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Chapter One

Warning lights unlit, siren silent, Ambulance Number 60 careened down fog-drenched streets in the pre-dawn autumn darkness on its return to the firehouse.

Some unseen radar directed the driver as she deftly maneuvered the ghost-like rig down West Madison Street through a maze of shattered liquor bottles and discarded syringes.

The ambulance soundlessly streamed past derelicts pasted on a backdrop of scarred buildings. Replenishing supplies in the back of the rig, paramedic trainee Beth Reilly stole a glance at the driver. She grimaced as her paramedic officer pulled a sandwich bag from her jacket. Angie often relied on that white stuff in her baggie to anesthetize herself against an avalanche of shootings, beatings, and vehicle collisions.

After five years as a nurse in Vietnam, followed by twelve years as a paramedic with the Chicago Fire Department, Angie Ropella seemed to delight in all forms of human trauma. Knuckled in-between 24-hour stints of stabbings, multi-vehicle collisions, and assaults was an assembly line of little old ladies forgetting their insulin, yuppies jogging into cardiac arrest, and winos urinating in doorways.

Beth quickly averted her glance as Angie smirked at her through the rearview mirror. Her face was still felt hot with shame after the tongue-lashing she’d received earlier that night.

She had efficiently resuscitated a drug addict lying half-dead on his bungalow porch as neighborhood kids hopped over his unconscious form in a midnight game of tag.

But the next fiasco had completely unnerved her. A scrawny seventeen-year-old kid in an oversize leather biker jacket had been weaving his motorcycle back and forth across four clear lanes of traffic when his luck was stolen by a black Toyota traveling southbound down Lake Shore Drive.

“Where’s the body?” asked Beth, a former medical librarian.

“The kid must have been a human slingshot. Probably hit a tree and bounced into an oncoming lane of traffic. Let’s check out the median strip,” Angie said, grabbing a backboard. “Don’t forget your gloves.”

Extracting a pair of latex gloves from her pants pocket, Beth scurried to match Angie’s long strides. Six weeks into her job, she had no intention of contracting AIDS.

About fifty feet north, a tree lay broken in half. The limp body of a kid in a motorcycle helmet sprawled across the adjoining median strip. Carefully, the paramedics fastened a cervical collar on him with Velcro™, then lifted the broken body onto the backboard. Upon applying a tourniquet to halt the bleeding from his leg and splinting several broken bones, they gently placed the boy on a stretcher and boosted the gurney into the ambulance.

“Oh, man,” Angie said, groaning. “Check out this bone sticking through the kid’s thigh. As if he won’t have enough grief with a fractured pelvis, severe neck and back injuries, and a fractured skull.”

After one look at the mangled body, Beth vomited all over the back seat. Angie just grinned.

“You gonna be a medic, Reilly, you can’t keep having these little accidents. Clean it up. Then keep the kid company back here. I’ll drive.”

Up front, Angie picked up the radio. “This is Ambulance 60. We’ve got a trauma bypass and are en-route to Masonic.”

The early morning weekday scramble had already kicked in as Angie switched on her illegal boom box to some old Led Zeppelin. Flipping on the siren and lights, she expertly weaved the red and white rig through a maze of congested traffic. She zigzagged around buses that suddenly jutted out in front of her onto Halsted and Clark. Cab drivers leaned on their horns while joggers sprinted off to work and the unencumbered meandered home from all-night bars.

Sirens screeching, Angie drove as quickly as possible but the fog and congestion held her back like a dog in quicksand. “Oh, fuck, son-of-a-bitch. Damn bus drivers don’t give a shit about a life in danger.”

Lights and sirens still whirring, Ambulance 60 finally pulled up the ramp to Illinois Masonic Hospital. Angie jumped out and ran around to the back of the ambulance, yanked open the doors, and wheeled the gurney into the ER where the trauma team waited.

* * *

Beth was wiping down the back of the ambulance with peroxide when Angie poked her shoulder.

“Listen, I got to take a pee and get some supplies. Why don’t you jump-start the paperwork, then we’ll split for tacos?”

“Sure. Meet you back on the ambulance. I mean the rig.”

Pushing the empty gurney out through the double doors, Beth considered confiding in her best friend Sue Dotson about yet another of Angie’s cocaine breaks. Nix that idea. The Evangelical foster care mom’s familiar refrain was, “That woman sins against her body and should be reported.”

After fourteen years as a medical librarian for The University of Chicago, Beth could spout drug statistics in her sleep, but she’d already memorized the fire academy’s unwritten code: Never pimp on your partner.

Whenever she felt guilty about not squealing, Beth reminded herself that Angie was a dedicated professional whose performance was always top notch. No one had ever reported the paramedic’s coke habit. Besides, she had a lot to learn from the former Vietnam nurse whose heroic performance in saving lives could fill a textbook. So, she remained silent.

*

Once in the hospital lavatory, Angie allowed herself a whiff of congratulations from the white stuff in her Baggie. She grinned at her reflection in the mirror. “You were really on top of your game tonight!” Grabbing another backboard and more peroxide from the ER supply cabinet, she headed back to the rig.

Flicking on the boom box to some old Stevie Wonder, Angie steered the rig out of the parking lot and into the fog-laden night. The ambulance silently streamed down the empty streets, past abandoned warehouses and lots littered with broken liquor bottles. Beth looked up from straightening supplies to see Angie peering at her through the rearview mirror.

“Amazing the kid survived at all, what with the damage to his kidney and spleen!” Angie commented.

Beth nodded. Wait a minute. Was she getting paranoid or was her paramedic officer actually mouthing “wuss” into the mirror? Beth’s face felt flushed. She’d made it through textbook, strength, and skill training with top honors, but she still turned to mush at the sight of crushed bones and blood.

She was wracking her brain for a curt response when the ambulance slam-banged into a hard object, knocking her to the floor.

Up front, Angie was pinned against the steering wheel screaming, “Oh, shit!”





Chapter Two

What had they hit? Stomach churning, the paramedic trainee struggled into a sterile set of rubber gloves and leaped off the stalled ambulance.

A young woman, about eighteen or nineteen years old, lay sprawled out in a pool of blood that also oozed from her ears. Attempting to still her panic at the sight of so much blood, Beth focused on clamping the pressure cuff onto the patient’s arm. Noting the dangerously low blood pressure, she flipped back the girl’s eyelids; unconscious, seizing, bloated belly. Beth palpitated her patient’s abdomen. A sudden gush of fluids spurted out. Lifting the girl’s dress, Beth gasped as a tiny head emerged through the girl’s vagina.

Tentatively rubbing her ribs, Angie jumped from the ambulance and squinted through the thick fog. “What the hell’s going on? Did we hit a pothole? A dog?”

Beth ran back to the ambulance and grabbed her OB kit. “We hit a young mother whose baby is crowning!”

“Oh, my God,” shrieked Angie. Running toward the patient, she was at the young woman’s side, checking her vitals.

“What do we do now?” Beth asked nervously, peering over Angie’s shoulder. Her head felt as though it was gripped in a vise and that nauseous feeling was threatening to overcome her.

“Check for ID.”

Beth felt around the girl. No purse, no wallet. “Nothing.”

“Probably a run-away.” Angie paced, pounding her fist into her hand. “It’s happening all over again.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Beth.

“Countless lives lost because I couldn’t put them back together. Vietnamese women and children being blown to smithereens as they try to outrun the bombs. But there was no escape. Now, because of my recklessness, this young mother is going to die, too.”

Beth knelt to check the girl’s blood pressure again. “The girl’s fading. Should we radio the hospital?”

Shaking her head, Angie briskly stepped toward the rig. “I’ve had a clean record for fifteen years. No way am I getting called down on this accident.”

Beth ran to catch up. “Angie, I need your help! She’s unconscious.”

“Well, that makes it all the easier. She’s not going to move on you.”

Frantically, Beth tugged at the paramedic officer’s sleeve. “We can anonymously call 911 from the all-night diner!”

Slapping Beth’s hand away, Angie climbed onto the rig. “And risk being recognized? You’ll be all right. You know what to do.”

“I can’t work on the mother and deliver the baby at the same time!”

“Look, the girl’s hemorrhaging through the ears. She’s gonna croak any minute. You want my advice? Save the baby.” A thin, steady rain framed each step as Angie hurried back to the ambulance, then climbed aboard.

Swiping at the raindrops clouding her eyes, Beth attempted to slow her breathing and focus on the job at hand. The self-relaxation technique of deep breathing had seen her through college exams, administrative bickering at the university, and recently her parents’ fatal car crash.

An only child, Beth deeply mourned the death of her mother and father. She’d endured the endless array of condolence callers—students, professors, administrators, medical library staff—before returning home to silence, the notes of her father’s Mozart sonatas no longer floating upward from their old, black upright piano.

Valedictorian of her high school graduating class at Loyola Academy, Beth sailed through her anatomy and biology classes at the University of Chicago. Her future as a doctor appeared eminent when both Northwestern and the U. of C. offered her a full medical school scholarship during her last year as an undergrad.

Her parents were thrilled with her academic success, yet Beth felt frozen by indecision. Medical school would be a pressure cooker. She might exit the experience brain dead.

Instead she became a medical librarian.

And now, here she was, a thirty-nine-year-old orphan. Two paramedic officers had, amidst speeding cars and trucks on the Dan Ryan highway, extracted both her parents from their crushed Toyota Celica. Her parents died before the ambulance reached the hospital. Amidst her grief, Beth recognized the heroism of the young man and woman. With no family or love life, she determined to close the book on her staid existence as a university medical librarian and become a hero-in-training.

*

Beth shivered in the early morning fog. Here she was, attempting to deliver a baby with no help from her superior officer. Beth placed a clean bath-size towel under her writhing patient, covered her with a sheet, waiting for the next contraction. Hopefully, the young mother would deliver her baby before the light rain-shower turned into a torrent.

The girl’s pelvis arched as the baby’s head turned clockwise. On the next contraction, Beth saw the baby’s shoulders. She carefully caught the infant as it slid from the birth canal, and then cut the umbilical cord with a sterile scissors, clamping the leftover stump with a plastic clothespin. After suctioning the infant’s mouth and nose, she lightly flicked the tiny feet. The baby shuddered through its first breath and Beth enfolded her in a clean towel.

Beth felt a thrill surge through her as she clutched the first baby she’d ever delivered. She had only to look at the mother and that joy disintegrated. The white bath towel underneath the young woman had turned crimson. Blood still oozed from the girl’s ears, but her seizing stopped. The girl’s pulse was faint. Beth hesitated. According to her triage training, she must save the more viable life.

The paramedic trainee glanced back at the ambulance. Angie was nowhere in sight but her fateful words echoed through Beth’s brain: No use in delivering the placenta from a patient only a few breaths from death. Wrestling the bloody sheet and towel from underneath the woman, Beth zipped the infant inside her jacket and dashed toward the rig. Pressing the infant’s tiny body against her breast as she ran, she felt the baby’s mouth trying to root. An exhilarating sense of power swept over her: she alone had saved this baby from smothering inside her mother’s womb.

As Beth cradled the tiny body, she wondered what to do. The girl was white, the baby cocoa. DCFS was quick to take a child but finding a home for a biracial infant was often a lengthy process. Some private agencies were experimenting with waiving adoption fees for African American families as an incentive to adopt. The program had mixed-results. And what about sexual and physical exploitation? Sue had shared many horror stories about the abuse her seven foster children had endured before being placed in her own loving home. Three of her children had been labeled as emotionally disturbed, and a fourth child, born with fetal alcohol syndrome, suffered from severe brain damage. Beth shuddered at the vision of the newborn infant she cradled being shuffled from one foster home to the next while the state decided what to do with her.

Attempting to breathe deeply through her stomach cramps, Beth visualized a moment, twenty years ago, during college when she’d broken-in to an animal shelter and rescued a nine-year-old Labrador Mix scheduled to be euthanized She believed God applauded her efforts because she’d never gotten caught. Only Sue knew the real story. Wait a minute! The answer to her current dilemma was Sue! Beth felt the emotional power of her past escapades surge through her body. She could bring the infant to her best friend. Sue could ask Reverend Luke, her pastor, to find a loving home for the baby through his church-sponsored adoption agency.

Shifting the infant to one side, Beth knelt down to check the hemorrhaging young woman’s vital signs one last time. Then, with a deep sigh, she arose and headed for the ambulance.

*

Climbing into the passenger side, Beth securely placed the swaddled infant between the seats. A glowing warmth settled in her stomach.

Angie was all sober nerves now. “Where’s the girl?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Oh, God. I killed her!”

“The blood has spilled, so stop whining.”

Angie reached for the radio. “We got to radio in for help with the girl.”

Suddenly Beth was overcome with a vicious rage unfamiliar to herself. She knocked Angie’s hand from the radio. “Where was all that compassion when I was begging you to deliver the baby or assist the victim? You were only interested in avoiding a drug investigation.”

“What about the baby?”

“I’ll take care of her.”

“You can’t just take her like a stray pup!”

“I delivered her.”

“Man, you’re totally freaked out!”

Emboldened by her decision to keep the baby, Beth sensed her passivity dissolve in the fog outside. “Bitch! You’re nothing but a crack head,” she said in a sneering tone. “It’s a wonder nobody ever turned you over to Internal Affairs.”

The baby started to mewl inside the towel.

Hunching her shoulders as if to ward off further verbal attack, Angie switched on the ignition. “Let’s get out of here.”

Ambulance 60 slowly pulled off into the darkness.

* * *

“Where to now?” mumbled Angie, glancing at Beth.

“Back to E.R. at Masonic,” directed Beth, her brain synapses firing new connections as she spoke. “We’ll need some baby supplies.”

“What are you going to say if someone stops you?”

“Don’t worry. Nobody will stop me.” Her mind flashed on the dog shelter raid she’d conducted so long ago, followed by her elusive spin into the night. Energy soared through her veins.

Angie steered the ambulance around to the back of the hospital.

“Leave the rig running so the baby stays warm,” called Beth, as she jumped off the ambulance and sprinted through the sliding door facing the supply cabinet. A quick glance confirmed that the corridor was empty.

Out of habit, she muttered three Hail Marys as she rummaged through the supply cabinet for diapers and formula. Carelessly tossing other supplies aside, she finally found a handful of baby bottles filled with Pedialyte™. Just as she stretched for the bottles, she felt a tap on her shoulder. Beth spun around to face Martina, the young Filipina who had recently been transferred to E.R. With all that heavy mascara, she looked like a Latin version of Madonna.

“Hey, what’s happening?”

“Just looking for splints and ice packs. Guess you’re out.”

“I heard about that accident on Lake Shore Drive last night. The kid was a real Evel Knievel, huh?”

“He was broken up pretty bad,” Beth hesitated. “Listen, I’m kind of in a hurry.”

“No problem. I’ll be back in a flash with your supplies,” Martina said, scurrying down the hall to the cast room.

Releasing a deep sigh, Beth turned back toward the cabinet and hastily stuffed the Pedialyte™ bottles into her side pockets. Kneeling down, she picked up a small package of infant diapers. Then she grabbed a folded bed sheet from the stacked gurney outside the stockroom, wrapped the diapers and extra bottles in the sheet, and hurried out of the hospital.

The young hospital attendant emerged from the cast room, her arms laden with splints, ice packs and the extra bandages paramedics plastered on their patients as lavishly as preschoolers with stickers. “Hey!” she yelled as Beth dashed out the sliding door.

Martina dropped the load of supplies onto the bed sheet gurney. “That’s one weird chick!”

*

It was 6:30 a.m. when Beth and Angie returned to the firehouse. Angie cut the ignition and leaned her forehead against the steering wheel. “I don’t know if I can go through with this,” she moaned.

Beth patted her on the shoulder. “It’s no longer your problem, so just keep it to yourself. How about you go inside first?”

Angie nodded. Jumping off the ambulance, she circled around the vehicle. Nothing but the usual dents. Slipping her hands into her pockets, the veteran paramedic shuffled off toward the bright lights reflecting onto the parking lot.

Beth unlocked her vintage yellow Volkswagon Bug and gently placed the sleeping infant at the foot of the passenger seat. Freshly diapered and fed, the swaddled baby would be warm and safe until she finished the last 1 1/2 hours of her shift. She hoped Quinn would come in early to relieve her.

RJ Sloan was signing out as Beth walked through the door. “That motorcycle accident must have been a real pistol,” he whistled, eyeing her blood soaked uniform. “You look like something out of Dracula.”

“Halloween was last month,” Beth groaned, shaking her head as she made her way upstairs to her locker.





Chapter Three

Upstairs, the late afternoon sun peaked, its shadow descending past the gossamer drape, as Beth sat cross-legged across her white down comforter. Gazing at the baby’s long lashes and cap of black fuzz, she rocked her.

It had been twelve hours since Beth had arrived home with the baby, resolutely locking the door behind her and yanking the living room shades so hard their tassels shivered.

Guilt shattered her initial ecstasy. The baby’s mother was probably lying in the morgue by now. Although there had been a sliver of a chance she might have saved the girl’s life, she’d let Angie dissuade her. Yet God had enabled her to wrestle this innocent babe from her mother’s dying womb. Dazed by the miracle of life, she soaked in the infant’s sweet suckling sounds as it nestled to her breast. But a terrible anxiety hammered at her vow to provide a safe and loving harbor for this precious being rather than turn her over to DCFS.

Beth had repeatedly telephoned Sue throughout the day but her frantic voicemail messages had gone unanswered. Then she remembered that the foster care mom had taken her clan on an all-day outing to the Shedd Aquarium. Receiving a numeric page in the basement level was iffy.

The sun’s rays reflected off the white walls framing the brass bed, momentarily comforting her. But the rapturous chords of a Mozart sonata emanating from her parents’ antique victrola failed to alleviate her disquietude. Beth’s tears dappled the baby’s face. Once the police and media gobbled up the news of the dead girl and missing infant, her heroic efforts would be buried. The whole city would galvanize to hunt her down. Thankfully her parents were no longer alive to witness their only child’s transformation into a baby snatcher.

*

The professors Reilly had insisted their daughter, the medical librarian, share their house, only walking distance from the U. of C. Beth enjoyed her parents’ company, their stimulating dinner conversations about social justice and politics, but soon grew weary of her self-imposed isolation. Enter Jonathan Cornwell, a six-foot four-inch, ruddy-faced medical student whose sense of humor kept Beth in stitches. Although he was fun to hang out with, she missed the passion she’d felt for Michael.

Finally, after years of being pursued by the handsome doctor, whom her parents dearly loved, Beth decided to cast passion aside and retrieve her biological clock from storage.

Upon confronting her parents with her need to start a family, Beth watched in shock as her father wrenched “Moonlight Sonata” from the antique record player. Even more scary was the sight of her mother, her fingers spread across her fact in a web of despair.

“You can’t leave,” her mother had wept.

“Jonathan received a job offer in Seattle. He’s asked me to marry him. Don’t I deserve a life of my own?”

“Of course you do,” her mother whispered.

“Then what’s the problem?” asked Beth, perplexed.

“When your father and I were attending grad school, we wanted to get married but my parents were afraid marriage would prohibit me from reaching my full potential. We planned to elope but were penniless.”

“So we signed on with a university-sponsored genetics study, which paid graduate students for participating,” her father interjected wearily.

“What does that have to do with me?” asked Beth.

“When I was pregnant with you, the doctors told us that the experimental medication we had ingested during that study would cause sterility in my children,” her mother moaned.

Bile rose in Beth’s throat. Choking it back she said, “But you had me anyway. Surely all the new advanced techniques can…”

“I assure you, your mother and I have explored all options.”

A wave of sadness engulfed Beth as she realized the reason for her miscarriage so long ago. “We could always adopt.”

“Honey, many of the children up for adoption have physical or mental handicaps. Is that what you want?” said her mother.

“You’re flipping out,” said Beth, grabbing her car keys. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

“You’re too upset to drive,” her mother said. “Your father and I will go for a drive and meet you back here for dinner.”

Grabbing his coat and hat, his hand on the doorknob, her father turned to her and sighed, “Just know we love you.”

Thirty minutes later, they had become statistics in a fiery multicar collision on the Dan Ryan Expressway.
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