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Hope has come. And even though her winds and rain have gone, she’s left an indelible imprint on Port Provident. 

Hope does that in our own lives, too. When we have hope, we have everything. Hope is the persistent belief that where we are going is better than where we’ve been. It’s the force that wakes us up in the morning, puts one foot in front of the other, and turns dreams into reality. 

And in Port Provident, it turns storms into happily-ever-afters. I can’t wait for you start The Doctor’s Unexpected Family so you can meet Pete and Angela—and one special little girl named Celina. Pete has always had a vision to go abroad in the world and make his mark. A hometown girl at heart, Angela wants nothing more than to help Port Provident recover from Hurricane Hope. She knows that in any other town, the fury of the storm could have been a knockout blow.

But Port Provident is special. It’s a town of not just Hurricane Hope, but hope, heart, and happily-ever-after. It’s a place where everyday faith mixes with history and a diverse group of friends, family, and community members to create a place that brings out the best in all of us—even those of us reading these stories.

Nothing makes me happier than getting a note from a reader that says they love these stories. Hearing that the characters and the town and the themes brought to life in the Port Provident books makes everything about being a writer worthwhile.

Port Provident isn’t just a place, it’s a place to belong. It’s a community that you can be a part of every time you pick up one of these books. I think readers want more stories that are uplifting and make us think of the good in the world—because regardless of what the news tells us, it’s out there. And that’s why I created Port Provident—a town for all of us to visit for a sweet escape.

Go behind the scenes of The Doctor’s Unexpected Family! Join my reader community today and get the story behind this heartwarming story, which is based on a real event. Sign up today and get your copy!

www.kristenethridge.com/newsletter

Welcome to a Texas beachside town you can escape to anytime. I promise these stories will lift you up and leave you with a smile.

All the best,

[image: image]

P.S... One of the best ways to get to know Port Provident even better is to get your Passport to Port Provident. It’s a behind-the-scenes reader exclusive that’s available when you join me on Facebook Messenger. 

www.kristenethridge.com

Facebook Pinterest Twitter Instagram

The Port Provident Community Center
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Chapter One
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“I heard someone needs a doctor here?” Dr. Pete Shipley stopped the first person he saw. He’d received an urgent call about five minutes ago and had grabbed his things and come as fast as he could. The caller said only that Gloria needed him to come help. They’d quickly hung up before Pete had a chance to ask any questions.

He had no idea what he was walking into.

“Oh, back there in the corner by the parking lot. There’s a pretty big crowd. You can’t miss it.” The teenage boy pointed to the left, off in the distance. 

Pete hesitated. He wasn’t quite sure how he’d get anywhere near where he was needed. There didn’t seem to be any kind of clear path. Scratch that. There didn’t seem to be any kind of path at all. He’d heard about the tent city that had popped up behind the elementary school in the middle of Port Provident as people began to return from evacuations necessitated by Hurricane Hope’s recent landfall. Many of them crossed the causeway with anticipation, only to find that their homes were no longer suitable to live in and there was nowhere to go. 

Most of the hotels in Port Provident had at least some level of damage, which drastically limited the number of available rooms. What rooms there were had been taken over by officials, disaster recovery specialists, and contractors. You had to know someone to get a hotel room in Port Provident in the wake of Hurricane Hope—and you had to have a bank account that could handle the cost because all the insurance and federal disaster hotel coverage hadn’t fully kicked in yet. Most of the people in the lowest-lying neighborhoods, like the working-class La Missión neighborhood, didn’t have any of those options. 

And so, hundreds of tents and trailers and tarps had come together to form a makeshift community on the edge of the Texas coast. Pete surveyed the scene in front of him, certain he’d seen something like this before.

He had. Last summer on a medical mission trip to a refugee camp in the middle of Africa, hard hit first by the brutality of their fellow man and then further kicked by a deadly virus that thrived in the heat and the lack of hygiene and proper nutrition, he’d seen a refugee camp and the experience would stay with him forever. 

Pete closed his eyes for a brief moment, took a deep breath into his lungs, and said a short prayer that the conditions which exacerbated the situation he’d seen in central Africa would not silently stalk in at this refugee camp in his own backyard.

He made his way to the group of people clustered around a beach chair set up in front of a boxy, green two-room tent. 

“Gloria,” he said, spotting the nurse-midwife who’d been a colleague of his before the wind and waves of Hurricane Hope had destroyed the Provident Women’s Health and Birth Center where he’d served as Medical Director.  “What’s going on?”

“It’s Angela Ruiz, the city councilwoman. Do you know her?” Gloria held the woman’s hand as she sat, half-slumped in the chair. 

Pete shook his head, then pulled his stethoscope out of a blue nylon bag. 

"She was talking with some men who had brought a big utility-type truck full of items donated from by a church outside of Dallas, and then she just slumped to the ground. We got Angela moved here to the chair, and someone sent a truck over to see Angela's nephew, the pastor at La Iglesia de la Luz del Mundo. I’m just glad I was here bringing food that my parents cooked for some of their friends who are staying here.”

Pete checked Angela's vitals and started trying to put two-and-two together. As he took a visual inventory of bodily signs like pupil dilation and rate of respiration, a few other things caught his eye. She had long, brown hair that had been swept back in a messy ponytail. Like everyone else nearby, a sheen of perspiration was clearly visible at the edge of her hairline. Her skin was an olive tone, and there was a hint on her cheeks of too much time spent in the recent sun.

“Please help my mama. She’s di-betic.” A little girl with raven-black, stick-straight pigtails hovered so close to the chair that she could have been fastened there with adhesive.

“This is your mom?” Pete squatted down low, trying to meet the little girl’s eyes as he spoke. He flattened two fingers against the side of the woman’s wrist and tried to keep track of her pulse. “I’m going to take care of her.”

If the woman was diabetic, that pretty much took all the guesswork out of trying to diagnose her. “Type one or type two?” 

She lifted one finger about halfway. It trembled a little bit and her whole arm slouched under the weight of a small, simple exertion.

“Angela, listen to me. Where’s your Glucagon? Where’s your monitor? Do you have any glucose tablets in your purse or anything?” He tried to keep his voice steady. He didn’t want to upset the little girl any more than she already was. But at the same time, he had a sinking feeling about how successful Angela Ruiz could be at managing insulin-dependent diabetes in a place that could best be described as a tent city. 

She feebly shook her head and tried to answer as best she could. “No tablets. I don’t have any Glucagon here. My levels are all off because my monitor got wet during the storm and I don’t think it’s reading right, and I’m almost out of insulin, anyway. What I do have is at my office. I go there and take it these days.”

“So you don’t have any insulin here? And you’re almost out? What type of insulin are you taking? What’s the dosage?” 

She shook her head subtly, then gave the details of her prescription.

He kept two fingers on her pulse and then shouted to be heard over the gathering crowd. “I need juice or even a soda or something. Right now. Gloria, I think I have a glucose monitor in my blue bag. Can you grab it for me? I need to know exactly what we’re dealing with here. And can someone bring a soda over here?”

Pete was almost positive he was going to get a confirmation of hypoglycemia. And considering all the conditions in front of him, the only fairly effective treatment he had even a remote chance of finding in a cluster of refugee tents was a can of soda. If someone could find him one now, he could start helping her raise her sugar levels as soon as he had the monitor’s results back.

Gloria pulled the gray plastic monitor from the bag, and another bystander ran to an ice chest, a few tents away. "If the clinic had been open, I'd have been comfortable handling this myself. But my monitor was not in the box of supplies I brought with me during the storm, so it's ruined. Pretty much like most of the tools of my trade. I'm glad you have one in your bag."

Pete found the equipment he was looking for in his bag. He pricked her finger quickly and stuck the test strip in the machine. He waited for the beep and then saw exactly what he knew he’d see. Thankfully, a lady handed him a red can of soda just at that moment.

“Yep, your blood glucose level is right at 70. That’s very low.” He popped the can of soda open and handed it to her. “Drink up, a little less than half that can. Then we’ll give you about fifteen minutes and test you again.”

The little girl reached for her mother’s hand and tugged. “You okay, Mama?”

“Come here, mija.” The councilwoman adjusted her position in the small chair and motioned for her daughter to climb in his lap.

Pete thought that was a bad idea—her balance was likely to be affected from the low blood sugar, and another body in that wobbly chair would likely be the precursor to a tumble on the ground for both of them. And then he’d have another medical issue on his hands. He started to say something, then stopped.

The fear slipped from the little girl’s eyes as she snuggled her head under her mother’s chin. A few strokes across the crown of her head, and she’d completely relaxed. There was no medicine like a mother’s love.

Gloria tugged at Pete’s sleeve. “Hey, I can sit here with Angela for a few minutes, if you don’t mind going to that tent over there and checking on Marisa Sanchez. I’m pretty sure it’s dehydration, but again, I don’t have so much as a stethoscope with me. Do you think you could just give her a look and see what you think she should do?”

Pete thought of the trash bags at the clinic waiting to be hauled out to the curb. They weren't really going anywhere—just the makeshift debris collection area at the back of the abandoned waterpark toward the middle of the island that he'd nicknamed "Mt. Dumpster."  He didn't really have anything to go back for. And once he was finished with the lonely task of taking to the curb the last the trash that had been the heart and soul of the birth center his aunt and uncle founded fifteen years ago, then Pete would go home—a place that was just as lonely. He'd been in Port Provident for almost five years now, and still had nearly as few connections to the place today as he did the first time he drove over the causeway linking Provident Island to the Texas mainland.

“Sure, Gloria. I can go take a look. Where is she?” 

Gloria pointed to a dark green tent, covered by a black tarp. “That’s her husband standing out front. Just tell him who you are and that I sent you over.”

It was no surprise to him that Gloria seemingly knew everyone. As isolated as he sometimes felt in Port Provident, Gloria was connected. She’d grown up in Port Provident, her parents owned a popular local restaurant near the beach, and her sister, Gracie, had married a member of the island’s oldest and best-known families a few years ago. Even in the midst of all the craziness that Hurricane Hope had rained down on Port Provident, Gloria had reconnected with her high school sweetheart on the night the storm made landfall and was now in the first weeks of a re-blooming relationship.

If he was honest, Pete envied that. His high school sweetheart wasn’t coming back into his life, at least not on this side of Heaven. When Anna—who later became his fiancée—lost her battle with cancer, Pete had made some changes in his life.

One was coming to Port Provident to take over the clinic for his aunt and uncle.

The other was to put all the dreams he’d had for the future aside. He’d once thought he was that white-picket-fence-and-two-point-five-kids kind of guy. But without Anna, reminders of that dream were more like nightmares. And in a town like Port Provident, with block after block of historic Victorian homes, there were a lot of picket fences—and the ache that came with seeing them hadn’t faded with time, as Pete had hoped. 

It was time to move on. He was closing the clinic for good and had already applied to join the Mercy Medical Mission team full-time. He wanted to go to a place where he could both remove himself from reminders of Anna and finally use his medical skills to help heal people who had no access to the quality of care he was used to as a doctor in the western medical system.

He was so close to a new beginning. But since he still had at least a few weeks in Port Provident, he had time to do Gloria and her friends a favor.

“How is she?” Pete stopped in front of a skinny young man in his early twenties. “I’m Dr. Pete Shipley. Gloria Rodriguez sent me over.”

“She’s doing ok, I think. She gets a little dizzy when she sits up. She tells me she’s fine, but I can see it in her eyes.” 

The young man shot a quick glance into the tent. Pete followed the direction of the young man’s eyes and saw an equally young woman lying on an air mattress with pillows propped all around her. She was also clearly in an advanced state of pregnancy. He ducked through the cut-out that served as the door to the tent, then motioned at Pete to follow him. 

“Marisa, this is Dr. Pete Shipley. Gloria asked him to come check you out. He’s going to make sure you’re ok.”

Pete put his hand out to shake, but the girl only gave a stubborn glance at him, then focused her eyes back on Angela and the young man who’d squeezed into the fabric dome behind them. 

“I’m fine. Quit making a big fuss over me.” 

There was no mistaking the tone in her voice. But her breathing also looked a little shallow, and Pete felt like her bravado was covering up a maternal fear that something was indeed very, very wrong.

“Marisa, could I just ask you a few questions? You’re right, this is probably nothing, but I’d really like to make sure of that—and I’m sure your friends and family would too. It won’t take but a few minutes.” Pete dropped down and squatted at the corner of the air mattress as he spoke, in an attempt to get at eye level with his recalcitrant patient.

Her lips pressed together so hard that they began to blanch. They also looked dry and scaly. The skin under her eyes was sunken and gray as well. Pete started adding the signs together, putting his observations on a mental checklist.

“Can we just talk for a second?” Pete tried again after he got no response. Before he’d taken over the birth center for his aunt and uncle, Pete had spent several years as an emergency room physician, where he’d encountered just about every personality type under the sun. 

Stubborn women were practically a specialty of his.

Marisa bit her lip, then nodded briefly. “But he needs to leave.”

The tilt of her head left no doubt as to who she meant.

“Ok, Marisa, I’ll just stand right outside.” Her husband turned pointed outside, then ducked back through the tent’s door.

Alone with his patient, Pete decided not to waste any more time on pleasantries. He didn’t know when Marisa would declare the interview over. She clearly was not in a mood to chat or be fussed over.

“How much have you had to drink today?”

Pete opened the blue bag he’d placed on the floor in front of him and rummaged for his stethoscope, then he put it on and placed the flat disc over Marisa’s heart as he waited for her answer.

“I don’t know. Some orange juice this morning and a soda at lunch.”

“And that’s it? No water? Nothing else?” Her heart rate was a little fast, but nothing far out of the ordinary.

The young mother-to-be shook her head.

Pete put the stethoscope back and pulled out a small white box, a portable fetal Doppler, and a tube of gel. 

“This’ll be cold, so brace yourself.” He squirted a little dollop of blue goop on her rounded abdomen, then began to slide the Doppler’s little ultrasound attachment around. “Ok, and what have you had to eat?”

She closed her eyes as the whoosh-whoosh of the baby's heartbeat came through the small plastic speaker. "One of those little boxes of fruit-flavored cereal this morning, and some peanut butter crackers and a bag of sour cream and onion chips at lunch." 

Pete didn’t like what he was hearing. “That’s all you’ve had to eat and drink all day?”

“It’s all we’ve got. They don’t have room service here.”

Pete raised his eyebrows. She had him there. This parking lot was a disorganized mess.  He clicked off the Doppler, then pulled out a towel and wiped the gel off both Marisa and his little machine before stowing everything back in the bag.

“Can you put out your arm?”

Marisa did as she was asked. Pete placed her hand atop one of his. Then with his other hand, he gave the skin on the back of her hand a pinch, holding it for a second before releasing. As he suspected, it stayed peaked like a little tent for longer than it should have. Decreased skin turgor was a classic sign of dehydration.

And dehydration was a gateway to a variety of adverse outcomes in a pregnant woman, including fainting spells.

Pete rocked back on his heels, still squatting nearby, but trying to give her a little space. “So, Marisa, tell me how things have been for you since the storm.”

Marisa’s eyelids popped open, then she rolled her eyes and made an indelicate grunt in reply.

“I know, dumb question, right?”

She made another grunt, then fell silent for a moment before answering. “The worst.”

“How’d you come to be here at the tent city?” Pete decided to keep gently holding the hand he’d done the pinch test on. Sometimes, patients just needed to know someone was there for them, looking out for them. 

“We lived in Coronado Heights,” she said, naming one of the city’s subsidized housing developments on the edge of the La Missión area of town. “Our place was on the first floor. They told us that the water was up to the ceiling. Everything’s gone. They won’t even let us go back inside. It’s just all gone. “

Marisa took an uneven breath, then looked up at the top of the tent with an intense gaze. “My husband lost his job after Labor Day weekend. The tourist season was over, and they'd had a slow year.  So now we don't have any insurance. The hospital's closed, but I couldn't afford a doctor bill anyway right now. No job, no home, no money. No nothing. What kind of mother am I, bringing a child into all this mess?"

A sob shook her chest as the tears started to flow. Pete could see the burden of her circumstances pressing down on her, suffocating her dreams and tearing apart her security net. 

"I understand." Pete gave her hand a gentle squeeze and hoped he sounded reassuring.

“How? How could you possibly understand, Mr. Fancy Doctor?” She pulled her gaze from the top of the tent and turned her head to look at Pete.  A hint of sheepishness crossed her face. “Sorry. That wasn’t very nice.”

A lump of ice hit Pete square in the throat. He’d hoped to be compassionate. He wanted to explain what he meant, but knew no matter what he said, it wouldn’t be adequate. 

“Well, I lost my job too. The clinic where I work was destroyed by the hurricane, and we won’t be re-opening.”

“Oh,” Marisa said flatly. “But you’re a doctor. You can get another job, right?”

Pete thought of his application for Mercy Medical Mission, taken with a friend to Houston two days ago so it could be mailed, as mail service on Provident Island had been suspended since Hope. His uncle knew the medical director of the organization and had already made a few phone calls, so the actual application was more or less a formality, pending an opening coming available. “I hope so. I don’t really know where I’ll be or what I’ll be doing, though. I do know something I can do right now, though.”

Marisa pulled her hand back, then tried to lift herself into a half-sitting position on her elbows. “What?”

“I know the head of obstetrics over at Mainland Medical, the next closest hospital to us.  It had very minor hurricane damage, so it’s open and accepting patients. I’ll call my friend and arrange to get you checked out, free of charge, and get you back with routine prenatal care. I think you’re pretty severely dehydrated and I believe you have a condition called vasovagal syncope.”

Her brown eyes widened. “That sounds serious.”

“It’s when the part of your nervous system that regulates heart rate and blood pressure malfunctions in response to a trigger. Your heart rate slows, and the blood vessels in your legs widen. This allows blood to pool in your legs, which lowers your blood pressure. This drop in blood pressure and slowed heart rate quickly diminish blood flow to your brain, and you faint." Pete had seen this happen many times over the years, and was as certain as he could be without labs and other diagnostic tests. “It can be triggered by things like stress and dehydration, and you’ve got plenty of both. I want you to spend a couple of days in the hospital, getting IV fluids and regular meals and getting you and the baby checked out to make sure that there are no other underlying causes. Dr. Mitchell will make sure you get the best possible care.”

“You promise they’re not going to care that I can’t pay?” She seemed so scared, so unsure. 

Pete nodded. “I promise. I’m going to talk to Dr. Mitchell personally. In fact, I’m going to step outside and make the call. Do you want me to send your husband back in?”

Marisa rubbed her belly and nodded. “Ok. Thank you, Dr. Shipley.”

“You’re welcome.” Pete smiled. He hadn’t done much, but if he’d eased even a fraction of her stress and worry, he’d consider today a success. 

He motioned to Marisa’s husband, pacing just a few steps away. “I’m pretty sure they’ll both be fine. I want her to go to Mainland Medical to get checked out and to get some fluids for her dehydration.”

“We can’t—“

Pete cut off Marisa’s husband before he could start. There was no need for the man to air their situation out in front of the gathered crowd. “I know. I’ve already told Marisa I’ll take care of everything.”

“Everything?” The young man looked at Pete with hope and gratitude.

“Everything.” And he meant it, even if Pete couldn’t work out a pro bono arrangement and had to tell Dan Mitchell to send the bill straight to him. 

Marisa’s husband disappeared inside the tent. Pete reached in his pocket for his cell phone, but decided to check in with Angela before he made the phone call, in case he needed to find two beds at Mainland instead of just the one for Marisa.

“She’s going to be okay?” 

Angela’s arms were crossed over her chest tightly. Pete couldn’t tell if she was trying to keep something in or something out. 

“I think it’s stress and dehydration. I picked up good fetal heart tones on my portable Doppler, so I think the baby’s fine. A few days at Mainland Medical getting real food and some IV fluids should have Marisa good as new. I’m going to make the arrangements, but in the meantime, I need to get Gloria to go over to the Samaritan’s Cross medical trailer and get me a bottle of a sports beverage with electrolytes. They should have some on hand. Where is Gloria? I thought she was staying here with you.”

“She was, but the Bordegos needed her to look at their daughter. She's got an upset stomach, and they're concerned. No one wants a stomach bug to break out in here." Angela nodded her head in the direction of a tent a few feet away. "And the Samaritan's Cross relief team is delayed. They won't be here for another two to three days." 

That didn’t sound right to Pete. “Aren’t they always the first on the scene of every disaster?”

“Well, before Hurricane Hope, the local Samaritan’s Cross team had arrangements with 10 different locations in town for shelters and command centers. But then the storm surge blew the doors off of every prediction and every single place the Samaritan’s Cross team had identified—including their main office downtown—was flooded and not able to be used. So they're scrambling, and we're just using what supplies are being trucked in from over the causeway on a day-to-day basis." 

That threw a wrench into Pete’s plans. He wanted to start treating Marisa’s dehydration as soon as possible. He looked around the sea of people and felt even more hopeless about the situation surrounding him. Not only had most of these people suffered catastrophic losses, like Marisa, and were forced to live in this crazy situation temporarily, but even the groups who should have been providing basic relief weren’t here. 

These folks literally had nothing right now.

“I see Gloria. Looks like she’s walking back this way. Let me see if she has any ideas.” 

Pete met Gloria about halfway and quickly gave her an overview of the situation. They discussed a few options, then she decided she would use her connections with the Port Provident Beach Patrol to bring a few bottles of sports drink and some peanut butter crackers—or anything with protein—over to the tent city from the Beach Patrol’s official stash of supplies. 

It was a bit like putting together a puzzle. Not your typical medicine.  He liked it, and he couldn’t wait until everything was straightened out with Mercy Medical Mission and he was doing this kind of work full-time.

As he waited for Gloria, he called Dan Mitchell, who was more than happy to open his practice to Marisa and assured Pete that no compensation would be necessary. He agreed with Pete that Marisa had been through enough and needed a dose of compassion in addition to some medical care. 

Gloria arrived back about fifteen minutes later, a loaded plastic bag in one hand. “What’cha thinking, boss?”
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