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Holly Scott lined up her very expensive executive jet for landing at the Municipal Airport, at Chillicothe, Missouri, and made her usual picture perfect landing.  After she taxied her plane to a stop near the terminal, her husband, Jim, put down the stairs from the plane to the tarmac.  He turned and nodded to Wayne Oliver.  “Welcome home, jarhead.  If my eyes don’t deceive me, that fine looking young lady headed our way is your mother.”

Wayne smiled.  “Yes, sir.  I can’t thank you and Holly enough for your kindness.”

“I’m always glad to help out a fellow Marine.”

The two men, both about six feet tall, and weighing 185 pounds, headed down the steps, soon followed by Holly.  Those three walked to meet Edna Oliver, a bit shorter than Holly’s 5’8” frame, and a bit heavier.  Holly, now past 60, still weighed in at less than 130 pounds.

Wayne hugged his mother, pecked her on the cheek, and stood aside as Holly hugged the lady, also.  Jim just offered, “Hi, Edna, nice to see you again,” without an accompanying hug. 

Edna grinned, and did the hugging, before she replied, “I love you two for the way you, and your friends, have cared for my son.”

Jim replied, “Happy to do it, Edna.  Now, if you folks will excuse us, we have a long flight ahead of us.  Wayne, Michelle and Bob, or someone sitting right seat, will be up to get you day after tomorrow so you can get your new eye.  As you were told, expect them to arrive here about seven...so you can get back in the same day.”

The couple Jim referred to, Bob and Michelle Becker, lived in Wentzville, Missouri, very near the clinic where Wayne had spent nearly his last two years.  Bob, like Jim, was a retired Marine.  Wayne was a recently promoted Marine Sergeant Major, who was to receive a medical discharge from the Marine Corps, in a little more than three weeks.  

Wayne nodded as Holly and Jim went back up the steps.  While he and his mother walked away, Holly already had the plane restarted, and even before they got to Edna’s car, she was nearing takeoff.

At the car, Edna asked, “Are you up to driving, son?”

“Yup.  Driving was part of my rehab...stick shift, no less.  Of course it would help to have two eyes again.  The bionic one they took out is being fixed, or it will be replaced, as you know.  But I should be able to manage.  I guess dad was too busy to come with you.”

“Yes, dear.  A bank president’s work never seems to be done.  When last heard of, he was in a meeting with the mayor and city council.  The bank is going to help fund that new project.  He, of course, sends his love, and plans to take us out to eat tonight.”

“Darn, I was looking forward to some great home cooking.”

“I thought they fed you well at the clinic.”

“They do, but nobody cooks like you, mom.”

“Don’t bother buttering me up.  I’ve already bought your Christmas present.” 

“Where to, mom...home?”

“No.  I have to get a checkup.  To the hospital, Dr. Simpson’s office.”

“I thought you told me poor old Doc Simpson died.”

“He did, may he rest in peace.  But, he hired a Nurse Practitioner to help him out, and she seems to be quite capable.  I like her...a lot.  Are you still planning to spend most of the rest of December with us?  That is other than your trip Friday for your new eye.”

“For the most part.  Around the 23rd of December, I have to go get discharged.  I’m not certain when Hector wants me to start working”

The “Hector” Wayne spoke of was Hector Garcia.  Like Jim, he was a retired Marine, and like Jim was a billionaire...but as he often said, when the subject came up, he was well short of the “many billions Jim had.”

“Mr. Garcia is a wonderful man, like all of Mr. Scott’s friends. Everyone associated with them are such fine people, one would never know they were rich as all get out.”

“Pox on your mouth, mom, for calling them ‘Mr. Garcia’ or ‘Mr. Scott.’  If they heard you, they’d cringe.  Early on, they insisted on ‘Hector’ and ‘Jim,’ as they both told you in front of me.”

“I know son, but jeepers creepers, it’s hard for me to call super-rich folks by their first names.  But, I’ll try to behave when they’re around.  Now, to change the subject, I hope you don’t think you look all dashing, or something, with that black eyepatch over your right eye.”

“Actually, mom, it’s over my right eye socket...no eye there.”

“This whole thing about popping eyes in and out gives me the creeps.”

“I dig it.  I try not to look at the socket in the mirror, when I have the patch off.”

As he said that, Wayne pulled to a stop into a parking slot at the hospital.  “This place hasn’t changed a bit since I was a kid, mom.”

“Sure it has son.  They repaved, and expanded, the parking lot.”

“Funny, mom.”

Inside they went to the office space of the now deceased Dr. Simpson.  It still had his name on the door.  Wayne shook his head, as he pointed at that.

Edna nodded.  “Yeah I know.  My goodness, the poor man has been dead for over a month.”

Inside, the receptionist tilted her head toward another door.  “Go on in, Mrs. Oliver.”

The young lady was someone Wayne didn’t know, so, being aware of that fact, on her way to the door Edna said, “This is my son, Wayne.”

Through the door, the two remaining in the waiting area completed the introduction, then the receptionist asked, “You’re the Marine I’ve heard so much about, aren’t you?”

“What gave me away, my woodland camouflage uniform?”

She grinned.  “That, and I’ve heard about you.”

“Good, I hope?”

“Oh yeah.  The wounded war hero, coming home for Christmas.”

“I don’t know about ‘hero’ but wounded, yes.  Almost all fixed up now.  I hate to abruptly change the subject, but are you native to Chillicothe?  I don’t remember ever seeing you before.”

“Nope.  Only lived here about a year...but love it.  Are you staying here after Christmas, or going back to the Marine Corps?”

“Neither.  Before Christmas, the Corps is kicking me out on a medical, and then I’m going to work at a large detective/protection company in Los Angeles...not sure when.”

“Oh.”

The conversation ended there, with Wayne sitting down to wait for his mother.  It wasn’t until later in the day, that it would dawn on him that the receptionist might have had designs on a possible relationship with him, until he announced he was going to live in Los Angeles.

When his mother came out, the nurse practitioner was with him.  He stood up, did a double take, and asked, “Is that you Corinne...Corinne Cullen?  It is, I’ll be darned.  It’s been a longtime, Corinne. ”

She came forward, held out her hand, and replied, “So it has.  Good to see you Wayne.  Your mother told me all about your exploits, and what you’ve been through.  I was pleased when she told me today that you’re here for Christmas.  Welcome home.”

“Thanks.  It’s really nice to see you.  Last I heard you were a nurse, I wasn’t aware that you added practitioner to your title.”

“Yep.  Did that right after I got out of the Army.  Maybe I’ll see you around during your stay.”

“That would be nice.  Maybe I could even spring for a cup of joe.”

“Done deal.  Just give me a call, or if we see each other in town, we can do it then.”

“Yeah, good idea.”

Edna spoke up, “Okay, now that you two have discovered each other, I’d like to get out of here...before Corinne changes her mind about my physical condition.”

“Enda, you’ll probably outlive everyone here.  Go, before I decide on some tests for you.”

On the walk to the car, Wayne kidded his mother, “You might have told me who your almost doctor was.”

“What would have been the fun in that, dear?  As to ‘almost doctor,’ for my money she is a doctor...and a darn fine one at that.  I noticed you didn’t bring a bag.  Are you planning on wearing those camos the entire time you’re here?”

“Nah, mom.  As soon as we get home, I’m changing into something else...assuming you haven’t thrown out my clothes.”

“Wayne, what you have at home won’t fit you.  You’re 30 pounds heavier that when you ran off to join the Marine Corps.  A nice, muscular 30 pounds, but nonetheless you’re old clothes won’t fit.  In case you’ve forgotten, on those too rare occasions that you visited over the last 14 years, you always brought a bag of clothing with you.”

“Oh, yeah...you’ve got me there, mom. But, I didn’t ‘run off’ to join the Corps.  In case you’ve forgotten, you had to sign for me to join up when I was 17.”   

“I haven’t forgotten, and since you’ve survived, I’m at peace for doing so.  There is one more thing about your clothes...you’ve grown about three inches taller since you left home.  Because of that, your pants would be part way to your knees.”

“Good point, mom.  I guess somewhere along the line, I better do some shopping.  I’ve got civvies stored out in California, but not at the clinic.  The only thing I had there, besides my uniforms, were sweats...pants and shirts.  What say we stop by the bank so I can say ‘hi’ to dad, if he’s finished with whatever he was doing, and then we can go shopping for me.  Sound okay?”

“For a boy who hated for me to shop with him for clothes, you’ve grown up to show some sense.”

“I think I may already be sorry I suggested you shop with me.  But, the advantage to having you with me, is you can introduce me to the folks I don’t know...or remember.”

“Whatever...to the bank.  At least by going there first, you can take out a loan to cover the cost of everything you’ll have to buy.”

“Mom, I’ve been at the clinic for going on two years...except for the two days I was home last Christmas, and at that time I never left our home.  During those two years, I’ve spent exactly nothing, while my pay has been piling up in my account.  Food, room and board, clothing, such as the sweats I mentioned, and anything else I needed was supplied at no charge.”

“Yes, I know.  Mr. Scott...Jim, really takes care of you guys, and gals, there at the clinic.  What a wonderful man, as we’ve both said before.”

At the bank, Wayne hugged his father, then shook his hand.  They talked for a few minutes, before Harvey Oliver told them he’d see them at home.  Edna and Wayne got the message Harvey was busy, so they left...after Edna informed her husband, at their son’s request, they were eating at home, rather than going out.  

After leaving the bank, the “all American” shopping spree began.  Wayne was surprised at how many people he recognized, and offered Christmas greetings to, both in the stores, and on the sidewalk as they moved from shop to shop.

Along the way, Edna asked, “If this gets to be too much for your leg, let’s just go home.”

“Mom, my new leg is better than the other one.  If one gets tired, it’ll be the one I was born with.  But if you get tired, let me know.”

“Actually, I am getting a bit walked out, and if you want the home cooked meal you mentioned earlier, I guess we should head home.  As it is, you’ve got enough new clothes to last you five years.”

Wayne drove them home, and on the way noticed his depth perception seemed to be improving somewhat.  He hadn’t said anything to his mother, but when he first started driving, he had a bit of trouble gauging distances well.  On arriving home, they both took an armload of bags and boxes inside.  But, when his mother headed back for another load, Wayne stopped her.  “I’ll get the rest of the stuff, mom.  I should be able to get it all in one more trip.  Why don’t you go take a nap?”

“Hey, son, I’m only 55, not 105.  I’ve got a meal to prepare.”

“Okay, fine.  You cook, I’ll lug the rest of it inside, and then I’ll start a load of laundry.  The stuff that can be laundered, I want to run through the washer before wearing them.  I bought some stuff back in the day, and started putting it on, only to find bugs.  It gives me the creeps now to wear things that haven’t been laundered.”

“I really wish you hadn’t said that, son.  Now I’ll never be able to wear something new fresh out of the box, or bag.  Egads, you can come up with things I never thought of.  What kind of bugs?”

“Dead ones, after they got a dose of hot water and soap.”

“Some of those things you better not wash with hot water.  Check the washing instructions.”

“Gee, mom, I wouldn’t have thought of that.”

“Hush, go...no sense being a wise guy.  I’ll be in the kitchen if you’re looking for me.”

That evening, with Wayne wearing new blue jeans, and a sport shirt, the three members of the family ate, with Wayne taking charge of washing the dishes afterwards.  The dish washing task completed, they went to the living room to talk.  Before they could even start a good conversation, a steady stream of relatives, and other well-wishers, stopped by for short visits to welcome Wayne home, and to chat a bit.

Edna managed to hurry them along, until they were left alone.  Seated comfortably again, Wayne asked, “What’s the big deal you were working on with the brass today, dad?”

Harvey explained the proposed project, but then added, “It’s a great deal, but the snag is funding.  The city wants the bank to put more into it than we have available for lending...by about three million.  I could probably lay off some of it, but there is just no way to come up with so much money at this point.  If the city has to go to outside lenders for the loan needed, the price would more-than-likely be a deal buster.  Now, enough about the finances of the city, how are you doing, son?”

“Just fine, dad.  Will be better after I get the replacement eye put in, but once it is done, I’ll be good to go.  The Marine Corps doesn’t think so, so I’m getting kicked out, as you already knew.  At least I’m getting a 100% disability medical discharge, so can retire with full benefits. If I had a choice, I’d stay in.  At least I have a great job with Hector Garcia Detective/Protection Company waiting for me.”

Harvey nodded, and replied, “It’s a pity you couldn’t get something closer to home, but a good job is a good job.  Hector seems like he’ll be a great boss to work for, so you have that to look forward to.  I guess you couldn’t live on your retirement pay alone.”

“I guess I could, but I wouldn’t be living it up in grand style, to say the least.”

Edna changed the subject, abruptly, “Dear, Wayne got to meet his old flame, Corinne Cullen today.”

“Mom, Corinne isn’t an ‘old flame’.”

“Ha, I remember when you wanted to take her to the prom, but didn’t have the nerve to ask her, so wound up going with Paige Whatshername, while Gary Milentz took Corinne.  By the way, Gary is now our chief of police.  Funny how things work out, he is also now married to Paige.”

“Dad, help me out here.  Thinking about asking a girl to the prom, and her being an ‘old flame’ are two different things.”

“Don’t get me involved in this, son.  Anyhow, I do side with your mom on this one.  I remember all the noise about who to ask to the prom, with you all but drooling over the thought of taking Corinne.”

“Geeze, two against one ain’t no fun.”

Harvey chuckled, then asked, “What are your plans for tomorrow, before you go get the eye taken care of Friday?”

“Not much, dad.  I guess I’ll just wander around town.  What about your car, mom?  Can I borrow it, or should I rent one?”

“Don’t be silly, son...the car is yours.  The Christmas decorating committee is meeting tomorrow, chaired by none other than the earlier mentioned Paige Milentz.  It starts at ten, so you can run home, and then drive me to it.  One of the girls can give me a ride home.”

2.

In the morning after breakfast, Harvey left for work, and Wayne headed to town.  He went from one shop to another, greeting people along the way on the sidewalk, and in the stores.  At a little after nine, he came out of one shop, and saw Corinne coming out of another one.  “Hi, I’m about ready for coffee, care to join me?”

“You, bet...let’s go.”

As they walked alongside one another, Wayne asked, “How come you’re not seeing patients today?”

“I take Thursday mornings off, for good behavior.  Actually, I only work half days on Thursdays and Fridays.  Fridays, I work in the mornings.  But I make up for it by having appointments on Saturday.  I schedule those to be a better fit for my working patients.”

“Makes sense, but aren’t you afraid to getting kicked out of the doctor’s union?”

“No, because I’m not a doctor.”

Wayne thought to himself what a beautiful smile Corinne had, but kept it to himself as they entered the diner he had steered them to.  After they were seated, with Wayne holding out Corinne’s chair, they ordered coffee.  As the coffee was delivered to their table, Wayne asked, “How long have you been back in Chillicothe?”

“Only about eight months.  Dr. Simpson contacted me, and told me he was in poor health and needed some help.  I jumped at the chance.  I had been thinking about leaving where I was working.  I worked with five doctors, and had gotten too close to one of them...but he was married.  I had gotten very uncomfortable with the situation.  So, here I am, now faced with a new situation.  The city owns the hospital, but it is administrated by a hospital chain out of Kansas City.  The deal Doc Simpson had was he would stay on, but just as a tenant in the hospital, with admission rights.  Said arrangement is now up in the air, as it applies to me.  The mayor, bless her heart, and a number of my patients, including your mother, have approached the hospital administrator on my behalf, but no decision yet.  If they kick me out, I could get an office somewhere in town, but without admission rights, it could prove to be a problem for my patients.  The other solution is to round up an M.D.  But, then he, or she, would have to get admission rights.  Thus, I’m possibly on the horns of a dilemma.”

“I’ve never actually heard someone say that about themselves before...‘on the horns of a dilemma,’ I mean.”

Corinne smiled and replied, “I’ve never said it before.  Alright, enough about me, what’s your story?  Before you answer, I notice you walk absolutely normally...I mean with the new leg your mom told me about.”

“Unless someone brings it up, I don’t even notice myself, or think about it.  The darn thing just seems like my other leg.  It took a lot of hard work to get to this stage, but I’m there.  The eye is another story.  Even with the one they put in, I had trouble adjusting to it...then it shot craps.  The stupid thing just went blank, so they popped it out to fix, or replace.  After they replace it or fix it, I’ve got a couple weeks of fooling around with it, before it settles down and behaves.  The operation itself takes about three or four hours, but then I can come on back home when they’re finished.  Of course, I have to follow the proper procedure for a week or so, before I go back and get it checked out.”

“Boy would I ever like to see your operation.”

“Yeah, what about your patients tomorrow?”

“Hey, to see this operation, I’d just cancel ‘em, and have them reset.”

“Are you serious?”

“You bet I am, but I guess there’s no way.”

“Let me see if I can change that ‘no way’ to ‘way’,” Wayne replied as he took out his phone.

When he got through, he asked, “Hey, Doc what’re the chances of me bringing along one extra person to witness tomorrow’s operation?”

On being asked “who,” he explained about Corrinne wanting to observe the operation, what her name was, and what she was.

Dr. Pulaski, the man he was talking to replied, “Sure, bring her along.  See you in the AM.”

As he put his phone down, Wayne smiled.  “You better get to cancelling some appointments for tomorrow.  You’re in.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Nope, honest injun.”

“Wow, thanks.  But, since you were nice enough to do this for me, I hate to point it out, but ‘injun’ isn’t very P.C.”

“It is for me, I’ve got special rights.  On top of which, I’m not too P.C.”

“How’s that?  What ‘special rights’?”

“My dad is one eight Cherokee, and I’m one sixteenth, so I can get by with it...though it nearly cost me in Marine boot camp.”

“How so?”

“Long story.”

Corinne smiled broadly, and joked, “So, I’m not finished with my coffee...give.”

“Well there was this full blooded Cherokee in my company, and one of the guys started giving it to him about being an Indian.  I stepped in and opened my mouth about cutting him some slack, mentioning I also had Cherokee blood.  Well, the Cherokee guy told me to butt out, because he could handle a jerk like this other guy on his own.  Well, that did it.  The other guy swung on the Cherokee, and wound up getting the snot beat out of him.  At one point two other guys decided to lend their buddy a hand, so I got involved.  All five of us wound up on the carpet.  The C.O. gave us what for, and wanted to know what it was all about.  My new friend, the Cherokee, and I stood mute, but after all of us were threatened with the brig, one of the late arrivals to the fight fessed up.  The end result was that my Cherokee friend and I each got a weekend pass, and the other three guys got to clean latrines for the weekend.  Actually, the five of us became good friends after the incident.  It turned out to be a good thing, because one of those other guys did a fast repair job on my leg, and carried me out of harm’s way during a bloody battle.”

“After your eye situation is taken care of, what’s next for you?”

Wayne glanced at his watch, and answered, “What’s next for me is to get skinned alive by my mom.  I’ve gotta hurry along, to give her a ride to some meeting she’s gotta attend.”

As he stood up and tossed a five dollar bill on the table, he asked, “Do you want to ride along, and then maybe have lunch with me?”

“You mean sorta like a date?”

“Yeah.”

“Yes, let’s go.”

As they hurried to where Wayne had parked, a few snowflakes started falling.  But, by the time Wayne opened the passenger side door for Corinne, they seemed to be tapering off.  He ran around the car, and drove a might faster than he should have, but arrived home at the ten to ten time his mother had requested over breakfast.

Seeing Corinne with him, Edna laughed outright.  Wayne sighed, but Corinne started to get out of the car and didn’t notice.  Edna held up her hand.  “Get back in, Corinne, I can ride in the backseat.”

Corinne shrugged, and did as told.  When Wayne started to drive off, Edna joked, “You cut it a bit close, son.  But, not to worry, half the gals are always late.”

She then told Wayne where to go, before Corinne asked, “What was so funny, as you headed to the car, Edna?”

“You and my dopey son being together after fourteen years.  It sure took you two long enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“Corinne, back when you two were about to graduate and go into the real world...”

Wayne cut her off, “Mom!  Don’t!  Please.”

Ignoring him, Edna continued, “Wayne wanted to ask you to the prom, but was chicken...for whatever reason, he never satisfactorily explained.  And, now here you are, 14 years later...together at last.”

Corinne blushed.  “We’ve only been drinking coffee and talking.  Then, all of a sudden, Wayne remembered he had to pick you up.  On the way to the door, he asked me to have lunch with him.  But, it doesn’t make us more than two old friends just catching up...though he did admit it was a date.”

Edna joked, “Yeah, whatever.  Here we are son, just stop out front, and I’ll hop out.  See you tonight...unless you have other plans.”

Wayne just sighed again, as his mother got out of the car and hurried off.  Knowing he hadn’t heard the last of the prom situation, he wasn’t surprised in the least when Corinne asked, “So you thought about asking me to the prom?  Well, for your information, I would have accepted.” 

“Oh, boy.  I guess you want more than what mom said.”

“No, not really.  ‘Chicken’ Wayne works.”

“Pardon me if I change the subject, but will pizza for lunch be okay?  I’ve been thinking for days about having pizza during my Christmas holiday.”

“Pizza is fine.”

“What do you like on it?”

“Everything...the works.”

“Beer?”

“Yes, but only one.  Also, we have to not take too long.  I have to be back at my office by noon.  My first patient is due to arrive at 12:30, and she always comes early.  On top of which, I have to get all my appointments for tomorrow rescheduled.”

“I’ll eat fast.”

“Not too fast.  I wouldn’t want you to barf tomorrow, when you’re on the table about to get a new eye.” 

Wayne smiled as he pulled into a parking slot.  He hurried around to help Corinne out of the car, and she joked, “The Marine Corps trained you well.”

“Yeah, but mom had long since drummed manners into me.”

After the pizza was ordered, and served along with a beer each, Wayne asked, “I meant to ask you earlier, but about eight or nine years ago, mom wrote to me that you were getting married.  I never heard anything further about it.  What happened?”

“The poor guy suffered from a terminal case of left-at-the-alteritis.”

“You mean he left you at the alter?” 

“No, silly, I left him there.  I was already in my wedding dress, but at the last moment, it dawned on me I wasn’t real comfortable with the situation.  I had some feeling there was something missing in our relationship.  Anyhow, as it turned out, I did the right thing.  Three months later he married the gal he had been seeing before me.  As I look back on it, maybe I had the feeling I was just an available second choice...sorta like he was using me as a rebound from the other relationship.  Truth be told, maybe I was doing the same thing.  The guy from our class I had my sights set on, ran off to join the Marine Corps.”

“I didn’t know anyone else from out class went into the Corps.”

“To the best of my knowledge, only one member of our graduating class did so.”

“What, what do you mean?”

“Wayne Oliver, are you stupid, or just being coy?  I was talking about you, you dodo.”

“Oh.  I didn’t know you had any interest in me, like I did in you.  Funny thing about that, I remember when I took Paige home after the prom, she kissed me on the cheek, and told me she had enjoyed the evening.  But, she also told me the only reason she went with me was because Gary Milentz hadn’t asked her to go with him.  She also told me it was funny, because she figured you and I’d go to the prom together.  I guess I was sorta dumb, now that I think of it.”

“No kiddin’.  But, not to worry, in time I got over you.”

“I don’t know how to take that.”

“Egad, didn’t you learn anything in the last 14 years, except how to kill people?”

Despite the fact Corinne had been flashing her wonderful smile all during the conversation, Wayne thought words were a bit harsh, and said so, “That wasn’t too nice, Corinne.”

“You’re right.  I’m sorry.  It was meant to be funny, but I guess I missed the mark.”

“Sorry for being so sensitive.  I should have seen the humor.  To change the subject, aren’t there any doctors at the hospital you could approach about replacing Doc Simpson, somehow?”

“I’ve thought about it.  I’ve even put out a few feelers...but no takers.  I’ll just plod along like I have been, until I get the boot, or the hospital administrator comes up with a way to cut me some slack.  Actually, the best thing is still to find another doctor to work something out with.  I’d hate to just dump my patients.  That would make me feel awful.”

“From what mom has said to me, your patients wouldn’t be too happy about it either.”

“I know, bless her heart.  She was one of the ringleaders in getting together the petition they dumped in the administrator’s lap.  Now then, back to my love life, or lack of thereof...how about you?”

“Nothing serious...a fling here or there, but not with anyone I wanted to spend a lifetime with.  I guess if I said I had been carrying a torch for you, you’d probably hit me.”

“I might, especially since you put it that way.  Eat up, I’ve got to get to work.”

There was only one slice of pizza left, so Wayne asked, “Do you want the last slice?”

“Give me one bite, then you can finish it off.”

Corinne picked up the slice, took a large bite, and handed it to Wayne.  “I’m not going to eat this, after you bit into it.”

“You better eat every last morsel of it, or I will hit you.”

Wayne took the remainder of the slice with one hand, and signaled the waitress with the other one.  He was chewing the last bit of it, as she walked to the table, and asked, “You want another one?”

His mouth still partly full, he shook his head, and reached for his wallet.  He quickly chewed the mouthful, and washed it down with the last of his beer.  Only then did he ask, “May I have the check, please?”

The bill paid, Wayne drove Corinne to where she had parked her car, and hurried around the car to assist her in getting out.  Then he walked with her to her car.  “Thanks for joining me, I enjoyed the time with you.”

“Me, too, fella,” she replied as she got in her car.  

Wayne sighed as she drove off.  With his car already parked, he decided to walk around for a while longer.  As he did, he continued to be amazed at how many people he met on the sidewalk who he knew, and knew him.  Not for the first time since he had come home, he realized how much he loved his hometown.

***
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Corinne was happy to see no patients in her lobby when she reached it.  She walked up to her receptionist and asked, “Surprised to see me back a bit early?”

“No.  You’re almost late.  It’s ten minutes past noon.”

“So it is.  I need you to reschedule all appointments for tomorrow morning.  I’m going out of town, probably for most of the day.”

“Well, we only had five scheduled for tomorrow, and one of those called and had me reschedule for next Tuesday.”

As she walked around to stand behind the receptionist, Corinne requested, “Pull up the screen for tomorrow’s patients.”

When that was accomplished, Corinne spotted one name she felt she should deal with.  “I’ll take care of Paige Milentz.  I’ll call her.  I really should see her, but maybe we can squeeze her in for Saturday.”

“Or maybe not.  We’re already overbooked.”

“I’ll call her, and work out something.  Those other three, just get them back in when you can.  Since you didn’t mention it as soon as I walked in, I assume we have no word from the administrator.”

“Nope.  But, Dr. Hendricks called, and said she’d like to talk to you.  Do you think it could be about your search for a new doctor to come in with you?”

“Could be, but who knows?”

“You do know she’s...um...”

“Yes, I know.  I have two good eyes, unlike my lunch date.”

“Oh?  You mean Wayne Oliver?”

“Yup.  And he’s why I’m not going to work tomorrow.  I wrangled an invite to observe the operation, when he gets his new bionic eye put in.”

“Better you than me.  Thinking about it gives me goosebumps.”

“Then don’t think about it.  Anyhow, give Dr. Hendricks a call, and tell her I should be free sometime around three.  Would you have any problem working with her, if that is what she has in mind?”

“No, but I have to wonder how some of your patients would react.”

“If it comes to pass, time will tell.  But, I think most of my patients would be okay with it.  I can think of about four right off the top of my head, who would have no problem at all.”
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Corinne’s last patient for the day had just left when Dr. Tonya Hendricks arrived.  When they both were in her office, Corinne asked, “What’s on your mind, Tonya?”

“I understand you’re trying to find a doctor to join you in the practice you...is inherited the right word?”

“It’s as good as anything, I guess.  Dr. Simpson and I had an agreement, whereby I would take over his practice in the event of his death.  But, the lease he had on this space is up in the air, so to speak.  The city will honor it, but not the hospital administration.  If I can find a doctor to join me, the hope is the hospital will also honor it.  We’ll see.  Are you interested?”

“Yes.  I asked to be assigned here by the hospital group who administers this hospital, and many others.  I wanted to get out of the big city, and I love it here.  But, I’m having trouble getting traction on expanding my patient base.  My racial situation may have something to do with it.  Just to get this out front right now, I am three quarters white, and one quarter black.  My father is white, my mother is half and half.  Is that a problem for you?”

“Nope.  From the little I’ve seen, and the whole bunch I’ve heard, you’re a very good doctor.  Which is the only thing that matters to me...period, end of conversation, over and out.”

“Okay, I appreciate your attitude.  But what about your patients?  The problem I seem to have here is my obvious, at least partial, blackness doesn’t seem to be sitting too well with whites, and I guess I’m not black enough for blacks.  I don’t think I’m being oversensitive on the issue, but I may be.”

“Or it could be that your newness to the community may have as much, or more, to do with it than your blackness, or as you said ‘partial blackness.’  I had a dirty big advantage when I joined Doc Simpson...I was from here.  I was gone for the better part of 14 years, but all but about three or four of the patients I see knew me.  Of course, Doc Simpson was loved by all, including me, so I got a big dose of acceptance because of it.  So, if we agree to agree on an agreement, maybe I can turn the tables right back to you.  If we do agree to join forces, as it were, and bomb out, it isn’t the end of the world.  You can request another transfer, and I can accept an offer made to me by the State Department.  They offered me a job...open ended.  I can accept at any time...within a reasonable period.  Are you interested in working on an agreement?  I sure am.”

“Yes, I believe so.  Make it, yes.”

Corinne suggested, “Are you game for an even split?  We both do our bit to make the partnership work, and we split the profits, right down the middle.”

“Yes, that seems more than fair.”

Corinne stood up and held out her hand.  As they shook, Corinne said, “Deal.  We’ll draw up some sort of document, but my handshake is my bond...I heard those words in a bunch of old western movies, and have always wanted to use them.”

Tonya laughed, then asked, “Okay, what’s next?”

“If she hasn’t gone home yet, we go dump this in the lap of the hospital administrator.  Then we figure out scheduling, keeping in mind you have your hospital duties.  If you aren’t on duty Saturday, you can start joining me as I handle my case load then.  Tomorrow, I’ve canceled all my morning appointments.  Fridays, I only normally work in the morning, but tomorrow I’m going to observe a bionic eye being implanted in a Marine.”

“Oh, the one, the Marine, I’ve heard about, who is from here?  I heard something about him having a bionic leg, and something about an eye.”

“One and the same, we graduated in the same high school class.  And, no, before you asked, I was not his date for the prom.”

“Oops, that sounds like a sore subject.”

“Just a slight bone of contention.  His mom told me he was too chicken to ask me, so he asked one my then classmates, who is now a patient, one I need to call pretty soon.  In fact, let me do so real fast, then we’ll go see if the great administrator is available.”

“By ‘great administrator’ I take it you aren’t too fond of her.”

“You take it correctly.  The dirt was barely covering Doc Simpson when she came into my office, and asked when I could be out of this space.  The only reason I’m still here is a delegation, led by the mayor, spoke up on my behalf.  But, for now, we’ll have to play nice.  Let me make this fast call.  You don’t have to leave.”

Corinne then called Paige Milentz.  “Hi happily pregnant lady, I have to cancel our appointment for tomorrow.  How are you doing?  Do you need to reschedule for Saturday, or even Sunday?”

“Not really, Corinne.  I’m doing great.  I don’t know what the big fuss about being pregnant is all about.  I’m just fat, but nothing else is bothering me.  How about sometime next week?”

“Great.  That works for me...thanks.”

“No problem.  Why no office hours tomorrow?”

“I’m gonna watch the operation when your prom date gets his new eye put in.”

“With the prom again, boy...and they say elephants have good memories.  I get a bad case of nerves even thinking about such an operation.  Mom told me about it.  Told me Edna Oliver told her they’re just gonna pop a new eye in, and send him on his way.  Hope it works out for Wayne, he’s a good guy...and was a great date back in the day.  Can he ever kiss...just kidding, we behaved.”

“Okay, have your fun.  Before I let you go, do you know Dr. Tonya Hendricks?”

“Haven’t met her, but have seen her around.  I understand she’s a good doctor.”

“She is.  We’ve agreed she will join me here...will you have any problem with it?  I mean as far as her being your doctor?”

“None whatsoever.  From what I’ve been told she’s part black, but so what.  If she’s a good doctor, and will be working with you, that’s good enough for me.”

“Thanks, Paige.  See you next week.”

As she put her phone away, Corinne grinned.  “One patient who doesn’t care if you’re green, just so long as you’re a good doctor.”

“I hope all, or most, of your patients feel this way.  Are you ready to go into the lion’s den?”

“Yup.  By ‘lion’s den’ just mentioned, have you had problems with her, too?”

“Yes, and no.  But, she really doesn’t seem to be a nice person.”

As the two ladies walked toward the administrator’s office, Corinne nearly laughed, or at least giggled, when the thought crossed her mind the petite Tonya was so much shorter than she was.  She correctly figured that she was at least three inches taller than Tonya, who she felt would have to raise her heels up to make 5’3”.  No giant in her own right, is what had Corinne near laughter. 

They found the administrator in, and were asked to have a seat.  Corinne quickly explained the purpose of their visit.  When she finished, the administrator looked at Tonya.  “I wish you had brought this to me first, Dr. Hendricks.”

“I just felt it might save time and effort if I talked to Corinne first.  If she had said ‘no’ I wouldn’t even be here now.”

“Very well.  I will have to give this some thought.  And I will have to contact Kansas City to get their feelings on the matter.  I’ll make every effort to get back to you two within the next week.  If that is all, have a good day.”

Back in the hallway leading back to her office, Corinne summed up her feeling, “I think we may not get the outcome we wanted.”

“I think you’re right.  The home office of the hospital chain is in Kansas City, and I bet she was just laying groundwork for turning us down...and blaming in on higher-ups.  Well, we tried.”

“Yes, we did.  If I come up with any brainstorms, I’ll get back to you.  You better lay low in the meantime.  I hope this doesn’t make things difficult for you.”

“If it does, it does.”

Driving home, Corinne soon put that situation aside, as she started thinking about Wayne.  They had done some teasing and a bit of flirting, but she wondered if it was just two old schoolmates getting together after so long, or something more.  The warm feeling she had when around Wayne, had her hoping it might be more.

At just about the same time, Wayne arrived home to find his mother already home. He asked, “How did the great planning session go, mom?”

“Just fine.  By the way, I nominated you to help with the street decorations.  You and I are gonna get light poles, and so forth.  How did your day go?”

Wayne explained the time he had spent with Corinne, which drew a smile and often head nods from Edna.  When he finished, she asked, “I’m planning on spaghetti for supper, do you want to invite Corinne over to join us?  It doesn’t take much effort to make enough for four, rather than just three.”

“That’s a great idea, mom...thanks.  What time?”

“Sixish.”

Even as she spoke, Wayne took out his phone and called Corinne.  She had just entered her home, and taken off her coat.  She pulled the wallet-like small purse and her phone out of her coat packet as the phone rang.  She and Wayne had exchanged phone numbers during lunch, so seeing his name on the caller ID, she answered, “Hello, Wayne.  What’s up?”

“How would you like to have dinner with us over here?  Mom’s cooking spaghetti.”

“I’d love to, but I’ve gotta warn you I may not be great company.”

“What’s wrong?”

Corinne explained about the situation with Tonya, and the response they received from the hospital administrator.  Then she added, “So if you can put up with my long face, I’d try to hide it the best I can.”

“Good deal, I’ll risk it.  How about I pick you up a little before six?”

“How about I just drive over?  This way, you can get blitzed it you want, and not have to worry about driving me home.”

“Two things wrong with your idea.  One, I don’t get blitzed...did it once, and was sorry afterwards.  Secondly, I was told not to overdue booze today...one or two drinks max, with neither happening after seven tonight.  I guess they don’t want my blood too thin or something tomorrow.  Also, you can get blitzed to overcome your long face.”

“Your two things, just turned into three.  Deal.  I’ll see you here before six.  But, no blitzed for me either...unlike you, it took two times for me to realize I didn’t ever want to do it again.  Please tell me casual is the dress mode.”

“It is.  I may just wear a t-shirt and underpants.”

Edna hollered out, “Oh no you won’t, stupid son.”

Corinne laughed, because she had heard Edna.  “Casual it is.  See you in a while, ‘stupid son’.”

Wayne shook his head, put his phone away, and asked, “You need any help, mom?”

“I’d like to have a grandkid.  Oh, and I’d also like to have a daughter-in-law.  It would be better if the second want was first...the daughter-in-law, I mean, first.”

“I get it...got it.”

Edna shook her head.  “I’m certainly glad no one is listening to this conversation.  They’d think we’re both demented.”

“I think we are.  Poor dad, having to put up with the two of us.”

“‘Poor dad,’ my foot.  He’s the one we both got our fractured humor from.”

“If you say so.  Now, back to my original question...do you need any help?”

“No.  Thanks for asking.”

Those two joked around, until Harvey came home.  When he did, he brought them up to date on his progress on the project, “I didn’t find much in the way of help, meaning places to lay off some of this money.  Bottom line, son, is I won’t be going with you two tomorrow.  By the time you get back with your new eye in place, I’ll need a new nose from keeping mine to the good old grindstone.”

“That’s okay, pops.  No sense coming down there with us, and sitting around twiddling your thumbs for four hours or so.  My eye will go in with or without you there...hopefully.”

“Let’s hope so.  Now, tell me about this date tonight with Corinne.”

“It’s not a date, dad.  Mom just asked if I’d like to ask her to join us for supper tonight.  I liked the idea, and so did Corinne.  She’s a nice gal, and I’ve always liked her, but let’s not rush over a bridge, or something.”

Harvey laughed.  “I don’t think that is how whatever you were trying to say goes, son.  I’d say one young lady has your head spinning, to the point you aren’t making a lot of sense.”
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