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BY JULIA SAYRE

When Mike Savoy isn’t 
tending to students 
as the Martha’s Vine-

yard Regional High School 
(MVRHS) nurse, you can 
find him sailing, working 
as a caretaker and property 
manager after school hours, 
or exploring grocery store 
aisles to find snacks stu-
dents will enjoy. 

Mr. Savoy, who began 
working as the MVRHS 
nurse this year, never 
intended to work in the 
medical field. “I went to 
Weymouth Vocational High 
School, and I was a carpen-
ter when I first got out of 
school,” he said. Those plans 
changed after a motorcycle 
accident resulted in the 
death of his boss and the 
loss of his carpentry job. 

When he sought a new 
job, Mr. Savoy’s family 
gave him a suggestion. “My 
brother-in-law said, ‘Hey, 
they’re hiring at South 
Shore Hospital in Wey-
mouth, and all you need to 
do is take an EMT course.’ 
So I took the course and got 
a job in the emergency room 
there,” said Mr. Savoy. He 
went on to earn his bach-
elor’s of science in nursing 
from the University of Mas-
sachusetts Boston, and com-
pleted graduate coursework 
at the University of Massa-
chusetts Dartmouth.

After a few years, he 
joined the Army. “I was a 
combat medic for a while,” 
he said. “I was in the regu-
lar Army for four years and 
then I was in the reserve 
for six years.” 

He was awarded the Army 

Expert Medical Field Badge 
in 1988, an award that rec-
ognizes excellence in com-
bat skills, and is one of the 
most difficult Army special 
skill badges to earn. 

Mr. Savoy wasn’t looking 
for another job after work-

ing for 20 years at Brigham 
and Women’s Hospital 
in Boston. “I semiretired 
myself to the Island back 
in 2014, but I picked up a 
part-time shift at Island 
Health Care, and then that 
morphed into working 

full-time,” he said.  
While working at Island 

Health Care, he became 
friends with the high 
school’s former nurse, Lin-
da Leonard, who was retir-
ing. “Linda had been after 
me for about a year, saying, 
‘Mike, you have to apply,’” 
he said. “I was like, ‘Linda, 
I work trauma and critical 
care,’ but I applied, and, lo 
and behold, here I am.”

Mr. Savoy is also the 
owner of True North, a 
small property manage-
ment and caretaking busi-
ness where he works after 
the school day ends. 

Students have welcomed 
Mr. Savoy warmly and feel 
friendships blossoming. Ju-
nior Alana Nevin frequently 
visits the nurse’s office. “I 
mainly go to get Advil for 
my headaches, and I’ll also 

eat some snacks and make 
tea,” she said. “I feel very 
comfortable with the nurse; 
he’s very welcoming.”

When asked what Mr. Sa-
voy’s favorite experience at 
MVRHS has been thus far, 
the answer came quickly: “It 
would have to be the snack 
hours,” he said. “I became 
the snack master by acci-
dent, because I just wanted 
to get kids in so I could meet 
them and chat them up.”

Principal Sara Dingledy 
feels that Mr. Savoy has 
brought his own unique 
qualities to the MVRHS 
community. “He’s not try-
ing to step in [the previ-
ous nurse’s] shoes and be 
a different version of her,” 
she said. “He’s got his own 
personality, and that’s been 
refreshing and new. I think 
that’s great.” HSV
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A music professor gives a 
lecture to her students as 
a Chopin composition 

plays. The professor clos-
es her eyes and sways to the 
trickling of piano keys. When 
the piece concludes, she de-
livers her intended lesson, 
only to vanish mid-sentence. 
The students look at each oth-
er, but no one is alarmed.

This scene is from the 
film “Heartworm,” which 
was written, directed, and 
produced by Islander Mara 
Arens. Last Thursday, Mar-
tha’s Vineyard Regional 
High School (MVRHS) stu-
dents participated as extras 
for “Heartworm’s” last day 
of filming at the Martha’s 
Vineyard Playhouse. 

The film is set in a post-
pandemic society where 
all human interaction oc-
curs over technology called 
NeuraLife. When the music 

professor’s daughter dies, she 
fights to pull her grieving 
husband out of the virtual 
realm while grappling with 
loss. The professor, Aveena, is 
played by Tony awardwinning 
actress Amber Gray, a friend 
of Arens’ from college.

Arens created the film 
alongside her husband, 
director of photography 
Mitchell Arens. Mara Arens, 
a self-proclaimed Luddite, 
said that her inspiration for 
the concept originated from 
concerns over technology’s 
impact on society. 

 “I found that a lot of the 
people that I communicate 
with are having a harder and 
harder time communicating 
without a digital interface, and 
that was really bothering me,” 
she said. “The real theme of 
the film is, ‘How do we grieve 
in a society stripped of authen-
tic human connection?’”

MVRHS theater teacher 
Brooke Ditchfield encour-
aged students to volunteer 

as extras to further their un-
derstanding of acting. “I feel 
like being on a professional 
film set is an incredible ex-
perience, and not one that 
comes along often,” she said.

Junior Ava McGee vol-
unteered as an extra for 
“Heartworm,” and gained 
a lot from the experience. 
“There’s definitely a lot of 
responsibility ... but at the 
same time, it wasn’t hard to 
do because you were watch-
ing someone do this, you 
were learning from them.”

Production assistant Kath-
erine Reid, who graduated 
from MVRHS in 2015, en-
joyed working with the stu-
dent extras. “The participa-
tion and excitement, and the 
energy from the kids today, 
has been really great, because 
it’s important to show that 
there is possibility for a fruit-
ful career in the arts.” 

Reid added, “There are 
some folks here who have 
worked on projects where 

they’ve gotten to travel all 
over the world. [Actor Juan 
Reidinger] went to Mexico, 
Columbia, and Cuba to be in 
‘Narcos,’ and [Amber Gray] 
has been everywhere with 
‘Hadestown.’”

Sophomore Caleb Francis 
volunteered as an extra, 
but also learned about 
equipment while on set. “I 
enjoyed watching the film-
making process. For camer-
as, they had different stands 
to move around different 
angles,” he said.

“Heartworm” was written 
with Martha’s Vineyard in 
mind, and is a collaboration 
with the Martha’s Vineyard 
Film Festival.

“[Community support] 
was huge here,” said Arens, 
who previously came back to 
Martha’s Vineyard to film her 
graduate thesis, “Day 90.” 

When filming concluded, 
celebratory cheering could 
be heard from the bottom 
floor, and continued when 

Arens and Gray greeted stu-
dents on the main floor. The 
duo then held a Q and A. 

When asked about manag-
ing mental health, Gray told 
the crowd, “You’re a better 
artist when your mental 
health is well. It’s romanti-
cized to be depressed and 
live in garretts, and that’s 
not true.” Gray also gave stu-
dents advice about their act-
ing careers, such as the im-
portance of representation 
through an agent, training, 
and even eating a banana a 
half an hour before a show 
to reduce anxiety. 

Ava McGee was grate-
ful for the chance to be on 
a film set with a famous 
actress. “It was a great ex-
perience just to be able to 
witness someone being so 
professional and so trained 
within acting,” she said.

MVRHS graduate Kath-
erine Reid also had words of 
wisdom to share with stu-
dents: “Surround yourself 
with people who inspire, 
uplift, and support your 
creative vision. Follow what 
you want to do and if that 
changes, it’s OK. Let your-
self evolve.” HSV
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Futuristic film features local extras
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