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Dedication




This book is dedicated to all of those families that have been torn apart by capricious family courts and state child welfare agencies that believe they, not you, know what’s best for your children and denied you due process, as guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution. In God’s eyes, it takes a family to raise a child, not the state-controlled “village.”





Author’s Note




I first learned of the term “medical kidnapping” when I read the story of Justina Pelletier, a 14-year-old girl in Boston with Mitochondrial Disorder, who was forcibly taken from her family not because of anything they did. They had a team of doctors caring for Justina at Tufts Medical Center and they followed that team’s recommendations. Unfortunately, when their daughter caught an intestinal virus, one of those recommendations was to seek consultation from a gastroenterologist at Boston Childrens. Thus started an eighteen-month ordeal.




A doctor at the children’s hospital disagreed with the doctors at Tufts and thought all of Justina’s problems were psychosomatic—“all in her head”—and that her parents were using her to gain the attention of doctors. She was diagnosed with Munchhausen Syndrome by Proxy and her parents were accused of medically abusing their daughter. Now, no criminal charges were ever brought against the parents. They had no “day in court.” In fact, they were denied all due process in this matter despite the guarantee of such in our U.S. Constitution. Justina was forcibly removed from her family and placed in a psychiatric rehab facility where she languished.




Actually, I shouldn’t say they had no day in court. They had dozens of days in court, fighting to regain custody of their child, all because two sets of doctors disagreed. After a year and a half, Justina finally returned home. 




For more on medical kidnapping, see my Afterword. 








One




“Uh-oh!”

Amy Gibbs’ head jumped to attention from its half-napping position, their helicopter sliding through the sky as if a giant heavenly hand had swept them aside, like brushing crumbs off a tabletop. Those were not words you wanted to hear from your helicopter pilot. 

They had left St. Louis early that morning to transport a patient to the Mayo Clinic, eager to outrun a promised weather front that would move into the region that afternoon. All had been going smoothly, and she tried to take advantage of the trip home to take a much-needed nap, as best she could manage on the Bell 407 where she attended as the flight nurse.

“Oh crap!”

Kent Howard had the reputation for being easy-going, calm, and methodical as a pilot, so even the mild expletive emerging from his lips gave Amy cause for concern. “What’s wro—?"

A thump, loud enough to hear over the engine, arose from the rear of the aircraft, followed by a wobbly, slow, uncontrolled spinning of the chopper, a spin that began to accelerate.

“Hang on!” yelled Kent into the intercom. “That storm cell popped up out of nowhere, and something just took out our tail rotor.”

Amy had seen training films about tail rotor failure. The tail rotor countered the torque of the main blades and kept a helicopter from spinning around. Without it, safe flight was no longer a possibility, and most flight instructors trained their pilots to perform an autorotation to the earth. Under the best of conditions, that would be like careening down from the tallest peak of a roller coaster and hitting soft sand at the bottom. Under the usual circumstances, autorotation was more like a rock falling out of the sky. With this wind, well . . . the odds were strongly in favor of their hitting the ground, hard, and rolling.

There was a word for that, crashing. 

A tear emerged from her eye at the thought. She’d become engaged to the man of her dreams less than a week ago. This wasn’t fair.

“No trees, please,” murmured Amy in a short, quiet prayer. “Lord, please help us safely to the ground.” She donned her helmet, brushing her shoulder-length, dirty-blonde hair back inside the headgear to keep it out of her eyes. She took a deep breath but refused to close her eyes. She needed to be alert to everything happening around her. 

Kent struggled with the aircraft but managed to minimize its spin. “I can’t autorotate with the winds we have now. I need to attempt a running landing.”

Amy saw that he had managed to align the chopper so that it had a left crosswind, which helped to reduce the spin and compensate for the tail rotor’s failure. But his airspeed remained high. A running landing at even  ten knots could seriously injure them all.

Rain and hail now pelted the windshield and made visibility impossible for those in the back. The darkened skies, making it seem as if they were flying at dusk and not late morning, didn’t help that visibility. She hoped he could see what lay ahead in the trajectory he had chosen. Again, she asked for no trees. Landing in trees would kill them all.

A flash of lightning gave her a sense they were nearing the ground. Kent had managed to slow the aircraft. She felt him flare the main blades and watched him temper the cyclic to bring their ground speed to zero. Hopefully.

A sudden gust of wind caused the 407 to shudder, and in an instant, Amy felt the right skid hit the ground and dig in. Before she could blink, she was on her side, then upside down, her five-point restraint keeping her in the seat. They continued to roll, as she lost consciousness.




*     *     *

Sinead O’Malley criticized herself inwardly. Why had she told the man that she knew how to operate this blasted tiller? The April air had warmed and she was anxious to prepare the little garden plot she had so carefully laid out in her mind over the previous couple of weeks. She couldn’t afford to waste time in a town that was over an hour away from the house. How hard could it be to operate a tiller? she thought. Isn’t it just like a lawn mower? 

Besides, the man at the rental store seemed so patronizing. She couldn’t ever recall being called “little lady” before, despite her petite stature.

She again adjusted the choke and pulled the cord for what seemed like the hundredth time. This time it caught short and about yanked her arm off. She massaged her right shoulder and took a deep breath. After a moment, she grabbed the pull cord in her left hand and placed her right foot on the edge of the machine to stabilize it. She pulled, and the old Briggs & Stratton™ engine sputtered for a few seconds. Encouraged, she eased off the choke and tried again. This time the engine came to life.

She let it run, to allow the engine time to warm up, as well as to refresh her memory on how to engage the tines. Satisfied that the tiller wouldn’t die on her, she eased the lever forward and startled as the machine began “walking” forward without her. She quickly grasped the handles and fought to maintain a straight line as she worked down the 20 feet of the first row.

At the end of the row, she stopped the tines and turned back to see what she had accomplished. Nothing more than scraping off the tops of the newly emerging weeds.

“This is going to take more work that I thought,” she muttered. If the town wasn’t so far away and her funds so limited, she’d almost consider giving up this fantasy she hoped would become a vegetable garden. What business did she, a New England city girl, have trying to become a farmer in rural Illinois?

Suddenly, a gust of wind slapped her like a Boston Bruins player checking her into the glass. She caught her hat as it tried to escape her head and looked up expecting to see a tornado carrying off the house, as her old nemesis peddled into the clouds with Sinead’s daughter strapped onto the back of the bicycle. She shook her head at the thought. Her Technicolor™ world devolved into black and white as the ominous clouds fomented toward her and seemed to swallow the sun. 

The weather forecast had called for a storm front to move into the area that afternoon, but God apparently saw humor in making those weather people look foolish most of the time. How did that scripture go? “For the wisdom of this world is foolishness before God.”

No, that wasn’t the precise one she searched for. Mentally, she stepped ahead one verse. “The Lord knows the reasonings of the wise, that they are useless.” Well, that fit most politicians, maybe weathermen, too, but it still wasn’t the verse she strove to recall.

The first few drops of rain began to pelt her face. She saw that she would not have time to move the tiller out of the weather, if she wished to remain dry. So, she dashed for the back door of the house, holding tightly to her hat. She heard the noise as she reached the door. 

The sound, like two cars slamming into each other head-on at high speed, came from above, but with the wind and escalating rain she couldn’t tell exactly from where. She searched the sky, wiping more and more drops from her eyes as she did so. About to give up and go inside, she saw it. A helicopter spinning, in trouble, and falling.

“Mom!”

Her daughter’s cry reached above the wind to catch her ears. At 14 years of age, the girl still anguished over thunderstorms. She dashed through the door, into the kitchen.

“It’s okay, Ruth. It’s just a storm. Why don’t you go into the safe room? I need to go back outside.”

The girl started to move from the kitchen but turned her head back and reached toward Sinead with her right arm. “Come with me.”

Sinead walked over to her daughter and cradled Ruth’s hand in both of her hands. “I will. Soon as I can. Someone’s in trouble out there, and I need to see if I can help.” She leaned over and gave the girl a kiss on the forehead. “Go on. You’ll be safe in that room. Don’t come out until I come get you.”

The girl pleaded with her eyes, but Sinead knew she’d argue no more. Ruth knew her mother’s grit and determination well. Once Sinead’s mind was set, little could change it.

“Go on.” She watched Ruth leave the room and mentally thanked her friend, Adriana, yet again for the use of the old family home. Even more, that there was a room prepared which could withstand all but the most powerful tornadoes. That reassurance had proven critical for dealing with Ruth’s fear. Yet, it wasn’t a fear of the storm that lay at the bottom of the girl’s anxiety but fear of being separated from her parents again. Sinead sighed. The year and a half struggle to regain her daughter from foster care had been draining on them all. But the persecution wasn’t over. Her husband, Jameson, sat in a Massachusetts jail cell on contempt charges, charges that the judge would drop if she and the girl would return to the state. In agreement, the couple vehemently refused to do that.

Another blast of wind caused the house to shudder. Sinead wrapped her arms across her chest and wondered what good she could do, even if she found the helicopter. Still, her parents hadn’t raised her that way. She knew she would offer what aid she could, even if that jeopardized being discovered by the authorities. There were other states in which to hide.

She grabbed a poncho from a coat hook near the back door, slid it over her head, and pushed through the back door into the storm. Small pebbles of hail, mixed with cold, heavy drops of rain made her pause. She shook her head and moved into the yard where the house no longer provided a modicum of protection from the wind. She looked toward where she had seen the aircraft, not expecting to see it there, of course. Yet, it had been on a course toward the northeast. The farm on which the home sat extended that direction. The fields had been leased to neighboring farmers, but an old tractor path had been maintained to allow movement between the fields. She decided to follow that rutted road, to find whatever she might discover. If she had found no crash site by the time she reached the end of the road, she would return to the house, her conscience satisfied that she had done what she could.








Two




Richard Nichols paced the floor of the historic home where colleagues had gathered to remember three others who had died in a terrorist bombing at the headquarters of his new employer, the American Party. His boss and two others had been killed, but his emotions roiled for other reasons. Amy’s supervisor had called him as he was in route to the gathering to inform him that the MedAir helicopter had gone missing. That the man had Richard’s cell phone number and knew of Richard and Amy’s recent engagement caught him a bit by surprise, but he appreciated being placed “in the loop.”

“So, what happened?” asked Bradley Graham, the face of the American Party and its first presidential candidate. So, in reality, he was now Richard’s boss.

Richard stopped pacing and faced the group that now gathered near him. His broad-shouldered, six-foot-three-inch frame physically dominated the group. “Some freak occurrence, they say. Radar showed a thunderstorm popping up ahead of the leading edge of the front and might have caught them off-guard. They don’t know whether the helicopter crashed, landed safely but without a radio and in a dead zone for cell phones, or what. The storm cells in the area are preventing any aircraft from starting a search. I . . . I . . .” 

He took a deep breath, and his shoulders sagged. This wasn’t fair. He’d finally met the girl he wanted to grow old with, and she’d said “Yes” to the most important question he could ever ask her. Now, just days later, she’s missing? Was his dream about to become a nightmare?

He didn’t want to think about the worst-case scenario.

Brad placed his hand on Richard’s shoulder. “Let’s pray for their safe recovery.” He led a short prayer asking God for the safe return of the aircraft’s crew, as well as for that 'peace that passes understanding' for Richard. Several others added their words for comfort, and Richard knew that all was in God’s hands at that time. What more could he say . . . or do?

As he looked up from praying, Richard noticed Lynch Cully, Amy’s ex-boyfriend and Graham’s new chief of security, his eyes closed and shoulders quivering, across the room. Until a short time ago, Lynch had been presumed dead, and Amy had suffered the emotional discord of his loss. Richard’s work had brought him to St. Louis, and a chance meeting had led to his filling that void. Yet, after Lynch’s return “to the living,” she had chosen Richard over Lynch. Richard could only imagine what the man was feeling at the moment.

Lynch opened his eyes and looked up. The two men locked gazes for a moment, and somehow, Richard felt the pain in Lynch’s heart. And yet, it wasn’t the form of pain Richard had expected. He felt no jealousy. He watched in quiet anticipation as the ex-detective crossed the room toward him. 

“Richard, I’m really sorry to hear this. It’s . . .” He sighed. “Amy’s a special lady, and I hope, I pray she’s okay. But, I want you to know I have no hard feelings about the two of you. I’ve come to realize that I’ve changed, a lot, through my . . . my . . . whatever you want to call it. I see now that she and I would never have made it together, so I’m glad she met you.”

Richard started to interrupt, but Lynch stopped him.

“I hope we can all be friends, without any awkwardness or reservations. And I want you to know that I’m here for you both. If I can do anything to help you, please, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Lynch extended his hand to Richard, and Richard accepted it. He saw sincerity in Lynch. There was no hidden agenda here. He’d suspected since first learning about Lynch that he’d like the man, that had Amy not been between them they could be friends. Not long ago, that issue became moot. Amy had chosen Richard and, now, Lynch had shown himself to be magnanimous and worthy of Richard’s friendship.

“Thank you, Lynch. I would value your friendship.”

“So, what can we do now?”

“I . . .” What could they do now? “I don’t know. Until I hear from her boss, I don’t know what to do.”

“Then we wait. Together. I’m here to help.”








Three




Sinead stepped out into the rain and looked again in the direction where she had seen the aircraft moving. She and her daughter had taken refuge in the farmhouse just a few weeks earlier, but she knew from her brief exploration of the farm that the rutted lane ran in that direction. 

She walked toward the lane and realized she wasn’t thinking ahead. If someone needed help, was she going to carry them back to the house? Hardly. Her lithe, five-foot-two-inch frame was muscular but not that strong. 

She ran back to the house, and just inside the back door, she found a ring of keys. There was an old pickup in the barn. She crossed her fingers that one of the keys belonged to it and that it would start. 

She unlatched the main door to the barn’s garage area and struggled to slide it open. She then turned to the truck, a 1965 Chevy K10. That it had seen better days was an understatement. 

She climbed into the driver’s seat and fumbled with the key ring. Two keys appeared to be for vehicles. The first key didn’t fit. The second, however, did, and upon turning the ignition, the truck sputtered. At least it seems to turn over, she thought. She pushed the gas pedal to the floor and let up. She tried the ignition again. The engine awakened and died. She let up on the gas and tried one more time. 

The engine came to life. Rough, but within a minute, the only noise it released was a steady purr. She smiled, until she realized it was a stick shift on the column, a “three on the tree.” Fortunately, whoever had driven it last had left it in neutral. Otherwise, she might never have gotten it started, stalling out on every attempt and never guessing why. 

She backed into the gravel area near her garden-to-be and stopped. With the clutch depressed, she turned the wheel toward the lane and shifted into first. As she eased off the clutch, she stalled. 

 Undeterred, she pushed in the clutch and restarted the truck. With more care, she eased into gear and began to inch forward. She gave it some gas and began her slow-but-steady progress to the lane. She decided to leave it in first and go slowly, unsure that it could go any faster on the rutted path. And she didn’t want to stall.

After what seemed like miles, she had seen nothing to indicate a crash. However, she could still see the house and barn in her rearview mirrors and realized she couldn’t have gone more than a quarter of a mile.

Five minutes later, the lane evened out, and she debated venturing into second gear, until she slid sideways unexpectedly. That answered that question. She had noticed a big lever on the dash, to the right of the steering column, which was marked ‘4X4.’ She wasn’t sure what that meant, so she left it alone.

With the house now out of sight, she saw a tree line in the near distance. She noticed that the trees followed a dry creek bed. She crossed the creek and found herself between two new fields that had been recently plowed, or furrowed, or whatever they did to prepare fields in the spring. Some farmer she’d make. She didn’t even know the lingo.

She rounded a bend and saw another set of gates. These two had been left closed, but that had barely registered in her consciousness when she saw a piece of something that looked like metal sticking up from the barren, soggy ground just over a low rise in the field. She had enough gas to leave the pickup running, and she preferred that option over the risk of not starting it later.

There would be no running in the turned fields, now more like pools of mud than firm soil. That condition would worsen as the rain had picked up again. She felt thankful that she’d left her boots on. Ahead and to her left was the long piece of metal. As she neared, she recognized it as a helicopter’s rotor blade. She had found them. Straight ahead she saw more debris.

She walked and slid another 200 yards before she saw it. A helicopter, a medevac chopper from its markings, sat crumpled against the trees. A field of debris led to the wreckage. More of the rotor blades. The tail rotor and a portion of the tail section. A door. The patient stretcher. 

She crossed her heart and tried to hurry her pace, a difficult task in the mud. Fifty yards from the wreckage, she stopped, and nausea rose up within. A leg sat in the mud, still clothed in its flight suit and the boot still on the foot. The metallic odor of blood mixed with the already unpleasant smell of freshly plowed earth mixed with jet fuel. This did not bode well. How many people were on this flight? What was she about to see that she’d never be able to un-see?

She forced herself to trudge ahead. The helicopter lay on its left side. Before reaching the bulk of the debris, she saw the body which belonged to the leg. Lying face-down in the mud, the man was dead. Of that she was sure. 

She crossed past the top of the aircraft—its rotors now gone and the quiet engine still emanating heat—and approached the front of the craft. Within the cockpit, another man sat strapped into the pilot’s seat, his helmeted head cocked at an unnatural angle and a shard of metal protruding from his chest. She forced back the bile rising to her throat and climbed toward the body. Hesitant, she reached through the shattered windshield for the neck, which appeared to be broken, and felt for a pulse. Nothing. Beneath the visor, his eyes stared vacantly ahead. 

She climbed past the nose of the helicopter to the right side of the debris, where the belly of the aircraft faced her. The right landing strut appeared mangled and twisted but seemed securely attached to the body of the chopper. She hoisted her body up onto the strut and tried to peer through the broken window of the bowed door. No good. She couldn’t see inside.

She lifted one leg onto the strut and moved up to sit on it. She grabbed the handle of the door and lifted. Forget the door, she thought. She couldn’t even get the handle itself to budge. 

Climbing onto the fuselage, she knelt next to the shattered window and bent over to look inside. Another body, a young female hanging from a front-facing seat, its restraints holding her from falling to the side of the cabin sitting on the ground. And that would have been a good thing, if she were alive. The other side held little except sharp metal pieces that would have impaled her had she fallen into them.

Sinead saw no movement and no signs of respiration. The woman’s head dangled downward, but her neck did not appear broken like the pilot’s. She couldn’t see the woman’s eyes through her closed lids. She started to climb back down. She had nothing to offer the dead, and her daughter needed her. She had to return to the house. Yet, something stopped her. 

She realized she had not confirmed that the woman was dead. She swiveled back around and lay on her belly to reach through the window. She extended her hand to feel for a pulse, and as she pushed aside the helmet and touched the woman’s neck, the woman’s eyes flew open. Sinead started and almost slid off the fuselage.

Using her right foot, she began to kick at the glass that remained in the window. To her amazement, the glass gave way much easier than she had expected. The crash had stressed the glass, as well as the door, in ways no one ever hoped to encounter. She was merely “the final straw.”

With the opening cleared, she first sat at the edge and then carefully lowered herself into the cabin. Standing in an open spot on the grounded side of the fuselage, she next worked on the metal objects around her. She easily flattened several of them with her boot. Others pulled free, and she took extreme care not to cut her hands on the variety of sharp edges she found. Within minutes, she had cleared enough of the cabin to ensure she could lower the woman to the ground without risk of a new injury.

Sinead turned to look at the woman and saw that her eyes were again open. She had never seen such crystalline blue eyes before. 

“Hi. I’m Sinead. The weather won’t let any search and rescue operations start for a while. I’m going to see if I can get you out of here. Can I take the helmet off?”

A slight nod came from the woman, who answered in a raspy, dry whisper, “Thank you.”

“I see from your name tag that you are Amy and a nurse.”

Amy nodded. “Water.” She pointed with her left arm to a nylon equipment pack.

Sinead glanced at the pack and replied, “Okay, but let me get you down first.”

Amy’s eyes questioned that move. Sinead sized up the woman who appeared a head taller than her own petite frame.

“I know. I don’t look all that mighty, and you look to have at least half a foot height advantage over me, but I can do it.”

Amy’s eyes still questioned, and she shook her head. She whispered, “The others?”

Sinead took a deep breath. “Let’s get you out of here.”

Tears began to flow from Amy’s eyes, as Sinead’s unstated answer appeared to sink in.

“I’m going to put my shoulder up to your chest and hold you. Do you think you can unbuckle the latch on these straps?”

“Yes.”

“Good. When you do, just let your feet fall, and I’ll help support your upper body. Sound like a plan?”

Amy nodded. Thirty seconds later, she was standing—wobbly, but standing—next to Sinead, who now felt dwarfed by this woman who towered close to six feet tall. Two seconds after that, the woman collapsed to the ground.

“Here’s that water.” She unscrewed the lid to the plastic bottle and held it to Amy’s lips. The woman gulped down half the bottle before Sinead pulled it away. “Hey, not too much.”

Sinead saw Amy staring at the front of the aircraft. She followed her gaze toward the dead pilot.

“I’m sorry. He’s gone. The other man, too.” She paused. “So, let’s get you out of here.”

Amy appeared unable to bear weight on her right leg but was able to use her arms. Still, the effort of pulling Amy from the fuselage was herculean, and as soon as Amy touched ground outside, the nurse collapsed. Sinead tried to revive her, but she would not waken. Sinead worried that hidden injuries would claim this life, too.

 As she moved to gain leverage on Amy’s body, she heard a hiss and crackle that made her heart race. She turned back toward the cabin to see smoke. Within seconds, flames followed. They had to move away now or else. With every strand of muscle Sinead possessed, she lifted Amy into a fireman’s carry and walked from the crash. 








Four




Richard had already made the decision to drive to MedAir’s headquarters in O’Fallon, Missouri, just a 30-minute drive from the Ferguson home of Mike and Mary Southworth. The memorial gathering would continue without him, and without Lynch, who followed closely in a second vehicle. Richard had told him it was unnecessary for him to join him at MedAir, but Lynch had insisted.

As he neared the Winghaven exit off I-64 to O’Fallon, his phone rang. The Caller ID showed MedAir, and his heart began to race. Good news? Or bad news? He had no idea what to expect, and his uncertainty translated into an uncomfortable churning in his gut.

He answered the call through his hands-free connection in the car.

“Richard, it’s Craig Sheehan. I—"

Richard could hear a voice in the background.

“Sorry about that. Our flight desk was just giving me an update. I wanted to let you know the weather has turned for the worse upstate. Local authorities won’t fly in it to start a search, and it might be another hour before weather conditions ease enough to do so, but we have some news. Radar lost them over west central Illinois, about 100 miles east of their registered flight path. The area is all farm land so we should be able to find them pretty easily once we get in the air.”

“So, no phone calls or radio contact?”

“Sorry, but no. No 9-1-1 calls from anyone living in the area either, but the population there is pretty sparse.”

Craig’s words did not go unheard. “You said, ‘once we get in the air.’ ”

“That’s right. They're in easy range of several of our crews. In fact, we have one in Springfield. And for our corporate 407 here, it’s less than 45 minutes away. That’s one of the reasons I called. I’m offering you a seat to fly with us.”

That was a no-brainer decision. Of course, he wanted a seat. Yet, he needed something more.

“Do you have one more open seat?”

There was a pause from the other end. Then Richard heard some additional talking in the background before Craig came back on.

“Who do you have in mind? I can bump someone here, but I want to make sure there’s good reason. We might need more medical personnel on hand.”

Richard contemplated that. Craig made sense. If there were injuries, they’d need to move up to three patients. That also meant up to three helicopters might be required. 

“How many flight crews are going?” asked Richard. 

“We’re mobilizing units from Hannibal, Quincy, and Springfield. Our corporate aircraft makes four, but it’s not equipped for a patient. We’re going to help spot and coordinate.”

To Richard it seemed apparent that the MedAir bosses were thinking along the same lines as he. He didn’t feel so bad about bumping someone from corporate now. Of course, that decision was still theirs to make.

“Lynch Cully is with me. He wants to go, too.” Well, Richard assumed Lynch would want to go. Why else would he have insisted on meeting Richard at the MedAir headquarters?

Craig did not reply. Instead, dead air came through the speaker. After 30 seconds, Richard began to wonder if he’d lost the call. No matter, he was only three minutes from the facility, and Lynch was right behind him. 

Craig’s voice returned. “You and Cully? Um, isn’t that, uh . . .”

Richard could hear the question and the concern in the man’s voice. Fiancé and ex-boyfriend. Was that guaranteed trouble?

“Trust me. It’s all good. You don’t have to worry that we’ll start fighting or anything.”

Silence took over the line for several seconds, before Craig replied, “Ookaayy.”

“So, can he fly with us? He could come in handy.” Richard hoped he wasn’t overselling the man.

“Yeah, well . . . okay, we’ll work it out. How soon can you get here? We’ll take off in about 30 minutes, weather permitting.”

Richard grinned as he pulled in front of their building. “Start your engine, ‘cause we’re in the parking lot.”

Five minutes later, they were donning flight suits, but it was another 40 minutes after that before the 407 took off.




*     *     *

Amy awoke to a loud noise and images of spinning inside the helicopter filled her mind. Then there was a woman, as if in a dream, talking to her and giving her water. Was she imagining all of this? Yet, as she opened her eyes, she found herself inside an old pickup truck, leaning against the doorframe. 

As she became more conscious, pain in her right ankle took command of her thoughts. She looked down and saw an air splint covering her lower leg, ankle, and foot. She reached that way and noticed a bulky dressing on her right hand.

She startled as the driver’s door opened. The imagined woman grabbed the doorframe and began to hoist herself inside. She hadn’t been seeing things after all.

“Oh! Good. You’re awake.” The woman smiled for a second. “Although, with the trip ahead, and all the bumps and jostling around, you might wish you were still unconscious.” 

“I-I’m Amy.”

The woman turned back towards her. “Yes, I know. The flight nurse.” The woman pointed at her. “It’s on your nametag.”

Amy nodded. Of course. She hadn’t thought of that. “And you?”

“Again, I’m Sinead. Do you remember talking with me in the helicopter?”

Amy wanted to shrug her shoulders, but that hurt, too. She managed to waggle her head.

“I understand. I probably wouldn’t remember either.” She paused and then explained how she had come to help them.

Amy glanced out the cab’s back window. She saw two of their aid duffels, but no one else. That part of her dream came back to her. The others were dead. Tears submerged her cheeks. 

Amy scrutinized the petite woman who had just rescued her. “Wh-where are we?”

“On a farm just over an hour northwest of Springfield. It’s . . .” Sinead paused. Was she about to give away more information than she should? No. She continued, “The farm belongs to the family of a dear friend, Adriana. Well, her husband’s family. She met him when he was a West Point cadet. She’s a hot-blooded Texan, but he’s managed to put up with her for over 40 years.” Sinead chuckled. “She’s as generous as they come, though, and offered me the use of the house. No one else lives there right now, and the farm land has been leased out to neighboring farmers.”

Sinead reached for the ignition key. The engine tried to turn over but didn’t catch.

Amy had one more question burning in her mind. “Where’s the helicopter and how . . .” Her voice sounded thready. Breathing hurt and talking made it worse. Had she broken a rib? Or two?

Sinead turned to face her again. She pointed behind Amy. “The wreckage is less than a quarter mile that way. There’s debris spread across a large field, but the main wreck was stopped by a tree line.”

Amy closed her eyes. She remembered asking God not to let them crash in trees. They hadn’t, and she survived. But the others . . . How could she thank God when the others had died?

Sinead faced forward to drive, and this time the engine started up. Seconds later, they lurched forward and began to inch toward wherever home was. Sinead had been right. Amy felt every bump.




*     *     *

Sinead had seen that look before. Amy had gone pale. If she had internal injuries and was bleeding inside, Sinead had no chance of getting her to a hospital in time. They were simply too isolated, and Amy could bleed out on the way. 

Maybe it was only the pain. Pain was something where Sinead could help her. She’d found pain meds in one aide box and moved them to one of the duffels. Yet, while Amy remained unconscious she had had no reason to administer such meds. Now, that would have to wait until they reached the house.

Sinead was exhausted. She had carried Amy to the truck, as well as the duffels on a second trip, and had no idea where she had gotten the strength to do so. Every muscle in her body ached. The siren call of morphine sang from the duffel in the bed of the pickup, but she bound herself to the seat with the seatbelt and would wait for ibuprofen at the house.

At least the truck started. She took it as slowly as she could without stalling, but she knew that each and every bump affected Amy. She could see that in the young woman’s countenance. A wince. A grimace. Clenching her teeth. Every jolt inside the cab elicited some facial evidence of pain. 

The journey seemed to take much longer than the initial trip out from the house. Yet, soon enough Sinead arrived at the tree line and dry creek bed. Only it was no longer dry. There appeared to be at least a foot of water now running as a torrent down the stream. And the rain had become a deluge once again.

That, in itself, did not appear enough to stop them. The width of the stream was about the length of the truck, and only the central-most area carried the deeper water. The water spread across the majority of the rocks was but a few inches deep. Earlier, she had noticed no holes or drop-offs. She should be able to drive right across. 

Except for one obstacle. A tree limb had washed down with the water and blocked their way. She didn’t think she could successfully drive over it.

“Be right back,” said Sinead, before exiting the pickup. Already soaked to the bone, she marched right into the stream and began to pull at the branch. 

With the limb 90% out of the way, Sinead stopped and perked up. What’s that sound? She continued to struggle with the bough, but the noise kept getting louder. As she dropped the branch, she turned to walk back to the truck and looked upstream. 

A wall of water rushed toward them. Flash flood! her mind screamed. She had to get across the stream now or they would be stranded there for who knew how long. Or worse.

She raced for the truck, slipping once and catching her fall on the bumper of the truck. She didn’t even take time to close her door. 

“Sorry! This is going to hurt!” she screamed to Amy.

She threw the truck in gear and let out the clutch, as she prayed that the vehicle wouldn’t stall. The pickup lurched forward in a violent jerk as Sinead gassed it. Amy gasped in pain, but Sinead avoided looking toward her. She focused her attention on the opposite bank. 

The truck’s rear wheels slipped a couple of times, and Sinead noticed the water level quickly rising. They were almost across when the left rear tire began to spin. Panic filled Sinead’s mind as she recalled images from past newscasts of vehicles swept away by flood waters, their owners found bashed and hanging from trees weeks later. Ruth needed her. Her other children needed her. Jameson needed her. She couldn’t let the water flush her away.

The wall of water hit the rear panel behind the back wheel like a rhino hitting a safari jeep. Sinead held the wheel so tightly her knuckles blanched. She gave the truck more gas, and as the rear end began to rise and drift downstream, she began to panic. Then a thought hit her. That big lever’s “4x4” label meant four-wheel drive. She had never driven a four-wheel drive vehicle, but, somehow, she managed to depress the clutch, ease up the gas, engage the front wheels, shift back into first gear, and gas it in one fluid movement, as if she had done that maneuver a thousand times before.

The truck lurched forward as the front wheels engaged and pulled them from the rising water.








Five


Amy responded to Sinead's gentle prodding and, with the woman's assistance, eased her way out of the pickup truck's seat and stood next to the vehicle outside a classic farmhouse. She looked up and welcomed the cold rain on her face as it seemed to wash away more than the grime and the salt of her tears. She whispered a quiet prayer of thanks and took a deep breath of the rain-cleansed air.

"Here. Let me get under your right shoulder and help you inside," said Sinead.

Together, they hobbled the 20 feet to the home's back door. Just outside the door sat a boot jack with brushes mounted sideways to remove the dirt from the sides of a boot. Sinead ignored it and opened the door to help Amy into what she could only describe as a mud room, a place for removing dirty clothes and shoes. On the left-hand wall sat a bench seat.

"Let's sit you down here."

Amy slid down but winced as she did.

"Where's it hurt? Belly? Chest? Do you think you're hurt inside?"

Amy sat still for a moment and tried to pay attention to her body. She watched Sinead peel off the poncho, which hadn't helped. The woman's clothes were soaked and hung limply from her diminutive frame. Using her "good" hand, Amy gently pressed here and there over her rib cage and abdomen. Belly seemed fine, but there was localized pain above her left breast, over the collar bone. That was right where the restraint crossed her body. With a deep breath, she also noted pain in her chest wall to the side of her left breast. She could reproduce that pain by pressing the area.

She began to raise her left arm, expecting pain, but found it bearable. She proceeded to move her arm through its full range of motion and found she had minimal pain with the use of that arm. A sense of relief flooded her. Her clavicle seemed intact, and the odds of having broken ribs fell to where they would make a bookie cry. 

"I don't think I have any internal injuries. Ibuprofen should be enough."

"I think you might need something more. I'm the one who's going to need the ibuprofen."

"No, I should be fine with—" The pain from her ankle brought the tears back.

Sinead looked up from below where she had deflated the air splint over Amy's ankle and leg.

"Sorry. So sorry. I thought we should get your flight suit off, and we can't do that with the splint on." 

Sinead inflated the splint again, but Amy felt no relief. She started to rethink the desire to limit herself to the anti-inflammatory. She reached into a pocket over her left thigh and retrieved a pair of heavy-duty bandage scissors.

"Cut it off. Please."

Amy took a deep breath and worked to control the pain.

"Mom."

Amy and Sinead both looked up. Amy saw a skinny, teenage girl in a wheelchair holding out a white terry spa robe. A second robe sat in her lap. On a second look, she realized the term "skinny" was too generous. The girl bordered on emaciated. Yet, something about her seemed familiar. Amy wracked her brain as to why she might recognize this girl. A reason evaded her, but she noticed that the pain had lessened.

"Amy, this is my daughter, Ruth. Ruth, this is Amy. Thanks for the robes. It's raining cows and horses out there."

The girl giggled.

Five minutes later, both women were out of their soggy, outer clothes and nestled into dry, terry robes. Sinead had only cut a portion of the leg of her flight suit in order to help her remove it. Amy glanced at her bandaged right hand. She started to ask about it, when Sinead spoke up.

"It's just a bad abrasion, but, yeah, we should clean that better." Sinead looked about. "Oh, shoot. I left the duffels in the truck."

Sinead slipped her bare feet into her boots, whipped off the robe, and ran out the door in just her underwear. Seconds later, a wet duffel flew through the doorway, followed by Sinead and the second duffel a moment later. She stood inside the doorway, dripping onto the floor as Ruth pointed at her and laughed.

Sinead smiled. "Yeah, bad hair day."

Amy found Ruth's joy infectious. She looked so ill, yet so happy. Her familiarity still puzzled her. A smile crept across her face, too. Sinead did, after all, look like a bedraggled pet after a bath, with her wet hair matted around her face. On further scrutiny, she still wondered just how this elfin woman had managed to carry her across nearly a quarter mile of mud. Had God answered another prayer?

Sinead donned her robe and cinched it tightly around her. "Ahh, that feels much better. But I'm looking forward to a shower and dry clothes . . . after we clean that hand, Amy." She turned toward the kitchen. "Right in here. Let me help you."

Amy put a hand up to stop her. "I think I can manage, if I can hold onto Ruth's wheelchair." She smiled at the teen.

"Sure. You can even use it if you need to. I'm getting stronger, now that I'm back on my medications and the right diet."

Amy saw Sinead give her daughter a look that said, "Don't say too much." 

"Thanks, but I'll hang on to the handles, like a walker."

Ruth's eyes lit up. "Hey, we have one of those, too, if you need it."

Sinead nodded. "It's in the den. Ruth's been able to use it a bit more each day as part of her therapy. And she’s walking short distances on her own again."

As the three women gathered at the kitchen sink, Amy wondered what exactly were Ruth’s medical problems and why had she stopped her medications. Sinead unwrapped the dressing on Amy's hand. Dried blood and dirt had crusted over the back of her hand.

As Sinead started the water, and tested its temperature, Amy held her hand up closer to her face and inspected it. "You know, I think once it's cleaned up, it might not be so bad." She placed it under the water and watched as the dirt and blood softened and began to flow away. "The tan duffel should have our cleansing solution and more dressing material."

Sinead nodded. "That's where I got the first supplies."

Amy winced. The water had worked its way to the raw wound. The sting was bearable. So far.

"Here. You want me to do it?" asked Sinead, as she handed the bottle marked Shur-Clens® out toward Amy. 

Amy shook her head and proceeded to cleanse the wound. As she thought, once clean, the damage wasn't as severe as one might have guessed. She patted it dry with the clean towel handed to her by Ruth. The towel had a Tuft's Medical Center logo on it.

Tufts? Amy wondered. Again, she had a sense of déjà vu, like she knew the story behind these two. Yet, it was a story that escaped her at the moment. At least the towel’s origin matched the duo’s accents. They both sounded as if they’d stepped off a “lobstah boat in Bahston hawbah.”

Sinead extended a tube of Bactroban® antibiotic ointment toward her. As Amy finished applying a thin layer of the goop over her wound, Sinead's hand held out a non-stick pad, while her other hand held gauze wrap. 

"Wow, you'd make a good E.D. nurse. Do you have a medical background? You seem to know how to handle injuries pretty well."

Ruth grinned. "That's Dr. Mom for you."

Sinead ran a hand tenderly through her daughter's hair. "Call it O-J-T. When you have kids with health issues, you learn quickly."

Amy's thoughts battled within. Again, these two looked familiar, but she couldn’t place them. "So, you have other children? Are they with you?"

Sinead looked wistful and began to tear up. "No, Ruth's brother and sister are w-with their grandparents. It's just the t-two of us here." She wiped a tear from her left cheek.

Amy frowned. "That must be hard for you."

Sinead nodded. "And for Ruth. They are her biggest cheerleaders."

Amy took her turn to nod in acknowledgment. With her hand wound redressed, she hopped on her good foot to turn around and lean back against the counter. "So, why don't you go get that shower and clean up? I need . . ." She took a deep breath as she thought about the enormity of what she needed to do. "I need . . . to contact my base . . . and give them the bad news." Amy teared up at that thought. She had thought she'd be able to handle it. "C-could you get me my cell phone? From my flight suit. I-It's in the right thigh cargo pocket. And I need to know just where we are."

Ruth turned toward her mother with a look of fear. Sinead, in turn, gulped and took a deep breath. "I'll get it for you, but it won't work here. There's no service here."

Amy felt her gut drop. She needed to get help. "Can I use your phone then?"

"Umm, we don't have one. Well, I should say the house has one. That's obvious." She nodded toward the phone on a nearby wall. "We just don't have any service. My friends only keep electric service here, but as far as anyone else knows, there's no one living in this house. In fact, only my friend Adriana, and now you, know we're here. I really, really need to keep it that way. Please."

Ruth started to sob. "P-please, Ms. Amy, I d-don't want to go back. Y-you can't t-tell anyone—"

Sinead placed a hand on the girl's shoulder to stop her.

Amy felt a sudden surge of sympathy for this girl. Something had happened to these two that had forced them to run. What? An abusive spouse and father? The other kids were with grandparents, not the dad. Maybe that was it. She had seen enough victims of abuse in the E.D. that she knew she could keep that secret. Now, as she witnessed firsthand the love these two shared, and the fear Ruth had about going back, she knew she would be Ruth's ally.

"Sinead, look, I don’t know who or what you’re running from . . ." 

A look of fear now crossed Sinead's face. 

". . . but I want you to know I'm on your side. I want to help, but right now, I need help. I have to contact my company. And I need medical attention for my ankle. If I have broken both bones in my lower leg, it could compromise the blood flow to my foot. I don't want to lose my foot."

Sinead hung her head but nodded. “I-I understand that. I, uh  . . .”

Amy could tell that the woman wasn't sure about trusting her. Yet, she did not seem to be the kind of person who would deny Amy the care she needed. She had, after all, taken a risk helping Amy from the crash scene.

"Yes, you do. But that doesn't change the phone situation." She paused. "Let me get cleaned up. I won't take long. And then, I'll drive you to the closest phone." Sinead turned to leave the room but spun back. "What about you? We need to get you something to wear. I can't take you out in just a robe."

Amy looked at the two. There stood no chance that either of their clothes would fit her tall frame. "If I have to go in a robe, then so be it."

Sinead nodded and left the room. Ruth looked up at Amy.

"You will keep our secret, won't you?" Pleading filled her eyes.

"Cross my heart," replied Amy, as she did just that. "Do you have someplace I can sit down?"

Ruth smiled and
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