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      The whirring sound of Dr. Mitchells’s drill invaded the room where Sophie Chambers sat next to little Kim Lawson trying to keep her as calm as possible as she cleaned her teeth. Being a four-year-old in a dentist’s office could be scary enough with the bright light shining in her eyes and some stranger so close to her face. The fact that the person in the room next to them was getting a root canal did not make it any easier on the little girl’s nerves.

      Kim’s mother sat a few feet away, and every once in a while, Mrs. Lawson would reassure her daughter or stroke her arm. Sophie kept a smile on her face, even beneath the protective mask she wore over her mouth, because she had learned little kids could usually sense when she was smiling, either through her eyes or her voice. Sophie had always adored working with children, and normally having a chat with a little girl such as Kim would be one of the highlights of her day, but Dr. Mitchells was not in a good mood at all this Tuesday, and the rest of the staff were walking on eggshells. Sophie felt sorry for Mr. Clark, the poor man getting his tooth fixed.

      “I’m just about done shining all your pretty teeth,” Sophie explained to the blonde-haired girl. “And then we’ll rinse again. After that, we just need a quick floss and you’ll be all set.”

      “Did you hear that, Kimmy? You’re almost done.” Mrs. Lawson sounded upbeat but also a little relieved. Every time Dr. Mitchells’s growl of a voice came through the wall, Sophie saw the mother jump. She couldn’t blame her; he did sound menacing. Something told Sophie his assistant, Lexi, would be in a foul mood by the time this was over as well. Most of the time when the dentist was yelling, it was at her. It sounded like she wasn’t doing anything right, even though Sophie knew her friend and coworker was extremely good at her job. More than once, Lexi had threatened to walk out the door and never look back. Not to Dr. Mitchells, though. Just to Sophie.

      “Okay! Here comes the water. Remember, it’s gonna squirt into your mouth, and I’ll suck it right out with my little tool here.” Kim nodded, and Sophie rinsed the polish off of her teeth. “Go ahead and close your mouth around that,” she said, pulling the water sprayer out and leaving in the suction. “Nice job! We are almost done.”

      “I said give me the mirror!” Dr. Mitchells shouted. “Why don’t you ever listen to a word I say? Do I have to do everything myself?” There was a loud clanging sound, and Sophie was glad she’d just pulled the last tool away from Kim’s mouth as she physically jumped in her seat.

      “Oh, my goodness!” Mrs. Lawson exclaimed, covering her mouth.

      “Everything is fine,” Sophie reassured them, even though she was sure that wasn’t the case. “We just need to floss and then you can go pick a prize from the giant tooth treasure chest out front, okay?”

      “Okay,” Kim replied, but her voice was shaking.

      Pulling her mask down for a moment, Sophie smiled. “You’re just fine. I promise.”

      Normally, she’d call the dentist in to examine her patient’s teeth before she let her go, but that wasn’t going to happen today. Sophie could read the X-ray well enough to know Kim didn’t have any cavities or weak spots. Dr. Mitchells could look at the pictures later if he wanted to, but she wasn’t going to subject this tiny girl to the angry man next door.

      Sophie pulled out a large piece of dental floss and began to work it between Kim’s teeth. There were more shouts from the room next door, but nothing too disturbing. Finally, she reached the last tooth. “There we go. You are all finished!”

      “Yay!” Kim’s mom exclaimed. As the little girl sat up, Sophie pulled the blue paper bib off from around her neck.

      “Let’s go on out front, and you can get your prize while mom talks to Mrs. Wilcox.”

      “Okay,” Kim said, climbing down from the black chair that seemed to dwarf her. Her mom took her hand, and they followed Sophie toward the reception area.

      “You can schedule the next cleaning for six months from now before you leave,” Sophie said as she came to a stop at the counter. Mrs. Wilcox was presently on the phone, but she smiled and nodded, her short gray hair bouncing around her head as she did so.

      “Actually,” Mrs. Lawson said, stepping closer to Sophie as she sent Kim away to the giant tooth next to the receptionist’s desk to pick a price, “I’m afraid I’m not going to schedule another appointment for Kim here.”

      Sophie’s forehead wrinkled with concern. Had she done something wrong?

      Before she could even ask, Mrs. Lawrence said, “Oh, Sophie, it’s not you. It’s just… I’m afraid I don’t trust Dr. Mitchells around my child anymore, not after today. I don’t know what was happening next door, but I think all of that commotion must scare her. I can’t imagine what might happen if she ever actually had a cavity.”

      Mrs. Wilcox was off the phone now, and Sophie caught her eye before she formulated a response. The receptionist had worked with Dr. Mitchells for almost thirty years, having joined him early on in his practice. Even she nodded sympathetically. While Sophie had only worked here for five years, it was long enough to know the doctor’s attitude was getting worse all the time. He’d lost several patients recently because of his temper.

      “Well, Mrs. Lawrence, we hate to see you go,” Sophie said.

      “There’s a dentist office in Berryville, and I’ve heard a lot of people from church saying they’re going to start going there. Some of them have already switched.”

      Sophie had heard more than a few patients mention the dentist in the neighboring town. Not knowing what to say, Sophie just smiled.

      “We’ll still see you at church, though,” Mrs. Lawrence reminded her. “Kim is so excited that you’ll be starting rehearsal for the Easter program soon. She’s finally old enough to be in it.”

      Thoughts of the Easter program made Sophie genuinely smile, and she glanced over at Kim who had finally chosen a prize and was coming back. “Yes, we are starting on Sunday after church. I’ll be glad to have her in my group.”

      “I get to sing at church,” Kim said, taking her mother’s hand.

      “That’s right, and Sophie is going to be your teacher.”

      “Yay!” Kim said, smiling up at her with bright eyes.

      Bending down, Sophie said, “We’re going to be doing a program called Amazing Grace all about how to show other people forgiveness like Jesus did. It has lots of cool songs. I think you’re gonna love it!”

      Kim giggled, but her mirth was cut short by another clatter of metal hitting the floor down the hall. She whipped her head around and looked that direction.

      “I’ll, uh, let Mrs. Wilcox help you now,” Sophie said, standing back to her full height. “It was nice to see both of you. I’ll see you Sunday.” She patted Kim’s shoulder and stepped around the visibly shaken mother and daughter. The sound of Mrs. Wilcox’s reassuring voice trying to calm them as she went away made Sophie feel a little bit better about walking away from them.

      Hesitantly, Sophie approached the door where Dr. Mitchells was working on Mr. Clark. In the past, rushing in to be of assistance had ended up being a bad idea that just got her into trouble. Once, she’d gotten in trouble for not rushing in to help. And then there was the time she’d asked if she should come in and help, been told yes, and then got yelled at for being in the room…. She knew she couldn’t win, and there was really no reason to try. But Lexi was in there, and Sophie cared about her friend, who she was sure was likely on the brink of tears by now, even if she had become a bit hardened to the doctor’s attacks over the last three years since she’d started working there. Sophie also felt sorry for Mr. Clark who was likely contemplating what in the world ever made him decide to come to this office to get his teeth fixed.

      “Can I do anything to help?” Sophie asked, leaning in the doorway.

      Dr. Mitchells glanced up but didn’t say anything at first. On the floor, Sophie could see the strewn contents of two dental trays. There were tools and other supplies everywhere, and Lexi couldn’t stop to pick them up because she was still trying to assist the dentist in finishing up the root canal.

      After a lengthy pause, Dr. Mitchells said, “Sophia, don’t just stand in the doorway like an imbecile. Get in here and clean up this mess!”

      Biting her tongue on both accounts, Sophie followed orders and came in to pick up the scattered tools off of the floor. Not only was she upset at being called an imbecile, it seemed Dr. Mitchells wasn’t even trying to remember her name anymore. At first, he’d at least tried to keep it straight, but anymore, Sophia was generally what he called her, despite being politely reminded hundreds of times that her name was Sophie.

      She glanced up at Lexi and caught her friend’s eyes above her mask. They were red and watery, and it was evident she was just barely keeping it together. Sophie gave her a sympathetic look, but she knew there wasn’t much she could do for the other woman under the circumstances, not unless they were both prepared to walk away and never look back. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. Sophie needed this job to pay rent, and Lexi was trying to help her mom out who was a single mother with three kids at home.

      Just as Sophie finished picking up the last of the utensils, Mrs. Wilcox stopped at the door. “Sophie, dear, your 11:00 is here,” she said, with a sympathetic smile. Mrs. Wilcox was the only staff member that Dr. Mitchells never yelled at, probably because he played golf with her husband and had known them for so long. She looked at the doctor sideways as she turned to go back out front.

      Sophie stood and set the discarded trays on the counter next to the sink. She still needed to clean the room next door before she could bring back her next patient. As she was mentally preparing to go do just that, Dr. Mitchells’s voice caught her attention. “Your 11:00?” he asked, “What happened to the little Larson girl?”

      “Oh, they were in a hurry,” Sophie stammered, not correcting his misstatement of the patient’s name. She hated lying to anyone at any time, but in this instance, it was the only thing she could think of to keep herself out of trouble. “Her teeth looked great though. You can look at the X-rays….”

      Dr. Mitchells spun on his stool to look Sophie in the eye, and she took a step backward, hitting her back on the counter. “Sophia, how many times do I have to tell you? You are not the dentist. I am the dentist! I don’t see your name on any of these diplomas or certificates hanging on the walls! The next time you let a patient leave this office without me seeing them first, you will walk out right alongside them. Do you understand?”

      Even though she couldn’t see most of his face because of the mask he wore, it was evident by his beady eyes that Dr. Mitchells meant business. She imagined the foamy white goo forming in the corners of his mouth as it often did when he yelled. His bushy white eyebrows looked like two caterpillars attempting to reach each other as he scowled at her.

      “Yes, Doctor,” Sophie said quietly. There was no reason to say more as he returned his attention to Mr. Clark, who, by the looks of him, was ready to get up and run out, root canal or no root canal.

      As Sophie made it out the door, she heard Dr. Mitchells whispering, “Lazy, incompetent, self-entitled fools, the whole lot of them.”

      Without dwelling on the list of names she’d just been called, Sophie hurried next door to ready the room she’d just vacated. She cleaned it quickly and thoroughly and got everything ready for her next patient. At this point, she couldn’t even remember who it was, even though she’d carefully checked her schedule earlier that morning. Hopefully, she would get done quickly, and then she and Lexi could lock themselves in the lunchroom for some peace before the afternoon patients began to arrive. Dr. Mitchells always went home to have lunch with his wife, so they would have a chance to let off a little steam without fear of being overheard.

      Sophie walked out into the waiting area to see a familiar face waiting for her. “Mrs. Cartwright,” she said, smiling. “How are you today?”

      Elvira Cartwright was well-known around town. A widow with a kind disposition, she was also a straight-shooter when she needed to be, as one might’ve guessed just from her fiery orange hair. Mrs. Cartwright headed up many of the activities at the Methodist church in town, and even though Sophie attended the Christian church, since she was in charge of the children’s programs, she’d worked with Mrs. Cartwright on some of the projects the churches in the area did together, such as the Christmas Festival. Recently, Mrs. Cartwright had been seen around town with a widower by the name of Horace Nelson, and there was some speculation that the two were becoming an item. Sophie was happy for both of them and wondered if Mrs. Cartwright might say something about Mr. Nelson today.

      “Sophie, darling, you are such a vision of beauty, even in your scrubs!”

      Glancing down to see what she was wearing, Sophie shrugged. Since it was approaching spring, she’d chosen some light pink scrubs that morning. Her dark brown, nearly black, hair was pulled back in a ponytail, like she always wore it at work, and she had on comfortable, and therefore not stylish, shoes. But she smiled politely. “That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Cartwright,” she said. “I love that top. It’s so sparkly!”

      Known for her flair, Mrs. Cartwright only shrugged. “Thank you, dear. The blue matches my eyes.” She laughed, and Sophie did as well, finally starting to feel a little bit better even though her recent tongue-lashing hadn’t completely left her mind.

      “Come on back,” Sophie said, gesturing as the woman rose and followed her down the hallway.

      They walked in front of the hallway where Dr. Mitchells appeared to be finishing up with Mr. Clark. He was fussing about something, and Sophie was tempted to rush past so that Mrs. Cartwright wouldn’t be subject to whatever was coming out of his mouth, but her patient stopped in front of the open door. “Hello, Jim,” she said, waving. “How are you?”

      “Elvira?” Dr. Mitchells said, looking up. “Nice to see you. I’m… doing the best I can, under the circumstances.”

      “Yes, well, next Friday will be here before you know it,” she said. “Surely, you can hold on until then.”

      Dr. Mitchells let out a growl. “I’m not sure I can,” he replied. “You have no idea.”

      Mrs. Cartwright shook her head sympathetically. “I’ll see you in a few minutes when you come to check my pearly whites,” she quipped.

      “If my assistant remembers to call me in!” Dr. Mitchells shouted as Mrs. Cartwright followed Sophie on down the hallway.

      Sophie had several questions running through her head, but she wasn’t sure she should ask any of them, what with the doctor right next door. “You can hang your purse on the hook,” she said, gesturing toward the wall, “and have a seat.”

      “You are a dental hygienist, aren’t you, Sophie?” she asked, doing as she was instructed.

      Sophie carefully hooked the paper bib around Mrs. Cartwright’s neck. “Yes, I am,” she replied.

      “And he called you his assistant. That must be a little frustrating.”

      Shrugging, Sophie thought, At least he didn’t call me the wrong name. “It’s okay. I’ve been called worse,” she joked. Her tools were ready. She slipped a mask on. “Now, you are not due for X-rays until next time, so we’ll get started with the cleaning, if you’re ready.”

      “I know I shouldn’t say anything negative,” Mrs. Cartwright continued, as if Sophie wasn’t poised to put tools into the same mouth she was using to say whatever it was she shouldn’t be saying, “but recently, I’ve noticed such a change in Jim’s disposition. It really will be nice for him to stay home with Laverne and see if he can find some happiness again.”

      Sophie froze, her water pick and suction tool poised in the air. “What’s that, now?”

      Mrs. Cartwright’s eyebrows raised. “What? He hasn’t told you yet?”

      “Told me what?”

      “Dr. Mitchells is retiring,” Mrs. Cartwright explained. “Yeah, next Friday is his last day. He and his wife are going on a nice long cruise, and then, he’s going to stay home. His replacement is supposed to start March fifth.”

      There were no words to describe the mixed feelings jumbling through Sophie’s brain all at once. If Mrs. Cartwright was teasing her, or mistaken, she’d be so upset. But what if she was telling the truth? Stammering, Sophie asked, “How… how do you know that?”

      “Oh, well, Laverne and I are good friends. We go to the same church, you know? She told me weeks ago. I just thought by now he’d have let the staff know so you could prepare.”

      Shaking her head, Sophie said, “No, he hasn’t said anything. Prepare for what?” Suddenly, Sophie’s heart caught in her chest. “The new dentist isn’t bringing in another staff, is he? Or she?”

      Laughing, Mrs. Cartwright said, “No, dear. He’s not. He’ll keep all of you on. At least, that’s what Laverne said. It was the reason Dr. Mitchells agreed to selling to this fellow. She said, in the past, other dentists have wanted to come in and start over, but he couldn’t see any of you being out of a job, particularly Mrs. Wilcox. It would be difficult for her to find something else at her age, especially after having worked here for so long.”

      “That’s good,” Sophie muttered. “Well, thank you for letting me know.”

      “If he says anything, act surprised,” Mrs. Cartwright instructed. “He’s never gotten angry at me before, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      As if a demonstration was in order, there was a loud banging noise next door and more shouting. Sophie nodded in agreement and then went about cleaning Mrs. Cartwright’s teeth, though she was distracted. For years, she’d been praying that Dr. Mitchells would retire. Now, it seemed God had heard her prayers. Her only hope now was that whoever took his place was someone nice that they could all work with. Whoever it was, he’d have to be better than Dr. Mitchells, wouldn’t he?
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      By the time Sophie was done with Mrs. Cartwright and had her room cleaned and ready for her 1:00 patient, it was a few minutes past noon. Mr. Clark had made it out alive, and she’d overheard him saying to Mrs. Wilcox that he would have his teeth checked in two weeks, but not here. Sophie felt sorry for him; if Dr. Mitchells really was leaving, Mr. Clark would be driving out of his way to avoid a doctor who wouldn’t even be there.

      Walking into the lunchroom, Sophie saw Lexi stabbing her fork into a salad as if the lettuce had done something to personally offend her. Her green eyes were rimmed in pink and red, her nose a matching shade, and Sophie figured her friend probably went to the bathroom to have a good cry once she was finally done with Mr. Clark.

      “He left a few minutes ago,” Lexi managed as Sophie pulled her lunch out of the refrigerator. She had a frozen dinner today, and she yanked it out of the box, pulled back the corner, and stuck it in the ancient beast of a microwave before she brought her lunchbox over to the table where Lexi was sitting.

      “I heard him stomp his way out,” Sophie replied. It would be a few minutes before her entrée was warm, so she pulled out her Dr. Pepper and snapped it open, taking a drink. The sugar hit her bloodstream almost instantly, and she suddenly felt much more awake.

      “I just… I don’t know how much longer I can do this, Soph,” the tall blonde said, her shoulders hunched. “He’s killing me.”

      Sophie was more than a little sympathetic. “I know,” she said, quietly. Even though she personally felt the sting of Dr. Mitchells’s wrath several times a day, Lexi was constantly being barraged with his insults and name calling since she actually was his assistant.

      “I didn’t go to school to do something I love so that I could spend the entire day here being treated like an idiot.”

      The smell of Sophie’s lasagna permeated the room, and her stomach began to growl. A glance at the microwave that the girls joked was older than the two of them combined, told her she still had three minutes. Sophie pulled a bag of Cheetos out of her lunchbox and opened them. “Well, I’m not sure if I should tell you this or not, because I don’t want to get your hopes up, but Mrs. Cartwright seems to think that Dr. Mitchells is retiring. Soon. Next Friday, as a matter of fact.”

      Lexi was staring at her in disbelief. “Shut up,” she finally said, dropping her fork. “Next Friday? Wouldn’t he have said something by now?”

      Shrugging, Sophie shoved a Cheeto into her mouth. “I don’t know,” she said, still chewing. “But that’s what she said.”

      “No, there’s no way,” Lexi said dismissively, picking her fork back up. “He’d have to tell us if he was leaving.”

      “Why? Mrs. Cartwright said that she’s good friends with his wife, that they go to church together, and Laverne told her a while back. She said whoever bought the practice is going to keep us all on, so there was no reason for him to tell us.”

      The microwave beeped, and Sophie went over to collect her lunch. Knowing the package would be hot, she grabbed some paper towels and picked it up with them. Steam wafted into her lungs as she used her hip to push the microwave door closed.

      Lexi was chewing more slowly now, lost in thought, and Sophie took the plastic off of the top so the lasagna could cool as she finished up her Cheetos.

      “I don’t know how you can eat like that and still look like a supermodel,” Lexi chimed in, shaking her head.

      “What?” Sophie asked, looking at her lasagna. “It’s Lean Cuisine.”

      “Soda? Cheetos? And I bet you have....” Lexi leaned over and stuck her hand into Sophie’s lunchbox, pulling out a package of Hostess Cupcakes. “Seriously? Are you ten?”

      “They’re good,” Sophie said, her mouth full of cheesy crumbs.

      Lexi shook her head. “Anyway, unless and until Dr. Mitchells says he’s not coming back, I can’t believe it. I mean… to get my hopes up and then find out that he’s really not going anywhere would just be… catastrophic.”

      Sophie couldn’t help but giggle at Lexi’s exaggeration. “Well, he can’t stay here forever. He’s in his late seventies. Surely, Mrs. Cartwright would know. She knows everything else.” Sophie found it a bit hypocritical that she was speaking poorly of Mrs. Cartwright’s gossiping when she knew that was one of her biggest vices herself, one she’d meant to discontinue for years but hadn’t been able to. She blamed the nature of her job and the fact that she lived in a small town, but she knew it was because she secretly enjoyed it.

      “I sure hope she’s right,” Lexi muttered. “Or else I will find another job. He threw two perfectly fine trays of sterile equipment on the ground today because he said I didn’t hand him the right tool fast enough; once he didn’t ask for what he said he did, and the other time he didn’t ask for anything at all. He’s losing his mind.”

      Sophie could only shake her head. She felt sorry for Dr. Mitchells in a way. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be so angry all the time. Was he like that when he went home? Did he play with his grandkids or fuss at them for getting their toys all over the place? Mrs. Cartwright and others swore he was perfectly content at home or out in public, what you might even consider friendly, but Sophie couldn’t even imagine it. “I pray for him every night, that whatever it is that makes him so angry, he’ll get over it.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe you should be praying that he retires.”

      “Oh, I pray for that, too,” Sophie admitted.

      “Pray harder.” Lexi stood and took her salad container over to the sink to wash it out, and Sophie stared at her apple core, contemplating whether or not there was a chance Dr. Mitchells was in his last few days.

      “Right now, I’m just going to pray we make it through the afternoon,” she replied as Lexi gathered up her trash and tossed it.

      “Amen to that,” Lexi replied, sinking back into her chair for the few minutes they had left before they started seeing patients again. Sometimes she went off to call her boyfriend, but it looked like she was still too upset for that. Usually, bad mornings meant worse afternoons, and if the morning was any indicator of what they had coming, it would be abysmal.
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      Sophie was happy to come home to a quiet house. She loved her roommate, Valerie, but she wanted to take a long shower and wash the day away. Afterward, she’d probably be hoping that Val would be home soon so she could pour her heart out to her friend, but seeing that her truck wasn’t in the driveway when she pulled her Honda Pilot into its usual space made Sophie momentarily content.

      After her shower, Sophie pulled on some comfortable clothes and took her phone with her to the living room, contemplating calling her mom. Her parents lived just outside of town and she was close to both of them, even though she’d always been very independent. Her mom, Cindy, had been a daycare provider, and her dad, Leo, had worked for the railroad. Most days he’d made the drive to the neighboring town of Harpers Ferry, but his work location varied. When she was little, she loved hearing him talk about his job. She wanted to grow up to have a career just as exciting as her father’s. Now, the only reason she wanted to talk was because she needed someone to reassure her she was going to make it through.

      Before she could decide whether or not to give her mom a ring, the front door opened, and Valerie came in, a bright smile on her face. Her arms were full of shopping bags. “Do you need some help?” Sophie asked.

      “Oh, hey. No, thanks” Val replied, hanging her purse by the door and carrying the rest of her stuff toward her room. “I just got some new outfits for class,” she called from down the hallway.

      “Did you figure out what school you’re going to then?” Sophie yelled in response.

      Valerie waited until she’d come back into the living room before answering. “I think so. Alec is going to look at the numbers with me so we can make sure I can afford it, but I’m pretty sure I like the one in Berryville. It seems like they have the most successful graduates who end up going on to start their own salons.”

      Sophie nodded and smiled, even though her heart wasn’t behind it. She was very happy that Valerie had finally decided to go back to school to get her license in cosmetology, but Sophie felt so distracted by the events of her day, it was hard for her to be overjoyed talking about anything else, even her good friend’s success.

      “Hey, what’s the matter?” Valerie asked, leaning back against the sofa. “Tough day at work?”

      “Yeah,” Sophie replied. “Dr. Mitchells was on a tear. We had two patients say they’d never come back before it was even lunchtime. He keeps calling me the wrong name, which I think I wouldn’t even mind so much if he didn’t call me names—like idiot and imbecile—all the time. And he was so hard on Lexi today, Val. He made her cry.”

      “She cried? That’s terrible.” Valerie reached over and put her hand on Sophie’s knee. “I’m really sorry to hear that. What are you guys going to do?”

      “Well, that’s just it,” Sophie replied, turning to look her friend in the eyes. “Mrs. Cartwright says that next Friday is Dr. Mitchells’s last day, that he’s retiring.”

      “What?” Valerie asked, sitting up straight. “You think so?”

      “I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “I mean, he hasn’t said anything to us, but she sounds confident.”

      “And what about the practice?”

      “She says some other dentist bought it and that he agreed to keep us all on.”

      Valerie crossed her arms. “It seems really weird that he wouldn’t have said anything to any of you. Even Mrs. Wilcox doesn’t know?”

      “If she does, she hasn’t said anything to us. And I’d think she would. I know she feels sorry for the rest of us.” Besides Lexi and Sophie, there were a couple of other girls who worked at the office from time to time. They were temps who filled in at several dentists’ offices in the area, and both of them said they wished they could get on full time somewhere just so that they wouldn’t have to work with Dr. Mitchells. He was frightening to everyone who had to work with him.

      “I’m really surprised no one has mentioned it at the diner,” Valerie added. She had been working as a waitress at Bishop’s Diner since they were in high school, which made her addiction to gossip akin to Sophie’s own.

      “Maybe it isn’t true,” Sophie shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “I can ask around and see if anyone else knows anything,” Valerie offered. “Alec knows some realtors. If any dentists have been looking to move to the area, he might be able to find out.”

      Valerie had been dating Alec for a few weeks now, and his father owned the construction company in town, which would give him access to all of the realtors. It seemed like a legitimate idea, but Sophie still found herself shaking her head. “It’s okay. If it’s true, we’ll find out soon enough.”

      “And if it’s not?”

      With a deep breath, Sophie said, “I honestly don’t know. I definitely think Lexi would rather be doing just about anything anywhere else, and maybe I would, too. It’s just so sad, Val. I really thought I would love this job, and I can remember being so happy when I was hired. Now, it’s like the worst thing I could imagine.”

      “Well, we never know exactly why God puts us in certain situations, but I do think you’ve helped a lot of people in your position there, Soph. I mean, think about all of the patients you’ve comforted who would’ve probably been scared or upset if it wasn’t for your reassurance.”

      “True, but no one should have to be scared to go the dentist these days, Val. I mean, it’s not like they have to worry about the pain people used to associate with coming to get a tooth pulled or whatever. It’s crazy.”

      Clearly, there was nothing Valerie could say except for to nod in agreement. She patted Sophie’s knee one more time before she got up off of the couch. “Spaghetti for dinner sound good to you?”

      “Not going to Alec’s?” Sophie asked as Valerie headed into their kitchen.

      “No, he’s having dinner with his parents, and we had lunch together.”

      “Are you limiting your Alec time?” Sophie couldn’t help but giggle. She’d known Alec since high school herself, and he was a great guy. She’d been ecstatic when Valerie had finally realized how much he cared about her.

      “Something like that,” Val shouted back.

      “Spaghetti sounds great.” She knew she should go help, but cooking really wasn’t her thing, whereas Valerie was great at it. “I’ll do the dishes.”

      “Yeah, you will!” Val shouted back, and Sophie began to feel a little bit better. Fear of the unknown was almost as daunting as knowing for sure that Dr. Mitchells was never going to retire. She really wished she could just come out and ask him, but that seemed like a surefire way to get one’s head bitten off, and she’d have lots of other opportunities the next day to ensure that happened.

      With another sigh, Sophie turned the television on, hoping she’d be able to find a crime drama or something else to take her mind off of the situation with Dr. Mitchells. So far, today was the most hopeful of her recent career. Maybe things really would be looking up from here.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday wasn’t any better than Tuesday had been, and in fact, in some ways it was worse. Lexi had been getting the brunt of Dr. Mitchells’s attacks, as usual, but she’d finally decided she couldn’t take it anymore and left for the day, claiming to have a migraine. Sophie didn’t doubt in the least that her head hurt, but her absence meant Sophie had to step in and become Dr. Mitchells’s assistant, and Mrs. Wilcox had been forced to reschedule the last three of Sophie’s patients for later in the week, which always made people unhappy. No one wanted to take a half a day or more off of work to see the dentist only to find out they had to reschedule.

      Sophie went to the front to get their next patient, a new one she’d never heard of before by the name of Mr. Joseph. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, so a little older than Sophie, and she could tell by his expression that he’d been sitting in the waiting room long enough to hear Dr. Mitchells’s explosive tirade at the end of Mrs. Joyce’s filling procedure.

      Smiling at the man, Sophie said, “Come on back, Mr. Joseph,” and he slowly stood up, running a hand through his red hair.

      As she turned to go, she overheard Mrs. Wilcox on the phone saying, “No, I’m afraid we aren’t seeing any patients on March fifth. I have an opening on the sixth.”

      The comment caught Sophie off guard. Never before in the five and a half years that she’d worked there had they ever not seen patients. What would they be doing on March 5th that would prevent them from seeing anyone? Did it matter that this was the same day that Mrs. Cartwright had mentioned the “new” dentist would start?

      Sophie got Mr. Joseph settled into the seat and set everything up for the doctor. He’d said he had chipped a tooth when he called to make his appointment, so there wasn’t much Sophie could do until the dentist got there to look at it. Dr. Mitchells was in his office, and Sophie would let him know that their patient was there in just a minute, but first, she had a question.

      As quietly as she could, Sophie approached Mrs. Wilcox’s desk. She was typing something on the computer, but she looked up when Sophie approached. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Sophie said, but the older woman’s smile said she needn’t apologize. “What did you just say about no patients on March fifth?”

      Shrugging, Mrs. Wilcox replied, “I’m not sure what it’s about, dear. All I know is that Dr. Mitchells told me a couple of weeks ago not to schedule anyone for that day and that if anyone was already scheduled to move them.”

      Sophie studied her face for a few moments. If Mrs. Wilcox knew anything more than that, she wasn’t giving it up. But Sophie thought there was a good chance she really didn’t know what was happening either. “Okay,” Sophie finally said. “Thank you.”

      “Good luck, dear.” Mrs. Wilcox had a solemn look on her face. Sophie nodded and went to get the doctor so they could get Mr. Joseph all fixed up and on his way. She realized it must be difficult for someone as sweet natured as Mrs. Wilcox to sit up front all day and listen to her boss berate his other workers. Even though she was never the focus of his attacks, coming to work here every day couldn’t be any fun for her either.

      The rest of the afternoon went by pretty quickly, despite three trays ending up dumped on the floor, and two patients refusing to schedule another appointment on their way out. By the time she left, Sophie was ready to go home and crawl into her bed. But it was Wednesday, and she had church. Usually, she loved attending every chance she got, but Dr. Mitchells’s attitude had her feeling defeated. Despite her pessimism, Sophie decided to focus on the fact that she’d be having her last planning meeting for the children’s Easter program that night. That was always something to look forward to because it meant on Sunday they’d start rehearsal, and for the next month, every Wednesday night would also be practice for those kids who could make it. Spending time with little ones always lightened her heart, and by the time Sophie walked in the front door, she felt so much better than she had when she’d left the office.

      “Hey!” Valerie called from the couch. “Any better today?” Her new boyfriend, Alec, was also there, sitting an entire cushion away from her, and Sophie thought it was sort of cute how awkward they could still be around each other. Valerie picked up the remote off of the coffee table to turn down the volume on the television as Alec said hello.

      Sophie hung up her purse and took off her jacket, which also found a spot by the door. “Hey, you two,” she replied, smiling at them both. “No, not any better today.” She glanced at her watch to see exactly how late she’d gotten out of there and noticed it was almost 5:30. No wonder Alec was here. Most people got out of work at 5:00, but when you had to literally clean up your boss’s mess…. Sophie realized she was being negative. “But I did overhear Mrs. Wilcox saying that Dr. Mitchells said not to make any appointments for March fifth.” She wandered over to the couch and sat down right between them, just to see their reactions.

      Valerie’s forehead crinkled a bit, but she didn’t comment. “Well, that might mean something,” she said. “Isn’t that the day you thought the new dentist was supposed to start—if there is one?”

      “Yes,” Sophie affirmed. “We’ve never had a day where we didn’t have patients in all of the time I’ve worked there.”

      “What did Mrs. Wilcox think it meant?” Valerie asked.

      “She didn’t have any idea.” Sophie really didn’t think Mrs. Wilcox was hiding anything from her. If she knew something, she’d likely speak up.

      “I talked to a few realtors today, and one of them did say she’d shown a few houses to single people considering moving to town, but none of them had said what they would be doing once they got here.” Alec usually didn’t say much at all, and Sophie was honestly surprised to hear he’d called people on her behalf. Valerie’s outgoing attitude must be rubbing off on him.

      “Well, thanks for reaching out to them,” she said, smiling at him. “Maybe if the realtor talks to any of them again, she’ll think to ask.”

      “I mentioned that to her,” Alec nodded.

      With a sigh, Sophie said, “I guess it doesn’t do any good to speculate.”

      “If you don’t think there’s at least a hint of the possibility you might be free from him soon, you’re going to lose your mind.”

      Valerie had a point, even if Sophie didn’t want to think about how true it was. Thoughts of Lexi having to go home early made her both sad and angry. “I honestly don’t have time to think about it right now,” she said. “I’ve gotta get to church. We have our last planning meeting tonight.”

      “Oh, that’s right. The Easter pageant!” Valerie looked almost as excited as Sophie felt.

      “Want to come? You can be my assistant.” Thoughts of having an assistant reminded her of what she’d been doing all day, and she wished she’d chosen her words more carefully.

      “I would, but I’ve got my life group tonight, and Alec is going to go with me.”

      Sophie raised an eyebrow. “I guess you’re not going to the single ladies group anymore?”

      Valerie shrugged. “No, there’s one for young couples, too.”

      Clearly, her roommate was holding back a grin, and Sophie couldn’t blame her. It had taken Valerie a long time to find the right guy, and even though they hadn’t been dating very long, it was pretty obvious Alec was the one for her. “Sounds fun.” She glanced at Alec, but he wouldn’t make eye contact with her. Sophie assumed he was probably nervous about going to Valerie’s church for the first time.

      Standing, Sophie said, “All right. I am going to go take a shower, cram some food in my face, and get on over to church. See you later.”

      She headed down the hall toward her bedroom, thinking about how cute Valerie and Alec were and how nice it must be to finally find “the one.” Grabbing some clothes out of the closet, she headed for the shower. It had been a long time since Sophie had had a serious boyfriend. She had dated the high school quarterback almost the entire time they were in school, but Dustin’s values had always been different than her own, and when he went off to college, and she went to get her certification in dental hygiene, they didn’t stay together. Since then, she’d gone out with a few guys, but not many had made it past a few dates. It was really hard to find a good guy in a small town.

      Sophie stepped into the stream of warm water and reevaluated her last thought. Until recently, it had seemed like it was difficult to find a good guy in a small town. Lately, though, something seemed to be going on, as several of her friends fell in love with either guys who had recently moved here, men they’d met from out of town, or in Valerie’s case, someone who’d been right in front of her face the whole time. While Sophie was happy for all of them, she didn’t think she’d be joining them anytime soon. It would take a pretty perfect guy to catch her eye, one that wasn’t just attractive on the outside but someone who was kind and caring as well. Valerie always teased her that she was looking for a muscle-bound athlete, and while Sophie did tend to gravitate toward men of a certain physical prowess, the older she became, the more she began to think about what she wanted from a potential spouse on the inside. He definitely couldn’t be anything like Dr. Mitchells!

      Sophie stepped out of the shower, toweled off, and began to get ready for church. She really was excited to see how many volunteers would show up tonight. At the last meeting, there had been a couple of moms and a grandma. For the script Sophie had chosen for the children to perform this year, she’d need some volunteers who could make some wooden set pieces and someone to run lights and sound. She had no doubt a group of determined women could make that happen, but she also thought it might be nice to have a dad or two. She’d asked the group last time to bring their husbands if they were good with tools or knew anything about stage production. Hopefully, they’d have a better turnout tonight.

      Once she was dressed in a nice red sweater and black slacks, her hair dried and restyled, and her makeup reapplied, she stepped out into the hallway, ready to face the world again. Right after she ate a sandwich. And maybe a snack cake. And some chips.
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