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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


“That was unbelievable.” Exhilarated, Dr.
Jack Ryder stripped off his surgical gown, folded it inward to
contain the soiled part and stuffed it into the specially marked
laundry receptacle.

He wished his mentor, Dr. Owen Tartikoff,
hadn’t already left the operating suite so he could thank the man
for letting him take the lead in today’s microsurgery, a procedure
known as pain mapping. Instead, he shared his high spirits with the
anesthesiologist, Dr. Rod Vintner.

Rod quirked an eyebrow at the younger man’s
excitement. “Don’t let it go to your head. In the Middle Ages,
surgery was performed by barbers. By the way, I could use a trim.”
Pulling off his cap, he displayed a shock of graying brown
hair.

“Getting a little thin in the middle,” Jack
responded. One of the techs, obviously new at Safe Harbor Medical
Center, seemed startled at this exchange, so Jack explained, “Rod’s
my uncle.”

“Barely,” said the anesthesiologist, removing
his glove from the edge, inside out to protect his skin from the
contaminated surface. “We’re the same age.”

“Except that you’re eight years older,” Jack
corrected mildly.

“Anything less than ten years is negligible.”
Rod slid his bare fingers inside the second glove and pulled it
off, also inside out.

“In your fevered brain.”

“I have much more interesting things in my
fevered brain.” Rod replaced his surgical cap with a fedora. The
look, combined with his short beard and sharp eyes, reminded Jack
of a college professor he’d once studied under, a fellow who’d also
been quick to pounce on a student’s vulnerability but was kind at
heart.

As he washed his hands, Jack mentally
replayed the surgery. The minimally invasive microlaparoscopy
technique involved making an incision about the size of a needle
stick. Then the patient had briefly been brought out of anesthesia,
and he’d used tiny instruments to touch the organs, allowing her to
react so he could identify the exact source of her pain.

After she was again under anesthesia, he’d
removed the endometriosis, excess cells from the uterus lining that
had spread to the abdominal cavity. The small amount might not have
troubled another patient, but each individual perceives pain
differently, and this patient had been in agony. Hopefully, she
would now feel much better and be able to pursue her goal of having
a baby.

“I can’t believe I hesitated to apply for
this surgical fellowship,” he commented to Rod as they left the
suite. “Thanks for nudging me.”

“You’d been away from Southern California
long enough,” his uncle said. “Anyway, I needed a roommate and I
like your cooking.”

Jack took a quick glance around the
second-floor hallway. A couple of young nurses must have been
watching for him because they immediately made eye contact and
flashed him warm smiles. He gave what he hoped was a friendly but
distant nod in return. “Could you keep your voice down?” he
murmured.

“Why is it such a big secret that you cook?”
Rod strode alongside him toward the twin elevators.

“I learned a long time ago that if women find
out I have domestic skills, they’ll never leave me alone,” Jack
said. He’d unwittingly earned a reputation as a ladies’ man in his
younger years simply by responding to women’s interest. Whether
they were attracted to him as a doctor or as a single male, he’d
never been certain, but the discovery that he was a good cook acted
like an accelerant on a fire.

He’d soon realized how quickly some ladies
made assumptions about having a future with him and how easily
feelings could get hurt. So he’d done his best to avoid
involvement. Until recently...

“Women never leave you alone,” his uncle
commented.

“Some of them do.” Especially the one I
didn’t mean to drive away.

And there she was, waiting by the elevators,
freshly scrubbed after surgery. Wavy brown hair tumbled around
nurse Anya Meeks’s sweet face, but her full lips no longer curved
when Jack appeared and her intense brown eyes avoided his even
while she’d been smoothly assisting him in the operating room.

He should have followed his own rules about
not hooking up with a coworker. Yet something about Anya had drawn
him to her from the start—her dark, humorous gaze, her quirky
energy when they joked, and the anecdotes she’d shared during
operations about helping raise the younger siblings in her large
family. After growing up longing for a stronger family connection,
Jack had found those stories especially fascinating.

Which was why, when he’d run into her at a
New Year’s Eve party five weeks ago and learned she was ready to go
home before her designated-driver roommate, he shouldn’t have
offered her a ride. He’d been well aware of an undercurrent of
attraction between them.

Still, because they lived in the same
apartment complex, the suggestion had made sense. But he really
shouldn’t have walked her to her door, and walked through her door,
and noticed the leftover mistletoe, and claimed a kiss and
then...

The experience of being with her had been so
unexpected and powerful, he’d wanted to proceed with caution. Plus,
Anya had urged him to leave before her roommate came home. “Let’s
just keep this light, okay?” she’d said.

Jack had agreed. After all, they were
still coworkers and neighbors, and too much closeness too soon
could spell disaster. He did want to see her again, but he’d
figured they’d gravitate to each other naturally and let whatever
happened, happen. But she’d avoided him ever since. During the past
month, he’d done his best to throw himself into her path, which had
led exactly nowhere.

Anya pushed the down button, which was
already lit. Jack searched for a casual opening that might persuade
her to turn around. Nothing occurred to him that wasn’t unbearably
clunky.

“Got any plans for the weekend?” Rod asked
him.

Jack didn’t want to answer such a question in
Anya’s presence, even though his schedule was extremely boring.
“It’s only Thursday.”

“The lady next door mentioned baking pies
with the apples her sister gave her,” Rod continued. “I think she
was hinting. With a little encouragement, you could...”

“She’s a real-estate agent,” Jack said
between gritted teeth. “She thinks we’re rich doctors and she can
sell us a house.”

Although Anya kept her back to them, he saw
her shoulders hunch. Didn’t Rod realize she could hear every
word?

Jack wasn’t trying to put the moves on her.
He simply regretted that, for some unknown reason, she’d taken a
dislike to him after what he’d considered a thrilling encounter
that had left them both deliciously sweaty and breathless. She’d
moaned louder than he had, he’d be willing to testify.

Scratch that. No testifying. No public
testimonials of any sort.

Anya pressed the button again. This floor
didn’t show the lights from all six stories, so they had no idea
where the cars were.

“Must be a lunchtime holdup,” Rod remarked.
“There’s always a chatterbox who can’t stop gossiping with her
coworkers.”

Anya turned, finally. “Why do you assume it’s
a she?”

“Women usually have the best gossip,” Rod
replied without hesitation. “Heard anything good lately?”

Long dark lashes swept her cheeks as she
glanced down. “This is ridiculous. I’m taking the stairs.”

Before she could leave, Jack said, “Why don’t
you drop by for dinner tomorrow night? I’m broiling pork chops with
an orange-rosemary dressing.”

Rod stared at him, then spread his hands in a
what-the-hell-gives? gesture.

“Tempting, but no,” Anya replied, flicking
the tiniest of glances at Jack but otherwise keeping her eyes on
the ground. “See you around, doctor.”

Off she went, a cute figure in that
blue-flowered uniform. Even cuter without it...

Stop that, Jack reprimanded himself
and started after her. He caught the heavy door to the stairs
before it could close in her wake. “Hold up!”

She halted. “What?”

“I...” Think fast. “I want to
apologize if I’ve offended you. I didn’t call
you...afterward...because, well, you gave me the impression you
wanted to take things slow.”

“That’s right,” she said.

“You’re not mad?”

“No, and thanks for the African violet. Zora
and I will give it a suitable burial.” She began her descent.

Jack paced alongside. “You killed it
already?”

“Not yet, but the light in our unit is
terrible,” Anya said. “Also, I know you don’t usually do laundry on
Sunday mornings, so don’t pretend otherwise.”

“I ran into you by accident.” Weak,
Jack, weak. “Spilled stuff on my clothes the night
before.”

“While cooking?” Beside him, she lifted a
dark eyebrow. Much more effective than when Rod did it. He had no
quick comeback with her.

He’d better speak before they reached the
bottom, which was coming up fast. “New recipe. Kind of
exploded.”

“Sorry I missed the fun.”

“So everything’s normal between us?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” With that non-answer,
she shouldered the exit door.

Although not completely reassured, Jack hoped
that in a few days she might reconsider joining him for dinner. He
wanted to be alone with her, to have her bright spirit focused
solely on him.

One problem: he’d have to get his uncle out
of the apartment. Jack supposed he might encourage Rod to go out
with their Realtor neighbor or join an internet dating site. One
lousy marriage shouldn’t sour the guy on women forever.

“If you’re headed for lunch, we could share a
table,” he said to Anya just as a muscular guy in a dark blue
nurse’s uniform materialized. He had dark hair, a confident swagger
and a couple of tattoos extending from beneath his short
sleeves.

The bar pin disclosed the stud’s name as Luke
Mendez, RN. Jack had never seen him in surgery or labor and
delivery, so most likely he worked in the adjacent office
building.

“Hey,” the man said to Anya. “New
developments. You won’t want to miss this.”

“Miss what?” Jack asked.

“Nothing important,” Anya told him. “See you
around.” Off she went with Nurse Tattoo in the direction of the
cafeteria.

Well, damn. Briefly, Jack considered buying
lunch at the cafeteria, too. He wouldn’t sit at the nurses’ table,
of course; the only doctors who did that were married to nurses,
and even then they usually respected each other’s separate social
circles. Still, he was curious about what he might overhear.

Don’t be an idiot. She’d said
everything was fine between them. Furthermore, having been up since
before dawn, he could use a nap. The shortage of office space at
Safe Harbor forced newcomers like Jack to see their patients on
evenings and weekends in shared quarters. It was after one o’clock
now, and he had to return by five.

Why should he care about Anya and her chums?
Whatever they were doing, he’d find out soon enough via the
hospital grapevine and his uncle. So why did he feel as if he was
missing something?

* * *

So Jack cooked, Anya mused. It gave him a
certain domestic appeal—as if a guy with bright green eyes, thick
brown hair and a million-watt smile needed or deserved any further
advantages.

As she accompanied Luke—Lucky to his
friends—to the cafeteria, Anya felt propelled by her own mental
kicks in the butt. Downing two drinks on New Year’s Eve was no
excuse for jumping into bed with her handsome neighbor. His clumsy
attempts to score a second time—which is what she assumed he was
doing, given his reputation—were mildly amusing, but she wasn’t
that big a fool.

She had a more pressing problem: her period
being three weeks late. The pill was 99.9 percent effective when
used properly, which she did.

She ought to take a pregnancy test, but she
was almost certain it would prove negative. When it did, Anya
preferred to have expert advice on hand because there was
definitely something wrong with her.

She doubted it was stress. She wasn’t
that upset about her stupidity in bedding Jack, nor about
her roommate pressuring her to move to a cheaper place rather than
renew their lease. So was this a hormonal imbalance? An autoimmune
disease? At twenty-six, surely she was too young for early
menopause.

She checked her phone. No text from Dr.
Cavill-Hunter’s nurse about working her into today’s schedule.

In the cafeteria, Anya studied the posted
menu. “What’s the special? I don’t see it.”

“They’re out of it,” Lucky told her. “It’s
nearly one-thirty. Just grab a sandwich, will you?”

Anya folded her arms. “What’s the rush?”

“People have to get back to work.”

She hated pressure. It usually inspired her
to go even slower, but she was hungry. Also, across the busy room,
she spotted a halo of short ginger hair that identified her
roommate, Zora Raditch, sitting across from patient financial
counselor Karen Wiggins. Karen’s hair color this week: strawberry
blond with pink highlights.

The third woman at the table, Melissa
Everhart, projected pure gorgeous class with her honey-blond hair
in a French twist. Melissa worked with the hospital’s recently
opened egg bank as egg donor coordinator.

They weren’t sharing a table by accident, nor
from longstanding friendship. They had serious business to discuss,
and it included her.

By now, Lucky was jogging in place. Anya
chose a pastrami pita sandwich with avocados and sprouts,
sweet-potato chips and iced tea. She paid the cashier and followed
her impatient companion.

The three women huddled over a sheet of
paper. “You could have this room in the front and Anya this one on
the side,” Karen was saying as they approached.

Glancing over her roommate’s shoulder, Anya
saw the floor plan of a two-story house. “I thought you were all
set for renters, Karen.”

Zora swung around, braced for action. “We’re
getting a second chance, Anya. Come on! There’ll never be a more
fun place to live than Karen’s house, and it’s really quiet and
backs onto a park.”

Here we go again. For the past year,
Anya had relished both the close companionship and the comparative
privacy of living with just one friend. Having grown up in a
crowded household where her family’s expectations, assumptions and
criticisms weighed on her like a heavy coat in summertime, she had
no interest in sharing quarters with a group.

“That isn’t a park—it’s wetlands. Mosquito
central,” Anya responded, setting her tray on a clear spot. “What
happened to the two guys who’d signed on?”

“Ned Norwalk decided he prefers living
alone.” Ned was a fellow nurse. “I wish he’d told me sooner.” Karen
scowled at Lucky.

“I had nothing to do with that.” Turning a
chair backward, he sat at the other open space. “I like him.”

“But you hate Laird,” Melissa noted.

Lucky shrugged. “Karen, I’m sorry, but you
know how he is. A few drinks and he’s making passes at random
women.” Catching Karen’s eye roll, he added, “Unwelcome
passes.”

“So you chased him off,” Karen grumbled.

“Once you come to your senses, you’ll thank
me,” Lucky replied.

Quietly eating her sandwich, Anya conceded
that she didn’t like Laird either. He might be a psychologist and
family counselor, but in her opinion, he could use some counseling
of his own.

“How’d you get rid of him?” Zora asked.

Lucky addressed his response to the others,
ignoring Zora, as usual. “I may have implied that I’d make his life
miserable if he moved in. That’s all.”

Karen smacked the table. Anya had to grab her
iced tea to prevent a spill. “This may be a game to you, Lucky, but
I can’t make the payments by myself. Now that the renovations are
finished, I need a full house. Otherwise, I either have to raise
everyone’s rent sky-high or sell.”

For years, Karen—now in her early forties—had
cared for her ailing mom while medical expenses ate up their
savings. They’d had to defer all but the most essential maintenance
on their five-bedroom home.

A few months ago, though, following her
mother’s death, the counselor had taken out a loan to upgrade the
electrical, plumbing and appliances. Then she’d solicited her
friends and coworkers to move in for what Anya had to admit was a
very reasonable monthly rent.

“It’s perfect timing. I understand Anya’s
lease is up for renewal.” Lucky didn’t mention Zora. Anya wondered
how the two of them expected to share a house. The potential for
conflict added to her distaste of the idea of moving in with
them.

“You can have the bedroom on the side,” Zora
wheedled. “I’ll take the noisy one in the front.”

Everyone stared at Anya. The combined
pressure was so strong, she half expected her chair to tilt.
Fortunately, she was used to resisting pressure. “Zora and I will
discuss this in private,” she said.

“Coward,” Lucky teased.

“Sharing a kitchen shouldn’t be a big deal
because you hardly ever cook,” Zora pointed out. As Anya had
explained to her friend, she’d grown up shouldering more than her
share of household duties in her large family. Heating a can of
soup and eating a premade salad felt like a heavenly
indulgence.

“And I gather the rent will be considerably
lower than what you’re paying for your apartment,” Melissa
added.

Anya calmly started on the second half of her
sandwich. She had shared her objections with Zora, and the
polite refusal she’d voiced several times previously ought to be
enough for the others.

Karen drummed her fingers on the table.
“Contrary to what you may believe, a wetland is not a swamp. It’s a
vibrant ecosystem. A healthy wetland actually reduces the mosquito
population thanks to the thriving birds, frogs and fish.”

“And other insects that feed on mosquito
larvae,” added Lucky, who’d clearly heard this speech before.

“I just love frogs, fish and insects.” Anya’s
irony didn’t extend to birds. She did enjoy those, except maybe
pigeons in the vicinity of her car.

Zora widened her eyes in mute appeal.
Fortunately, there was little danger of her jumping ship on
Anya.

Until recently, Zora, an ultrasound
technician, had occupied a pariah-like status around the hospital
because she’d stolen a popular nurse’s husband a few years back.
Then, a year ago, Zora had needed a place to go after her husband
cheated on her, too, and Anya had agreed to move in with her. Zora
had burst into tears of gratitude and they’d had each other’s backs
ever since.

“I can give you until Sunday night to
decide,” Karen said. “Monday, I’m posting the vacancies on the
bulletin board.”

“Oh, come on, Anya,” Lucky said. “You haven’t
given us a good reason. My bedroom’s downstairs. You ladies will
have plenty of privacy on the second floor, and I can do guard
duty.”

Anya ignored him and moved on to her
sweet-potato chips.

The others shifted to regard someone
approaching, as if the short, uniformed woman with thick glasses
might be their salvation. Instead, Eva Rogers zeroed in on
Anya.

Smiling and holding up her phone, Eva said,
“Just got a cancellation. Dr. Cavill-Hunter can fit you in at 6:45.
How’s that?”

“Fine,” Anya replied, trying to keep the bite
out of her voice. The other nurse should have more discretion than
to approach a patient in front of others. Still, Anya was grateful
for the appointment.

“See you then.” With a wave, Eva sauntered
off.

Around the table, four very interested faces
turned to Anya. “Is anything wrong?” Lucky asked.

“It can’t be routine or there’d be no reason
to jump at a cancellation,” Karen observed.

“Need me to come along for moral support?”
Zora asked.

Anya stood. “That’s the other reason.”

“The other reason for what?” asked her
roommate.

“The other reason for not moving into the
house.” Anya picked up her tray. “Gossip.”

She left without waiting for their reactions.
Although she’d rather not offend anyone, she had bigger issues to
deal with.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


“How is this possible?” Sitting on the
examining table, Anya hugged herself through the thin gown.

Mercifully, Dr. Adrienne Cavill-Hunter had
broken the news without Eva in the room. Anya’s skin was prickling
with apprehension so one skeptical look, or even a sympathetic
murmur, and her blood pressure might soar to dangerous levels.

The blonde obstetrician rolled her stool over
to sit beside Anya. She had chosen this doctor not only because she
saw patients in the evening, but for Adrienne’s quiet, rational
manner.

“Are you taking any over-the-counter
medications that might interfere with your birth control pills?”
the doctor inquired.

Now, there was a question Anya hadn’t
considered. It was almost reassuring in its medical focus. And it
didn’t imply that she’d screwed up by missing any pills.

“The only thing I took was St. John’s wort
after spending Christmas with my family,” she said.

The obstetrician tilted her head
questioningly. “Why St. John’s wort?”

“It was kind of a depressing experience, and
I heard it might help.” Anya had chosen the herb, widely available
in capsule form, after reading that it was as effective as standard
antidepressants with fewer side effects. “Can it interfere with
birth control pills?”

“Yes, it can.” Dr. Cavill-Hunter—who’d
expanded her name after her marriage last month—answered in a
level, nonjudgmental tone. “St. John’s wort decreases the level of
estrogen in the body, which reduces the effectiveness of the
pill.”

Anya smacked her forehead. “That’s why I’m
pregnant.”

“Not entirely,” the doctor said wryly.

True, there’d been no immaculate conception.
If only she and Jack had used a condom, too. But in the heat of the
moment, they hadn’t been able to locate one.

Now here she was, stuck in a massive,
life-changing situation that Anya couldn’t wrap her mind around,
except for one important point. “I can’t have a baby by
myself.”

“Many women do,” the doctor said gently.

“Not me.” Just supervising her three younger
sisters had often overwhelmed Anya.

She still had nightmares about one afternoon
when she was twelve. After her mother’s arthritis had worsened, it
had been Anya’s responsibility to walk the seven-year-old triplets
home from school each day. But Anya’s period had arrived
unexpectedly and she had to borrow a pad from a teacher, causing
her to be late.

When she finally arrived at the elementary
school, there’d been no sign of Andi, Sandi or Sarah. For a painful
half hour, as she traced the path they should have taken home,
frightening scenes from TV newscasts had rolled through her mind.
What if someone had grabbed them?

Realizing they might have stopped for a snack
at their grandmother’s house around the corner, Anya had raced
there and rung the bell with her heart pounding. Her grandma’s gaze
had been reproving, but she’d been greatly relieved to discover her
sisters were safe.

Until she faced her father’s fury later that
night. You need to take your responsibilities
seriously. Why can’t we depend on you to do things
right?

Dr. Cavill-Hunter asked a question, jerking
Anya back to the present. The doctor had asked about the father and
was waiting for an answer. Anya said sharply, “We aren’t even
dating. It was a mistake. Do you have any resources about
adoption?”

“You can take several avenues in that
regard.” Choosing her words carefully, the doctor continued.
“There’s no reason to rush this decision. This is a shock. It’s
wise to consider what it means to have a child and what kind of
family support you might receive.”

Anya shuddered at the thought of her family.
Returning to Colorado this past Christmas to visit her parents and
six siblings had reawakened painful old feelings and reminded her
forcefully of why she’d moved to California. “Forget that.”

The obstetrician didn’t argue. “All right.
You can choose a private adoption—either open, with continuing
contact, or closed. Or perhaps you have a family member who might
take the child.”

“No family.” Nor did Anya care to deal with a
social worker. This was her decision, and she wouldn’t be lectured
or questioned about her motives. “Can you recommend a lawyer?”

“The hospital’s staff attorney could give you
a list of family attorneys in the community.” The obstetrician
cleared her throat. “I’m adopting a child myself, a relative. We’re
using a lawyer named Geoff Humphreys.”

That name rang a bell. “His associate is
handling Zora’s divorce.” She’d have to tell her roommate anyway,
so that seemed convenient. “Thanks for mentioning him.”

“There’s something else.” The doctor laced
her fingers. “As I’m sure the attorney will inform you, the father
has to sign a waiver of parental rights before the child can be
released for adoption.”

“He what?” Anya would pull all her hair out
by the roots before she’d involve that—what was the legal term
she’d read?—casual inseminator.

Okay, that wasn’t fair to Jack, although
other nurses had described him as a playboy. In her
observation, his dramatically good looks simply attracted a lot of
women. In her case, despite their joking around in the O.R., he’d
always kept a respectful distance. Until New Year’s Eve.

That night, while they were dancing at the
party, she’d imagined she saw a spark of tenderness in his
gorgeous, sparkling green eyes. That, combined with a couple of
unaccustomed drinks, had worked magic on her nervous system. Plus,
she’d been feeling lonely and estranged from her family after that
unhappy Christmas visit.

Jack had been wonderful in bed, fierce and
gentle and very skilled. Too skilled, maybe. Anya hadn’t had much
time for men in her younger years, and her college boyfriend had
been sweet but fumbling.

Now, her vulnerability scared her. Losing
control of her emotions reminded her of how little power she’d had
over her life until she left Colorado two years ago.

So over the past few weeks, she’d kept things
cool with him, strictly business. He’d gone along at first, as
embarrassed as she was, she supposed. Then he’d started flirting
again. She doubted he meant anything by it. He was notorious for
avoiding relationships.

And now she needed his permission to choose
adoption for her—their—baby? “It’s outrageous,” she added for good
measure.

“It may seem unfair, but that’s the law,”
Adrienne said. “Discuss this with your lawyer. I’m sure he can
handle the paperwork.”

“So Doctor...Mister Dad gets the news via the
U.S. mail?” That was likely to provoke unpleasant repercussions.
“I’ll deal with him some other way.”

Judging by the obstetrician’s expression, she
hadn’t missed the reference to a doctor. She let it go, returning
to the pregnancy.

“Based on the dates you provided, you’re
about six weeks along, which means you’re due in mid to late
September,” she said. “In case you’re interested, the baby’s eyes
and limb buds are starting to appear at this stage.”

Too much information. Anya performed
the mental equivalent of closing her ears and skipped to a more
bearable topic. “Six weeks? It’s only been five weeks since
we...since conception.”

“We measure pregnancies from the date of the
last menstrual period,” the doctor reminded her.

“Oh. Right.” All this theoretical knowledge
seemed quite different when you were the patient, Anya reflected
glumly. “I haven’t had any morning sickness. Well, maybe a tiny
bit. I thought it was some chorizo I ate.”

“Let’s talk about a healthy diet during
pregnancy,” the doctor said, seizing on the topic. “Or are you
already familiar with all this?”

Being a scrub nurse, Anya didn’t deal with
maternity on a regular basis. Also, in her state of shock, she
could scarcely recall her own phone number, let alone the rules for
moms-to-be. “Refresh my memory. Do I have to eat anything
weird?”

“Depends on what you consider weird.”

“Seaweed?”

Adrienne smiled. “That won’t be necessary,
although seaweed is quite nutritious. It’s a rich source of
antioxidants and vitamins.”

Anya wrinkled her nose.

“You can skip it, though,” the doctor said.
“Be sure to include plenty of fruits and vegetables in your diet.
No alcohol or tobacco, no raw fish such as sushi, and avoid soft
cheeses. They can carry bacteria.”

“I can’t eat Brie?” That sounded cruel to
Anya. Another mark against Jack. Someone ought to deprive him of
Brie for the next eight months.

Oh, don’t be childish.

“If the milk’s pasteurized, it should be
safe,” the doctor said. “Cut out caffeine, or at least cut back. No
undercooked meat or paté, and limit your fish consumption to twelve
ounces a week in case of mercury contamination.”

This discussion set Anya’s stomach churning.
“Can you give me a list?”

“I’d be happy to.” From a drawer, the
obstetrician fetched several pamphlets and a prescription pad.
“Also, we advise that you avoid changing kitty litter because of
toxoplasmosis, a disease that sometimes infects cats and can harm
the baby. Do you have a pet?”

“Just an African violet.” Which Jack had
given her. “I hate him,” Anya burst out.

The doctor paused, brochures in midair. “The
father? Understandable.”

“It isn’t his fault,” Anya conceded. “That
only makes me even madder. I want revenge on somebody, and he’s
nominated.”

“You might write down your revenge
fantasies,” Dr. Cavill-Hunter responded. “You can always shred them
later.”

“Can I post them on the internet?” Anya
didn’t seriously expect an answer. She was simply venting. “Is this
what people mean by pregnancy hormones making you cranky?”

“I’d say it’s a legitimate emotional response
to a difficult situation.”

Did the doctor have to be this
rational? Right now, Anya would prefer a friend to share her
righteous wrath.

The rest of the office visit passed in a fog.
The doctor answered routine questions. Eva produced a packet of
sample vitamins and pregnancy-related goodies and set up the next
appointment. Tactfully, she refrained from commenting.

All the while, Anya’s emotions seethed.
Revenge. Revenge. Revenge. Only how did you do that?
Especially because she was the one who’d messed up her
contraception.

Worse, she had to get the father’s stupid
John Hancock on the adoption paperwork. Her anger shifted toward
the idiots in the state legislature, who she presumed had mandated
this. Busybodies. Nanny government.

Don’t think about nannies.

In the lobby, her mood didn’t improve on
finding that the pharmacy had closed minutes earlier. Not that she
needed to fill the vitamin prescription in a hurry, but it left yet
another pain-in-the-neck detail to take care of.

As she turned away, a twinge of nausea ran
through her. Suddenly morning sickness was striking in the
evening.

As Anya pressed her hands over her stomach,
reality hit like a blast of icy wind. She was pregnant. Carrying a
child. About to become a mother.

Frequently, she assisted at surgeries for
women desperate to conceive and willing to undergo complex,
expensive treatments. How unfair this situation was to
them—and her.

Anya wished she could bless one of them with
this miracle because it had happened to the wrong person. She was
utterly unready to take on the tremendous job of raising a helpless
little person. She was sure to screw up.

Now she also had to deal with the practical
side of pregnancy. She faced nearly eight more months of
fluctuating hormones and a variety of body aches and pains.

How long could she keep working as a surgical
nurse? What would her parents say?

Nothing. Because she didn’t intend to tell
them. To them, it would be yet another sign of her immaturity, of
her not being able to do anything right.

Grumpily, she shouldered open the glass
exterior door and stopped at a real blast of cold air. February.
Ugh. Accustomed to mild Southern California midday temperatures,
she’d worn only a light jacket.

Behind her, the elevator doors slid apart and
heavy male footsteps smacked across the lobby. “Hold up!” A pushy
man—was there any other kind? her hormones demanded—reached
above her head to hold the door.

It was Jack. Of course. Could this day get
any worse?

As always, he smelled like soap and
masculinity with a splash of lime. His dark blue coat fit his broad
shoulders and strong body as if designed for him. Oddly, his scent
had a soothing effect on her stomach, making her crave more of his
nearness.

All the more reason to hate him. She trudged
on.

He halted on the front walkway. “Anya!”

“Yes?” She wondered what the correct
etiquette was for this situation. You couldn’t just blurt, “I’m
pregnant, so sign the parental waiver,” could you?

That would be efficient but not very
diplomatic. Out loud, she said, “We should talk.” There, that was
better.

Before she could say anything else, though,
he asked, “Can you give me a ride?”

They lived in the same complex, so why not?
Plus, they’d have a chance to talk away from prying ears. “Okay.
What happened to your car?”

“I loaned it to my uncle.” He walked
alongside her toward the parking garage.

“Where’s his car?”

“In the shop, as usual.” Jack’s body
partially blocked the wind, cocooning Anya. “He was supposed to
pick me up after my office hours, but we had a family
emergency.”

Anya had never heard about any other members
of Jack’s family, aside from Dr
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