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CHAPTER 1
Nicole
"Dr. Wright, I presume," a woman with huge, beautiful black eyes greets me. "I'm Arya Kumari, head of surgery. Welcome to the madhouse."
I simply smile and follow her, surprised by the unusual introduction. I'm used to the formality of different ranks in the army, and I had always assumed that a large hospital would be similar.
"Sorry you have to put up with me for half an hour, but I gotta give you the welcome spiel and get you up to speed on your new gig. Let's grab a coffee," my new boss adds.
As we make our way to the cafeteria, the scent of antiseptic and the sound of monitors are now as familiar to me as the beating of my own heart.
Walking through the halls of Watson Memorial Hospital, a wave of memories washes over me. Memories that transport me back to a time when my world was filled with endless possibilities. I think back to a much younger Nicole Wright, about to finish medical school, head over heels in love with the woman I thought I'd spend the rest of my life with.
But that was a long time ago. Before the darkness of war and the overwhelming weight of regret left scars on my soul that are now impossible to close.
"This is Dr. Jackie Stone," Arya says as we sit down at the table. "I'll introduce you to the dumbass who's our new big boss later," she adds, rolling her eyes.
"Nicole Wright. I think we'll be working together in surgery," I greet politely.
"The new medical director isn't a dumbass, that's just Arya's way of talking. You'll get used to it," Dr. Stone explains, leaning towards me and lowering her voice slightly.
"Yeah, she's pretty cool. It's her dad who's the real dumbass, but you won't have to deal with him," Arya replies in a tone that never ceases to surprise me.
"So, you're the new star of our team. Arya's been talking about you non-stop for two weeks. Decorated for your bravery in the army, you'll have to tell us that story sometime."
"I hope I don't disappoint," I joke.
"Tell me something," Arya Kumari cuts in, opening her huge eyes wide. "There in the army, when you were in the field hospital, you must've seen a lot of blood, right?"
I'm a bit taken aback by her question. Obviously, you see a lot of bullet wounds in a field hospital, but I'm not sure what she expects me to answer.
"Is that because you receive patients with gunshot wounds, or do you have some kind of obsession with blood?" I respond, trying to keep a friendly tone.
"The latter. I don't usually tell anyone this, but, you see... in a past life, I think I was a vampire," she replies with a straight face. "I even have a small scar on my left boob. I think they stabbed a wooden stake through my heart to kill me. I'll show you later."
Instinctively, I glance at Dr. Jackie Stone, who brings a hand to her forehead and shakes her head.
"You'll get used to her. She's a bit... peculiar, to put it mildly, but we love her all the same," she adds, shaking her head.
Soon, I find myself laughing at their stories, as if I've known these two colleagues all my life, grateful that the welcome to my new job is so warm.
"You're arriving at a slightly delicate time," Jackie explains. "A large business group has bought the hospital, and we have a new medical director."
"The poor thing's a bit stressed out," Arya interjects. "Speaking of the hospital queen, here she comes."
Suddenly, it's as if the world stops. Time slows down, and the murmur of conversations drops a few decibels. They must be quite afraid of the new boss.
"Hey, Thomas," Arya calls out, waving her hand. "Come over here; I want you to meet our new star."
But as soon as the new medical director approaches, my heart stops. I blink several times, trying to make sure it's not some kind of hallucination.
But it's real.
"Kat?" I ask in a whisper, my voice barely above a breath.
"Fuck," she responds with a sigh. "What... what are you doing here?"
"I work here now. Dr. Kumari hired me," I manage to reply, my heart racing.
"You left the army?"
"Hold up a sec. If either of you is gonna have a heart attack, you better give me a heads up," Arya interrupts, cutting off the awkward conversation. "What the hell is going on? You two are sucking all the oxygen out of the cafeteria, and it's getting hard to breathe in here."
Luckily, Katya is just as surprised as I am and opts for a retreat. Smart decision.
"I have to go to an urgent meeting. I'm in a big rush. Welcome to the hospital, Nicole. We'll talk later," she says, turning on her heels and escaping the cafeteria as fast as her legs will carry her.
I watch Katya until she disappears, my heart pounding and a tightness in my chest that barely allows me to breathe.
"You okay, dumbass? Looks like you just saw a goddamn ghost," Arya asks, elbowing me in the ribs.
"I'm fine. It's just that I didn't expect to see her here after all this time. We studied together."
"Yeah, I bet you studied a lot of anatomy together. The sexual tension was so thick, I couldn't tell if the boss was about to have a heart attack or an orgasm," she jokes.
I roll my eyes and shake my head, but the truth is, from an outside perspective, it must have been a very strange situation.
"Shut up and finish your coffee, Kumari. I don't know how you haven't been reported to HR yet with that big mouth of yours," Jackie scolds, winking at me apologetically.
Arya says something in response, but I don't even hear her. My mind has drifted back to the Katya of just over fifteen years ago. To lazy Sundays curled up in our underwear, stolen kisses in the hallways of the medical school, the life we shared together. To the way my heart shattered into a thousand pieces the day I disappeared without even saying goodbye to her.



CHAPTER 2
Katya
I slam the office door shut, but the image remains in my mind.
Nicole Wright in the hospital cafeteria, laughing and chatting with Arya and Jackie Stone. It replays in a loop, like a broken movie that can't move forward.
"Fuck, goddamn it!" I growl, slamming my hand on the desk with all my strength.
The impact resonates throughout the office, and pain spreads through my palm and wrist like an electric shock. Still, the physical pain is nothing compared to the anguish growing inside me. Something twists in my gut, stealing the air from my lungs.
I grab my wrist, slowly opening and closing my fingers. A tingling sensation runs through my hand like thousands of needles pierced my skin.
"Fucking Nicole, damn it!" I mutter with a grimace of pain.
I collapse onto the black leather armchair and bury my face in my hands. The pain throbs in time with my heartbeat, a physical reminder of the emotional chaos invading me.
What the hell am I going to do now? How can I keep my composure when all I want to do is scream at her and demand answers?
I take a deep breath in a futile attempt to calm myself. I do the exercises the psychologist recommended when my whole life fell apart just over fifteen years ago.
Fifteen... fucking... years.
For a while, I thought I wouldn't get over it. Just now, when my life is going great, when I've regained a normal relationship with my parents, when I trust being myself and not just Dr. Thomas' daughter, Nicole appears out of nowhere.
It has to be a joke of fate. A fucking cruel and twisted joke, because... out of all the hospitals in this country, Nicole Wright had to choose the one my family just bought.
I breathe deeply. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. I pinch my thumb over and over, repeating the gesture the psychologist recommended to break the loops of frustration.
But this is too much.
Fifteen years since I last saw her. My best friend, my first and only love. My whole world.
Until she shattered my life in one fell swoop without even saying goodbye. One day, she was there, happy, making the plans she loved so much for the future, and the next, bam! She vanished without a trace. I never heard from her again; she just left me with a million unanswered messages and the pieces of a forever-broken heart.
I want to scream. I want to go back to that cafeteria and grab Nicole by the hair until she explains why she hurt me so much. I want to demand answers, apologies... anything that makes sense of the pain she caused me.
I jump up and rest my forehead against one of the large office windows. The imposing Manhattan skyscrapers stretch out before me, a gleaming forest of glass and steel reflecting the morning sun.
I love the views from my office, but today all I feel is a deep weariness, an infinite nostalgia. Without meaning to, my mind betrays me and flies back to another time, to a shy Katya Thomas in medical school. To that fool who believed that outgoing, determined girl was the love of her life. An idiot who thought that what we had was truly forever.
And, as I wipe away a tear rolling down my cheek with my fingers, I think back to those times when I'd go up to the rooftop with Nicole to look at the stars. A bottle of cheap wine and several bags of chips or nachos were our dinner. We'd sit huddled under a blanket, dreaming out loud about the future we were so sure we'd share.
"Someday, we'll look at the stars from our own office, Kat," she'd repeat while tracing the outline of my lips with the tip of her index finger. "We'll be the surgery dream team."
I always laughed at her comments. Her eternal optimism gave me the confidence I lacked.
"Someday I'll marry you, Katya Thomas... and that day I'll be the luckiest woman in the world," she'd say, and every time I heard those words, I thought I would die of love.
If only I had known how fragile that seemingly perfect relationship was.
But Nicole was impossible to ignore. Those study sessions that almost always ended in a million kisses. The cherry taste of her lip balm. Her perfume. The furtive glances during classes, telling her with my eyes how much I loved her without needing words. Our fingers intertwined in the hallways of the school.
Damn, I was never so happy.
And I never felt so much pain as when she left.
The sound of knuckles rapping on the door pulls me from my thoughts, snapping me back to the reality of my office. I smooth my blouse with my palms, glancing at my reflection in the glass to make sure it's not noticeable that my eyes have watered.
"Come in," I call out from the window.
"Can we talk for a moment?"
I pause. I hesitate. My world wobbles in a torrent of emotions. Part of me wants to slam the door in her face, to protect myself from the pain she once caused me. To get revenge. But I'm forty years old, damn it, I'm a grown woman. The medical director of one of the largest hospitals in the country.
"I'm very busy right now, Nicole," I reply, trying to keep my voice from cracking. "If you need to speak with me, you should contact my secretary, and she'll schedule an appointment for you."
Nicole keeps staring but doesn't move. She clears her throat before speaking again.
"Kat, please, it'll only be five minutes. I think the situation is quite uncomfortable for both of us. I know I don't deserve your time, that you hate me, and the last thing you want in this world is to have me in your hospital. I need to apologize. What I did... leaving like that... was immature and wrong, even if I had a good reason and did it to protect you."
"Those apologies are fifteen years too late, Nic. Now, I neither want nor need them," I sputter with disdain, trying to stay cold, even though my body is trembling from head to toe.
"Just listen to me, okay? I know, and I'm sorry. I was a coward, and I understand that I hurt you a lot. If you don't want me to work in this hospital, I'm willing to give up my position and..."
"I suppose Arya had her reasons for hiring you. According to her, you're an excellent surgeon. That's all that matters to me. Whether you're in this hospital or not won't affect me at all," I spit out angrily. "As for your apologies, I've already told you I don't want to hear them, so you can leave my office the same way you came in. From now on, you can talk to the head of surgery about any problem you have. I'm the medical director. You can't skip the chain of command just because we went to college together."
Nicole closes her eyes. I'd swear my words have hurt her.
Good, that's precisely what I intended.
She opens her mouth to respond, but just then, a nurse bursts into the office as if the very demons were chasing her.
"Emergency, Dr. Thomas. Two buses have collided, and they're sending us at least fifty patients with all kinds of injuries, some very serious," she announces, her face drained of all color.
"Follow me to the emergency room, Wright!" I order, nodding my head. "At least prove you're half as good as Arya says," I add angrily.



CHAPTER 3
Katya
The chaos I encounter as I arrive at the Emergency Room entrance hits me like a punch to the gut. Outside, sirens wail incessantly, and one ambulance after another stops to drop off more bloodied patients. Nurses and doctors run back and forth, shouting orders, trying to be heard over the tsunami of activity.
A head-on collision between two buses. They're sending us the bulk of the patients, about fifty, in various states of severity, some of them critical. Nothing prepares you for this.
I scan the chaotic scene, and I'm drowning. I'm the medical director, the staff is waiting for me to organize all this, but I'm incapable of doing it.
The scene is hellish. A man screams in agony on a stretcher, his leg shattered, the bone clearly visible, piercing the flesh. A woman sobs in a corner, her face disfigured and covered in blood. A child, about five years old, cries out for his mother.
Wherever I look, there are patients convulsing, bleeding, vomiting. Not even in my worst nightmares could I have imagined something like this. This has nothing to do with the predictable order of an operating room.
"Hey, wake up, dumbass; looks like you've been smoking something illegal," Arya's voice snaps next to me, bringing me back to reality. "We need you, Thomas," she insists.
I blink, but she's barking orders to my right before I can respond.
"You, Miller, right? Set up another triage station in that corner. Ortiz! Call every damn medical staff in the hospital. Pull them out of bed or the movies or wherever the hell they are, but get them here now. Is anyone handling admissions?"
People start obeying Arya's orders, and the staff begins to move with a purpose—something akin to order within chaos. How can Arya, the most disorganized human being I know, manage something like this?
I shake my head and try to act natural. I can't look like an idiot in front of everyone. I straighten up and head towards the area where the most critical patients are, ready to take control.
But someone has beaten me to it...
"Kumari, what a welcome party you've prepared for me!" Nicole shouts, giving Arya a friendly elbow as she passes by her side.
The staff swarms around her. They wait for orders and receive them immediately. For a moment, I want to open my mouth and take charge of the situation. It should be me who takes control, but I stand there watching.
"We need to organize this mess, guys. I want five triage stations. Red tags for critical, yellow for urgent, and green for stable. Come on, now. Get moving! Make space in that area over there," she orders.
And just like that, Nicole Wright takes over my emergency room.
She directs it as if she were a general on the battlefield. She quickly evaluates the most critical patients and directs the staff calmly but with a tone and confidence that gets everyone to give their best. If I didn't know it was impossible, I'd even say Nicole's materializing in several places at once.
Soon, the most serious patients are taken to the operating rooms, while the less urgent ones are temporarily moved to the waiting room. A simple but effective system... and the chaos becomes manageable.
Interns, nurses, even the most veteran doctors, rush to fulfill her orders, relieved to have clear direction.
"Arya, I need you to supervise the operating rooms. Make sure they're ready for the most serious surgeries. We have a couple of head traumas that look really bad. Dr. Liu, someone needs to handle admissions. Have an intern track everyone coming in and handle discharge records. We don't want to lose anyone in the confusion."
It's both impressive and terrifying. This Nicole has nothing to do with that somewhat irresponsible and impulsive student I fell in love with years ago.
And, for a moment, I feel something that's halfway between envy and admiration.
Under her command, what seemed impossible has become possible. When the situation stabilizes four hours later, all the staff breathes a sigh of relief. And there, at the center, is Nicole. Tired, her coat stained with blood, but smiling.
I hate to admit it, but I'm impressed. Okay, maybe more than impressed.
"Whoa, today we kicked death's ass!" Arya shouts. "For everyone who's not on call, you're invited to a round of beers at the bar across the street," she announces, causing a great uproar among the younger staff.
"Are you okay?" I hear next to me.
I just nod my head, not knowing how to react to the feeling that Nicole's hand moving slowly down my back gives me.
"Change your clothes, boss! Let's go have a few beers to celebrate," Arya suggests.
"I think I'll pass; I'm dead tired."
"Don't be a dumbass, damn it. How often have we had a situation like this in the hospital?"
"She already told you no, Kumari, don't be pushy. Get some rest, okay, Kat? Great job," Nicole interjects, taking Arya by the elbow and leading her towards the locker room area to clean up and change clothes.



CHAPTER 4
Katya
I observe the street from my table in the café, and the world around me blurs. Outside, the bustling Manhattan seems to want to mock me. Meanwhile, I try to handle in some coherent way, the sudden appearance of Nicole in my life. I press my forehead against the cold glass, perhaps in an unconscious attempt to clear my thoughts, but the past pulls me with the force of a hurricane.
"Kat, are you okay? You look like you've just seen a ghost."
Iris's voice is laced with concern. Her eyes search mine for an answer I don't have.
"A ghost from my past," I sigh, running a hand through my hair as a nervous laugh escapes me. "Remember our conversations about Nicole, my ex from medical school?"
"The bitch who disappeared from your life without a word on graduation day?"
"Yeah, that one."
"As if I could forget. You were crying like a baby when you told me," Iris recalls, raising her eyebrows.
"Well, now she's here. She works at the hospital."
"What? How? Damn, well, fire her, that's what you're the owner for. Screw her! For being an asshole."
"The hospital belongs to my family, not me," I correct.
"Well, it's similar. Kick her out," Iris insists.
I take a deep breath and shrug my shoulders, searching for the right words to continue... or the necessary courage to tell her that no matter how much harm Nicole has done to me in the past, I would be incapable of returning it to her now.
"She's the new surgeon Arya hired."
"Shit, that Nicole? The army surgeon? Decorated with a Silver Star and all that?"
"Yeah, that Nicole."
"What a plot twist. The scriptwriter of your life really hates you. How are you handling it? Because people are talking about nothing else in the hospital, the way she managed the bus crisis in the ER. Wow, she's become the most popular woman in the center. That's not even counting that she's hot as hell."
"You're not helping, you know that?" I protest, sinking into my chair. "But honestly, I don't know. I still don't have the slightest idea how to accept all this. Seeing her again... it's like I was suddenly transported back to the past. All those feelings I thought I had locked up tight have come back, and I don't know what to do with them," I confess.
"It's natural. From what you told me, you were very much in love."
"I think she's changed, Iris," I whisper, my voice barely audible. "The Nicole I knew was wonderful, but also a bit of a mess, a free spirit. Now... I don't know how to explain it; she has something she didn't have before."
"I guess fifteen years as a surgeon in the army, many in a war zone, changes people. The things she must have seen... that leaves a mark. No wonder she kept her cool like that during the emergency," Iris adds, shrugging her shoulders.
"Yeah, that Nicole was simply perfect," I acknowledge, rubbing my temple. "She's asked me to have a conversation, and a part of me wants to understand her reasons for disappearing and breaking my heart, whatever they are. But it hurt so much. It destroyed me for years. My therapist insists that she's the reason none of my relationships work out."
"Think about it carefully, Kat. Calmly sort out your feelings, and don't do anything foolish just because of a crush. I don't want that woman to hurt you again," Iris sighs, stroking my left arm as she swipes her credit card to pay for our breakfast.
Nicole
The aroma of freshly brewed coffee and croissants envelops me as soon as I enter a café approximately half a mile from the hospital. Arya was right to recommend this place; it looks excellent.
Or maybe not...
Damn it, Arya! I'm going to kill her. Now I understand the rush, her insistence that I take a break and come to this very place to try one of their croissants.
I am unable to take my eyes off a familiar figure sitting alone at a table, slightly away from the rest. There she is. Katya Thomas, the woman who has haunted my dreams for the last fifteen years. Oblivious to everything, calmly enjoying a coffee.
"Can I sit with you? The rest of the tables are occupied," I whisper, approaching her.
"That's the stupidest excuse I've ever heard, Nicole. There are several empty tables," she snaps without even looking at me.
"Do you want me to leave?"
"No, it doesn't matter. Sooner or later, we'll have to have a conversation. I know very well how annoying you can be if you set your mind to it. How did you know you'd find me here?" she asks in surprise.
"I didn't know, I..."
"Okay, don't tell me... Arya Kumari. I'm screwed. She won't stop until I give you a chance," Kat complains, blowing a strand of hair that covers her left eye.
"I just wanted to know how you've been. I guess I've hurt you a lot, and I'd like to apologize. I..."
"You guess you've hurt me a lot?" she interrupts, slamming the coffee cup on the table and spilling some of the liquid.
"I know I've hurt you a lot, but I'd like to explain that it wasn't easy for me either. I..."
I don't know if, by luck or misfortune, a commotion at the other end of the café interrupts my sentence. A young guy falls to the floor; he's turning pale, and his breathing is agitated and shallow.
"It's an anaphylactic reaction. Are you allergic to anything?" I ask, kneeling next to him while he brings his hands to his throat, his eyes wide with panic.
Between coughs, he manages to tell me that he's allergic to peanuts. I quickly observe the bun he was eating and I think that may be the cause.
"Hold on a bit. Do you have an epinephrine auto-injector?"
His breathing is now more agitated and wheezing. His face and lips begin to swell and this is getting bad. With difficulty, he manages to point to a backpack next to the chair.
"Look for an EpiPen in that backpack and call the hospital," I shout to Katya, who is watching me with concern.
Luckily, she quickly finds the auto-injector, and I apply it to his thigh, maintaining pressure for a few seconds to ensure the administration of the medication while Katya requests an ambulance.
I lean him forward to help expand his lungs, and I see the medication taking effect. His breathing stabilizes slightly, and the swelling in his face decreases.
"You're lucky you're next to a hospital. You'll be fine, don't worry," I tell him with a smile as I hear the ambulance siren on the way and several customers clap in relief.
The moment they take him away on a stretcher, I share a quick glance with Katya, and, for a fleeting instant, the years vanish and take me back to our days in medical school. I return to those days when we thought we were invincible, that together we would make an unstoppable team.
Without thinking, I hug her. I gently caress her back, and the scent of her perfume makes me tremble. To my misfortune, Katya places her palms on my chest, separating me from her with an uncomfortable smile.
"Hey, we make a good team, don't you think?" I say, though I'm breaking inside.
"I have to go. It's late," is the only response I get before she disappears through the door while I fight to keep the tears from escaping.
***
After an exhausting surgery, I open the locker at three in the afternoon, and my heart stops. A small piece of paper falls to the floor, and when I pick it up, I don't need to read it to know who it's from. I would recognize that elegant handwriting anywhere.
"Dinner tonight at Sakura. Fifth Avenue. Just you and me. See you at eight. I want to end this once and for all, or I'll go crazy. K."



CHAPTER 5
Nicole
I check my reflection in the mirror while I try on one outfit after another that Arya pulls out of her wife's closet. Ever since she found out that I was having dinner with Katya, she's been determined to get us back together. It doesn't matter how many times I tell her that fifteen years have passed and that Katya probably won't be able to trust me for the rest of her life.
Arya won't listen to reason. She keeps insisting, convinced that we should be together.
"I don't quite see myself dressed like this," I protest, smoothing the fabric of a beautiful blue dress with a neckline that leaves nothing to the imagination.
"The days when your dates consisted of burgers and pizzas are over. You don't know how snobby your ex-girlfriend has become, just look at the restaurant she's proposing. Just remember to lean forward at the slightest opportunity. Let her miss those amazing tits of yours, and you'll see how you'll end up in bed," Arya suggests, earning a murderous look from her wife.
"Don't listen to her," Patricia interrupts, placing a gorgeous necklace around my neck. "Are you nervous?"
"A little. Well, quite a bit," I admit.
"Just think of it as dinner with the love of your life, whom you left stranded without any explanation fifteen years ago. What could go wrong?" Arya jokes, though her comment doesn't calm me down, quite the opposite.
For a few moments, I'm about to explain what really happened, but even now, I'm not ready to do it. At least, not until I talk about it with Katya.
"Hey, think that you screwed up, but you were very young and now you're trying to fix things. That counts for something, right?" Arya insists. "And, if everything goes wrong, call us, I know the owners of a place where they serve the best tequila in New York."
In the Uber, the city lights sparkle before my eyes as we enter the busy streets of Manhattan. The sound of car horns, the constant murmur of traffic, the bustle of nightlife in a city that never sleeps saturates my senses.
Groups of friends laugh and chat as they head to various trendy bars. Some couples walk hand in hand, oblivious to everything around them. A pang of nostalgia hits me as I remember when Katya and I used to walk like that through the city, thinking we had a whole life to share.
I press my forehead against the car window as we stop at a red light. A food truck offers pretzels and hot dogs to passersby, and the aroma of street food filters into the Uber. I would feel much more comfortable eating something informal, like when we were in med school than in an expensive Japanese fusion restaurant.
"Everything will be fine," I mutter through clenched teeth in an attempt to calm myself as soon as I get out of the vehicle.
I fiddle with my cell phone in front of the restaurant, checking if I have any messages from Katya. There are still five minutes left, but she's always liked to arrive early.
"I'm sorry," a boy of about twenty apologizes in a strong Italian accent as he bumps into me.
He looks in all directions, nervous, as if he's looking for something.
"Hai bisogno di aiuto?" I ask him, noticing his worried face.
He smiles when he sees that I speak his language and explains that he got separated from his group of friends and that one of them has his cell phone. Luckily, although he doesn't remember the name of the area they were heading to, his description is easily recognizable and I soon manage to give him the correct directions to get there.
"I see you still attract people who need help like a magnet," Katya jokes, suddenly appearing next to me. Damn, she looks gorgeous in those tight pants.
"Old habits die hard, you know what they say," I respond, shrugging my shoulders and trying to keep my eyes on hers. Has she unbuttoned one too many buttons on her blouse?
She looks me up and down, surprised, and for a moment, I start to worry.
"Is something wrong?"
"No, nothing. It's just that I've always seen you in casual clothes. Jeans or a sweatshirt and..."
"Or naked," I joke, though Katya rolls her eyes and shakes her head.
"Yeah, well. I don't know, it's just weird to see you dressed like this, I guess."
"I would have come more casual, but..."
"Yeah, I know, it was Arya's doing. Rumors fly around our hospital. Before we go in... I remind you it's just an informal dinner between two old friends. There's no chance of a second opportunity. You understand that, right?" she clarifies, and her words are like having a bucket of ice water thrown over me.
I simply nod and follow Katya inside. The maître greets her by name, which makes me think she comes here often, and leads us to a table somewhat removed from the rest.
The soft glow of the rice paper lamps bathes the entire restaurant in a warm amber light, creating an intimate and cozy atmosphere. The gentle whisper of conversations and the continuous "chop, chop, chop" of the chefs' knives in the open kitchen create a unique background melody.
Just as we reach the table, our hands accidentally brush against each other. That brief contact sends an electric shock through my entire body. Katya smiles, blushes slightly, and I have to remind myself to breathe.
"Do you want me to order for you?" she asks, seeing me looking at the menu indecisively.
"Yeah, better."
"Do you still only eat meat or eat like a normal person now?"
"Only meat," I admit, shrugging my shoulders.
"Sumimasen, Tanaka-san. To start, we'd like Sashimi, Takoyaki, and Yakitori. Half a portion of each, so she can try them," Katya adds, pointing her chin at me. "As a main course, I'll have Yakizakana, and for her, Kobe beef. Oh, fork and knife for my friend, please."
"Thanks, I don't know what you ordered, but the fork and knife thing was a nice touch," I assure her with a wink.
And I must admit, the appetizers Katya ordered are very good, even if I have to push some vegetables to the corners of the plate.
But the Kobe beef... phew, that's another story.
The presentation itself is stunning. It's both simple and elegant, focusing all the attention on the meat itself. The thin slices rest delicately on a hot stone, producing a sizzle that practically promises a unique culinary experience.
The veins of fat glisten between the reddish color of the meat, and each piece is placed in an almost artistic manner. Next to it, a small garnish of vegetables serves to add a touch of color, but I don't plan on trying them.
It gives off a delicious aroma, with a hint of sweetness, surely from the fat that's slowly melting on the hot stone. And the first bite... oh my God, it's like an explosion of flavor. It practically melts in the mouth like butter, incredibly tender.
"It's something exceptional, isn't it?" Katya asks, watching me savor it with my eyes closed.
"Damn, it's amazing," I sigh.
"I'm really glad I agreed to have dinner with you," she confesses in a low voice.
"Really?"
"Yes."
For a moment, she gives me a smile that I know too well. The one that used to melt me fifteen years ago and still makes my knees tremble.
"Tell me about your life these past fifteen years," I suggest, though her smile disappears, and I immediately regret it.
"There's not much to tell. I imagine you've looked it up on the internet at some point; it's all well-documented. You know, residency in a hospital owned by my family, always following in my father's footsteps. A couple of awards that I don't even know if I deserve, I guess not. That kind of thing. Nothing as exciting as your adventures as a surgeon in a war zone."
"Well, it's not that big of a deal, I..."
"I don't think many hospitals can boast having a surgeon decorated with a Silver Star for valor. One day, you have to show it to me," Kat suggests, reaching out to take my hand and making my heart skip several beats.
I caress her knuckles with my thumb, and a million memories come rushing back. To my misfortune, my gaze feels too drawn to her cleavage, and Katya notices.
I try to play it off, but again, she's blushing. Kat closes her eyes and smiles, shaking her head and causing a tingling between my legs that's impossible to ignore.
"Do you remember our first date?" I interject, cutting through the awkward silence. "You came to my dorm room, stressed out from studying. You swore medicine wasn't for you. You told me you felt trapped by your family's expectations. And look where you are now. Medical director of one of the top hospitals in the country."
"A hospital my father bought," she reminds me.
"Even Arya says you're a great medical director, in her own words, much better than the 'incompetent dumbass' who was there before. So that says a lot in your favor."
"I remember you let me talk. I was stunned. One of the most popular girls in the class listening to me patiently, encouraging me to be myself and follow my path. I thought it was very sweet."
"Then we ordered pizza," I recall.
"I showed you my favorite photographer's work on the computer, but you weren't even looking at the screen. Your eyes were fixed on my tits."
"Well, you weren't wearing a bra."
"It was late, I was about to go to bed, but I got overwhelmed," Katya apologizes.
"Yeah, well, you were the only work of art I was interested in at that moment. And you still are," I add, squeezing her hand and making her turn red.
"It's strange," Kat whispers.
"What's strange?"
"I consider our first date the night the international students prepared their traditional dishes," Katya admits. "I remember you tried each and every dish because you didn't want to offend any of them or make them feel excluded. I even think I remember you eating vegetables."
"Yeah, I think so," I acknowledge, narrowing my eyes.
"You always cared about others. Two days ago, when you took charge of organizing the emergency response to the bus crash. Damn, at times, I was sure you weren't real; I thought you were just a dream. You couldn't be the same person who..."
"Who abandoned you without saying a single word the day after graduation," I finish the sentence for her, and she looks away. I swear her eyes have gotten misty.
"Yeah, I guess that's what I wanted to say," Katya confesses, squeezing my hand.
"I know it doesn't do much good to tell you now, but I'm really sorry. There was a reason for what I did and..."
"I don't want to know, Nicole," she cuts me off. "It happened fifteen years ago. You broke my heart, but whatever the reason, I'd rather not know. Leave it in the past," Katya adds, and the pang of pain I feel is impossible to ignore.



CHAPTER 6
Nicole
"I guess that means you're not willing to give me a second chance," I admit, lowering my gaze.
"You guess right," Katya responds, taking a long sip from her wine glass. "Nic, the physical attraction is still there. The good memories, too, but as much as I might want to, you and I... you and I can't start over as if nothing ever happened. You broke my heart. It may seem silly to you, but since then, I've been unable to trust in love."
"Let me prove to you that I've changed," I whisper, reaching out to caress her hand.
"I hope you have changed. Damn, Nic, it's been fifteen years, and you've been through situations that have undoubtedly made you mature. But even so, I don't know if it's good or bad. Maybe those fifteen years have separated us much more than we think. Don't get me wrong, it's evident that there's still chemistry between us, though maybe it's just a memory of the beautiful moments we've had. Perhaps now, having matured separately, we're incompatible."
"Let me earn your trust," I interject, squeezing her hand. "I'm willing to earn every smile, to wait as long as necessary just for a kiss. I'll follow the rules you set. I want to fight for you."
"I know you want to, but I'm not going to put my heart on the line again," Katya states, withdrawing her hand and shaking her head. Piercing my heart with that small gesture.
***
"Do you still have that duplex on the Upper East Side?" I ask as soon as we step outside.
"I live closer to the hospital now, but we still keep it. You know my father likes real estate, especially in exclusive places where it's not possible to build anything new."
"In the end, I guess he got his way," I acknowledge, involuntarily clicking my tongue.
"Don't even start with that, Nicole. I know you don't like my father, but he's my father. You won't have to deal with him anymore, and right now, my relationship with my family is at its best."
I force a smile and stay quiet. I prefer not to say anything. We both know well that Katya's father never considered me good enough for her. He always wanted Kat to marry the son of some big businessman. He couldn't accept that his only daughter, the heiress to the Thomas family empire, was dating a woman. And much less someone from a working-class family in Queens, someone who could only afford medical school thanks to scholarships and loans that would take years to pay back.
"Do you still visit that homeless shelter?" she suddenly interjects, pulling me from my thoughts.
"I've neglected it a bit, I've been away from New York for too many years, but now that I'm back, I'll stop by there more often," I admit, remembering her surprised face the first time we visited it, seeing the conditions some people lived in her own city.
"I now run one of my family's foundations. I could do a campaign to raise funds and collaborate with them."
She says it without thinking, but with sincerity. I smile and caress the small of her back before continuing to walk. That spark I fell in love with years ago still burns inside her. I can see it. For many, it would be easy to overlook.
I'm aware they see Katya simply as someone who has had too easy a life. Educated in private schools, she hasn't had to go into debt to go to college. Damn, she even works in her own hospital. But I've seen her suffer, I've known what it's like to endure her father's extreme pressure, and I'd rather not have had any of that. I'm content with having grown up with just enough, without whims, but with a father who truly loved me.
"You're amazing," I whisper, moving closer to her so our shoulders touch.
And I don't have time to add more words because Katya turns, grabs me by the waist, and pushes me against a wall to give me a kiss that leaves me breathless.
"I thought you weren't going to give me a second chance," I sigh, raising my eyebrows.
"It's not a chance, Nicole. We're forty, and we both know what we want right now. I don't see any reason to go around pretending or hiding it."
Again, she doesn't let me respond. Katya wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me again. She rubs her thigh between my legs, and at this moment, I wish I was wearing something that would allow me to spread them more.
"I live right next door," Kat hisses next to my ear before covering that area with small kisses.
"Is that an invitation?"
"It is if you're up for it," she responds with a wink, turning my legs to jelly.  



CHAPTER 7
Katya
The taste of her lips still lingers as we head to my apartment. It's not the alcohol, we've barely drunk, but the excitement I feel at this moment is impossible to ignore.
My pulse trembles as I put the key in the lock, although perhaps feeling the warmth of her body pressed against mine or her breath next to my neck has a lot to do with it.
"Katya, I don't want to pressure you. If you don't feel like doing anything, I..."
Nicole whispers it in my ear, gently placing her hands on my hips. As if she could stop me at this moment.
I just hope I don't regret it. I trust I can keep my heart in check, remember this night for what it is: "Sex, it's just sex," I remind myself. I don't feel anything for her. It's just sexual attraction.
Undeniable sexual attraction, I admit that much, but nothing more than that. She hurt me too much for us to have anything serious. It's not a second chance. There will never be one.
But the good times from fifteen years ago come back to my head, and I refuse to leave. They're memories of a Nicole who was always there when I needed her most. Fun, thoughtful, a bit wild and unpredictable, but a woman who loved me for who I was, not for my last name or my family's hospitals.
"Welcome to my humble abode," I announce as I turn on the lights.
"It's not your duplex on the Upper East Side, but it's far from humble," Nicole protests, sliding her fingertips along my jawline, making me shiver.
She looks closely at the photographs hanging on the living room wall. There are none of her. Of course, my father would have a heart attack, but I have them stored away. I've thought many times about burning them, but I've never had the courage to do it. As much as she's hurt me, I have too many good memories of our three years together.
"You look radiant in this photograph," she comments, pointing her finger at a photo of me in front of the spectacular rock formations of Sedona.
"It's the sunlight."
"No, it's you. You have a special glow that you keep denying," Nicole states, turning slightly towards me to give me a wink.
"You don't have to seduce me. You know that, right? From the moment I invited you to my apartment, I had already decided to end up in bed."
"I'm not trying to seduce you. I'm just telling you the truth," she sighs, turning entirely to kiss me.
"Do you want me to show you the apartment?"
"Just the bedroom," she hisses against my lips.
"You've become very traditional. The Nicole from fifteen years ago would be undressing me in the middle of the living room," I joke.
"I've gained experience," she responds, raising her eyebrows.
I roll my eyes at her comment and take her hand to lead her to my bedroom. Trembling, I close the curtains of the large windows to gain privacy, watching out of the corner of my eye as Nicole rummages through some books I have on the shelf.
"I gave you this novel for your birthday," she reminds me with a satisfied smile, waving a copy that has seen better days in the air.
Damn, she's beautiful. She's gotten better with age. I just want to undress her, feel her body tremble under my fingers, and kiss those small nipples that always drove me crazy. I try to fight my feelings, but it's becoming impossible. Memories of that cheerful girl who loved to read books about elves keep sneaking in, the one who put hot sauce on all kinds of food. The one who always knew how to make me smile when I needed it most.
"I think this is the first time I've seen you in a dress," I admit, standing behind her to unzip her.
"It was Arya's idea. I wanted to come in jeans."
"I'm not surprised that Arya's involved in all this," I joke, covering her neck with small kisses as I undress her.
"I've dreamed about this for too many years," she confesses as the dress falls at her feet.
I only sigh, preferring to keep quiet that I've dreamed about it too. I've imagined this moment so many times that it would be impossible to count. I don't want her to know that, after fifteen years, every time I touch myself, I think of her. I'd rather she not know that, for better or worse, my love life is a mess because of her.
"Wow, those abs weren't there fifteen years ago," I whisper, sliding my fingertips over her stomach.
"I take a little better care of myself now. I still eat badly, but I exercise a lot," she explains. "Army stuff."
Nicole always had a lot of luck with her body. She could eat anything, loved junk food, and wouldn't gain a gram. I, on the other hand, have been on some kind of diet since I was fifteen, although the look of desire in her eyes as I undress makes me forget any insecurity.
"Sit on the bed," she orders, taking my right leg as soon as I do to unbuckle my high heel.
When the second shoe bounces on the floor, I wrap my legs around Nicole and pull her towards me. She falls on top of my body, and we kiss as if our own lives depended on it. I stretch my arms to grab her buttocks and squeeze them. I can't think. I can't control myself. I just want to make love to her, kiss every inch of her body until we fall apart from exhaustion.
I make Nicole turn, laying her on the mattress. I position myself on top of her and tremble as I hear those wonderful moans that escape her throat as soon as my tongue plays with her nipples.
In a hurry, I seek her sex while she does the same with mine. Fifteen years of desire crackle between our naked bodies. She slides her fingers between my legs, devouring me with her gaze, and I cry out as I feel her inside me. There's no foreplay, just an irrepressible desire.
I arch my back while riding her fingers, melted into a dance of passion that makes every fiber of my body tremble.
It's like a symphony of moans and breathless sighs. My body becomes her instrument, and each caress, each kiss, takes me to paradise.
"You're perfect," she whispers, biting her lower lip while slightly curving her fingers inside me.
I always loved the way Nicole looks at me while we make love, as if she's observing the most beautiful thing in this world. It's a look that makes you feel special.
And I swear I'd like to linger on it, but the tension in my lower belly is impossible to ignore.
"Fuck!" I scream, feeling one of the most intense orgasms I can remember take over me.
Nicole keeps her fingers inside me, although, while I catch my breath, I have to ask her not to bring the palm of her hand close to my clit. It's so sensitive that any touch threatens to give me a heart attack.
"Open your legs," I order after kissing her fingers.
I position myself between her thighs, blowing lightly before slowly licking her sex. Nicole moans as she feels my tongue between her folds, screams as I lightly press her clit. I kiss it, move my tongue quickly, introducing two of my fingers inside her without moving an inch away. The scent of her arousal drives me crazy as she hides her fingers in my hair, begging me not to pull away.
My head spins as I roam her wetness. The taste and smell of her sex when she's aroused return to my memory. Small drops of pleasure roll down her crotch, mixed with my saliva.
Nicole tenses, moans, gasps, pulls my hair until, with a scream, between small spasms of pleasure, she lets herself fall onto the mattress after having an intense orgasm.
She smiles as she lies next to me. That wonderful smile that always makes my legs tremble, and when I get lost in the intensity of her gaze, everything around us disappears. It's just Nicole and me, our naked bodies, the memories of years when I was truly happy.
She stretches lazily with each kiss or caress, like a cat in search of affection, and as I hug her naked body and we start to fall asleep, I think about how different our lives could have been if she hadn't vanished without a word.



CHAPTER 8
Nicole
I look at her and can't help but smile. Katya sleeps relaxed by my side, without worries, her blonde mane spread out on the pillow, and the woman I fell madly in love with years ago returns to my memory. I was naive. I believed that our love would overcome any difficulty.
Until it couldn't.
"Good morning," she murmurs, stretching lazily.
"Good morning to you, too. I thought by now you'd be used to getting up early, but I see you still like to sleep in."
Kat rolls her eyes, but the smile on her lips makes my heart race. She stretches out her arm to pull me towards her, kissing my lips with a tenderness that is both familiar and strange.
"I missed the little noises you make when I kiss your lower lip," I joke.
"Dumbass," Kat responds with an affectionate punch to my shoulder.
"Also, the way your stomach growls when you're hungry," I add with a wink.
Still naked, we head to the kitchen, where I rummage through her fridge while Katya prepares a couple of strong coffees.
"The only useful thing I see here is a can of whipped cream that reminds me of the use we used to give it in college," I quip, raising my eyebrows and making her ears turn red.
And, as we have breakfast, I realize how strange the situation is. Right now, we're trapped in a kind of limbo between the past and the future. It feels like we're still in medical school, that chemistry hasn't disappeared between us. However, at the same time, we're both aware that it's not like that. Our situation has changed too much, and I think neither of us really knows what to expect from all this.
In the bathroom, my knees tremble with anticipation. Katya leans over to turn on the shower and adjust the water temperature, and I have to make a huge effort not to kneel behind her and kiss those buttocks that have always driven me crazy, even if she doesn't like them.
"Stop staring at my ass and grab a couple of towels," Katya protests, nodding her chin towards a small cabinet near the door.
Already in the shower, it's as if the hot water cascading over our bodies wants to wash away the years of separation between us, as if it wants to erase them in one fell swoop. Every touch of her naked body, every caress, every kiss, feels natural. Katya positions herself in front of me, rubbing against my body as she lathers me up, and I have to place my palms against the wall to keep my balance.
"I've missed this, Nic," she whispers next to my ear before biting my earlobe, her voice barely audible over the murmur of the falling water. "I've missed you. So much."
I lean towards her and softly kiss her shoulder.
"I've missed you too. Every day of these last fifteen years," I confess.
Kat forces a smile. She opens her mouth a couple of times as if she wants to refute what I said, but, fortunately, she opts to lather my breasts while kissing me hungrily, and the entire outside world fades away. It's just Katya and me, wrapped in a bubble of steam and caresses.
My right hand slips between her legs in search of her arousal when suddenly...
"Fuck! What the hell is that?" I yelp as everything goes dark.
Instinctively, I position myself in front of her, shielding her with my body.
"Are you afraid of the dark? I thought you were decorated for your bravery," she teases. "We've been having these blackouts for a couple of weeks. It's because of some work they're doing on an electrical substation," she explains.
Katya wraps her arms around my waist, and soon I feel how she starts moving her hips, rubbing against my buttocks and panting slightly.
"This adds a new level of excitement to the shower," I admit, tilting my head back to expose my neck and let her cover it with kisses.
"You always look for the positive side of things," she whispers, adding a slight bite to my neck, making me tremble.
By the time the lights come back on, Katya pushes me against the shower wall, two of her fingers inside me, while I pull on her mane, undone in a symphony of moans. Bending my right leg, my thigh slides between her legs. Katya sways her hips, rubbing her sex at the same rhythm as she fingers me.
"You're amazing," I admit, caressing her breasts and hardening her nipples between my fingers.
Katya doesn't respond. She takes my fingers with her free hand, bringing them to her sex. My legs tremble; the orgasm forming inside me is impossible to ignore, but Katya knows me too well and keeps her fingers still inside me.
"Wait a little, and don't you dare stop," she screams before biting my shoulder.
I keep pushing at a steady pace, rubbing the palm of my hand on her clit, but the tension and desire are impossible to bear, and a single word escapes my lips as I have a wonderful orgasm.
"Katya," I sigh.
She digs her nails into my back, rides my fingers, pushing me against the shower wall, seeks my lips in a desperate kiss, muffling moans in my mouth as she comes undone in an intense orgasm, hugging me tightly.
"Fuck!" she yelps.
"That was..."
"Intense... super intense," she admits, and her beautiful blue eyes shine with a mixture of satisfaction and vulnerability.
"It sure was," I confess, brushing away a lock of hair that covers her face and caressing her cheek with my thumb.
"I think it's best if we get out of the shower before we run out of hot water," she whispers, turning off the faucet.
Carefully, we step out of the shower, and Katya wraps me in one of the towels, positioning herself in front of me to dry me off gently, as she used to do when we were in medical school.
"Why didn't the hot water go out when the electricity was cut off?" I ask curiously.
"I installed a solar thermal energy system on the penthouse roof. I have a tank with quite a bit of capacity, but everything has its limits," she explains, shrugging her shoulders.
"Yeah, I forgot you were already driving a Prius fifteen years ago."
"Now a Tesla."
"I don't know why I'm not surprised," I joke.
"But, yes, I'm still very aware of using renewable energy. I have a really cool project for the hospital; I'll show you later," Katya proudly adds as she kneels down to dry my legs.



CHAPTER 9
Nicole
As soon as we enter Central Park, I can't take my eyes off Katya's parted lips. The light filtering through the treetops gives her skin a beautiful glow, and those lips... ugh, I would never get tired of kissing her. Too bad we're surrounded by people because if we were alone, I don't think I could control myself and would rip her clothes off.
We walk with our fingers intertwined, as if we want to make up for lost time. The grass under our feet cushions every step we take, and by her side, I feel alive again.
"Do you remember when we used to come here to study?" she asks suddenly, pulling me out of my thoughts.
"Study, study, we didn't study much... we always ended up doing other kinds of things," I joke.
"I miss those years, you know? I think it's the only time in my life when I've been truly happy," Katya confesses, leaving me speechless before kissing my lips.
I was also completely happy during those years. I remember the laughter, the spring afternoons lying on a blanket, trying to catch the timid rays of sun. The chirping of birds around us, children playing. I imagined a life with her so many times while we strolled through this park...
As we reach Bethesda Fountain, the soft sound of a guitar catches our attention. A street performer plays love songs, sitting on one of the benches. Without saying a word, we exchange a quick glance and approach to listen.
He's lost in his music, eyes closed, pouring his heart into every note. Suddenly, Katya squeezes my hand, and I turn to look at her.
"Dance with me?" she whispers, and those simple words are enough to make my knees tremble.
I nod slowly and smile as Katya places her hands on my waist. I press against her, and our bodies meld together with an almost forgotten familiarity.
Kat rests her head on my shoulder, her hair tickling my neck, and I wish this song would last forever.
"I've missed our little impromptu dances," she sighs, her lips brushing my earlobe.
I squeeze her body slightly, as if wishing she would never pull away. I've missed it too. Much more than she thinks. I don't say anything, but I hope the kiss she receives is enough to make her understand.
When the song comes to an end, we remain embraced for a while, reluctant to let go. I pull back slightly to cradle her face in my hands, and a solitary tear rolls down her cheek.
"Katya..." I whisper, wiping it away with my thumb.
"We'd better go get something to eat," she interrupts, looking away.
***
The aroma of grilled meat fills the air as we sit at a cozy table overlooking the park.
"Is this place new?"
"You've been away from New York for too many years. I need to bring you up to date," she jokes with a wink. "In this city, everything changes too fast."
As we wait for our food, the conversation soon flows effortlessly, returning again and again to our time together.
"A couple of days ago, I suddenly remembered when you snuck a skeleton into Professor McGrath's office and sat it in front of his computer. Shit, you could have been expelled from school if they caught you," she remarks, bringing a hand to her forehead and rolling her eyes. "Iris couldn't believe it when I told her."
"Iris Ramírez? You two seem very close, don't you?"
"Jealous?"
"A little," I admit.
"You have no reason to be because there's nothing between you and me," Katya snaps without hesitation.
"No one said you had to be in a relationship to feel a little jealous," I acknowledge, getting defensive.
Luckily, the waiter breaks the awkward silence that follows our comments, and the delicious aroma of grilled meat makes me forget about Dr. Iris Ramírez and Katya's possible interest in her. I only have eyes for the way her lips close around the fork every time she brings a piece to her mouth.
Back at her apartment, we settle onto a plush sofa in the living room to watch a movie. Katya rests her head on my thigh, hugging it like a pillow, as she used to do fifteen years ago, and I find myself combing her hair between my fingers.
I don't even pay attention to the movie's plot. I get lost in the rhythmic rise and fall of her breathing, in the softness of her neck as I caress it, in the tingling in my lower belly every time Katya turns to kiss my thigh.
This is going to be too difficult.
"I hate to say this, but I have to go home to prepare for the surgery I have first thing in the morning. You know, the medical director of my hospital is a bit of a bitch," I joke, kissing her forehead.
Katya doesn't respond, but I swear the expression in her eyes has completely changed.
"Kat, it didn't bother you, did it? You know it's a joke," I clarify.
"That's not it."
"Are you going to tell me?" I inquire, holding her chin between my fingers and seeking her gaze.
"Nicole, last night's dinner, the night together, today... it's been amazing," she whispers with a sad look.
"Is that bad?"
"It won't happen again. I swear I've been happy during the hours we've spent together, but I won't risk you breaking my heart again. I spent years trying to forget. Years, Nicole. You don't know what that's like. You can't even imagine it. It was great, but it ends here and now," she adds firmly, as if giving an order.
Her harsh words hit me like a punch to the stomach. Of course, I can imagine what she's felt, because I've experienced it too. I've also suffered for years, missing Katya every day. Remembering her smile, her lips, the way she hugged me, how happy I was by her side.
"Let me earn your trust," I sigh.
"No."
She doesn't even think about it.
It's a resounding, devastating "no." A "no" that leaves me breathless. Kat closes her eyes, takes a deep breath, points to the door with her index finger... and my whole world crumbles.
I want to beg her, plead for a second chance. I'd like to tell her the truth, everything that happened at the end of our last year in medical school, the real reason I disappeared from her life.
But Katya turns away, unable to maintain eye contact, hiding the tears that escape her beautiful blue eyes.
"Goodbye, Nicole," is all I hear before the door closes behind me.



CHAPTER 10
Katya
In the conference room, the fluorescent light casts a cold glow over the surgery team members. They watch me intently, tense, as I try to sort out the words before the critical meeting.
"Our cardiology unit has been chosen to handle a case that we could describe as 'very delicate,'" I announce, pausing to take a deep breath and project the medical history on the screen. "You all know this man; he's one of the most prominent political figures in the country, and he presents a complex aortic aneurysm. We'll be performing an open aortic repair, which involves, as you well know, a significant incision in a very delicate area followed by clamping of the aorta."
Almost no one likes this type of operation. If it goes well, it's our job, what's expected of us. If it goes wrong and the congressman doesn't survive the surgery, we'll be in all the media and our reputation will hit rock bottom... along with the stock price, much to my father's dismay.
"As we all know, this type of operation involves significant risks, but they've entrusted our cardiology unit, and we won't let them down. Arya, you'll be in charge of leading the surgery. Have you performed this procedure before?" I inquire, addressing Dr. Kumari.
Arya leans back in her chair and places her clasped hands behind her neck.
"Are you serious? I can do it with my eyes closed if you want," she responds, rolling her eyes. "But let's not kid ourselves. It's not like taking a walk in the park. Any misstep and we'll be sending the congressman to his ancestors," she adds.
"I'm well aware of the risks and trust that everything will go smoothly. Drs. Wright and Stone will accompany you in the operating room."
I can't help but glance at Nicole, who has been very quiet throughout the meeting. She simply nods her head. Even so, I have a feeling something is going on, although maybe it's the way we said goodbye last night.
"All right, team, let's go over the details of the procedure," I announce.
"I'd like to make a comment," Nicole suddenly interrupts, and all eyes focus on her.
"Go ahead," I indicate, making a sign with my chin for her to speak.
"I understand the merits of that type of surgery, but I think the EVAR technique would be more suitable for our patient, especially for the benefits in reducing risks and recovery time," she states in a firm voice.
"The result wouldn't be as long-lasting in the long run, right?" I counter. "The traditional method is fully proven."
"Maybe not, but it's a minimally invasive approach," she explains. "We would insert a stent graft through a small incision in the femoral artery and guide it to the aneurysm, using real-time X-ray imaging. I've done it several times, and I know Arya has done it too. This would create a new reinforced pathway for blood flow and reduce pressure on the weakened aortic wall," Nicole concludes.
"Hey, I'm game for whatever the commander proposes," Arya interrupts, giving a military salute that manages to bring a smile to those present.
Next, Arya and Nicole lay out the strengths and weaknesses of the two procedures, and I can't help but be left speechless listening to them.
"I can consult with Dr. Daniela McKenna from Collins Memorial in Los Angeles, she's one of the world's leading experts in cardiac surgery," Arya suggests.
As soon as the meeting comes to an end, I clear my throat and approach Nicole, taking her by the elbow before she leaves the room.
"Can I talk to you for a moment? I know I shouldn't be asking you this, today has been a tough day and your shift ended a while ago, but I have to present a proposal to the board and I'm not familiar with the technique you're proposing and..."
"You want me to help you prepare it?"
"Yes, I guess that's what I'm trying to say," I admit.
"It'd be just like the days at med school. Shall we order some pizzas and work at your apartment?" Nicole suggests with a wink.
***
In the living room of my apartment, with a bunch of documents and an empty pizza box scattered on the floor, it's like going back to the past, although to a much improved version of Nicole Wright. She was always brilliant; however, now, it's not just about memorizing a ton of data and procedures. Her years as a surgeon in the army have given her extensive experience in all types of surgeries. She crosses the data with astonishing ease, and listening to her is... damn, listening to her is almost exciting.
"Are you tired?" Nicole asks, seeing that I've gone quiet, staring at her like a fool.
"Maybe a little distracted," I admit.
"What's distracting you, Dr. Thomas?" she whispers, moving closer to me. "My lips?"
"Nicole, you better not start..."
"Where would you like to have them? On yours? On your neck? Your nipples? Maybe lower?"
"It's better to leave it for today," I interrupt, moving to get up.
"Come on, Katya, you know it's a joke. It's what I used to tell you in college when we studied together and..."
"I know, and I also know how we ended up every time you did it," I protest.
"Like two days ago, you mean?"
"Yeah, exactly."
"Would that be so bad?"
Shit. She knows perfectly well that if she keeps pushing, I won't be able to resist. I can't let her into my life, at least not on a personal level. The bad thing is that it's impossible to ignore that I still feel something for her. But Nicole hurt me so much that I have to protect my heart above all else. I couldn't bear another situation like the one I experienced fifteen years ago.
"Tell me you don't want it, Kat," she whispers next to my ear, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
"Fuck," is the only word that comes out of my mouth before I wrap my arms around Nicole's neck to kiss her.
And something about her kisses makes every nerve ending in my body go on alert. I moan against her mouth as my tongue makes its way, seeking hers before biting her lower lip and making her sigh.
"Let me undress you," Nic breathes, slipping a hand under my blouse and sliding it along my side.
I close my eyes and tilt my head back, exposing my neck for her to cover with small kisses while she hardens my nipples under her fingers.
"You don't know what you do to me," she purrs.
"Nicole, no!" I protest, composing myself and placing my palms on her chest to push her away.
"Kat..."
"I'm sorry, tomorrow will be a very tough day. You can stay here if you want. It's a sofa bed," I announce, pointing a finger at one of the sofas in the living room.
The expression in her eyes shatters me inside. It's a mix of sadness and disappointment that destroys me. I'm the first one who wants to continue, my whole body trembles with anticipation. I would like to take her to bed and make love all night long. And she knows it.
But I can't risk it, I won't put my heart on the line again.
"It's okay; it's better if I go home," Nicole sighs in a thin voice before getting up and gathering her things.
And it breaks my heart to see her leave this way.



CHAPTER 11
Nicole
The presentation of the surgical procedure before the hospital's board of directors gives me a strange feeling. I hate these types of situations. Usually, they couldn't care less about the chosen technique. Still, suddenly, the moment a renowned politician walks through the door, it's as if the fate of the world depends on it.
And the worst part... after fifteen years, I'll see Richard Thomas again, Katya's father. Now, I'm a very different person from that medical student who let herself be intimidated by a renowned doctor, but still, he's the last person on the planet I want to run into.
"We're gonna give those dumbasses hell," Arya mutters before entering, not caring that one of them is Nicole's father. Typical Arya, direct and unfiltered.
Once inside, Katya clears her throat and presents the strengths of the chosen technique, although I'd swear her father keeps his gaze fixed on me from the first minute. I don't think he had any idea I was back, and I'm sure he'd love to shoot laser beams from his eyes like in the movies and turn me to ashes.
"Dr. Wright, are you sure this is the appropriate technique?" he inquires, removing his glasses slowly and raising an eyebrow with perfect precision. How I hate that fucking gesture.
I haven't even opened my mouth. It was his daughter who gave the explanations with some input from Arya. Katya is the medical director, Arya the head of surgery, and every step of the procedure is agreed upon with Dr. McKenna from Collins Memorial. But no, the jerk has to ask me directly.
"It's the best option for the patient," I respond without hesitation, challenging him with my gaze. If he thinks he's going to scare me at this point in my life, he's very wrong.
"Please don't fuck this up," Katya whispers once we leave the meeting with the procedure approved.
In the operating room, Katya observes us from a corner, but every incision, every suture, makes her hold her breath. She nervously snaps her fingers, and I sometimes fear Arya will kick her out of the operating room at any moment.
"Done," I announce, and I can practically feel the tension in the room dissipate all at once, replaced by a wave of relief.
"Excellent work in there," Katya whispers as soon as we're alone in the locker room. "I'm so proud of you," she adds, fixing those blue eyes on me that she knows are my undoing.
I can't help it. I approach her, place my hands on her waist, and lean in slowly to kiss her. Katya closes her eyes and moans slightly against my mouth, squeezing my ass to bring me closer to her body.
When we separate to catch our breath, her cheeks flush, and a beautiful smile forms on her lips.
"This isn't a good place," she whispers, pointing a finger around.
"Are you saying we can continue if we go to your office and close the door?" I joke with a seductive wink.
"You're going to be the death of me, you know that?" she responds, rolling her eyes. "Right now, I can only think about how I will explain to my father that you work in one of the family's hospitals. Thank goodness it was Arya's doing, and my dad's a little scared of her. But I have a proposition for you."
"Find me a new job if your father fires me?"
"You're an idiot. I think you'll like it. On Tuesday, we both have the day off. How about I prepare a surprise for you? Take it as a way of thanking you for helping me with the report."
"And because you want to be with me, I hope," I interject.
"That too, but I want a day as friends. No romance and no nostalgia. In the present, no more staying stuck in the past."
"No kissing?"
"No kissing or other things."
"Okay, pinky promise," I admit, shrugging and extending my pinky finger for her to intertwine hers.
***
"Ready to go on a hike?" Katya asks, rolling down her car window as soon as she stops in front of my building.
"A hike?"
"We're going on a trail. Wait, you still like them, right?" she asks, concerned.
"Yeah, but..."
"Damn, I thought I prepared everything for nothing," Katya whispers, letting out a sigh of relief.
The beginning of the trail in Harriman State Park is peaceful and not too steep. The fresh morning air brings a pine scent that makes you doubt we're about an hour from New York City.
"I hope your sense of direction has improved in these fifteen years in the army," Katya jokes, giving me a light bump with her shoulder.
"I've always had a good sense of direction," I grumble.
"Like that time we went to Adirondack State Park, and you insisted we weren't lost when it was obvious we were?"
I close my eyes and shake my head in amusement. We've shared so many experiences together, so many good times, that a part of me refuses to accept that our relationship is over forever.
Suddenly, we encounter a woman with a little girl in her arms. The kid must be about six years old and is crying inconsolably. Katya puts her backpack on the ground and runs to them, stroking the little girl's hair while asking the mother what happened.
"I think a bee stung her, but I'm not sure. She won't stop crying, and I don't know what to do anymore," the woman explains.
"Hey, let me see, sweetie," Katya whispers, kissing the girl's forehead. "Nic, pass me a cold can of Coke," she orders, pointing to the backpack where we're carrying the drinks.
I can't help but smile as I watch how tenderly she treats the little girl while applying cold to the sting. Kat talks to her, caresses her arm, kisses her forehead. We had dreamed so many times of seeing our children grow up that I have to look away so a tear doesn't escape.
"There, see how quickly it went away? You were so brave!" she comments, hugging the girl, who has stopped crying and nods between hiccups. "It didn't leave the stinger inside," Katya tells the mother. "It's best to prevent her from scratching it, and it's a good idea to apply cold to the sting to reduce swelling. If it doesn't go down with the cold, she can take a little ibuprofen," she adds.
"You would have been an excellent pediatrician," I sigh once we're alone.
"Please, don't remind me," Kat responds, looking away so I can't see the sadness in her eyes. She always wanted to specialize in pediatrics.
***
As the sun begins to set, Katya surprises me by driving to the beaches on the west side of Jones Beach State Park on Long Island. The sky is painted in stunning pastel hues, and the area grows more deserted with each passing moment.
We intertwine our fingers as we walk along the shore, sinking our bare feet into the sand. The rhythmic sound of the ocean waves creates an almost hypnotic backdrop. Seagulls soar overhead, searching for the last bits of food as the day comes to a close.
"This used to be your favorite place," Katya remembers, spreading a couple of towels on the sand.
"Do you remember the last time we came here?" I ask, pulling a sandwich from my backpack.
"We made love next to that rock over there and almost got caught," she laughs, rolling her eyes and shaking her head. "I was so happy that day... and then a week later... you disappeared."
"Damn, Kat," I sigh.
"It's okay. We said we wouldn't think about the past. I'm sorry," she apologizes with a long exhale.
We sit in silence for a while, each lost in our own thoughts. In my case, I'm debating whether I should explain the real reason I vanished after graduation. It's been fifteen years, after all. We're not college students anymore, but two mature women. I'm not proud of what I did, but I did it for her own good... even if she doesn't understand.
As the sunset gives way to night and the sky fills with stars, I grab a blanket and wrap it around us, pressing my body against hers. I breathe in the scent of her hair as she rests her head on my shoulder.
"This is beautiful," I admit, kissing her forehead.
"Have you ever wondered what our lives would have been like if we had stayed together?" Katya suddenly asks, breaking her own rules.
"All the time," I confess, though I keep quiet about the part where the future that awaited us would have been far from the one we had imagined so many times.
A gruff voice abruptly brings us back to reality.
"Overnight stays are not permitted on the beach," an officer states, shining his flashlight on us as if we were two teenagers.
"Just like old times," Katya jokes, hastily gathering our things amid laughter. "You're terrible for my reputation."
I try to smile at her words, but I'm breaking inside. Fifteen years ago, I was told the same thing, perhaps in different terms and in a much more hurtful way.
Only that time, it was her father.



CHAPTER 12
Katya  
To say that my father is happy would be an understatement. He's floating on cloud nine. The politician we operated on gave an interview to several high-profile television networks, raving about both the treatment he received at the hospital and the medical care. I could almost see the wheels turning inside my dad's head; this media coverage not only means an increase in our hospitals' stock value but also a potential ally of great importance in the future.
For me, however, it's causing nothing but problems.
"No way in hell am I helping you write that article. I'm way too busy," Arya protests, shaking her head adamantly.
In the operating room, Arya and Nicole used a slight variation of the primary technique, which I think was the idea of Daniela McKenna from Collins Memorial in Los Angeles. The point is, an important medical publication has asked me to write an article, and my knowledge is rather limited.
"They're orders from the board of directors," I remind her. "It will give more visibility to our cardiology department and..."
"Screw your father and the rest of the dumbasses on the board," Arya interrupts. "More visibility means more work, and I know they won't increase our budget."
"I can't refuse," I confess, lowering my voice to almost a whisper.
"Ask Nicole for help. And if I were you, I'd move fast because we have some of the residents quite riled up," Arya adds, nodding her chin towards an area where my ex is standing with two gorgeous residents looking at Nic like they're undressing her with their eyes.
Shit. I shake my head and try to erase any feeling that remotely resembles a fit of jealousy. I can't deny that I'm still physically attracted to Nicole. Still, her history is too complicated, and the pain she caused me will never cease. I can't allow myself to open my heart again, only for her to disappear.
"She's your only option. I'm not doing it," Arya reminds me, spinning on her heels and raising her right arm in a farewell gesture without even looking at me.
I let out a long sigh, contemplating whether I should do it. It would mean spending many hours alone with Nicole. I know perfectly well that we work well together, too well. I'm also aware of the effort it took not to rip her clothes off when we kissed the last time she was at my apartment... or the way I get aroused every time I remember how we made love after dinner at the Japanese restaurant.
"I need to talk to you for a moment," I say, approaching Nicole, and the two residents with her practically run away when they see me.
"Damn, it seems like they're really scared of you," she jokes, drawing a smile on her lips that one could die for.
"I have to write an article about the modification you used in the congressman's surgery, and..."
"And Arya refused to help you, don't tell me more," she interrupts.
"How do you know?"
"Because she just sent me a message saying that I owe her dinner and that I would soon know the reason," Nicole replies, shrugging her shoulders and trying not to laugh.
"I swear, one day I'm going to kill Arya, damn it," I mutter through gritted teeth.
"Okay, no problem, count me in, but I imagine it will take a lot of time."
"I can clear your entire schedule for the next three days, and we can use the weekend. Of course, you would receive a significant bonus for the time dedicated, and..."
"Where would we do it?" she cuts me off.
"I was thinking of using my family's cabin in the Catskills. We can get there in two or three hours by car, depending on the traffic. We have everything, and it's a quiet environment in the middle of the woods, so we wouldn't have any distractions."
"I remember a time we went there to study for our finals, and the distractions were constant," Nicole teases, biting her lower lip and raising her eyebrows.
"Yeah, well, now it's very different," I protest. "It would be completely professional."
"Completely professional," she repeats, lowering her voice, though the smile she draws on her lips makes me very nervous.
***
Already at the cabin, after the first four-hour session working on the article, I startle as I feel Nicole's arms wrap around my waist.
"You seem distracted," she whispers, hugging me from behind.
"A little," I admit, trying to hide the shiver that runs through me as I feel her body.
"Do you want to talk about this?" she asks, turning me around and gesturing with her finger between us.
"Okay, let's talk. I guess it should be totally clear to you, although it's not like I haven't told you already. This, whatever is between us," I unintentionally imitate her earlier gesture, "is only friendship. It can't be anything more. Do you understand?"
"If it's what you truly want, I respect it, Kat. But I know you well, and I know that deep down in your heart, you want something more," she insists.
"You knew the Katya Thomas from fifteen years ago well. Time passes for everyone and changes us. Time and circumstances. For better or for worse, your sudden disappearance turned me into a different person from the one you knew."
"What is it that you want now?" she asks suddenly, taking my right hand in hers and caressing my knuckles with her thumb.
"Stability, Nic. I want stability. I would like to have a woman by my side that I know she will always be there for me, not someone who suddenly runs away and leaves me thinking if I did something wrong."
"You didn't do anything wrong," she interrupts.
"Nicole, you shattered me. It took me years to put myself back together, and I don't think I've even fully managed it. I'm not sure if I could bear the same thing a second time. You literally broke my heart into pieces. You can't even imagine the pain I felt."
"Do you think it was easy for me?" she asks, and I can see a hint of suffering in her gaze.
"I don't know," I sigh. "You were the one who made the decision to disappear and leave everything, not me. You know the reasons you had at that moment."
"Do you want to know the real reasons?"
"No. I'm not interested anymore. I suppose that back then, it made sense for you to make that decision. I don't know, but it doesn't matter anymore. The damage is done, and you can't go back to fix it," I protest, raising a hand so she doesn't tell me anything else. I prefer not to relive the day she disappeared from my life.
"I did it to protect you," Nic whispers, caressing my cheek with the back of her hand.
"I don't care, Nicole. I told you I don't want to know."
"Okay. In any case, things have changed a lot since then. Now we both have a professional career, and the reason I left doesn't carry as much weight as it did fifteen years ago. Besides..."
"Just tell me one thing," I cut her off, bringing the tips of my fingers to her mouth to make her stop talking. "When you accepted the position as a surgeon at Watson Memorial, did you know it was my family's?"
"No. I had no idea," she confesses, letting out a long sigh. "I accepted a position in New York for you, to try to get back together, but I thought you were at the other hospital your family has in the city. If I had known, I possibly wouldn't have accepted the position because working in a hospital owned by your family can only bring me complications."
"You mean because of my father?"
"What do you think? Did you see the look on his face when he saw me enter the meeting room? He still hates me, Kat. Damn, he even turned red. I thought he was going to have a heart attack."
"Don't joke about those things. He has a heart condition now."
"Look, I don't wish any harm on your father, but he hates me. Now that I work in his hospital, he'll look for any excuse to try to screw up my life."
"I'm not going to let him fire you, and..."
"I don't want you to confront your family because of me, Kat. I never have, not now, not fifteen years ago. Your father is the way he is. I suppose he has his good qualities, I don't know. The only thing I've known from him has been hate, as if my mere presence near you would ruin your life. And the worst part is that he's still the same. He doesn't even respect me now that I have a ton of years of experience and a reputation as a surgeon."
"And a Silver Star," I whisper.
"Your father scared me more than war zones," she acknowledges, lowering her gaze and shaking her head.
"I'd like to trust you, Nic. I want to believe that what you're saying is true."
"Then do it. Give me a chance, let me show you that I've matured, that I'll fill your days with life, and that I'll make every minute we're together special, because you're everything to me," she whispers, resting her forehead on mine.
Nicole caresses my cheek with a tenderness that makes me tremble. When the tip of her nose brushes against mine, our lips practically touching, I close my eyes and let out a sigh I didn't even know I was holding.
Slowly, I place my hands on her hips and tilt my head. I brush her mouth in the softest of kisses, painfully tender, but it's a kiss that feels like a promise, like a fragile beginning. A glimmer of hope that I'm unable to extinguish.



CHAPTER 13
Nicole
When we break the kiss, the smile on Katya's lips is almost blinding. We sit in front of the fireplace, her left leg draped over mine and a glass of wine in hand. The flames paint her skin a beautiful golden hue.
I rest my head on her shoulder and, almost without realizing it, I slide the robe to expose her leg and draw imaginary figures on her thigh while she closes her eyes and leans her head back. However, as soon as I approach her inner thigh, she grips my hand, not allowing me to go further.
"I thought we had already made it clear about the trust thing," I protest.
"It's not as easy as flipping a switch and suddenly forgetting everything and starting from scratch, you know?"
"I know, and no matter how often I say it, I'm so sorry for hurting you."
Katya smiles—that smile that has always driven me crazy—and a strange glint shimmers in her eyes.
"Lie down on your stomach on the couch without the robe," she adds with a mischievous grin.
"Wow, Kat!"
"Don't even think about moving, turning around, or touching yourself if I don't give you permission," she adds.
"Double wow," I whisper with a silly smile as I take off the robe and lie down on the couch.
Katya runs the tips of her fingers along my back with exquisite softness, from my shoulders to the top of my ass. She repeats the movement in the opposite direction, making me shiver the moment I feel her slide along my sides.
She straddles me, caressing my back with her breasts, the warm skin of her thigh brushing between my legs every time she changes position.
Kat slides down my body, and I can't help but moan the moment I feel how she rubs against my butt.
"Are you aroused, Dr. Wright?" she teases.
"What do you think?"
"Well, don't get too excited because I won't let you do anything until I say so, and maybe I could stop at any moment," Katya whispers, brushing the back of my knee with her nipples.
"You wouldn't dare, would you?"
"Oh, I would definitely dare," she assures, dropping her breasts onto my calves and leaning in to give me a little bite on the ass.
My moans increase the instant I feel her lips delicately kiss the lower part of my buttocks.
"Fuck," I sigh, feeling her breath on my sex.
Instinctively, I spread my legs to offer it to her, but she slides her body upward, leaving me wanting more.
"You're a jerk," I complain.
"Keep saying those things, and you'll get nothing," she hisses, covering my body with hers and brushing my hair aside to cover my neck with small kisses. "Now, turn over."
Again, a silly smile escapes me, and I obey without hesitation. I lie on my back, my ragged breathing betraying my level of arousal, while Katya sits on my hips to trace my shoulders with her fingertips.
"See what you've been missing out on?" she asks, raising her eyebrows.
"I know damn well what I've been missing out on," I admit in a thin voice.
I'm not even able to keep talking because when I feel her hard nipples brushing against my breasts, an electric current runs through me, making my entire body tremble. I try to caress her leg, but all I receive is a hard slap and a threatening look.
"You can't do anything," she reminds me, pressing her thigh against my sex.
I moan, pant, and move my hips, seeking more contact while feeling the wetness of her arousal every time she rubs against my leg, letting out those soft whimpers that make me lose my mind when I hear them.
"Don't rush," she sighs before kissing me, and the taste of wine on her lips makes me shudder.
Katya pulls back slightly and shakes her head from side to side with an almost stern expression.
"Slower," she commands.
"I need it now, Kat. This is great, but I need more right now. You're driving me crazy."
"Get on your knees between my legs," she indicates, moving away and making a gesture with her finger toward her sex.
She smiles and bites her lower lip as I position myself in front of her, parting her legs and bringing my mouth closer. She glistens with arousal, and I can't help but sigh before flatly placing my tongue and sliding it very slowly several times.
Katya lifts her hips every time I approach her clit. Normally, I enjoy long foreplay, but I'm so aroused that I can't take it anymore. I slide my tongue around while inserting a finger inside her, and the moan that escapes her lips is the most sensual thing I've ever heard.
I move my tongue rapidly, like a cat drinking water, penetrating her with two of my fingers and curling them upward, while she buries her hands in my hair and squirms, lost in moans and gasps.
In that sense, she hasn't changed at all. She's still just as expressive when she's about to have an orgasm. She tightens her belly, closes her eyes, bites her lower lip, raises her hips, and lets out a long, drawn-out moan before collapsing onto the couch.
Fuck, she's so beautiful.
"You're unbelievable," she confesses in a whisper when I lay down next to her to kiss her.
"How about a 69?" I propose between kisses. "Or are you too sensitive right now?"
"In the bedroom," she commands with an enigmatic smile, nodding her head toward the main bedroom of the cabin.



CHAPTER 14
Katya 
I open my eyes as the morning light begins to bathe my face. I blink, stretching lazily under the sheets. Beside me, Nicole sleeps naked, her hair splayed across the pillow, her breathing deep and steady. Relaxed.
I watch her for a few moments: she's beautiful, even asleep, with a slight smile on her lips. Those lips I adore kissing...
As if sensing my gaze, she stirs and opens her eyes lazily.
"Good morning, sleepyhead," I whisper, leaning in to kiss her forehead.
"Good morning to you too, gorgeous. I'm exhausted," she indicates, stretching her arms and turning towards me.
"I could wake up like this every day, with that naked body next to me, you know?"
"That has an easy solution," Nicole quickly responds.
"Let's say you're on the right track but must earn it. It's not going to be easy," I assure her.
"At least now you're not completely closed off to the idea of us being together again."
"No, I guess not," I sigh, closing my eyes and shaking my head in amusement. "For now, let's prepare something for breakfast. I'm starving."
Laughing, we leave the bed and head to the small kitchen in the cabin. Within minutes, we're sitting at the porch table with a small breakfast, chatting and laughing.
"This is an improvement from the breakfasts we used to make in college," I joke, pointing my finger at the toast and scrambled eggs.
"Our breakfasts in college consisted of leftover pizza from the night before," Nicole reminds me.
"By the way, my eyes are up here, Dr. Wright."
"You're such an idiot. That's what you get for having breakfast naked. Does it bother you?"
"I'd be bothered if you didn't stare at my boobs. That would mean I've gotten much worse."
"You know you haven't gotten worse," Nicole sighs.
"Yeah, well, let's leave that. I've gained weight. The gym has been a foreign concept to my life for years," I admit. "And I need to get in shape again."
"We can start with a short walk around the area," she suggests, making a vague gesture with her hand toward the woods. "What do you think?"
I try to protest, arguing that we came here to write an article about the technique we used with the congressman. Still, Nicole has an answer for each of my complaints.
"Nicole Wright slowing down, now that's new. Where's the workaholic I shared my life with for three years?" I tease, giving her a playful punch on the shoulder.
"That Nicole has grown up a lot," she responds, lowering her voice and taking my hand while a smile escapes me as I feel the warmth of her skin.
The sun begins to warm up, and a fresh breeze makes the morning perfect for a walk. It moves the leaves of the trees as if they were a thousand small flags waving in the wind, and in the distance, the sound of a babbling brook can be heard.
"Anyway, if you don't feel like walking, as a doctor, I assure you that something similar to last night can burn a lot of calories," she jokes, winking and biting her lower lip.
"You'd better get dressed," I suggest, gathering the dishes to take them to the kitchen.
***
The cabin is surrounded by a lush forest. We wind through the narrow trails following one of the established routes, and the scent of pine and wildflowers brings me a peace I hadn't even realized I'd been missing. Suddenly, I could swear Nicole is veering off the path. Not that the route is very well marked, but the trail she's chosen is significantly narrower and more poorly maintained.
"Nic, where the hell are you going?" I protest.
"Hush, you scaredy-cat. We're going to explore a bit."
She quickens her pace, and there are moments when I lose sight of her, although I can still follow the sound of her laughter. Then, I see it, and my jaw drops. Before us lies a small waterfall cascading over moss-covered rocks into a crystal-clear lagoon. The mist paints a miniature rainbow, and the entire scene looks like something out of a fairy tale.
"Damn, we've had the cabin for over twenty years, and I never knew about this place. How did you find it?" I ask, curious.
"There's something called the internet. You should try it sometime; it's quite useful," she laughs.
But what literally leaves me speechless is seeing her approach some rocks and pull out a small camping cooler. Next, she places a blanket, two plates, and an assortment of cheeses and fruit on the ground.
"What's this?" I ask, confused.
"I may have come here yesterday to bring it."
"Yesterday? When? We came together in my car."
"Yesterday before coming with you, obviously," Nicole responds as if it's the most natural thing in the world.
"Wait, you came all the way here from New York to leave this and then came back?"
"I wanted to surprise you," she whispers, shrugging and letting out a smile to die for.
"Well, you succeeded," I acknowledge, nodding slowly.
"I just wanted everything to be perfect. I want you to know that I'm in this for real, and if you let me back into your life, I won't let you down this time."
She says it in a low voice, and that glimpse of vulnerability in her eyes lets me see again the girl I fell head over heels for years ago. The one with whom I dreamed of a future every night while we watched the stars.
But a timid "thank you" is all that manages to escape my throat.
"You know what's best? It's off the main routes, and no one ever comes this way," Nicole whispers, starting to take off her clothes and standing completely naked.
I can't help but put my hands on my head as I watch her get into the water and wave at me to join her.
"We're not in college anymore," I remind her, shaking my head.
"You're boring, Kat!" she teases, starting to swim.
I feel the icy water as I tentatively submerge my right foot. Just then, Nicole walks towards me, gets out of the water, and takes my hand in hers. I feel the cold in her fingers, but any doubts vanish. I plunge in with her, and when we reach the waterfall, we let the water pour over our shoulders as we kiss. At that moment, I feel like the happiest woman in the world.
Her laughter is as infectious as I remember. We play like two little girls, splashing each other, chasing each other, kissing. We're Nicole and me again, without worries or responsibilities, lost in the magic of the present.
***
"Dance with me?" Nicole asks after dinner, back at the cabin.
Her voice is barely a whisper, but it echoes like a shout in the silence, making me tremble from head to toe as she extends her hand towards me and gives me a beautiful smile.
"Did you prepare a playlist, or are you improvising?"
"Come here."
That's the only response I receive. She pulls on my arms and draws me close to her body as soft chords fill the air.
We sway slowly in the light of the fireplace, my head resting on her shoulder, and it feels as natural as if it had never moved from there.
And then, I start to realize.
These aren't randomly chosen songs or the ones she likes now. They're our songs, the ones that played as the soundtrack to our lives. The rock ballad that was playing the first time we kissed, the cheerful tune we hummed when we aced an exam, the melody that accompanied us in the background the first time we made love. Each one of them is a layer of our history. It's both beautiful and terrifying.
"I can't believe you prepared this playlist and remembered all our songs," I sigh next to her ear.
"I never deleted them. Every song, every memory... I clung to them all these years. They kept me going during the toughest times. You kept me going because I knew that one day, I would find you and ask for a second chance," she admits, and my heart feels like it wants to burst out of my chest.



CHAPTER 15
Nicole  
I carefully slip out of bed, trying not to wake Katya, who's still sound asleep beside me. I guess some things never change. She never liked waking up early, and the sun hasn't even risen outside yet.
In the kitchen, I brew some coffee and take the opportunity to prepare a light backpack with water and a small first-aid kit.
"Time to get up, sleeping beauty," I whisper, kissing her forehead after placing the coffee mugs on the bedside table.
"Damn, what time is it? It's still dark out," Kat grumbles, turning to the other side and covering her head with the pillow.
"I have a surprise for you," I say, gently caressing her back.
"It better be worth it. You know I don't like getting up early," she protests, looking at me with half-closed eyes.
"Get that cute butt of yours out of bed. We're going to watch the sunrise from the lake. The views are incredible."
"You spend too much time on the internet," she complains, rolling her eyes.
"I couldn't sleep last night. I finished the article and sent it to Arya in case it needs any corrections, so we have the day off," I explain. "I thought we could watch the sunrise from the lake, and then I could teach you how to fish."
Katya looks at me curiously, as if something doesn't quite fit her mind, and takes a long sip of coffee before speaking.
"I seem to remember that I was the one who taught you how to fish," she mumbles.
"That was just throwing the line in the water. Now I'm going to teach you how to really fish," I joke, raising my eyebrows as Katya narrows her eyes in amusement.
About forty-five minutes later, the sun begins to shyly peek over the mountains surrounding the lake, painting the sky in soft shades of pink and orange. The surface of the water creates a perfect mirror, reflecting the changing colors of the sky as if they were a living canvas. They create a play of light and shadow that seems to be pulled straight out of a dream.
Katya sighs and takes out her phone to snap some photos as the fresh morning air caresses our skin. The birds start to wake up, chirping in the nearby trees, and it's as if nature is coming to life after the night.
"It was worth getting up early," Kat confesses, wrapping her arm around my waist and pulling me close.
We remain silent for a good while, contemplating the beautiful sunrise and enjoying the peace that surrounds us. It's as if time has stopped, as if the world is holding its breath before the beauty of the moment.
"No matter what you achieve in life, nothing can compare to this," I whisper, kissing her temple.
"It's absolutely gorgeous, Nic. I'm at a loss for words," Katya admits, resting her head on my shoulder. "Thank you... thank you for reminding me how good it feels to live more slowly and enjoy the little things."
***
"When did you become a fishing master?" Katya teases as she casts her line into the crystal-clear lake water after breakfast.
"For your information, Dr. Thomas, I've fished in some of the best rivers and lakes in the world over the past few years. If there's a good fish in this spot, it has no escape. It will come to me," I reply, pretending to be offended.
"We'll see about that. Want to make a bet?"
"The one who catches the smallest fish has to make dinner and wash the dishes," I propose.
"I was thinking of something sexual, but I guess your proposal works," Katya laughs.
For a good while, we focus on our fishing rods and the tranquility that surrounds us. Occasionally, we exchange sidelong glances, sharing smiles filled with complicity, and if it weren't for the bet and how competitive we both are, I think we would leave the fishing rods on the shore to make love right here.
"I'll let you know that a fish of considerable size is approaching my bait. You're going to lose the bet," I whisper, barely moving.
"Careful, it might be a shark," Katya jokes, bending down to pick up a rock and throwing it near where I am, scaring the fish away in the process.
"You're a cheater," I complain.
"We didn't say anything about not cheating. Oh, did that huge fish leave? What bad luck!" she quips, shrugging her shoulders and laughing.
I don't even have time to protest. Suddenly, I feel a tug on my line, and all my senses go on alert.
"I think I got a bite," I respond excitedly, carefully reeling in the line.
"The fishing master is working her magic?" Katya asks, raising her eyebrows in surprise.
I take a deep breath and continue reeling in gently, feeling the fish resist. With a final tug, I manage to pull it out of the water, only to discover that it's a tiny fish barely larger than my hand, which elicits a burst of laughter from Katya that nearly sends her into the water.
"I don't know how we'll manage to get it back to the cabin. It must weigh at least two hundred pounds," she jokes between laughs, having to sit on a rock to keep from losing her balance.
"Yeah, laugh it up, but so far, it's all we have for dinner, and I win. Better a small fish than no fish, right, Dr. Thomas?"
Katya keeps laughing hysterically, remembering that even back in college, I was a sore loser, when her line goes taut. As she reels it in, she pulls a fish almost three times the size of mine out of the water.
"Do you know what this means?" she asks, showing me what she's caught.
"I know, I know. It's my turn to make dinner," I admit, rolling my eyes and shaking my head. 
***
"I had a lot of fun today, Nic," Katya admits in a low voice as I place one of the cooked fish in front of her. "I haven't enjoyed myself this much in a long time," she adds, and her gaze is tinged with a hint of sadness.
"Me too," I whisper, taking her hand in mine.
"I want to believe that you've changed and won't leave again, but it's hard for me," she suddenly blurts out, squeezing my hand.
"Those fifteen years in the army changed me. They made me a more mature person, much more aware of what truly matters in life. Now I know what's worth fighting for, and I realize that when you really want something, you can't let it slip away."
"And that something would be me?" she asks with a beautiful smile.
"Yeah," I reply without hesitation, taking a long sigh as I search for the courage to share an especially painful part of my past with her. "There was one mission in particular that marked me forever.  We had to set up a small field hospital in a very dangerous area. We had to save the lives of a unit of soldiers who were trapped in a barracks besieged by the enemy while also maintaining it until reinforcements arrived."
"Damn, Nic, I can't even imagine what you must have gone through."
"That day, I thought we would all die, but we couldn't stop working. There were too many seriously wounded. And... maybe it seems strange to you, but what hurt me the most wasn't death itself, but the thought that I would never see you again, that I would never have the chance to apologize for the pain I caused you," I confess, wiping away the tears rolling down my cheeks with my hand.
"Don't say that. You're here now, and you almost have me convinced to give you that second chance. Was that the mission for which you were awarded a Silver Star?"
"Yes, that one," I nod, feeling a lump form in my throat as I remember the ceremony, but also my fallen comrades that afternoon.
"I remember being very surprised when the news came out. I hadn't heard anything about you since graduation, and suddenly, you started appearing in all the medical publications, both in print and online. It was a strange, bittersweet feeling, but I felt very proud. You're a special person."
"Well, not everything was so nice. I still have nightmares, and the post-traumatic stress disorder is very tough..."
"You suffer from post-traumatic stress?" she asks with concern.
"No, no, that's in the past," I quickly lie.
As soon as I finish the sentence, I feel a pang of pain deep in my soul. I want a second chance with Katya more than anything in the world, which means I shouldn't hide anything from her. But a surgeon with post-traumatic stress can be a danger, and I can't risk my professional career.
"Wow, it must have been really hard. I'm sorry, and I'm glad you're doing better now. As for the nightmares, I guess I can lend a hand by sleeping next to you," she adds with a seductive wink.
"Do you mean it?"
"I was sure that I would never give you a second chance. Not in this life, not in any parallel universe. But I think right now, I have quite a few doubts. You almost have me convinced," she admits, leaning in to kiss my lips.
"You don't know how happy you just made me," I sigh, on the verge of crying with joy.
"It's just... Nic, I need to ask you something. I'd like to leave it behind, but it's very important to me."
Katya hesitates for a moment, staring at the table, and without words, I know what her question will be. What I don't know is if I'll be able to explain it or if my explanation will break the magic we've recovered.
When she speaks again, her voice is nothing more than a whisper.
"Why did you leave me, Nic? Why did you go without even saying goodbye, without giving me an explanation?"
The question hits me like a ton of bricks, leaving me breathless. I feel a tightness in my chest as I hear it, a wave of guilt. I knew this moment would come. The first time I went to her apartment, I tried to explain it to her myself.
That night, Katya told me it didn't matter; she didn't want to know.
That night, I wouldn't have minded telling her the truth either. But today... today, things have changed too much, and I realize how painfully fragile the thread that binds us is.



CHAPTER 16
Katya 
"So, are you going to tell me once and for all why you left without saying anything or not?" I insist, halfway between frustration and curiosity.
Nicole remains silent, her gaze wandering around the cabin as if the wooden walls could give her an answer. I observe the indecision in her eyes, the tension in her jaw. Finally, she takes a deep breath and clears her throat before starting to speak.
"It was because of your father," she confesses with a trembling whisper.
"Because of my father?"
"Yes. He told me that if I didn't disappear from your life, you would lose all the opportunities your family offered you. And as for me, he would personally make sure that I wouldn't get a job in any respectable hospital," she adds, leaving me speechless.
I listen to her words without really knowing how to react, my heart racing and my hands shaking. My father?
"What?" I manage to ask, my voice barely a whisper.
"You know how he is, Kat. He believed that I wasn't worthy of being part of your family legacy. I grew up in Queens. I don't come from one of those big families that spend summers in the Hamptons or anything like that. And then, there's the fact that we were both women. He said it would destroy your reputation, that he understood you wanted to experiment in college, but that it couldn't continue. So that's the real reason. I left after graduation to protect your future. I did it because I loved you."
For a few moments, the only thing that breaks the uncomfortable silence is the sound of our agitated breathing. Nicole seems on the verge of collapsing, nothing like the self-assured woman I know.
"Do you expect me to believe that you abandoned me without giving any explanation just because my dad told you to?" I ask, astonished.
"Katya, I... I'm so sorry. I've regretted it every day, but it was for the best. At least, that's how I understood it then," she murmurs, extending a hand across the table toward me.
But I pull away abruptly. The initial disbelief gives way to anger. I can't believe what I'm hearing. After so many years, with all the pain her departure has caused me, now she wants to blame my dad? This is too much.
"And you've kept that supposed secret for fifteen years?" I spit out angrily. "Did you think I didn't deserve to know the truth, or at least what you consider to be the truth? Damn it, the Nicole I knew in college wasn't afraid of anything. You can't come now with that shit."
"It wasn't just for me, Katya. Of course, I was scared that he would ruin my future as a surgeon, but the main reason was to protect you."
"Bullshit, Nicole!" I scream, slamming my palm on the table, making the plates jump. "I don't believe it. You would have fought for us. You would have trusted me."
Nicole flinches slightly at my outburst of anger, and I watch the tears rolling down her cheeks. She seems so fragile in this moment, so vulnerable, so different from the self-assured woman who took control in the emergency room during the bus crisis.
"Not a single day has gone by during these fifteen years that I haven't wondered if I made the right decision to protect you," she confesses, her voice breaking.
I slowly shake my head, biting my lower lip in anger, unable to process the words I'm hearing. My heart breaks again, the pain is as intense as what I felt fifteen years ago when I woke up, and Nicole was gone.
I slump into the chair and cover my face with my hands. Fifteen years of unanswered questions, and now she wants me to believe that it was my own father who tore us apart. It's so painful that I can barely breathe. The future I was beginning to imagine crumbles before my eyes again, as if it were a house of cards.
My dad can be arrogant. He's cold and calculating, which has allowed him to rise to the top in business. I know he considers himself superior for having more success or money, but this...
I can't believe it. The man she describes, cruel enough to threaten not only Nicole's career but also his own daughter's, doesn't match the father I know. He always pushed me to go further, but he never missed any of my school plays when I was a child, and he seemed so happy on the day of my graduation from medical school.
"No. I don't believe you, Nicole," I murmur, trying to keep my voice from breaking. "My dad wouldn't be capable of doing something like that. He knows how much you meant to me, the terrible pain that losing you caused me."
"It's the truth, Kat," she insists.
"What do you expect to achieve with that ridiculous story? Did you think I would fall into your arms? I just don't get it, Nic."
"I'm just telling you the truth. I loved you more than anything in the world, and I still do. Disappearing from your life was the hardest thing I've ever done. But I did it to protect you. I couldn't deprive you of the bright future that awaited you, and I went as far away as possible, even knowing I could never forget. Damn it, Katya. Do you think it's easy for me to admit this?" she laments with a pained expression.
"I can't believe you expect me to swallow that bullshit," I spit out, giving her a hateful look.
"Look, I can't do anything more to convince you. I know that no matter what I say, you won't believe me. Ask him. Look him in the eyes and let him lie to your face. I can only tell you my reasons for doing what I did. I was about to finish medical school, and you know perfectly well that I came from a humble family and was in debt up to my eyeballs. It wasn't easy for me. Your dad had the power to take away everything I had fought for in one fell swoop, to sink my career before it even started. I swear I hesitated, but when he told me that you would also be affected... at that moment, I couldn't take it anymore, Kat. I didn't tell you anything because you would have confronted him, and things would have ended very badly for both of us."
"Let's go!" I order, grabbing a coat and the car keys.
"Go where?"
"I'm going to ask my dad, and I want you to be there. I want to hear his version, if there's any truth to what you're telling me, which I highly doubt."
"Can we do it tomorrow? It's nighttime, and a storm is coming. It doesn't seem safe to go out now," Nicole protests, grabbing me by the elbow to try to stop me.
"Are you worried that your lie will be exposed? Or is the decorated military woman still afraid of my father? Don't worry about the clothes. We'll come back for them another day," I insist, opening the door with a sharp movement.
"Kat, I don't think you're in any condition to drive right now. You're shaking. It's dangerous."
"Move it, Nicole! I mean it," I growl, letting out a huff of frustration.
She rolls her eyes and gestures that she doesn't want to argue. I slam the door shut, and the cold mountain air hits me in the face, but nothing matters anymore.
We get in the car without saying a single word. I drive on the winding road faster than advisable. It's empty at this hour. Strong gusts of wind shake the vehicle, and it starts to rain. I grip the steering wheel tightly, accelerating. I want to get to my parents' house as soon as possible.
One way or another, I'll have my answer tonight... even if my heart breaks into a thousand pieces again.



CHAPTER 17
Nicole 
In the car, the tension is unbearable. Dense, suffocating, devastating. We descend the winding mountain road in an uncomfortable silence, broken only by the raindrops pounding against the windshield. Katya seems very angry, driving too fast for the weather conditions. Still, I choose not to say anything to avoid starting a new argument.
I focus my attention on the treacherous mountain road stretching out before us, increasingly aware of the growing danger as the rain intensifies and the car is shaken by gusts of wind. My thoughts center on finding a safe place to stop until the storm passes, but visibility is getting worse, and I feel my pulse quicken every time Katya takes one of the tight curves at full speed.
"Can you please slow down?" I murmur, unable to hold out any longer.
"Now you're going to give me driving lessons too?" Katya growls, gripping the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckles turn white.
I roll my eyes and look away. I know she's mad at me, and I guess I can't entirely blame her, but my only priority is our safety right now.
Soon, the rain turns into a real downpour, and the road becomes a gray blur. Katya puts the windshield wipers on maximum speed, but they can't keep the glass clear of the streams of water pouring over it. She leans forward, trying to see better through the curtain of water, but barely reduces her speed.
I shake my head and try again to look for a place to stop. It hurts to see her like this. Kat has always been very sensible; I was the wild one in our relationship while she kept her cool. Seeing her so on edge shows me how hurt she is.
Suddenly, lightning illuminates the sky, followed by a strong gust of wind. The vehicle swerves, Katya loses control, and I feel my stomach rise to my throat.
"Katya!" I scream with all my might, placing my hands on the dashboard.
The car slams hard into the guardrails, and time seems to slow down. Katya's choked scream at the moment of the first impact, the sparks flying, the screeching of the tires, the car sliding until it falls at the end of the curve. Each second is an eternity as we spin out of control down the hill in a spiral of shattered glass and twisted steel.
The impact throws me against the door, and the seat belt digs into my chest as we roll once, twice, three times. Katya's screams mix with the groans of the metal as it twists from the impacts, the thunder, and the torrential rain in an eerie symphony.
The world becomes a dark blur, and then the chaos melts into a terrifying moment of clarity. The airbag explodes with a deafening bang, hitting my face with the force of a mallet. I feel pain, an agony that steals the air from my lungs and makes me lose my vision.
I receive a sharp blow to the head, and the seat belt becomes a crushing force threatening to break my ribs. Each flip of the car tosses my body around like a rag doll.
Beside me, Katya screams in terror, and then... silence. A deafening, agonizing, terrifying silence. The car stops, but I'm disoriented. I smell the stench of the airbag's burnt propellant, my face throbs, and my nose, and cheeks burn as a trickle of blood rolls down my chin.
I try to keep my eyes open, blinking several times. The driver's seat is a gaping maw of twisted metal and broken glass as the rain pours down, cold and merciless, seeping in where the windshield used to be.
"Katya, are you okay?" I whisper, my voice faltering. "Please, say something."
But Katya doesn't respond. I turn my head, my neck hurting, and scream with all the strength I have left. Beside me, Kat lies slumped against the door, her blonde hair matted with blood.
"No!" I shriek, a primal sound of pure agony. "No, no, no, please, Katya, no."
My hands tremble, and I can barely unfasten my seat belt. I'm dazed, the darkness around us almost complete, broken only by the lightning tearing through the sky.
The belt gives way with a click, and I lean over to her, bracing myself against the dashboard. Broken glass digs into the palms of my hands. With my fingertips, I desperately search for any hint of a pulse on her neck.
For a few moments, I find nothing. Just the cold dampness of her skin beneath my fingertips. Then I feel it, weak, almost a flutter, a whisper of life. Her face is a mix of blood and bruises beginning to form. Her nose is bleeding, her breathing shallow and labored. I know she needs help.
I clumsily search for my cell phone and find no signal. I send an emergency help message via satellite, but I don't know how long it will take or if it will be too late. We've fallen a long way from the road, down a hillside. Everything hurts, and I calculate my chances of climbing up the hill in these conditions to seek help, but I'm exhausted and in pain.
"Hold on, Kat," I whisper, kissing her forehead and tasting blood on my lips.
I'm not very religious, but I pray in the darkness of the night. I plead for a miracle, for a second chance, for more time with the woman I've never stopped loving.



CHAPTER 18
Katya 
I regain consciousness slowly. Every inch of my body screams in pain. Instinctively, I try to assess the severity of my injuries through the dim light filtering through the car's shattered windows. In the darkness of the night, each flash of lightning reveals a chaos of broken glass and twisted metal.
Still disoriented and confused, fragments of memory swirl in my mind. My desperate attempt to control the car's direction, the side impact against the guardrails, the sound of the tires screeching, the terrifying fall as the curve ended and the road's protection disappeared. Disjointed images intertwine with the pain in my body.
I turn my head and see Nicole in shock, her gaze lost in some distant point. For a moment, I fear some kind of severe trauma, but soon, I realize the more likely situation. She confessed to me that she had suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder caused by that mission where she was decorated. I recognize that expression; the accident has triggered a crisis.
"Nic, are you okay?" I ask, reaching out to caress her arm.
I get no response. Her gaze remains fixed on some nonexistent object, her breathing rapid and shallow. She told me she had it under control.
"Nicole," I insist, this time squeezing her hand. "Look at me, please. We're okay, we're safe. We survived."
Slowly, as if emerging from a deep dream, she blinks and manages to focus her gaze on me. A wave of relief washes over her face, and her features soften.
"Kat," Nic sighs. "I thought... I thought I was losing you."
A nervous laugh escapes me.
"You're not going to get rid of me that easily, Dr. Nicole Wright."
She gives me a beautiful smile, one of those smiles that has always made my heart race, even in the midst of chaos.
"We need to call emergency services."
"I already did. There's no coverage, but I used the satellite emergency function and texted them asking for help. I don't know how long they'll take," she responds with a frustrated grimace.
"We can't stay here. It'll be easier from the road, and we just have to climb the hill," I insist, trying to sit up, although a sharp pain shoots through my side.
"Kat, don't move," she exclaims. "Let me check your injuries first. I need to make sure you're okay; I don't like that bump on your head."
With difficulty, Nicole rummages through her backpack for a small first-aid kit and begins to examine the cut on my forehead. She does it very carefully, but I can't suppress a wince of pain when she touches it.
"I'm sorry. I know it hurts, but I have to check for signs of a concussion or any serious injury. Look at me," Nic orders, cradling my face in her hands. "Can you tell me your name and your birthday?"
"Katya Elizabeth Thomas. Do you really need me to remind you of my birthday?" I tease.
Nicole gives me a beautiful smile and strokes my cheek with her thumb before moving on.
"Good, that's good. Can you follow my finger with your eyes? Don't move your head, just your eyes," she reminds me.
I do as she asks, following her finger with my gaze as she moves it from side to side in front of me. The movement makes me feel a bit dizzy, but I manage to follow it.
"Perfect. Now, could you squeeze my hands tightly?"
I take one of her hands in mine and squeeze as hard as I can, noticing some weakness. Nicole furrows her brow but soon softens her expression.
"It's okay, don't worry, it's not important. Do you feel this?" she inquires, gently pinching the skin on my arms and legs.
"Yes," I confirm, nodding with a slight gesture of my head.
"Kat, now I'm going to check your pupils, okay?" she announces, leaning in to observe me more closely. "Stay still and look straight ahead."
I remain motionless, allowing Nicole to study my pupils with a small flashlight she pulls out of the first-aid kit. Soon, she seems more relaxed.
"They look good. Reactive and the same size. That's a good sign. Does your head hurt, or do you feel nauseous?"
"My head hurts like hell, although I suppose that's normal after the blow, but I don't have any nausea," I respond, noticing the dried blood from her nose to her chin.
"Yeah, that's normal. Now I'm going to feel your skull to make sure there are no fractures. However, you know that under these conditions, it's impossible to completely rule it out, okay?"
"You're overreacting, Nic. It's just a bump from the fall, nothing more," I protest.
But my complaints don't do much good. Nicole slides her fingers over my head, searching for any anomalies.
"I don't see anything strange, Kat. You probably have a mild concussion, but I don't think there are any worrisome injuries. The wound on your forehead seems superficial, but it's still bleeding, so I'm going to put a bandage on it," she announces.
I smile, and before I know it, Nicole takes out a small bottle of water to clean the wound and ensures no glass remnants are left. I barely feel the pain, my eyes fixed on Nic's concentrated expression as she treats me. Once the wound is clean, she carefully applies a butterfly bandage with exquisite gentleness.
"There, that should do for now. It's not ideal, but it'll hold until we can get you to a medical center when they come to rescue us," she concludes with a wink.
"Thank you," I whisper with a tinge of sadness. "For everything. I know I haven't been the easiest person to deal with this afternoon, and I'm sorry."
"It's better not to talk about that now, Kat. The important thing is to get out of here and have you seen at a hospital. I'll take care of you, don't worry. I will look for a dry blanket in the back or some warm clothes to get through the night until they come for us. Forget about climbing the hill to ask for help. It's dangerous at night and with the storm."
"It wouldn't be the first time we've slept in a car," I joke, remembering our college days.
"Yeah, only I can't let you sleep, just in case. And I shouldn't either; I've also taken a good hit. We have to talk, keep each other awake."
We start by talking about silly things, reminiscing about old times, but as the night grows deeper and colder, we cuddle together under a blanket, seeking warmth.
"Nic, about what you said about my dad..."
"Leave it for another time," she interrupts me.
"No, I have to say it. I can't keep it inside me, just in case I..." I take a deep breath and interrupt myself, unable to utter the words I'm thinking.
"Nothing's going to happen to you," she assures me, kissing my temple.
"I'm sorry I reacted like that. I guess what you're saying is quite likely. My dad hated you," I acknowledge, letting out a long sigh.
"He still hates me. The look on his face the other day when we presented the operation to the medical board..."
"It was horrible," I admit, rolling my eyes.
"I wanted to tell you, Kat. I wanted to tell you what had happened, even though I got scared. Medicine was my dream, but above all, I couldn't let you lose the opportunities opening up for you, not because of me... even if I couldn't be by your side to celebrate each of your triumphs," she sighs.
"I don't think my dad would have gone that far."
"And I couldn't take the risk. I couldn't be the reason you lost everything."
"But I lost you, Nic. And that was worse than anything else. It shattered me," I confess, feeling my eyes fill with tears.
"I tried to protect you and ended up hurting you more. I'm sorry," Nicole adds, taking my hand and intertwining our fingers. "Leaving that day was the hardest thing. I've never stopped loving you, even if you find it hard to believe."
"You understand that we can't pick up where we left off as if nothing happened, right? We're different people and carry too much baggage on our backs."
"Then let's get to know each other again, Kat," she proposes, wrapping her arms around my shoulders to pull me close. "Let me win you over again. Give me a chance."
"It was I who won you over," I remind her.
"I guess it was mutual," she jokes, leaning in to kiss me.
I nod my head and smile, snuggling against her. I can no longer fight the fatigue. My eyelids are heavy, and I'm exhausted.
"Kat, please don't fall asleep," she reminds me.
"Just a little, I'm exhausted," I mumble, closing my eyes.
"I know, but we have to stay awake," she insists, kissing my head.
I try, I try to make my mind cooperate, but the pull of sleep is too strong, and soon, I find myself immersed in darkness. Nicole's voice fading into the distance.



CHAPTER 19
Katya  
"Nicole! Nicole! Wake up. Are you okay?" I ask, gently shaking her body.
"Kat. Shit..." she mumbles.
"Weren't you supposed to keep me talking so I wouldn't fall asleep?"
"I could say the same to you. What time is it?"
"It's almost dawn. We fell asleep; we could have died if we had a severe injury," I protest.
"But we're alive. Like we got hit by a train but alive. How are you? Do you feel dizzy? Can you see okay? Well, I guess not at night and with rain, because what a hit," she jokes.
Suddenly, the sound of sirens and the shouts of several people coming down the slope startle us.
"I think they're coming for us," I announce.
"Are you ladies alright?" a man asks, shining a flashlight on us.
"Bruised, but okay. My friend has suffered a severe head trauma; she must have tests done as soon as possible to rule out a severe injury," Nicole rushes to indicate.
"Can you walk?"
We inform them that we're both very stiff, and in Nicole's case, she has a significant injury to her knee, so the rescue team places harnesses on us as a precaution, and we begin to climb the slope with their help.
Before I know it, Nicole is arguing with one of the paramedics, who is trying to put a neck brace on her. Some things never change.
***
At the hospital, I can't help but watch her in the bed next to mine. Nicole sleeps peacefully, relaxed. Even battered and bruised from the accident, she's beautiful. Still, her words in the cabin shook the foundations of everything I thought I knew.
Trembling, I leave the room and slide my finger across my phone screen, searching for the contact of the person who has caused me the greatest pain in my life. My own father.
"Katya!" he answers after the first ring. "I was informed a while ago about your accident. They're looking for a helicopter to transfer you to Watson Memorial."
"Yeah, sure, because Nicole can stay here, right?"
"Well, Dr. Wright too, of course," he adds reluctantly. "But tell me, are you alright?"
"Physically, I'll heal soon. No severe injuries. Emotionally... that remains to be seen."
"I imagine that the car crash and spending the night in the vehicle must have been traumatic," my father replies, not knowing what I'm referring to.
"I'm not talking about the accident or spending the night inside a wrecked car, Dad. I'm talking about what happened fifteen years ago... with Nicole," I emphasize, lowering my voice as I say the last two words.
Silence.
Then, a heavy sigh.
"Katya, I don't know what tall tales that woman has been telling you, but..."
"Don't do it, Dad!" I cut him off, my voice breaking. "Don't you even dare deny it. The mere fact that you've gone on the defensive without me telling you anything already proves it's true. Nicole told me everything. How you threatened to ruin her career before it even started, how you told her I would be affected... how you drove her away from me and made me believe she had abandoned me. And all because you couldn't stand our relationship." I sigh, and hearing my own words makes me break inside.
"It wasn't like that, Kat. I was trying to protect you."
"Protect me from what?" I protest.
"Like it or not, you're a Thomas. You're not just any doctor; you belong to one of the most powerful families in the United States. Legacy is important, and that woman was a drag on your future."
"A drag on my future?" I repeat. "More important than your only daughter's happiness?"
"Now listen to me, Kat..."
"No, you listen to me," I interrupt, filled with anger. "Do you have any idea how much damage you've done to me? How did your lie destroy me? I rebuilt my life on a farce, Dad, thinking the woman I loved had abandoned me without a word, and you were the one to blame for everything."
"She would have ruined your future, Kat. It's okay to have fun in college, but I couldn't let you throw away all your potential for a silly fling. Look at you now; you're the medical director of one of the best hospitals in the country, and soon you'll be running our company. You're one of the most eligible bachelorettes in New York, and that woman..."
"That woman is the love of my life, Dad. Someone you deprived me of for fifteen years. And as for my future... I wanted to be a pediatrician, not run hospitals," I admit, my voice cracking. "Nic was never a fling."
"I won't apologize for securing a better future for my daughter, and I advise you to think very carefully before digging up a past that will only cause you more pain," he growls, raising his voice.
"There's nothing to think about, Dad. I'm not that little girl anymore who accepted everything you said without batting an eye, the one who didn't even make decisions because everything was thought out in advance by her family. Now I choose Nicole. I choose to be happy, no matter the consequences."
"Katya, don't be foolish..." he shouts.
But it's too late. With tears in my eyes, I end the call and return to the room. I curl up on the bed in a fetal position and cry. It was my own father who shattered his only daughter's life, depriving me of happiness for fifteen long years.
And what hurts me the most is not having believed Nicole, having yelled, accusing her of lying. Damn, if I could go back in time...
"Kat? What's wrong?" Nicole asks, sitting on my bed and rubbing my back.
"I talked to my dad," I confess between sobs.
"Oh, fuck. Are you okay?"
"I'm sorry, Nic. I'm so sorry for what I said to you, for not believing you. I've been... I can't even find the words."
"It's okay, honey," she sighs, leaning in to kiss me.
Even now, after everything I said to her in that cabin, her first instinct is to comfort me, and realizing that makes me cry harder.
"My dad separated us to protect his reputation, the family legacy as he says, not me. He made me believe you didn't love me, and you were just trying to protect me."
"Maybe I could have done things differently, better," she admits.
"That's easy to say fifteen years later, but I can imagine how scary my father must have been with his threats back then."
"Yeah, he was a bit scary," Nicole jokes. "But if you give me a chance, this time, we'll do it right."



CHAPTER 20
Katya 
The last week, practically hidden away in Nicole's apartment, helps me start to heal. Not on the physical level — the wound on my forehead and the bruises are already almost a memory. The emotional plane is another thing and will take a long time to mend. Still, as soon as I return to Watson Memorial, reality hits me again.
"Well, well, if it isn't the boss back. Your lovebird is in the operating room, in case you're looking for her," Arya adds with a mischievous grin.
I don't even respond. I roll my eyes and shake my head in amusement. Now she's taken to calling us "lovebirds" and doesn't mind doing it in front of other people, with the resulting smiles from the residents doing their rotation in cardiac surgery.
"Seriously, you look more relaxed. It's clear Dr. Wright takes excellent care of you at night," she insists.
"Arya, don't you have lives to save or something?" I protest, but just as she's about to respond, Nicole emerges from the operating room, heading towards the locker room to change clothes, and I rush after her.
"Hey, where's the fire?" she quips.
"I'm just trying to escape Arya before she comes up with more theories about our private life."
"And what theories are those? Because I have some ideas of my own," Nicole whispers, grabbing the lapel of my jacket to pull me into the locker room with her.
"Nic, we can't, not here," I complain.
"You don't know all the things that happen in this hospital's locker rooms and break rooms. Even in the supply rooms," she whispers with a wink. "When was the last time you did it in one of those places?"
"It was with you during our residency, so imagine... At least let's go to my office," I propose.
Nicole shakes her head, and I really don't like the smile that shows on her lips.
"It's much more fun here, Dr. Thomas," she hisses next to my ear, making goosebumps rise on my skin.
She leans towards me, and a primal desire shines in her eyes. Nicole softly traces the outline of my jaw with her fingertips, and I can't help but close my eyes and sigh. Every brush of our lips, every caress, makes me tremble.
"I better take off these clothes. Come into the shower; if someone comes in, no one will see us there," she proposes, jerking her chin in that direction.
Before I know it, we're inside one of the shower stalls with the door closed, and Nicole is already half naked.
"What are you waiting for?" she asks, starting to undress me without stopping her kisses.
"This is a dream, but I'm scared to death of someone finding out we are doing it here," I confess as she slides her thumb over my lower lip, and I open my mouth, stifling a moan.
"I love hearing you moan," Nicole whispers, softly kissing behind my earlobe.
"I'm not going to moan here."
"Of course you will."
"In your dreams."
She silences me with another kiss, her tongue seeking mine in a wonderful dance, while I tangle my fingers in her hair and feel the heat of her bare skin against mine.
"I know you will," she assures, sliding her hands down my hips to squeeze my ass.
"Nic," I gasp, clinging to her shoulders as I grind against her thigh.
Closing my eyes, I tilt my head back and let out a small cry as I feel her tongue on one of my nipples, and when her fingers slip between my legs, I have to lean my back against the shower wall to keep from losing my balance.
"Ask me," she orders.
"Shit, Nicole, I can't take it anymore."
"I want to hear you say it," she insists.
"Fuck me," I pant with more intensity than would be advisable, trying to keep part of my focus on any movement happening in the locker room.
I moan in anticipation as I feel the tip of her fingers pressing against the entrance of my sex. Nicole slides them in very slowly, as if she wants to make me suffer or drive me crazy with desire. Soon, I'm riding her fingers with my eyes closed, embracing her shoulders, hearing her pants next to my ear, feeling her palm rub against my clit. Trembling.
"Not yet," she whispers, seeing I can't take anymore, stopping the movement of her fingers.
I let out a frustrated groan, but I know very well the orgasm will be much more intense later.
"Nicole, please," I beg, writhing against her fingers.
I'm so close I think if she denies me again, I'll strangle her.
Pleasure crashes over me like a tsunami. I tense the muscles in my back, cling tightly to her, digging my nails into her shoulders, screaming her name in a wonderfully perfect orgasm.
"Fuck, you're going to pay for this," I assure her, trying to catch my breath as I slide my fingers inside her.
Just then, a group of people enters the locker room. They whisper something, laugh, and I want to die thinking that they've surely heard us and looked under the shower door to check if there was more than one person.
Nicole turns on the shower to cover the noise, and the cold makes me shiver, but I don't even dare to speak. Luckily, they don't take long to change clothes and disappear, leaving us alone again.
"Where were we?" she jokes, turning off the faucet.
"We were getting out of here, and you'll be lucky if I keep talking to you after the embarrassment I just went through," I protest with a huff.
Fortunately, Nicole's tender kiss when we finish getting dressed brings a smile back to my lips.
"You left me hanging," she reminds me, raising her eyebrows.
"I'll buy you a coffee."
"What a shitty way to make it up to me," she complains, giving me a light elbow to the ribs, forgetting they're still sore from the accident.
***
"Word on the street is that the boss had a real good time in the locker room a little while ago," Arya teases, addressing Nicole as soon as we sit down with her at the table.
Nicole lets out a small laugh, but my ears turn bright red all the way to the tips.
"How do you know?" I ask nervously.
"How do I know? You were screaming her name. You could be heard throughout the whole hospital, dumbass. I heard you from inside an operating room. There was no way the patient could sleep with all that noise," she quips, dying of laughter.
"I hate you, Arya," I protest, hiding my face in my hands.
"Nah, you love me a lot, I know it. I'm the only one who keeps that super inflated ego of yours in check."
"I don't have a super inflated ego," I complain, rolling my eyes.
"Of course not, boss. Just like you weren't playing naughty doctors a little while ago in a locker room where anyone could hear you," she retorts, laughing.
"Okay, maybe I let myself go a little."
Both Arya and Nicole seem to be having a fit of laughter that makes me more and more nervous.
"Fuck, Kat, no one cares what we do. We're not the only ones, and if you talked more with the staff at your hospital, you'd know that," Nicole reassures me, squeezing my hand between hers. Her touch sends a shiver up my spine, and I can't help but smile.
"Seriously, dumbass, I'm really happy for you," Arya admits. "For both of you. You make a great couple. I don't know what happened fifteen years ago, but you should've never broken up."
At her words, a knot forms in my stomach as I remember the real reason for our breakup. Nicole gives my hand a gentle, comforting squeeze, her thumb tracing soothing circles on my skin. She knows how painful those memories still are for both of us. 



CHAPTER 21
Katya 
After work, I sink into the hot bath water in my apartment, and the day's tension melts away. The glow of Nicole's scented candles reflects on the walls, seeming to dance with each slight movement. The fragrance of lavender and vanilla fills the air, soothing my senses.
"Can I come in?" Nicole's voice is almost a whisper, barely rising above the splashing of the water.
"Have you finally decided to share a bath?" I tease, a smile playing on my lips.
Nicole smiles, but enters the bathroom fully clothed. "I have something for you," she announces, kneeling beside the tub, though the tension on her face is so evident that it starts to worry me.
"Something for me?" I ask, my brow furrowing.
"I've been thinking about it a lot this past week, and I know it's very sudden, but..." She trails off, her eyes darting away nervously.
"Do you want to speak clearly for once, Nic? You're making me very nervous," I protest, my heart starting to race.
Nicole sighs, biting her lower lip slightly, lowering her gaze as she does every time she's tense. A knot forms in my stomach. Suddenly, she reveals a small black rubber band and takes my hand.
"I repeat, I know it's a bit sudden, but I don't see any reason to wait any longer, and this is... well, you can imagine it's something temporary until I buy a real one next week," she murmurs, placing the rubber band around one of my fingers like a ring.
"Nic, is this what I think it is?" I whisper, my eyes widening.
"I want to marry you. This time, I'm not going anywhere, with or without threats," Nicole assures me, gently caressing the finger on which she has placed the ring. "Do you think it's too sudden?"
"Very, Nic. Very much so. It's a fucking crazy idea," I hasten to reply, my heart pounding in my chest.
"Oh," Nic sighs, her shoulders slumping.
"But I love it. I love you so much. Come here, you idiot," I joke, pulling on her arms to kiss her, until she loses her balance and falls on top of me in the tub, completely dressed.
"Fuck, my phone," she complains, but then her eyes widen. "Wait, is that a yes?"
"Of course, it's a yes, silly! Hey, after all, the three years we were together in medical school count too, right?"
Nicole just nods, and in that moment, as I watch her with tear-filled eyes, her clothes soaked, I feel like I can't be happier. It's such a surreal moment, so perfect in its imperfection, that I'm afraid it might disappear if I just blink.
"I don't even know what to say, Nic," I admit, resting my forehead against hers and brushing away a wet strand of hair that's covering her right eye.
"I never stopped loving you," she confesses, cradling my face in her hands. "Those fifteen lost years... I'll make it up to you every day of my life."
"I hope you live many years, then," I tease, leaning in closer to kiss her.
We lose ourselves in a kiss that seems to have no end. One of those perfect kisses that you never want to end, until Nicole pulls away, her tears of happiness mixing with the water.
"I think you're wearing too many clothes for the occasion," I joke, unbuttoning her blouse.
Now naked, the hot water caresses our bare skin, making us feel as if we're in our own world, far away from everything.
Nicole sits behind me, and the delicate caresses she lavishes on my arms, shoulders, and breasts transport me to another dimension. Kissing the side of my neck, her breath quickening, she draws circles around my nipples, hardening them immediately.
I turn my head slightly, closing my eyes, and after a wonderful kiss, she takes a sponge and gently rubs it over my back.
"I owe you something from this morning," I remind her as soon as she finishes and the sponge floats in the water.
Now, I'm the one who positions myself behind her. I slide a hand between her legs to stroke her clit, rub my breasts against her back, and our moans intermingle in a melody of desire.
She caresses my calves, leaning her body back and raising her hips in search of more contact, moaning and panting without caring about anything or anyone.
I feel how each kiss, each caress, each movement of my fingers on her clit brings her closer and closer to orgasm. Her body tenses against mine, her breathing becomes faster and shallower until, with a cry, Nicole falls back, seeking my mouth as she reaches her climax.
I hold her tightly, covering her shoulders with small kisses, cradling her against my body until the water starts to get cold, but nothing seems to matter to us in these moments. It's pure happiness. A feeling my father denied me fifteen years ago and that I thought I would never be able to recover.
A feeling I wouldn't trade for anything in this world.



CHAPTER 22
Katya 
The way Nicole looks at me as if I were the only person in the world, makes me tremble with emotion. I haven't even managed to eat dinner; I'm floating on a cloud. Sudden? Yes, very much so, but I wouldn't want anything else.
"When we were in medical school, I used to tell you that one day I would marry you, and on that day, I would be the luckiest person in the world," Nicole reminds me, her eyes sparkling with love.
"So, are you going to move into my apartment now?" I ask, taking her hand to kiss her knuckles, my heart fluttering.
She nods slowly, giving me a smile so beautiful that it melts me, but just as I start to lean in to kiss her, the doorbell breaks the magic.
I shrug, not understanding who it could be, well past dinnertime, as Nic pushes her chair back to open the door.
"What the hell is this?" my father growls, pushing past Nicole to force his way into the apartment, his face twisted in anger.
"Dad, what are you doing here?" I ask, jumping to my feet, my stomach churning at the sight of his fury.
"I could ask the same about her," he mutters, pointing at Nicole with a sneer of disdain, his eyes cold and hard.
"Doctor Thomas, there's no reason for such hostility," Nicole interjects, trying to keep calm, her voice steady despite the tension in the room.
"Don't give me that bullshit, Wright. You're manipulating my daughter, like you always have!" he spits with rage, making my stomach turn.
"I love Nicole, Dad, and the sooner you understand that, the better for everyone. We're going to get married," I blurt out, and my father's face seems to transform with anger, his eyes widening in disbelief.
"I won't allow it!" he yells furiously. "Don't you realize she only wants your money and social position?" His words cut through the air like a knife, making me flinch.
"With all due respect, Doctor Thomas, that's not true, nor is it your decision. I'd prefer if you agreed, but Kat is an adult woman and hasn't needed her parents' permission to organize her life for years," Nicole protests, standing before him, causing my father to clench his fists tightly, his knuckles turning white.
"I have the power to make your life a fucking hell, Wright. For starters, I'll fire you tomorrow from Watson Memorial, and you'll be on the blacklist of every hospital in the country. You'll never work as a surgeon again," my dad threatens, raising his voice and jabbing his index finger against her chest.
I watch in amazement as Nicole remains calm, even smiling.
"I suppose fifteen years ago, you could have done that. I have no doubt. Today, it's much more difficult. I remind you that I have a reputation. You can fire me from Watson Memorial today if you want, but I highly doubt your shadow is long enough to keep me out of work. So, good luck with that," she adds, shrugging her shoulders, her confidence unwavering.
"Okay, stop it, please. Both of you," I shout, placing myself between them and trying to calm the situation. "Dad, I understand that you're worried about me, but I'm an adult woman capable of making my own decisions, and Nic was never interested in my money."
"She'll break your heart again," he snarls, clenching his jaw, his face red with anger.
"Dad, you were the one who broke my heart, not her," I whisper, lowering my gaze so he doesn't see the tears in my eyes, my heart aching at the painful memory.
Suddenly, my father staggers. His face pales. He clutches his chest, and his gaze reflects a mixture of surprise and fear I've never seen in him before.
"Dad! What's wrong?" I scream, my voice shrill with panic.
He doesn't respond.
He collapses, his body falling heavily to the floor, as a scream of terror escapes my throat.
"Dad! Please, don't leave me. Stay with me!" I beg, kneeling beside him, my hands shaking as I reach for him.
Nicole places her hands on my shoulders and squeezes them slightly.
"Kat, call the hospital. Request an urgent ambulance. I'll take care of him," she announces calmly.
After dialing the number, words pour out of my mouth in a frenzied torrent as I explain the situation, pleading for help as soon as possible. On the floor, Nicole continues with compressions, trying to keep my dad alive until the ambulance arrives.
"Come on, Richard," she murmurs. "Don't give up, damn it. Your daughter needs you. Your family needs you," she insists, her brow furrowed in concentration. "Kat, do you have any aspirin? It might buy us some time by thinning the blood to improve blood flow and prevent clots."
I run with all my strength to the bathroom, my eyes filled with tears, my heart pounding in my chest as I frantically search for the aspirin. I can't lose him, not like this, not now. I grab the bottle with shaking hands and rush back to Nicole, praying that we're not too late and can save him somehow.
"One, two, three, four," Nicole counts out loud, using her weight to press down on my dad's chest as I arrive with the box of aspirin. After thirty compressions, she tilts his head back, pinches his nose, and breathes air into his lungs. I cry as I watch his chest rise.
The look of panic on the faces of the emergency personnel arriving in the ambulance when they see the owner of the hospital lying on the floor is quite a show.
"Give me the paddles," Nicole shouts, tearing open the buttons of my father's shirt to expose his chest. "Clear!" she growls. My dad's body jolts and then lies still again.
Another shock, followed by a third. Tears stream freely down my cheeks, my heart breaking with every second that passes without my dad responding.
"Please," I whisper, though I'm not sure who I'm begging. "Don't take him. Not yet."
As if my pleas were heard, my father opens his eyes and coughs. Nicole lets out a sigh of relief, checking his vital signs to ensure he's stable before the ambulance takes him to Watson Memorial.
"Thank you, Nic," I sob, wrapping my arms around her waist, my body shaking with a mixture of relief and fear. "You brought him back."
"He'll be okay," she assures me with a beautiful smile. "He's strong, like his daughter."
"He can be a jerk, but he's still my dad, and I love him," I confess, my voice thick with emotion.
"Let me call Arya for a moment. We'll have an operating room waiting as soon as the ambulance arrives at the hospital. He'll be all right. You'll see," Nicole says, her voice calm and reassuring.
"I want to go in with you," I plead.
"No, Kat. I'll be there. You know he's in the best hands, but I can't allow you to enter the operating room while we're operating on your father. You understand that, right? I'm doing it for your own good," Nicole explains gently, her hand resting on my shoulder.
I nod, wiping the tears rolling down my cheek with the palm of my hand, as a whispered "Please, save my dad" escapes my lips, the words barely audible. Nicole pulls me into a tight hug, her arms providing a sense of comfort and safety that I desperately need at this moment.



CHAPTER 23
Nicole  
The rhythmic beeping of the monitors fills the operating room as Katya's dad lies on the operating table. It's not an extremely complicated surgery, but as soon as I make the first incision, I feel the weight of his life in my hands.
"Whoa, you know it would look awful if the Grim Reaper took him while you're operating on him, right?" Arya remarks.
"Arya, that's not funny at all," I protest.
"But it's true," she replies while placing a stent. "There would definitely be a police investigation. Can you imagine? Spiteful doctor kills her future father-in-law in the operating room. They might even make a movie about you."
"Can you shut up, for fuck's sake? If he finds out, he will fire both of us," I hiss, my hands steady as I navigate the delicate procedure.
"Do you think I would be a necessary collaborator? I wouldn't like going to jail," she insists, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
"You have the strangest sense of humor, you know that?" I mutter, shaking my head in disbelief.
"Anyway, bad weeds never die," she jokes, her voice filled with amusement. "Seriously though, we make an excellent team. Together, we're fucking great, and I'm glad to have you as my partner in the operating room," Arya admits with a wink. "I just hope the old man doesn't fire you when he wakes up from the anesthesia."
"I don't think it will come to that," I whisper, closing the last suture; my heart fills with a mix of relief and apprehension as I step back from the operating table.
***
I take a deep breath before entering the intensive care unit, my heart pounding in my chest as I prepare to face the man who has been the source of so much heartache in my life. Along with the stent, we had to place a coronary bypass that wasn't initially planned, which required us to use general anesthesia. The endotracheal tube was removed a little while ago, and I hope he won't get too upset when he sees me.
"Doctor Wright," he greets me with a hoarse voice, his eyes narrowing as he takes in my presence. "I suppose I should thank you for helping Doctor Kumari save my life."
"It's my job," I reply, forcing a smile. In reality, it was Arya who helped me, and he knows it perfectly well, but I guess his pride won't allow him to acknowledge it.
"I imagine you don't expect me to welcome you with open arms into my family just because you placed a bypass and resuscitated me at my daughter's house," he grunts.
"I don't expect that, but since we're having this conversation, I want you to know that I truly love Kat. I always have. My feelings haven't changed a single day since you forced me to leave her fifteen years ago. And I will fight for her no matter the consequences. I don't want your family's money. I never have. I only want her," I confess, my voice filled with emotion.
Before he can respond, the door opens, and Katya rushes in to hug her father, her eyes brimming with tears of relief. Richard's gaze softens as it settles on his daughter, and for the first time, I observe a hint of vulnerability in him.
"Dad, how are you?" Katya sobs, taking her father's hand in hers, her voice trembling with a mix of worry and love.
"I suppose I'm better, thanks to Doctor Kumari and your friend," he replies.
"Dad, she's not my friend. Well, yes, she is, but you know she's much more than that. At least call her by her name, not Doctor Wright or my friend," Katya admonishes gently, her eyes flickering to mine with a warmth that makes my heart skip a beat.
"All right," he grumbles, stroking Katya's hair. "Thanks to Doctor Kumari and Nicole."
"I'm sorry. Could you repeat that?" I ask, unable to hide the surprise in my voice.
"Nic, please, he's making an effort," Kat chides me, her tone both playful and serious. "I suppose you're not going to fire her, right, Dad?" she inquires, her eyes wide with hope.
"Let's just say that having a brush with death has made me see things a bit differently. And that Doctor Kumari stopped by a little while ago, threatening to stage a general strike at the hospital if I did," he confesses with a half-smile.
"That would be typical of Arya," Kat whispers, her lips curving into a fond smile.
"She made some observations about you and... well… Nicole. About the kind of partner she would be for you," he continues, his voice low and hesitant.
He pauses, taking a deep breath before speaking again. "Arya assured me that Nicole would give her own life for you and that she will make you very happy," he adds, as if each word is a struggle to utter. "It's not what your mother and I had imagined, but I suppose the important thing is your happiness."
"It is, Dad, it is," Katya sighs, leaning in to kiss his cheek.



EPILOG
Katya — Two months later
The morning of our engagement party dawns fresh and clear, the sky a vibrant blue that seems to mirror the excitement and nerves fluttering in my chest. The garden of my family's Hamptons home looks like something out of a fairytale, though in this version, the prince is replaced by a princess born and raised in Queens, and the fairy godmother is played by parents who still aren't thrilled with my choice of partner.
It took some convincing to get Nicole to agree to the party, and even more to have it at my parents' house. But here we are, surrounded by family, friends, and colleagues from the hospital. Even some of our old med school classmates have shown up to celebrate with us.
As I try to straighten an orchid arrangement that's starting to droop, I catch a glimpse of custom-made Italian shoes and know instantly that my dad has arrived.
"You came," I say, feeling a goofy smile spread across my face.
"Half the people here work for me," my dad replies, straightening his impeccable Armani suit.
"We wouldn't have missed it for the world," my mother chimes in quickly, preventing me from hearing whatever less-than-enthusiastic comment my father might have made.
As if summoned by magic, Nicole appears at my side, looking stunning in a fitted burgundy suit. She wraps an arm around my waist and extends her hand to greet my father.
"I'm glad to see you're recovering so well," she says politely.
Their relationship has become more or less cordial, or at least civil. My father hasn't threatened to fire her again, and he's stopped saying she's not good enough for me or that she's after my money. I suppose that's progress.
Before I can dwell on it further, the garden fills with friends and family demanding our attention. But when my father taps his glass to make a speech, my stomach twists into knots.
"Breathe," Nicole whispers, sensing my tension.
But even her soothing words and the warmth of her embrace can't calm me down.
"As many of you know, Doctor Wright — er, Nicole — wasn't exactly the person I had imagined for my only daughter," he begins, and I feel my blood run cold.
Some Marines who served with Nicole in Afghanistan look perplexed, but she remains calm, simply shrugging her shoulders. I lace my fingers with hers, squeezing her hand so tightly that I realize I'm digging my nails into her skin.
"I must admit, however, that she is a brilliant woman who seems to love my daughter, and most importantly, Katya is very much in love with her. So, I suppose, as a father, I should be happy with her decision. Last but not least, Kat has confessed that she would like to have a baby as soon as possible, so I hope the family legacy will continue for a long time, leading our group of hospitals for another generation," my dad adds, raising his glass in a toast.
"I know he's your dad, but he's a dumbass," Arya mutters beside us.
"I guess it could have been much worse," I admit, letting out a sigh of relief.
As the guests echo the toast and the buzz of conversation returns, my mother approaches us, taking me by the elbow.
"He's a grumpy old man," she acknowledges. "Deep down, he's happy you're marrying Nicole. Your dad admires her, even if he struggles to admit it in public."
"And you?"
"I'm thrilled. She'll make you very happy. You're marrying for love, and that's what matters. That's what your father doesn't quite understand. In a way, I wish I had done the same," she confesses suddenly.
"Mom!"
"Forget it. Maybe I've had too much champagne. Besides, it's a little late to change things now," she adds, winking at Nicole, who watches us with her mouth agape.
"Wow, that was..."
"Weird, very weird," I interrupt. "What do you say we sneak off to my bedroom while everyone's distracted?" I propose with a mischievous grin.
"I think I'm already familiar with your bedroom, in this and quite a few of your family's houses, but I like the idea," Nicole admits, gesturing for us to head inside.
Once we're in the house, the clinking of glasses and the murmur of conversations fade into a distant echo as I close the door to my bedroom, my heart racing with anticipation.
"Finally alone, Doctor Thomas," Nicole sighs, grabbing my hips and pulling me close to her body. The scent of her perfume mingles with the faint aroma of champagne on her breath, making my head spin with desire.
"Finally alone," I repeat, my fingers already working to unbutton her blouse, eager to feel the warmth of her skin against mine.
"Whoa! Damn, wait, I'm closing my eyes!" we hear suddenly, the familiar voice jolting us out of our heated moment.
"Arya! You could at least knock!" I protest, pressing a hand to my forehead in frustration.
"Hey, it's not my fault you two are playing naughty doctors again," she teases, her eyes sparkled with mischief. "There are people out there asking for you, and it looks a bit weird that you've snuck off like a couple of teenagers with raging hormones. Seriously, Kat, your dad just asked me where you were, and you know I suck at lying."
"We were just..."
"Yeah, yeah, about to get it on. Better me interrupting than your dad," she adds, holding up her hands as if it's obvious.
"Arya's the chief surgeon. I can't argue with her," Nicole apologizes, laughing as she tugs on my hand to lead us back to the garden.
"Actually, I need to ask you and Iris something," I announce, grabbing Doctor Ramírez by the elbow before she can drink any more champagne.
"Anything for my favorite boss," she jokes, already starting to slur her words.
"Arya, Iris… We'd like you both to be our bridesmaids at the wedding," I reveal, my heart swelling with affection for my friends.
"I expected nothing less, dumbass. After all, I played a big part in making sure you two could be together today. By the way, we should talk about what you'll name your baby if it's a girl. You see, I was thinking..."
"Iris, you haven't answered me," I interrupt, noticing that she's gone quiet, lost in thought.
"I'm fine, just wondering if I'll ever have a big day like this. My relationships never seem to work out, and at this rate, I'll end up married to medicine," she laments, her eyes clouding with a hint of sadness.
"At least medicine doesn't snore or leave dirty socks lying around like Arya does," Patricia jokes, having just arrived at the party.
We all laugh, surprised to see the tough-as-nails Arya nuzzle into her wife's neck, allowing herself to be petted like a spoiled kitten.
And here, standing in the middle of the garden, holding Nicole's hand and surrounded by friends, I smile contentedly. It's not the happily ever after of a fairytale; it's the beginning.
The future, as Arya would say, remains to be seen.     
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Doctor Stone: A Sapphic Medical Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4PRX3Y

A decade ago, a tragic surgery forever altered the lives of Dr. Jackie Stone and Sarah Taylor. Haunted by the loss of that patient, Dr. Stone has since immersed herself in her work, believing that if she stays busy, she can escape the pain of her past.

Sarah Taylor, now a determined intern at Manhattan’s prestigious Watson Memorial Hospital, finds herself under the supervision of the very doctor who was present during her brother’s ill-fated surgery ten years ago.

As she strives to become a renowned surgeon, Sarah must grapple with the emotional weight of working in the same hospital where her brother died, under the watchful eye of the woman who couldn’t save him.

Don’t miss this riveting sapphic medical romance exploring the intricate dance of forgiveness, healing, and the transformative power of love. 
Doctor Torres: A Sapphic Medical Romance  https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4RM9RV

   At 27, Nicole Hunt is a rising star in health and wellness, captivating audiences with her dynamic podcast and entertaining TikTok presence. In a special series for Heart Month, she sets her sights on interviewing some of the nation's most prominent medical professionals, including the reclusive Dr. Inés Torres.

Dr. Torres is a 40-year-old distinguished cardiologist with a reputation as steely as the scalpel she wields. Her life revolves entirely around her work, leaving no room for love or leisure.

As the effervescent Nicole steps into Dr. Torres's strictly regimented world, sparks fly, and an unexpected connection forms between the two women. Can Nicole's warmth and charisma melt Dr. Torres's icy exterior and unlock the door to a new, fulfilling chapter in her life?

Immerse yourself in this captivating sapphic medical romance, a heartwarming journey of love, healing, and the power of letting go. 
Doctor Harris: A Sapphic Medical Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4P272P

A doctor in love with a resident.
A resident in love with a patient.
A patient in love with herself.

Dr. Rachel Harris has always played by the book, until a mysterious woman arrives at the hospital after a grave accident, sending her world into a tailspin.

As the patient lies in an induced coma, Dr. Harris finds solace in her daydreams, crafting an enchanting romance with this enigmatic woman. Her fantasies provide an escape from her otherwise regimented life, stirring feelings she's never experienced before.

However, reality comes crashing down when the patient finally awakens, revealing herself to be a moody, self-absorbed woman who bears no resemblance to the person Rachel had come to love in her mind. As Dr. Harris grapples with her unexpected feelings, she must confront the blurred lines between fantasy and reality, desire and responsibility.

Don’t miss this mesmerizing sapphic medical romance that delves into the complexities of love, self-discovery, and the journey of personal growth. 
Doctor Ramirez: A Sapphic Medical Romance
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D5BHPYZB

Another phone call.
A new email.
Ever since Anna Fenwick, the female soccer legend, crossed paths with me due to her torn anterior cruciate ligament, I've been spending more time responding to the press than doing my job as a surgeon.
It's an absolute nightmare, and she is...
That woman is unbearable.
I knew this could happen. Her constant run-ins with sports journalists and other teammates are well-known. I can understand that her bad temper has worsened with the serious knee injury. I imagine that, at the end of her career, she's afraid of never regaining the level she once had... but putting up with her is starting to be too much.
And yet, each tiny glimmer of vulnerability in those blue eyes is enough to make me consider breaking the rules that have always governed my life.
***
The Missing Letters of Sara Nelson: A Second Chance Sapphic Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CLGBH2C9

   At 42, Samantha Thomson’s picture-perfect life is crumbling. Fresh from a painful divorce, she’s struggling to raise two teenage daughters while trudging through a monotonous routine.

Her childhood friend Olivia Mitchell lives life on the edge. While filming her documentaries, Olivia has spent over two decades traveling the globe and fighting for justice.

When their paths cross again, long-buried feelings ignite.

And when Samantha discovers twelve romantic WWII love letters hidden in an old book, they spark an unexpected thirst for adventure.

Spurred by Olivia, both women journey through snow-covered Vermont villages to deliver the long-lost letters.

Along the way, both women must confront their own ghosts. Can righting the wrongs of the past inspire them to live boldly again?

Join Samantha and Olivia on an uplifting voyage of second chances, reminding us it’s never too late to start living. 
Crossed Destinies: A Sapphic Billionaire Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CL7HGK9N

The CEO of a technology company whose methods border the limits of ethics.
A journalist in search of the truth and eager to prove herself.
What can go wrong?
From their first encounter, an undeniable chemistry draws them together. Yet, their professional ambitions threaten to drive a wedge between them.
As Sarah digs deeper into the inner workings of Hailey's empire, she uncovers shocking secrets that threaten to expose the dark underbelly behind its success. Torn between protecting the woman she's falling for and revealing the truth, Sarah grapples with the biggest decision of her life.
Will she prioritize her commitment to journalistic integrity and unveil the truth, or will her deepening feelings for Hailey cloud her judgment?
Can her relationship survive the pressure, or will it blow up?
Passions flare, and ethical lines blur in this tension-filled romance set in the high-stakes world of corporate finance. When matters of the heart collide with the quest for truth, the fallout could destroy careers, relationships, and even lives.
Tie Break: A Sapphic Sports Romance https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C6MMF43Z

Brooke McKlain is a household name for tennis fans.
Elena has no idea who she is. She just knows she's ruining her life.

When Brooke decides to take a much-needed break at a luxury hotel in Hawaii, she doesn't expect that the woman who challenged her from the very first moment will show her what love is.
Elena will make her question many things, and now love spins onto her court, revealing what she's been missing.
But their worlds are too different, and things are never as easy as they seem... especially when the public image you want to give outweighs your feelings. 
YOUNG ADULT SAPPHIC ROMANCE
Liar: A Young Adult "fake date" LGBTQ+ Romance  https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CB4MB79W

Nina Álvarez is living the dream.

She's the high school basketball team captain, a social media sensation, and one of the most popular girls at school. But when a misplaced comment goes viral, Nina's future comes crashing down.

With accusations of homophobia threatening to destroy everything she's worked for, Nina devises a daring plan: fake-date Alexia Taylor, a proud and openly gay girl from her high school.

Alexia is her polar opposite. She's a brilliant, introverted aspiring scientist with her sights set on NASA. And she wants nothing to do with Nina's scheme.

However, when Alexia's best friend Cris gets involved, she soon finds herself unable to say no.

As Nina and Alexia play their roles in this high-stakes game of pretend, they find themselves drawn to each other in ways they never expected. Amidst the whirlwind of high school drama, basketball games, and social media scandals, the two girls discover that sometimes, the line between love and lies isn't so clear.

Operation Vanessa https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C99QVD5K

Riley, the high school resident rebel, never thought she’d fall for anyone—especially not Vanessa, the untouchable cheerleading squad captain.

In a world where social expectations and invisible barriers dictate the rules, they are on opposite sides of the high school spectrum.

But love won’t be ignored. Overwhelmed by her feelings, Riley turns to Alexia, a straight-A student with a gift for words. Together, they hatch a daring plan inspired by Cyrano de Bergerac to capture the cheerleader’s heart. 
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