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“A beautiful account of the love and healing support of community!”

Island of Miracles, Chandi Owen, Author

“I can already see the Hallmark Channel movie!”

Island of Miracles, Anne, Goodreads

“[Amy] draws you in to the lives of her characters...she paints the picture so eloquently it’s almost like you are there. 

Island of Promise, Cindy, Amazon

“I love Amy Schisler’s books. I cried tears of both sadness and joy while reading this. I read this book in a day!” 

Island of Promise, Mitzi Mead, Goodreads

“The romance was pure, refreshing, and beautiful, completely believable and just the right level of sweet.  At the same time it was heady and exhilarating–in short: it felt like falling in love–and I was delighted by it.”  

Seeking Tranquility, Jessica Castillo, Catholic 365

“Five stars—I was truly blown away by this story and loved every second of it!.”  

Seeking Tranquility, Cassie, Goodreads

“Part love story, part mystery, Seeking Sugar and Spice is mixed with plenty of ingredients for a sweet and spicy summer read..”  

Seeking Sugar and Spice, Mary, Amazon

Praise for Award-Winning, Whispering Vines 

“The heartbreaking, endearing, charming, and romantic scenes will surely inveigle you to keep reading.”

Serious Reading Book Review

“Schisler's writing is a verbal masterpiece of art.”

Alexa Jacobs, Author & President of Maryland Romance Writers
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Dedication
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To all readers, everyone, especially those who have been supporting me and buying my books. I write to entertain. I write to tell stories. I write to bring the people and places in my imagination to life. I write to release tears in myself and others, and I write to surprise us all. Thank you for allowing me to do so.

“No tears in the writer, no tears in the reader. No surprise in the writer, no surprise in the reader.”
—Robert Frost
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School Notes - Harvard University Announces Top Prospective Graduates, Local Student Makes List

Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Office of Academic Affairs of Harvard University has announced the top students projected to graduate this spring. Honorees include Emily Abbot, School of Public Health, Falmouth, Maine; Dustin Howard, School of Arts and Sciences, Sheridan, Illinois; Molly McLane, School of Arts and Sciences, Chincoteague, Virginia; Robert Shepherd, School of Engineering and Applied Sciences,  Atlanta, Georgia; and Alexandra Wilson, Harvard Business School, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Rankings will be announced prior to Commencement. 

The Chincoteague Herald, May 1
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Chapter One
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Opportunities, blossoming with promises of wealth and notoriety, dangled before Molly in this season of growth and change, yet she remained a tree trapped in winter, stunted in the ability to embrace the possibilities of new life. 

“Graduation’s just a few days away,” Christy told her sister. “And we’re all set. Dr. Johnson will drive everyone to the airport, and we depart at eleven-thirty-five. We’ll be there in plenty of time to get to the reception. Did you find a dress?”

Molly made a face that her sister quickly picked up on, even on her small screen. 

“I saw that.” Christy said. “You didn’t get a dress, did you? What about for graduation?”

Molly sighed. “I haven’t had time. Besides, I’ll have my cap and gown on.”

“For graduation, not the reception. Do you want me to bring you something?”

Molly pushed back her chair to look down at her ever-changing, just shy of eighteen-years-old body. Christy, even after two babies, was tall and slim with blonde waves and sparkling blue eyes. Molly wasn’t short, but she wasn’t close to tall. She wasn’t overweight, and not being model thin was okay with her, but her body had yet to fully develop, a collection of large and small bumps in all the wrong places. Her brown hair was flat and straight and worn mostly in a braid down her back. Even three years of college hadn’t succeeded in making her a normal, style-aware, shopping mall-crazy teen. 

“Mol? Earth to Molly.”

Molly looked back at her laptop. Christy grinned, and Molly sighed again. She did that a lot when talking to her sister.

“Whatever. If you insist on bringing me clothes, I won’t argue with you.”

“Great. Hey, Jared just walked in. Say hi.”

Molly’s brother-in-law smiled as his face filled the screen on her laptop. 

“Hey, Molly. How’s it going? Still taking the science world by storm?”

“That’s you with your award-winning textbooks.”

“Nobody pays attention to textbook awards,” Jared said, taking the phone from Christy.

“They should,” Molly told him, planting her elbows on her desk and resting her chin on her fists. “Everything okay back home?”

“Everything’s perfect. Except that you’re up there. We’re looking forward to you being home for a while, but don’t worry. We won’t try to talk you out of one of those high-dollar jobs you’ve been offered just because we miss you.”

Molly squirmed, those offers hanging heavily above her, threatening to fall and rot at her feet if she didn’t make a decision. 

“Yeah, well, if I want any job, I need to pass my last final. I better go.” Better to avoid the subject than talk about her looming future.

“Good luck, but you don’t need it. You’re going to ace the final and wow everyone with your valedictory speech.”

“I have to beat out Dustin first. Our GPAs are really close.”

“You’ve got this. Now, go study. I’ll tell Christy you said goodbye. Nicky just woke up from his nap, and Sally will be home from school any minute.”

“Okay, thanks, Jared. I’ll see you on Friday.”

“See you then, Molly.”

Jared ended the call, and Molly closed the app on her computer. She stared at the folder that was open on her screen revealing all the tempting propositions she’d received—SpaceX, Blue Origin, SRI, NASA, even the US Space Force, among others. How was she going to break the news to everyone that she hadn’t accepted any of them and didn’t know if she would? The Tree of Knowledge had been gifted to her from birth, and she feared the consequences of tasting its fruit.

***
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“To Molly,” Dr. Johnson said, holding up a glass of champagne. 

Molly smiled and clinked her glass of sparkling cider with everyone else’s glasses of sparkling wine. She didn’t care that she was the only person in her graduating class not even close to the legal drinking age. She’d never been one to care about drinking or smoking pot. She understood the effect those things had on the brain, and her brain was what made her who she was, even if she’d been thinking lately that she didn’t really know who that was anymore.  

“Your speech was beautiful,” Diane told Molly.

“Thanks. I wasn’t sure anyone would like it. I mean, I was worried, because of my age, nobody would take me seriously.”

“Molly,” Dr. Johnson admonished. “People have been taking you seriously for a long time. I’ll never forget the day Jared dragged me into his office and made me listen to your ideas for the satellite you wanted the interns to build. I wasn’t sure even I understood half of what you said, but you knew what you were talking about.” He went on to reminisce how, at ten, Molly was far beyond the center’s space camp, and Christy and Diane chimed in with their own memories of her as a child prodigy.

“I wish our parents were here,” Christy said wistfully. It wasn’t often that she referred to their mom and Molly’s dad that way—even though Fred had adopted Christy—and the acknowledgment made Molly smile. Fred McLane may not have been Christy’s biological father, but he’d loved both his daughter and stepdaughter fiercely. 

“Me, too,” Molly said, leaning in to give her sister a seated hug. 

“So, Molly, have you told Jared and Christy your plans for the summer yet?” Dr. Johnson asked.

“Plans for the summer?” Christy repeated, looking at Molly. “You’re coming home for a few weeks before heading to Seattle or Houston or wherever your job takes you, aren’t you?”

Molly shot Dr. Johnson a look, but he raised his eyebrows and dipped his chin in a way that told her he already knew she hadn’t said anything and needed to come clean. Molly felt temperature in the restaurant rise despite the Boston chill of early May. 

“Well, I, um...” She looked at Jared’s mentor for help, but he tilted his head to the side and waited for her to continue.

“Salad with ranch dressing,” the waiter said, setting a plate in front of Molly and giving her a moment’s reprieve.

Once the salads were served and little Nicky happily munched on a sliced cucumber, everyone bowed their heads, and Jared led them in prayer. It was something Molly rarely did anymore. Pray in public, that is. She’d learned to keep her religion to herself and ignore the jabs from her enlightened classmates whenever anyone brought up the subject. Praying privately, though, was something she’d been doing an awful lot of lately. At that moment, she was praying they could get through the weekend without any more mention of her summer plans. 
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“Out with it, Squirt,” Christy said once the two of them were alone in Molly’s dorm room, a luxury the  college senior was allowed because of her age. Christy helped Molly finish packing while Nicky slept in Molly’s bed and Sally colored at her desk. Jared was giving Simon and Diane a tour of the campus, his Alma Mater, and now Molly’s as well.  

“Out with what?”  Molly paid close attention to the sweater she was folding and refolding. 

“What’s going on with you and Dr. Johnson? Your summer plans?” Christy said with an edge to her voice.

“Well, you know that he wanted me to intern at Wallops this summer, help him with some research, help Jared with his M29, work on the Antares they’re sending up in August, stuff like that.”

“And?”

“And I think I’m going to work at the café instead, like I did a few years ago when I helped Holly part-time. Only this time, I’ll work full-time for Holly and not work at Wallops.”

Christy stood frozen as she looked at her sister. It took several minutes for her to speak.

“Not work at Wallops? Why? You’ve been working there officially since you were fifteen, and unofficially for longer than that. That college graduate internship is a sought-after prize. Besides, Holly doesn’t need more help. She already has Diego, and she’s hiring a new pastry chef.”

“She still needs more help for the summer, and I like hanging out at the café.”

Christy shook her head. “Let me get this straight. You’ve been offered a $200,000 starting salary by both Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk as well as the biggest internship at Wallops for the next few months, and you’re going to spend your time making sandwiches and wiping down tables instead?”

“You know, working at the café was good enough for you when it was the doughnut shop.” Molly tossed the sweater into her suitcase and folded her arms, locking eyes with Christy. 

“I didn’t have a choice. I didn’t even have a degree yet, and I had you to take care of. Jared thought you were going to work at Wallops with him. You were going to be his intern. He’s got an important probe going to the moon this summer, and he was counting on you. You’d make good money as an intern while you decide where you want to go permanently.”

“I’ll make good money at the café once the summer gets rolling, and I don’t know that I want to do anything permanently. I don’t even know what permanently looks like yet!”

“You won’t make what you’d be making at Wallops or SpaceX for Heaven’s sake. My gosh, Molly. You don’t have to take a job and stay there forever, but you need a career. That’s why you went to Harvard to begin with. What’s going on in that mega brain of yours?”

“This mega brain of mine needs a break. Don’t you get that?”

“A break? From what? Reading textbooks and writing papers that you probably composed in your sleep?”

“Yeah, exactly. That’s all I do. I read textbooks and write papers and attend lectures on jet propulsion and structural design while solving calculus problems that Eratosthenes and Anaxagoras could never have dreamed of.”

“Who?”

“Never mind. The point is, learning and studying and being that student is all I’ve ever done, ever been. I need to do something different, be something different, something I’ve never done before.”

“Molly! You’re not even eighteen! Do you have any idea how many things you’ve never done before? You have your whole life for that. But you have to have a job and money and security—”

“I get it!” Molly yelled. “When Mom and Dad died, they left us without any of that. I know. I remember how hard you worked to take care of us, how you had to drop out of school, how we had to sell our house and move to the beach house and work for Diane to make ends meet. I know that. I was there, too.”

“Then what is it you don’t get about needing to be secure and have money and a stable life?”

Christy huffed while crossing and uncrossing her arms. Sally’s eyes were wide as she looked up at them, Nicky stirred, and Molly took a deep breath before speaking.

“I do get it,” she said quietly. “I know I need a job and stability and that I have to accept one of these offers. I get it. I just...” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “I just...”

Christy waited, a tight frown on her face and one foot tapping the floor between them.

Molly looked up at her sister and tried to convey her feelings with her eyes. Realizing Christy was the one who didn’t get it, Molly inhaled and let out a long, agonizing breath.

“For one summer, I just want to be normal.”

It took several seconds for Christy’s face to soften and her eyes to go misty. She reached for her little sister and pulled her into a hug. Molly melted in her arms.

“Oh, Mol. You are normal. You’re just abnormally smart. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Molly felt her own eyes begin to water. She took several calming breaths and pulled back so she could look at Christy.

“For one summer, just for a few short months, I don’t want to be smart. I just want to be a teenager and nothing more. Can I have this one summer, please? Then I promise, I’ll take one of the jobs I’ve been offered. I’ve already talked to HR everywhere. I told them I wouldn’t be making a decision until the fall, and you know what? They’re actually okay with that. And you know why? Because I’m not normal. 

“I’m not just any candidate looking for a job, and they know that. I know that. What I need to know is that I can be a normal person, live a normal life, and not be expected to be the next Katherine Johnson and ensure the safety of rockets and space vehicles with everyone holding their breath while I solve the problems nobody else can. Do you know the kind of pressure that puts on a kid? A kid, Christy. I may be a Harvard grad, but even I know that I’m still a kid, and I want to be a real kid for just one summer of my life before I have to become a real adult with real-world problems at the age of eighteen.”

Christy took a long, deep breath, held it, then let it out. 

“Jared talks about his childhood sometimes and how he never had any real friends and never did the things other kids did. Some of that was because of Witness Protection, but mostly, it was because he wasn’t like other kids. He wonders sometimes how you’re able to handle it all. I guess we all just assumed that it came easily for you.”

Molly shrugged. “At times, it does. But that doesn’t mean I don’t know what I’ve missed out on. I’ve never even been on a date. Did you know that? No twenty-one year-old wants to take out a fifteen or sixteen-year-old. I got that, and it didn’t really bother me. I was there to learn, not to date or party. But still...”

“You’d like to go on a date, attend a party, hang out with kids your own age.”

Molly nodded. “I would. I really would.”

After one more hug, Christy agreed. “But we might need to talk about the partying and dating and all that before you start going out.” She was smiling, but Molly saw the concern in her eyes.

“Don’t worry, Sis. I’ve still got my mega brain to guide me.”

***
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“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Johnson.” Dustin Howard shook hands with the man he was surprised to recognize walking across the campus. 

“Likewise, Dustin. I didn’t think we’d meet in person for another week.” Dr. Johnson gestured to the woman beside him. “This is my wife, Diane. We’re getting a tour of the campus.”

“Oh,” Dustin’s heart sunk. “I thought, perhaps, you were here for graduation.”

“I am. Dr. Stevenson’s sister-in-law graduated. In fact, you must know her. Molly McLane. Jared, this is Dustin Howard, your new intern.”

Dustin’s heart stopped sinking and began to pound. He had to work at keeping his expression even. He swallowed and breathed deeply through his nose, avoiding the temptation to wipe the sweat from his hand as he extended it. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Stevenson. Molly and I, um, we’re well acquainted.”

Dr. Stevenson frowned as he took a step forward and shook Dustin’s hand. “Well acquainted?”

The man didn’t look like he spent too many hours lifting weights or punching a leather bag—with his thick glasses and gangly build—but his expression and hard clench of Dustin’s hand was enough to make Dustin catch his breath.

“We’ve been in almost all the same classes since freshman year. She,” he stopped and swallowed again. “She beat me out for valedictorian.”

“Well,” Dr. Johnson said as Dustin continued to eye Dr. Stevenson. “It’s too bad, then, that Molly has turned down my offer as an intern. The two of you would’ve made quite a team.”

Dustin blinked as he turned his gaze toward his future supervisor. “Turned down the internship?”

“Yes. I had hoped to have both of you at Wallops this summer, working under Jared. I mean, Dr. Stevenson here, but Molly has made other plans.”

Dustin stopped the dismissive sound before it escaped his nostrils. “I see. Well, I hope that doesn’t jeopardize my position.”

“On the contrary. Dr. Stevenson and I are looking forward to seeing what contributions you can make in our endeavor to study more of the moon.”

At that moment, Dr. Johnson’s earlier words sunk in. Molly’s brother-in-law was also a scientist at Wallops and was going to be his supervisor. Dustin lifted himself a bit taller and looked up at Dr. Stevenson, a tall man with dark curly hair and steely blue eyes behind his glasses, just an inch or so taller than Dustin. 

“I need to go find my dad, but it was a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Stevenson and Mrs. Johnson. I look forward to working with you. Dr. Johnson, it was nice to finally meet you off-screen.” Dustin shook everyone’s hands again and smiled as they all said goodbye, then he turned to go, not letting the scowl take over his features until he was sure it wouldn’t be seen.  

That child had been a royal pain in his posterior since the day she walked into their first class three years prior. He was overjoyed to hear that she had turned down the internship. He didn’t even care about the rumors that she’d been offered some of the most coveted jobs in the universe for his peers. He had those same offers and was pretty sure he knew which one he was going to take. As long as he didn’t have to deal with her anymore, life was good.

“Molly turned down the internship?” he heard Dr. Stevenson.”

“Simon, you weren’t supposed to say anything,” Mrs. Johnson admonished her husband, and Dustin’s grin widened.

***
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Molly frowned as she read the text again. She was sitting at the gate, trying to ignore the anxious expressions and constant whispering between Jared and Christy. Neither was happy with her decision, but she didn’t care. It was her life, and she was getting ready to turn eighteen, so she had the right to make her own decisions. Only now, she was wondering if she’d been wrong about working at the café. She texted back to her best friend, Anya.

What???? Why not???

She watched the dots dance on the screen, her anxiety growing with each passing second.

I’m getting a job here for the summer. Jake doesn’t want me to go so far away.

Molly closed her eyes and told herself to stay calm, but before she knew what she was doing, her fingers were feverously tapping the screen, and words were multiplying faster than she could think them through.

Jake isn’t worth it. IMO, he’s a jerk, and he’s just your first love, a high school sweetheart. But we’ve been BFFs for six years. Let me guess. He says that he’ll break up with you or find someone else if you go. Am I right? FWIW, I gave up a good internship to spend my summer hanging out with you at work and on the beach. IDK and IDC what you do. It’s your life to screw up. 

By the time Molly hit send, tears were sliding down her cheeks, and everyone else was picking up their bags to begin boarding. Molly stood and hoisted her backpack onto her shoulders.

“Hey,” Christy said. “You okay?”

Molly nodded. “Just some big changes coming, you know?”

“It’s going to be okay, Mol. We’ll figure things out together.”

Without answering, Molly followed the rest of the group onto the plane. Was she the one screwing up her life? Was she throwing away a good job and good experience just to act like some stupid teenager like Anya? What was so great about being a teen anyway? Or having a boyfriend? Or a first kiss? Once Molly made up her mind about her future job, she would be entering a whole new life, and none of that kid’s stuff would matter anyway.

One thing Molly knew for sure. She wasn’t going to tell anyone if she had regrets about working at the café. She didn’t need to hear any I-told-you-sos. She would make the best of it and use her downtime to make future plans. She didn’t need a best friend for that. Anya wouldn’t get it anyway. She had the advantage of being normal.

***
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“Welcome back!” Diego beamed as he and Molly high-fived each other. “This place is no fun without you.” He was pouring oil onto the cooktop behind the counter to prep it for the day. 

“Hey, watch yourself,” Holly said, playfully punching her young employee in the arm. 

“Sorry, Holly. It’s not that I don’t enjoy working for you. It’s just that Molly and I are, you know, close to the same age. That’s all.”

“Uh-huh. I guess thirty is ancient,” Holly said, walking around the counter to give Molly a hug. “For the record, I agree with Diego. I’m so excited you’re back for the summer before you head off to galaxies far, far away where no man—or woman—has gone before.”

“Um, thanks? Though you’re mixing catchphrases. Star Wars and Star Trek are two different franchises.”

Diego laughed as Holly sighed. “Glad to see you haven’t changed, Molly.”

Molly wasn’t sure that was a good thing, but whatever. She was happy to be back working with Diego and Holly. Though she only worked part-time the previous summer, she and Diego worked well together, and Holly was always easy going, which made work fun. 

“I heard you’re expecting,” Molly said to her boss and good friend of her sister. “Congratulations.” 

“Thanks,” Holly said with a wide grin, her hand moving instinctively to her swelling stomach. “It took us forever, and we’re so excited, but I’m exhausted all the time. I don’t know how Taylor did this with a little one at home.”

“Yeah, that’s one of the reasons I’m glad to be home for a while. Christy has her hands full.”

“Well, if you ever need time off to help, just let me know. I can’t imagine having two under six and working odd hours as a homecare nurse. Thank Heaven she has Diane and Marge to help out.”

“Hey, are you two going to keep gabbing or work?” Diego gestured toward the table where three women, one older and two middle aged, had just taken their seats.

Molly’s face lit up. “I’ll get their orders,” she said, hurrying over to the ladies while tying her apron around her waist.

“Hi, Miss Kayla! Hey, Miss Kate, Mrs. Kelly. How are y’all?”

“Molly! Welcome home,” Miss Kayla said, rising to give her a hug. “Congratulations. I heard you took Harvard by storm.”

“Thanks. I’m glad to be home.”

“Nick says you’ve had all kinds of exciting offers. He and Taylor brag about you as though you’re their own.” 

Molly grinned. “Yeah, well, Nick’s kind of the love of my life, you know.”

“You are still talked about by everyone on the island,” Miss Kate said. “The way you broke that case years ago when the restaurants were being vandalized. That’s the stuff of legend.”

Molly knew how much the whole family loved Nick, the best friend of Kayla’s husband, Zach, who Molly adored as much as she adored Nick. Nick was the police officer who found Kayla’s son, Todd, and rescued him after he’d been kidnapped when he was a little boy.  

“What about these big jobs of yours?” Miss Kayla’s mother, Ronnie, asked. “Which one are you going to take?”

Molly pressed her lips together. “Honestly, Mrs. Kelly, I don’t know. They’re all great offers, but I can’t decide. For now, I’m working here this summer and hoping to be norm-, to relax on the beach while pondering my future.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” Mrs. Kelly said. “I hope you have a fabulous summer.”

“Thanks. Hey, Miss Kayla, are Todd and EJ home for the summer? What are they up to?”

“You know, I always forget that you had classes with both boys. Todd’s home for the summer and heads back to Old Dominion in the fall. He’s studying forensics. EJ’s home now but not for long,” his mother said wistfully. “He ships out in two weeks, so he has to be back on base next week.”

“Where is he stationed?”

“Mobile, Alabama, right now, completing his aviation training, then who knows. Once this upcoming mission is over, he’ll get his transfer papers, and he could be sent anywhere a pilot is needed.” 

“I guess that’s hard on you.”

“Sure, but it’s the life he wanted, and I’m happy for him. He followed his uncle and grandfather to the Coast Guard Academy, but he’s making his own path as a pilot.”

Molly thought about that and was reminded that she had a lot to think about concerning her own future.

“Oh, Molly,” Kate Kelly said. “One of the guys at the station has a birthday coming up, and Aaron wants to order coffee and doughnuts for everyone. Can I take care of that for him while I’m here?”

“You sure can, and I’m sure you know that the Coast Guard gets a discount,” Molly told her cheerfully.

Miss Kate shook her head. “Aaron doesn’t want a discount. He doesn’t like to do that to the local businesses.”

“Commander Kelly does more for this island than the local businesses could ever repay. Between rescuing boaters, helping during storms, and just being there to assist in any crisis, he and his fellow Coasties deserve more than a discount.”

“That’s very kind of you and Holly, but please, just charge him whatever you’d charge me. When you get a chance, bring me the order form, and I’ll fill it out over breakfast.”

“Sure, and thank you. I came to take your orders. What can I get for y’all?” 

“You don’t need to do that,” Mrs. Kelly said. “We can order at the counter like everyone else.”

“I know,” Molly said. “But I want to do it.”

They thanked her and ordered. Then Molly took the ticket to Diego while she made their assortment of coffees.

The rest of the day went pretty much the same as it started. Molly saw lots of people she knew, inquired about others she’d gone to school with before transferring for high school, and heard about the achievements and accomplishments of many of the kids who grew up on the island. It was weird to think that kids she went to school with—like Todd, with whom she was in fifth grade when she first bumped up—were just graduating from high school or only a year into college. Where did she fit in? 
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“Jared, why are you hiding in here?” Simon asked, poking his head into the cluttered storeroom. Shelves lined the walls, overflowing with mechanical parts, wires, rotors, and a vast array of technical gadgets. 

“I can’t find the parts for the particle detectors.”

“For the M29 sat?”

“Yeah,” Jared stood and looked at his mentor and longtime friend. He pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. “I was positive I had them in my office yesterday.”

“I doubt anyone would move them.”  

“That’s what I thought, but they’re gone. The whole box I put together. I was going to have my intern, Justin, start assembling them.”

“It’s Dustin,” Simon corrected him. “Have you asked him if he saw them?”

Jared shook his head but answered, “Yes, and he didn’t know what I was talking about.”

“Dr. Johnson,” a voice said from the hallway.

“Yes, Ellen?”

“There’s a call for you from Houston.”

“Go ahead,” Jared told him. “I’ll keep looking.”

Simon walked away, and Jared scratched his head. He knew he had those parts for his satellite. Where could they have gone?

Dr. Ethan Edwards joins the Island Clinic

University of Virginia graduate and former resident of Richmond, Virginia, Ethan Edwards, has joined the Island Clinic as a Pediatric General Practitioner. He recently finished his residency at the Children’s Hospital of Richmond. He has two sisters who reside in the Richmond area near his parents, Richard and Judy. His grandmother, Arlene, has been a resident of Chincoteague for almost twenty years, having moved here when her husband, William, joined the Island Dental Group. Dr. Edwards will begin seeing patients immediately. 
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“Welcome aboard, Dr. Edwards. I’m Jenny.” The embroidery on her lab coat read, Dr. J. Murray. He took her hand, which was small but strong, and he wondered how long she had been a doctor. She looked young, and her hands didn’t look or feel as though they’d been exposed to constant washing with harsh soaps.

“Are you new, too?” He asked.

Jenny laughed. “That depends upon what you mean by new. I’ve been here about six months. I graduated a semester early from college by doubling up my classes, and I finished my residency a few months ago. Technically, I’m still new to the clinic, but I grew up on the island and volunteered here when they needed an extra hand. So new is a relative term.”

“Nice to meet you, old but new Jenny.” He returned her friendly smile. I’m not sure where to begin,” he admitted as the familiar scent of antiseptic reached his nose. 

“No worries. You’re our first official pediatrician, and we’re happy to have you here. I’ve just taken over for Dr. Swann, who was the GP and only doctor on staff, but retirement called.” She kept talking as she refilled her travel coffee cup, covered with stickers from campgrounds and vacation spots. “As you know, we’re the smallest rural health center on Virginia’s Eastern Shore, and we have a growing population on the island. I’m glad the board brought in a second doctor when Lorilee moved, though she was an outstanding PA. Joanne’s a fabulous NP, and we’re lucky to have her, along with two great part-time nurses, Steph and Paula. There’s not an overwhelming demand for more licensed bodies here, but that doesn’t mean summer won’t be crazy for all of us.”

Ethan smiled but wondered, is she always this talkative? 

“Okay. So, what do I do to get started?” he asked, feeling impatient.

“Stacey’s our administrative assistant, receptionist, and jill-of-all-trades. She’ll take you to our office and go over the schedule. We’re sharing the space. I hope that’s okay. I’m not sure how much they told you in your interview, but as you can see, it’s pretty tight in here. There’s Joanne.” She gestured to the woman he saw go into an exam room, “She’s our NP, and she’ll get you up to speed on the medical stuff. She’s been here for a while. And remember this.” Jenny paused until he gave her his full attention, forcing himself to stop looking at the outdated equipment and vast wall of cabinets with paper files. “Do whatever she, Paula, and Steph tell you. In medical school, we’re taught that we’re in charge, we have all the knowledge, and what we say goes. It didn’t take me long to figure out that we doctors take our marching orders from the nurses. If you didn’t figure that out as a resident, then it’s time for you to get up to speed. We’re a small clinic, but we’re all the island citizens have. Always listen to the nurse practitioner and nurses, and do what they say. Got it?”

Who is this woman? I graduated from a top school and did my residency at one of the best children’s hospitals in the nation. Sure, nurses are valuable, but seriously? 

Jenny cleared her throat. “Any questions?” Her narrowed hazel green eyes and watermelon-colored pursed lips made him blush as though she had read his mind.

“No, I’m good. Thanks for the info.”

She looked at him for another moment before nodding and calling to Stacey to “take him to our office and show him the ropes.” 

This was going to be an interesting place to work. 

Several hours later, Ethan was exhausted and missing Richmond.

“Not a bad first day,” Joanne said. “Things were pretty slow.”

“Slow?” Ethan asked, almost choking on the word. “I saw nineteen patients in person, did five tele-med appointments, and barely ate lunch.”

“And you have three phone messages from parents you’ll need to answer before you leave. Do you need a refresher from Stacey on how to access them?”

Ethan opened his mouth but couldn’t find the words. He took a deep breath and tried again. 

“Without sounding like a wimp, can I ask how this was a slow day?”

Joanne laughed. “All spring colds, minor accidents, a few well checks, and some camp physicals. Believe me, that’s a slow day. Just wait another few weeks for summer to begin. Then you’ll see what a busy day is like, especially if we have any emergencies where the Coast Guard has to bring in boating victims, or the lifeguards pull someone from the water, or someone gets too close to a pony. We never know what we’ll be facing during the high season.”

Ethan’s jaw dropped, and Joanne laughed.  “Welcome to the world with one pediatrician on staff. Consider yourself lucky. Up until now, we had one PA, one NP, and an RN, no doctors at all. We’re moving up in the world.”

As he watched Joanne walk away, Ethan had a whole new appreciation for the nurses, as Jenny practically predicted, and he wondered what he’d gotten himself into.

Before she was out of sight, Joanne turned back to him. “By the way, every Tuesday night, there’s trivia at Uno Taco, Dos Mojitos. You should come. It’s a great way to meet other people on the island. It starts at seven, but we go early for dinner just to get a table. It’s always packed. The food is great, so come hungry.”

“Trivia night?”

“Yeah, our team is called The I-V Leaguers. Get it? Seriously, you should come.”

“Um, maybe. I don’t know.”

“Be there, or be square, Dr. Edwards.”

Ethan shook his head and thought, no way, no how. But as he was walking to his car, after spending thirty minutes trying to talk a mother off the ledge whose child had swallowed a blood tick, he began thinking that a cold beer, a hot taco, and a round of fun might not be so bad.
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“Seriously?” Molly asked. “Why should I go?” She stood with her arms crossed and scrunched her features together at the suggestion, though EJ couldn’t see her on the other end of the phone.

“Because I’m only home for two weeks, and this is what Lizzie and our little brothers want to do, and we want you to join us. Come on. You might actually have fun.”

“With a group of people who think they have all the answers but only know what little they glean from watching Jeopardy or doing crossword puzzles?”

EJ’s sigh resonated through the phone as distinctively as the squealing wheels of the T Molly could hear from her dorm on exceptionally quiet nights. “Look, Molly, when we were in school, you never let yourself have fun. I imagine boarding school and college were the same. Just for one night, go out with Todd, Lizzie, Ben, and me, and see what it’s like to have a night of fun.”

“Did your mother put you up to this? I mean, it’s not like we hung out or anything.”

“Did you hang out with anyone other than those other science geeks from Wallops? Come on. Give it a try.”

He had a point. Lots of them, though she took exception to Chloe and Avi being called geeks. She did say she wanted to be normal for once in her life, and she knew that lots of her classmates had gone to trivia pretty regularly, so it seemed like the cool thing to do. 

“Okay, I’ll go. But I get final say on the answers.” She could practically hear his eyes roll. 

“Fine, but we’re a team. We discuss the answers. Got it?”

“Yeah, whatever. Thanks.” She hung up and looked at herself in the mirror. “What does one wear to trivia night?” she asked herself out loud.

“Trivia night?” Christy poked her head into the room. “Are you actually going out and doing something that regular people do for fun?”

Molly sighed. “I guess so. You didn’t tell Miss Kayla to have EJ call me and invite me out, did you?”

“I did not,” Christy solemnly answered. “But it’s nice that he did. I don’t remember you being friends with anyone here when you were in high school.”

“That’s because I wasn’t friends with anyone here in high school. They were all years older and many IQ points under me, and I was away at school most of the time. I have no idea why he even asked. I saw his mom and grandmother yesterday and asked about what he and Todd were up to. I can’t help but think one of them had something to do with this.”

“Well, whether they did or not, I’m glad you’re going. So, what are you going to wear?”

Turning back to her wide-open closet, Molly blew a puff of air. “That might be the hardest question I’ll hear all night.”
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“Hey, Molly, I can’t believe you’re here.” A guy from middle school—she thought his name was Rob—sat down beside Molly and smiled at her. She wasn’t sure why he was talking to her. They’d never been friends.  

“EJ asked me to come, but I haven’t seen him or any of his group yet. I figured I’d save the table.” 

The table had a light wooden top with legs painted a bright blue. All other table legs and the chairs were also brightly painted in pink, yellow, blue, or green. The booths around the perimeter of the room were brilliantly decorated with village scenes reminiscent of small Mexican towns. The smell of fresh tortillas was so strong, Molly could almost taste them. Uno Taco, Dos Mojitos had always been one of her favorite places, and she was happy it hadn’t changed. 

“So, you’re on their team?”

“I guess so. I mean, they asked. Whose team are you on?” She fingered the straw in her iced tea, not confident in her ability to hold an interesting conversation that didn’t involve science or space or the latest mystery she was reading. The sounds of clamoring voices, clanging pots, and clattering utensils carried from the nearby kitchen. 

“Just a bunch of guys from school. We get together now and then when we’re all home and do whatever there is to do. If it’s a Tuesday, we’re here.”

“How often do you get home?”

“Pretty often. I only live an hour away. Sometimes I meet up with them just because I have nothing better to do.”

Molly frowned and tried to imagine such a boring existence. A group of guys entered the bar and called to Ron, not Rob, apparently. He waved to them and stood. 

“Nice talking to you, Molly. See you around.”

Molly said goodbye and smiled. She noticed the way the group kept looking at her, and she felt self-conscious in her V-neck Boston t-shirt and skinny jeans cut at the shins. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. 

She went back to watching the door, her fingers still bending her straw back and forth. There were several unfamiliar faces coming and going. A group of Coasties arrived and grabbed a table near the bar. Molly recognized the nurses from the clinic but not the man with them. He was good-looking, really good-looking. But kind of old, too. Old as in older than the guys she went to Harvard with. Maybe her sister’s age. When Jenny Murray joined them, Molly smiled and waved at her former babysitter, someone she did consider a friend. Jenny squealed and ran to give Molly a quick hug and chatted for a moment before heading back to her table.

Ron’s table continued to fill, and a table was being formed with some of the restaurant owners in town. She waved to Bob and Jane, Jerry, Dawn, and Jake. Molly had gotten to know all of them five years earlier when she’d helped bring down the person sabotaging their restaurants while they competed on a reality show. She watched as Anna, the owner of Uno Taco, Dos Mojitos and another contestant on the show, ran over and hugged them all. Molly smiled. 

After a few more minutes passed, and a lot more trivia enthusiasts filled the room, she saw Lizzie and EJ hurry in.

“Sorry we’re late,” EJ said. “Lizzie got off work late. Mom has a big event tomorrow, so they had a lot to do to get ready. Lizzie, you remember Molly, right?”

“Hi, Molly,” Lizzie said with a genuine smile. “It’s nice to see you again. Congratulations on all your accomplishments. You look fabulous, by the way. I love your hair that way.” 

“Thanks, Lizzie.” Molly subconsciously ran her hand through her hair, which she had unbraided and left loose. She couldn’t compare to Lizzie who had always been one of the prettiest girls she’d ever known with flaxen hair and eyes the color of a robin’s egg. “I heard you got your master’s. Congratulations to you,” Molly offered.

“Thanks. It was kind of necessary for any job prospects, but I’m glad I’m done.” She sat next to Molly.

“And what now?” 

“I’ll apply for positions with some therapeutical practices, but not until we know where EJ will be stationed. I’m working for his mom for the summer and getting my certifications done.”

“You mean, you’re still dating?” Molly looked between the two in surprise, and Lizzie laughed.

“I know. It’s hard to believe, but somehow, we still are.”

“How long have you been together?”

“Since we were about twelve, right EJ?”

“Sounds right.” He had taken the seat at the head of the table, next to Lizzie.

“Wow. That’s crazy,” Molly said. “I mean, in a good way,” she clarified. She couldn’t imagine what that would be like, to be with the same person from the age of twelve for the rest of your life. 

Lizzie laughed again. “We get that a lot. But we decided long ago that being young didn’t mean being wrong. Whether we were home or miles apart, we could never be away from each in our hearts, and we knew we belonged together.”

Molly would’ve thought Lizzie was just being mushy for her sake, but the genuine love in her eyes, and the loving smile on EJ’s face said it all.

Todd and Ben came in and joined them, and Molly had to keep
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