
  
  
      
        
          Deceptive Images

          
		      
          Joanne Henning

        

        
          
          J.D. Henning

        

      

    


  
  Copyright (2024) by Joanne Henning 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the work of the author's imagination or used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or localities is entirely coincidental.
Cover design: Rebecca Finkel, FPGD.com

A special thanks to the wonderful dance instructors who have filled my life with joy and grace. You are the inspiration for this story.






  
  Prologue 1972
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The summer of 1972 was a turning point in Rosa Fletcher's life. The road trip with her high school friend, Angelica, was supposed to be a week of fun and horseback riding, but Rosa's touching memories of that summer vacation lingered and resonated into adulthood. It all began on a perfect evening in July. 
   The scenery in the Adirondacks was stunning. Rosa traveled with Angelica's parents, Mr. and Mrs. D'Augelli. As they neared their destination, the air was crisp and clean; the atmosphere, magical. A full moon peeked in and out of the cloud cover as they passed a myriad of lakes, and the moonlight sparkled on the calm waters. The car windows were open as they savored the fresh forest scent of pine and experienced a thrilling sense of adventure. When they arrived, they found a ranch nestled in the wilderness with a large private lake as its focal point and checked into a rustic two-bedroom cabin with a lake view. The girls opened the windows, unpacked their suitcases, and stretched out on the twin beds that were so comfortable after the long drive. They tried to temper their excitement and get some sleep. The first riding lesson was early in the morning.
.
   Rosa and Angelica had breakfast while Mr. and Mrs. D'Augelli slept in. Angelica's parents were not early risers. Rosa, amused they chose a ranch for their vacation, thought Mrs. D'Augelli was glamorous and not the type to get on a horse. Her husband was there on the whim of his wife and daughter and would be more comfortable in the city or at a casino. He hoped to find a group of men who played cards. Even Rosa wondered what she was doing at the ranch. She liked horses, but the thought of riding one was terrifying. Rosa cringed when she remembered giving the horses sugar cubes when visiting her uncle in the country. She was certain it was bad for their teeth. She hovered behind Angelica when they arrived at the lesson, while Cal, the cowboy in charge, zeroed in on the anxiety of his new pupil. 
  "Are you planning to ride today?" he asked quietly as he approached Rosa.
  She hesitated. "I think so."
  He smiled. "Don't worry, I will fix you up with Snowball, the sweetest, gentlest horse in the stable." He put her at ease by calling her "Rosie" and called Angelica "Angie". The cowboys used these nicknames for the girls the rest of the week, and had adopted descriptive Western names like Cal, Curly, Lindy, Wyatt, and Russ. The teasing and nicknames were all good-natured fun, and Rosa felt more comfortable attending the lesson. Afterward, Rosa and Angelica swam and enjoyed group activities in the afternoon.
   Before dinner, Angelica prepared for a night out. Rosa worried she didn't have the right clothes and suspected her friend Angelica was more interested in meeting boys than riding horses. Rosa took a walk to be by herself, overwhelmed with plans for the evening. She settled under a shade tree, opened her novel, and savored the solitude and the cool country breeze. A conversation in the barn interrupted her reverie.
  "So there are a lot of single ladies in the group," said Cal, "so let's make sure they feel welcomed."
  "No problem," bragged Lindy. He was a ladies' man.
  "And Curly, make sure those two young girls get your attention. They're around your age."
 "The shorter one is a little too bold for me, and I'd rather not encourage her," said Curly. "I think that could be trouble."
   "Focus on the other one." 
  Rosa thought she would die; they were talking about her. She had to disappear before they realized she could hear them. She was sixteen and not yet ready for flirtations with older guys.
 When they returned to the clubhouse that night, Angelica met a boy from college. Rosa towered over his friend, but he politely danced with her. She suspected he would prefer a dance partner more his height. The band played until 2 am, and the girls stayed until closing. 
  The next day, Rosa rode a different horse named Jack. Curly was the cowboy teaching the group. Rosa's heart did a little flip when she looked at Curly.  
  "Are you ready for a riding adventure?" he asked.
  "I think so, but I'm not sure."
  He assisted her, and as she settled in the saddle, she realized his teaching expertise was in helping beginners. 
  "Rosie, right?"
  "Yes." She gazed at the beautiful blond curls that reached the collar of his shirt. "And you're Curly?"
  "Yes, mam," he said with a dashing smile. "Don't worry, Jack is a friendly horse, but don't let him get close to the other horses. He kicks occasionally."
  Rosa was nervous about drawing attention to herself, but Jack behaved, and the ride was uneventful. When Curly helped her dismount, he held on longer than he had to, part of the act. Still, she couldn't ignore the flutter of a feeling she couldn't describe.

  That night, Angelica met her new fling and soon forgot Rosa was with her. Rosa tried to be content as she sat alone and listened to the music. The Cowboys were in attendance that night. Wyatt looked at Rosa, then at Curly. "Looks like you're up," he said to Curly.
  Curly didn't mind asking Rosa to dance. He was 6'4'' and usually had trouble finding a dance partner his size. He guessed Rosa was almost six feet tall. She turned beet red, humiliated as he approached her. She wanted to dance, but knew he felt obligated to ask. Rosa had a background in dance and followed his country swing with ease. He was a fabulous lead. Rosa couldn't help being swept off her feet. He was funny, friendly, and popular; the little kids adored him. She was certain he had better things to do than dance with her, but they stayed on the dance floor, and within a short time it seemed like they had been practicing for years. Curly understood the position Rosa was in; the D'Augellis were too busy drinking and partying to notice her sitting alone. Curly attended the clubhouse every night to dance with her.

   On the last night of her stay, Angelica went to dinner with her new boyfriend. Rosa didn't mind being alone, and visited the horses in the pasture before dark. She had become fond of Snowball and brought apple slices as a treat.
  "Thank you, Snowball. You are such a good girl," she whispered. "I'll never forget you or this vacation, and I hope you'll always be happy." Snowball nuzzled her, grateful for the attention. Rosa turned when she heard someone walking behind her.
  "Hi Rosie"
  "Hi Curly"
  "You've made a friend there, Rosie; horses can sense when someone likes them. You two have formed a bond."
  Rosa tried to think of something to say, since they hadn't talked much at the clubhouse. "How do you like being a cowboy?" she asked.
  "It's a summer job, so I can't call myself a cowboy. I don't know if you noticed, but I am not in the rodeo, and they give me beginner classes."
  "Well, what do you do?"
  "Besides getting in trouble? I'm a student; I just graduated high school and will attend college next year."
  Rosa smiled. He was only two years older. 
  "How about you, Rosie? Is your next gig bull riding?" he asked jokingly.
  "No silly. I will be a junior when school starts, but I'm unsure about my college plans. I might like to attend college out of state and major in biology."  
  "Interesting subject. I am going into business."
  There was a long, comfortable silence between them. Curly knew she was leaving in the morning. He wanted to let her know that he had enjoyed the time they had spent dancing together.
  "I had a good time on the dance floor, Rosie."
  Curly looked at Rosa. He liked her. She was quiet and not chatty like most girls her age. When he danced with her, he was aware of a growing attraction. She had an exotic look about her; in her eyes. He couldn't tell what color they were; they seemed light, sometimes green, sometimes blue. In the fading sunlight, they looked green with a darker blue around her iris and a gold starburst radiating from the center. She was bold enough to hold his gaze. She had a delicate figure, like a dancer. He noticed her lips; they were full and looked soft with just a hint of lip gloss. She was young and sweet; he wanted to hold her and wondered if she had ever been kissed. As he gazed into those mesmerizing eyes, he saw intensity and knew she wanted something from him. He felt an unexpected desire as he put his arms around her. She didn't resist. Rosa felt right in his arms as he kissed her gently. Afterward, when she gave him a grateful smile; he realized he had sent the wrong message. They would probably never see each other again, and he wanted her to remember him. Suddenly he longed for a more passionate kiss. She met him halfway as he leaned into her. There was nothing innocent in this kiss. They responded to the embrace, surprised by the intensity. Rosa relaxed, shocked by the powerful longing she felt in his arms. Finally, she pulled away and looked at him with a sad smile.
  "Thank you, Curly. I knew there was a reason I came on this trip."

  Curley watched her as she turned and walked to her cabin. He was certain she didn't recognize her power and allure. He tended the horses. The taste of strawberry lip gloss lingered on his lips.










  
  Chapter 1
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TEN YEARS LATER 

 Yale always called her Rose instead of Rosa. She wondered if he wanted to ignore her Cuban heritage. Rosa did not resemble her Cuban mother, except for her unusual eye color, or her father, who was English. She knew Yale and his family were society types who preferred to think of her as having an English background. Yale brought her home to his family for Christmas, and she celebrated the holiday away from her parents for the first time. Rosa's mother was thrilled; she encouraged Rosa to date Yale because he was studying to be a doctor and because his family was wealthy. She reminded Rosa how fortunate she was that Yale had taken an interest in her. She dated him in college; he was a popular guy on campus, and she was thrilled. Her sorority sisters were surprised when he asked her out, and even more astonished when the relationship seemed to last. When Yale entered the university's medical school program, she stayed in the area to attend dental school. They were both devoted to their studies but saw each other often. She prepared meals for him and warmed his bed. She comforted him through the grueling days of medical school but kept the challenges of dental school to herself. He didn't need her problems on top of his own. Graduation was in May, and she was ready for the next step. It seemed logical that he would propose at Christmas, and since she was spending the week with his family, she was certain he would ask.
  The Dixon family gatherings were formal, and Rosa tried to adapt. She lacked the social finesse expected of her. When she set the table, she put the forks in the wrong place; she gagged when she tried caviar and prayed she could keep it down. His family seemed stiff and distant, and she wondered if she could fit in. His mother and sister acted reserved, and Mrs. Dixon treated her like the hired help. 
"Rose, would you mind getting a piece of cake for Yale?" or, "I think Yale needs another beer."
 Despite her expectations, he didn't propose, and the week became stressful and uncomfortable. Her Christmas present was in a jewelry box but was the wrong size for a ring. She had waited six years, and was disappointed, and hurt. When they left the Dixon estate, their conversation was strained. Rosa wondered if their floundering relationship could survive but waited to see what would happen next.

      ***   A confrontation happened on Valentine's Day, which fell on a Sunday. Yale promised to meet her for 7 pm Mass and dinner at her apartment afterward. When he didn't show up, she left the church alone and returned to her apartment to wait for him. At 10 pm when he finally arrived, she realized she could no longer tolerate his careless disregard for her feelings. 

  "Thanks a lot, Yale, you could have called."
 " I'm sorry, I forgot about the time." He handed her a dozen roses. "Happy Valentine's Day."
  She was in no mood to celebrate. "So tell me, Yale, what happens next?"
  "What do you mean?"
  "I have boards to take before I can get a dental license. Should I take the Midwest board?"
  "Well, that's up to you."
  "What are you planning to do, Yale?"
  "I am looking into residency programs. I'm considering one in California."
  "I guess that doesn't include me."
  "You're welcome to come with me."
  "Newsflash, there's no such thing as a traveling dentist. I need to settle somewhere so I can get established. I can't follow you around the country without a commitment."
  He hesitated, then whispered, "I'm not ready."
  "I don't think you will ever be ready, Yale. We've dated for six years, enough time to make up your mind. Let's face it, it's not going to happen." She tried to compose herself, but couldn't hold back the tears. She was furious. "The dinner is ruined. Get out."
  "Can't we talk about this, Rose?"
  " The name is Rosa. Get out." She threw a dozen roses at him as she pushed him out the door and watched him stumble down the stairwell of her apartment. "Don't come back; we're through."

      ***    In the morning she went to Dean Gallagher's office in the dental school to get advice about her career. She did not want to tell her parents about her breakup with Yale; she was certain her mother would insist she crawl back to him. The dean greeted her with a friendly smile.
  "Dr. Fletcher, it's nice to see you. What can I do for you?" The dean was a large man with a warm handshake and a big heart. He had helped other women in her class, who looked to him as a father figure. 
  "Thank you for seeing me," she started. "There is a change in my circumstances, and I would like advice about my plans. I signed up for the Midwest board exam, but now I think I will move to New Jersey. Perhaps I should take the Northeast regional board instead."
  The dean sensed she was on the verge of tears. He wanted her to know she could confide in him. "If you tell me what's wrong, Rosa, I might be better equipped to give you advice."
  The heartache was still raw, and she started to cry. He handed her a box of tissues, and he waited. 
   "I have been going out with my boyfriend for six years; he is in medical school and will soon start a residency program. It seems we are going to go our separate ways."
  "Are you sure about this, Rosa?"
  "I'm sure. It's over."
  "My suggestion is to take both boards. You have already signed up for the Midwest board. It will be practice for the Northeast board even if you do not stay in the Midwest. You will then have a choice if your situation changes."
  "I'm sure it won't."
  The dean thought about what he should say next. She would take his suggestions seriously, and his comments would influence her moving forward. To her surprise, he took her hand and expressed his heartfelt sympathy. "When I was in dental school, my long-time girlfriend broke up with me. She didn't want to deal with the long study hours, my anxieties, or my moods. I realized that my decision to go into dentistry meant I needed a supportive partner. She wasn't. I know how it feels, Rosa; it hurt so much I thought I would never get over it. When I married years later, I realized my wife was worth the wait; she's the one I belong with. The unexpected turns in our lives often result in happiness different from the one we imagined."
  "I appreciate your being candid, Dean Gallagher. I know I'm not the first one to go through this."
  "You're allowed to grieve, as it is a loss. But everything happens for a reason. It's not easy to choose a direction in life, but you are young, healthy, and quite beautiful, and you should enjoy your young adulthood and not worry about what happens next." He paused and tried to think of a way he could assist her. "Do you know Rebecca Monahan?"
  "Yes, she was my TA in dental materials when I was a sophomore."
  "She's living and practicing in northern New Jersey. She would happily help you with boards and anything else you need. Should I reach out to her on your behalf?"
  "That would be great, Dean Gallagher. Rebecca is so nice; she would be a helpful contact in New Jersey."
  When Rosa returned to her apartment that night, the phone was ringing. Yale tried calling her many times, but she would not answer the phone. She was doing him a favor, as they were destined to move in different directions. There were things she loved about Yale: his passion to be a doctor, the protective way he put his arm around her, the bravado that hid the secret insecurities she knew he had. But he had not loved her back in a way that satisfied her, and he rarely put her feelings before his own. And ultimately, he would not commit.
 The reality was heartbreaking, but she realized she was trying too hard to make it work. It wasn't meant to be.
  
  
 







  
  Chapter 2
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After the initial shock, Rosa experienced a sense of relief and felt empowered by her newfound freedom. She no longer had to consider Yale's needs; she could decide what to do and where to live. Yale had been her only love interest, except for that young cowboy she met at the ranch. She sometimes wondered what had happened to Curly. Rosa had little experience dating and wondered if men would be interested in her. Her friend Lisa insisted on a girls' night out when she realized Rosa was no longer seeing Yale. 
  "Have you been to Chuck's place? It's the local night spot that features jazz musicians."
  "No, but I always wanted to go."
  "I'll take you there on Friday. It's a dental school hangout, and I'm sure you'll have fun. The two bartenders are junior dental students. They are entertaining, and one of them sometimes sings with the band." 
  Rosa hadn't been out for months, so she spent extra time on her hair and makeup. She forgot how exciting it was to go out with a girlfriend on a Friday night. It was interesting to see her colleagues in a social setting. One classmate described his participation in a professional golf tour. Another was a certified instructor in skydiving. Rosa realized she was part of a fun and exciting group. The bartender had a fabulous voice, and she complimented him when she ordered a drink at the bar.
  Rosa thought about missed opportunities in undergraduate and dental school. She didn't attend class parties because Yale did not want to go and he did not want her to go alone. It caused arguments, and she soon realized that he would not impose limitations if he trusted her. She regretted her isolation from social events and wondered what the four years would have been like if she had not devoted so much time to him. She missed out as an undergraduate too, but what choice did she have but to move ahead?
   Yale tried to contact her one more time a few days before graduation. He knocked on her apartment door, and she let him in. He pleaded with her. "Rosa, please don't throw away the six years we spent together. I was wrong to leave you out of my plans after graduation. We can still work things out."
  "Listen, Yale, I don't want to argue with you, and I don't want to hurt you. The worst thing I could do is coerce you into a marriage you don't want. You deserve a socialite, a girl who will satisfy your family and follow you, always putting your career first. I need a partner who wants to settle in one place so I can establish myself and start a practice. I don't know what we were thinking; our match was unworkable from the start."
  "You're mistaken, Rosa. I can make concessions too. I wasn't aware of your situation since you never discussed it with me."
  "Exactly my point. You don't think of my career seriously and will always give it a back seat to your own. You're ambitious and would be content with a partner who will follow you wherever the opportunity for advancement might be. I'm sure there is a woman who will adore you and your life choices. I'm sorry, but it won't be me."
  He was crying. She hugged him. "Wish me the best and let me go. It's what I want."

      *** Rosa's parents flew in for graduation, ready to help her move, but it wasn't the joyous occasion Rosa had imagined. She was heartbroken to see Dr. Yale Dixon accept his degree; the plan had been to move forward as a couple after graduation. Instead, they left each other and everything they had known for the past eight years. Rosa's mother was not happy and wouldn't stop talking about Yale. Rosa became agitated with her relentless nagging. 
  "You missed your chance, Rosa. You should have put your career on hold and followed him."
  "Perhaps I would have considered it if he had placed a ring on my finger. He did me a favor; he's not right for me since he didn't love me enough to commit."
  "You should have been more patient and waited until he was ready too."
  "I think six years is long enough to wait."
  "He is such a great catch; he's worth waiting for."
  "Why don't you marry him then?"
  "Don't be ridiculous."

      ***It was a long and silent ride to New Jersey, and there was a definite chill between Rosa and her mother. The plunge into the unknown was a leap of faith, and Rosa started to lose her nerve. A new life meant leaving all her friends and contacts behind; her only emotional support was from her father. Rosa's inexperienced heart had only known Yale, and she wondered if it was possible to find someone new. She might discover romance but wanted a man to love her with the same intensity that she could love. Was that too much to hope for?






  
  Chapter 3
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Alex hopped down the steps on one foot. Russ held his crutches and wondered if this was a good idea. "Are you sure you can travel three blocks in the dark on those crutches?" 
  "I can't stay in the house any longer; Nana is going to smother me."
  The local restaurant was a popular meeting place for young singles, so Alex and Russ took advantage of its proximity to their grandmother's house. They could drink and not worry about driving home. It often saved them from making reckless decisions, since they could not bring girls back to their grandmother's house late at night.
  "I'm sure you'll get plenty of sympathy at the bar," noted Russ. "I hope you plan to milk it."
  Russ and Alex Montgomery looked like brothers, but were first cousins. Alex was tall, blond-haired, and blue-eyed with a full head of curls, and Russ, taller with curly brown hair and bright blue eyes. They both attracted plenty of female attention, though some women lacked enthusiasm when they told them about their jobs. 
  "I suppose your injury puts a damper on your female pursuits," joked Russ.
    "Stories of my female pursuits are greatly exaggerated. I wish my life were half as exciting as the gossip at the dance studio."
  "Should I feel sorry for you, Al? All these beautiful young dancers think of you as a notorious womanizer, while the women who meet me think of me in their basement with rusty pipes."
 " Don't start, Russ. You own a business and are saving for a house. I, on the other hand, am still floundering. I have no idea what I am going to do next. Your future is predictable with one component missing. You need a wife. Go out and pick one."
  "Life isn't as simple as it was back in Nana's day. Grandpa proposed after two dates. Men and women just found someone they liked and took the plunge; they didn't expect to find a soulmate. Today's women expect more, and don't think about happily ever after with their plumber."
   "I'm not taken seriously either, Russ. They tend to dismiss me right away. I have this reputation Fred and Jackie Donovan created for me so there would be no confusion about my being straight. A lasting relationship with a girlfriend is improbable until I get my act together and women change their impression of me."
  "Perhaps it is time to reinvent ourselves; we can start tonight. I should concentrate on being more interesting because I have nothing to talk about besides bowling league and plumbing."
  They contemplated their situation. Drinking beer made everything seem more promising. Alex limited his intake since he didn't want to re-injure himself on the way home. He was about to make a major life change: to secure a nine-to-five job and change his creative focus from performing to teaching. After high school graduation, he applied to college as a prospective business major but needed a scholarship, so he tried out for a dance scholarship and was offered a full ride. He worked hard and graduated with a double major in business and dance, and accepted a spot in a dance company. He enjoyed dancing and traveling with the company but knew this lifestyle was short term, and his injury forced him to change his plans. When he returned to his hometown, he found a job in accounting and planned to teach classes at Donovan Dance Studio to keep his dance career active. His recent move back had more to do with his Nana than changing career plans and his injury. She was getting older and needed financial help.
  "So, is Nana giving you a hard time?" asked Russ.
  "Isn't that a woman's job?" he asked sarcastically.
    "Nana is no ordinary woman, Alex."
  "She is spoiling me, Russ. She makes my bed and does my laundry, and I have gained five pounds. I go to Sunday Mass with her and have even gone to confession. She is determined to make me a fine, respectable young man."
  "It sounds like she's prepping you to join the seminary."
  Alex smiled. "I'm sure the seminary wouldn't want me. I have broken too many rules." 
  "I'll come over," Russ offered, "so she can give me some of that attention. I would enjoy a home-cooked meal."

      ***
  The patrons in the bar were in a festive mood since it was the first weekend in June and the weather had turned to summer. Russ helped Alex hobble back to their grandmother's house. She was asleep, but Alex's bedsheets were turned down with a pair of pajamas waiting for him. Nana made up the couch for Russ with two feather pillows, a fluffy quilt, and a similar pair of pajamas. The pants were too short for her two tall boys. They tiptoed around since Buster, her pet parakeet, was in the kitchen with a blanket over his cage. They didn't want to disturb him. The lazy summer days pressed forward, with Russ providing camaraderie and support to his cousin while Alex re-acclimated to life back in his hometown.
  
  







  
  Chapter 4
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Rosa arranged a meeting with Rebecca Monahan soon after she returned to New Jersey. Rebecca was an associate dentist in the office of Dr. Sabarini, a dentist in his 70s who was semi-retired. After suffering a heart attack, his cardiologist told him to cut his hours. Dr. Sabarini hired Rebecca to help him meet the clinical demands of his busy office. Dr. Sabarini was just getting used to the concept of women in dentistry. He realized there would be many more women dentists in the future and was in awe of the two lovely women standing before him. Rosa was a tall, attractive blond with dramatic coloring, and Rebecca was also tall, with red hair and green eyes. He smiled at both women and wished he were forty years younger. 
  "Feel free to use the office to screen patients for boards," he offered to Rosa. "If you need additional patients, I'm sure I can help."
  "Thank you, Dr. Sabarini. This is so convenient; the dental school is a few miles away."
  After he left for the day, Rebecca showed Rosa around the office. Rebecca seemed satisfied with her job. "Dr. Sabarini has been a wonderful mentor. He did not intend to hire a female dentist, but I was available and he needed help immediately. The association seemed unlikely at first, but somehow it works."
  "Is he planning to retire?"
  "Maybe eventually, but he is still very active, and I assume he would be unhappy if he didn't have this office."
  Rebecca was there to help Rosa pass her dental boards. She gave her helpful advice. "I hope you can pass; even though I failed the board at first, I recovered quickly, and it only set me back a couple of months. Do not allow anxiety to consume you. I did not finish the first time because the casting on my gold inlay distorted and would not seat intra-orally. I suggest you schedule a gold foil procedure instead."
  Rosa hesitated. "I never did a gold foil."
  Rebecca asked, "How many gold inlays did you do in dental school?"
  "Two."
  "It's ridiculous that these requirements are still on the dental boards; gold is too expensive. Believe me; the gold foil is a more predictable procedure. You can practice on extracted teeth."
  Rosa noticed jars of extracted teeth in Dr. Sabarini's lab. Rebecca smiled and warned, "You can't use any of those."
  "Why not?"
  "The jars contain unusual teeth extracted by Dr. Sabarini. Some have four or five roots. He likes to show them to his colleagues." 
  Rosa examined the jars and thought about how weird it was to be a dentist. "I don't enjoy extractions."
 " Neither do I. Dr. Sabarini and I make a good team because we complement each other. He is not interested in performing cosmetic procedures, like veneers, and I would rather not do surgeries."
  Rosa found board patients by screening her family. Her mother was her periodontal patient, Grandpa Diaz was her denture patient, and her Uncle Eddie was there for a gold foil. The school giving the test was unfamiliar, but with Rebecca's help, Rosa passed the exam and applied for her New Jersey state dental license.

  When Rosa interviewed for jobs, she discovered her opportunities were limited. She would have preferred a residency program, but students who had studied in New Jersey already filled those positions. Most private offices would only interview dentists with two years of experience or who had completed a residency. After many interviews, she accepted a job at Dental Connections, a busy insurance office. They were looking for a female dentist and hired her. The owner, Dr. Schwartz, worked on patients part-time and oversaw business operations. The office was open six days a week and had three associate dentists, one hygienist, and a full-time office manager and support staff. Rosa was part-time, working three days. When Rosa approached her first patient, the woman burst into tears. "What happened to the other doctor?" she sobbed.
  Rosa did her best to calm the patient. "Dr. Richards is no longer working here; I don't know the details. Would you like to speak to the office manager?"
  "How is that going to help? "she lamented. "Today we were supposed to discuss a treatment plan."
  "Dr. Richards left detailed notes," Rosa replied. "Let's go over them together and see what we can come up with."
  Rosa gradually gained the woman's trust, and they agreed to move forward with the plan already approved by the insurance. The patient was most concerned with her appearance, and when Rosa suggested they start with fillings in the front, the patient rescheduled with her. Rosa later learned that Dr. Schwartz had assigned the patient to her to see how she would handle the situation. He knew she would be an asset to the practice because of her patience and professionalism. Rosa partnered with an experienced dental assistant, who would make her introduction to private practice less stressful. Dawn, her assistant, was certified, and the patients loved her offbeat sense of humor and her ability to make them feel at ease. She was young, and fun, and Rosa looked forward to working with her.
  The commute from her parents' house was long, and sometimes she confronted heavy traffic. Rosa looked for housing near her new job. Dental Connections was close to Donovan's Dance Studio, where she took lessons as a child. She was happy to see Donovan Dance still in business, and she signed up for adult classes in ballet and jazz, hoping to meet women her age also interested in dance. 
 






  
  Chapter 5
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The days at Dental Connections were crazy and busy; Rosa was happy she had not taken on full-time hours at that office. She needed a second job but wanted a change of pace. She scheduled an interview at a county-run nursing home, an environment much different from private practice. Rosa viewed the opportunity as exciting and rewarding. She imagined the residents had dental needs that were not being addressed. 
  The large stone building was old but impressive. As Rosa entered the large foyer, she signed in with a security guard, who directed her to the dental clinic. After passing several administrative offices, she found it. The clinic was spacious, with cabinets that lined the back wall, a single dental chair and X-ray unit, and a desk occupied by a pleasant older woman who greeted her with a warm smile.
  "Hello, I'm Dottie. You must be Dr. Fletcher."
  "Nice to meet you, Dottie. Are you going to interview me today?"
  "Oh, no, Dr. Ryan will be here shortly, but you can ask me questions, and I will do my best to answer them."
  "Thank you. What is your role at the clinic?"
  "I'm a dental assistant. I trained for this position in a senior citizen program and work 20 hours per week. It is a start-up project, and the whole concept is new. Besides assisting, I will be in charge of scheduling patients and the paperwork needed for Medicaid submission."
  Rosa looked around the room. Large windows lined the side wall, and the atmosphere was pleasant. The room was too big for a single operatory, but they might foresee expansion in the future. The equipment was familiar to Rosa. She imagined a partition would be necessary to separate the treatment area from the rest of the room. "Is Dr. Ryan a dentist?" asked Rosa.
  "No, Dr. Ryan is the attending physician. Providing dental care for the residents has been a priority since he started here last year, and finally, he secured the funding to accomplish it. It has been difficult to transport patients to a dentist, and most dental problems were addressed only when the patient presented with an emergency."
  Just then, Dr. Ryan walked in; he was young and attractive with a gorgeous smile; not what she expected. He caught her off guard. She waited quietly as he approached. "Dr. Fletcher, pleased to meet you. I'm Gerry Ryan. Welcome to the clinic."
  Rosa handed him her resume and smiled. "I didn't expect the facility to be so well equipped. I'm impressed."
  Dr. Ryan had a soft, calm way about him; he put Rosa at ease. He was also to the point and discussed the situation. "The response to my ad has been disappointing. The proposed schedule works for the facility, but hiring a dentist for two half days has been challenging."
  She responded to the comment with enthusiasm. "I am available for your hours, since I have struggled to coordinate with my current part-time position."
  "And where are you working now?"
  "At Dental Connections, a short drive from here. They know I plan to find an additional job and will give me a reference." 
  He studied her resume. "I see you are a recent graduate. If hired, you would be the only dentist. Are you comfortable working alone?"
  "I am. I prefer not to do difficult extractions, but I could refer extensive procedures to a surgeon at the hospital. I have experience in geriatric dentistry. This might be a good fit for me." 
  He hesitated and tried to be forthcoming with his next comment. "Your pay would be through Medicaid reimbursement. We do not have staff experienced in handling the claims; the business office would be happy to assist, but I doubt they are qualified. Dental and medical claims are not comparable. You would submit the claims yourself with Dottie's help."  
  "I will have to figure out how to deal with insurance if ever I have my own office. It could be a learning experience. Since the hospital covers the cost of my assistant and materials, the compensation should be satisfactory."
  Dr. Ryan once again viewed her resume. "I am interested, Dr. Fletcher. I will check your references and let you know."
  Rosa had a good feeling about the interview. Dr. Ryan was dreamy, like those doctors on TV. She doubted she would see him if she took the job; he would be too busy to visit the dental clinic. Still, she felt a spark of interest when she met him.
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