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Wake the Dawn is dedicated to all of our faithful and courageous Border Patrol men and women who work so hard to protect us all. You are unsung heroes for the most part. Hats off to you.
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Allie had said, “No presents this year, but I have a surprise for you. Please don’t be late.”
         

But he had to bring her something. What could he bring his wife for a fifth-anniversary present? Why did he leave it to the last minute—as usual? Ben James turned his US border patrol SUV toward the shopping district, rather than toward home. Flowers? Did that last year. And the year before that. Candy? Allie wasn’t a real candy eater, although everyone said chocolate was the answer. At least he had found her a really perfect card a few weeks ago. He stopped in front of that new florist on Dearborn Street. The shop featured a display of pots of red, orange, yellow, white, and bronze chrysanthemums. That was it! A pot of chrysanthemums. She loved fall flowers. This way she could put it outside and it would bloom again.

He nestled a pot of fiery burgundy blooms in a box on the floor of his backseat so it wouldn’t tip over and turned toward home. Barring anything unforeseen, he would get there before she did.

The handset on his dash played Allie’s signal and he punched the button. “Hello sweetheart.”

Static. He listened with every sense. Had to be Allie. “Where are you, I can hardly hear you.”

“Ben.” Her voice was weak. More static.

“I can’t hear you. I’ll call you back.”

“No.” That came through clear.

He fought to ignore the static.

“B—B—Ben. I—I—I love y—you.”

“What’s wrong?” He swerved right, pulled into a no-parking zone, and killed the ignition to cut the noise of his engine.

“Ben.”

“I’m here, sweetheart. I…”

“I’m going home. Good-bye.”

He heard the last line clearly. A siren wailed in the distance, coming from the phone. “Allie…!” He screamed into the phone. “Allie, where are you?”

Nothing. No response, but he could hear the siren drawing closer through the phone.

God, where is she? What’s going on? He punched in 911. “Ada, this is Ben James. Did you send an ambulance out?”
         

“Yes, a couple of minutes ago.”

“Where to?”

“Single-car accident on SR 48 north of town, just beyond milepost twenty-two. Someone called it in.”

He pulled a U-turn, hit his lights, all of them, and two-wheeled the turn onto Forest, headed for 48. Boot to the floor, he muttered over and over, “God, let her live.”




    

  
    
      

Chapter One
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Chief? Dr. Ho is here.” That annoying buzz in the intercom was getting worse.
         

He tapped the button. “Thanks, Jenny.” Chief Paul Harden, leader of the best team in border patrol, guardian of two hundred miles of the US-Canada border, grillmaster of the annual church fish fry, was so out of shape his receptionist could outrun him. He should get with an exercise program soon. Lose the belly, build some stamina.

He lurched erect and strolled out to reception. Even that left him a bit breathless. Yeah, he was going to have to get cracking on some self-improvement.

This Dr. Ho could probably outperform him, too. The wiry little man beside the reception desk smiled and extended a hand. “Chief Harden, thank you for seeing me on such short notice. This makes my job much easier.”

“My pleasure, Doctor. Coffee? Tea?”

“No, thank you. I just came from lunch.”

“Then let’s go back and solve the world’s problems.” He led the way down the hall to a small conference room adjoining his office. “Have a seat, please, whatever looks comfortable.”

Of a sofa and three armchairs, the doctor picked the velvet-upholstered shellback chair. He had a good eye; it was indeed the most comfortable. Chief settled into the Naugahyde chair beside him.

Dr. Ho leaned back. “You know that the doctor in your clinic here, Esther Hanson, is a physician’s assistant. Although she performs nearly all the functions of a physician, she must be supervised by a board-licensed physician. That is I. If a question comes up, she calls me. And periodically, I come by to assess her work.”

Chief nodded. “She’s mentioned you often and I might add, in positive terms. Glad you came by; I can associate a face with the name.”

The little man smiled. “I’m on my way to the clinic, but I understand you’re the person who takes over in emergencies. I’d like to get your views on Esther’s work performance.”

Chief leaned back. How to explain this in terms a civilian would understand? “I’m not officially in charge in emergencies. The town has two constables and some volunteer firefighters, and there’s no sheriff’s substation near. State patrol’s presence is not a large one; feel free to drive any speed you like. I’m the de facto person in charge during an emergency only because our office is right here; I’m on the scene, if you will. So it’s not chain of command, it’s geography. Our agencies cooperate splendidly. Work together well. I merely coordinate efforts.”

The man nodded. The explanation must have worked.

Chief added, “But that’s all just theory. Nothing ever happens around here.”

  


“Barb! Grab me another hemostat! I can’t control this bleeding!” Esther had the kid’s blood inside her rubber gloves as well as outside now, and direct pressure just wasn’t doing it. “Rob! Crank up the oxygen! Way up! He’s turning gray!”

From the doorway, Gavin’s mother was clasping her palms to her cheeks and moaning, “Oh, God!” Sure, she was distraught, Esther could understand that, but she was darn irritating.

Here was the bleeder. Barb slapped a stat into Esther’s hand and she forced it down into Gavin’s leg, tearing a few minor muscles. The stat clamped down. Barb slapped a second into her hand but she apparently didn’t need it. She watched the site a few moments and straightened up. Her hunched shoulder muscles ached.

“Wow!” Rob sounded amazed. “Nice job, Esther.”

“Thank you. I’ll stitch the artery, but I don’t want to close until we’re sure there’s no leaks.”

“I’ll get sutures.” Barb crossed the mini surgery and started riffling through a drawer.

“Esther?” a familiar voice called from the door.

She wheeled. “Dr. Ho!” Grinning, she hurried over and extended a hand, withdrew it quickly; it was still in its bloody glove.

He crossed to the table, leaned over, and peered closely at Gavin’s leg, his hands clasped behind his back. “Interesting.” He peeked under Gavin’s eyelid, stood erect, and looked at her.

She peeled off her gloves. “This is Gavin Herr, Dr. Ho. Rob and Dennis brought him in a couple of minutes ago. Apparently he was climbing over a barbed-wire fence—not your usual barbed wire or concertina wire, but that stuff with the big, hooked points. The boys with him had the presence of mind to call nine-one-one before they skedaddled. They also called his mom, but by the time she got there the aid van was scooping him up. We suspect drugs may be on board.”

“That’s not true!” Mrs. Herr wailed from the doorway. “My Gavin would never take drugs. Never!” Obviously she had forgotten that Esther had asked her to stay outside. She hustled over and planted herself in front of Dr. Ho. “This young woman is nice, and she has lovely blue eyes, but she’s not competent! Gavin was perfectly all right when they brought him in. I should’ve taken him home like I wanted to, but no. And now look at him!” She paused, scowling. “Are you a doctor?”
         

Dr. Ho smiled. “Yes. I’m Dr. Hanson’s supervisor, Warren Ho. How do you do?” He extended his hand.

She sputtered, stared at the hand a moment, and accepted the handshake.

Esther washed her hands and slipped into clean gloves. Of all the people to complain to about her competence, Esther’s supervisor was absolutely the worst choice. What if he believed her?

Barb had the suturing materials out on a tray and the irrigation bottle poised. Mostly to distract herself, Esther picked up a suture and went to work. Barb had already irrigated the area. Esther must concentrate on what she was doing. That hideous woman. Incompetent? She forced the woman’s yammering into the back of her mind. Focus, Esther. Pay no attention to Gavin’s mother. Just fix his leg. Focus!
         

Dr. Ho’s voice commanded her attention anyway. “Mrs. Herr. Herr, right? Your son is still young enough to compensate well. Compensation is a strategy the human body uses to cope with extreme trauma. Children are especially good at compensating. Your son’s femoral artery is ripped and he was bleeding to death, so his body compensated for the loss of blood by closing down veins to keep his blood pressure up. Your child appeared normal. But that only works for a short time. When the system cannot do that anymore, it simply collapses. Craters. And the child dies immediately. Dr. Hanson managed to pull him back from the grave. Thank your lucky stars, or God, or whomever you wish, that she got to him in time. She just worked a miracle.”

“M-miracle…But drugs…no!”

“His pupils are constricted, Mrs. Herr. Besides, do children without diminished mental capacity cheerfully climb over a razor-wire fence?”

“But he’s only twelve!”

Esther glanced up.

Dr. Ho was nodding. “So very sad, isn’t it. If you would, Mrs. Herr, come with me next door. There’s a wall chart there of the human circulatory system. I can show you exactly where his injury is and what the possible complications are.” And, an angel of mercy, Dr. Ho led the woman out of Esther’s life. At least for the moment.

Rob and Dennis tossed replacement supplies on their gurney and wheeled it out the door. Dennis paused long enough to slap Esther’s shoulder and smile.

It took her nearly ten minutes to complete what should have been a five- or six-minute procedure. She must be more rattled than she thought. He said she was a miracle worker. Maybe that meant he did not believe the ranting Mrs. Herr. Maybe he was just saying that so that Esther wouldn’t get angrier and screw up the procedure.

That debilitating, free-floating anxiety that gripped her so often was boiling up. Dr. Ho didn’t know the half of it, and she wasn’t about to tell him.

And what was going to happen when, sooner or later, she did screw up?

  


If Chief Harden were a journaling man—he wasn’t—he’d start the first entry, “Day One on my road to a buff bod.” It was going to be one long, miserable road.

His deceased wife had claimed that in cities, mall walking was a favored sport of many oldsters, and they all got to know each other. Here in Pineville, with one strip mall anchored by a snowmobile dealership, folks went high-school-football-field walking—more precisely, the cinder track around the outside—and everybody already knew each other. He parked by the fieldhouse and entered the gate.

Chief jogged a couple of yards and decided that it was best to work up slowly and carefully to an optimal degree of buffness and stamina. So he walked. Strolled.

Avis Breeden passed him. “Hello, Paul! Glad you’re out here. They say a storm’s coming.” Avis was a good ten years older. “Herb, you know Herb, lives across the street from me, he says that big storm down south is going to come right up here.”

“Oh? The weatherman this morning said it would miss us and nail Michigan.”

“Herb says when his joints ache like now, we’re in for it. And I believe Herb’s joints before I’ll believe some weather forecaster.” She chugged off at her normal speed.

When really old, crippled-up Denise Abrams passed him with a cheery greeting, he stepped up his pace.

For a couple of yards. Winded, he leaned against a goalpost, catching his breath. This was going to be one very miserable road to buffness, but by golly he would do it.
         

The goalpost was freshly painted. It was painted every August since back when he was in high school; its diameter was probably a couple of inches bigger now with all that paint.

And the smell of it. The smell of the whole place.

The blocking sleds crowded together over in the corner. There was a day when he could move a sled ten yards with his coach standing on it. Run the length of the field and then run right back. Play hard enough and tough enough to win championships.

Then he went off to law enforcement training and a new generation of football players took the field. He lurched erect and continued. The sky had lost its blue, replaced by a pasty gray overcast, but the field was still bright green, its lines white. He reveled in this. Why had he waited so long to start?

Ben James. Why did he come to mind just now? Probably, the past glories on this field. And that legendary game between Pineville and Fillmore was the most glorious. Fifty-six to six. Ben quarterbacked that game; he was the best quarterback Pineville ever had.

Ben. He was a puzzle in high school, a puzzle now. Made sure he was the best at anything he tried. Valedictorian. Football. Married a prom queen. Topped his class in the law enforcement academy. And now look at him. Drinking himself to oblivion nearly every night. If he was going to be a drunk, he was going to be the best. Give him credit, Ben might look a little scruffy when he showed up at eight, but he was never drunk on the job, never ever behind the wheel. Chief kept a close eye on that.

“Hi, Chief!” The sky might be lowering, but Beth Clemens was always a ray of sunshine. She waddled up beside him and slowed her pace. She looked thirty months’ pregnant, but if Chief remembered correctly, it was only seven or eight. Her blond hair was pulled back in one of those little elastic thingies.

He grinned. “Out exercising?”

She giggled. “Ansel says no Zumba until the baby comes. He’s right; all that jumping and turning.” She sobered. “Chief, I know it’s none of my business, but do you hear much from Amber lately?”

His beautiful, screwed-up daughter, as lovely as her mother had been. Beth was one of Amber’s best friends. “No, not lately. Have you?”

“No. Not for maybe two years. A long time.”

“How’s Ansel doing? I hear he got promoted.”

And she was instantly sunny bright again. How did women do that? “He’s the general manager now and regional rep for Sno-Go. Big salary jump.” That tinkly giggle again. “Well, better finish my mile and get back. They’ll be home soon.” She returned to her normal pace and left him in the dust, if cinder tracks raised dust.

Finishing her mile. He nearly killed himself finishing once-around-the-track, but he made it and headed back to his car. How long was the track around the field? He’d forgotten. But he’d gone once around and tomorrow he’d go twice around. He flopped down behind the wheel, grateful to sit. He pulled out of the stadium lot and headed for his office.

Herb’s joints or Hank Oldman, the weatherman on channel five? Which should he believe? He decided to go with Hank, since he’d gone to school with Hank and he knew Herb only very casually. Besides, Herb tended to be pretty negative, and Hank didn’t. He climbed stiffly out of the car and let himself into the building.

Ada the dispatcher glanced up from her little hole in the wall. “What are you doing here on Sunday afternoon?”

“I want to build the next two months’ schedules without constant distractions and interruptions.”

She smiled. “Welcome to Peaceful Valley.”

He nodded. “I’m not here, understand?”

It was nearly dark when he finished up. Ada had left and Greg was on dispatch. He let himself out and climbed into his car. From office chair to car seat, from sitting to sitting. No wonder he got out of breath just fluttering his eyelids.

He should work after hours more often. Then he could drive home in twilight, like this. There was a peace to this little burg after dark. The yellowish streetlights were the old-fashioned incandescent kind that didn’t glare. Most of the town was residential, and most of the residents took pride in their homes. There is a peace in neatness. He drove past Ben James’s place. The only light was a flicker in the living room—Sunday-night football, no doubt. And the dork had left his garage door open again. Good thing this was a low-crime town.

Three doors down from Ben’s he passed Beth and Ansel’s place. Last July the town council thought they should take down that gorgeous oak in Ansel’s front yard. Pregnant Beth threatened to chain herself to the tree and Ansel filed an intent to sue if they touched it, and they reversed themselves. That kind of grassroots politics couldn’t happen in a city. Chief was glad he lived here.

He rolled down his window. The town smelled clean and damp and autumny. A dog barked. A cat appeared out of nowhere, flowed swiftly across the street from gloom into gloom. His left wheels bounced into and out of a pothole just beyond Third and Taylor. He’d call Glenn in the morning and get the street crew to fill it. That was something else you couldn’t do in the city.

He pulled into his driveway, pushed the garage door button, listened to the opener groan as it dragged the garage door up. Probably need replacing soon. He parked the car and strolled out into cool darkness.

He glanced up. The cloud cover was black and much thicker than he would’ve expected. No faint sunset glow, no light smudge to betray the moon.

What if Hank’s multimillion-dollar weather service was wrong and Herb’s joints were right?




    

  
    
      

Chapter Two
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Bo! Shut up!”
         

His black shepherd paced beside the bed, stuck his cold wet nose into Ben’s hand dangling over the side. He barked again, a short sharp demand.

“I already let you out!” Ben fought to open bleary eyes. A jackhammer at full speed pounded without ceasing. He realized the phone was ringing. His landline, not his cell. Who in bloody blazes would be calling now? The dog barked again, splitting Ben’s head wide open. The taste in his mouth made him gag, or was it the headache? Or the booze he needed like a transfusion to be able to sleep at night.

He fumbled for the phone, trying to ignore the glint of light off the bottle sitting on his nightstand. Perhaps a slug of that would stop the jackhammer. He shoved the handset into the general area of his ear.

“Good morning to you, too, Ben.” The bright cheery voice of Jenny the dispatcher glued his eyes shut. “Ben! Don’t you dare hang up on me!”

Bo barked again and paced the length of the queen-size bed, bypassing the dirty clothes of who-knew-how-many days littering the floor.

Jenny’s voice took on a hard edge. “Good thing that dog helps get through to you. Chief wants you heading north up 270 in thirty minutes, and if he doesn’t see you drive by, he will personally come haul your sorry rear in and confine you to desk duty. Are you sober enough to drive?”

“I’m sober.” Ben groped for the bottle.

“Don’t you dare touch that bottle, either!”

What, did the woman have a camera on him? “Yes, Mother Teresa.” Fortunately he swallowed and nearly choked on the words he would have preferred to say. Jenny did not tolerate the kind of language that had taken over his mouth—and soul, too, for that matter. He started to put down the phone but realized she was still speaking. She didn’t handle being hung up on, either. He’d learned that lesson the hard way. She might sound sweet but only when and if she wanted to.

“Ben, you have to get help.”

“Thanks. I need a shower first and some coffee.” He rubbed his face with one hand and glared at his dog sitting before him, Bo’s lolling pink tongue the only spot of color.

“And give Bo a treat. I know he heard the phone first.”

“Yah.” Now he could hang up without getting his neck stretched. Get help. Sure. Such a simple thing to say and humanly impossible. The only help would be to bring Allie back. He had help enough; his only help to sleep, to wake, to live was found in that bottle.

He turned the shower on cold and stepped in, letting out a yell that made his head shriek. Call a cold shower penance of a sort. Wearing only a waist-wrapped towel, he searched for clean clothes, found one set of underwear in the laundry basket, and pulled on the cleanest uniform he could find. Good thing tomorrow was Saturday. Wait. No, Friday. He thumbed his phone to see the day. Monday. This week was going to be a year long! He could drop his uniforms off at the cleaners and pick them up Saturday, thanks to Ellie at Ace Cleaners, who laundered them personally rather than sending them out with the regular cleaning.

How would he get through this day?

He thrust a mug of day-old coffee in the microwave and checked the fridge for cream. He sniffed the carton and tossed it in the overflowing trash. Bo paced beside him, as if not trusting him not to go back to bed. He had been known to.

The microwave pinged. He slapped his chest to make sure he had his badge; if Chief caught him badgeless again he’d rip off another piece of his anatomy. The coffee burned his tongue.

Had he fed the dog? Bo would be nosing his dish if he hadn’t been fed. Together they exited to the garage. He groaned. He’d not closed the garage door again. What new wildlife had taken up residence overnight? The skunk had been a real mess to dispose of.

Bo jumped in as soon as he opened the car door and settled on the passenger side.

Ben returned to the kitchen, tossed back two aspirin, and returned to his vehicle, mentally checking to make sure he had everything. The coffee and the aspirin hit his stomach with equal vengeance. He hadn’t grabbed a food bar, probably because there were none.

He smacked the horn twice as he drove by headquarters. Thumbing a couple of clicks on his hand mike, he waited for Jenny to pick up.

No sweet voice. No greeting. Just, “Did you eat anything?”

“Now you sound like my mother.”

“I’ll call your order in; they should have it bagged by the time you get there.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He finally noticed the waving trees. “You heard the weather?” Jenny always kept track of the weather. That was part of her job.

“Not looking good, but not too bad, either. Hank Oldman says the main storm will pass east of us, but we’ll get some edge effect. NOAA weather says winds gusting ten to fifteen, half an inch to an inch of rain.” She paused. “If you’d been at the meeting, you’d have been briefed.”

“Thanks.” Sarcasm dripped from the single word.

Jenny’s voice softened. “Ben, I know what day this is, and I…”

Ben hit the OFF button and gritted his teeth. He picked up his breakfast burrito and fries to go, stuffed some money through the drive-through window, and headed out of town. He hated breakfast burritos.
         

In the Southwest, guides who escorted illegal immigrants across the border were called coyotes. Around here mostly Asians were coming across, and their escorts were snakeheads. And why was he pondering this imponderable factoid, anyway? He fiddled around with the radio awhile, pushing buttons, but nothing appealed. He turned it off.

Straight as a bullet, Route 270 took him north out of town through some low hills and off across the muskegs all studded with heather and clumps of scrawny trees. The wind was picking up, the pointy spires on the firs lashing back and forth.

Having been warned by his favorite stoolie that there was a possible sneak going down, Ben drove more slowly than usual and turned onto the dirt road he usually turned onto, part of his patrol zone but one with almost no traffic. He slowed down more. Tamarack and lodgepole pine dotted islands of solid ground surrounded by cattails and marsh grasses. The welter of bogs seemed impenetrable, but illegals passed through all the time. Those guiding must know this land even better than he did. Hard to believe.

Maybe they only knew certain routes, because almost always, they passed through right here. A bloody highway, the way they stuck to it.

A deer burst out and bounded across in front of him. Oh, Allie, if you’d only done what I tried to teach you to do, not swerve for a deer. That had been her last decision. She had swerved and lost control. Two years ago today. He ignored the tears until they clouded his vision, then pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket to wipe his eyes.
         

He parked on his favorite copse, a low, wooded rise where his vehicle was concealed but he could see all around. It was his favorite lookout because it was productive; from here he apprehended smugglers every month or two, just by sitting and watching. So he waited. And waited and watched. As accustomed to waiting as he was, Bo curled up and snoozed.

He was hungry. Had he thought to bring along anything for lunch? Of course not. Did he have a spare candy bar in his glove box? Once upon a time, but not now.

Past two o’clock he gave it up. People on foot who’d crossed the border during darkness would have passed this way by now. His stomach growled. He drove down off the copse and continued along the dirt road for another couple of miles, watching for heads bobbing out there, seeing nothing. The wind was picking up. You could hear it whistle.

Bo popped to a sitting position and whined, dancing with his front feet.

“Not now. There’s no shoulder here. Just hold it until the next turnout.”

The dog exploded. He lunged at the door, the windshield, his barking filling the SUV, instantly elevating Ben’s headache back into full jackhammer mode.

“Bo, shut up! Down, Bo, down!” Ben pointed at the floor, but the dog ignored him, lunging at the window. He spun and barked at Ben, demanding. Ordering. Pleading.

His dog never acted like this. What had he picked up on that Ben missed? He stopped and, leaning way over, opened the door. Bo shoved through and tore off, back the way they had come. Before Ben could get out of the truck and cradle his gun, the dog angled south into a stand of pine and birch.

Concern switched to fury. Cursing the dog, the day, the wind, the terrain, he punched his handheld to notify headquarters.

“Want backup?” Ada’s crisp voice.

“To help me find my fool dog? I don’t think so.”

“What if he’s on to something?”

“He better be. Every time I call his name he barks, but he quit obeying orders when he went nuts in the truck.”

“Keep us posted.”

He signed off. “Bo!”

The response was closer. If there were any illegals in this area, they’d sure as hell been warned. He held his gun at ready, trying not to step into holes. Was he wearing his flak jacket? No, that required forethought. The wind screamed through the trees now, breaking off branch tips and spinning them ahead. The storm Jenny thought would hit Michigan seemed to have made a wrong turn. He hated wind. Plenty of mess, no upside.

He blew his dog whistle. Bo yipped. Close, but where? At least they seemed to be on an island of hard ground in the bog. The moss was squishy, but the ground under it didn’t give.

Another yip; he angled to the left toward the sound. Some partner this blasted dog had become. Whatever had possessed the mutt to go tearing off like this? He puffed the whistle. A whine this time. He stepped around a clump of fir to see Bo curled under a heath.

Gun ready, Ben moved closer. Was it a body? Bo was trained to find live people, not corpses. “Bo, leave it!”

The dog didn’t move. Other than one lip that curled slightly. His dog, his partner, was acting almost menacing.

What in thunder…?

As if on cue, thunder grumbled off to the southwest. The wind was from the southwest, so it would soon be followed by rain—with Ben’s luck, a deluge; he’d left his slicker home.

A voice from his radio: “Ben, come in. Ben.” Sounded more like Jenny than Ada.

He ignored the voice. Keeping all his attention on the dog, he took a deep, cleansing breath to calm down. Why couldn’t he respond correctly to a simple incident, the way he was trained to do? What was going so haywire with his judgment that even his dog, equally trained, was picking up on it? Maybe Bo was reacting to his rage. He lowered his voice. “What is it, boy? What have you found?”

The black tail quivered, black eyes drilled into his.

Something white or once white lay within the dog’s protection. It wasn’t big enough to be a person. But this dog was one of the best sniffers in the business. Other departments often borrowed the two of them in emergencies.

“Easy, Bo, let me see. I’m okay now.” Ben eased forward, keeping his movements firm and slow. A blanket?

A bundle wrapped in a blanket. A bundle of what? Bait in a booby trap? He stood up quickly, looked around. If anyone else was in the area, Bo would know, hear, or smell. Ben knelt beside the bundle.

A baby.

Bo had just found a baby. Was it still alive?

Bo wagged his tail and whimpered again. “Good boy. Good job, good boy.” When he reached out with his hand to touch the bundle, Bo licked his fingers. “Good boy, I’ll take it from here.”

“Ben, where are you? Are you all right? Ben! Respond!” Definitely Jenny.

He touched the baby’s face. Still warm. He laid his hand on the chest. Still breathing. He thumbed his handheld and barked, “It’s clear. I’ll file the report later.”

“Good. Chief says get back here, pronto. We need you.”

No matter what you’re doing, someone wants you to be doing something else. He was getting pretty tired of it. “Jenny? Where’s Ada?”

“Had to go home. Hurry in, Ben.”

He scooped the baby up and rose to his feet. “Come on, Bo, let’s get out of here.”

With Bo leading, Ben clutched the baby to his chest and staggered back toward the road. If the baby was bait in a trap, he was toast; he couldn’t keep his sidearm ready and carry the baby and keep his balance. Bog-wise, Bo bounded from firm spot to firm spot and was soon out of sight. Ben was just as bog-wise but not nearly as agile. He stumbled, splashed through puddles, hit a grass clump wrong and his foot slid down into mire. He stepped out into the open and a gust slammed him backward.

The rain struck in an instant downpour. No polite starting sprinkle, no lightning.

He didn’t dare stop to check the baby he carried; the wind knifed through his wet shirt, reminding him how soaked the bundle was. At last he reached solid roadbed and scrambled up onto it. Bo barked off to the right, and there waited his truck a hundred yards away.

He grabbed an emergency blanket out of the box in the backseat and let the wind slam the back door closed while he wrestled one-handed with the driver’s door. He held it open with his back while he snapped the blanket open and laid the baby on it. These goofy space-age blankets. Aluminum foil made out of plastic, for pete’s sake; didn’t deserve the name blanket. But apparently they worked, because every emergency kit had one, so thank God for space-age technology. He wrapped the baby up and belted it into the passenger seat.
         

The wind slapped the door against his hip and the backs of his legs. “In, Bo.”

The dog leaped to the driver’s seat and down to the floor to sit facing the passenger seat. Ben climbed in and the wind instantly slammed the door closed for him. It was getting just plain nasty out there.

For the first time since he’d scooped up the baby, he allowed himself to pause a moment and close his eyes. God, help this baby.
         

The irony of him now praying to the God he swore to ignore was lost in long-ago habits that came thundering back. He keyed his radio with one hand and rammed the key into the ignition with the other.

“Jenny?” He didn’t wait for a response. “Call Esther and tell her a baby’s en route. A tiny one. Alive but unresponsive.” He roared off in the wrong direction, grabbed the hand brake, and did a perfectly executed moonshiner’s turn—180 at forty miles an hour. He felt momentarily smug; it’d been years since he did that, and he still had the touch. On the other hand, if his tires had hooked up, they would have spit him into the ditch, and this was not the time to need a tow. He headed toward town code three. His lights flashed red off the wet trees; the blaring siren giving him hope he was actually doing something constructive.

“Bo, guard the baby. Take care of him, Bo.”

The flailing wipers couldn’t begin to keep the windshield clear. Like driving into a car wash. When he swung south onto 270, conditions seemed to let up a bit. Until a blast broadsided him, shoving him across into the northbound lane.

The baby shifted; Bo nosed it back into a safer position.

Ben swore at the storm, at the fear riding him like a sumo wrestler on a Shetland pony. He straightened back into his own lane, his arms and shoulders already tight from battling the bucking vehicle. Eight miles to go. He sped up, but now he was driving beyond his headlights. It appeared he was the only one on the road. Still…

“Where are you?” The radio crackled a little.

“Just passed Owens Road.”

“Esther’s ready.”

He grunted and glanced in the rearview mirror to see a pine crash across the road, not a small one. While he knew the roar it should be making, between the siren and the rain drumming on his roof, the tree fell soundlessly.

“Trees are falling,” the radio informed him helpfully.

“So I hear. Route 270 is fully blocked at the eight-mile marker.”

Two miles farther.

He stood on the brake; a tree lay dead ahead. He shoved his rig into four-wheel drive, grateful that four-wheelers no longer had to get out and lock Warren hubs by hand. He shifted into low and pressed the deer guard through the branches, eased down on the gas pedal. The wheels threw branches behind him, but the tree moved. He cleared one lane, backed off, drove through the passage.

Less than half a mile farther, a tree had fallen across the power line to the Hostettlers’ place. The wire danced, throwing sparks. He swung wide. And he finally let in the thought that he mightn’t make it into town.

He roared into the outskirts. A power line hung on a broken pole, but it hadn’t parted. A truck ahead moved to the side at the sight of his flashing lights.

Emergency lights approached northbound. An ambulance flashed headlights at him and kept on going.

He keyed his mike. “Did you tell that ambulance that the road is closed?”

“They aren’t going that far. Just Hostettlers’. ETA?”

“Five minutes.”

The one stoplight in town hung black overhead. He slowed in case of other traffic and finally wheeled into the clinic. He hit the brakes and had his door open almost before the vehicle stopped. Reaching across the seat, he unsnapped the seat belt and grabbed the bundle.

“Here.” Esther Hanson took the bundle and raced into the clinic, Bo and Ben right behind her.

He’d made it.




    

  
    
      

Chapter Three
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Stay, Bo.” Ben paused outside the examining room. Bo ignored him and followed Esther into the mini surgery. The bright lights above the examining table reflected off the silver blanket. “Bo! He figures the baby’s his. Shouldn’t have told him to guard it.”
         

“It’s okay. Help me.” She unwrapped the crackly blanket and stripped the baby, dropping things on the floor. Laying her stethoscope on the naked little chest, she listened, shaking her head. “This is a miracle.”

“What?”

“That she’s still alive. How long do you think she was out there?”

“Couldn’t be too long. Overnight the animals would have gotten her.” A girl.

“No trace of the mother?”

“We didn’t look. Bo found her. Wasn’t going to even let me touch her until I calmed down. He knows I don’t do hectic real well.”

“Neither do I. Get me a blanket out of the warmer.” Even as she spoke, she was checking the baby’s vitals.

The clinic’s sole warmer was in the hall so everyone on the corridor could access it conveniently. Of course, in the hall it was convenient to no one. Ben snatched out a blanket and returned to Esther. “When we were returning to the truck, Bo gave no indication of other people around.”

“So the mother left her baby.” She wagged her head.

“Or the snakehead forced her to leave it. She’s Asian, no idea what country.”

“Possibly three weeks old.” She reached for an IV kit. “Don’t go; I need you to help. How we’ll start a drip into veins this tiny, I have no idea.” She tapped hands, arms, feet, rapped the inside of the tiny elbow. “She’s so dehydrated. Her veins are collapsed. Come on, baby, stay alive. Have you ever done one before?”

Ben shook his head. His EMT training included starting lines, but not in an infant so small. “Where’s Barbara?”

“Had to go home to get her kids when the lights went out.”

“You’re on generator?”

“Kicked in automatically.” She poked about, still wagging her head. “Okay, we’re going in here, this vein. Find me a rubber band.”

“Her head?” Rubber band. There, holding together a bundle of vials. He ripped it off; vials rolled everywhere.
         

“It’s the best vein I see. Dig me out size twenty-four. Even that may be too large.”

He found it; the needle was the size of a really thin wire.

“Hold her head completely still. That’s it.” She positioned the rubber band around the baby’s skull above her eyes, laid one finger firmly against a place Ben would have thought was random, and pressed the tiny needle against the tiny scalp. The baby didn’t move.

Esther swore, backed off, tried again. A teensy bubble of blood rose into the very bottom of the floor of the syringe. Esther cackled triumphantly. “Have that saline ready, and a hanger.”

Okay, so Ben was in awe. A vein that small…He set up the IV rack and bag, handed her the end of the tubing, plugged male plugs into females, bled the bubbles out of the line. She released a little saline, checking for bulges with her fingertips, withdrew the needle. The catheter remained in place. Success!

She stood erect, stretched her shoulders back. Her face looked drawn, weary already. “I’ll tape it down and cut off the band. Can you diaper her?”

“Where’re the diapers?”

She nodded toward a cupboard.

Someone yelled from the ER entrance.

“Go see who it is, will you?”

Ben grabbed a diaper and laid it on the table as he left the room.

An old man with a bleeding head wound looked about to pass out. He was pressing a kitchen towel against his head, but it was doing nothing to stanch the flow. He would probably be a crumpled little puddle on the floor if his son weren’t holding him up. Ben knew these two: Ernie Gilbertson, a volunteer EMT, and Jens.

“Ernie, this way.” Ben led them into room three. “Get him up there.”

Ernie helped his father onto the table. “Piece of roofing caught him.”

Ben ripped open a pack of gauze and handed it to Ernie. “Hold this while I scrub. Did you call nine-one-one?”

“No. No bars on my cell.”

Mr. Gilbertson moaned and tried to sit up.

“Dad, don’t move.”

The thin, wrinkled lips muttered, “Your mother, where is she?”

“She’s home, Nancy is with her. She’s okayer than you right now.”

Ben knew Ernie’s mother had recently had surgery but right now could not remember for what. What is Esther doing with the baby? He jerked his focus back to this room and this patient. At least he could handle this one, up until the stitches, that is. Head wounds always bled like a broken water main.
         

“I need more gauze. This is soaked.”

Ben set the box on the table. “Help yourself. Oh, and don’t throw away that gauze. Just add to it. Then we’ll know how much blood was lost. We’ll get a drip on him soon as we can.”

He heard the buzzer and voices in the waiting room. Forget about washing up; the rain-rinse would do; he was still damp. Snapping on latex gloves, he moved to Jens Gilbertson’s head and took over with the gauze. “Go see who is out there, would you please?” With gentle fingers he probed the area around the laceration. Solid, no mush, no bubble of swelling, no indication of deep-flesh injury. “Good thing you have a hard head, Jens; we’ll get some stitches in here and you’ll be right as rain.” Right as rain. Not particularly apt in this storm. He checked the man’s pupils. No dilation, no indication of further trauma.
         

An approaching ambulance siren reassured him. Now they would have more help.

Ernie came back. “Ambulance just pulled up.”

“Okay, keep your father from moving. I’ll be right back.” He stuck his head in the mini surgery, where Esther was diapering the baby. “You’re amazing. Scalp laceration in room three when you get to it. Ernie is keeping his father from running out the door before we get him stitched up.”

“Thanks.”

He watched her a moment. She looked strange. “You okay?”

Esther nodded as she stripped off her gloves. “I can’t leave her quite yet.”

“The ambulance crew is here. We need to triage the waiting room. I’ll call headquarters, see if we can get some more help. Who do you want me to call?” Ben watched the table where the infant lay. “She’s alive, right?”

“For now. I can’t find anything other than dehydration. We need an incubator.”

“We don’t have one?”

“No. One of those many things on my list. Or a real crib.” She was bitter; it came through loud and clear.

Yvette, one of the ambulance EMTs, stopped in the doorway. “We have a possible cardiac here. Where can we put him?”

“IV in place?” Esther almost looked frightened; Ben must be reading her wrong.

“Yes, and EKG. We gave him bicarb and started a drip.”

“Put him in room two.” Esther paused. “Then come back here and stay with this infant.”

Yvette Carlin, the youngest member on the volunteer crew, nodded and hurried off.

“Ben, can you triage the waiting room?”

“Will do, but…” He stared at her face. “You’re dripping sweat and you’re white as that sheet in there. Are you all right?”

“I will be. Now go.”

Ben glanced from her to the baby and down at Bo. “He might not let anyone else touch her.” He motioned. “Bo, come. Duty’s done. Come.”

The dog whined, looking from one human to another. He looked up at the table and settled back on the floor, muzzle between his front feet. His tail brushed the floor.

“Leave him.”

“Stupid mutt.” Ben glared at the dog and exited down the hall, speaking into his handheld as he went. “Jenny, can you get us some help here at the clinic?”

“As soon as someone else comes in. We put out a general call for everyone to report for duty. How’s the baby?”

“Hooked up to an IV, but we have no incubator or crib.”

“Put her in a drawer.”

“Good idea.” He veered back and gave Esther the message. He left as she was dumping supplies out of a drawer onto the counter.

It was already standing room only in the waiting room. Ben caught his breath. What to do first? He raised his voice and arms at the same time. “Listen up, folks.” When the hush fell, he started giving instructions, all the years of disaster preparedness training kicking into gear. “I need someone on the phone, someone else to follow me around taking notes. We’ll see you all, but we’ll take you in order of critical injury.”

Mrs. Breeden, known by everyone as Avis, stepped over to the desk. “I can handle the phone. What do you want me to tell them?”

“Only critical care here. Otherwise, ask them to remain in their homes for now if it’s safe.”

Dennis Schumaker, the other EMT, returned from wheeling his patient into room two. “Esther is with him now. Tell me what to do.”

“Start on that side of the room and I’ll start here. Critical first.” A child off to his left screamed and went rigid in her mother’s arms. He went to her.

“She has epilepsy. We know what to do. Do you know where a tongue depressor is?”

He pointed down the hall. “First door on the left. Jar on the counter. If no one is in there, take her.”

The father leaped to his feet.

Avis appeared at Ben’s elbow. “Another call for an ambulance.”

Dennis nodded. “I’ll get Yvette.” He hustled out.

“Ben.” Jenny’s voice on his radio. “How bad over there?”

He keyed it. “Full up.” He needed a beer. “Any news on the storm?”

“Taking up residence right here. Michigan got stood up.”

“Thanks.” He knew he sounded sarcastic but at this point that might help keep him sane, something along the line of gallows humor. “Where’s Chief?”

“Responding to another emergency. I’m it for here for right now.”

While they talked, Ben moved to the next family.

“I need help in here!” Esther hollered from room two.

“Be right back.” He strode down the hall and stepped inside two. “What do you need?”

“Transport south; this is more than we can handle here.”

The cardiac patient, tilted halfway to sitting on the gurney, looked panic-stricken.

Rob Lewis appeared in the doorway. “Where do you want me?”

“You help Esther and I’ll go back to the waiting room.”

Rob nodded. “I think the Lutheran church is receiving guests. Can we send any of these over there, do you think?”

“Not so far.”

Ben paused in the room where the infant still lay without moving, Bo at guard. “Good boy.” At least her color looked better. He touched her face. Not hot, but warmer than before. “Hang in there, little one.” He left for the next crisis, battling the lump in his throat. How could a mother walk off and leave a sweet little baby lying in the muskegs, not even beside the road? How could a God of love allow all this to happen? No time to rage right now, that was for sure.

The din had grown in the waiting room, only because the number of people had. No one was screaming or demanding, and those who could were already helping those who needed it.

Ah! Barbara, the nurse who was Esther’s right-hand woman, had returned. She waved him over and handed him a list of names. “I took over triage. These are put in the order I thought most necessary.”

“Thanks.” He started to call out the next name when an old woman clad only in her underpants followed someone else in through the door. She wove between those on the floor, plaintively calling for her husband. He didn’t know her, but he knew about her. Her man had been gone for three years, and her dementia had grown worse. Usually her neighbors kept track of her. A man rose and draped his jacket around her, then leaned closer to say something in her ear. She nodded and sat down where he indicated, only to rise immediately and call “Harold?” again.

Ben turned to Barbara. “Get her a gown, please. Maybe someone can run her over to St. Mark’s. Bring out any more blankets, too. Anyone suffering from shock in here?”

“Most likely everyone, to one degree or another.” She disappeared into the hall. The phone rang again. Avis? Avis must have gone somewhere.

A man leaning against the wall picked up the receiver. “Clinic. Dr. Esther is tied up right now. Can I take a message? No, ma’am, the room, well, the whole building is full. If you cannot stay in your home, or your neighbor’s, go up to St. Mark’s Lutheran. They’ve opened the Lutheran church.”

Ben nodded his thanks and moved to the next victim. A little boy tugged his arm. “My momma can’t talk to me no more.”

“Where is your momma?”

“Home. She said me and Sissy had to come here.” He indicated a girl at least a year younger than himself. “Then she took a nap.”

Ben swallowed the bad feeling growing in his gut. “Can you tell me where you live?”

The boy reeled off his address and clutched his sister’s hand. A bruise on her forehead was already swelling her right eye shut. “A board banged Sissy.”

“What is your name?”

“Charlie. Momma says don’t talk to strangers but you’re a policeman, so that’s all right.”

“Charlie, what is your last name?”

“Stevenson. My daddy drives a big truck.”

Ben knew where they lived, a new family in town, and Stevenson was probably on the road somewhere, frantic about his family. “Do you know how to call your daddy?”

Charlie nodded. “But our phone didn’t work. Momma said to come here. Can you please go wake my momma up now? Sissy is hungry and she messed her pants.”

“How old are you, Charlie?”

He held up three fingers. “My birthday is tomorrow. Then I’ll be this.” He held up four.

Ben patted Charlie’s knee. The child’s skin was cold. “You wait right here and I’ll see what I can do.” He moved down the hallway to call Jenny.

“What do you need?”

“I need someone to go to the Stevenson house, that new family in town. The children are here, but Charlie says he couldn’t wake his momma up.”

“Oh, Lord, no. I’ll call Chief, or—or someone. Anything else?”

“Tell whoever goes there to call me with the response. I’ll tell the kids.”

“I will. Ah, Ben, who knows how many have died already in this.” She clicked off.

Barbara was handing out blankets, but when he beckoned her, she handed the pile to someone else and came over.

“See those two little kids there? Can you get someone to change the little girl and check them? I’m hoping they can go up to the church.”

“Will do. That new couple that just came in, you better check them next. How’s Esther doing?”

“Last I knew she was treating a cardiac in two. Rob is with her, I’ll check. We need someone to clean the examining rooms between patients, too.”

He left her and crossed to the middle-aged man and woman. He knew these people, too. Wait a minute. He paused in midstep. Barbara did not ask what is Esther doing, or where is Esther, but how is Esther doing. How? Barbara knew Esther as well as anyone; what did she anticipate might be wrong with Esther?
         

But then the man before him, Roy Abrams, seized his attention. “I think Denise is bleeding internally.”

“Let’s get her in here, and I’ll get help.” He led them to three. At least the room where Ernie had his dad was cleaned up now, somewhat. The wrappers were picked up and the bloody gauze dumped in the hot bag. Judging from the crowd in the waiting room in this crisis, they were going to have to put up with semi-clean tonight. “Let’s lay her down on the table. There should be a blanket in that cupboard there. What happened?”

“The power went out. I lit our Coleman lantern while she went out on the back porch to bring in some knitting. She can knit by lamplight. That’s when the apple tree fell on the pantry and she got trapped under the rafters. Took me a while to get her out and the phone is dead so I couldn’t call for help. We don’t have a cell phone.”

“Cell’s dead, too. How long ago?”

“Might be half an hour. Took a while to get here. Trees are down, power lines; Ben, it’s a horror out there.”

It was a horror in here, too. Denise looked terrible, pasty and pained.

“Be right back.” Ben headed down the hall. Suddenly he detoured. His boss, Chief Paul Harden, was coming in the side double doors. The milling crowd, all these people expecting him to make their problem go away right now, that abandoned baby…The fury in him rose and boiled over. He yelled, “Hey!”

Chief turned and looked at him.

Ben squared himself directly in front of this man. “Exactly why am I here?”

“You don’t want to be out there. Nobody wants to be out in this hurricane-on-steroids.”

Ben spaced his words out clearly, his fury seething now. “I am an experienced border patrol officer. My duties are to catch bad guys trying to sneak over the line and to work with equivalent Canadian officers. I am not a medic; I am certainly not a hospital administrator, nor do I want to be.”
         

Chief Harden measured his words just as carefully. “You are here, Officer James, because you’re the only EMT in the county who’s on the national register, you did part of your ER time with Mayo, you’re certified for invasive procedures, you’re levelheaded in tight spots and when you have to you can ad-lib, and unless you’re blotto, you’re dependable, so—”
         

“Dependable!” Ben interrupted. “Not even my dog trusts me!”

“In short, you’re here because we need you. It’s where you were assigned.”

“No one assigned me here!”

“I did. And if you’d been at the staff meeting yesterday at four, you would have known that. Next time don’t start drinking until after six.”

This was his supervisor, his boss, he must not—he didn’t give a rip who this guy was. He was yelling now. “I can’t do this job!”

“None of us can do the job we’re doing. That’s the way emergencies go. So hang in there and just keep doing what you can’t do.”

Yelling wasn’t getting anywhere. Frustration equaled his anger now. So they wanted a hospital administrator, did they? By glory they’d get one. “We’re gonna get some FEMA funds out of this, right?”

“We’re in line for their whole fiscal budget. Did you see what it’s like out there?”

“I drove back in it, remember? And it hadn’t really gotten going yet.”

“Then, Bucky, you ain’t seen nothing yet.” His voice was so soft and sad, so heavy with meaning, Ben’s fury almost melted.

But not quite. Over there across the room. “Hey, you! Kid!” Ben crossed to a gangly teenager with acne. “Aren’t you the Culpepper kid?”

The kid quailed. Almost whispered. “Yes, sir.”

“You know how to mop a floor?”

“Sorta.”

“Then you’re about to learn. Follow me.” He started off for the custodial closet, calling over his shoulder, “Ten dollars an hour cash for as long as we need you. You’ll clean up the examination rooms and minor surgery between patients.”

“I—I don’t know how to…”

“Join the club, kid. All of us are doing jobs we don’t know how to.” He thrust the mop and squeeze bucket into the boy’s hand, uncapped the disinfectant and showed him how much to pour in. They filled the bucket out of the slop sink. Ben handed it to him. The kid was strong enough to hold it without a problem. “We’ll use three for practice.”

Ben waved a hand as he entered three. “Kid, this is Roy and Denise Abrams. You’re going to have to work around us sometimes.” He put a cuff on Denise and grabbed a stethoscope out of the drawer. “First you pick up any litter. Wrappers mostly—anything sterile comes in a wrapper and we toss it when we’re busy—blankets, everything.” He pumped up the cuff, pressed the stethoscope bell to Denise’s arm. “Then you mop the floor. When the table here is vacated, you go over it with a rag wet with disinfectant water. Go get a rag out of that closet we were in.” He let the pressure down slowly, waiting, listening. Down. Down. Eighty-five. He pulled the stethoscope out of his ears and stood up straight. “I’ll go get Esther.”

Roy nodded. Denise vomited.

Ben left the room in a stately manner but broke into a run the moment he was out of sight of the door. He burst into two. “Esther, you better check this one quick.”

The look on her face stopped him cold.
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