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Glancing down, Coleman saw the red light flashing on the kitchen counter phone and his mother’s name on the screen. He hadn’t spoken to her personally in close to five years. Athena, his virtual assistant, always answers the phone. She takes messages about the call and lets me know if there is someone I need to call back.

“Athena, can you retrieve my mom’s phone message and play it for me?”

“Right away, Mr. Coleman.”

He pressed the speaker button to listen.

“Coleman, you need to call me back. In-Person, this time. The twins are graduating the Sunday after Easter, and they want you to attend.”

A request never came for me to attend when all my other siblings graduated. Why this time? What reason does she have for wanting me to attend Steven and Mellie’s graduation? Coleman thought.

Coleman wiped away the sweat rolling down his brow with his hand. The suggestion of going to a public place with crowds of strangers was overwhelming. No. Absolutely not. He couldn’t go.

He knew this would be a grueling day. He had to finish the edits in what was the final book for the series before the five o’clock deadline. Needing to clear his head, Coleman walked down to the shoreline and sat on the wall.

He watched the sun rise over the mainland on the East side of Sanctuary Island. Not feeling well, Coleman knew he wasn’t up to a conversation with his mother.

He made his way back up to the house to finish his breakfast. After a couple of minutes, he called out, “Athena. Please call my mother and tell her I can’t attend the graduation. Tell her something, like Coleman is too busy, or Coleman can’t travel right now.”

“Okay, Mr. Coleman. But let me get this right. You want me to lie to your mother?”

“Athena. I can’t leave here for any reason.”

He waits for a response, but none comes.

“Athena. Are you there? Did you hear me?”

“Yes, Mr. Coleman. I’ll take care of that right away.”

Sitting down to finish his cold food, Coleman turned the phone’s speaker on to listen.

“Hello, Coleman, is that you?”

“Athena here, Mrs. O’Sullivan. I have a message from Mr. Coleman.”

Suddenly, Coleman could hear a loud, continuous tapping sound aggressively hitting the receiver on the other end. 

Mrs. O’Sullivan asked brashly. “What is his message, Athena?” 

“Mr. Coleman says he can’t attend the graduation and to tell you either that he is too busy to attend or can’t travel right now.”

Walking over to put the breakfast dishes in the sink, he could still hear his mother’s angry voice over the speaker.

“Coleman Andrew O’Sullivan. You pick up at once. I know you’re listening.”

The dishes slipped out of his hands and shattered across the floor. Now shaking, he picked up the handset and whispered, “It’s okay, Athena. I’ll take it from here.”

After Athena disconnected, he tried to think quickly of something that would calm his mother. Maybe memories from the past would help. Like when his mother told him about seeing his large eyes black as coal and knew his name had to be Coleman. Maybe not.

“Coleman, are you still there?”

Coleman knew he’d better talk to her before she got more upset.

“Mom. Why are you so angry?  I really can’t go to Steven and Mellie’s graduation.”

“How dare you have your machine lady lie for you? You are going to your brother and sister’s graduation, even if I have to drag you to it. And why does she always refer to you as Mr. Coleman?”

The anger in his mother’s voice caused him to pace back and forth, searching for a suitable answer.

“Mom, she’s not my machine lady. Athena is a virtual assistant. She uses Mr. Coleman because we agreed it would sound more formal. I don’t like being called Mr. O’Sullivan. That person to me is my father.”

“Well, I think it sounds strange.”

“Look, Mom. You know I can’t manage sizeable crowds. Heck, I can’t even tolerate small ones. Remember when you took me to the specialist who diagnosed me with that Social Anxiety Disorder. I couldn’t even stay for the therapy sessions and moved here to get away from it all. I’m not going, and that’s final.”

He could hear his mother sniffling on the other end. “Coleman. It’s a month away, so think about it, son. Please. It’s been over five years since you moved to that island and isolated yourself from all of us. I miss you.”

Coleman knew he could never tell his mother the real reason he had become so anxious and had to move away. After a momentary hesitation, he answered, “I’ll think about it for you, but no promises. Okay? Love you, Mom. Bye.” 
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Three hours later, as Coleman worked on the edits for the final novel of his current series, he felt strange and extremely exhausted. His heart was racing even after he stopped and put his head down on his desk. This concerned him because he always had so much energy that lasted for hours.

Since moving to the island, he hadn’t felt this way again, and it worried him. After another hour, when nothing had changed, he decided to get it checked out.

“Athena, can you send an e-mail to my editor at the publishing house? Tell her I can’t make the five o’clock deadline for the book and ask if she can get me a two-week extension.”

“Mr. Coleman. I’ll take care of that right away. Do you want me to let you know when she responds?”

“Yes, thanks, Athena.”

“Mr. Coleman, you need to check the New York Times feed while you wait. Your latest book, Escape The Wall, is being praised by the local media.”

“Athena, can you save it for me to look at later? I’m not feeling very good right now.”

“Okay, Mr. Coleman. I hope it’s nothing serious?”

“Not to worry, Athena. I’m just feeling a bit off today. I’m going to get it checked out. Could you send me the link for my doctor’s Telehealth site so l can ask him about it?”

“Right away, Mr. Coleman.”

Once the link arrived on his tablet, he clicked it, and the medical site popped up on the screen. He scrolled through the lists of doctors in the practice to find his hematologist, Doctor Marvin Phillips, M.D. He went over to the ‘Can I help you section, typed in his symptoms, and asked the doctor to respond by e-mail.

Coleman’s head was swirling, and he couldn’t concentrate. He went and lay down to wait for a response from the doctor. Whatever the issue was, he needed to deal with it immediately since he hadn’t heard from the editor yet and still had a five o’clock deadline. Hopefully, she’ll be able to get the two-week extension he requested.
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Having dozed off, Coleman suddenly heard Athena’s voice coming from a distant haze. “Mr. Coleman, the doctor, has answered your e-mail. Do you want me to read it to you?”

Still groggy, he replied, “Yes, please.”

“Hi, Coleman. According to how you described your symptoms, I think you need to have some blood drawn. I’m attaching the request form. It would be best if you got this done ASAP. Sincerely, Dr. M. Phillips, M.D.”

Now fully awake, Coleman needed to figure out the best way to get that done. He could call the service he used before that would come out to the island and draw the blood. That would keep him away from the horrendous crowds that would be at a local lab.

“Athena, can you arrange for my usual visiting nurse Randy to come and take the blood samples Dr. Phillips wants from me?”

“Right away, Mr. Coleman. I’ll let you know when Randy can be here.”

A brief time later, Athena called out to him that Randy could come at ten o’clock the following morning. Also, she relayed that the publisher’s editor he was working with had called back, giving him the extension. Coleman inhaled with relief. Now, even more exhausted, he lay his head down on the pillow and drifted off.
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In the morning, Coleman went down to the gate in his golf cart ten minutes early to meet with Randy and get his blood drawn. It only took a couple of minutes, and then he returned to the house. He was grateful the publisher had granted him the two-week extension he requested.

He went to his room to rest. A short time later, Athena called out. “Mr. Coleman, there’s a message from Dr. Phillips about your blood work.”

“Can you read it to me, Athena?”

“Coleman.  Your blood work shows that your anemia has flared up again. This time it seems to be more severe than when you were younger. I’m sending two prescriptions to the pharmacy to be delivered today.

“One is for vials of B12 and syringes, so you can do the injections at home and  Folic Acid tablets for the anemia. I also need you to make sure your diet contains food high in iron, like red meats, seafood, and dark green leafy vegetables.

“I scheduled a video conference with you for two weeks from today at two in the afternoon for a follow-up. Talk to you then, Dr. M. Phillips, M.D.”

Coleman knew this recurrence wasn’t good. Last time, at age sixteen, he had to get a blood transfusion every two weeks. He didn’t want that to be the case again.
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“Athena, has my package arrived yet with the supplies from Dr. Phillips?”

“I haven’t heard the bell signaling a delivery, Mr. Coleman.”

“Can you check with the pharmacy where it is?”

“I’ll call them right away and see what’s going on.”

“Thanks, Athena. I’ll be in my office trying to work on my manuscript. Let me know what they say.”

Coleman knew he needed to start the injections today. He had already arranged for Randy to come later to show him how to do it correctly. After that, he would only have to inject himself once daily for the next two weeks before doing his bloodwork again. If there wasn’t any improvement, the doctor would insist on transfusions at the hospital. He didn’t want to go that route as it would mean having to be around a lot of people.

Athena interrupted his thoughts. “Mr. Coleman, I talked to the pharmacy. They sent the package by special courier right after receiving the doctor’s order. The clerk checked the tracking, and it shows your package was on the driver’s truck marked Out For Delivery. She said to watch for it to show up later this afternoon. Maybe the driver’s encountering some issue getting out to the dock.”

“Thanks, Athena. Can you call Randy back and see if he can come at a later time, or better still, just ask if we can call him once the package arrives?”

Coleman returned to his office to try and work on his manuscript as a distraction.
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An hour later, Coleman heard the phone ringing. Athena answered it and informed him it was about the package, and the man said he needed to speak with you directly.

Coleman picked up the receiver. “Hello.”

“Is this Coleman O’Sullivan?” the man asked.

“Yes, this is he. What can I do for you, sir?”

“This is Mr. Clement from Regal’s Pharmacy in Bettletown. I have some terrible news. The package we sent with the medical supplies somehow got stepped on in the couriers truck and smashed the vials of B12 solution and most of the syringes.”

“Oh, no. I was hoping for my prescriptions to arrive later today. Can you send them out again?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. O’Sullivan. The head office policy states that you must come to the pharmacy and pick up the replacements in person. Can you do that today?”

Coleman was beside himself. Go downtown to pick up the supplies. He hadn’t gone downtown in almost five years. He never crossed the water to the mainland for anything. Doing that would be horrific.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t leave Sanctuary Island. Can I send someone to pick them up for me?”

“I apologize, Mr. O’Sullivan, but I don’t think you understand. Regulations require you to sign for the replacement supplies and the insurance claim for the first package in person. You will also need to bring identification.”

Coleman thought about how people would make fun of his curly carrot red hair just like his siblings did growing up. Years ago, whenever he saw himself in the mirror, it made him shudder. One time he even considered changing the color of his hair to black to match his eyes.

“I’m sorry, sir, but you don’t understand. There has to be another way to do this. Could someone from the pharmacy bring the package and documents to me at my dock? I would still be doing it in person.”

“No, that won’t work. Head Office has specific requirements for when something like this happens. It has to be done on-site. I realize this is inconvenient for you, but there is no other way.”

He sucked in a deep breath, knowing he had no choice but to go, but would he get through it after all this time. Coleman knew that starting the injections right away was crucial to his health.

With his hand shaking, Coleman answered, “Okay, but can I pick them up just before closing time?”

“Not a problem. I’ll prepare the package, charge the supplies to your account, and then all you will have to do is sign everything for Maggie once you get here. Closing time is ten o’clock.” 

Coleman knew it would be a troublesome and frightening task. Still, it should be quiet after sundown, with fewer people wandering around downtown. It would also be pretty dark.

“Athena, I have to go pick up the medications and sign some documents at the pharmacy on the mainland later tonight. Can you contact Randy and ask if he can come at seven tomorrow morning?”

“I can do that, Mr. Coleman. Will you be okay going to the mainland when you aren’t feeling well?”

“Not to worry. I won’t be gone long and will pull over if the dizzy spells come on.”
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Dressed in a dark hooded sweatshirt, Coleman made his way down to the dock. The day he moved onto Sanctuary Island, Coleman had put his vehicle in the care of a private garage situated on the mainland close to his slip to moor the boat. It should only be a fifteen-minute drive from there to the pharmacy.

He had called the garage earlier to check on the condition of his vehicle. The owner told him it had been kept maintained, and one of his staff would drive it around town several times a week. It was agreed to have the vehicle parked outside, and Coleman would pick it up using the extra key he had.

His driver’s license was good, having renewed it online, but remembering how to drive on a highway with other cars would be challenging. Coleman knew it would be nothing like driving the golf cart on his property.

As he approached his blue jeep, Coleman’s hands began to shake. He told himself to just breathe, and everything would fall into place. He drove a bit slow at first before he felt confident and got up to the speed limit. 

Parking as close as possible to Regal’s Pharmacy, he looked around before exiting the car. Before entering the front door, Coleman pulled up his hood. He didn’t want anyone to recognize him. A couple of people at the checkout counter looked his way, then went back to what they were doing. He quickly walked to the back section of the store, where the pharmacist did prescriptions.

As he approached the pickup window, he gathered all his courage before speaking. “Hello. I’m Coleman O’Sullivan. I’m supposed to see someone named Maggie to sign a couple of documents and pick up my prescriptions.”

A young girl with long blonde curls swaying at her waist came around the glass partition and directed him to a nearby office. She asked him to have a seat, and she would go in the back and get Maggie.

Carefully watching his surroundings, Colman spotted a slightly slender young woman with red curly shoulder-length hair walking over to a nearby cabinet. It had been many years since he had seen any female up close. He was intrigued.

Although he never attended a physical school and was sheltered by his parents, females never came into his orbit to judge, especially once he became a teenager.

In his writings, all his female characters were what is perceived as beautiful and bountiful. This specimen was nothing like that image. The woman was petite, probably under five feet tall, and had the most attractive smile.

She made her way into the office where he was waiting and sat in the chair across from him, placing several papers in front of him on the desk.

“Hello. I’m Maggie Sanders. Cassie said you’re Mr. O’Sullivan. Did you bring some identification with you?”

“Yes, “ he said, taking it out of his wallet and handing it to her.

“Mr. O’Sullivan, could you please sign at the bottom where the X is on both documents.”

After returning his driver’s license to him, he quickly took the offered pen and signed his name on both. She handed him a tall bag, which contained his medications.

“Miss Sanders, can we discuss how to prevent my supplies from getting damaged again.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. O’Sullivan, but I have to close up now. Could you come back tomorrow and discuss it then with the head pharmacist?”

“That won’t work. I made a special trip to come here just this once. I can’t come back.”

“First of all, call me Maggie. So, why can’t you come back here tomorrow?”

How was he going to explain to this fair maiden his situation? Maybe the head pharmacist would agree to discuss it over the phone.

“I’m sorry, but that’s a long story. Could I do it over the phone?”

“You really should discuss the problem, in person, with the head pharmacist Mr. Clement. It would be best if you came back in the morning and spoke with him directly.”

Coleman stared at her for a moment. He had noticed how pleasant she was with him and would prefer talking with her, not this Mr. Clement. Maybe he could get her to come out to the island for coffee and discuss it there in a safe environment.

“I have a suggestion. You talk it over with the head pharmacist and then come to where I live for coffee, and you can update me. If you give me your cell number, I can text you the directions in the morning.”

She asked him to wait, picked up the documents, and went to the back room.
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Maggie looked down at the signed documents trying to figure out if she could go to some strange man’s house alone, especially where he lived. Her brother Randy had filled her in about one of his clients named O’Sullivan, who lived on an island and hadn’t left it for nearly five years, but here he seemed to be.

Mr. Clement had told her earlier that Mr. O’Sullivan was some guy who lived on a place called Sanctuary Island and swore he couldn’t leave to come to sign the documents and pick up the prescriptions. Mr. Clement eventually convinced him that he needed to come to the pharmacy in person. She would check it out with her brother after she got home.

Looking at her watch, it was five minutes past closing time. She quickly got up and went back to where she had left this Mr. Coleman O’Sullivan. Maggie handed him a piece of paper where she had written down her cell number and hustled him out the door so she could lock up and go home.
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As she entered the apartment she shared with her brother, Maggie called out, “Randy, are you here? I need to speak with you about your Mr. O’Sullivan.”

Randy came out of the kitchen with a bowl of popcorn in his hands. He sat in one of the living room chairs and muted the television.

“So, Maggie, why are you interested in my Mr. O’Sullivan.”

“I met him tonight, I think. He doesn’t seem anything like what you told me, so what gives?”

“You met him tonight. Where was that?”

“He was at the pharmacy to sign some insurance documents and pick up a couple of prescriptions.”

“No. It couldn’t be him. Coleman O’Sullivan never leaves the island. He was even skittish when I went the other day to take some blood. You must be mistaken.”

Maggie tossed her jacket over the chair near the door, took off her shoes, and sat in the chair next to him, taking a handful of popcorn.

“I do believe he was one and the same. Due to head office instructions, Mr. Clement told me he had to convince him to leave the island and come to the pharmacy. He was very reluctant but showed up just before closing. I saw his driver’s license, and his address is Sanctuary Island.”

Randy seemed curious now. “So, I still want to know. Why all the interest? He was just a one-time client.”

Maggie smiled at her brother as she ran her hands through her hair. “I’m going out to the island tomorrow for coffee with him, so I need to know more.”

“What? Him and you.  You and the recluse are having coffee. That can’t be so.”

Maggie pulled out her cell phone and showed him the text she got confirming their meeting tomorrow at five o’clock for coffee to talk. He hadn’t sent her the directions yet, but she was convinced he was the same person her brother knew.

Randy wasn’t sure how to prepare his sister for the quiet man he knew. He hoped that just giving her a few words of caution if she decided to go would help. He told her that Coleman O’Sullivan was a man who always wanted to get things over with quickly and not to expect him to talk much, especially about himself.

Randy informed her he was going to the island in the morning to administer a B12 shot and show Mr. O’Sullivan how to do it himself. After talking a  bit more, Maggie went to her room.

Randy would try in the morning to find out why Coleman wanted his sister to go there for coffee. He knew she had just gotten over a bad breakup and didn’t want her to get involved with someone with so many secrets. 
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At six forty-five the next morning, Randy arrived at the gate and pressed the buzzer to be let in. Athena answered and told him that Mr. Coleman would be down shortly and to wait in the usual place.

Randy sat on the edge of the Visiting Nurse’s boat, letting his mind wander. He had been Coleman's nurse for almost five years but didn't know much about him. Having read some of his books, it wasn't surprising to find he was a brilliant fantasy writer. Coleman's need to stay alone on this island was the one thing he didn't get.

In the beginning, Randy tried to find out more about Coleman O’Sullivan. He questioned some of the people who worked at the docks on the mainland near the island. They all told him it was rumored that a young man had bought the island, but they had no idea who.

One person who worked in the garage storing and maintaining Coleman’s car said he had never set eyes on the owner. Randy doesn't ask anymore, but he still wonders what kind of life Coleman had living in a shell.

Randy remembered the first time he met Coleman. A young, muscular, healthy man with red curly hair and eyes that were as black as a chunk of coal was standing before him on the dock. He tried to strike up a conversation but was shut down immediately.

Coleman told him there would be no small talk, and if he
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