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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




WAVING HER FINGERS in synchronous rhythm, the middle-aged faux redhead patient, walked backwards down the corridor, stopping at the end to bat her lashes. Marco Bottari withheld the laugh that threatened to emerge until she’d exited and the door had closed. 

A head popped out of an adjacent doorway, and a highly amused face broke into a grin. “And you chose this branch of medicine why?”

He gazed at the round female face and quirked a smile. “I’m beginning to have doubts.”

“If he wasn’t so cute, he wouldn’t have this problem.” This remark came from another female in a doorway behind him. 

He glanced over his shoulder. “Sexual harassment, you know.”

“Mmmhmm. That’s what you call it.” The voice disappeared into a supply room, blue medical scrubs whiffling between distended thighs.

He looked forward at the round face, still hanging pendulous around the doorframe. “We done for today?” he asked.

The face disappeared, and he trailed after it into the front desk area. 

Her ponytail bobbing, the receptionist called up the computer screen. “Nope. You have two more, Loretta Sampson, and a last minute appointment by the name of Patricia Fanning.”

Loretta Sampson. He shivered. Sometimes this job took its toll.

“Get that sour look off your face,” the receptionist said. “She’s only here for a check-up.”

“Yes, but,” and he clamped his jaws shut. He shouldn’t say. “I’m going to my office. Let me know when she arrives.”

A chuckle accompanied his exit into the hallway. Striding across the waxed tile, he took a right into a cramped, overflowing cubicle and plopped himself down in his desk chair. A mound of paperwork stared up at him:  forms needing signatures, folders with patient info, and a stack of unanswered messages. He shoved all of it aside and dug his cell phone out of the center drawer. 

“Sharpe. Sharpe. Sharpe,” he mumbled, filtering through the multitude of texts from his friend. “Brent, old pal, what are you up to?”

Brent Sharpe was always up to something. Usually, a good game of golf. “Some of us have to work,” he said. Marco returned the phone to the drawer.

“Nothing from Mama?”

Marco brought his gaze toward the new speaker and offered a wide smile. “Not yet, but give her a few hours.” He stood to his feet and pounded the back of the male visitor. “She’s mad at you, you know,” he said.

The visitor broke into a grin. “Yes, but I have plans to make it up to her.”

Marco returned to his chair. “Flowers again?”

“I’m hurt that you think I can’t be more creative than that.”

“You can’t.”

“Doc, did you ever ...” The nurse leaned in. “Oh, I didn’t know your brother was here. You charmed your way in again, huh?”

His brother reclined in the chair, throwing his left foot over his right knee. “Now, Jennifer, why would I do that?”

She made a face. “Just ‘cause he’s cute doesn’t mean you are.”

His brother laughed. “The good doctor is not going to raise your pay simply because you compliment him.”

“Of course, I am,” Marco returned.

Jennifer smiled. “Oh, the day you walked in that door,” she said, her gaze focused on Marco’s face, “my heart sang and it’s been humming ever since.” Her snide expression returned. “But as to this one.” She waved at his brother. “You can keep him locked up. Now, I need that file for Erma Everett. Did you finish your notes?”

Marco dug through the stack on his desk and produced it. “I did. She’s good to go.” He handed Jennifer the file, and she disappeared from the room. “Now, what does my unemployed, worthless, younger brother need from me that he’s driven across town at this hour of the day? Because I have two more appointments before I’m done.”

His brother sat up straight and dropped his foot to the floor. “What do I need? You mean, besides your paycheck? An hour of your time this evening to discuss a business proposition.”

Marco’s eyebrow shot up. “Again? What is it this time?”

“Patience, Dr. Gyno. That I will reveal at dinner if you’ll show up.”

“You could’ve called me,” Marco replied.

His brother frowned. “I can hear that conversation now and it ends with, ‘Benito, I don’t have time,’ and a clicking noise. This way you’re on the hook, and I know you’ll be there.”

Marco tented his fingers and propped his elbows on the desk, then dropped them to his lap. “Fine. Mamita’s at seven?”

Benito shot to his feet. “Perfect, and you won’t regret this.”

Marco had doubts about that statement. Where his brother’s ideas were concerned, there were always regrets, most of which involved either time or money, and he suspected this one was the latter. But he’d listen to what he had to say before judging. He’d learned how to do that seeing so many female patients day in and day out. If there was one thing women wanted the most, it was an ear to speak into. Especially the elderly ones.

“Arrivederci,” Benito said from the end of the hallway. His departure brought the receptionist’s face back through the door. “You sure he isn’t worthy of me?” she asked.

Marco chuckled. “Yes. You, Renee Switzer, are a far better person than that scoundrel. You have to look past the charm to the worm within.”

“It’s not his charm that hooks me. It’s those dimples,” she said with a sigh.

“Those dimples will not pay your bills.”

She skated her chair back into the room, and he returned to his office. He hadn’t sat long before her voice came over the intercom. “Dr. Bottari, your four o’clock is here.”

His stomach tied into a knot. Loretta Sampson.

“Dear Lord,” he prayed beneath his breath. “Deliver me from this woman.”
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ONE HAND ON THE SMALL mound of her stomach, the other on the car horn, Patricia Fanning directed two sharp blasts at the driver in front of her. The driver, by all appearances half asleep, stomped his accelerator and surged forward. Patricia followed, and at the first opportunity switched lanes, passing him.

The curve of her belly beneath her palm reminded her of her purpose. She should’ve gone before now and admitted to this new change in her life instead of burying it, but to do so meant looking into the face of things she didn’t want to see. Mostly how it’d happened in the first place.

“Not my fault,” she said softly. But though it wasn’t, and she’d had no control that night after what Ray slipped in her drink, she still blamed herself. And blame was a huge weight to carry around. A boulder.

Traffic slowed at a stop light, and she brought the car to a halt.

He’d also said he was sorry. Repeatedly. For months. However, she couldn’t reconcile that. How could he be sorry for doing something so underhanded?

Should’ve called the cops. Embarrassed, she hadn’t though, and he’d gotten away with it. 

“Come on, baby,” he’d pleaded the next day. Banging on her apartment door and jiggling the knob, he’d tried to force his way in. She’d stood on the opposite side and cried, unable to believe a man she valued, one she worked with day in and day out for the last year, would resort to GHB to get her in the sack.

Because in the end, that’s all he’d gotten, a body to manhandle, but not a single piece of her heart. Her heart was not for sale, never for the likes of Raymond Chandler. Although half the girls at the studio had slept with him, she’d refused. She was saving herself for the right man, one who loved and valued her. If he existed.

At least, Ray’d disappeared the last two days. Where he’d gone after being so persistent, she didn’t know. Nor did she care. Maybe he’d given up at last, or maybe one of his so-called friends had told him how much trouble he could be in. The proof of what he’d done was growing inside her, day-by-day developing features more like its parents, only wanting to be loved.

She did love it — her or him. She corrected herself. Her career was sidetracked for the minimum of a year and the maximum, a lifetime. She had to face the future. She would be a mother in about four months regardless of who the father was or how it’d happened, and her baby would need care and attention, endless love, and not guilt and regret. 

Today’s appointment was the first step forward. See a doctor.

The light changed to green, and she continued on her way, pulling into a parking garage at the base of a high-rise and parking close to the elevator. The beep of her car lock reverberated against the concrete columns, and the smack of her shoes echoed on the pavement. 

She depressed the elevator push-button and splayed her feet for balance during the few-second ride to the fourth floor. The doors whooshed open and metallic-scented air smacked her in the face. Crossing the empty waiting room, she walked up to the receptionist’s desk.

A brown-haired girl wearing a medical smock smiled at her from behind finger-smeared glasses. “Can I help you?”

Patricia curled her fingers around her purse strap. “Patricia Fanning. I have a four thirty with Dr. Bottari.”

Dr. Bottari, who’d come recommended by a friend of a friend of a friend at the dance studio with the remark, “Wait ’til you see him.” A strange thing to say about a gynecologist because who really cared what one of “those doctors” looked like anyhow?

The receptionist checked her computer screen before sliding a clipboard her way. “Fill this out, and we’ll call you,” she said.

Patricia nodded and turned her back on the desk. She seated herself against the wall next to a table covered in women’s magazines. The form took only a minute to fill out, and she leaned back after, her thoughts split in a dozen directions. 

Paying her bills was the biggest. Not being able to perform, she’d resorted to teaching hip-hop classes. Something she’d done before becoming in demand as a dancer. But being pregnant meant she needed a stand in, and that required paying someone and so more money out of her pocket. She’d also had to cut back at home, eliminate the cable TV and internet, and she’d ditched her cell phone. She regretted that because no one could call her now.

There was also the problem of space. She had to find somewhere in her apartment to put baby things. There was a corner of her tiny bedroom that’d fit a bassinette, but not a crib. Given her finances now, she’d have to scrimp to purchase one. And then the additional expense after the baby arrived, of diapers and clothing and daycare. The list grew long in her mind, and she sighed.

“You’re being very practical about this,” fellow teacher, Maxine, had said. “If I was in your shoes, I’d be flipping out.”

She had flipped out, sobbing and crying for two solid days when she’d realized she was pregnant. But eventually, her head had hurt and her sinuses clogged almost permanently, and she’d had to admit it solved nothing. This baby was arriving regardless of the tears, and she either became brave and dealt with it or else. There’d be no escape; that went against everything she’d been brought up to believe. Besides, she might never have a husband; this might be her only chance to become a mother.

If only it wasn’t Ray’s. She’d never figured herself for a single mom with a deadbeat father for her child. 

His voice returned to her thoughts. “I’m sorry. I wanted you so bad.”

“That don’t make it right, Ray,” she’d said over and over through the door. 

Should never have gone out that night. Should have listened to her heart. Both thoughts brought more self-condemnation, which got her nowhere.

“Patricia Fanning?” a nurse called from the doorway across the room. 

Patricia inhaled and stood to her feet, tucking the clipboard beneath her elbow.

The nurse extracted it and slid it through the hole in the Plexiglas. “Follow me.”

Down the polished hallway, past a series of closed doors, Patricia stepped into the examination room and swallowed the lump in her throat at sight of the paper-covered table.

“The doctor will be right with you,” the nurse said, shutting the door.

The silence overwhelming her, Patricia swiped at moisture beading her eyes. Brave front, right. Admit it, Peaches. You’re dancing days are done, and all of this is your fault.
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“I’LL WRITE YOU A PRESCRIPTION, but you have to take all of it,” Marco said, keeping one eye on Loretta’s flushed face. “No refills.”

No refills because if she didn’t go right out and sell every one of these pills, he’d be surprised.

“Yes, Doc. I appreciate your seeing me.”

I’ll bet. That she saw his doubts written clearly on his face didn’t bother him at all. She needed to know he was on to her game and not about to give into it anymore. Neither could he ignore her persistent infection. Persistent because she didn’t take the pills.

He punched two keys on the computer keyboard at the small desk in the corner and stood to his feet. Opening the door, he waved her out into the hall. “The receptionist will give you the prescription up front.”

He widened his route, giving Loretta plenty of space to wander down the hall, and suppressed a shiver skating up his spine. Jennifer eyed him from her stance outside the storeroom. Her expression said what his did. He nodded sharp. Whatever beauty Loretta had physically was greatly diminished by the ugliness inside. Problem was, she knew how to hide the ugliness to pick up a man. She’d tried as much on him when she’d first come here. 

She wasn’t the only one. Word had spread quickly about the young doc. He’d ignored much of it. He didn’t approach any of his patients as potential dates. That was inherently wrong. Though his mother was always after him to get serious about someone. He smiled at that thought. That’d never been his priority. Surviving medical school, followed by establishing his practice, and now paying his bills, all came first. Sure, he was lonely sometimes, but never so much that he was desperate. The way he figured it, God would send him the right woman, and he’d know when she arrived.

God was a very important part of his life. He opened and closed his days with prayer, attended services regularly, and read his Bible. But most of all, he lived by its principles, trying his best to love the unlovely; and he saw plenty of those every day.

Yet women like Loretta tried his patience. She’d never find what she was looking for in a bottle of pills or a new relationship. No one could tell her that though.  She wouldn’t listen, and it wasn’t his job anyhow.

“Your four thirty’s here,” Jennifer said. “Exam two.”

He nodded and snagged the clipboard from the plastic wall slot outside the door. One to go and he was home free. He flipped the top paper over, scanning the woman’s basic info and Jennifer’s notes on vitals, then opened the door.

The woman’s appearance struck him in the chest. Golden blonde hair cascaded over sloped shoulders framing an oval face set with two transparent blue eyes. He’d seen beautiful women before, but wow, this one took the cake. Plus, she appeared to be toned and in very good shape, slim-fitting jeans sitting low on her hips to accommodate the slight paunch barely visible beneath a free-flowing blouse.

Her lashes were moist. She’d been crying. The fact she was alone and the last appointment told him part of the reason why. He fastened a smile on his face. “Dr. Bottari,” he said. He consulted the clipboard. “Patricia Fanning?”

She nodded. Her eyes had taken on a curious gaze, perceptive, despite her obvious tears. She moistened two very nice pink lips. “They warned me,” she said.

This brought his eyebrows into an arch. “Warned you?”

“But I wasn’t prepared.”

He seated himself, calling up the computer screen to input some of the patient information, but he glanced at her as he did it. “What weren’t you prepared for?”

“Well, maybe I shouldn’t say since you are the doctor and that is what I’m here for.”

His fingers moving across the keys, he looked away for a minute. He turned his stool around after. “Why don’t you take a seat on the table?” he asked.

She paused. “I said it didn’t matter.”

Confused, he ran his thumb over his forehead. “What didn’t matter?” He stood to his feet and moved to the table. 

She obeyed then, seating herself on the end, the paper crinkling beneath her bottom. “That you’re so cute.”

He crooked a smile. “I guess we can eliminate the need for a pregnancy test,” he said.

She gazed down at herself. “They pay you for this?”

He laughed once. “I’m going to palpate your belly, let me know if any of it bothers you.” He raised the tail of her shirt and pressed his palms to her skin, working them gently around and downward. “Feels good.”

Her face turned strange, emotions flickering across before it cleared. “I’ve decided it does matter. You should be old and ugly.”

He paused and exchanged a look with her. “Even the old, ugly ones were young once. Maybe I’ll be old and ugly one day.”

The first sign of a smile trembled on her lips and faded. “I doubt that.”

He opened a drawer and withdrew a gown from the top of the stack. “Here’s the fun part. You put this on and I’ll be back.”

She stared at the gown for a moment before taking it in her hands and wadding it into a ball. He took hold of the door knob and cracked it open, but her next words pulled him short.

“You promise?” she asked.
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CHAPTER 2
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DR. BOTTARI WAS AN eyeful of dark, handsomeness, and a woman in her condition should not notice that. That he’d smiled slightly at her remarks indicated he’d taken her comments with some humor. That he’d not responded indicated his professionalism. That was good on his part because she wasn’t flirting. A pregnant woman did not flirt, single or not.

Patricia put on the gown, more aware of her new shape than ever before and sucked in a breath to steady her nerves. The doctor returned, the nurse who’d shown her to the room at his heels.

“This is Jennifer,” he said. “She’s here so you don’t feel uncomfortable.”

Humor. Professional. And considerate. The good doctor was ratcheting himself up there on the scale of gentlemanliness. 

“Need to do a Pap smear, which will be mildly uncomfortable. Lay back and look at her.”

Smart, too. Why hadn’t she found a guy like him instead of Ray? That question pushed a sob onto her tongue. She swallowed it.

Jennifer, the nurse, had a nice face. Smiling, her full lips pulling back smooth, dark skin, she took her hand and squeezed. 

Dr. Bottari made no remark during the exam. Patricia suspected to prevent her from thinking of what he was doing. Again, his being thoughtful. He covered her legs with a paper sheet afterward and snapped his gloves off, tossing them in a medical disposal can.

“You can sit up,” he said.

The nurse tightened her grip, helping her rise, and patted her hand. She left the room, and the doctor turned his back. He seated himself, typing into the computer before rising again and standing before her.

“I’ll have your results in a week or so, and we’ll call you.”

“We? But not you,” she said. Why did she pressure him?

He smiled again. “Would you prefer I called you?”

“Why do I think you don’t do the calling and I have no choice in the matter?” 

He crossed his arms over his chest, his lab coat sleeves riding up his arms. “I trust you have an obstetrician,” he said.

She glanced down at her belly. “No. I haven’t done anything past berating myself mentally and wondering why me.”

“I can have the receptionist give you a list.”

Patricia curved her fingers over the edge of the exam table, her back chilled by the air vent breathing on her the entire time. A list. More doctors. More poking and prodding. And this one not giving her any direct responses.

“I can’t use you?” she asked, though she knew the answer. He was only the first step in the process.

“You need someone to track your pregnancy, the rate of growth of the fetus ...”

“Do you ever get tired of calling things by medical terms?” she asked, cutting into his speech. “Or can you not talk to me like a human being, a girl scared half to death?”

His expression softened, and he gazed back at her, as if contemplating his next actions. He lowered his arms to his sides and moved to the stool. “Patricia?” he asked.
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