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For Bob and Madelyn, two of God’s children.

Thank you for inviting us to Maui
to water your banana trees for a month

while you visited family on the mainland.

I returned from our time at your peaceful home
and robust garden with the seeds of this story
tucked in my heart.

We’ll house-sit for you again anytime.

 

Ke Akua Hemolele,
ua piha ka honua i kou nani a ke ho’omaika’i nei ia ‘oe.

Holy God,
the earth is full of your glory and so we worship you. 
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“E ka Makua e; he nani kou.

He kupanaha kau mau hana a pau.”

“Abide with me; fast falls the eventide.

The darkness deepens. Lord with me abide.”

LOADING THE LAST CUP into the dishwasher, Carissa decided to run the noisy old machine in the morning. She much preferred the calming sounds of the Northwest summer night that sneaked through her open windows—crickets with their friendly fidgets, frogs trying to outdo each other with persistent one-note wonders. Across the lawn a blue jay perched on the top of the hammock frame and tilted his head as if to say, “Are you coming out?”

Carissa reached for the small book of poems she had bought in downtown Portland during her lunch break that afternoon. Making her exit from the empty house, she traipsed barefoot across the warm grass and crawled into the hammock. With her feet up and ankles crossed, she drew in a deep breath and pressed the book against her stomach with both hands.

Above her, a tribe of starlings rose from the tall pine tree in the north corner of the yard. Moving as one, the birds darted across the sky, writing their own invisible lines of poetry with sharp, black movements. She watched them disappear over the rooftop while in her nostrils lingered the dusty fragrance of the towering cedar trees that stood shoulder to shoulder along the back fence. Their proud chests were gilded with the golden medals awarded by a commanding August sunset.

A softness hung in the air. It was just the right balance between the mossy dampness that greeted them nine months of the year in the great Northwest and the feathery dryness that rose from the earth on an Indian summer evening in September. This was the sort of magical summer night meant for lingering.

Carissa adjusted her position and twisted her warm brown hair into a small fist of curls at the base of her damp neck. She should be content. She knew that. She should feel much more of a sense of peace. Yet a disagreeable restlessness clung to her.

Exactly when the slow-burning melancholy had arrived and marked her spirit like a bruise, she couldn’t remember. All she knew was that the discontent was with her—on her—following her everywhere, the same way Murphy, their aging black Labrador, shadowed her around the house. The loyal Lab had joined Carissa at the hammock and was resting his chin on the sagging edge, awaiting an affirming pat or scratch on the head.

“Just you and me again, isn’t it, Murphy?” She tugged his ear and scratched where the old dog liked it most, beneath his collar.

Richard should be here. He should be the one lingering with me. This is a night for reminiscing over the past and dreaming about the future.

Carissa tried to remember the last time she and her husband had shared such a night or even sat outside together and gazed into the twilight sky. What happened to those luxurious nights a few summers ago, right after their son moved out? They would take their time enjoying dinner on the patio and then together climb into this hammock made for two. Here they whispered their affection for each other, with fingers intertwined. They spoke of their future with eager anticipation.

But here it was, the future, and she and Richard had become little more than two roommates sharing a bed, a stack of bills, and a growing discontent with their life together.

Murphy nuzzled her hand, prodding Carissa for more scratches.

With one hand on Murphy’s head and the other on her unread book of poems, Carissa closed her eyes and cried just a little. But then, unfortunately, a little bit of guilt joined her as well. Richard had a good job. What he did was important. He helped people in significant ways. Lives were being changed. Over the twenty-four years of their marriage, Richard had made many sacrifices for her.

Why was it so hard for her to concede to this small sacrifice and find a way to keep content the three nights per week that Richard worked late? Her life was far too good for her to feel sorry for herself over this.

So the guilt came back to sit beside her. She knew she should be grateful for her husband and his job.

Yet loneliness isn’t something that can be blown away with a breeze of logic. If it could, I would have been over this months ago.

Drawing in a deep breath, followed by another even slower and more consoling breath, Carissa drifted off. Lulled into a weightless half-sleep accompanied by Murphy’s calming presence and his rhythmic breathing, a dream came and rested on her. Carissa imagined she was afloat on a vast ocean, heading effortlessly to an inviting cove. Overhead a brilliant full moon illuminated the sea. She felt safe. Protected. Not alone.

Murphy moved, rousing Carissa from the vivid half-dream. She closed her eyes and tried to return to the soothing image of the moon on the sea, but Murphy became restless. His ears lifted, and his head turned toward the house.

“No, it’s not your master. He won’t be home for a while.” Carissa tried to read the face of her watch, but the night had closed in around them. She had dozed longer than she had thought. Now it was too dark to see. As she shifted in the hammock, the poetry book slid off onto the grass. Reaching for the book, she tried to remember if she had read any of the poems before falling asleep. No, she knew she hadn’t opened the book. How was it that the lyrical image of the ocean and the moon had been so clear? Where did that impression come from?

Murphy turned toward the side yard, his ears perked up. A low growl came from the faithful watchdog, and then with uncharacteristic spunk, Murphy took off and bounded toward the side of the house by the garage. He let out a bark and then growled at the closed gate, barking in a long succession the way he used to bark at the UPS man years ago, when the dog was still young and suspicious.

“What is it, Murphy?” Carissa rolled out of the hammock and headed for the nearby gate. “Did a rabbit slide under the fence?”

The security light blinked on. Carissa froze. Rabbits and squirrels didn’t create enough motion to set off the security light. Something larger was out there, just on the other side of the unlocked gate.

Then she heard it. The unmistakable sound of feet crunching through the gravel along the side of the house.

Carissa lunged for Murphy’s collar and pulled him with her, dashing to the back door. She yanked the rigid dog inside the house with her, quickly turning the bolt and rushing to the front door to make sure it was locked. Murphy stayed at the back door, growling, while Carissa stood in the darkened living room, cautiously peering out the front window.

A car was parked in front of their home. Cars never parked in front of their home. They lived on a dead-end street with only one other house nearly half an acre away.

Carissa tried to quell her panic as she reached for the phone. Reason told her to dial 911 but instinct prompted her to call Richard. He picked up on the first ring.

“Someone’s here, Richard. A prowler. The security light went on.”

“You sure it wasn’t a squirrel?”

“No! There’s a car out front.”

“In front of our house?”

“Yes!”

His tone changed. “Is it a Toyota?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is the car white?”

“Yes.”

“Carissa, call the police right now. Hang up and call the police. I’m on my way.”

Her hands shook as she dialed 911 and spoke rapidly to the dispatcher. He asked for specifics, and Carissa listed how the dog barked, the security light went on, she had heard footsteps, she couldn’t think of any reason for a car to be parked in front of their house. Then she suddenly felt self-conscious. What if it was only a large rabbit that had triggered the security light? What if it had been several rabbits, and their shuffling in the gravel sounded like footsteps?

Before she could talk herself into calming down, the pulse of a flashing blue light seeped through the closed shades, indicating the police had arrived. Two officers with long-handled flashlights approached the parked car. Through the corner of the front window, Carissa could see the outline of a man in the driver’s seat. He handed his wallet to an officer who then returned to the patrol car with the ID in his hand. The other officer remained standing beside the car, apparently asking the man more questions.

With her heart pounding, Carissa unlocked the front door, slowly opening it just a few inches in an effort to hear what was being said. Their voices were too low.

Murphy arrived at her side. He poked his nose out the door and growled. Carissa pressed her leg against him. “Shhh! Don’t bark. Stay here.”

The first officer got out of the patrol car and strode toward the suspect with purposeful steps. He ordered the man out of the car and told him to lean against the hood while the other officer placed him in handcuffs.

A moment later, the first officer was at the front door.

“Good evening, ma’am. I’m Officer Roberts. Were you the one who made the call to 911?”

“Yes.”

“May I ask you a few questions?”

She repeated the details in response to his questions, and then the officer asked, “Your husband is Dr. Lathrop, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“He’s a psychologist, is that right? A professional counselor?”

“Yes, he is. Do you know my husband?”

“I do. He assisted our department a few years back.” Hesitating, the officer added, “He helped with the Sellwood case.”

An involuntary shiver shot through Carissa. Her grip on Murphy’s collar tightened, and the compliant dog took the action as a command to sit.

Just then a Mazda with squealing brakes peeled around the corner and screeched as it turned into the driveway. Six-foot-tall Richard Lathrop lurched from the car, leaving the door ajar. Instead of rushing to the front door, where Carissa stood with the officer, he went to the handcuffed man at the curb.

“You can go back inside now, Mrs. Lathrop. We’ll take it from here.” Officer Roberts started to walk away but then seemed to have a second thought.

He turned toward Carissa. “Listen, if you ever hear anything suspicious or have any cause for concern, anything at all, you call us right away. Don’t hesitate. Make the call.”

Carissa nodded.

He gave a respectful dip of his chin and walked away.

Carissa felt her chest compressing. All her earlier hammock dreams of floating on a tranquil sea beneath a bobbing moon had vanished. It felt as if she had stepped into a nightmare. The soft fragrance of the honeysuckle blossoms on the twin vines that arched over the front door seemed out of place in light of what was happening in their front yard.

At the street, Richard was talking with the officers. His posture and gestures gave the impression that he was making a plea on the suspect’s behalf.

Richard, what are you doing? Tell me you’re not defending that man. He was prowling along the side of our house! Let the police take him in for questioning!

As Carissa watched with her teeth clenched, her persuasive husband apparently convinced the officers to uncuff the man.

No!

The suspect stood beside his car rubbing his wrists while Richard walked with the two officers back to their patrol car. He spoke with them privately for a few more minutes before they all shook hands and the officers got into their car and drove off.

No, don’t leave!

Richard returned to the man. With his arms folded, Richard leaned against the car casually and tilted his head the way he always did when he was listening to someone with whom he disagreed.

Staring across the wide front yard that had turned dark now that the patrol car was gone, Carissa tried to burn her anxious thoughts into the back of her husband’s head.

Richard, tell me you’re not trying to counsel this guy. Not now. Not in front of our house.

With a shove, Carissa slammed the front door loud enough to send her husband a passive-aggressive message. She hated that she even knew what such behavior was. She hated that she knew anything about Richard’s world of counseling. It terrified her to think about the Sellwood case and what had happened to that innocent woman. The predator who had attacked her in her home late at night had been a client of Richard’s. True, he had been a client for only one counseling session and that session took place a year before the man carried out his heinous crime. But Richard’s notes from that one session aided the police in their arrest and eventual conviction.

While Carissa knew how much her husband had helped a lot of people rebuild their lives, all she could think of in this moment was, What about the ones who don’t respond to counseling? How many unstable clients has my husband met with that I don’t know about? How many is he meeting with now?

She stopped in the middle of the kitchen and allowed herself to ask a question she had never faced head-on before. How many of his clients know where we live?

Carissa suddenly realized why Richard had installed a security alarm system in their house the same day the Sellwood case hit the news. She understood more clearly why he had put a small canister of mace on her key chain and tested her to make sure she knew how to use it. Their unlisted home phone number now made sense.

Why hadn’t she seen this before? She was vulnerable. Here, in her own home, she was at risk. Richard had never come out and told her so, but his actions indicated that she was in danger.

Counting back the months and years to the day the Sellwood case broke, Carissa realized that was the day that a silent fear had entered their home and their marriage like an invisible gas. It had been slowly smothering her. Was that the heaviness she had been carrying around for so long? Or was it that Richard kept so much of his world hidden from her?

As soon as Carissa looked the unspoken fear-phantom in the face, it morphed. She was no longer silently afraid. She was furious.

Stomping over to the kitchen sink, she poured herself a glass of water and drank it quickly, as if the cool liquid could douse the embers that now burned inside her.

I’m not safe here. In my own home I’m not safe. That’s not okay. That’s wrong. Just then she heard the front door open. For a moment she didn’t move. A sharp pain shot through her jaw. She unclenched her teeth.

Her broad-shouldered husband entered, rubbing his forehead and looking agitated. His thinning blond hair needed attention. His blue, button-down shirt was crumpled, and his khaki trousers showed blotted evidence of a stain from whatever it was he had eaten for lunch. Richard lowered himself onto the couch and said nothing.

Carissa took a seat opposite him and started with a question to which she already knew the answer. “He was a client, wasn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“One of your dangerous ones?” She tried to keep her words slow and even.

“I wouldn’t call him dangerous.”

“But they handcuffed him. Obviously he has a record. What did he do?”

Richard glanced over at her, barely making eye contact. “He’s not a predator, if that’s what you’re worried about. He’s just in a bad place right now. His wife left him. She took the kids and cleaned out the house. He’s frantic. He called me earlier, but I didn’t take his call. That’s why he came here. He was trying to see if my car was in the garage and didn’t want to bother you if I wasn’t home.”

While Carissa felt a slight twinge of sympathy for the man, it wasn’t enough to quell her fears. “Why did she leave him? What did he do?”

Richard hesitated. He stretched his neck from side to side, as if trying to release the tension, but didn’t respond to her question. That infuriated Carissa. She knew her husband could be trusted to keep the confidences of his clients, but now she was the one who needed to be trusted, and he was shutting her out.

“Richard, what was he convicted of?”

“Voyeurism and domestic violence.”

Carissa felt her heart pounding and her anxiety elevating. “And you dismissed him from any charges? A convicted Peeping Tom, who comes to our house and looks in our windows?”

“The domestic violence was dismissed, and the voyeurism conviction was more than five years ago. He hasn’t had another incident since—”

“You wouldn’t call tonight another incident?”

“He’s really a level one, Carissa. No human contact. He’s not dangerous.”

“How do you know that? What about the predator from the Sellwood case? Did you know for a fact that he wasn’t dangerous?”

Richard sat up straight, as if her comment had sent a shock through the couch. “There is no comparison. You’re making this into more than it is. Nothing happened.”

“Nothing happened?” Carissa leaned forward, her patience gone. “Richard, I can’t believe you’re taking this so lightly. Our home, our private space, was violated tonight. I was sleeping in the hammock when Murphy heard this client of yours on the side of the house. Do you know how terrified I was when the security light went on and I heard footsteps in the gravel?”

Carissa didn’t give him a chance to respond. “No, of course, you don’t know. How could you know how terrified I was? You didn’t even come in the house to check on me when you got home. You went to him! You defended him. You’re still defending him! Do you see the problem here? I’m your wife. You’re supposed to defend me and protect me, not your volatile clients!”

“You’re overreacting, Carissa. I told you, he’s not volatile.”

“I can’t believe you’re still defending him! Will you listen to yourself? Richard, I’m telling you, I don’t feel safe in my own home. What happened tonight is not okay. I am not okay.”

Carissa hadn’t expected the tears to come the way they did, fast and hot, racing down her cheeks. The tears angered her. But Richard angered her more. Why wasn’t he seeing the severity of the situation?

Leaning back and turning his steady gaze toward her, Richard said with calculated inflection in his voice, “I can see how you would feel—”

“No!” Carissa shot to her feet and put her hand up to stop him. Her enraged voice trembled, and her tears stopped immediately. “Don’t you dare start with that soothing tone and that concerned-counselor look. Not with me. You can go be the big savior to all the lost men in the world and tell them you understand their pain. But don’t pretend to understand what I’m feeling. Not like that. Not when you won’t even hear what I’m saying. All you really care about is your clients and their demented issues! You’re losing touch with reality.”

Richard was suddenly on his feet with a stern finger pointed at her. “Don’t ever say that to me! You’re the one who is out of control here!” His eyes were wild, and he looked as if he might throw something.

Stunned by his unexpectedly intense reaction, Carissa gave into her instincts and fled to their bedroom, slamming the door.

The white heat of her fear and anger incinerated her tears before they could leak out. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Trying to calm her spirit, she waited for Richard to come to her. She was certain that once he cooled off he would open the door and diplomatically suggest they sit down and talk things through. That’s what he did. He repaired broken relationships. He restored order and brought understanding. He initiated forgiveness.

But not tonight. Richard didn’t come to her to make things right. And Carissa didn’t open the door and go to him. 
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“A hele akua, A luhi no, a uhi mai kapo

Maluna o’u

Ku’u mele ‘oia mau

E pili E ku‘u Iesu ou la wau.”

“Though like the wanderer, the sun gone down,

Darkness be over me, my rest a stone;

Yet in my dreams I’d be

Nearer, my God, to thee.”

CARISSA SPENT THE NIGHT curled up in the overstuffed corner chair in their bedroom. As the morning sun stretched its long fingers of groping light in through the small spaces between the shades and window frame, she recoiled from its grasp.

Stumbling into the bathroom, she cast a critical glance at her sallow reflection in the mirror. The cinnamon highlights in her shoulder-length brown hair gave off the impression that even her head was still smoldering after last night’s battle. Her intense, pale blue eyes had turned the shade of a bottomless sea. All the lines around her mouth appeared dark and deep. Nausea accompanied each bend and turn, as she showered and dressed for work.

Delaying as long as she could, she finally opened the bed room door. She didn’t know what she would say when she saw Richard. They had crossed into unfamiliar territory last night. Anything could happen next.

But nothing happened. Richard wasn’t on the couch where she expected to find him. Nor was he in the guest bed.

Murphy was stretched out on his rug by the back door. He opened his eyes, raised his head, but made no effort to come to her.

“Come on, Murphy. Outside. Move.” Not a hint of kindness accompanied her commands. With his head lowered, the stiff old dog stepped out on the back patio. The freshness of the new day rushed in through the open door, reeking of warmth and beauty. Carissa wanted none of it. She shut the door, locked it, and checked inside the garage. Richard’s car wasn’t there.

Carissa told herself she didn’t care. She backed her car down the driveway and pressed the button to close the automatic door as she drove down the street. With a glance at the front of the house, seeing the doors all locked and the shades pulled, she felt a second wave of sadness come over her.

I love that house. But I’ll never feel safe here again.

The same churning thoughts that kept her tossing in the chair last night returned. What’s going to happen to us? To our marriage? We’ve never had a fight like this. Can a couple as disconnected as Richard and I are ever recover from what happened last night? Why didn’t he try to fix things? Has he given up on us?

A single tear marked her painful thoughts with a straight, clear line down the left side of her face. One tear. That was all. Twenty-four years of marriage, one grown son, a thousand memories, yet only a single tear.

And that, she decided, was Richard’s fault.

He should have come to her last night. He should have fought for her. That was the real problem in their marriage. He no longer cared about her. Because if he cared, he would have come to her last night. The Richard she married would have broken down the bedroom door, if he had to. They would have talked things through for hours, and he would have made her cry, cry so hard that this morning her eyes would be swollen and red. Her closest colleagues at work would immediately know something was wrong, and they would extend silent nods of understanding, the only solace she would accept from them.

Instead, her tear ducts were dry. And she was alone. Solitary.

Carissa didn’t turn into the Coffee People Drive-Thru, as she usually did on her way to work. Her stomach couldn’t handle coffee. If this had been any other morning when she felt this miserable, she would have ordered a chocolate-filled croissant to go with her medium, extra-hot Velvet Hammer. Today she was neither hungry nor thirsty. She was numb. And she knew she couldn’t fix numb with pastries or mochas.

Pulling into the back lot of the medical offices, Carissa tried to compartmentalize what had happened last night. This was work. She was a professional. Whatever she and Richard needed to resolve, that would happen later. Not at work.

With her choice of parking places, Carissa noticed that Dr. Walters’s car was parked in its usual spot. This was early for him. At sixty-nine years old and the senior M.D. among the six physicians in the group practice, Dr. Walters kept fewer hours than the other doctors. He usually came in after ten and took off Thursdays. Here it was, Thursday, and he was at the office a little after 8 A.M.

Carissa parked next to Dr. Chan’s car and realized all six doctors were there early this morning. As the office manager of this small medical practice, Carissa always knew about staff meetings. Had she forgotten today’s meeting? She didn’t think so.

Rushing from her car, as if she were late, she found she didn’t need her key to enter the back door of the Hillside Family Physicians’ office. It already was open. Carissa kept her footsteps soft, listening to see if she could hear the doctors gathered in the front waiting room.

The scent of freshly brewed coffee wafted from the break room. Who is here doing my job?

“Molly?” Carissa stood in the doorway to the break room.

Dr. Garrett’s twentysomething niece nearly dropped the glass coffeepot. “Carissa, you freaked me out! I didn’t see you come in.”

“I’m early. I didn’t realize a meeting was scheduled for this morning.”

“I think it was sort of a last-minute meeting, you know? You probably didn’t have reason to know about it.”

In the eight months Molly had worked in the office as a part-time receptionist, she consistently went beyond her required job description. It didn’t seem that out of the ordinary for her to be there this early, yet Carissa couldn’t figure out why she didn’t know about the meeting but Molly did.

“Would you like some help with the coffee?”

“No, that’s okay. I have it covered. Do you want some? I was going to make a second pot.”

“No, none for me. Thanks.”

Molly turned her head so that her jet-black hair picked up a bluish sheen in the fluorescent lights. “Are you okay?”

Carissa turned away. She opened the refrigerator, busily looking for something. As casually as possible she said, “I’m fine.”

“You look …you look sort of tired.”

“I guess I am a little.” Carissa pulled a bottle of water from the back of the refrigerator and made her way to her office without grilling Molly on why she knew about the meeting. A low echo of the doctors’ voices filtered down the hall from the front waiting room. As curious as she was to know what the meeting was about, Carissa knew the doctors’ discussion would be tag-team-tattled through the office before lunch. All she had to do was wait. The details would come to her soon enough.

Turning on her computer, Carissa glimpsed the picture frame next to the monitor. The photo was of Richard and their son, Blake, at his college graduation. She gazed a moment at the image of these two men in her life and then took down the picture and put it in her top drawer. She couldn’t handle their smiling faces looking at her. Not this morning.

Carissa went through a stack of folders on her desk. At least half of her workday was spent organizing the aging Dr. Walters. He had come to depend on her, as if she were his personal assistant. Every time she found a file he had misplaced or she managed to decipher one of his scrawled notes, she felt a personal sense of accomplishment because he always thanked her heartily.

Carissa was in the midst of a hunt for a prescription dosage in the file of one of Dr. Walters’s patients when a tap sounded on her door.

“Come in.”

She turned to see Richard standing only a few feet away with a ragged but determined look on his face. He was wearing the same clothes he had worn last night. He quietly closed her office door behind him.

“We need to talk.” This was not his counselor voice speaking.

“I agree.”

He didn’t reply. It seemed he was waiting for her to speak first, as if she owed him an apology.

Carissa blurted out the question foremost in her mind. “Where did you go last night?”

“Back to my office. I had paperwork to finish up.”

“Then where did you go?”

Richard lifted his chin. “I stayed at my office.”

His crumpled clothes backed up his claim.

“Why didn’t you come home and try to talk things through?”

“You weren’t ready to talk. Not after the way you walked off and slammed the door.”

“I was mad.”

“You’re still mad.”

“So are you.”

Richard crossed his arms and tilted his head just right. She knew that no matter what she said now, he would disagree with her.

A tap sounded on her closed office door. Before she could say, “Come in,” the door opened, and Dr. Walters entered. His white lab coat was buttoned crooked.

“Well, hello, Richard.” Dr. Walters extended his hand. “Good to see you. How is everything with you these days?”

Richard responded with an automatic and almost believable, “Fine. How are you, sir?”

Dr. Walters leaned back. His lower lip protruded slightly, as it always did when he was thinking through a list of symptoms and was about to offer a diagnosis. “Well, I guess I could say I’m doing all right, all things considered. Do you mind if I borrow your wife for a few minutes? I need to give her an update on our meeting this morning.”

“I was just leaving.” Richard’s voice sounded cordial to Dr. Walters, but Carissa could still hear the sharp edge just under the surface. Richard moved to the open door of Carissa’s office without turning back to look at her.

In frustration she tossed out, “If you’re going home, Murphy’s in the backyard. I didn’t feed him before I left.”

“I’ll take care of him.” Richard’s words were firm and even. As he exited, Carissa felt her face warm.

You’ll take care of the dog, but you won’t take care of me.

Dr. Walters closed the door almost all the way and looked at Carissa over the top of his glasses. “Everything okay?”

“I forgot to feed the dog this morning.” She shrugged, as if that would help him to believe that the obvious tension between Richard and her was over something petty.

Dr. Walters closed the door the rest of the way. Carissa had the feeling he was about to give her one of his rare fatherly lectures, the way he had several years ago when she came to work with strep throat and wouldn’t agree to go home until he made her take a throat culture and then walked her to her car.

“Carissa, I need to tell you about some decisions we’ve had to make here. I’m afraid this will not be good news for you.”

“What sort of decisions?”

“I have decided to retire.”

Carissa let out a breath of relief. She had heard these same words from Dr. Walters many times before. Each time he announced his retirement, he ended up reconsidering based on his abiding love for his patients. He always ended up going back on the roster but scheduling himself for fewer hours and fewer patients each time.

As it was now, Dr. Walters saw patients only seven months of the year. The other five months he spent with his wife at their vacation home on the island of Maui.

“So, does this mean you’re cutting back to only being in the office for six months a year?”

His half-grin acknowledged that she was on to his predictable ways. However, a somber sadness clung to the corners of his mouth. She could see that this time it was different.

“No, I’m making my retirement official this time. It’s not fair that the other doctors have to carry so much of my patient load in the months when I’m not here. I need to hang up my stethoscope. Most importantly, Betty wants me to be home with her. She has a Honey Do list that reaches all the way to the ceiling.”

“I can’t believe you’re really going to retire.”

He nodded and took on a more serious expression. “We discussed the details at the meeting this morning. It was agreed that Dr. Garrett would take over here as the head physician.”

Carissa wasn’t surprised. Dr. Garrett was the logical choice. She wondered if she now would be asked to take on more duties as Dr. Garrett’s personal assistant. He was a quiet man and far more organized than Dr. Walters.

“Dr. Garrett asked that I be the one to let you know about the decisions he’s made for staff changes in light of my leaving.”

Carissa appreciated getting a heads-up whenever there were staff changes or schedule changes. It made her job easier.

Dr. Walters removed his glasses and looked at Carissa straight on, his brows lowering like flags at half-mast. “I’m afraid the decision is to let you go.”

She didn’t move. Then blinking, she repeated, “Did you say, let me go?”

“Yes. I’m very sorry, Carissa. I know you didn’t expect this.”

“I don’t understand. Why?”

“As is the case with most business decisions, finances were a determining factor. You know how challenging it has been to remain within our operating budget for the past year or so.”

“Yes, but I …” Carissa knew she was the highest-paid support staff in the office. She wasn’t prepared to justify her position.

Dr. Walters raised his chin. “Finances aren’t the only reason, though. The new operating system is now covering many of the responsibilities that originally were part of your job description. And the new billing and insurance procedures have improved greatly since you first came on staff.”

“Yes, that’s true, but …” Bravely rounding back her shoulders, Carissa tried to think of something brilliant to say. “Wouldn’t all the doctors agree that an office manager still is needed?”

“Yes, they do. All the doctors agree there is need. However, they see the position in a more limited capacity with fewer responsibilities.”

Dr. Walters shifted his position. “And that’s why it’s been decided that Molly will take on the office manager position. In a greatly reduced role, of course.”

“Molly?” Carissa felt her face going pale. “Are you sure the doctors all agreed to this?”

“Yes, they did. I no longer have a say in the final decisions around here, and for that I am sorry, Carissa. Very sorry.”

Carissa stared at him.

“The layoff is immediate. You’ll receive your compensation, of course. I expressed my confidence to the other doctors that you would stay on long enough to assist in a smooth transition. Dr. Garrett believes Molly is prepared to start immediately.”

“What does that mean?”

“That means you have today and tomorrow to get Molly up to speed on everything she needs to know. Tomorrow, Friday, will be your last day.”

Carissa could barely breathe. In a whisper she said, “And you agreed to this?”

Dr. Walters lowered his puppy dog eyes. “As I said, these decisions are out of my hands now. I know this comes as a deep disappointment to you, Carissa. I never expected my retirement to affect your position. I realize how much you’ve done for me here, especially over the past few years. You single-handedly kept me going at a productive level, and I’m very grateful. I want you to know you can depend on me for a top-notch reference wherever you decide to go next.”

Her throat was beginning to close. Carissa had no idea where she could go. She hadn’t applied for a new job in more than fifteen years. This was where she belonged.

“There is one more thing.” Dr. Walters reached into his coat pocket.

Carissa didn’t think she could handle “one more thing.” Not after all the life-altering news he had just given her. For a moment she wondered if he was going to pull out his pad and write her a prescription for a sedative to help her recover from the shock.

Instead he pulled out his key ring. Without saying anything, the aging gentleman worked at removing one of the keys with his short thumbnail.

“Hold out your hand.”

She did and was embarrassed to see that her hand was trembling. Dr. Walters placed a single key into her palm. The top of the key was painted white. Carissa looked at him for an explanation.
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