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To the saints, heroes, and everyday people who make sacrifices for the ones they love. May they know the truth worth of their endeavors.  

The Moon is distant from the Sea, 

And yet, with Amber Hands – 

She leads Him – docile as a Boy – 

Along appointed Sands –

Emily Dickinson

Local Waterman Rescued by Coast Guard

Chincoteague saw its first boating accident of the season yesterday morning when John Herriot fell off his boat while trying to untangle a trotline from around the anchor. While positioning the boat for his next haul, Herriot became distracted and ran over the line. Herriot was bending over the stern in concentration when another boat went by, creating a tremendous wake that swept Herriot overboard. Commander Aaron Kelly was patrolling the water and saw Herriot attempting to get back on his boat. Kelly assisted Herriot. Neither man was hurt in the incident. Police are looking into the matter as a case of reckless driving, but so far, no suspects have been identified.

The Chincoteague Herald, May 10
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Christy handed the police officer a bag containing a Pony Pork doughnut, a glaze-covered creation baked with brown sugar and bacon. Personally, Christy thought the mere idea of that combination was revolting, but it was a popular choice among the male clientele. 

“Have a great day, ladies.” Nick, a regular at the Sugar and Sand Donut Shop, tipped his hat as he walked out.

“He’s really cute,” Christy said in a matter-of-fact tone, watching the twenty-something in the crisp, blue Chincoteague Island Police uniform smile and wave at a couple passing by.

“And taken,” Diane said. She nudged Christy out of the way and placed a tray of fresh doughnuts on the counter.

“Story of my life,” Christy said with a smile and pulled out a sheet of wax paper from the box to transfer the doughnuts to the display case. 

“What are you, twenty-three? You’ve got plenty of time.” Diane smiled at the next customer and took their order. 

Christy bit back a sarcastic retort that she was twenty-four and had zero time in her busy days for men, or anything else, and finished unloading the tray of hot, fresh pastries. She could feel her hips expanding just from inhaling their mouth-watering aroma. Cinnamon, blueberry, chocolate, and lemon scents escaped from the case in a mixed wave as she closed the door and hefted the large tray back to the kitchen. When she returned, after making a stop in the staff bathroom, adjusting her ponytail, and washing her hands, a lull had fallen over the Sugar and Sand.

“What a story, huh?” Diane asked, wiping down a table.

“About the boater?” Christy asked. “Does stuff like that happen a lot around here?”

“Not usually with locals, more often with tourists who rent boats without any knowledge of how to use them. Just wait until summer. All kinds of crazy things happen once the island is crammed with people.”

“At least it keeps things interesting,” Christy remarked dryly. Though she liked the island well enough—it was pretty, and the people were nice—she missed the fast-paced life in and around D.C. 

“Any plans for the weekend?” Diane asked, moving to another table.

“Besides working?” Christy took a deep breath and blew it up, sending a stray hair flapping in front of her eyes. “All I ever do is work.”

“Things picking up at the store?” Diane walked behind the counter, tossed the rag into the basket under the sink, and rinsed her hands.

“Yeah. It’s getting crazy. I must have made two dozen shirts on Saturday afternoon, and it’s only mid-May. That giant iron thingy scares me to death.”

Diane laughed. “Custom shirts are the most popular item sold here on the island other than toy ponies.”

“And doughnuts,” Christy said.

“And doughnuts.” Diane nodded and straightened the napkins, coffee stirrers, and smoothie straws on the counter as she talked. 

“Are you going to keep both jobs through the summer?” Diane glanced toward the door once the straightening was finished, and Christy wondered if she was avoiding her gaze. She knew that it was hard on Diane if Christy had to run out before everything was tidied and ready for the next business day, but Diane was willing to work with her—so far.

“Unfortunately, I have to. I don’t really have a choice.” Christy bit her lip and looked down at her hands. “Now that I’m Molly’s guardian, I’ve got to support us both. I’m going to make sure she has a good childhood and then goes to college. She’s so smart, and she has the ability to make more of her life than I have.”

Diane turned toward Christy and tilted her head, giving her a sympathetic smile. “You’re smart, too, and you’re still young. Don’t count yourself out yet. Your ship will come in someday.”

“Hmph. You mean the Titanic? It already sank.” Christy crossed her arms and leaned back on the counter. Behind her were an array of blenders used to make healthy, and not-so-healthy, smoothies. She wasn’t this pessimistic by nature, but today was one of those days. She felt the stress of their situation riding her like one of those mermaids with a whole ship perched on her back, taking the brunt of the wind and waves. And the ship that Christy carried on her back was in distress.

Diane gently laid her hand on the young woman’s arm. “Honey, you’ve got a big, happy life out there waiting for you. Anybody who’d do what you’ve done deserves only the best in life, and the good Lord is going to see that you’re rewarded for it.”

Christy sighed and shrugged. “I didn’t really have a choice, did I? Molly’s my half-sister, and I’m all she’s got with Mom and Fred gone.” She looked up and blinked the tears away. Even after two years, the reality of their deaths still stung. She supposed it always would.

“I know it doesn’t seem fair, but somewhere in this mess, God has a plan for you. Molly’s lucky to have you, and your mom’s watching over the both of you.”

The bell chimed, and both women looked up at the opening door.

“Good morning, Paul. How are things on the island today?” Diane asked, giving Christy a chance to turn away and wipe her eyes.

“Quiet, just the way I like it.” Paul took off his police cap and pointed to the coffee pot. “Could you make it a double, please? Stacey’s the best assistant the department’s ever had, but her coffee is like drinking brown water.”

“Why don’t you just tell her that she needs to add more grounds to the pot?” Diane asked, pouring a large cup of steaming coffee.

Paul shook his head. “I have. She says it’s the maker and keeps saying we ought to get one of those fancy pod things.”

“No!” Diane gasped, her hand over her heart. “Not one of those ‘fancy pod things’!”

Paul smiled. “Laugh all you want. There’s a reason half the town comes here for their coffee, with or without a doughnut. Everyone else has switched over to those machines, and the fine art of brewing a good cup of joe is dying faster than those machines can spit into the cup.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about me switching over to a Keurig or any other fancy kind of coffee maker. I’m a little too old-fashioned for that.”

Christy rolled her eyes, wishing they did have a Keurig so that she didn’t have to clean out the giant, metal coffee maker every day. She hated that chore.

As usual, Paul tried to pay Diane, and Diane shooed him away. When the door closed behind him, Christy said, “You give half your inventory away to the local police and firefighters. Oh, and the Coast Guard, too.”

Diane lifted her shoulders and let them fall. “They deserve it. It’s the least I can do. Their jobs aren’t easy, especially this time of year and running through the fall. They make a lot of sacrifices in the line of duty.” She turned to Christy. “And we take care of our own around here. You remember that.”

Christy nodded. It was a nice sentiment, but she had to rely on herself. Nobody else was going to pay the bills or buy the groceries or make sure Molly was taken care of. Christy was on her own for all that.

🌙 🌙 🌙

Diane locked the door and sat down on one of the stools by the counter. She brushed the short hair off her forehead and let out a long breath. She was more than ready to retire, but then what?

She tilted her head to the right and let it grow heavy, feeling the tension as the left side of her neck stretched and pulled, then she slowly tilted to the left and stretched the other side. Her lower back ached, her feet were swollen, and summer was still a few weeks away. 

To say that she loved her shop was an understatement, but this had been her life for over thirty years. Her grandmother taught her to make doughnuts as a little girl, and she began experimenting with different toppings and flavors almost from the start. By the time she was in her early twenties, she was running a pastry shop in downtown Philadelphia, adding her own creations to the menu whenever the owner would allow. The doughnuts became the hit of the neighborhood, and they could hardly keep them in stock. When the owner wanted to buy the recipes from her and sell them as his own, she’d consulted an attorney. A few months later, with a nice fat check in her purse, she left the Keystone State and headed south to the Eastern Shore of Virginia where she had vacationed as a child. She bought a house and the shop and had been there ever since.

All these years later, Diane had many friends, a nice house that overlooked the Assateague Channel, a good relationship with God, and the desire to close up shop and spend the next twenty to thirty years lying on the beach, watching the wild ponies kick up sand.

She didn’t regret not getting married. The right man had never come along. She did regret, though, never having children or grandchildren, someone to leave the shop and all her recipes to, someone to spoil on birthdays and Christmas, someone who would love her the way she had loved her own grandparents. 

She thought that was probably why she’d hired Christy on the spot. The poor girl just looked like she needed someone to love her. When Diane found out that there was a younger sister, no parents, and no other family around, she knew she had to help. It was her Christian duty, after all. Yet it had become much more than that. In just a couple short months, Diane truly had grown to care for those girls. She watched Christy work her fingers to the bone, mixing, baking, cleaning, and waiting on customers only to leave when the shop closed at two in the afternoon and run down the street to work until five in the evening at a t-shirt and souvenir shop. Then she’d go home, cook dinner, make sure her sister was ready for the next day of school, and do it all again the following day. 

Christy wanted no handouts, no free doughnuts or extra pay. She worked for a little more than minimum wage and some meager tips, but she was a hard worker. Diane learned that Christy quit college just before her senior year to care for her orphaned sister. The two had all but run out of the money Christy had saved to finish school, and what money they had inherited from her stepfather, Christy was determined, would only be used for Molly’s college education. Diane didn’t know how much that was, but she assumed Molly would make it through school without any loans. It was the here and now that was the problem.

Because Christy was so set on not touching her stepfather’s money, she had to sell their house, pay off the mortgage, and move into the tiny two-bedroom cottage Molly’s dad had bought for the rocket launches he sometimes attended at the Wallops Island Flight Center. With the NASA test facility just off-island, several of the scientists and other personnel lived in or rented houses on Chincoteague.

Diane stood and stretched, her back cracking all the way up her spine. She wished there was some way she could help Christy without the girl being able to object. There had to be something she could do.

🌙 🌙 🌙

“Marge? Molly?” Christy set her backpack on a chair by the back door and walked through the house. The silence was eerie, and she stifled a shiver that threatened to slither down her back. She called again at the bottom of the stairs, put her hands on her hips, and looked around, compressing her lips into a tight frown. She walked to the front of the house, opened the seldom-used door, and stepped out onto the porch. Christy always parked on the side of the house and used the back door, something she got from her grandmother who said front doors were only for salesmen and strangers.

A trio of young boys, about Molly’s age, rode by on their bikes, and the two women across the street leaned into each other’s yards. Christy often wondered if their whispered chats were about her and Molly, but she felt guilty at the thought. They’d never been anything but kind to her. 

She craned her neck to peer down the street on one side and then the other. She reached into her back pocket and retrieved her phone. The screen was blank, no missed called or messages. Where could they be?

Just as she was contemplating calling Marge’s house or the police station, she spotted Molly and the older woman heading toward the house from the park across the way. Molly was too old for swings and sandboxes. What had they been doing?

She furrowed her brow and squinted, able to make out something shiny in Molly’s hand, long and tubular... Oh! She was carrying her telescope. Christy smacked herself on the side of her head. Of course. There was a rocket launch this afternoon that Molly had been talking about nonstop, along with everyone else on the island. How could she forget? She must be delirious from lack of sleep. She stifled a yawn and forced a smile as Molly and Marge approached the front yard.

“Christy, you should have seen it.” Molly’s words came in a fast jumble of excitement. “It was just like when we used to watch with Dad. We saw the whole rocket go up, and we could see the fire propulsion even after the rocket was out of site. It’s just a test rocket, but still, it was so cool. It wasn’t one that Dad worked on, but it made me think of him. And we still have the comet passing by tonight. It will be visible just after sunset, remember? Can we still go? Can we try to see it?”

Christy felt out of breath just listening to the barrage of words. “Slow down, Squirt, I can hardly keep up with you.”

“That child knows more about the sky and stars and rockets than any adult I’ve ever known. You really should see if there’s some kind of summer program she can do at Wallops Island.” Marge smiled and shook her head. “Though she could probably teach those rocket scientists a thing or two.” Marge flinched, realizing all she had just said. “I’m sorry, I...”

“It’s fine,” Christy assured her. “Molly’s just like her dad. I know he’d be really proud of her.”

Marge looked down at the ten-year-old, short for her age but making up for it in spunk and brains. “He sure would be. Anyway, you should look up their programs. Molly would love that.”

“You know, you shouldn’t talk about a person like they’re not present. I’m standing right here, and I am the subject of the discussion. And for the record, I might be interested in a camp at Wallops if there’s one that can teach me more about astrophysics. The book I got from the school library is quite rudimentary.” Molly frowned, shook her head, and walked past Christy into the house.

“I’m sorry,” Christy said. “She can be a bit pretentious sometimes.”

“Not at all. I was being rude talking about her like that. Sometimes I forget that her mind is much more advanced than mine is.”

Christy smiled. “Thanks for staying late and for taking her to the park. I’m still trying to figure out what to do once school is out and the Windjammer starts staying open later.”

Marge waved her hand in the air as if shooing away a fly. “Don’t worry about it. I’m having the time of my life helping you and Molly. It sure beats sitting in that stuffy old newspaper office all day. Best thing I ever did was sell that to the Kelly girl. She has a whole crew working there now.”

“Kelly? Isn’t that the name of the Coast Guard officer who saved the waterman?”

“Sure is,” Marge said, puffing out her chest with pride. “My doing, that one. Kate came here with nothing, no money, no job, no local family, running from an abusive ex. And she had a baby on the way! I hired her right away. She was covering the local events for me when she met Aaron. He’s an islander who got lucky and was given command of the Coast Guard station here in his hometown. Now, Kate’s a real islander, too.” 

Marge smiled sympathetically at Christy and patted her arm. “Don’t worry, sweetie. Diane and I think of you as a full-fledged islander, too. We watch out for each other here,” Marge parroted Diane’s words. Christy wondered if that was the island slogan, something they ran in the real estate ads—move here, and we’ll watch out for one another.

“Well, as much as I appreciate your help and am glad that you’re enjoying your time with Molly, I can’t take up your whole day and your evenings and weekends once school ends. I promise, I’ll figure something out.”

Marge reached out and took hold of Christy’s hand, looking her in the eye.

“What did I just say? You’re one of us now. Don’t worry yourself about what you’ll do come summer. We’ll all figure it out.”

Maybe it was the island slogan, and maybe one day Christy would believe it applied to her. For now, she had a hard time believing that anybody in this world looked out for anyone other than themselves. That was the most important lesson she’d learned in the past two years—look out for number one.

🌙 🌙 🌙

The moon hung low in the sky outside Christy’s window. She was exhausted, but sleep eluded her. She and Molly had returned to the park, with its big open sky, so that Molly could see the comet. Christy was certain it would be a bust, but sure enough, they were able to see it even without the telescope. 

As they peered up at the sky, Christy saw flashes of other times they’d sat on a big blanket under the stars—Mom, Fred, Molly, and herself. Though she never had any real interest in stars or planets, Fred had made it seem so interesting and exciting. He told them the names of every star in the sky and talked about the space shuttles and rockets that visited nearby planets and moons. He was working with a team that was devising a rocket to go all the way around Jupiter when he was killed. The team member who spoke at the funeral said that NASA had lost one of its best and brightest, and she believed him. 

Christy inhaled a deep breath and let it out. Marge was right about getting Molly into some kind of space camp, but how would they ever afford it? 

She bit her lips and wondered... Could there be a scholarship program? Or something for kids of NASA scientists?  Would Molly still qualify? 

She dug deep into her brain and came up with the name of the man who’d said such kind words about Fred. Maybe she could find a way to get in touch with him and ask him if he knew what she should do. It couldn’t hurt.

With that plan loosely formed in her mind, Christy closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep. In her dreams, she joined her mother, Fred, and Molly under the stars, and all was right in this world and beyond.

🌙 🌙 🌙

“Yes, I’ll hold. Thank you.” Christy sighed as she listened to the elevator music drifting through the phone line. She glanced nervously inside, but things were still calm in the doughnut shop.

“Christy? Christy McLane? Is that you?”

She smiled at the familiar voice. “Hi Mr. Patterson. It’s me. I hope you’re doing well.”

“I’m great, thanks. And it’s Sam. How are you? How’s Molly?”

“We’re great. Hanging in there. Anyway, it’s Molly I’m calling about. She’s really interested in space, like Fred was.” Her words caught in her throat, and she swallowed before continuing. “In fact, we moved to Fred’s place on Chincoteague, and I’ve learned that Wallops runs some really good camps over the summer...” She paused, trying to blindly gauge his reaction. 

“They do. I’ve worked with them before. I’m sure there’s a website you can go to for more information.”

She was quick to jump in, and she hoped he didn’t misunderstand what she was asking for. “Yes, I’ve been there, but...” She took a deep breath. “It’s been tough lately. I never knew how expensive it was to live in the D.C. area. Even selling the house didn’t help because there was the mortgage to pay. Fred had insurance. Mom’s wasn’t much more than what I needed for the funeral, but his gave us a little bit of a cushion. Having this house helped. It gave us a place to come and get settled, but money is tight, and I’m wondering if NASA offers any scholarships for things like this, for children of employees, or for...” She couldn’t bring herself to say, “orphans of employees.”

There was silence for a moment, and Christy worried that he thought she was asking for a handout, which was just what she was afraid of. Before she could figure out what to say next, she heard him take a breath.

“I think there might be,” he said, and she felt relief wash through her.

“Really? That would be wonderful. Just send me the link or the paperwork, whatever you need. I’ll get it in right away. I know summer is almost here.”

“I think I have all the information I need. Let me look into this, and I’ll call back if I need anything from you. Is this a good number?”

“It is, and thank you, Mr. Patterson. Thank you so much.”

“Sam. And I’m happy to help. Fred was one of my closest friends.” He paused. “I should have reached out to you to make sure you girls were okay. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about us. We’re doing just fine. I’ve made some friends.” If you count Marge and Diane, she thought. “And Molly is doing really well in school. We’re happy here.” 

Well, happy wasn’t really the right word but for now, this was what they had, and she wasn’t going to wallow in self-pity. Well, not more than she already did when she started thinking about her lost adulthood anyway. 

“I’m glad, Christy. I’m really glad. Listen, I’ve got to run, but I’ll get back to you once things are set, okay?”

“Sure, no problem. Thanks again, Sam.” She forced out the name though it didn’t feel right calling Fred’s colleague by his first name. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

They said goodbye, and Christy went back into the doughnut shop with a smile on her face. With Molly enrolled in a camp for the summer, maybe things wouldn’t be so crazy for her.

She frowned. 

There might be the issue of getting her there, but she’d worry about that once everything was in place. This was going to be good for them both. She could feel it.

🌙 🌙 🌙

“You look happy,” Diane said as Christy washed her hands at the sink in the back of the kitchen.

“I think I just found a way to be able to send Molly to a summer camp at Wallops.”

Diane raised her brow in surprise. “Really? I didn’t know you were looking into that.”

Christy nodded and pulled a paper towel from the roll. She faced Diane.

“Marge suggested it. I knew it was a great idea right away. I should have thought of it myself. The only thing I didn’t know was how to pay for it. I probably could have taken it from Molly’s account since this is technically education, in a roundabout way, but the cost of college seems to be rising by the day.” Christy looked worried, and Diane felt her heart tug. 

“You know I would have helped you with that,” she began, but Christy raised a hand in the air.

“Nope. I would not ask you to do that.”

“I would have offered.”

Christy shook her head. “I know, and I thank you. I called someone Fred worked with and asked about scholarships, and he said he knew of one he was going to look into. As soon as I hear back, I’m going to sign her up.”

Diane smiled. “Oh, that’s wonderful. Good for you for doing that.” She felt almost like a proud mother even though she had nothing to do with Christy’s ingenuity. “Molly’s going to love it.”

“I hope so. I hope they can keep up with her. I told Marge, Molly will probably be running the camp by the end of the summer.” Christy laughed, but Diane wondered if Christy might be right. There was a chance Molly might actually be bored at a camp for kids. Christy continued, “At least I won’t have to find someone to watch her all day for the entire summer.”

“You know she can always come here and hang out.” Even as she said the words, Diane knew that was an awful idea. Molly should be with kids her own age, enjoying her summer break, doing childhood things. And so should Christy. 

“Thanks. You’ve been so good to us. I really appreciate it.” 

For the first time Diane saw a glimmer of hope in Christy’s eyes. “It’s my pleasure. Now...” She looked around the shop. “I think we’ve sold all we’re going to for today. Why don’t you take a couple hours off before you’re due at the Windjammer.”

“Thanks, but I couldn’t do that. I haven’t mopped or wiped down the counters—”

Diane took Christy by the elbow and led her to the front door. “I insist. It’s a beautiful day, and you never take any time for yourself.”

“But I haven’t clocked out,” Christy protested. “And my purse.”

“Hold on.” Diane ran to the back of the store and grabbed the purse from the hook. She returned to the front and handed it to Christy.

“Done. Go, find a place to relax and enjoy a couple hours of solitude.”

She practically pushed Christy out the door before heading back to the kitchen. She glanced at the timeclock on the wall but didn’t punch Christy’s card. Diane had already decided that the afternoon was on her.

🌙 🌙 🌙

Christy started walking toward the Windjammer. She might as well get in a couple extra hours. She needed to get on the owner’s good side. He wasn’t local, and he wasn’t friendly or understanding. When he found out she had a child at home, he didn’t ask questions but looked at her like she was trash. 

“Don’t think you can have off every time your kid gets sick,” he said. “You shoulda thought of that before you got yourself in that boat.”

She didn’t bother correcting his assumption that she had been a teenage mom. What good would it have done? He’d made up his mind about her already. 

She tried looking for another job, but waitressing was out because of the late hours it would require, and most of the other places were operating on limited staff since it was the off-season. Now that summer was approaching, she could probably find something else, but why rock the boat at this point? Her schedule seemed to work for her and Molly, and she could always reassess after they’d been here for a while longer, and she’d gotten to know the other businesses and owners.

Except, there was no time to get to know anyone or anything. She worked from six in the morning until two in the afternoon for Diane, and then worked at the Windjammer until it closed at six in the evening. Soon, it would start staying open later, and she’d have to rely on Marge or pay a babysitter. Thank goodness Diane had suggested Christy talk to her friend, the retired newspaper owner, and the two had hit it off. Molly loved Marge, and the feeling seemed to be mutual.

Christy stopped before going into the t-shirt shop and looked up and down the street. Instead of working early, maybe Christy could take the time to check out some of the other shops. She might get lucky and actually find something better than working for Vince, pressing designs onto cheap shirts.

For the next two hours, Christy wandered through the galleries, boutique shops, and the bookstore. She made small talk with the people in the shops and got some great book suggestions at SunDial Books, if only she had time to read. How she missed reading...

She splurged on a bracelet with moon and star charms that she would put away for Molly’s birthday next month. When it was time for her to go to work, she didn’t have any new job prospects, but she felt good. For the first time in a long time, she felt like normal twenty-four-year-old. 

Camp Openings at Wallops

Wallops Island Flight Center still has limited openings in its Space Adventure Camps this summer. Camp includes meals, extra-curricular and social activities, evening events, day trips, course equipment, and supplies. The co-ed camp combines fun and learning, providing kids with the opportunities to build and launch model rockets, code and build robots, and fly drones. Campers will participate in collaborative and hands-on projects designed to develop strengths and build new skills while working with experts and going behind the scenes at the aerospace facility. For dates and more details, see the Wallops Island Space Camp website. 

Chincoteague Herald, May 20
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“I’m not sure I understand,” Christy told Mrs. Daniels, Molly’s fourth grade teacher. “She’s already the youngest child in the class. How could this be good for her?”

Christy had gone to school with a girl who was a year younger than the rest of the students, and she had never fit in. She was teased and bullied and ended up transferring to some school where nobody knew her age or circumstance.

“I know that this is highly unusual, and that Molly has only been with us for a few months, but Mr. Urbansky and I feel very strongly that this is the right move for Molly.”

“But what about everything she will miss in the fifth grade?” Christy tried to think back fourteen years, but all she could remember from that year was learning about sex education. Was there really anything all that important that happened in fifth grade?

“She would have to do some work over the summer, but for the most part, she would just pick up on everything next year without a problem. She’s years beyond her peers as it is. She’d just need to learn some new math skills, but honestly, she could probably teach the subject.”

“But sixth grade is middle school. She’s ten. Is she really ready to be thrown to the sharks?” Christy vividly remembered middle school, and her memories were not pretty.

“Well, yes, that is of some concern. She’s awfully small, and the high schoolers are going to seem like giants—”

“High schoolers? You said sixth grade. You can’t be thinking of moving her all the way into high school!” Christy felt sick. What was Mrs. Daniels thinking? She wanted to stand up and bolt from the room and might have if the teacher hadn’t gently laid her hand on Christy’s arm. 

“I’m sorry. I assumed you knew. Our middle and high schools are combined.”

“You want her to go to school with high schoolers? She would be lost in a sea of bigger kids. Kids who drive and drink and have sex and—”

“Whoa,” Mrs. Daniels said. “Let’s slow down a bit. There are fewer than three-hundred kids in the school, and almost half are middle schoolers. The school itself is small. She would not be lost. Furthermore, while there are issues there just like in any other school, these are good kids, top-notch students who go on to good colleges and military academies. Molly would fit right in.”

“She fits right in where she is,” Christy insisted.

Mrs. Daniels sat back. “Do you really believe that? How often does Molly talk about her friends?”

Christy pressed her lips together and thought about it. “Well, she talks about her classes, science and math mostly, and what she’s learning.” Actually, what she already knows and has to patiently sit through while everyone else learns it, Christy thought. “And she talks about her friend, um...” She tried to come up with a name or two but drew a blank. 

Shaking her head, Mrs. Daniels breathed in and out through her nose. “She doesn’t have any. I hate to say it, but she doesn’t have a single friend. She eats lunch alone every day, usually reading a book, and she never engages with any of the kids at recess. She either reads or does homework. She gravitates toward any and all adults who enter the room. The volunteers love her because she’s such a big help, but the other children are intimidated by her. Have you paid attention to the way she talks?”

“What do you mean?” They’d moved to the island from Central Maryland, not far from NASA, and she didn’t think they had any kind of accent.

“She doesn’t talk like a ten-year-old. She converses like an adult. The kids don’t...” She inhaled and thought for a moment. “They aren’t able to communicate with her. She’s years ahead of them. To be honest, Christy, sixth grade probably isn’t advanced enough for Molly.”

Christy sat back against the hard, wooden chair and stared at the teacher. She felt like she’d had the wind knocked out of her, but she couldn’t disagree. She knew that Molly was academically superior to her peers, but to move her up a grade? She needed to talk to her mother. She needed to talk to Fred. She didn’t know what to think or say or do. How was she supposed to process this? How was she supposed to make the right decision when, to her, Molly was just her little sister?

Mrs. Daniels patted her hand. “I know it’s a lot to take in. Why don’t you take a few days to think it over? Talk to Molly. I’m sure Mr. Urbansky would be happy to talk to you, too. I bet we could arrange for you to visit the school, take a tour, sit in on one of Molly’s potential classes.”

Christy just nodded. Her mind was in a fog. She stood quietly, thanked Mrs. Daniels, and promised to get back to her. The drive to the Windjammer was a blur, as was the rest of the afternoon.

🌙 🌙 🌙

The morning sun shone through the kitchen window, and the heavenly smell of freshly baked doughnuts filled the air. Diane once thought she’d tire of the smell, but it never got old. 

“Have you heard anything about the camp scholarship?” she asked Christy as they filled the case with freshly baked doughnuts. The young woman had been lost in thought ever since she arrived. 

“Yes and no. I got a call from Mr. Patterson saying I would be receiving some paperwork in the mail.” Christy shrugged. “Nothing yet.”

“Oh, you know how the mail is these days. It’ll be here today or tomorrow. Or next week.” She made a face trying to get Christy to smile, but she didn’t seem to notice. “Is there something bothering you, Christy?”

Eyes, fraught with weariness, blinked once then twice, and Christy pressed her lips together until they turned white. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course, you can. I’ve always told you that I’m here if you need anything or want to talk.” Diane closed the case and motioned with her head. “Come on. Coffee time.” She picked up two mugs and filled them with hot coffee, then topped them both off with a bit of French vanilla cream. It was the only way she drank her coffee, unless it was a pleasant evening with friends and there was alcohol on hand. She’d gotten Christy hooked on the cream as well.

They took a seat at the counter, and Diane checked the time on the coffee-and-doughnut-decorated clock on the wall. They had everything ready for opening with fifteen minutes to spare. She waited patiently while Christy blew on her coffee a few times then took a sip. She put the mug back down and looked outside toward the street. Diane was tempted to ask her again if anything was bothering her, but the answer to that was obvious.

After a very deep inhale, Christy spoke, never taking her eyes from the window. She slowly repeated the conversation with Molly’s teacher, the worry on her face becoming more evident as she spoke. The poor child looked ten years older than she was. When she finished, Diane took a long drink and sat back, trying to come up with the best advice. Never having had any children of her own, solutions to these types of problems sometimes came easily to her as they often do when you’ve no skin in the game. But other times, she had to draw on the bits and pieces of intellect she’d gleaned from years of watching other families tackle issues.

Much as Christy did, Diane took a deep breath and blew it out before asking, “What does Molly think?”

Christy’s eyes widened in surprise. “I... I haven’t asked her.”

It was Diane’s turn to be surprised. “Why not? She’s the one who’s going to have to live with the decision.”

Christy shook her head. “She’s a child. She can’t possibly know the ramifications of her decision.”

“Based on what her teacher said, and on what you know as her sister and in loco parentis, do you really think she’d make a decision through the same thought process as a normal child?”

Christy’s face reddened as she snapped, “She is a normal child.”

Diane felt the sting as if she’d been slapped and reproached herself for her careless use of words. “Yes, of course she is.” Then she rethought the carelessness. “And she’s not.”

The percolating coffee machine seemed as loud as a train whistle as the two women sat staring at each other. Finally, Christy’s features softened, and she slowly shook her head. 

“I know,” she said with a sigh. “She’s not really normal. At ten, I was still coloring and reading Nancy Drew. Molly makes rockets out of straws and paper towel rolls and reads Scientific American.” She looked down at her hands. “I get it. I get what her teacher is saying. Up until recently, it never occurred to me that the conversations Molly and I have are not the kinds of things a normal ten-year-old talks about—dwarf stars and the theory of gravitational pull and the possibility of life on one of Jupiter’s moons. Those types of topics were frequently discussed at the dinner table, so of course, Molly would know about those things and talk about them. But yesterday, the whole time I was hanging up shirts and folding swim trunks at the store, I kept thinking about the things I did at her age, and I realized Molly isn’t at all like other kids, and it’s not just because her father introduced her to all this stuff.” She threw up her hands as though they held and released all the things her stepfather had taught them. “She knows what she’s talking about. She gets it. She’s years beyond other kids her age or even older ones.”

Diane sat quietly and listened, letting Christy give more examples of Molly’s advanced intellect. She nodded and made the proper noises when necessary but let
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