. Ethan made his way into the room and leaned over Kate with some difficulty, managing his semi-useless arm and cane as best he could so he could take Kate’s hand and kiss it.


    My chest tightened at the sight of the two of them together as I remembered Kate with Ethan just over a year earlier when he had his stroke.


    “I’ll go to the NICU,” Elaine said and laid a hand on my arm. “You stay here and help Ethan if he needs a hand. I know my way,” she said and leaned up to kiss my cheek. “Poor Drake,” she said softly. “You must have been frantic.”


    “I tried to keep calm, but I felt sick when I got the call from Kate’s bodyguard that she’d been in a hit and run.”


    “Her bodyguard?” Elaine said, her face shocked. “When did she get a bodyguard and why?”


    “It’s a long story, Elaine,” I said. “We can talk about it later. Go and see Sophia. She looks really good for twenty-nine weeks.” I smiled and gave her another brief hug and she went down the hallway towards the bank of elevators.


    My phone rang, and I checked the call display. It was Fred Parker. I answered.


    “Drake,” he said, his voice alarmed. “I just heard that Kate was hit by a car by Central Park. Did they find who did it?”


    “No,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “Not yet, but they have a partial plate and think it’s a rental. They’ll track it down.”


    There was a silence on the other end for a moment. “What is it, Fred?”


    “It’s just that, I called Lisa in this afternoon after you left and let her go, so I was worried that maybe she was angry…”


    “You let her go?” I said, dread filling me that this was all my fault.


    “I spoke with a few of the other department heads and they concurred that she wasn’t a good fit with the program, given her behavior. She was upset, of course, but she didn’t say or do anything to make me suspect she might do something like this…”


    I rubbed my forehead. “We don’t know for sure that she did it,” I said, although it seemed like a real possibility. “But I think she may have.”


    “I’m so sorry if this is my fault, Drake,” Fred said. “I never for a moment imagined that she could do something like this.”


    “I understand,” I said, and sighed, a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. “If she did, I’m sure the police will find her. Right now, I’m more concerned with Kate and my daughter.”


    “How are they?”


    I recounted what had happened and their current status and we ended the conversation. Before he hung up, Fred apologized once more.


    “Don’t worry,” I said, a bit lightheaded at the news it was probably Lisa. “It was my fault, if anyone’s to blame, for not dealing with this when I first was alarmed by her behavior.”


    We hung up and I took out McDonald’s card and called the number, relaying to him the information that Lisa’s residency had been cancelled because of my complaint about her harassment. He thanked me for the information and then I went back to the room to check on Ethan. He was seated beside the bed, Kate’s hand in his, his head bowed. He appeared to be praying, his eyes closed, his lips moving silently. I didn’t want to interrupt, so I sat back in the waiting room.


    We spent all evening in that room, and when the nurse shooed Ethan out of Kate’s room, Elaine took his place at Kate’s side.


    “Why don’t you come with me to the NICU and we can see little Sophia,” I said and took his arm, helping him down the hallway to the elevators. He was entranced by Sophia, and was choked up with emotion as he watched the nurses handle her, changing her diaper and adjusting her oxygen feed.


    So went the night with the three of us taking turns at Kate’s bedside or visiting Sophia. Little Sophie was still doing well, and in fact, seemed to have improved as the hours passed.


    Ethan and Elaine went home at my insistence, and I lay on the couch in the waiting room and caught a few hours of sleep. I could have used one of the on-call rooms but I didn’t want to be too far from the ICU so I could keep tabs on her vitals. I woke up early, the noise of the shift change waking me as the staff made their way off or onto the ward.


    After I washed my face and brushed my teeth with the extra toothbrush I kept in my office, I went to check on Kate. I read over her chart and saw that she was stable, her vitals all fine. They were going to do another CT to check and see if anything had changed and then would let her wake up.


    I grabbed a cup of coffee and muffin from the cafeteria, feeling very strange to be a family member of a patient instead of a physician looking after patients. The role did not sit well with me. I liked to be in charge and it was hard for me to let go of control and allow my colleagues to do their jobs.


    Ethan and Elaine arrived early, and I could see the fatigue on their faces. The few hours of sleep they had were not enough, but like me, they could not sit at home and wait for news.


    Ethan went back in and spent some time with Kate and once more, I saw him speaking with her. I would have liked to hear what he was saying, but knew that whatever it was, it would be loving and supportive and encouraging.


    Then, the orderly arrived to take Kate for her second CT. I went into the room and helped Ethan up and out the door.


    “You can go back in later, when she returns from the CT scan,” I said, knowing that he was probably reluctant to leave Kate. I was doing my best to hold it together, but was running on adrenaline and caffeine at that point.


    While we waited for Kate to return from her CT, the three of us went to the NICU and took turns visiting with Sophia. She was doing well, considering her gestational age and the fact she had been born after a trauma to her mother. I felt bad that she hadn’t been held yet by anyone in her family, but the nurse said that we could pick her up and hold her soon. In fact, they encouraged it once the baby was stable and was not at risk of destabilizing their blood pressure or oxygen levels. Until then, we had to get by with touching Sophia and holding her tiny hand, speaking with her. I heard Elaine singing a soft lullaby to Sophia while she sat with her for a few moments, and it made my heart swell with gratitude that Sophia had such a loving family.


    On my part, I talked to Sophia, telling her all about her mother and her family, about her grandfather Liam, and about her half-brother who had been named after him. I wondered whether Liam and Sophia would ever get to know each other and what kind of relationship they would have. Most of all, I told her about how happy I was that she had been born, and how I couldn’t wait to get her home with her mother and me so that we could start our new life together.


    I caught the eye of one of the nurses who had been listening to me, and saw her smile as I wiped my cheeks. Usually fairly reserved in public, I didn’t care at that moment who heard me or saw my emotions.


    I checked my watch and saw that Kate should be back from her CT and so I joined Ethan and Elaine in the waiting room outside Kate’s ICU room and waited for her to return. The three of us sat in silence, waiting for Kate, hoping that soon, she would wake up and we could feel assured that she would be the same Kate we knew and loved.


    Finally, about fifteen minutes later, the orderlies brought Kate back and slid her into the bay. She was still unconscious, but looked as well as could be anticipated. I went to her side first and checked her stitches, felt her pulse and respirations, and did my neurological check to see if she was still there inside, flashing my penlight into her pupils to check her response. Everything looked normal for a post-op trauma patient. I knew they’d be letting her wake up soon, as long as the CT showed no new bleeds in her brain or significant swelling. I kissed her, and held her hand, telling her how well she was doing, and how beautiful little Sophia was.


    “I heard Elaine singing a lullaby in the NICU,” I said to her, my throat choking up with emotion as I remembered. “She’s going to be such a great grandma. And Ethan has been like a rock, talking to her, telling her all about her mother, when you were a child.”


    Kate’s physician, Dr. Rick Folkerson, a trauma surgeon who did her surgery, came to see us soon after, bearing good news. Kate had no bleeds to her brain and besides a significant concussion from hitting the pavement, she would be fine. They would start to reduce her meds and she would wake up on her own over the course of the day.


    “Everything’s looking good so far,” Folkerson said while he stood at Kate’s bedside and examined her abdominal wounds, which were extensive. “CT was clear and her vitals are stable so I’d say she can go down to the surgical ward as soon as she wakes up, if everything remains the same.”


    He extended his hand and we shook. I was really thankful that Kate had been in such good hands. Like my father, Folkerson had been a trauma surgeon in a war zone before returning to America and was used to dealing with significant trauma.


    


    We spent the rest of the day taking alternating shifts at Kate’s side or visiting with Sophia in the NICU. Soon after supper, the nurse in charge of Sophia’s care came to me and said that I could pick her up if I wanted. Of course, I was ecstatic that she was stable enough to do so, and was happy to oblige. I sat down on a chair beside the incubator and the nurse brought Sophia over to me, easing her into my arms, careful with all the leads and tubes. She was so tiny as I cradled her in my arms, and I thought how different she was from newborns I had seen and held in the past. They had been longer and plumper, their skin thicker, and their body tone better, but Sophia was alive and doing as well as could be considered – even better, given that she was only twenty-nine weeks.


    She was well-swaddled in a pink blanket and had a tiny pink knitted cap on her head. Eyes closed and limbs pulled up tightly, she looked like a doll. There was a feeding tube leading into her nose and down into her stomach, for she was still too young to be bottle fed, but that would come soon enough and I looked forward to being able to feed her.


    I felt bad for Kate – she had looked so forward to nursing Sophia, and had been reading up on how to pump breast milk so that I could take turns feeding Sophia as well and wouldn’t miss out. Now, it was doubtful whether Kate could breastfeed at all. It would depend on how quickly she recovered and whether she could re-establish her milk supply, but that issue paled in comparison to her recovery.


    I wanted her alive and well. Breastfeeding would be the icing on the cake and we weren’t there yet. I knew enough about complications post-surgery to think too far ahead. Kate would have weeks of recover ahead of her, although the first two weeks would be the most intense. She’d be extremely fatigued at first, getting over the anesthetic and the concussion, plus her wounds and incisions healing.


    I was staring at Sophia when a nurse came up to me and touched me on the shoulder.


    “Your father-in-law wanted to let you know that your wife is waking up.”


    A surge of adrenaline coursed through me at that news. “I should go to her,” I said.


    The nurse bent down to take Sophia back to the incubator. I watched while the nurse lifted her back into the interior of the incubator, and got her settled, and then I left the NICU and made my way back to the ICU to see Kate, my heart in my throat to see how she was doing.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    Kate


    


    


    I couldn’t understand where I was at first.


    When I opened my eyes, I saw a tiled white ceiling that wasn’t our ceiling in the apartment on 8th Avenue. It wasn’t the ceiling in the Park Avenue apartment my father owned.


    Where was I?


    I blinked, and Drake’s face came into focus, a smile on his face, his eyes red as if he’d been crying.


    “Katie,” he whispered, and then he leaned down and kissed my cheek.


    I tried to speak, but my mouth was incredibly dry. “Where am I?” I managed to say through parched lips. I moved my head to look around and saw a bank of telemetry and realized that I was in a hospital. Glancing down, I saw I was in a bed on a very busy ward, monitors bleeping, a hiss of oxygen, and the murmur of voices in other rooms. I could smell the scent of antiseptic or rubbing alcohol. An IV ran into my arm from a bag hung on a pole by the bed. One of those automatic infusion machines controlled the drip rate, and I saw several smaller bags, which I assumed were medication.


    Most alarmingly, my belly was gone…


    “My baby!”


    I reached down, my arms feeling like lead, and felt my stomach, but there was a huge bandage covering it. I tried to sit up but was hit by a wave of discomfort and realized I’d had some kind of operation.


    “Sophia’s fine,” Drake said and took hold of my shoulders, leaning down to look in my eyes. “You’re fine. You're in NYU hospital ICU. You were hit by a car and they had to do a crash C-section to get Sophia out. You were unconscious for a few days with a pretty severe concussion, but you’re better now.”


    “Where is she? Is she okay? She’s only twenty-nine weeks…”


    Drake nodded, an expression bordering on tears on his face. “Yes, she’s okay,” he said, his voice breaking. “She’s beautiful.”


    I relaxed back into the bed and closed my eyes. Sophia was alive.


    “When can I see her?” I said, too tired to open my eyes again. I felt my breasts, and they felt hard as rock. “When can I feed her?”


    “As soon as you can sit up,” Drake said. “They’ll get you up today, but don’t worry about breastfeeding. We have to get you better first.”


    All I could think about was feeding Sophia. I wanted to nurse her, no matter what. I’d purchased a breast pump weeks ago so I could express milk and let Drake feed her to give me a break now and then.


    “My breast pump,” I said, my eyes still closed. “I should be expressing…”


    “Shh,” Drake said and brushing the hair off my cheek. “Don’t worry about anything. Just get better.”


    “I don’t want to lose my milk,” I said, panic rising in me. “How long have I been out?”


    “Don’t worry about it, Kate. You have time. You had a head injury,” he said, his voice soft. “You just woke up. If you can’t nurse, they’ve made amazing advances in formula.”


    “How many days?”


    Drake seemed to hesitate. “This is day three,” he said.


    “Will my milk dry up?”


    “You have time to recover and get your breast milk flowing so please,” he said and kissed me on the cheek. “Relax. Get better. We’ll get you started soon enough.”


    I could tell he was frustrated with his uncooperative patient. I sighed and tried not to worry, but I felt completely out of control.


    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I just want to be able to nurse her…”


    “I know,” he said tenderly. “I love you, Kate. Just let me be the doctor, okay?”


    “Okay, doctor.” I tried to smile, but all of a sudden, tears came to my eyes. “Am I all right?” I asked, my voice breaking, wondering for the first time about the actual accident. “Did I break or damage anything?” I opened my eyes and looked in his, but he only smiled and stroked my cheek, wiping away my tears.


    “You’re fine,” he said softly. “You had to have abdominal surgery and a C-section, so you’ll have an amazing scar, but you’re fine.”


    “Good,” I said and closed my eyes once more, finding it hard to keep them open.


    Then he kissed me on my forehead. “Your father and Elaine are here and want to see you. The nurses will want to come in and check you over but then they’ll come in for a brief visit, okay?”


    I nodded, my eyes opening. “Okay, but can you raise the head of the bed?”


    “Of course,” he said and raised the bed so I could see the room better.


    He kissed me once more and then left me alone. After a few moments, a woman in a brightly colored nursing tunic entered and went through her paces, checking my vitals, my pulse, my oxygen, my surgical wound, which I was shocked to see looked like a huge Frankenstein-like scar.


    “Good God,” I said when I saw it, the edges held together by staples. “How many stitches?”


    “Just the right number,” she said and adjusted my pillow.


    “I guess my bikini days are over,” I said with a rueful laugh.


    “Don’t be silly,” she said and smiled. “The scars will fade and will be a faint white in a year or so. They’ll be a great conversation starter.” She winked at me. “They saved your life and your baby’s life, so wear them like a badge of honor.”


    “You’re right,” I said and sighed. “I prefer one pieces anyway.” I smiled at her, liking the way her mind worked.


    When the nurse was done, my father entered the room and I could see that he was tired and pale. The whole business must have been very hard on him, given his own issues.


    “Katie,” he said and stood by my bed, the cane in one hand. He leaned over and kissed my forehead and then he sat by the bedside and took my hand in his good one. “We’re so glad you’re okay. Elaine and I have been frantic for you to wake up, but Drake told us it was to give your brain a chance to recover from the concussion.”


    I smiled at him. “I’ve been out of it so this is all news to me. How’s Elaine?”


    “She’s fine and will be in when I’m done. We’ve all seen Sophia and she’s tiny but she’s a trooper, like her mother. Heath and Christie are in Haiti still, but they’ll be back soon and send their love.”


    “Tell him thanks, and I hope he’s happy to be an uncle.”


    “I will.” My father sat and stroked my hand for a moment. “I’m sure he’s ecstatic, just like we are.”


    We sat like that, with him holding my hand, for a while, talking about what happened and I learned that the police were tracking down the car, which had been rented the day of the accident.


    “It was a hit and run?” I asked.


    “Yes,” my father said and nodded. “You don’t worry about any of that. You concentrate on getting better, okay? No talk about the accident. You need good thoughts only.”


    I sighed. “It seems so strange to me. Like a story that happened to someone else. I have no memory of anything from lunch until I woke up.”


    “Drake said there’s often amnesia surrounding a trauma like that. I’m told you were briefly conscious, but you probably won’t remember anything from that day.”


    “I’m glad everything’s okay,” I said. “I can’t wait to see Sophia.” Then I turned to face him, frowning. “Are you sure she’s all right and you aren’t just keeping the truth from me?”


    “Not at all,” he said and smiled. “She’s fine. She’s beautiful, just like you were. Tiny like a doll, but of good hardy Irish stock like us McDermotts.” He made a fist and tried to look fierce, but he only looked comedic. The he burst into laughter and I was so glad that he was there to allay my fears.


    “I was afraid she might have died and you didn’t want to tell me,” I said, tears springing to my eyes again, despite laughing only a moment earlier. I wiped the tears away and tried to get control over myself.


    “Don’t worry, dear,” he said. “I’m sure they’ll bring you to see her soon. Maybe tomorrow, depending on how you do when they try to get you up. You might be a bit dizzy at first. I know I was when I first woke up after my stroke, but they’re slave drivers around here so they’ll have you up and walking the halls in no time.”


    I smiled. “Good,” I said. “I want to get better. I want to go home and get Sophia into her new room. We haven’t even finished decorating it.”


    “Don’t worry about any of that,” my father said. He stood and squeezed my hand and then kissed me once more. “I’ll let Elaine come in and then we’ll get out of your hair.”


    “Thanks, Daddy,” I said.


    He nodded, patting my hand once more.


    


    Elaine came in and we had another round of kissing and hugging and hand-holding. She told me about Sophia and how small and hardy she was, how the nurses were pleased with her progress and how I’d be up and walking soon and could start nursing Sophia as long as everything else was okay.


    By the time she left, I was exhausted and fell back asleep before Drake could come back in.


    


    The next time I woke up was when the nurse came in to take my vitals again, and she smiled when I opened my eyes.


    “How are you feeling, Mrs. Morgan?”


    “Good,” I said. “Just a little sleepy. When can I see my baby?”


    “We’ll get you to sit up tonight and dangle your legs. If you’re up to it, we can take you to see Sophia in the morning, in a wheelchair.”


    “What about nursing her? Could I start expressing milk now?”


    “She’s been getting breast milk from our bank. Once you’re well enough, you can start feeding her.”


    So I lay back and relaxed, glad that things would be okay and I could still nurse Sophia.


    


    Drake came back in after the nurse left and kissed me, then sat by the bed and held my hand.


    “Everyone’s holding my hand,” I said with a laugh. “I must have been really out of it.”


    “We were all worried about you,” he said.


    “Did I almost die?”


    Drake shook his head. “No, but you were critical for a while until they did the C-section and for a while after, until you stabilized.”


    Then he covered his eyes with a hand and struggled for a moment, fighting tears.


    “Oh, Drake,” I said and squeezed his hand. “I’m okay.”


    “I know,” he said and wiped his eyes. “It’s so hard for me to see you as a patient and for me not to be in control of everything.” He forced a smile. “I’m just so damn glad you’re okay. I couldn’t imagine life without you…”


    “I’m on the mend now, so soon we’ll all go home. I guess you better finish painting the nursery,” I said, smiling at the thought of going home and fixing it up. “When will Sophia be able to come home?”


    “As soon as she’s stable and feeding well. Every baby’s different and Sophia is pretty resilient despite how premature she is. We’re lucky.”


    At that, the nurse came in and Drake stood up.


    “We’re going to move you to the ward now, Mrs. Morgan,” she said and came over to check my IV. “Dr. Morgan, you can meet us down there. We’ll just do a few checks before we take her.”


    Drake leaned down and kissed me, stroking my forehead. “See you in a bit.”


    I smiled at him and then watched as he left the tiny room so that the nurse and attendants could get me ready for transport.


    


    Once I was situated in my room on the ward, my new nurse came in and checked me over, getting me settled in my bed. “We might as well get you sitting up now that you’re already moving around,” she said and helped me sit up, placing a pillow over my abdominal wounds for protection. I slowly swung my legs over the side and held onto the side rail with one hand and the pillow with the other. I felt fine for the most part, although I was a bit woozy from the pain killers.


    I did okay though, and she was happy with my performance. They took my catheter out but I still had to use a bed pan until I was mobile. I hated it and couldn’t wait to be able to get up and walk to the small bathroom. It would mean I could go and see Sophia and start to nurse her so I was determined to do as much as I could.


    “When can I get up and go to the bathroom?”


    “Maybe later tonight,” the nurse said and gave me a stern look. “Not too fast. One step at a time.”


    I sighed and gave in to my fate as a patient, but I wanted to be sure to recover as fast as possible.


    When I was waiting for Drake to arrive back, two men in dark suits and weary expressions arrived in my doorway.


    “Mrs. Morgan?” the one bald man asked.


    “Yes,” I said. “Kate Morgan.”


    “May we come in and ask you a few questions?” He handed me a card with the NYPD insignia and a name. Len McDonald. A detective there to ask me questions about the accident. “I’m Detective McDonald and this is my partner, Detective St. James.”


    I nodded to them both. “I’m sorry but I don’t remember anything about the accident.”


    McDonald came closer and took out a notebook. “Can you tell us what you know about your husband’s relationship with Dr. Lisa Monroe?” he asked.


    “Why are you asking about her?” Alarm grew in me. Did they think Lisa had done this? “Should I have a lawyer present? Isn’t there some rule about wives testifying about their husbands?”


    “This is just a friendly visit to find out what you remember about the accident,” St. James said. “We understand you had a bodyguard and that your husband was concerned about your safety.”


    “Yes,” I said, not wanting to say anything more.


    “We’re just checking everything out,” McDonald said, his voice reassuring. “Did your husband tell you why he wanted protection for you?”


    Just then, Drake walked in and the two detectives turned to face him. “Did I tell her what?” he asked, coming over to my bedside and kissing me. He turned to the detectives. “You should have waited until I was back.”


    “We were asking her if she knew why you hired a bodyguard for her.”


    “She knew,” Drake said, holding my hand. “I told her everything. Do you have any more information about the car involved in the accident?”


    “We do,” McDonald said. “We believe it wasn’t an accident and that Dr. Monroe was the driver of the car that struck your wife.”


    I covered my mouth with a hand, horrified that they thought Lisa had done it. “Why would you think that?” I asked.


    “The car had been rented by Dr. Monroe.”


    Drake was rubbing his forehead, grimacing. “I can’t believe it.”


    “You wanted security for your wife,” St. James said. “You must have felt concerned about her safety.”


    “I was, but I thought I was being overly cautious. I really didn’t think she’d do anything like this…” Drake heaved a heavy sigh. “Have you spoken with her?”


    “We’ve been unable to locate Dr. Monroe. We’ll keep you informed about the case when we have any more information. In the meantime, if you think of anything else, or if she contacts you, please call us right away.”


    Drake nodded and we watched as they left the room. He turned to me, his face ashen.


    “Kate, I’m so sorry. I had no idea she’d do something like this…”


    “She’s insane,” I said and shook my head in wonder. “Did she think you’d be hers with me out of the way?”


    He sat on the chair by my bed and took my hand, kissing my knuckles. “I can’t imagine what she was thinking, but she clearly wasn’t rational. I thought the most she’d do was try to hurt me, expose me by telling the administration about my past. I never thought she’d really hurt you…”


    “It’s not your fault, Drake,” I said, squeezing his hand. “You can’t help it that you’re so desirable that you drive women crazy…” I smiled and finally, Drake smiled as well, but then he bent down and held my hand to his forehead.


    “If you hadn’t pulled through…” he said, his voice breaking.


    “I did,” I said and rubbed the back of his hand with my thumb. “I’m alive and so is Sophia. The nurse said if I can get up and use the washroom tonight, I can see her tomorrow and maybe feed her if she’s up to it.”


    Drake looked up and then he smiled at me, wiping his eyes. “She’s drinking from a bottle,” he said excitedly. “When I was there, they let me feed her a tiny amount of breast milk from the bank.”


    That made me extremely happy. “Did you take a picture of her?”


    “I did,” he said and pulled out his cell. He scrolled through some images and then held the cell out for me. “There she is.”


    I took the cell and examined the photo. Sophia was tiny, with red skin and a tiny pink knitted cap on her head. Her eyes were closed and a thin tube led into her nose.


    “She looks so delicate,” I said, awe filling me that she was so premature but was doing well.


    “She is, but she’s also strong,” Drake said, his eyes bright. “She’s breathing well on her own, and her vitals are all stable. We may be able to take her home in a couple of weeks, depending on how well she is and what supports we have at home. I was thinking of hiring a nurse for the first few weeks to help us. You’ll need care and so will Sophia.”


    “I want to go home as soon as possible,” I said and tried to change position. When I did, my wound hurt and I grimaced.


    “You can use your pump, if you’re in pain.”


    I shook my head. “I’m fine. I have to get up eventually or I won’t get to see her.”


    Drake stood and leaned over me, stroking my cheek. “Now, Mrs. Morgan, I’m going to have to put on my stern doctor persona and tell you to take it easy. You need to rest and recuperate from your surgery. Do you understand?”


    I smiled as he kissed my forehead. “Yes, Doctor Morgan,” I said, pretending to be chastised. “I understand.”


    “Good,” he said and tucked my blanket in. “Now, I have to go and get something to eat or I’ll pass out. Rest for a while.”


    “I will.”


    He kissed me and then kissed me again, then left me alone.


    After a while, the sounds of the ward lulled me into a pleasant state and I dozed.


    

  


  
    


    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    


    Drake


    


    


    Kate and Sophia were both strong and improving every day.


    The next day, after she’d successfully gone to the small washroom in her room with the help of the nurse, she was given the all-clear to go in a wheelchair to the NICU so she could finally see Sophia.


    The NICU can be quite alarming to new parents who are still recovering from labor and delivery, with the monitors, telemetry and constant activity. Kate was determined to be calm and fearless. She sat still while the nurses brought Sophia over, gingerly working around the leads and tubes, before placing Sophia on a pillow in Kate’s lap. Kate did her best to cradle Sophia using her arm, but could bear very little weight, and wouldn’t be able to pick Sophia up for six weeks.


    “Oh, my God, she’s so tiny…” Kate said and touched her head.


    The nurse was excellent, showing Kate how to hold her without actually lifting her.


    “Can I nurse her?” she asked, glancing up and her expression of hope was so blatant, that I felt bad for the nurse.


    “You can express milk and we can give it to her, but you’ll probably wait a week or so to nurse for the first time. Before they’re thirty weeks, they’re sometimes too small. We’ll get a pump for you and you can start expressing.”


    “Won’t it be good for my uterus to nurse?” she said and took Sophia’s tiny hand in hers. It was then I realized that we hadn’t told Kate yet that she’d had a hysterectomy. I glanced quickly at the nurse, who I was sure knew Kate’s history. I gave my head the slightest shake to indicate Kate didn’t know yet about her surgery.


    “We always encourage mothers to breastfeed if possible,” the nurse said, quick to change the subject. “It’s best for both mother and baby. You should be well enough to breastfeed her once she’s ready.” The nurse smiled at Kate and that seemed to please her. She turned back to Sophia and touched the hair on her head, which had dried and was now fluffy and light brown.


    I let Kate stay with Sophia as long as she wanted, but she soon tired and so I wheeled her back to her room on the ward and helped her back into bed. I checked her stitches and got her settled. She had to use her morphine drip for the pain and so I let her drift for a while. The exertion and the morphine combined to make her drowsy, so I tucked the blanket in around her and then went to get a cup of coffee, trying to work out how I would break the news to her that she’d had an emergency hysterectomy and would never get pregnant again.


    On my way back from the cafeteria, I saw Detectives McDonald and St. James in the hallway waiting outside Kate’s room. Thankfully, they didn’t go inside and wake her. The nurse must have told them I was getting a coffee and would be right back.


    I walked up to them, irritated that they were already back already to try to bother Kate some more, despite how sick she still was.


    “Detectives,” I said and stood between them and the door to Kate’s room. “What can I help you with? My wife’s sleeping. She’s still recovering and needs her rest.”


    “That’s fine, Dr. Morgan,” McDonald said, slipping his hands in his pockets. “We’re here to talk to you. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”


    I glanced around the ward and saw a family conference room down the hall. “We can go in there.”


    They followed me inside and we sat at the table, the two of them on one side and me on the other.


    “Dr. Monroe is in police custody,” McDonald said.


    “So you’re sure it was her,” I said, adrenaline coursing through me at the confirmation.


    “She’s been charged with attempted murder, aggravated assault and hit and run, among other charges.”


    I leaned back and shook my head, still unable to believe that Lisa could do something like that to Kate.


    “How likely is it that you’ll get a conviction?”


    “That’s for the courts to decide.”


    I exhaled and rubbed my forehead. “She needs to be put in jail. She could have killed my wife and my baby. We’re lucky that Kate’s bodyguard had first responder training in the Marines.”


    “We’re going to want you to come into the station and give a statement,” McDonald said.


    “I can come down later today, if you want,” I said, nodding.


    “That’s fine,” McDonald said. Then he stood and fastened the button to his suit jacket. “That’s all we need for now so you can get back to your wife.”


    He smiled at me, finally, and the two left me sitting in the conference room. I sipped my coffee, still feeling strange about the whole thing. Frankly, I’d been too shocked and in fear for Kate and Sophia to think very much about Lisa and the attack. I was glad they had her in custody and that all this would soon be over.


    I checked my watch. Kate had been sleeping for a while and so I went to her room and quietly slipped inside. I took the chair by her bed and removed my cell to check my email.


    There was a text from Fred Parker.


    


    Drake, I’m so very sorry to hear about the attack. Honestly, I had no idea that Lisa would do something like this. We’re all in shock. We want you to know that if you need to, you can finish the fellowship on your own time. The department understands that you will need time to adjust and care for your wife. Let me know when you want to continue with your fellowship. We’ll do what we can to accommodate you.


    


    I sent him a text in reply, thanking him for his understanding and that I would probably wait a year before I finished. I wanted to spend that time with Kate and Sophia. Almost losing them both drove home to me how fragile life was and how in a brief second, my perfect life could turn on a dime.


    Kate shifted on the bed and I watched her eyelids flutter. She looked at me and smiled, snuggling down into the bed.


    “I slept for a quite a while,” she said. “Even just a trip to the nursery exhausted me.”


    “It’ll take some time for you to get your strength back.” Then I sat beside her on the bed and took her hand in mine. “I have to tell you something,” I said, and it choked me up to have to tell her but I wanted her to know about her hysterectomy from me instead of from one of the staff.


    “What?” she said and my tone must have alarmed her for she frowned, her face blanching. “Is something wrong with Sophia?”


    “No,” I said quickly, feeling bad to alarm her needlessly. “No, Sophia is doing wonderfully.” I leaned over her and looked in her eyes, stroking her cheek. I kissed her tenderly. “Unfortunately, when they brought you into surgery, you were bleeding profusely from a small uterine tear. They tried everything they could but in the end, given the C-section and your other injuries, they had to do an emergency hysterectomy to save your life.”


    I watched her face and it changed only slightly. “You mean C-section?”


    I shook my head. “No,” I said softly. “They had to take out your uterus. They couldn’t stop the bleeding and you’d already had several units of blood. They couldn’t save it. I’m so sorry.”


    She frowned and looked away. I stroked her hand with the back of my thumb and then kissed her palm, wanting to touch her, to reassure her. Then she turned back and there were tears in her eyes.


    “So I’ll never have another baby?”


    I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but they had to do it to save your life.”


    She exhaled, her breath ragged and I knew she was overwhelmed. It was too much to take in – waking up in a hospital ICU with no memory of what happened to get there, learning Lisa tried to kill her, being rushed to the hospital for an emergency C-section and then hysterectomy. Her baby premature by ten weeks and in the NICU. Breaking down was understandable.


    She looked at me, tears overflowing and running down her cheeks. “I guess we won’t be having any more children,” she said, her voice breaking. “I hope you didn’t want more.”


    “I want you,” I said and leaned down, kissing her, stroking her cheek. “You’re alive. Sophia’s alive. That’s all I care about. We’ll be a family, the three of us.”


    Then I lay down on the bed beside her and cradled her in my arms, holding her while she wept.


    


    Finally, on the tenth day since Kate was admitted to the ward, she was discharged home with a special duty nurse to help her. We’d been successful getting Kate started pumping her breasts and stocking breast milk, so that alleviated some of her fears about Sophia not being breastfed. Sophia was stronger every day and was being fed Kate’s breast milk but she wasn’t ready yet to be bottle or breast fed and so we had to make do with Kangaroo Care, with tiny Sophia nestled against Kate’s bare breasts or my bare chest for some skin-on-skin contact, which seemed to help babies improve.


    For the first few weeks after Kate was home, I brought her back to the hospital and we’d stay all day so she could pump as frequently as possible and keep Sophia supplied with milk. There was a day room Kate could stay in between feeds so she could rest and recuperate.


    Sophia did so well that she was discharged home three weeks after being delivered, on a warm summer day, six weeks premature but a little trooper like her mother and grandfather. I credited Ethan’s bulldog determination and hardiness for Sophia’s own survival instinct.


    “She’s strong like your dad,” I said to Kate, when Sophia lay crying lustily in her crib in our 8th Avenue Apartment. “Impatient and determined.”


    Kate laughed softly while I picked up Sophia from her bassinet and placed her gently into Kate’s arms for a feed. “Hopefully, she won’t look like him.”


    I glanced in her eyes and saw a gleam in them. “At least, not until she’s sixty,” I said with a grin. “She looks like you.” I watched as Kate got Sophia latched on and settled down to feed. “Tiny face, pointed chin, chestnut hair.”


    Kate tucked the blanket around Sophia. “With your eyes.” She turned to look at me, smiling.


    “I hope her eyes turn green like yours,” I said and bent down to kiss her and then I kissed Sophia’s tiny head. In that moment, an overwhelming sense of happiness filled me, making me choke up with emotion.


    I felt as if I’d been through a nightmare, and had only just awoken to discover that I was still alive and well and safe in my bed.


    The three of us survived pretty much the worst that could have happened.


    I knew we’d be stronger as a result and that whatever came along, our love, our bond, was unbreakable.


    

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    Kate


    


    Almost a year to the day that Sophia was so unceremoniously brought into the world during a crash C-section at NYU hospital, the three of us arrived at a small forested area not too far from a remote landing strip in Ethiopia. Michael Owiti had asked if he could join us, since he had never seen the grave site and wanted to visit. Drake agreed and so we met Michael at the airport and made the trek together. We’d arranged a team of local guides to drive us to the area, before making our way to a site in Kenya where we’d stay for a few days, sleeping under the stars.


    I had been a bit anxious about traveling with Sophia but Drake assured me that she was as healthy as any other one-year-old, and would be fine.


    Almost two years earlier, I’d purchased plane tickets so that Drake and I could travel to the crash site and visit Liam’s grave beneath a tall baobab tree that stood not far from the site of impact. Drake carried the GPS while I carried Sophia, who was now getting quite big for a baby who started out her life as a preemie. Michael walked behind us both, his face grim. Perhaps Liam’s death was becoming more real to him now that he was visiting the grave. Only moments earlier, he’d been all smiles, talking to Sophia, making funny faces to get her to laugh, his big hands playing with Sophia’s tiny ones as if he couldn’t get enough. He was a pediatrician, and loved children.


    Our guides stood off in the distance beside the vehicle, watching, rifles at the ready just in case anything decided to have us for a meal.


    “This is it,” Drake said and shaded his eyes with a hand, staring up to the top of the tree. After his death, Liam’s body had been cremated and his ashes buried at the foot of the tall tree. Drake had flown from Manhattan to do the deed but hadn’t been back since.


    Michael stood beside Drake and the two men stood in silence for a while, each probably remembering the man in their own way. I never met Liam, but he loomed large in all our lives. From photographs of Liam before he died, I could see where Drake got his good looks for Liam had dark hair, blue eyes and a strong physique in addition to a stunning smile. No wonder he’d had dozens of women.


    I held Sophia, who was wearing a tiny hat with a wide brim to protect her fair skin from the intense heat and tinier sunglasses.


    “This is where your grandpa is,” I said to her, kissing her cool plump cheek. She had her pink plush bunny in her hand and was chewing on the ear. I removed the bunny ear and put her pacifier in her mouth instead, and she sucked happily away. Only recently weaned, she still was very oral and sucked on everything she could get her grubby little hands on but now that she could toddle, she wasn’t interested in the breast anymore. She liked carrying her bottle around while she inspected the world.


    She made an incomprehensible babble and Drake turned around to look at her. He came over and reached for her.


    “Here,” he said and took her into his arms. “Let me hold her.”


    I let her go, and watched as Drake carried her over to the tree, which had a small plaque nailed into the wood. I went closer and saw the plaque, which Drake had placed there when he buried Liam’s ashes. I leaned closer and read the inscription:


    Liam James Morgan, MD.


    Here lies Liam James Morgan, trauma surgeon, bass player, philanthropist. Loving father and dedicated Médecins Sans Frontières/Doctors Without Borders volunteer who died serving the people of Africa doing what he loved best. You will be missed forever.


    Rest In Peace


    I remembered the first time I met Drake formally at my father’s fundraising dinner for Médecins Sans Frontières/Doctors Without Borders and how Dave Miller had introduced Drake that way – neurosurgeon, bass player, philanthropist. Drake was so very much like his father but at the same time, so very different in the ways that mattered the most. He wanted stability, family, and children. But he was his father’s son, going into surgery, playing the bass guitar, and working tirelessly to help patients with neurological disorders, keeping up the charity work of the foundation in Liam’s honor, and the robotic implements business Liam had started, in order to provide the specialized surgical tools to hospitals around the world.


    Drake was the most wonderful man I had ever met, besides my father. I felt so lucky at that moment to have found him. To have tripped into him that night at the bar, to have fallen in the alley outside my father’s apartment so that Drake could administer aide to me, and to have been matched with him when I went in search of a Dominant to interview to quench my personal interest in BDSM.


    That he loved me with his entire body, heart and soul, I had no doubt. That love grounded me, gave me a foundation, and now I was making a life for myself and for us and Sophia.


    Drake stood silent, his back to me, Sophia in his arms. “That’s where your grandpa is buried, Sophie,” he said to her, his voice soft. “One day, when you’re old enough, I’ll tell you all about him.”


    Michael bent down and placed a small framed photograph at the base of the tree. It was of him and Liam in better days, when the two were on some mission with MSF, the two men with their arms over each other’s shoulders. It reminded me of the picture of my own father with Liam, in a similar stance in Vietnam. How my father would have loved to be here as well, but he wasn’t able to manage the flight and trip on the savannah so he’d have to settle for pictures.


    I took out my video camera and began recording, narrating the scene for my father and Elaine to watch once I uploaded it to the web.


    I saw Drake wipe his eyes, and I put down my camera, going to him to comfort him, my hand on his shoulder. He hugged Sophia closer and kissed her head, his eyes closed tightly. Michael reached out and put his hand on Drake’s other shoulder and the three of us were silent, staring at the huge baobab tree which stood majestic against the expansive Ethiopian sky.


    


    The End
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