
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


DIAGNOSIS: EXPECTING BOSS’S BABY

 


A Doctors Circle Medical Romance, Book
One

 


by

 


JACQUELINE DIAMOND

 


 


 


Special thanks to Marcia Holman for her
encouragement and her expert advice.

 


This edition published by

K. Loren Wilson

P.O. Box 1315

Brea, California

 


Copyright, 2003, 2022 Jackie Diamond
Hyman

First print edition published by Harlequin
Enterprises Limited.

Cover design © 2022 Jackie Diamond Hyman

Cover photo of hospital © 2018 Jackie Diamond
Hyman

Cover photo of doctor, woman and baby ©
YAYimages/Depositphotos

 


Licensing
statement

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite
ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


More information about Jacqueline Diamond and
her books is available on her website, jacquelinediamond.net, where
you can sign up for her free newsletter. You can also stay in touch
with her on Facebook at JacquelineDiamondAuthor, and on Twitter as
@Jacquediamond.

 


 


 



TABLE OF CONTENTS

 


 


Diagnosis, Chapter One

Diagnosis, Chapter Two

Diagnosis, Chapter Three

Diagnosis, Chapter Four

Diagnosis, Chapter Five

Diagnosis, Chapter Six

Diagnosis, Chapter Seven

Diagnosis, Chapter Eight

Diagnosis, Chapter Nine

Diagnosis, Chapter Ten

Diagnosis, Chapter Eleven

Diagnosis, Chapter Twelve

Diagnosis, Chapter Thirteen

Diagnosis, Chapter Fourteen

Diagnosis, Chapter Fifteen

Diagnosis, Chapter Sixteen

Diagnosis, Chapter Seventeen

Diagnosis, Chapter Eighteen

About the Author

Chapter One, Prescription: Marry Her Immediately

More Books by Jacqueline Diamond

 


 


 


DIAGNOSIS: EXPECTING BOSS’S BABY

 


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Natalie Winford knew she had just made the
biggest mistake of her life. She didn’t regret a minute of it.

Rum punch, she thought. They could both blame it on
the rum punch, if they had to blame it on anything.

Outside, she heard the harbor water slap
lightly at the yacht. Here in the master cabin, a stray sunbeam
through the porthole burnished Patrick Barr’s tanned skin to molten
gold as he lay amid the tangled sheets.

Natalie never wanted to move again. She
yearned to lie forever in Patrick’s arms, suspended in this magic
interval after making love.

“Nat?” he murmured.

“Right here.” At such close range, she was
acutely aware of the man’s lime-scented cologne and the
well-proportioned build that testified to his high-school and
college days as a competitive diver. Playfully she ran her hand
across the muscles of his shoulders and back, relishing their
sculpted power.

Until now, she’d only been able to dream
about touching him. For five years, she’d answered his phone calls,
sorted his mail, scheduled his appointments and fantasized about
him from a distance. Until today.

When Patrick first took over as
administrator of the Doctors Circle Clinic and Birthing Center from
his disorganized predecessor, Natalie had been relieved to work for
a man she respected. Over the years, her feelings had developed
into intense admiration.

Now she drank in every detail of the man in
bed beside her. She treasured his strong, sensitive nose and the
two pucker lines between his intelligent brown eyes. She cherished
his thick brown hair, although it was a little too long because, as
usual, he’d been too busy to stop by a barbershop.

Patrick seemed to be making his own
assessment of Natalie, she noticed as his gaze trailed from her
breasts up to her soft lips. “You always look terrific, but the
view is even better without clothes,” he said. After a moment’s
reflection, he added ruefully, “On the other hand, I’m afraid we
jumped into this situation without thinking.”

“If you’re about to say you wish we hadn’t
done this, I’ll kick you out of bed,” Natalie said.

He flashed a warm, masculine smile. “I
couldn’t possibly regret it. But…”

“I know.” She sighed. “My behavior hardly
meets your high standards.”

Patrick ran his hand through his already
rumpled hair. “You haven’t done anything wrong. I’m the one who
needs to set a good example for the community.”

Until she met her boss, Natalie hadn’t known
anyone could be so hard on himself or so exacting with his staff.
She wished she’d been raised with the same insistence on honesty
and integrity, but not everyone had the advantage of two stable
parents with high ideals.

In any case, making love with Patrick didn’t
break the rules as far as Natalie was concerned. A
twenty-nine-year-old woman had a right to find happiness with a
single man, even if they were boss and personal assistant. And even
if it might only last one afternoon.

“You did set a good example today, during
the cruise,” she said. “The community loved what you said about
Doctors Circle’s future plans. That’s why the pledges came rolling
in.”

The luncheon outing aboard Patrick’s yacht
had launched a nine-month-long Endowment Fund drive aimed at
raising thirty million dollars, enough to put Doctors Circle on
firm financial footing for years to come. The movers and shakers of
Serene Beach, California, had responded by opening their
checkbooks.

Most of them were aware that the yacht,
Melissa, was named after the infant sister Patrick never
knew. It was her loss from lung problems and prematurity that had
inspired his parents, once they overcame poverty and rose to
prominence in the business community, to establish a center to save
other babies.

After the guests and crew left, Natalie and
Patrick had sat on deck toasting their success with rum punch.
They’d been exhilarated, energized and intensely attuned to each
other after weeks of working twelve-hour days together.

She didn’t know what had finally overcome
their inhibitions, and she didn’t care. She just wanted to stay
here in his cabin forever and forget that the rest of the world
existed.

“It was a great kickoff, thanks in large
part to you.” Patrick stretched lazily. Although the August sun
lingered outside, it was past seven o’clock.

“If only they could see you now.” Teasingly,
Natalie traced a finger down the center of his chest. “On second
thought, I’d rather keep you to myself.”

“You’re in a wonderful mood,” he said.

“You ought to be, too.”

“I am.” He pulled her tighter against him.
“You know, I just got a terrific idea.”

“For the next fund-raiser?” Natalie
asked.

“Something a little more personal.” Angling
toward her, Patrick cupped the back of her head with his hand. He
scanned her face as if trying to memorize every detail, and then
his mouth claimed hers.

His kiss exploded with yearning. Natalie
melted against him, yielding to his tongue’s demands and savoring
the sensation of being held close.

When Patrick lifted his head, she kissed the
V of his collarbone. “I think I figured out your idea.”

“Do you approve?”

“Utterly,” she said.

He reached into a drawer for more
protection, and then he pushed her gently down against the
sheet.

*

Natalie awoke in darkness, filled with
dismay. Her subconscious mind had finally registered what they’d
done, and the likelihood that it would lead to disaster.

Patrick slept on his back, with one hand
resting on her shoulder. Natalie brushed her cheek against it.

She knew his hands well. They were large
hands, capable of carving the air in an expansive gesture or
dashing his name across a document that granted medical services to
a poor woman.

And her hands? They’d served plenty of
hamburgers while she made her way through high school. They’d also
signed a marriage license with a man who turned out to be an
alcoholic, and a few years later they’d signed the divorce
papers.

Her hands had written something else, too,
an entry on her job application that hadn’t been completely honest.
Natalie shuddered to think that Patrick might someday find out.

Well, he wasn’t going to. She’d let matters
go way too far tonight, but there was still time to run damage
control.

Quietly, she rose and dressed in her
tailored slacks and sailor-style blouse. With the brush from her
purse, she tucked her blond hair into its accustomed bun.

It was time to leave, before Patrick awoke
and realized what a mistake this had been. Or, worse, failed to
realize it. The better he got to know her, the more likely it
became that he would discover some unpleasant truths about her
background.

There was only one course to follow. At
work, Natalie would be all business, signaling Patrick to keep his
distance.

They’d pretend that their landing in bed
never happened. At least they could still work together, sharing
the closeness they’d developed over these past five years. And
she’d hang on to her pride.

But she’d discovered a passion in herself
that had lain dormant all her days. Even when she was married,
she’d never felt more than casual pleasure. With Patrick, only with
Patrick, did she truly come alive.

It hurt to know that she might never hold
him again, but that was all right. Natalie could bear it, as long
as she didn’t lose him entirely.

*

On Monday, Patrick had a headache. He knew
it was partly from overindulging in rum punch the previous day and
partly from listening to the construction work under way
downstairs.

The East Wing, which housed the
administration services and the radiology department, was one of
three structures that made up Doctors Circle, along with the
Birthing Center and the West Wing office building. Downstairs in
the East Wing, space formerly rented by an outside pediatric clinic
was being converted into a fertility center.

Wham-wham-wham! went something that sounded
like a pile driver, although Patrick couldn’t imagine why such
heavy equipment was needed. The pounding throbbed right through his
brain.

He had a lot of work to do today, catching
up on paperwork and planning for the next big fund-raising event,
an Oktoberfest celebration. Yesterday’s donations, while generous,
paled before the amount of money needed to cushion the center
against the sort of financial upheaval that had nearly swamped it a
few years earlier.

Patrick fumbled in his drawer for an
aspirin. No such luck. Wouldn’t you know that in a medical office
the last thing you could find was a simple pain remedy?

He punched the intercom. “Nat? Could you
come in here, please?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied crisply.

A moment later, Natalie entered his office.
The breezy woman from the yacht had vanished. Today, her hair was
pinned back and her body hidden beneath a trim navy-and-white suit
with a red scarf at the throat.

Patrick peered at her blearily across his
broad oak desk. At the moment, he was in no shape to try to renew
their camaraderie. “I was hoping you had an aspirin,” he managed to
say. “I can’t think straight.”

“Sorry. I’m not authorized to dispense
medication.”

He insisted on strict rules, but not that
strict. “You don’t need an M.D. to hand out aspirin.”

Natalie smiled. “That was a joke. Guess
you’re not in the mood, huh? Hold on, I’ll get you some.”

“Doesn’t it bother you?” he asked. “I mean,
World War III going on downstairs?”

“The assistant head of accounting and the
chief radiologist came in to complain.” Clearly, they hadn’t fazed
Natalie, who looked cool and composed as usual. “I reminded them
that they used to beef about the noisy kids from the pediatric
clinic. At least this is temporary. Hold on.”

She ducked out, leaving an image of angelic
freshness imprinted on Patrick’s brain. Despite the fact that his
head felt swollen to the size of a basketball, he took pleasure in
his assistant’s appearance.

For years he’d tried not to notice her
bright blue eyes and lively face. Especially he’d struggled to
ignore the figure that, despite the cloaking effect of her tailored
suits, was nothing short of delicious.

Patrick had never expected to breach the
unspoken barrier between director and employee. He knew himself,
and getting involved with any woman, particularly one he worked
with, was a losing proposition. It also appeared that he might be
taking advantage of his position, something he had no intention of
doing.

Yet their lovemaking had surpassed anything
in his experience. Even with a blinding headache, he was
ready—well, almost ready—for a rematch, if only he could figure out
what to do about his aching morals.

The door squeaked as Natalie returned with
two pills and a cup of water. “Here you are.” She handed them
over.

When their hands touched, an awareness of
her heat and vibrancy pulsed through Patrick. Against his will,
desire quickened his blood. “I feel better already.”

“You haven’t taken them yet.”

“I don’t really need to—” Wham-wham-wham!
went the downstairs equipment, dispelling his objections. Up went
the cup and down went the pills. “What on earth are they doing?” he
asked when he could speak again.

“I think they’re chipping away some tile,”
Natalie said.

Patrick should have known that, since he’d
been involved in every step of the remodeling plans. But right now,
with the sight of Natalie stirring male hormones into a frenzy, he
couldn’t recall much of anything.

He needed to find out how she felt. “About
yesterday…” he began.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Now, I’d better get
back to my desk.” She turned to leave.

“Nat!”

“Yes, sir?”

“First of all, stop calling me sir.”

“Yes, Doctor,” she said.

Patrick regarded her in confusion. He was
much better at formulating goals and taking command than at reading
people, especially the people closest to him. “We need to discuss
where we stand.”

Natalie took a deep breath, a movement that
swelled her generous breasts. Patrick’s hands still retained an
impression of their softness, centered by the stiff arousal of her
nipples. Oh, he was sure in control of himself today, wasn’t he, he
thought wryly.

“I was hoping we wouldn’t have to talk about
last night,” she said.

While Patrick respected her privacy, he felt
he owed her. “Please, have a seat. If I offended you last night, I
apologize.”

“You didn’t. Not at all.” Natalie perched on
the edge of an upholstered chair. “It was just as much my
fault.”

“I’m your employer, which makes the
responsibility all mine.”

“Look, Dr. Barr.” She leveled her blue gaze
at him, to devastating effect. He wanted her so much he could
hardly breathe. “Let’s pretend the incident never happened.”

“What incident?”

“You and me…on the boat!” Natalie gave an
angry little bounce on her chair.

“You’re referring to our lovemaking as an
incident?” For Patrick, the experience had been delirious. And, of
course, a huge error in judgment.

“I’m being discreet,” Natalie said. “Which
is a quality we both lost on your boat, along with our
clothes.”

“I agree,” he said reluctantly.
“Nevertheless—”

“The point is, we’re simply not suited to
each other.” Natalie had retreated behind a mask. “What happened
was great, but it was a one-time thing.”

Patrick knew he ought to feel relieved. Her
practical attitude meant they could get on with their work, which
was what mattered, but he was oddly reluctant to let her go. “We
should discuss this over dinner.”

“In this town, if we ate dinner together,
everyone would be gabbing about it,” Natalie said.

“We’ve eaten dinner together before,” he
said.

“In the cafeteria with stacks of files
between us. That doesn’t count.” His assistant stood up. “Look, Dr.
Barr, there’s no point in arguing about it. Last night was—what do
you call it?—an anomaly. Let’s go back to the way things were. No
hard feelings, okay?”

Patrick arose also. His headache had faded,
so now he was thinking clearly.

He respected her obvious regret about their
liaison. He, too, knew it hadn’t been a good idea, even though a
rebellious part of him desperately wanted to repeat the mistake.
“You’re sure about this?”

“Yes, Dr. Barr.”

“I have one request,” he said.

“What’s that?” Natalie’s eyes narrowed.

“Call me by my first name,” Patrick said.
“You haven’t called me Dr. Barr since the first six months we
worked together. People would wonder about it.”

“Okay.” She looked relieved that he hadn’t
asked anything more difficult. “Excuse me, I hear someone in the
outer office. I’ll go check.”

She sounded like her old, cheerful self.
Apparently she was glad he’d agreed not to pursue her.

Good. His brief insanity yesterday hadn’t
spoiled their friendship or their highly effective working
relationship. The last thing he wanted was for anything to
interfere with saving the medical center for which his father had
given his life.

*

Natalie held open Patrick’s door for Spencer
Sorrell, chief of the Doctors Circle Well-Baby Clinic. Unlike the
pediatric clinic that had vacated its offices downstairs and
relocated to a new building down the street, his department was an
official arm of the medical center, not merely a tenant.

He’d been grousing a lot lately, mostly
about his contention that his department should get the newly
remodeled offices. Spencer, who believed he should have become
administrator, instead of Patrick, always found something to
complain about.

He brushed by Natalie without a word, which
didn’t surprise her. The senior pediatrician rarely spoke to her,
and when he did, it was in a clipped, impersonal manner, as if she
were a robot.

Spencer’s brother, Finn, was the town’s
chief of police. Finn knew way too much about Natalie’s family and
her past, and it appeared that he’d shared that information with
Spencer.

Her cheeks burning, she sat behind her desk.
She was angry at Spencer for his snobbery and angry at herself for
caring.

Natalie knew better than anyone what an
insignificant position she occupied in the social whirl of Serene
Beach. That didn’t mean she lacked pride, only that she saw the
world as it was.

Well, she didn’t aspire to high society, and
she didn’t feel inferior to anyone, either. She only wished she
could erase a few parts of her past.

In particular, she wished she hadn’t lied on
her job application.

*

A month later, on a Saturday morning,
Natalie did something she hadn’t done since she was a little girl.
She threw up.

Aware that her period was overdue, she drove
to a pharmacy for a pregnancy kit. At home she followed the
directions, and a few minutes later found herself staring in
disbelief at the pink test strip.

How was this possible? Patrick had used
protection both times during their lovemaking.

Yet she knew from working around pregnant
women that condoms weren’t infallible. Sometimes they slipped or
cracked. That must be what had happened, because she hadn’t slept
with another man since her divorce.

A sense of wonder softened Natalie’s dismay.
She was carrying Patrick’s child, a precious little boy or girl
who’d be smart and sweet and loving.

Then she caught sight of herself in the
bathroom mirror. She looked almost exactly like a photo of her own
mother as a young woman.

“You’re me all over again,” her mother used
to say. But, as a teenager, Natalie had resolved that she would
never, never repeat Angie’s mistakes. Three deadbeat husbands, five
children and an inability to keep a job had created a chaotic
household and made Angie’s kids outsiders at school.

Even when Natalie married an older man at
the age of twenty-one, she’d been careful not to get pregnant right
away. Her caution had been validated when, over the next three
years, her husband, Ralph, began drinking, lost his job and ran up
debts. He’d vanished, leaving his wife to pay them off.

She’d been working for a temp agency when
she learned about the administrative assistant opening at Doctors
Circle. Patrick’s predecessor, Dr. Grier, had been tyrannical and
grumpy, so there’d been frequent turnover in the position.

Knowing she had the right skills, Natalie
had sailed into the interview with high hopes. It went well, too.
She knew as soon as she met Dr. Grier—nicknamed Dr. Grief by the
staff—that she could handle his moods.

Only when she began filling in the
application did she discover that she didn’t qualify on purely
technical grounds. It seemed unfair and she desperately needed the
salary and benefits. So she’d lied, and not just about one thing,
either.

She still believed it had been a wise
choice. Impossible to imagine her life without this job, without
the staff at Doctors Circle who’d become like a family, and without
Patrick.

Yet she was ashamed, too. Well, none of
that! Natalie thought in a surge of defiance. Let other people walk
a mile in her shoes before they passed judgment.

Restlessly she wandered into her living
room, which was dominated by rabbits. There were china rabbits,
stuffed rabbits, crocheted rabbits, plastic rabbits and even one
rabbit said to be carved out of moon rock, although she doubted it.
They crowded the shelves and several end tables.

Her collection had begun at the age of ten
when her father gave her his one and only gift: a stuffed rabbit
he’d won at a carnival ring toss. Two months later, he’d
disappeared from her life. Although she’d long ago outgrown her
childish belief that the gift proved he loved her, images of
rabbits still boosted her spirits.

She desperately needed a boost now. How
would Patrick react to the news that he was going to be a father?
Would his dark eyes glimmer with anticipation, or would he simply
be shocked?

With his strong sense of honor, he’d
probably feel obligated to marry her. Maybe, she hoped, he might
even be glad for the excuse. But she had too much pride to marry
Patrick without admitting everything that she’d done, and she knew
what that would mean.

A few months ago, he’d fired a lab
technician for lying about his qualifications. He wouldn’t tolerate
deception, he’d said. Despite their close relationship, what were
the odds he’d give Natalie a break?

If she leveled with him, she’d destroy
everything: Patrick’s trust, their future together, maybe even her
ability to work for him.

She needed advice. The person to consult,
she decided, was her friend Amy Ravenna, a patient counselor at
Doctors Circle. Amy had good common sense and, at thirty-three,
four more years of life experience than Natalie.

Picking up the phone, she dialed Amy’s
number. With luck, her friend’s advice would prevent her from
making some stupid mistake that might ruin everything.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


“Are those flowers for me?” Patrick’s sister
paused in the high-ceilinged foyer to sniff the elaborate
arrangement. Her sweatpants and T-shirt were damp where they
covered her swimsuit. “I don’t suppose so, since you didn’t know I
was coming over.”

Patrick finished knotting his tie in front
of the hall mirror. “I’m afraid they aren’t, but I knew you’d be
here. You use the pool every Saturday.”

“How’d you figure that out?” Bernie
squawked. “Usually I swim and leave without bothering you. I
figured you didn’t know I was here.”

“I can see the pool from my bedroom,”
Patrick reminded her. “Sis, I enjoy having you over, and the house
is yours as much as mine.”

“You bought out my half, remember?” She
pushed back a curly strand of brown hair. “Honestly, I’m all grown
up and married now. Mike and I have our own house. I just like to
borrow the pool.”

“Anytime.” He meant it. Having grown up in
the shadow of their older sister’s stillbirth, Patrick had
treasured the strong-willed baby who came along when he was four.
There’d been times during his teens when he was embarrassed to be
seen with his kid sis, but the two had become close over the
years.

They’d comforted each other after their
father’s death five years ago, and again after their mother
succumbed to cancer three years later. Bernie, a natural mother,
liked to bring over casseroles, make sure Patrick kept healthy food
in the refrigerator and examine the sprawling Barr mansion to make
sure his latest housekeeper was properly cleaning the expanses of
glass, tile and blond wood.

“So who’s the lucky lady?” Bernie indicated
the flowers again.

“Noreen McLanahan called in sick for today’s
luncheon.” The event to honor volunteers, of whom Noreen was one of
the most prominent, was scheduled for noon at the Serene Beach
Yacht Club. “I figured a widow who lives alone could use some
cheering up. These are for her.”

It wasn’t merely a matter of charity. Mrs.
McLanahan, one of the center’s biggest financial supporters and a
member of its board of directors, was a peppery personality whose
wry observations always kept Patrick laughing. He’d have treasured
her even if she was penniless.

“You’ve got a kind heart for a grumpy old
bachelor,” Bernie said.

“Gee, thanks.”

To his surprise, his sister wrapped her arms
around him. Although tall and athletic, she only reached his
shoulders. “Excuse me for being sentimental, but I’m proud of
you.”

“For taking flowers to a sick woman?”
Patrick teased as Bernie stepped back, her cross-training shoes
squeaking on the marble floor. “I must be a real creep most of the
time if you’re impressed by this.”

“Yeah, right.” His sister traced a finger
along the front table. It came up clean, to her evident
satisfaction. The last housekeeper, who’d lasted only six months,
had left dust so thick Bernie could write notes in it, and did.
“The truth is, around you I feel guilty. I compensate by fussing
over you.”

“Guilty? About what?”

“About choosing to give up medical school to
stay home and have kids while you’re shepherding our family’s
legacy,” she said.

“You made the best choice for you.” Patrick
adored his two young nephews. More than that, his sister’s happy
home served as an emotional anchor for him.

“What about your right to choices? You never
wanted to be an administrator, but you stepped up when you saw the
clinic falling apart,” Bernie said.

“I just wish I’d done it sooner,” Patrick
said.

For as long as he could remember, he’d been
fired by a sense of mission inspired by his older sister’s
stillbirth. Initially, it had been his motivation for applying to
medical school, but later he’d discovered he enjoyed practicing
medicine for its own sake.

He’d been so caught up in his pediatric
practice that he hadn’t noticed the toll Doctors Circle was taking
on his father. Even the Barr fortune, earned from Joe’s invention
of self-cleaning window glass, wasn’t enough to underwrite all the
center’s charities and compensate for Dr. Grier’s sloppy
management. As chairman of the board, Joe had thrown himself into
fund-raising with a frenzy, with the result that he dropped dead of
a heart attack.

Patrick should have realized that the aging
man was pushing himself too hard. He should have given up his
practice sooner to take on the administrative job.

He couldn’t turn back the clock. He’d spent
five years reorganizing the day-to-day operations and putting the
budget on a sound footing, and now he was ensuring the future of
Doctors Circle by establishing an Endowment Fund.

“No one could have forced Dad to slow down,”
Bernie said. “He was obsessed with the center, even more than Mom
was. I know he was upset about their losing a child, but these
things happen to lots of people.”

“Dad didn’t see it that way,” Patrick said.
“Did you know he blamed himself for Melissa’s death?”

Bernie’s face scrunched in surprise. “No!
Why would he do that?”

“While Mom was pregnant, he spent all his
time either at his janitorial job or out in the workshop, fiddling
with his inventions,” Patrick explained. “He told me that if he’d
paid more attention, he’d have seen how she was suffering and
insisted on better care.”

“They couldn’t afford it,” Bernie said.

“He’d have borrowed the money if he had to.”
Patrick could still see the lines of pain etched in Joe Barr’s face
as he’d shared this confession. Melissa’s stillbirth had been fresh
in the aging man’s memory, even though decades had passed since the
unhappy event.

How ironic that Joe had pulled himself out
of poverty, gaining a fortune from marketing his self-cleaning
glass, yet had never really enjoyed the money. He’d poured much of
it into Doctors Circle, which he’d established fifteen years ago.
For Patrick’s father, it had been both a form of atonement and a
sacred obligation.

“I wish I’d known so I could have set him
straight,” Bernie said. “Problems with the placenta can’t always be
corrected, even now. Mom never blamed him.”

“I guess when we feel guilty, logic has
nothing to do with it,” Patrick said.

“Are you speaking of yourself?” she
asked.

“Me?”

“Well, you’re the one driving yourself like
a maniac for the Endowment Fund,” she said. “It won’t bring Dad
back.”

“Thanks for trying to lift my spirits,” he
said. “The truth is, I enjoy my work.”

“You used to whistle more when you were in
pediatrics.” Bernie straightened a large, modern canvas that faced
the curving staircase.

“I whistled?” Patrick didn’t recall that
particular habit.

“You also told more jokes,” his sister
said.

“I collected jokes to amuse my patients,” he
protested. He’d loved working in pediatrics, but what he was doing
now was crucial. “Sis, I’ve got to get moving. I want to allow
plenty of time to visit with Mrs. McLanahan.”

“Don’t let me stop you. I’m leaving, too.
There’s a pot of orange-glazed chicken in the refrigerator, by the
way,” Bernie said. “You can eat it tonight or tomorrow.” With a
wave, she went out the front door.

Patrick locked up, then carried the flowers
to his car and set them on the rear seat. He eased the finely
tooled sedan along the extended driveway.

En route, he stole a glimpse at the high
bluffs. The rear of the estate provided a spectacular view of
Serene Beach and its harbor. Far below, September sunlight played
over a butterfly swarm of sails.

The pavement curved left, away from the
view. Patrick stopped at the estate’s ironwork arch and waited for
traffic to clear on St. Michel Drive.

In his childhood, this street had been
little used. That was before the two-story medical buildings had
sprung up on the far side, with their white stucco exteriors and
red-tile roofs.

The family had built Doctors Circle on the
land where an orange grove once stood, situated so that the rear
entrance to the Birthing Center faced the front of their estate. As
a result, Patrick didn’t have to commute far to his office.

Seeing no more cars, he turned right and
drove the few blocks to Mrs. McLanahan’s home. To his
disappointment, the houseman reported she was sleeping. Patrick
left the flowers with a note wishing her a speedy recovery.

He had plenty of time before the luncheon.
All dressed up and nowhere to go. It was a rarity not to have every
minute committed and, against his better judgment, he knew what he
wanted to do.

It would be childish to head inland toward
Natalie’s apartment. For heaven’s sake, he had almost no chance of
glimpsing her unless he parked and rang her doorbell, which he
didn’t intend to do.

This past month, he’d watched for any
indication that she hadn’t meant it when she pushed him away. Like
an inviting smile, a touch on the shoulder, a mention of their
night together.

There hadn’t been any. He kept telling
himself it was for the best, yet he missed their closeness with an
unaccustomed ache.

He was better off alone, though. Work
absorbed and energized Patrick, and relationships only
interfered.

His previous involvements had failed
miserably. During his internship, a girlfriend had broken off with
him because of his inattention. Years later, a lawyer he’d dated
had also called it quits, citing his long hours and frequent
cancellations of their plans. She’d told him she hoped he never had
children, because he’d be a lousy father.

She was right. Much as Patrick enjoyed being
around kids, his work came first, and always would.

Natalie was right to keep him at arm’s
length. Patrick certainly didn’t want to lose her the way he’d lost
the other two women. But like a teenager with a crush, he decided
to cruise by her place in the hope of catching an unguarded glimpse
of her. A man was allowed the occasional bit of foolishness as long
as it did no harm, he told himself.

He drove inland to the flat mesa area of
Serene Beach. Palm trees, azaleas and calla lilies dressed up the
modest homes and apartments.

Along the sidewalks clattered kids on
tricycles and preteens on skateboards. Patrick drove cautiously,
remembering from his emergency-room rotations what could happen
when children darted into the street.

The fourplex where Natalie lived lay in the
middle of a block. Patrick had dropped her off once when her car
was in the shop, and he’d never forgotten the location.

A rental van stood double-parked in front of
the building. As he swung past, he saw stacks of furniture through
the open rear door, from which someone had lowered a ramp.
Obviously these amateurs didn’t realize or perhaps didn’t care that
they were blocking several cars.

At the next corner, Patrick made a U-turn
and swung back. This pass, he spotted Natalie’s small green
hatchback at the curb, hemmed in by the truck.

What now? He had spare minutes and a strong
desire to see her. Irresolutely, he parked across the street and
sat considering his options.

Before he could decide how to proceed,
Natalie emerged on the upper balcony of the apartment building.
With her light hair floating in the breeze, she took his breath
away.

Even from here, he could see the sweet
fullness of her mouth and the way a T-shirt clung tantalizingly to
her rounded breasts as she descended the exterior stairs. His body
reacted with a jolt of arousal.

Natalie was halfway to her car when she
stopped to glare at the truck. She appeared to be saying, “What the
heck?”

He got out and strode across the street.
“Looks like you’ve got a problem.”

She blinked up at him. “Patrick?”

“I was driving by.” That sounded unlikely,
didn’t it? “I was on my way to being early,” he explained, and
decided that was even worse. “Never mind why I’m here. Need
help?”

“I’m going to visit Amy Ravenna. I’d like to
know what idiots left this here,” she said, then answered her own
question. “They must be moving into the ground-floor apartment. The
tenants moved out last week.”

He followed her to the unit. The door stood
open, a few items of furniture visible inside. A preteen girl and a
little boy sat watching cartoons on a television placed on the
floor.

“Hi! I’m Natalie,” she said. “We need for
somebody to move the truck. Where are your parents?”

“They went to get lunch,” the girl said.

“And left you alone?” Patrick asked.

“I’m twelve.” She kept her gaze fixed on the
screen.

“When will they be back?” Natalie asked.

“I don’t know.”

The two of them retreated. “Are you in a
hurry to meet Amy?” he asked.

“She said it was okay to drop by in the next
hour or so,” she said. “But I hate waiting. I’m also afraid I’d to
chew out those blockheads when they get back. That’s not a good way
to meet my neighbors.”

“I’d be happy to give you a ride.” There was
nothing wrong with enjoying her company as long as they kept it
light.

Natalie considered his offer. “Amy did say
she’d like to go shopping later. I guess she could drop me back
here.”

“Done.” Taking her elbow, Patrick guided her
toward his car.

“Why did you say you were here?” she asked
as she slid into the passenger seat.

“Passing through,” Patrick mumbled, and
closed the door as soon as she was tucked inside. He still liked
the old-fashioned custom of assisting a woman into a car,
especially this woman.

When he climbed behind the wheel, he felt
Natalie’s presence surround him like an embrace. “It smells nice in
here,” she said. “Do I detect a hint of flowers?”

Patrick started the engine. “I took a
bouquet to Mrs. McLanahan while she’s laid low.”

“Her arthritis is really painful,” Natalie
said. “I dropped by last night with Chinese food. She says it’s
okay to cheat on her low-cholesterol diet once in a while.”

“That was kind of you.” He hadn’t realized
it was a flare-up of arthritis that had sidelined the usually
vivacious widow. “You’re always doing things for people. I know
they appreciate it.”

“My sister Alana says I help too much.” She
snuggled against the soft leather upholstery. “She calls me an
enabler, but that’s not true.”

“Helping people doesn’t mean you’re
underwriting their bad habits.” Patrick stopped the car at Serene
Boulevard. “Which way?”

“Amy lives down in West Serene, near the
Black Cat Café.” The club was known for its large deli sandwiches
and clever music choices. “Is that too far out of your way?” She
knew, of course, about the luncheon.

“Not by much.” Patrick didn’t mind a little
inconvenience.

From the corner of his eye, he caught Nat
studying him. She pressed her lips together, then touched them with
the tip of her tongue as if she had something to say but wasn’t
sure whether she wanted to say it.

“You feeling okay?” he asked.

“Why, do I look different?” Natalie
said.

“Your cheeks are kind of flushed,” he said.
“You aren’t ill, are you?”

“I feel great.”

“Good.” That conversation had gone nowhere,
he thought, and wished he knew what else to say. In silence, they
headed south on Serene Boulevard, passing the intersection with
Bordeaux Way that led to the main entrance of Doctors Circle.

“How do you feel about kids?” Natalie asked
out of the blue.

The question stopped him cold. “That’s
funny,” Patrick said. “My sister made the same point earlier.”

“What point?” It was her turn to look
confused.

“She believes I was happier when I was in
pediatrics. Although I don’t understand how you’d know that, since
we weren’t working together then,” he said. “I do miss the
children. But in the long run I’m helping more of them in my
current position.”

“I meant…” She let the sentence trail off.
“Look, there’s a crafts fair at Outlook Park.” Ahead on the right,
Patrick saw a cheerful cluster of booths amid the greenery. “Can we
stop for a minute? I need to get a couple of presents.”

“Fine with me.” He rarely browsed through
crafts sales, but with Natalie, it ought to be fun.

They parked in the lot and joined the
shoppers. Choosing carefully, Natalie selected a set of enamel
earrings for one friend and a fanciful hat for a niece.

“I’ve got lots of nieces and nephews,” she
explained as she purchased a couple of extra items for future
occasions, along with a ceramic
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