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PRAISE FOR FLASH POINT





“Flash Point is a book for all of us. What author Christy Warren has captured is every human’s struggle to feel safe, secure, attached, and connected. This is a life-saving book with the understanding that we must take care of ourselves along the way. Warren expertly outlines how she worked through many of her struggles and realistically writes to her failures along her journey even while trying to heal. Her journey is many of ours—her recovery can also be ours.”


—TOM SATTERLY, retired CSM Delta Force and author of All Secure: A Special Operations Soldier’s Fight to Survive on the Battlefield and the Homefront


“Christy Warren’s powerful memoir of her struggle with PTSD is both heartbreaking and inspiring. It’s a must-read for first responders and the clinicians who help them heal.”


—ELLEN KIRSCHMAN, PhD, public safety psychologist, author of I Love a Fire Fighter and I Love a Cop, and coauthor of Counseling Cops


“A tough and emotional read but a must-read. Christy dives deep into her life’s journey of trauma and, more importantly, her healing and ultimate recovery. I cried and I laughed and I can honestly say this book has helped me dig into my never-ending healing process. If you need inspiration, Christy nails it.”


—CLINT MALARCHUK, former NHL goaltender and author of A Matter of Inches


“Christy captures the constant exposure to exigent calls a firefighter faces. Over time it takes a toll on our brains.”


—SIG WALLEN, firefighter for the San Francisco Fire Department
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For all the rescuers who have worn the blood and endured the screams of those they serve.












AUTHOR’S NOTE






I first wish to note everything in this book is the telling of my story. I have no other motives, such as making anyone look bad. We all had and have our own struggles. Like watching nature shows, you feel compassion for the animal the story is following. If a mother tiger kills an antelope to feed her family, you are happy for the mother tiger. If the story follows an antelope herd and one gets devoured by a tiger, you will feel sad for the antelope. Everything in this book is true according to the memories my brain delivers when summoned.


There is debate as to how well and how far back we can remember. Everything I tell you is what lives inside my head. My family, coworkers, and anyone else may have a different version of what happened. I can only guarantee everything included in this book is as I remember it.


Also, most of the names have been changed to protect their privacy.
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PROLOGUE






The heat of the afternoon intensified the smell of asphalt as I stepped out of the ambulance onto the two-lane highway. A sea of flashing red lights from several emergency vehicles encased the head-on accident. Firefighters scrambled, setting up equipment to tear open the car to remove the trapped occupants. Police officers asked questions and carefully made measurements, investigating the accident scene to determine what happened. A witness said the driver had drifted right, then overcorrected and crossed the centerline, just in front of a pickup truck traveling fifty-five miles per hour.


The two vehicles collided with enough force to tear her aorta. Her heart may have beat one more time after impact, but there wouldn’t have been any blood to pump. The front end of her car was a mangled pile of crushed engine parts and the passenger compartment reduced to half its original size. The boy in the front seat, her four-year-old son, somehow alive, was the first one to be removed. There was barely room for me to crawl through the passenger side, over the center console, and into the back seat. My task was to handle her twelve-year-old son in the back seat. I had to keep him calm, while firefighters used hydraulic cutters, spreaders, and rams to rip and cut away the metal wreckage trapping him inside.


“Maaoom!” The boy screamed to his silent and still mother. There were no sentences or questions, just screaming.


His femur was broken completely through the skin, but his screams were only for his mother. The more he screamed and fought to get out, the more his femur separated. Amazed he could move his leg at all, I sat in the back seat perpendicular to him and struggled with him as he attempted to crawl through the center console. His royal blue shorts and white socks wicked at the blood.


His mother’s head was tilted to the right at such an angle that her long brown hair lightly spread across my shoulder and my bare arm.


We finally peeled the car away from the boy. He continued to scream for his mom and thrash as we wrestled him onto the backboard and into the leg splint. He was put into an ambulance, while his mom was left behind in the front seat of her car.


The four-year-old ended up in the back of my ambulance. He was wrapped on a kid-size backboard with gauze around his head, his face flattened from hitting the dashboard. Only one of his eyes followed me as I maneuvered next to him.


“Where is my mom? Where is my mom?” he asked over and over, his jaw barely moving, as we sped to the hospital.


When we arrived, we handed off the little boy to the orchestrated chaos of the emergency room. He continued to ask for his mom. I didn’t stay to listen to what they told him, if they told him anything. I just carried the EKG monitor and the oxygen tank back to my office on four wheels.


It would all be removed—the IV, EKG, and EKG patches; the gauze packaging, the plastic caps, and the gloves; the pieces of tape and suction tubing turned red. The blood would be cleaned from the floor of my ambulance where the boy had been. The blood on my uniform pants would come out in the wash.


But the silence from the front seat and the screams from the back seat would remain forever.


I was nineteen years old, an emergency medical technician, working for a private ambulance company. On any given day for the next twenty-five years of my career as a paramedic and a firefighter, whenever I smelled hot asphalt, my skin sensed that woman’s hair on my arm and heard her boy’s screams. No one ever taught me how to calm a twelve-year-old howling for his mother, who sat dead in the seat in front of him. No one prepared me to answer a four-year-old’s questions about where his mom was, when she was so entangled in metal they had no other choice but to leave her body in the car as they towed it away. I convinced myself it was in his best interest to tell him my colleagues were helping her. Later I’d realize it was as much for him as it was for me.


The common expectation when a loved one goes to work or to the grocery store is that they’ll come home. But sometimes they don’t, and that’s when I show up.


I was there, for example, after a father went to buy a gallon of milk and misjudged a turn, wrapping his car around a tree, ending his life. His son became fatherless and his wife a widow.


Day after day, I would run calls like this, listen to screams, and get my hands covered in blood and brains and vomit. After the response was complete and my job was done, I placed the wreckage in a box in my head and went to the next call or decided between tacos or a sandwich for lunch. Just like I’d done with the mother and her two little boys, I put each experience in the box, closed the lid, and continued my job.


Until one day the box got too full, the lid flew open, and the insides blew all over everything.












PART I
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CHAPTER ONE






On the day Mom and I made the two-hour drive from Menlo Park to UC Davis for move-in day at the dorms, the warmth of the afternoon heightened the substantial smell of the nearby pig barn. We quickly found the three-story dorm made of white concrete that would be my home for the next ten months. Parents and new students milled throughout the hallways. Everyone wore cheerful smiles peppered with apprehension. Mom wore a T-shirt that said, “It’s not pretty being easy” on the front.


We walked up the stairs to the third floor and found my room. The door was open and inside a young woman was arranging her belongings.


“Are you Cheryl?” I asked.


When she turned around, she flashed one of the biggest smiles I had ever seen—one that spread across her entire face—and she reached out to shake my hand.


“Hi! Yes, I’m Cheryl!” Her smile stayed on her face. “Do you need any help?” she asked.


In that moment, I knew Cheryl and I were going to get along great. She just oozed positivity and kindness without an ounce of judgment.


“I think I got it, but thank you.”


Other dorm residents filed their way in and out of our room, introducing themselves. As more people entered the room, Cheryl asked me, “Do you have any dental floss? I have something stuck in my teeth, and I can’t find mine anywhere.”


Before I had a chance to react, Mom jumped in.


“Oh my! Running out of dental floss is like running out of cigarettes! I’m sure I have some in my purse.”


The handful of people milling around stopped what they were doing and laughed. Mom beamed; she loved an audience. She always seemed to be looking for the moment she could say the thing that would evoke a laugh, drawing everyone’s focus to her. It drove me crazy, so I did what I did best—tuned her out. I stood back and leaned against the wall, while she continued to work the room.


As usual, she was the star, and I was invisible.


Our three-story dorm housed what became one big family. Rarely did anyone lock their doors. And best of all, I was loved and accepted.


In school prior to college, I’d rarely fit in. I was a tomboy, so while the other girls were in ballet and Girl Scouts, I played baseball and refused to wear a skirt. In first grade, I’d regularly get thrown into a large swath of juniper bushes by schoolyard bullies. In junior high, the popular kids relished making fun of me for the clothes I wore. I had the mouth of a sailor and took basketball in PE way too seriously. I was truly always picked last, and few people acknowledged I existed. For most of my life, I’d felt like a square peg trying to fit in a round hole.


The summers were different. Every summer from the age of nine, with my green army duffle bag, I’d climb on a big yellow bus with all the other campers and head to the Caritas Creek Summer Camp in Mendocino. The counselors and staff sang camp songs and danced with excitement as the bus pulled up. I got more love and hugs during that ten-day session than I did all year long at home. I mattered there.


At the end of the session, I’d take the same yellow bus home. Before I even stepped off the bus, a plan formulated in my head on how I could go back in a few days for the next session. My mom and the camp director always found a way.


When I became a counselor at thirteen, I discovered the joy of working with kids, and I stayed in that role until I was eighteen. Caritas Creek focused on fostering community and was a safe place to experience unconditional love. They delivered a message to us kids that we mattered for exactly who we were. We were taught to love and respect one another regardless of our skin color, socioeconomic status, family dynamics, and anything else that might set someone apart or cause them to stand out as different.


At summer camp, I found structure, accountability, and safety. When I became a camp counselor, I realized if I became a teacher, I could teach other kids the same things so meaningful to me—they were valued and enough, just the way they were.


While this was my frame of mind when I arrived at UC Davis with my declared major in human development, I was more interested in partying and spending time with my new friends than studying. Luckily, I wrote well, so even though I usually started my papers hours before they were due, I maintained decent grades.


Only once did I try to start a paper several days before it was due. I sat in front of my computer with the word “Tittle” on the screen. (Always a good start when the only word on the page is misspelled.) It was all I could come up with for days. It seemed I was only capable of getting shit done if it was the very last minute.


For two quarters, I partied Thursdays, Fridays, and Saturdays. I slept until noon on Mondays. Sometimes I’d go to class, most often I’d sleep. I’d start papers right before they were due. Repeat.


Then, one evening toward the middle of spring quarter, one of my dormmates popped his head in our room and said, “It’s Thursday night. Grab your cash and any beer you can find and meet in the common room.”


About fifteen of us pooled our money and ordered pizza. While we shoved slices in our faces, the conversation shifted to what we wanted to be when we grew up. After a couple of my peers talked about their own dreams, I spoke up.


“I wish I could be a doctor,” I said.


A quiet fell over the room.


A friend said, “Then why don’t you be one?”


My brain froze for a few seconds before I formulated a sentence. “It never crossed my mind that I could be a doctor. But hell, why not be a doctor?”


I’d always thought only fancy, smart people became doctors. I never entertained the idea I could be good enough or smart enough to be a part of this group.


When sophomore year rolled around, I started on my career path to become a doctor. Immediately, I changed my major to physiology and I signed up for classes required for medical school. Cheryl and four of our friends from the dorms moved into a condominium together. The vibe of living off-campus was mellower, and I studied more. I still enjoyed my weekends, but not in the same intense and constant way I had freshman year. I also knew I had to get top grades to get into medical school.


I had always loved blood, guts, skeleton parts, the brain, and the heart. But the first year of a physiology major didn’t delve into any of that. Instead, I took chemistry, calculus, microbiology, and other grueling, dry science and math courses. The labs were dull and frustrating. I needed something more than trying to get my Bunsen burner tuned just right and counting drops of water distilled out of some blue liquid.


Since I was first-semester sophomore year and premed, I joined a student group of aspiring doctors. One of the activities of the group was to shadow doctors at a hospital. We had to buy and wear white doctor coats and name tags. I couldn’t wait to put on my doctor coat and walk around the hospital like I was someone. People would look at me and think, There goes a doctor! And more important, now, finally, I would get to see a severed arm.


On the first day of rounds at the hospital, our director of the program met us in the hospital lobby. We stood in a circle, while he reminded us anything short of complete professionalism would not be tolerated. The speech was clearly meant to intimidate this group of nineteen- and twenty-year-olds into behaving like adults.


I walked through the sterile and empty hallways to locate the two doctors I was assigned to shadow. I introduced myself and shook their hands. We all wore the same white coat. They first took me to the cafeteria, where we spent the next hour sitting around a pink Formica table discussing one of their patient’s lab results.


“It looks like we are going to have to tap his belly again,” Doctor #1 finally said.


I envisioned a beer tap and imagined the doctors jamming a big, long, sharp needle into the patient and withdrawing a yellowish fluid. We got up from the table and headed to the patient’s room.


“How are you feeling today?” Doctor #1 asked the patient.


The patient struggled to get the words out. “Not so good.”


Doctor #2 gently tapped in several areas on the patient’s grossly distended belly. He said, “Yeah, we are going to have to tap your belly again. Sorry about that.”


We went to the nurses’ station, where Doctor #2 wrote in the patient’s chart. I slouched in a chair and swiveled back and forth, counting faded linoleum squares on the floor. There was not one severed arm in sight. I didn’t even get to watch the belly tap. My time at the hospital looking like a doctor was not exciting. Sitting in a hospital cafeteria and reading lab results was not my idea of a good time. I questioned whether this doctor thing was the right choice for me.


Maybe if I had spent some time in the emergency room, I’d have continued my studies to be a doctor. But fate had other plans.


One day, filling up time before my next class, I started reading one of the cork bulletin boards that garnished every building on campus. There was my summons on half a sheet of bright yellow paper—a flyer for an emergency medical technician (EMT) class being taught on campus, four hours every Wednesday night.


EMT class? After watching the TV show Emergency!, about two Los Angeles firefighters/paramedics, for years when I was a kid, the words on this yellow piece of paper lit a fire under me. Maybe this was where I’d finally see some severed body parts. I couldn’t sign up fast enough.


While I bided my time waiting for my EMT class to start, I became even more obsessed with that world and what waited for me. A fire engine or an ambulance would drive by, and I’d stare intently, hoping to catch a glimpse of the inside. I wanted to know where they were going and what happened. This EMT class, I knew, was going to be what I had been searching for.


With my new EMT textbook in hand, I pedaled my hand-me-down, Wizard-of-Oz, Dorothy bike back to my condo as fast as my legs would take me. Unlike my chemistry book, which I tossed aside and didn’t open unless I had to, the EMT book was engrossing and all-consuming. I flipped through the pages and focused on the pictures of broken limbs, serious car accidents, gunshot wounds, and EMT equipment. I took the book with me wherever I went, even into the bathroom. I scoured every line before my first class even started.


I couldn’t have articulated what was so attractive about the subject matter. What was it that sucked me in like a tractor beam to these pictures and the potential of taking care of someone with a gunshot wound or an arm cut off?


I now realize the answer. Whether it is an accident scene or a fire truck driving by, everyone looks. Drivers on the freeway slow down and rubberneck, desperately trying to get a glimpse of what happened.


I would be where everyone looked. With the knowledge from the book and an EMT certification, I would be in the middle of the action. People would watch to see what I was doing and maybe even think of me as a hero. As long as I had the uniform on, I would never be invisible.
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CHAPTER TWO






My entire childhood was chaos. At four years old, I stood between my fiercely arguing parents and held out my arms, as if trying to split up two boxers in the ring, begging them to stop.


“I’m leaving for good!” My dad screamed before slamming the door and driving off.


Shortly after, my parents divorced. They were so young, just kids themselves when they got married at nineteen and twenty- one. There’s a picture of my mom on their wedding day in 1969, wearing her wedding dress, three months pregnant with me. She held a glass of champagne and smoked a cigarette.


After they divorced, I no longer had a house I called my home. I floated between other people’s homes—my mom’s house and my dad’s house. There was no longer “my house.” Kodi, my younger brother of three years, was my one consistent family member. Every other Friday night, Mom would take us from her house and drop us off at the train station. When we were only ten and seven, we took the train together from Menlo Park to Daly City to go to our dad’s house. At least we were together.


About a year after the divorce, Mom remarried and my brother and I moved in with her creepy new husband and his older son. My new stepdad introduced us to drugs, alcohol, and nudity. He often walked around the house in nothing but a brown terrycloth bathrobe that hung open. One night, I walked into the living room to find him sitting by the fireplace completely naked. The house always smelled of musk and weed. The carpet was so flea-infested that when I walked around with white socks on, they would quickly be covered in black dots.


I desperately wanted my mom’s attention, but she seemed mostly indifferent to me—an apathy that worsened after my parents’ divorce.


Some time after we moved in with the creepy new husband, determined to somehow grab my mom’s attention, I headed for the tree fort at the end of our street, planning to jump off. As I slowly climbed the two-by-fours nailed into the huge oak tree, I daydreamed about being injured and my mom tending to me with love and care. I climbed onto the plywood platform and sat with my legs dangling over the end, scouring my heart for courage. I wondered if it would work. I hoped I’d be seriously injured or even die. Maybe then she’d pay attention to me.


I stood up, looked down at the ground, which seemed so far away, and jumped.


I landed on my feet with a thwack! I fell forward into the dirt and lay there, face down with my eyes closed, sensing pain but only in my feet.


After a long moment, I opened my eyes and sat up. All of me was intact. I couldn’t find any injuries. I stood up and brushed off my pants and shirt. Disappointed and embarrassed, I hoped no one saw me.


I was nine when Mom divorced her creepy husband and we moved again, this time into a cleaner house, maybe due to the hardwood floors. Mom was always quick to get a new boyfriend, and when she did, she’d completely disappear. When she was home, she talked about how wonderful her new guy was and all the great things they did together. Meanwhile, I wore the same hoodie every day to cover up the old clothes I was embarrassed to be seen in.


Mom talked about one wealthy boyfriend in particular. She went away on trips with him, and when she returned, she’d tell me about the fabulous time they’d had together. On one trip, the wealthy guy’s son went with them. When I came back from my dad’s one weekend, she couldn’t wait to share her “good news.”


“Oh Christy,” she said, “his son is such a wonderful kid. I can’t even explain to you what a wonderful time we all had together.”


I stood in disbelief. How could she not know this made me think she’d rather be with someone else besides me? I must be the problem. I must not be worth spending time with.


At times she’d spend the night at her boyfriend’s house and leave me at home alone. A tangled ball of fear and heartbreak would start in my throat and land hard in the pit of my stomach as I watched her walk out the door. I’d plead with her to stay. I was only twelve.


Drugs followed my mom to this house. She and her friends smoked a lot of weed. People came over with large boxes of pot and a scale. They sat at our dining room table, separating the buds and the seeds. The leaves and the buds were weighed and put into little baggies. My mom and her friends worked around the table, chatting as if they were making tamales. This became a regular occurrence.


Eventually, the white powder showed up. Mom and her friends snorted lines with a cut-down drinking straw and one-dollar bills. Parties came with the drugs, and Mom sure could throw a party. My house often rumbled with loud music and the voices of drunk, high strangers.


Outside of the house, my mom often drove drunk. One night, we were coming back from a wedding on the coast. The roads wound up and down a mountainside.


As we descended, Mom exclaimed, laughing, “Let’s see if we can make it in the dark!” and she turned the headlights off.


I kept my eyes straight ahead and braced for when the car left the cliff.


We somehow managed to make the sweeping curve to the left. Mom let out a scream of joy and flipped the lights back on. I said nothing. I was more annoyed than afraid. I knew fear wouldn’t do me any good. I’d learned to turn my emotions off a long time ago.


It would be many years before I learned that growing up in chaos primed me to function well in chaos.


Kodi was nine and I was twelve when he decided to live full time with my dad and stepmom. We still spent weekends together, but on Sunday nights we split up to separate homes. My one consistent family member became another weekend family member.


After Kodi moved, my mom spent a lot of time crying on the couch. She loved to write and filled yellow legal pad after yellow legal pad. One day, I found one of these pads in her room and read about the devastation imposed upon her when my brother chose to live with his father. In disbelief, I sat on the floor with her pad in my lap.


How can she not give a shit about us and then suddenly be this upset because Kodi left? She ignores me and yet she’s this worked up over Kodi moving out? If I move out, will she even care? Will she even notice?
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I found safety at my dad’s house, since life was more normal there. We had plenty of food, and my dad and stepmom prepared meals for Kodi and me. We ate dinner at the table together, we brushed our teeth, and we’d be tucked into bed. They never left us home alone. There were no drugs, no drinking, and appropriate boundaries were always in place.


But there was a cost. He’d tell me what a burden I was to him and often told me I ruined his weekend because he had to drive in traffic to pick me up, take me home, or take me to my soccer or baseball games. He had a wild temper and at times, it would get the best of him. He’d come at me, his face red-hot with anger, fist clenched, and growling. “You snotty little shit!”


I wondered if he’d finally follow through and hit us. He always seemed to be mad at us for something—even Jason, the son he’d had with my stepmom, who was ten years younger than me.


I always felt responsible for both of my brothers. I needed to provide the love and acceptance they weren’t getting and make sure they knew they were loved. This expectation of responsibility for both would extend into adulthood.
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CHAPTER THREE






After completing my Wednesday night classroom portion, I had to complete twenty-four hours of ride-alongs. I arrived at the ambulance station as excited and nervous as a new kid on the first day of school. I stopped at the front door of the station and took a deep breath. Would I be cool enough so the paramedics and EMTs would like me? I couldn’t wait to see these heroes in action.


I knocked, and someone inside yelled, “It’s open!”


I gave myself the once-over, making sure everything was in place. My required dark pants, white shirt, and EMT student name tag all seemed in order. I pushed the door open to a living room with ratty old couches and a blaring TV. A few paramedics and EMTs sat around watching whatever was on and shoveling food in their faces. The rest were emerging from the kitchen, plates in hand, their boots noisy on the well-worn linoleum floor.


Five men and one woman wore white, uniform, button-up shirts with official patches and dark-blue pants. They piled their plates high with lasagna, salad, and garlic bread. They ate with purpose. One of them said something to me, but I couldn’t understand him through his mouthful of food. I stood in awe while the rest of them ignored me.


They still shoveled in hot marinara sauce, cheese, and noodles when the bells went off, dispatching them to a call.


After shoveling several more bites of food into his mouth, one guy said to me, “Come with us. Let’s go see what bullshit they’re calling us for.”


I followed the crew outside and climbed into the back of the ambulance—and in doing so, I stepped into a whole new world.


The six-minute drive to the scene seemed more like two minutes. I opened the back doors and climbed down the steps with my gloves on, ready to help save a life.


Once out of the ambulance, I looked around for the blood and guts. I only found several cops milling around a guy who wore a pair of jeans and handcuffs, as he stood in the headlights of a police car. The guy was high as a kite. Even though nothing was happening, everything moved fast. From hearing the cops and paramedics talk, I figured out the guy had to go to the hospital to be medically cleared so the cops could take him to jail. We all climbed back into the ambulance.


I smelled something horrible coming from my shoes. I lifted my foot up to find human poop all over the bottom of my shoe. Stepping in poop was disgusting, but somehow it made me feel more like “one of the guys.”


For eight hours, I sat in the back of the ambulance, listened to the siren, watched our flashing red lights reflect off of buildings and other cars, and witnessed what it meant to be an EMT. This was much more fun than sitting in the cafeteria discussing bilirubin and alanine aminotransferase levels. I was hooked.


Immediately after getting my EMT card in late spring of my sophomore year, I attached it to the back of the sun visor in my car. I imagined myself happening upon an accident, proudly announcing to everyone I was an EMT, and then saving them all.


As the UC Davis school year came to an end, I never had the occasion to roll up on an accident or save everyone on site. But in class one day, I did happen to glimpse a Help Wanted ad for EMTs for Solano Ambulance in a loose newspaper.


I’d been searching for something to do that summer. What the hell, I’ll apply.


As soon as I got home, I dialed the phone number in the ad. The lady on the phone said to come in, fill out an application, and my interview would happen at the same time.


Solano Ambulance was housed in an old, tan, two-story building with dark-brown trim. It had once been a firehouse. I walked through the front door into a cloud of cigarette smoke. To the right of the lobby, just on the other side of a Dutch door with the top open, sat the ambulance dispatcher. She talked into a microphone while punching a clock with yellow manila cards.


I walked into the office area on the left, where the receptionist introduced herself and handed me an application. When I completed the form, she sent me up the brown, carpeted stairs to the operations manager’s office for the interview.


I walked in to find a super-tall guy seated at his desk. He rose, introduced himself as Tom Lee, and shook my hand.


“Have a seat,” he said. “Leave the door open.”


As he reviewed my application, a paramedic walked in and complained about a shift he was scheduled to work. The operations manager told him he had to work that day. After he left, another guy walked in and asked for some paperwork to be signed.


While signing the paperwork, Tom asked me, “Do you play basketball?”


I had no idea why he asked the question, but I nodded. “Yeah, I played in high school.”


He gave me an approving look, and we talked about basketball for the next twenty minutes.


Eventually, he asked, “When can you start?”


“As soon as school ends, in about a week.”


“We can hire you,” he said. “You just have to pass the physical agility test.”


Grateful for the weightlifting class I took, which had bulked up my skinny arms a tad, I nodded and smiled.


I showed up the following week for the test. They had me carry a bunch of bags full of equipment up and down the stairs. I carried a gurney with a person on it up and down those stairs. The gurneys we used back then were two-man gurneys. There had to be a person on each end of the gurney to lower it down almost to the ground, which folded up the gurney legs underneath. Then each person moved to a side of the gurney, and they picked up the whole thing and loaded it into the ambulance. This twisted our loaded backs in a way they were never meant to be twisted—but I was young and strong, and I managed fine.


I passed the test with no mistakes. I was going to be an actual EMT and work on an ambulance. Now when I watched the reflection of the red lights out the window, it would be me rushing to save someone.
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CHAPTER FOUR






I bought my uniforms and had the official patches sewn on them. I was so excited to wear dark-blue, polyester, gas-station pants. I wore them all day like a superhero’s cape. I became someone important, someone who mattered. I was nineteen years old and headed toward everything I’d ever wanted.


After a couple days of orientation, I had my first shift in the city of Benicia. It was a twenty-four-hour shift on a BLS (basic life support unit).


A BLS unit is an ambulance with two EMTs on it, while an ALS (advanced life support) unit is an ambulance with one EMT and one paramedic. They look the same except for the words “Paramedic Unit” emblazoned across the side.


My partner, Griff, was built like a linebacker and had a lot of hair, including a hearty mustache, but he was gentle as a bunny.


The first day dragged like it had a piano tied around it. I sat on the brown, overstuffed couch and stared at the red dispatch phone willing it to ring. Finally, around 3:00 p.m., the phone rang. My first 911 call. I ran out the door like I’d been shot out of a cannon.


I was new, so Griff drove us to our first call—a motor vehicle accident on the freeway. The car accident had been minor and the call straightforward. Still, the excitement of being there sent tingles all over my body. We took the patient to the hospital and headed back to our station.




[image: image]


The phone didn’t ring again until about 8:00 p.m. This time the call was for a woman with abdominal pain.


I sprinted the entire twenty feet to the ambulance. This would be my first time driving to a call, and this call was code three, which meant using lights and sirens. I jumped into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut. I flipped on the lights and siren and punched the accelerator to the floor, not letting up except to make turns. A manic laugh belted out of me as I blasted through the first stop sign. I then blew through all the stop signs and every red light.


Griff had one hand on the roof and one hand on the dash, bracing himself, and he screamed at me the entire way. I was so high on adrenaline, I only heard the wail of the siren and not anything Griff said.


When we arrived on scene and I threw the ambulance into park, I looked over at Griff and all the color had drained from his face. I couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t feeling the same high I was.


With a red face and bulging eyes he choked out, “Almost killed me … That’s not how we drive code three … Holy fuck … ” were among some of the choice phrases he used.


All the way back from the hospital, Griff gave me a spirited lesson on driving code three, randomly punctuated by “holy fuck.”


We worked a Kelly schedule, which meant I had rotating twenty-four-hour shifts. I would work Monday, Wednesday, and Friday and then get four days off, and it continued rotating. There were so many extra shifts needing to be filled that I worked much more than the regular schedule.


For my third shift on Friday of my brand-new career, I worked a twenty-four-hour shift in Vallejo. We spent the first part of the day transporting people from convalescent homes … so many of them trapped in their useless bodies. Their hearts continued to pump, but these people had no life. Even at my young age, I realized I never wanted to be in a place like this. I treated these people with compassion and empathy but mostly tried not to look. Running these calls was not what I wanted to be doing, but it was enough for now since I, insignificant me, worked on an ambulance. I walked through the emergency room like I belonged there because I did.


When I was first drawn to be an EMT, I never thought about how the job would bring me into the homes of so many people. I’d walk into lives filled with child neglect and parental anger, many of those scenes familiar to me.


One Christmas Eve around 2:00 a.m., our call brought us to a patient who had fallen in the bathroom and struck her head. Her breath reeked of alcohol and a male adult in the apartment was outrageously high. The woman had a serious head injury, but my focus was continually pulled back to the toddler walking around wearing only a diaper. I saw his neglect and felt his loneliness. What in the fuck is wrong with people? I wanted to scoop the kid up and take care of him. But I couldn’t because I had to take care of his mother, who fell from being drunk.


However, I saw another side of parenthood on those calls. On a different night, my partner and I brought a patient to the emergency room. A hanging curtain separated the room. As we transferred our patient to the hospital bed, we heard a woman talking to a doctor on the other side of the curtain, telling him she thought her young daughter had an ear infection.


What the hell? I thought. My mom never took me to the ER in the middle of the night.


I remembered waking up in the middle of the pitch-black night a few times with my ear feeling like a burning knife had been stuck in it. I must have been seven when one night I laid in bed, finding the courage to wake my mom up, hoping this time she would help me. I knew I shouldn’t bother her—whenever I had nightmares, she always told me to go back to bed and not wake her up—but this time the pain was unbearable. I shoved the covers back and walked to my mom’s room. I crept up to her side of the bed and gently patted her arm.


“Mom. Hey, Mom.”


She woke up. “What’s the matter?”


“My ear hurts really, really bad.”


“Go back to bed and don’t wake me up again. I’ll deal with it in the morning.”


I turned around and went back to my room. I crawled into bed and the pain kept me awake the rest of the night.


That night in the emergency room, as I rolled the gurney out of our patient’s room, I tilted my head toward the curtain to listen. It had never occurred to me that parents took their children to the hospital in the middle of the night when they were in pain. Throughout my career, middle-of-the-night ER visits by parents and their kids with ear infections was a regularity. Each time, a sense of comfort filled me to know another child wouldn’t have to endure a night of pain and loneliness … that a child was being taken care of and one less person weighed on my shoulders to help. I was supposed to fix and save everyone whose life intersected with mine.


After working on the BLS ambulance for three months, I wanted more. There was rarely anything to be done or fix or to challenge me. I’d offer a hand to hold or compassion to make someone extra comfortable during the ambulance ride, but none of those small gestures fulfilled the impact I wanted to have. So when a spot opened up on an ALS unit, I seized it. Now I’d work with a paramedic and we’d answer 911 calls instead of what I came to see as just giving patients a ride home from the hospital.


My second shift on the ALS unit was a response to a call in the afternoon on Highway 680 in Benicia. A car with five people inside rolled off the freeway and up a short embankment. Several emergency vehicles with flashing red lights lined the shoulder of the freeway. We pulled over and parked in front of the line and scampered through twenty feet of tall, dry grass. There were two clumps of firefighters bending over each patient who’d been ejected. A couple of California Highway Patrol officers studied the damaged asphalt and the divots left in the ground from the car.


As I approached, everything in my head went quiet. The noise muffled as if I were underwater. A silver four-door sedan lay right side up, facing the wrong way on top of a level embankment. The body of the front-seat passenger, still inside the vehicle, slumped against his door. Something hung out the window opening. As I got closer, I could see the passenger’s head had been compressed and flattened as if in a cartoon. He was obviously dead. Time slowed to a crawl as I stood and stared for a few long moments.


My paramedic partner calling for supplies pulled me from my trance. The sound came back on in my head as if I surfaced from a deep dive. In an instant, this family was torn to pieces. One was dead, two others had been ejected from the car while it rolled, and two others, the ones wearing their seat belts, had walked away without a scratch.


I worked quickly on one of the seriously injured patients who had been ejected. As we carried him strapped to a backboard, I looked back at the car on the side of the road. Quiet fell again. The two who had walked away frantically talked on their cell phones, pacing back and forth in the tall dry grass, desperate to get ahold of the rest of the family still driving north, headed to Sacramento to watch an airshow. The firefighters, cops, and the other paramedics moved like a fast-paced choreographed dance, except for the mangled teenager in the front seat, so quiet and still.


The people in the car were just a nice family out to spend a day together. These people looked forward to spending the day with the people they loved. In only an instant, their lives would never be the same. I stuffed the dead teenager and the distraught family into the box in my head and closed the lid.


After working as an EMT that summer, I continued working full-time and attended school at UC Davis part-time. I took two classes fall quarter 1990 and failed them both. I had no interest in studying, nor did I have the time or energy to do so. I only wanted to be on the ambulance. The more chaotic the call, the more serenity settled over me.


Since I worked twenty-four-hour shifts, I had a work bag, which I never unpacked. I’d remove my dirty clothes, wash them, then put them back. It was something I was used to. I’d had the same “always-packed” bag throughout my childhood, too. Every other weekend when I traveled to my dad’s, I’d bring a bag of clothes and belongings. No wonder it was so easy for me to slide into this job.


As I settled into my new role as an ALS EMT, my dad moved from Half Moon Bay to Oregon. Kodi was still in high school, and Mom agreed to move from Menlo Park to Half Moon Bay so he didn’t have to change high schools.


From what I saw, Mom took decent care of Kodi. I resented it because she’d hardly looked after me when I lived with her. Between my dad regularly getting over-the-top furious with his kids and my mom not being interested in her daughter, I kept thinking, There must be something wrong with me. If I wasn’t defective, they would love and care about me.


This belief of not being enough still lived somewhere inside my job. If I was speeding to save a life, there couldn’t be anything inherently wrong with me. After the initial excitement of doing this for several months wore off, I felt inadequate being “just” an EMT. I wanted to be a paramedic. The cool kids were paramedics. I avoided answering questions regarding the difference between an EMT and a paramedic. And then I’d hesitate when I had to tell them I was only an EMT.


“You will never think you are enough,” a close friend warned me. “When you become a paramedic, you will say, ‘I am just a paramedic, not a firefighter-paramedic,’ and on and on.”


Still, I couldn’t help thinking, Maybe if I am a paramedic, I will actually become someone.


I blew off what my friend said, but I kept the thought somewhere in my brain. I would never be enough. My entire life was always about the destination and never the journey. I believed I had to be the best or I was nothing. To never be enough, to never have been enough, entered me in a race where I’d do everything in my power to win. I did not see or hear anything except the finish line, which moved farther away right when I thought I was about to cross it.


This was my existence, and it was exhausting. If I could just reach the finish line, I’d be okay. I’d finally be enough.


But when the finish line is always moving, the impossibility of reaching it wears on you. Not reaching it means invisibility; it means worthlessness. And it’s an impossible measure to reach and so you’re destined to fail.
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For a year I worked my ass off at just being an EMT. Then, in September 1991, I applied and was accepted into UCSF’s paramedic school.


I dropped out of Davis for the winter and spring quarters with the idea I’d go back in the fall. Putting myself through the nine-month program full time became my singular focus. Picking up my paramedic textbook was almost as exciting as when I first got my EMT book. This book had even more pictures but also significantly more text.


The first part of paramedic school, the didactic, was all classroom. The next part was clinical—eight hours in the operating room, where I learned to intubate real, live humans. And the last part was the internship. I would spend 480 hours on an ambulance and work alongside a paramedic as the extra on the ambulance.


I arrived at 7:30 a.m. at the station for the first morning of my internship, proudly wearing my “Paramedic Intern” badge. I only had to wait fifteen minutes for a call to come in. It was for a cardiac arrest at a convalescent home.
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