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Chapter 1

Mali, Africa

August 2008

Her moral and ethical compass pointed in two directions—life or death. Dr. Madison Cote counted life as success and death as failure. Both earned her equal respect. But when it came to sustaining life, she did whatever was required. Already during her surgeries today, she’d used unconventional methods to avert several potential crises, methods that would raise a hospital board’s eyebrows. But the red tape didn’t extend to her Malian bush hospital. And she liked it that way.

For the third time in one minute, Madison wiped the sweat droplets trickling down her clenched jaw. A solar-powered fan teased her with a hint of a breeze, offering more relief than sitting uphill from the Niger did. The fan’s effectiveness tripled when the mosquito net encircling her operating table wasn’t in the way. But she didn’t have time to cool off, since the generator would turn off at dusk and she had several more patients to get through before then.

She couldn’t begrudge the simplicity of it all—not when so much need found its way through the heavy wooden doors each day. The average age of her patients was twelve. She diagnosed everything from rabies to typhoid fever and performed general operations when there was an anesthetist on hand. Every case fell to her. These kids would lead the country and their homes and her job was to make sure they lived long enough to change their world. She’d grown to love the contented exhaustion and the satisfaction of knowing she made a difference.

This patient, a ten-year-old boy, had carried a five-pound mass in his abdomen for the better part of three years. Locals thought perhaps he was a girl with male anatomy and his swollen abdomen was actually a pregnancy. Those theories proved untrue when he didn’t deliver after nine months. By some small miracle, word had spread to his village of a western doctor performing surgeries to rescue people from death’s eager clutches.

Despite March’s blistering heat, the brave little boy walked for four days in shredded shoes and collapsed a half mile from the hospital’s door. Today’s procedure was the boy’s reward for his patience and endurance. And not a moment too soon. The putrid smell of infection had assaulted her nose as soon as she cut him open. She held her breath to keep from gagging.

The lamp humming overhead spotlighted her work and soothed her nerves with its steady confidence. With every trusting face that relaxed under the anesthesia, the reality that no one was around to fix her mistakes sunk a little deeper in her psyche. Her surgical execution needed to be flawless every time or children died and there was no one to blame but herself. After one last swipe of her scalpel, she handed her tool to her hovering surgical assistant Konji and lifted the mass out with a grunt.

The door burst open, slamming against the brick wall. The thud jolted Madison’s brain. Her body jerked, causing her fingers to squeeze the mass in response. She glanced over as Ina rushed in, her eyes wide over her mask.

“Ina, you know better than to endanger our patient like that.”

“Doctor, General Abdou Karim is outside demanding you give his son Amadou a kidney transplant.” Ina’s heaving chest betrayed the steadiness of her voice.

Kidney transplant? Not in this country. Madison set the mass on the tray and dropped it in a bag marked for disposal. General Karim wasn’t the first person to demand immediate medical attention. The line of patients waiting for her every day included at least two or three who insisted their minor cases were emergencies.

“I’ll have to get to him in a little bit. Our OR schedule is packed.”

“Doctor, he surrounded our building with armed men. You do it now or we all die.” Ina’s tone left no question she’d been threatened.

That was a first. Her stomach dropped to her knees. Another few months left until she fulfilled Dr. Cavine’s will stipulations and she’d be free of such threats on her life.

Madison shook her head. “We’re going to have to dissuade him. We don’t have the ability to do a transplant in our little hospital, Ina.” The outdated donated equipment surrounding them was proof enough of that.

“He already found a match for his son, Doctor. He brought a donor with him that he says is a tissue and blood type match.”

Madison blinked as the jaw of her mind clattered to the floor. Had Ina said what she thought she said?

“I don’t want to know how that happened.” The tissue-match process was more advanced than most of the hospitals in Bamako could do. “Who told him it was a kidney problem? Who made him believe we could perform a surgery of that significance in our facilities?” 

Ina shrugged her slight shoulders. “He said a western doctor told him.”

Her thanks to that weasel of a doctor would be a punch in the nose. Or worse. The nerve of him to get a warlord’s hopes up and potentially get her killed.

Madison shook her head again. The sweat-soaked end of her ponytail slapped her neck like a whip. “Symptoms?”

“Pain in his abdomen, nausea, loss of appetite, and fever.”

The symptoms were consistent with kidney failure but could also be any number of things. Like food poisoning. Or General Karim testing her.

With her bloodied gloves held at chest level, Madison ducked under the mosquito net and strode to the glass-slated window and peered out. Ina hadn’t lied. In both directions mean-looking men held large guns, probably waiting for a signal to charge the hospital. She leaned away from the window and let her head rest against the wall. How would she dig her way out of this one?

Tell him what he wants to hear.

The sigh that escaped her lips started from the bottom of her soul. “Let me stitch this boy up and move him into recovery first. Tell General it will cost him fifty thousand francs per hour of surgery and to plan for eight hours. He and his men aren’t allowed anywhere near this operating room. Move Amadou in here and prep him for surgery.”

“They are both prepped, Doctor.” Ina’s kind eyes crinkled. “We had to make it look like we were doing something to buy time. I didn’t want to interrupt you before you extracted the mass.”

“Smart thinking, Ina. Well done.”

Ina’s intuition always managed to surprise Madison. She was the best nurse in the hospital. As she disappeared, Madison stood over her patient while Konji finished stitching him together.

“Roger, do we have enough lightweight juice to keep two kids asleep for eight hours or so?”

Roger’s rigid posture eased at her question. Her responses had alarmed him though he didn’t speak a word of French. The clanking of glass muffled his muttering as he dug through a box nearby. He emerged with a couple of bottles that he flicked, drawing a satisfied smile. That seemed to be how anesthetists worked. A flick and a smile meant the drugs were right on point.

“Should do. I’ve got a fine lot of gas here that’ll do the trick without leaving their brains in a hash.”

She summarized the situation to Roger, leaving out the sudden-death part. “Obviously, we can’t do a kidney transplant here even if Amadou did need one so let’s make sure they stay asleep while I find out what’s really wrong.”

Roger nodded. The wiry-haired middle-aged man was a godsend from Wales who had known Madison’s mentor Dr. Cavine, the hospital’s deceased founder. Roger’s hospital granted him two months out of each year to do charity medical work around the world, so Roger came in July each year—war, pest, or famine. The more serious operations waited until he arrived. No one expected anything different. It was how things worked. 

And, obviously, General Karim knew Roger was here. How closely was he watching?

Amadou and his donor shuffled in, their yellow paper robes gaping in the back. Their wide eyes took in her patient’s limp form on the metal table and Konji mopping the blood and pus from the floor. Walk ’em in. Wheel ’em out. It was the Malian method. 

With any luck the sight would discourage Amadou from fabricating symptoms or illnesses. 

Madison cleared her throat and used her doctor voice. “Amadou, please tell me what is wrong.”

“My side. My kidney.” His moans didn’t sound manufactured. 

“Point to where it hurts.”

Amadou rubbed his hand across his midriff. Incredibly vague.

“Is it very sharp or a dull pain?”

“Dull, but then very sharp.” The boy flinched again, his face twisted in agony. A tear slipped down his cheek.

Madison nodded at Roger. “Put them both in deep.”

The donor’s lip quivered but he made no sound when the needle pierced his skin. A pat on the arm was the best she could do to reassure him as he fell asleep. Her stomach churned. To stay alive and keep everyone around her alive, General needed to believe that she had performed a successful transplant. At the least, she would do exploratory surgery so Amadou would have the stitches for appearance’s sake.

Two hours passed in labored silence with a barked command to Konji and Ina every now and then. Thank God Ina spoke fluent French or they’d both be in trouble.  

Madison took a deep breath. “Ina, please tell General Karim his son is still in surgery and it is going well. Then start on your rounds. Konji and I have this under control.”

Ina slipped out the door.

Five more hours ticked by before she sent both boys to the recovery room, wrapped in bandages. As two nurses wheeled the boys out, Madison pulled off her apron, surgery cap, and gloves. Time would tell how well Amadou’s body recovered from his appendectomy. The procedure had been routine once she found the problem. Roger and Konji had chatted away their tension as she dropped the offending organ onto a tray. Sometimes the most inconspicuous member produced unexpected agony.

The nightly dinner for the hospital staff had been served and cleaned up by now, leaving her to succumb to her exhaustion on an empty stomach. She dropped into the wooden chair in her office and rubbed her eyes. Night started to pull its cloak over the sky. Darkness ushered in a refreshing temperature drop. The sweet scent of cool air mingled with the songs of the night bugs drained the tension from her muscles.

Rest. 

She rolled her head from side to side, working the kinks from their hiding places. Hours hunched over the operating table took their toll on her body. What she wouldn’t give to have someone willing to massage her shoulders and rub her feet at the end of a long day.

A soft knock sounded on her door. She whimpered, tempted to tell them to return in the morning. The knock came again. Heaving a groan, she pushed from her chair and cracked the door open.

“Doctor, may I come in?” The low voice sent her stomach into her throat.

She blinked. The man who had threatened to kill her eight hours earlier stood a foot from her. No one else was nearby. Letting him in was a terrible idea, but he wasn’t accustomed to being told no.

 “Come in, General. Looks like you called off your guard dogs.” Likely because he was the fiercest of the pack and needed no protection. “Are you armed?”

“I am always armed.”

General stepped into the office, his eyes narrowed. Her heart pulsed in her ears as she came face to face with the man who defied everything she stood for. He appeared about thirty, an old man in some countries, his features unmarred by war or disease. He was different than she’d expected.

He clasped his hands behind his back and peered down his nose at her. “I am sorry I had to do that. I had no choice.”

“No choice,” she whispered. 

Like all the kids who had been pushed to the back of the line today because he demanded surgery for his son.

“Doctor, I am prepared to pay you as you asked for doing the surgery. I also promise you my protection provided Amadou lives.”

Where was the class in med school on how to deal with a distraught warlord father? This was way over her pay grade. 

“General, it is no one’s fault if his body rejects the kidney. These things happen. In fact, the rate of acceptance is—”

“I don’t care about the rate of acceptance, Doctor.” His white teeth clacked as he hissed from behind them. “I care about your success with my son.” General angled his body toward her. His fingers traced the length of her arm. “You are mesmerizing with your pale skin and womanly form. I’d hate to see any harm come to you because you are left uncared for so far away from your family.”

What family? She held her tongue as fire zipped through her veins.

Why did it always come to a test of wills? One of these days, someone would follow through on their threats when they didn’t get what they wanted. No one would miss her but the needy children who were the closest thing to family she had. She needed them as much as they needed her.

“General, I would hate to see harm come to me as well. I am in the business of saving lives, like your son’s. This area would suffer immensely if they no longer had the benefit of my medical attention.”

Her bold words called his bluff. General moved closer, his body inches from hers. Her quick breaths made her head light.

She wouldn’t back down. 

Not to him. 

He lifted his hand. She squeezed her eyes shut waiting for the strike to come. Instead, a finger ran along her jaw. She eased her eyes open. General’s expression softened, his brown eyes staring into hers. He’d have to be deaf not to hear the pounding of her heart. No man had been this close to her in a long time.

“I admire your confidence.” With a light touch, he pressed against her lower back bringing her into full contact with his hard body. “You don’t have to be alone if you don’t want to be.”

His whispers sent chills across her skin and his gentleness caught her off guard. She swallowed hard. “I appreciate the offer, but my contract does not allow me to establish romantic relationships with Malian citizens.”

General tilted his head, his lips too close to hers. “Your contract with who?”

“The Malian government, of course.” Her words came out as a squeak. Eager for distance between them, she seized a stack of visa renewal paperwork on her desk and waved them at him. “Can’t let mesmerizing foreign doctors try to stay in the country unauthorized.”

General smirked. “Then they see what I see.”

Where had the oxygen in the room gone?

Her fingers straightened the stack. “Perhaps they do.” Her heartbeat slowed to an even pace. “General, I do not mean to be rude, but Amadou will fare better under the care of a well-rested doctor. I really should get some sleep.”

General lifted his chin as if to analyze her sincerity then walked to the door. With his hand on the knob he turned and pinned her with one last look. 

“Think on my offer, Doctor. The government would never have to know.” 	

A smile of relief played on her lips. “It’s one I won’t soon forget.”

The door clicked shut. Adrenaline fled from her body on an exhale. The surgery had earned her his favor. Heavens knew she needed an ally in this country, although she hadn’t counted on it being the most feared criminal south of Bamako. Her little hospital on the Niger had been untouched by violence thus far, and until today, she assumed it had flown under General’s radar as well. Her stomach churned with force as she picked her way downhill to the river to bathe. Could she have been any more naïve? No white doctor in the Mali bush could go unnoticed.

Back inside after a quick dip in the river, she dropped onto her rickety cot tucked in her office closet. The memory of his touch drew a hard shiver from her. As if she were his to claim. Her shorts’ pocket crinkled as she tugged a sheet over her aching limbs. A flattened peanut butter granola bar was going to be as good as dinner would get tonight. It distracted her stomach enough to let her fall into a haze of sleep.

“Doctor.” A voice called to her in her dream. “Doctor. We need you. Doctor, wake up.” 

Was she awake or was she dreaming? Strong hands gripped her arm and shook her body. 

“Doctor, wake up. Something is wrong with my son.” 

She bolted to a sitting position, her chest tight. General’s voice yanked the remnants of sleep from her mind. An orange glow from the office outlined General and nurse Hawa crouched next to her bed. 

This wasn’t ideal. Her hands smoothed her hair into the ponytail as she focused on Hawa. “What’s going on?”

General arrested her hand in his. The warmth surprised her. “Something is wrong with Amadou, Doctor.”

His earlier threats propelled her from her cot. She tugged a clean set of scrubs over her tank top and shorts and slid on watery sandals. Hawa’s flashlight illuminated the panic in General’s eyes. In the recovery room, Hawa handed her a chart.

“Hawa, what is the time?” 

“One in the morning, Doctor.”

She shouldn’t have asked. 

With one look at the chart, she set the clipboard down. Annoyance wrestled with humor. Only part of the staff could read and write in French. The other nurses and a majority of her patients either spoke it or they hovered in no man’s land between literacy and illiteracy. Drawn stick figures would be more helpful than trying to read words spelled out phonetically. At the next staff meeting, she might recommend it. 

“Explain to me what you’ve written on the chart,” Madison said as she tapped the clipboard. She checked Amadou’s eyes for dilation and exposed the bandaging wrapped around his abdomen. No signs of seeping. 

Hawa shifted on her feet next to the bed. “Very high blood pressure and the patient complained of pain in his arm. I noted signs of swelling and tenderness.”  

“Possible blood clot. Keep warm compresses on his arm. I’m giving him aspirin. Add that to his regiment every few hours.” 

“Doctor, is it something to do with his new kidney?” General asked.

“No, General. It’s not to do with his kidney. Please let me focus on your son.”

“Remember our earlier conversation, Doctor. You help him. I help you.” General’s voice was dull and void of heat.

She popped two tablets onto Amadou’s tongue and handed him a glass of water. “Swallow.”

He swallowed them with no problem. She glanced over at General sitting in a chair beside the bed, worry etched into his face. His vulnerability infused a kind of human quality to him. Maybe deep down he was like any father who would give the world for his son to be happy. Did he have anyone who actually loved him? 

Perhaps they had that in common.

Madison strode across the room to where Hawa prepared the warm compresses. She tapped her on the shoulder.

“I’m going to bed. Come wake me if you don’t see any changes in the next hour or so.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

“Please keep General in the recovery room. I don’t need him wandering the halls. And I don’t ever want to wake up to him in my room again.” 

She slipped out and checked over her shoulder several times to be sure General didn’t follow her. It was bad enough that he knew where she slept. She might need to start keeping her office door locked.

A problem for another day. She needed to make it through Amadou’s recovery and she’d be home free as long as General didn’t create any more problems for her.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

Alps, France

August 2008

If there was any place for a misstep, a couple thousand feet up a mountain cliff was not it. 

Chip Chapman lowered himself onto the rock beside his twin Pax, as Opa, a thinner version of Father Christmas, stretched out an arm’s length away. Nestled into the sky, white and gray peaks of all sizes filled the landscape in every direction. The cold air didn’t bite as badly as it had during England’s winters when Father covered the windows with plastic bags instead of turning on the heat. Chip’s lungs couldn’t expand to capacity for a full breath at this altitude, but breathlessness was the lifeblood of adventure. 

“Are you ready for next week, Chip?” Opa asked. 

The familiar tingle of anticipation swept through Chip’s chest. The sky felt more like home than England. At twenty-thousand feet limits disappeared and Chip felt untouchable. Flying at the speed of sound was his drug of choice.

“Sixteen-year-old me thought he was ready.” Chip snorted. “With six more years of training behind me, I’d like to think the Royal Air Force might not be ready for me.”

Pax and Opa touched their fingers to their forehead in a high-altitude laugh.

“Hold on to that enthusiasm. Once the honeymoon is over, reality hits like a pub brawl.” Pax swigged his water and sent a stream through his front teeth. 

Pax had always presented a cynical front, but pursuing a doctorate in psychology lodged his tent stakes deep in that camp. He hailed cynicism as a personality pillar. Chip blamed Father.

Opa pointed to the tallest peak in the range which had its own cloud collection around the base. “When you return from boot camp, that’s our next challenge. Mont Blanc has more people die on it in a year than most peaks see in a century.” 

“How many deaths are we talking? Hundreds?” Pax asked.

“Thousands. Last week almost thirty people died from an avalanche. And last month, a novice fell, dragged his friend down, and the guide couldn’t hold them. They all dropped to their deaths. Guides can’t save everyone.” Opa stood and swung his pack over his shoulders. “Can’t be too careful on a climb, boys. Never underestimate the value of training.”

Opa dropped nuggets of golden advice like Father spewed criticism. How Father turned out so vastly different from Opa was beyond Chip’s realm of comprehension. Where years of sun exposure on the ranch had leathered Opa’s wrinkles, Father’s pale skin only saw the light of day that filtered uninvited through the office curtains. Where Opa showered physical and verbal affection freely, Father offered abuse of the same. Where Opa valued nothing more than family, Father filled his shot glass and time with whatever booze he had on hand to “fork at.”

 Chip stepped into the footprints Opa left behind. Man, he’d miss this. Adventures with Opa never got old. The snow crunching under his feet sang harmony with the tune the wind whistled. In years past, he’d have taken up the rear so he could stop and catch his breath when he wanted. But hiring a drill sergeant fitness coach paid off. This year, his body was in top form for good reason. The military offered him a chance to create a life worth living. To be selfless and courageous. To be a man of honor. To do something for himself and everyone else at the same time. 

When the lack of Pax’s steady footsteps behind him registered, Chip whirled around. Pax crouched behind the lens of his fancy camera, letting his trigger finger rapid-fire. The day Pax boxed his camera into storage would be the day Chip wrestled him to the ground and forced him to see whoever made money off of shrinking shrinks. For now, capturing moments of beauty released Pax from the hell that was their past.  

Chip opened his mouth to toss a sarcastic comment Pax’s way but seized the words when Pax’s forefinger poked the air, then beckoned Chip to him all without so much as a glance in Chip’s direction. As Chip hiked back, the subject came into view. 

 Barely visible in the rock, an Alpine ibex kid stared out at them with giant brown eyes, his horns mere stubs. Chip scanned the surrounding area for the rest of the herd as Pax inched closer. A wall of snow slanted upward above the rock to the right. To the left, a steep slope disappeared into the tree line and beyond. Not seeing them didn’t mean they weren’t there.

Chip grabbed Pax’s shoulder. “Don’t get too close. This isn’t a petting zoo.”

Pax shrugged him off and went anyway. “The light isn’t quite right back there. And I think the kid is hurt. Look at the way his legs are folded under him at an unnatural angle.”

The kid bleated and attempted to dislodge his hoof from between the rocks.

“Move on, Pax. No good comes of this.”

“And leave him here to die? Are you completely void of all feeling? You’re worse off than I thought.”

Ouch. Chip retreated a few steps, nibbling on his emergency whistle. Pax was off his trolley to be interacting with wildlife, much less baby wildlife. With a steady hand outstretched, Pax moved toward the offending hoof. The kid blinked seemingly unconcerned. Chip held his breath, willing Pax to free the kid and book it out of there. Two tugs and the kid sprang into action as did Pax’s trigger finger. The clack of the shutter blasted like a machine gun in the stillness. The kid danced to the side, bleating.

Cor!

A full-sized ibex charged onto the scene with horns lowered and slammed into Pax’s crouched body, tossing him effortlessly. With a sickening thud, Pax hit the ground and rolled, curling into a ball as the ibex continued the assault. Too close to the ledge for Chip’s liking. The shrill of Chip’s whistle turned the ibex’s attention on him. An invisible hand squeezed his throat.

“Help.” Pax moaned.

 Chip blew the whistle, doing jumping jacks and staying light on his toes. The air was too thin for this. The ibex lowered his horns and charged. 

That’s right come to me!

A blur out of the corner of Chip’s eye snapped him to attention. Opa sprinted at the animal and blasted an air horn. The ibex peeled off in a flash.

Opa squatted over Pax. “Can you hear me?”

Pax muttered something.

Chip ran to them. “Y’alright?”

 “Grab my pack. We have to hurry and get out of here.” Opa probed Pax’s torso. “What hurts, Pax?”

 “Leg, arms, back, head, everything.” 

Opa unfolded Pax limb by limb. Blood stained the leg of his trousers. He was lucky he wasn’t dead. Chip extracted the medical kit and Opa bandaged Pax’s leg then lifted him to his feet.

“We have to get off this ledge. Your ribs may be fractured. Open.” Opa placed pain pills on Pax’s tongue, then pressed a water bottle to his lips. “Can you walk?”

Pax nodded. Opa grabbed Pax’s fallen camera. “Let’s go.”

What just happened? Had he really just taunted an angry ibex? A shiver raced along Chip’s spine and he tucked his scarf tighter around his nose and mouth. As he knelt to tie his laces tighter, the shock settled into rage. Chip stood, ready to blast Pax with an “I told you so” but a dull rumble under his feet stopped him. The trees quivered in response.

Panic zinged through him. Had the herd returned to finish them the job?

Opa shouted and waved his arms from a distance, his eyes wide. “Chip, run. Chip! Run!”

“Run?” From what? Chip broke into a sprint.

Fear radiated from Pax’s face in waves as he glanced above Chip’s head. Something was very wrong.  

A wall of snow bowled Chip over the ledge. 

No.

He fought to keep his face unburied as snow tumbled in a cloud around him. The avalanche picked up speed, rolling and flipping him out of control.

Pax. 

Chip bulleted down the mountainside, his speed frantic. With each bounce, the ground punched the air from his lungs, spinning and tossing him further. Ahead, the white expanse disappearing into blue sky. His arms flailed as he grabbed for something, anything to stop him from going over the ledge.

Angels. God. Whoever is up there. Help!

The avalanche’s power swept him over. His body sailed through the air then pounded into the ground and kept sliding. The terrain turned into dirt and rocks underneath him. His boot knocked against brush. Chip’s hand closed around a bush limb. His arm absorbed the force of the stop, a small price to pay to halt the high-speed tumble. Rocks and residual snow skittered around him, pelting his clothes in protest of his defiance.

Someone heard his prayer. It was no small miracle that the sprout of greenery held his weight.

“Help!” 

The wilderness swallowed his scream. The wind howled in response. With slow movements, he patted his pocket for his emergency whistle. Nothing. A string of foul words escaped his lips.

“You’re not going to die. They’re going to find you. Just don’t look down. Look at the sky. That beautiful blue.”

More debris scattered down the incline as Chip searched for a toe hold. His battered arm wouldn’t hold him much longer. The toe of his boot found a crevice. He tilted his head to look over his left shoulder.

Snap.

The limb ripped loose. Chip’s fingers scraped at the rock in vain. Gravity toyed with his frame, bouncing and rolling him off every surface possible. With each new hit his body submitted to, black spots dimmed his vision. 

His limbs no longer responded to his brain’s demands. The mountain wanted him as a victim. Blackness edged out the light until slivers remained. Then complete darkness.

Voices. Unrecognizable sounds prodded Chip into a thread of consciousness. Something warm rested on his head and touched his eyelid. Light seared his eye in a blinding blur. Everything hurt. Where was he?

“Paaah” escaped his lips.

A glimpse of brown skin registered before the darkness welcomed him once again.

Cold pressed into his cheek. 

“Stay with me. We’re getting you help.” The voice of an angel.

She spoke nice words, but the agony shoved him toward the nothingness that beckoned him. Fighting meant more pain. 

His time had come.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

Mali, Africa

August 2008

To the hospital staff’s great relief, Madison discharged Amadou and his donor from the hospital a week after his surgery. Amadou had taken full advantage of his father’s intimidation by telling the nurses stories about how General killed others for disagreeing with him about the flavor of foods. Their horror fueled his royalty complex and in turn they ran themselves ragged trying to keep his highness happy. A week was all the staff could handle and she had meetings in Bamako to attend.

Kidney transplant patients usually stayed in the hospital for at least two weeks hooked to monitors of every kind, but General didn’t know that nor did he realize that his son wasn’t taking anything more than pain killer and vitamins. Whatever unqualified doctor told him it was a kidney problem probably wouldn’t know if she’d performed a transplant or not. The less General knew, the better off she was.

Early the next morning, she packed a bag of clothes and snacks in her white Ford pickup truck. Twisting the key, she begged the vehicle to start. Like any old man he had to clear his throat before speaking. Then she twisted again. He didn’t cooperate. She stormed to the front of the vehicle, bashed two fists on the hood, and kicked the front fender to show him she meant business. This time when she turned the key, he sputtered to life. His rumbling hum was strangely comforting.

Her ever-present shoulder tension dissolved as the hospital disappeared in her rear view. She loved her job, but breaks were too few and far between. River plains gave way to sharp-edged rocks bordering basins of brown and green—landscape ripe for discovery and exposure. The grassy fields and open spaces called her name in a wild way. The concrete of Quebec City couldn’t give her the same thrill.  

The pock-marked dirt smoothed into mellow blacktop as soon as Bamako’s buildings appeared. Her jolted insides settled into their normal places once more. The orange tower was in plain sight today. At twenty stories, the bank was the tallest building in Mali’s capital and plopped right on the bank of the Niger. What use was a huge bank where a majority of the population couldn’t afford to spend a day’s wage on a meal out much less put it in a financial institution for safe keeping? Nevertheless, Mali was making progress. And she loved that she was a part of it.

Anticipation roiled in her chest. Ahead, a long line of vehicles waited to exit the highway, moving inches at a time. 

“Traffic in the middle of the week? What is going on?” 

She glanced at her fuel gauge. One-fourth of a tank left. One of these days the truck would have enough and give up the ghost. Not today. Not here. Thirty minutes passed as they crept forward. Small clouds of smoke rose over the buildings. Fifteen parked vehicles blocked her from the city streets.

Bam. Bam.

Her truck rocked to the side. Madison gasped and lurched to the middle of the bench. A shirtless man pounded her window, his face striped with bright paint. Saliva dripped from his dangling tongue. 

He shrieked and thumped her window with the base of a flaming torch. She shrunk back and gripped the pepper spray on her keys a little tighter. What she wouldn’t do to have a gun stashed under her seat.

Malians believed that everyone had a little devil inside them. This man clearly had more than his share. He yanked at her door handle. Her foot tapped the gas pedal, rocking the truck forward. The handle slapped into place. She leaned across the seat and slammed the lock on the passenger door down.

He disappeared. Where was he? Left. Then right. From the driver’s seat she checked her side mirror. He threw his body against the hood of the car behind her. She sank against the wheel. 

A parade of similarly clad men trailed him, dancing and humping the air. They waved bats, torches, and garden shears in their hands. Mental images of the damaged flesh made her cringe. When she returned to Canada, martial arts and self-defense were going to be the first classes she took.

She released the brake to close the gap in front of her. Police directed vehicles to the left. At this rate it would take hours to reach her hotel a few blocks away. To the right, crowds of people swarmed the streets waving colorful signs with a mixture of French and Arabic writing on them. Posters of men in keffiyehs hung on walls and covered street signs.

A flash of movement drew her attention. Columns of police ten men wide marched around the corner, their helmets barely poking over the full-body shields. Their path led them right where she waited, giving her a front-row view of the automatic weapons strapped to their sides. Garden shears didn’t stand a chance.

The car in front of her turned leaving her truck vulnerable. The policeman directing traffic motioned for her to stop. Screams and the sound of breaking glass pierced the air as she cranked down her window. 

He jogged over to her and leaned in. “Reverse. More police are coming.”

The blast of a horn captured his focus.

“What’s going on?” Her shouts didn’t get his attention. She tapped his arm. “What’s wrong?”

“They’re protesting the presence of the French military. The Muslims are making it a religious battle. Stay out of the way. You don’t want to get in the middle of this.”

Waves of police lines pushed through the streets. A loud boom thundered over the high-pitched shrieks. Smoke lifted from the protesters’ ranks. The traffic director’s eyes widened as the crowd’s volume rose to a fevered pitch. Her grip tightened on the steering wheel. Why couldn’t people protest peacefully? Finally, he waved her forward. Cars from behind her whizzed past her in their effort to leave the disorder behind.

One last turn brought her hotel into view. A giggle escaped her lips as giddiness replaced her fear. Safe. She swung her truck into a parking lot and shut it off. With her bag in hand, she strolled into the lobby of the hotel. 

Tile-covered floors accented the textured brick walls. People of all races and ages wandered around the lobby. Some huddled in groups while others power-walked to their destinations. No one paid any attention to the protest coverage on the television inside the bar.

This five-star hotel with air-conditioned rooms, a pool, and tennis courts had a room reservation with her name on it. The visa-renewal meetings and updating her medical certifications would sap her energy, so a little bit of luxury was her reward to herself for the hard work and long hours. This was her week to refresh herself.

She checked in and dropped her bag in her room. Clean, tidy, and quiet. It didn’t take many trips or a medical degree to know a room wasn’t cared for. Outside the window, paths of large stones led to netted sitting areas and a large pool. That blue water would have to wait. Her stomach’s protests propelled her out the door as she weaved her way through side streets of dirt. Ina sent her with a shopping list of medicinal herbs to get from the medicine man in the market.

In the city center, the market curved around the bend between two long stretches of buildings. Sounds bounced off hard surfaces as if competing to be heard, bringing life and energy to the city. Clothes, fruits, vegetables, and hand-carved statues lured her through each display. Brightly clad women with babies strapped on their backs and baskets on their heads glided through the busy thoroughfare, dodging carts and bicycles with ease.

The plant man’s booth was easy to find. Floral aromas wafted through the space ripe with sweaty bodies. Dried plants swayed in the breeze hung in rows overhead a gray-bearded man. Ina’s shopping list was a bag filled with ten cloth swatches containing samples of each item she needed. Ina promised she didn’t need to know the herbs’ names, because the medicine man would know.

Medicine man nodded his hello and motioned at her options. One by one she brought out nine of the swatches and set them on his table. A smile lit his face. He sniffed each sample and bowed to her. He turned his back and pounded plants into nothing on a stone surface. His movements were fluid and hypnotic. She could watch him all day. He broke the spell by handing her a brown bag stuffed with more twine-bound cloth swatches. 

She retrieved the final sample, an herb Ina fixed for her when she couldn’t sleep. Ina said it soothed “mind and soul pains.” Whatever it did, it was one-hundred-percent effective and she couldn’t argue with that. 

Madison dropped the swatch in his hand and held up three fingers. He bowed again and scooped a handful of fresh pink-yellow flowers from a box. He didn’t pound and grind the petals. He sprinkled water on them and crushed them together with a rolling stone. He dipped his finger in the runoff and rubbed it on Madison’s wrist and neck. Then he scooped the remains into a swatch and tied it. She paid and returned his bow. She didn’t remember the last time she felt this relaxed walking through a market full of people.

Animal skulls, pots, papers, and jewelry of brilliant colors filled every available space. The peddlers guarding them enticed her to look at their merchandise, complimenting her beauty. Maybe it was time for a new boubou.

A series of shouts interrupted her perusing.

She whirled around.

Her eyes scanned the crowds for angry men with torches but found none.

There. Three stalls down, a man knelt over a pregnant woman lying in the street. The woman’s face twisted with pain. Madison’s brain argued that she was off-duty, but her feet didn’t listen. Helping was engrained in her DNA. 

She crouched beside the woman. The man gripping the woman’s shoulders glanced at Madison and let loose a string of words in Bambara, but Madison only recognized the word “help.”

“Sir, do you speak French?” 

“Oui.”

Madison blew out a breath of air. “How far along is she?”

The man shook his head and shrugged. Either he didn’t understand the question or he didn’t understand French. Or both.

“What’s your name?”

His wide eyes shifted and he shrugged with a smile. He definitely didn’t understand French. 

She placed her hand on her chest. “I’m Doctor Madison.” The words came out slow and loud.

He straightened his back and raised his eyebrows. “Doctor?” 

Madison nodded. The man spoke gently to the woman. She nodded and clutched Madison’s arm with the steel of desperation.

The man put his hand on his chest. “Sam.” He pointed to the woman. “Fanta.”

Madison patted Fanta’s arm. “Fanta, let’s get you out of the street.” 

She slid her arms around Fanta’s shoulders and glanced at Sam. He nodded and mirrored her movements. They lifted her to her feet. Madison plucked at her lip with her teeth. Where could this woman have a baby? They wouldn’t make it to the hospital from here, but the road was no place for a baby either.

Fanta gasped, bent over, and her face pinched with strain. A harsh exhale came from her mouth. The baby wouldn’t wait much longer.

Jogging to a vendor’s booth, she waved to him. “Excuse me. Is there a house or business nearby that this lady could have her baby in?”

The man shrugged and smiled. He didn’t speak French either. Fanta’s muffled hisses ramped her pulse a few notches. Madison ran down the street, glancing into doorways. The back door to a quiet warehouse stood open. She returned to Sam and Fanta and pointed to the warehouse door. Sam nodded as he wiped sweat from Fanta’s brow. Together, they carried Fanta off the street.  

Inside the warehouse, Sam propped Fanta against the wall as Madison grabbed a discarded piece of plastic. They needed supplies.

“Sam.”

Sam’s worried expression shifted to Madison. 

“Clean water.” She mimicked washing her hands and drinking. He nodded. “Towels.” She lifted her shirt to scrub her face. He nodded again. “Scissors.” She imitated scissors with her fingers. “And clamp.” Pinching her fingers together, she stared at him willing him to understand her. He nodded one short nod but didn’t move. “Go.” 

She shooed him with her hands, repeating her request with hand motions.
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