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Hyphema: Bleeding in the eye caused by trauma…
Matt was looking down over the dark water as they were being buffeted by the winds.
“It’s always choppy over here,” shouted Tony, the pilot. “You get used to it after a while.”
They had just finished their pre-flight check when they got banged out on an emergency transport job. The patient, a diabetic male in his forties, was in distress after being pinned under a car in a freakish accident. The bulk of the damage was centered on his back after the car fell off of its jack. His urine was filled with blood and he needed immediate transport to a level one trauma center.
North Carolina’s Outer Banks had a reputation for beauty and serenity. Several old fishing villages dotted the barrier islands along with spacious homes and bed and breakfasts. Matt was thinking of taking Sudah and Aden there for a weekend jaunt soon.
Luckily the area was served by a state of the art hospital center so any injured or sick could be treated there without the hour-and-a-half commute a car would need. With a serious trauma, patients could at least be stabilized, and air transportation used to one of the trauma centers inland.
“Have you ever been out here before Matt?” Frank was a thirty three year old critical care flight nurse who had grown up in the area.
“Nope. First time.” Matt had not ventured far from New York where he grew up until he decided to move his family to North Carolina after a job offer from NC Air EMS.
The LZ was lit up on the grounds of the hospital and Tony was preparing to put the chopper down. Matt and Frank remained quiet. All three were communicating through the headsets in their helmets; the sound of the rotor above them would have made it too noisy to talk otherwise.
It was still his first week in the new job and only his second living in the area. It amazed him that Sudah was so supportive even though he practically yanked her and the baby from New York. She stood by him, never questioning his decision and saying goodbye to their friends without even a tear. He was going to do everything he could to make sure this worked.
Matt felt the EC 145 bank hard to the right as Tony brought the bird around. His harness held him securely in the seat. He smiled as he watched the landscape grow bigger and realized that he was finally in his dream job.
Damn that’s good. The hot coffee sliding down his gullet was welcomed to ward off the chilly morning. Matt stared out the kitchen window and noticed droplets of ice crystals against the pane. It was early and still dark outside. He savored another gulp of hot coffee.
Delicate brown arms wound around his waist. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” Matt covered both of his wife’s hands with one of his own. Maybe it was the early spring chill in the air, but he really wanted to crawl back into bed with her.
“I wanted to be awake with you.” Sudah snuggled under his arm and slid against his body until she was facing him. She gently ran a hand up the crisp uniform shirt until she touched his shield. “You look so handsome in your uniform.” Taking a step back she smiled up at him. “I am very proud to be married to such a hero.”
Matt chuckled. Sudah never missed an opportunity to praise him and bolster his ego. “I love you babe.” He leaned down and kissed her. Matt was worried about providing for his little family and being a good husband and parent, he didn’t have a great example growing up. “One of the three best days of my life was the day I met you.” She always teased him when he said that and demanded that he tell her what the other two were. He never hesitated to tell her that their marriage and the day their son was born made up the other two. “Hey, do you want me to light the stove for you before I leave. It’ll help warm the place up a bit.”
“No. I will take care of it later if I need to. I do not want to leave it burning until I am ready to be in here.”
Matt loved the old wood stove that sat in the corner of the kitchen. It threw heat into the living area and was great defense against the early morning dampness. When they first moved in he teased Sudah that she would have to cook on that instead of the more modern stove and oven on the other side of the kitchen.
She looked at the clock and reminded him that he had to get going if he was to get to work on time.
He uprooted his family from New York to North Carolina, but he knew that career wise he could do much better for them with this move. He was just starting to train as a flight medic back in New York when they announced that the Mercy EMS base where a job was originally guaranteed was closing. All of the existing flight medics were scrambling for jobs and he didn’t think his lack of experience would hold up to the others in the region. He heard about job openings at this station and Sudah told him that she had no objection to the move.
His mom still lived up in New York, so did his best friend Julie. Other than them, he never really felt any other ties to the area. Sudah had already moved across the ocean from Pakistan so to her New York to North Carolina seemed miniscule. Aden was just a baby, as far as he knew the world consisted of his crib and his parents’ arms. Julie had even suggested to him that leaving the area he grew up in might be good for him. He told his best friend about the bad memories he had of his own father’s abandonment when he was just a little kid.
Matt knew that Sudah would understand why he had doubts and he knew that she would tell him he had no reason to worry, but he didn’t talk about it to her. He wanted to appear strong in his wife’s eyes so that she would always feel safe. He took her in his arms for one more long kiss to last him through the day and then he put his jacket on.
He navigated the winding roads carefully. It would take a few more trips to really get used to the route. Matt was a seasoned paramedic from New York and now he was going to be using his skills to save the good people of North Carolina. As much as he missed riding with his paramedic partner back in New York, being a flight medic had been a dream of his ever since the first time he stepped foot on an ambulance.
“Wee-oh, talk about somebody from the dead coming back and biting you in the ass.” The crew room was filled with laughter as Matt and Tony walked in. Big John slapped his knee, “When I called it into the hospital I said that there were two patients but the other one refused medical assistance.”
“What’s going on?” Tony offered Matt a can of soda from the counter.
The question spurred on another round of laughter from the five people sitting there. Little John answered between chuckles, “Big John and I were dispatched to a one car M.V.A., the guy didn’t hit anything, the car was just sitting there in the middle of the road. Seems a dog ran out in front of him and he hit the brakes. Well the dog got away, but the guy in the back comes forward and hits him in the back of his seat.”
“And this is the best part,” Big John guffawed. “The patient was driving a delivery truck for the funeral home. The guy in the back was a stiff in a body bag!”
Matt and Tony both laughed at the image.
“I really wanted to check the vitals on the guy in the bag, but with my luck I would’ve unzipped the bag and the stiff would have sat up.”
“I wonder if we could have collected on two patients.”
“I mean the driver definitely got hurt, he really got hit in the back hard. But I want to hear how he explains that injury to his friends.”
“Hey, maybe he’ll have the stiff charged with assault with a dead weapon. A dead weapon, got it?”
Everyone in the room groaned. Both Johns were feeding off of each other until the laughter was contagious.
Matt sat at the table and drank his soda once he stopped laughing.
“Hey guys,” Frankie spoke up. “Howz about some paintball this weekend?”
“Sounds good.” Tony replied immediately. “Maybe we can take the old ladies out to dinner after. Be a good chance for Matt and his wife to meet the crowd.”
"Ginny and I won't be able to make it. Sorry guys, her folks are coming down." Big John waved off the beginnings of a protest. "But you four go ahead. Besides this way we can save the best for last. Ginny and I will meet Matt's wife some other time."
Matt shrugged. “I’d have to make sure we can get a sitter for the baby.”
“My daughter will do it.” Little John made the offer.
“Thanks. I’ll speak to Sudah.”
“Hey, what kind of name is Sudah?” Frankie leaned forward.
“She’s originally from Pakistan.”
“Sounds exotic.” Little John raised his eyebrows comically. “She pretty?” Matt nodded. “Looking forward to meeting her.”
“Do you think your friends will like me?”
Matt chuckled. “Are you really worried?” He realized that she was. “Oh baby, how can they not like you?”
“It is one thing to ignore stares from strangers, but these are people you know. I do not wish to embarrass you.” Sudah adjusted her scarf.
“You could never embarrass me.” He stopped her and turned her to face him. “You’re beautiful and you are the best person I know…”
“I wear a scarf.”
“So?”
“I am a Muslim. I am not an American yet.” She looked down. “I do not want to cause trouble for you.”
“Sweetheart, I am very proud of who you are, everything about you. My friends won’t have an issue.” He hugged her gently. “Besides, I wouldn’t worry. I already told them that you’re from Pakistan. Hey, they accepted me and I’m from New York.” He laughed. “Anyway, John wouldn’t have sent his daughter over to babysit if he had a problem.”
Sudah smiled at him. “Dory is a very sweet girl. She is very polite. I think she will be very good with Aden.”
“If it works out, maybe you and I can get out a little more often, you know, couple stuff.” He snuck a quick kiss to her cheek before they entered the club room where the others were waiting for them.
After introductions were made all around, the four men donned their paintball gear and headed onto the field; the wives sat on the benches outside of the locker room with no interest in participating in the sport for themselves. Trisha, Little John’s wife, poured hot cocoa from a thermos for all of them.
Laurie pulled a nail file out and was examining her nails. “I’ll never understand their fascination with this game.”
“Boys will be boys,” laughed Trisha. “Actually I tried it once, got a bunch of bruises and said that was enough.” Trisha caught an odd look on Donna’s face as she sat staring at Sudah.
Clearly puzzled, Sudah spoke up. “I do not even know what they do in this game.”
“They go around shooting at each other…” Laurie started to explain.
“Shooting?” Sudah was alarmed.
Trisha broke in, “It’s just little balls of paint, and they splatter on contact. There’s really no harm.”
“But it sounds so violent.”
“Wouldn’t you be used to that?” Donna directed her question at Sudah.
“Donna?” Both Laurie and Trisha were shocked by Donna’s question.
Sudah shrugged. “Why am I used to violence?”
Clucking her tongue, Donna waved off her friends. “Well I figure where you come from…”
“I come from Pakistan. We are not near the Afghanistan border where there are skirmishes. My home is in a little town, it is very nice there.”
“Well you Arabs are always fighting.” Trisha tried to stop Donna, Donna ignored her.
“But I am not Arabic, I am Pakistani.”
Donna snorted. “Same thing.”
Trisha broke in. “Donna I don’t understand why you are being so rude. I am so sorry Sudah.”
“Why are you apologizing?” Donna faced Sudah menacingly. “My older cousin’s fiancé was killed on 9/11…”
“Oh goodness Donna, that was almost ten years ago. Sudah was only a little girl back then.”
“I am very sorry for your loss, but we are very much alike then. My father’s dear friend Jamaal also died on that terrible day.”
“Hmmph. On one of the planes I bet.”
Laurie gasped.
“He was working in a restaurant in New York City. He was very proud and working to bring his family to America. He loved this country and was studying to become a citizen.”
Donna rolled her eyes. “So what happened?”
“He ran to the two buildings after the first plane crashed. The restaurant was across the street. He was trying to help when the second plane came. He was lost in the debris and fire.” Sudah had to pause. “We were very sad that day. I remember when Jamaal’s wife was told her husband was dead. I felt very bad for her.”
“And yet you cover your head like those Arab women who cheered.”
“I cover my head because I am Muslim. It is a sign of respect for my beliefs.”
“Muslim? That’s who attacked us.” Donna snorted. “And they say that Bin Laden lives like a hero in Pakistan.”
“I have not seen him. I do not know where he lives. I would tell authorities where if I knew.” Sudah smiled sweetly and shook her head. “The Islamic people are people of peace. The few who murdered so many and the people who were happy about it are not true believers. They are cowards who hide behind a sign that says ‘I am a Muslim’. They do not speak for most of us.”
Anxious to change the topic, Laurie interrupted. “Hey, do you do all of that curry cooking and stuff?”
“I cook many dishes from the area. Matt likes the combinations and flavors of the spices.”
“Tony and I went to a Pakistani restaurant in New York on vacation last year. He really liked the food.” She came close to Sudah. “Do you think maybe you could teach me to cook some of those dishes?”
“Oh that would be a great idea! I’d love to learn too.” Trisha chimed in.
“I would be very pleased to teach cooking Pakistani meals.”
The next few hours passed with conversations about the culture Sudah was raised in and why she came to America. They spoke about Sudah and Matt’s mixed faith marriage and their decision to raise Aden as a Christian. Laurie and Trisha set a date to come over to get a food demonstration from Sudah. They planned to introduce her to some of the local culture as well. Donna was more cordial, but she never warmed up to Sudah.
The men finally came back from the field; they were laughing, sweaty and splattered with paint. They stopped to shower in the locker rooms. Then the four couples went to a local diner for dinner.
Matt was trying to keep himself busy. He laughed to himself at the irony of his job. Everyone wanted flight medics to be the cream of the crop and yet, when all was said and done, they spent the majority of their time on the ground and bored. He and Tony were scheduled to do a non-emergency transport later that day; up north most transports were done by air ambulances, fixed wing aircraft, but down in this area choppers were often used for the short hauls.
“Hey man, can I speak to you?” Frankie stopped Matt as he was sweeping out the hanger.
“What’s up?”
“I heard that Donna gave your wife a hard time about her being a Muslim and all. I wanted to apologize.”
Matt looked confused. “Sudah never said anything.”
“Laurie told Tony that Sudah handled it real well. Look, I just want you to know, I don’t have any problems with your wife.”
Matt could see the sincerity in his eyes. “Good to know.”
“So how did you wind up with a girl from over there anyway?”
Matt let Frankie follow him into the crew room before he answered. “Sudah enrolled in a college program in New York. I sometimes helped out with the paramedic program there. We met one day in the hallway and I knew that I loved her right away.”
“So she’s not a citizen, right?”
“Not yet.” Frankie handed Matt a cup of coffee and they sat at the table. “She’s working on it though, but it takes several years.”
Frankie took a long swallow from his coffee. “It’s just that it’s odd to see foreigners around here…”
“You know we all started out as foreigners somewhere in our families.” Matt bristled a bit.
“Hey, no offense. I just didn’t know if you guys are prepared for some of the shit that can go on down here.”
“We’ve gotten some looks. A few folks have made comments too.” Matt shrugged. “But I’ve also heard some whispers about northerners and New Yorkers, as well.”
“Well you know that all of us here at the station got your back…”
“Whose back do we have?” Tony entered the crew room.
“I was telling Matt what Laurie said.”
“She shouldn’t have gone mouthing off, I’m sure that Donna didn’t mean any harm.”
“Yeah well,” Frankie scoffed, “she shouldn’t have said anything.’
“Let it go. I don’t want it causing any problems between you and your wife.” Matt grabbed three cups and the coffee pot. “Anyone up for some swill?” Matt poured after getting chuckles and nods.
Other crews joined the chatter in the crew room. Ground crews and flight crews intermingled. The chief called a few in to his office to exchange tablets, electronic patient care report computers, which they carried on their runs. A ground crew was dispatched to a woman in labor, another to a child who fell on a playground.
That night Matt tried to get Sudah to talk about meeting his coworker’s wives, but she didn’t say anything negative. He hoped that she would feel comfortable making new friends.
Tones went out just as he finished checking his equipment. It was a rollover M.V.A, motor vehicle accident, on a remote stretch of a dark, nighttime highway. The dispatcher relayed details to the chopper crew from a state trooper at the scene. No EMS was on scene yet and chances were that the chopper would reach the scene before any ground ambulance.
“How bad is it?” A last minute ride-along was sent with them. The kid, Jimmy, was visiting from out west; his uncle was a local political figure. He was a pre-med student and had just completed an EMT class to get his feet wet. “You gonna let me work or you gonna make me just observe?” He tone was filled with attitude.
The station chief thought it would be a good move to let the kid see emergency response firsthand. Besides, it couldn’t hurt the next time they went to town officials for extra funding. Matt felt like he was babysitting.
“There’s two patients so I’m probably going to need your hands, but don’t do anything unless I tell you.” Matt could smell the newbie on Jimmy and he worried he might be a maverick. “I know you’ve got some training, but I’m still in charge.” He ignored the glare he got from his young partner. It didn’t matter; Matt had no idea what kind of skill the kid really had.
Finding a clear landing zone was difficult amidst all of the towering Sycamore trees. Once the chopper was on the ground Matt grabbed his bag and ran to the overturned vehicle. Jimmy ran right behind him, his hands were empty.
“There’s a kid in the back.” A distraught state trooper was standing next to the car. He had blood stains on his hands. “I can’t get near him. The car is too smashed up.” Matt glanced in and saw the toddler lying motionless in his car seat. He tried calling to him and there was no response.
What had once been a luxury SUV was flattened over more than half of its roof. Matt could see the unconscious driver slumped over the wheel. Once the door was open he would be able to get to the driver. “Let’s concentrate on getting her out. We should be able to reach the kid with her out of the way.”
“I don’t know how long they’ve been here. I came across it on patrol. Her door is stuck.”
Calling over his shoulder, Matt knew they couldn’t wait for the fire department to cut the roof off. “Hey Tony, bring the Haligan.” The tool resembled a crowbar and would help them get the door open. He reached through the broken driver side window to check for a pulse. It was weak and thready, but at least it was there. She had several obvious contusions and cuts, and bits of broken glass were imbedded in her face. “She’s still alive.”
“What should I do?” Jimmy gawked at the injured patient.
Motioning to the rear side window behind the driver, Matt told Jimmy to hold the driver’s head still as he and Tony pried the door open. Tony pushed against the tool and the door swung partly open. Matt used his full body weight to push the driver’s door completely back and then did a quick assessment of the driver. She was still breathing. Her legs were pressed under the dashboard; the steering column was pushed against her chest. He checked to make sure she had full circulation in all of her extremities and that there didn’t seem to be any arterial bleeds.
“Geez, the whole engine is practically sitting in her lap.” Matt threw Jimmy a warning look. He was aware that some unconscious patients could still hear everything around them. Jimmy shrugged, annoyed, and finished with a loud whisper, “Just saying.”
They got the woman out of the car and gently placed her into a basket for transport. “Get her in the chopper, high flow O2 and have her vitals for me. I’ll be right behind you with the kid.” Tony and Jimmy ran to the helicopter with the basket. The trooper stayed to help Matt.
Matt stretched into the back seat to reach the little boy. A heavy tree limb had entered through the side window opening during the roll and pierced the little boy’s chest. Too much blood had been lost for a child that size to survive. A sickening sensation tore through Matt’s gut as he realized the boy had bled out long before they got there. There were no breaths and no pulse, but the body was still warm even for the night air. He took the kid out in the car seat and ran to the chopper while he started compressions on the boy’s chest.
Handing the car seat to Jimmy he told him to continue CPR. Jimmy took the car seat and looked at the child with a frown. “But isn’t he dead anyway?”
“I said to do CPR.” Matt was gritting his teeth. “This is probably his mother and she is going to know we did everything we could for her son.” Jimmy looked like he was going to protest, but changed his mind when he saw Matt’s angry glare. He started pumping the boy’s chest.
As Tony lifted the chopper, Matt gave the woman a thorough once-over, palpating where the noise from the rotor over his head prevented auscultation. Under the glow from the roof lights he could see a dark stain spreading under the skin from her breastbone to her neck. And he saw her jugular pressing to the side. The blow to her chest from the steering wheel had caused an injury to the ribs and lungs; air pressure was building on one side of the pleural cavity. He called his findings in to the hospital as he inserted a needle into her chest to relieve the pressure.
By the time they reached the hospital, Matt managed to stabilize his patient’s breathing and her vitals were improving. She was still unconscious and would require immediate surgery to keep everything on track. Even though he knew it was futile, he still dressed the boy’s wounds and pumped fluids through an IV. If the mother was aware of anything, she had to know that they tried to save her child. He had Jimmy continue CPR until the doctor in the ER told him to stop. The boy was pronounced as his mom was being rolled into surgery.
Tony and Matt were both somber as Matt forced himself to finish the paperwork he had to turn in. Losing any patient was rough–losing a little kid was torture. Jimmy leaned against the wall, his arms crossed in front of him, glaring at Matt. Matt ignored him. He figured that the young man would need to deal with the call in his own way. If he needed to talk, Matt would be there. Tony told Matt he’d be at the chopper waiting for him to finish up and left.
“Where’s my son?” A middle aged man in a suit and tie was pounding on the nurse’s station for answers. “The police called and said my son was brought in. Where is he?”
“Let me get a doctor to speak to you.” The nurse pushed a button on the intercom.
“Where is he?” The man bellowed. “Where is Jeremy?”
Matt turned back to his paperwork. He didn’t want to witness the devastation the father was facing when he learned his child was dead. Even though he tried not to, he kept picturing his own little boy.
“Mr. Adams?” One of the doctors came hurrying over. “Let’s go into the next room…”
“Talk to me here dammit!”
The doctor took a deep breath and kept his voice even. “Your wife is in surg…”
“Where is my son?” He grabbed the doctor’s white jacket. A security guard started to approach until the doctor waved him off.
The doctor calmly disengaged himself from Adam’s grasp. “I’m sorry sir. We did everything we could for your son.”
“What are you saying?”
“We couldn’t save him. I’m sorry sir…”
Adams shuddered. “Oh my God. He wasn’t supposed to be in that car.” His voice sounded torn. “Where is his body?”
“I can arrange for you to see him shortly.” The doctor was trying to be compassionate. “Your wife should be out of surgery soon. She doesn’t know yet. She’ll need…”
“He wasn’t supposed to be with her today.” Adams sobbed. “Her sister was supposed to have picked him up.”
Matt’s gut twisted.
“Why wasn’t he with her sister?” Adams covered his eyes and wept.
The doctor led the grieving man to a chair down the hallway.
Matt snapped the pen he was writing with. He muttered a curse under his breath and threw the broken pieces into a wastebasket behind the desk. Grabbing another stick pen from his belt, he tried to concentrate on the continuation form in front of him.
Jimmy snickered. “Why are you so upset? That’s the kid you didn’t give a damn about.”
“What?” Matt was careful to keep his voice low.
“What did you think it was some kind of a joke to keep me busy with a kid you had no intention of really helping?” Jimmy approached Matt. “Yeah, you resented the fact that I was riding along and you didn’t want to bother with the kid, so you pawned him off on me.”
“Shut up.” Matt whispered loudly enough for Jimmy to hear him. “The boy bled out before we got there. He was dead, his heart had stopped. There was really nothing we could do for the kid. His mother was alive but she needed help, serious help. And she also needed to know that we were trying to save her son, she had to know if there had been any chance at all...”
“You just said he was dead, so why were you wasting my time?”
Sometimes after a patient’s heart stops and the patient is clinically dead, he can still be resuscitated with compressions or drugs. Sometimes though the injuries are too extensive and the damage is too great. Matt knew all of the hard facts. He didn’t want to start preaching to this pain in the ass. “His body was still warm, I wasn’t about to pronounce. I had you there. If the kid had any chance, your training was enough. The woman needed more advanced interventions. I let you take care of the kid so that I could pay attention to the mom.” Matt counted silently while he turned to face Jimmy. “Look Jim, patient care is sometimes doing things just for comfort. That’s what I had you doing. There wasn’t anything else we could do.”
“Then why…”
Suddenly Adams shoved Matt back into the desk. “So you didn’t even try to save my son!”
“Sir,” Matt was caught off guard. “I’m sorry, your son bled out.”
Adams shrieked. “You killed him!”
“Sir, please” Matt tried to back away.
The security guard that had earlier backed off came forward. “Sir, you’re going to have to calm down.”
“He murdered my son!”
Matt was torn between protecting himself and trying to help the distraught father. “Mr. Adams I can assure you—“
“Mr. Adams,” the doctor was back. “I can take you to see your son now, if you calm down.”
Adams threw a final angry look at Matt before he drew in a deep breath and followed the doctor. Just before Adams disappeared from the hall, he turned back to Matt and said, loudly enough to be heard without yelling, “You will pay. You will. I swear it.” He followed the doctor through the double doors.
Matt looked angry as he turned back to Jimmy. Before he had a chance to say anything Jimmy said “Fuck you!” and walked away.
Tony witnessed the final exchange between Matt and Jimmy. He shook his head after Jimmy left and went over to Matt. “I think about now my wife would say I think that boy’s about two sandwiches shy of a picnic.”
Before Matt’s shift was over, Jimmy called his uncle who in turn called the station commander. Both Matt and Tony were called into the chief’s office separately to give their version of the events. Matt had to go over every detail of the call in the chief’s office including what he told Jimmy in the ER. The chief was satisfied.
“By the way Garratti, I spoke with the hospital ER. You saved her life. You did good.” The chief was nodding approvingly.
When he finally left to head home, Matt sat in his car for a long time just staring at a wallet sized picture of Sudah holding Aden. Calls with kids always got to him.
Sudah greeted Matt at the door like she always did, at least whenever he managed to get home while she was still awake. She saw the sadness in his eyes.
“Is everything all right Matt?” She soothed her hand along his cheek.
He kissed her neck as he hugged her a little tighter than he should have. “Is Aden sleeping already?”
She stepped back from him. “Yes. I put him to bed an hour ago.”
“I need to see him Sudah. I need to touch him.” He felt like he had to ask her permission. “I promise not to wake him.”
“If you wake him I will rock him to sleep again.” She searched his face. “Go, go see your son.” Her husband needed this.
He didn’t wake the baby.
Sudah asked if he was going to be up much longer, she was getting ready for bed. He kissed her lightly and said he needed a few minutes.
Matt decided to call Julie. They were used to each other and were always able to bounce things off of each other when they rode together. He knew that Julie would tell him what he already knew–there was nothing he could have done. Hearing it from her might have made a difference, but then again he might just scoff. A fellow paramedic, Julie could understand his frustration over the call first hand.
Julie and Matt spent a lot of years responding to calls together and it was a very special friendship and bond they shared. Fortunately Julie’s husband, Jake, and Sudah both understood the relationship or they might have been jealous.
He waited while the phone rang and hoped he wasn’t disturbing their sleep. Both Julie and her husband worked rotating shifts for their jobs – she as a paramedic and Jake as the chief of the sheriff department in the small New York county where they lived.
“Hello?” Julie’s voice sounded just like she was in the next room. “How’s my godson?” Caller ID ended any anonymity of a phone call.
“Aden’s fine.” Matt smiled as he pictured the sleeping child in his mind. Then a pang of guilt hit him because he couldn’t save the other child.
They chatted about unimportant things, talked about the move to North Carolina, about their spouses and about people they both knew. Julie sensed his mood and finally, after he relaxed while talking, she asked him about it. Matt told her about the call, complained about Jimmy, and tried to sound unaffected by the toddler’s death.
Julie told him what he already knew; there was nothing he could have done. He scoffed. But she still made him feel better anyway. They both said they missed each other and promised not to let so much time go by before they spoke again. Matt asked her if she’d like to bring Jake down to see the place, she said they would as soon as possible. They hung up.
Matt remembered how jealous he was when Julie first started seeing Jake. He wasn’t jealous in any romantic way, he was just afraid of losing her friendship. At first he couldn’t understand how she could want to pay more attention to Jake than to him, and then he fell in love himself and knew. Julie had been the first person Matt had felt comfortable relying on in a long time, at least ever since his father walked out on his mother and him when he was just a kid. He was thrilled to find that their friendship was as strong as ever and Jake even became someone that he could call his friend.
He knew he could still rely on Julie console him after a call like this. He really did miss working with her and talking with her pretty much every day. Sudah tried to understand about his job, but he didn’t feel that he should talk with her about some of the tragedies he saw. Some of the stuff sounded really ugly and he didn’t want to poison her world with ugliness. You never really could understand unless you were out there in the field trying to cheat death.
He dropped his clothes and took a quick shower before climbing into bed next to his wife. She reached out for him–it felt good to feel Sudah holding him.
“So you didn’t even try to save my son!”
“You killed him!”
“He murdered my son!”
“I’m Jeremy Adams, I’m dead. Dead. I’m Jeremy, dead. Jeremy, dead. Jeremy, Jeremy, Aden…”
Matt threw the covers off and ran to his son’s room. He knew he wasn’t fully awake, but he had to get to Aden’s side. He had to. The baby’s room was just a few feet from their bedroom but it suddenly seemed so far away.
Finally reaching his destination, Matt pushed the door open. He caught the nursery room door before it crashed into the wall behind it. Some sense had returned and he didn’t want to wake the sleeping child if he could help it.
Aden was there, dreaming. His thumb was in his mouth and his little behind was in the air as if he was trying to crawl. Matt stifled a chuckle. Relief flooded through him. And then a slight sense of guilt.
There was another man who wouldn’t feel this sense of relief tonight. There was another man who couldn’t watch his sleeping child. Matt knew that there was nothing he could have done to save Jeremy Adams. The decision had been made even before he got there. He still felt frustrated.
It was far from the first time that Matt had lost a patient or couldn’t help one that he responded to. Julie always said she never wanted to not feel the sense of loss when someone died. The day she would no longer feel like crying over someone’s death would be the day she’d quit EMS. Matt agreed, if you didn’t keep your humanity about you, you might even feel tempted to stop trying when things seemed bleak. So you allowed yourself to get battered emotionally now and then. It wasn’t the first time he had lost a patient, it wasn’t even the first time he had seen a kid die. This death affected him even more it seemed–he was a dad with a little boy of his own to take care of.
“Are you all right Matt?” Sudah touched his arm.
He hadn’t heard her follow him into the room. “Yeah. I’m sorry I woke you.” He whispered back.
She took his hand and gently led him from the room. “Do you want to talk?”
“No.” He hesitated. “It was just a bad call.” Matt shivered and laughed at himself standing stark naked. He had run from the bed so quickly he hadn’t stopped to put anything on.
Sudah hid a small smile. “If you prefer not to talk, would you like me to warm your body?”
All his wife ever had to do was hint at making love and Matt was eager. Sudah was reserved in public, but there never was any hesitancy in their bedroom.
This time his need was more than simply feeling her body under his and being inside her, this time he needed to feel alive. Matt nodded and then he picked Sudah up and carried her back to bed.
Matt decided to explore the area with Sudah and Aden on his days off. Sudah already made plans to enroll in a nearby college extension program in the fall. She wanted to educate herself in order to work towards her American citizenship. They had to notify the authorities when they left New York as part of her visa. They also had to guarantee that she would continue to actively work towards her naturalization.
She came to New York from Pakistan as a student in business studies. She met Matt in the halls of the college when he stopped by to help test a new batch of paramedic students in the EMS department. They hadn’t known each other very long when her student visa expired because the program she was enrolled in ended early due to a lack of funds. Sudah was told she would have to go back to Pakistan. Matt didn’t want to lose her so he proposed and hoped she would be allowed to stay as the wife of an American. They married in a hurry and in secret at a justice of the peace. He hadn’t even told Julie or his mom until well after the fact. He was afraid that someone would try to talk him out of moving so fast. It complicated things when the Immigration and Naturalization Service investigated their sudden marriage and found that his friends and family knew nothing about it.
It was a real marriage in every way right from the beginning. He was in love with Sudah and she with him. The secretiveness that surrounded their wedding made the immigration people suspicious. They had just managed to convince the authorities that they married for true love and not simply a green card when Sudah discovered that she was pregnant. It was obvious the marriage was more than name only.
Matt panicked and spent hours talking with Julie and Jake instead of telling Sudah how happy he was to be her husband and have a baby on the way. When he finally came home he told her how scared he was of being like his father and letting his family down. Sudah wasn’t even angry with him. She just told him that she knew he would be a good father and husband. She wanted many children with him.
After that he vowed never to walk away from her again. He would never abandon his wife and child the way his father abandoned him and his mom when he was just a little boy. Everything he did from that point on was for Sudah and their children. Any free time he had was devoted to them.
The diner waitress put their meals down in front of them. She smiled at Matt. “So are y’all new to the area?” Matt could see she was trying not to look at Sudah. “Where are y’all from?”
“New York.”
The waitress stole a quick glance at the infant in the carry seat next to his mother. “Cute babe.” She looked back towards Matt. “Your… wife from New Yawk too?”
He narrowed his eyes in annoyance. “Why don’t you ask her?”
The waitress blushed. “Uh…”
Sudah kindly piped in, “Yes I also lived in New York.” She was dressed in a long skirt and modest blouse. Her clothes were purely American even if the style was reserved. She also wore a hijab, a flowing scarf that hid her hair from the public.
Nodding and smiling politely at Sudah and Matt, the waitress made a hasty retreat.
“Matt, why are you angry? Sudah shook her head gently. “She was just making conversation.”
“She didn’t even give you the courtesy of asking you the question.”
She shrugged. “They see the color of my skin and my scarf. I’m different. They do not mean any harm.”
“You’re my wife Sudah and I want people to respect that.”
“Maybe they worry I don’t speak English?”
“If they bothered to speak to you they would find out that you do.” His wife always made excuses for people; she never wanted to see bad in any of them. But even her positivity wasn't enough to dispel his foul mood.
Matt was feeling edgy all day. He was very aware of the hostile looks they received earlier in the day while touring some nearby towns. One old man even called Sudah an Aaa-Rab and made fun of her head covering. Matt almost lost his temper with the old man, but Sudah’s light touch on his arm calmed him. When she politely told the man she was Pakistani, the old guy guffawed and said “same thing.” Later, Sudah explained to Matt that she didn’t think it was worthwhile to argue. “We will not change a man’s mind unless he wants to hear something new.”
Earlier in the day he drove to the college campus with them so that Sudah could see the route she would have to take. He also wanted to see the area she’d be spending so much time in for himself and make sure that it was safe for her. That’s when he first got an uneasy feeling that they were being watched, but he didn’t see anyone specific. Matt convinced himself that it was just more of those hostile looks keeping him on edge. There was a small mosque in the student center and Sudah told him that she would pray there. Matt hoped she wouldn't be harassed because of her faith. The campus advertised that childcare was available but neither of them were impressed with the facilities. That was when they started exploring and finally wound up in the diner on their way back home.
Sudah fed Aden creamed corn from a small jar while they waited for their orders. The waitress put heaping platters of food in front of each of them. She made sure to thank the waitress.
Matt bit into an overstuffed club sandwich with turkey and ham Sudah chewed slowly on her grilled cheese sandwich while she helped Aden hold his bottle.
“I am happy the drive to school will not be long.” She took time to chew the bite of sandwich she just put in her mouth.
He nodded. “It’s a pretty direct route. That’s good.”
“Matt, thank you for bringing us here.”
He took a gulp of lemonade. “Oh baby, I hope you’re happy.”
“Yes, I am happy.” She smiled at him. “You give us a nice home. You are taking care of your family.”
The three left the diner with their stomachs full and his foul mood dispelled a bit by his wife’s optimism. Matt stayed off of the highway as they headed back towards their home in order to see a little more of the area. Driving along a street of one and two million dollar homes, Matt tried to imagine coming home to Sudah and their son in one of those luxurious estates.
“One of these days…”
“One of these days what, Matt?” Sudah asked about his barely audible statement. Her own voice was low because of the sleeping infant in the rear seat.
He chuckled. “One of these days I would love to afford one of these homes for you and Aden.”
She looked out of her passenger side window. “These homes, they are so big.”
“Yeah. They’re beautiful.”
“But Matt, compared to the house I grew up in, our home is a,” she paused to come up with the right word, “a… a big house.”
“Like a mansion?” He was amused by his wife’s naivety about the language and expressions.
“Yes, a mansion. It is a mansion to me.”
He pulled the car to the side of the road and put it in park. A wisp of hair had escaped the scarf she wound around her head. Reaching towards her, Matt tenderly brushed it behind her ear. “Baby, I want to give you so much. I want to do so much for you and Aden.” He wanted to be the perfect husband and father, everything his own father wasn’t.
She smiled demurely. “You have given me everything. You are everything that I need.” Looking around quickly to make sure they were not being observed, Sudah leaned forward and placed a light kiss on his lips. “You have made me very happy. I never thought that I would find a man like you for me. I am so lucky.”
When Sudah looked at him like that, she made him feel successful. “I’m the lucky one.” He gently pulled her forward to kiss her again. “Would you mind if we went home?” He knew she wasn’t comfortable with public displays and it was a lot more than simple kissing that he wanted to do with her at that moment.
“I think that might be a very good idea.”
He followed them from the college campus to the diner through the winding streets. So somebody was looking for an education? It certainly wouldn’t be for that little half breed brat. He wondered which one of them thought they had a right to better themselves and then he smiled as he knew he would make sure they would never get the chance.
He lost everything that day. They were part of the reason he was miserable. He would make sure that they paid. He would make sure that their loss mirrored his own.
Matt was on a high when they came back to the station. He had just assisted at a birth in the field, which was always his favorite kind of call. The woman already had two beautiful sons, but this time it was a girl and both she and her husband were ecstatic. When Matt saw the look that passed between the couple he imagined that was the way he and Sudah had looked when Aden was born. He enjoyed seeing that. A volunteer basic life support crew transported the mom and new baby to a local hospital in their ambulance.
His euphoria was destined to be short lived. The chief called Matt and Tony to the office shortly after they got back to the station. He let them know that the woman from the remote highway accident, Mrs. Adams, died of an air embolism. Embolisms weren’t uncommon after injuries as extensive as hers. Matt really thought she had been out of the woods after the first twenty four hours so he was really disappointed. The chief was warning them, there were rumblings about Adams filing a suit against the air ambulance company. The suit would name Matt, Tony and Jimmy as well as the company.
Matt felt bad for Adams’ loss, first his toddler son and now his wife. He remembered that the man hadn’t seemed all that concerned about his wife’s condition in the hospital, maybe that was just a front? He really hoped this wouldn’t go to court and put his position at risk. He felt a twinge of guilt thinking about job security, but if he was named in a negligence suit against the company he had to worry about providing for his family.
He could smell the fragrant scent as he walked up the walkway to his front door. Matt wondered how many of their neighbors could smell the aromatic spices permeating the neighborhood when Sudah cooked. Every so often Sudah cooked an old American standby because she knew that Matt had certain favorites, but most of her cooking was very ethnic and he had grown fond of many of the Pakistani dishes.
He opened the door to hear Sudah sobbing from the kitchen.
“Baby?” He called out to her.
She came to the kitchen door sniffling and wiping her eyes. “Aden is sleeping.”
He nodded and lowered his voice. “What’s wrong? Is he okay? Are you?”
She stifled a sob and nodded. “Please come into the kitchen and I will tell you.”
“Okay.” He followed her. She stopped by the table and he wrapped his arms around her. “Tell me what’s wrong.”
Sudah motioned to an open letter on the table. “I took in our mail from the box…”
He reached for the envelope and noticed the return address. “It’s from your parents. Are they okay?”
“They are in good health.” She squeezed her eyes to keep from crying. “I sent my mother and father a picture of Aden, but my father made my mother return it. He will not recognize our son as his blood.” She leaned against Matt and cried into his shoulder.
The first emotion he experienced was anger. Then he felt bad for his wife’s pain. “I’m sorry baby.”
“How can he not accept a son from his daughter?”
“Because of me…”
She stepped back and looked up at him. “You are a good man and a good husband. I know that he does not approve of our marriage because you are not Muslim, but Aden is my son.”
“Sweetie, you told them that we were raising Aden in my faith, didn’t you? They are probably pretty angry at me.”
She dried her eyes. “We agreed we would raise our children as Christian. And we agreed you and I would remain in our own faiths.”
“And I want our children to understand Islam.”
“I am not sorry for the decisions we have made.” Sudah swallowed and wiped her eyes again. “I have gone against my parents by marrying a non-believer, but I did not betray them as my father has accused.”
“Does your mother feel that way, too?”
“I know she is not happy, but Matt,” Sudah picked up the letter, “I can see her tearstains as she wrote this letter. She did not want to turn away her grandson.”
“I’m sorry. I wish I could make things better.”
“There is nothing to be done.” Sudah stroked his cheek. “I must learn to accept things as they are.”
“I love you Sudah.”
“I love you Matt.”
Matt stared into a cup of black coffee and brooded the next day about Sudah’s parents, the in-laws he would probably never meet. He was sorry that Sudah had so much pain and sorrow, but he wasn’t sorry that he had married her or that they had Aden. She was right, they had many discussions about their religions and they had agreed. It was their decision as parents, no one else’s. Damn it, he thought, why wasn’t being in love enough for some people?
One of the ground crews came in talking about a suicide they had been dispatched too. Unfortunately all they were able to do was pronounce.
Matt was listening with half an ear as they talked about the husband’s devastation. “He said they had just buried her sister the day before, but he never expected her to do something like that.” The woman sat in a car with the engine running in a closed garage.
Hell of a way to go, thought Matt. Sad too about her sister. There’s too much death.
Tones sounded over the speakers and a detached voice spoke. “Chopper one on standby for a GSW victim.” Matt and Tony were joined by Chris, a flight nurse. The trio just got into the bird as they were being dispatched to a member-of-service with a GSW, a gunshot wound. They were on their way to render care to a cop that had been shot in the line of duty.
The North Carolina Highway Patrol Trooper called in a report of an abandoned and disabled vehicle when his transmission suddenly went dead. Headquarters sent a nearby unit to check the scene out. The second officer found the first on the ground bleeding from a chest wound, the disabled car was gone and no one was around. He called in to have an ambulance dispatched; the crew had a chopper put on standby as they communicated with the uniform on scene. When the ambulance crew arrived, they had the chopper brought in.
By the time Matt got to the scene, the officer had already lost a dangerous amount of blood. The EMT’s tried to stem the bleeding with an occlusive dressing over the chest wound and several now blood soaked trauma pads. Even though they had an oxygen mask on him, he was turning pale and his breathing was labored. Matt called for a BVM, a bag valve mask, to help the patient breath by forcing air in a prescribed rhythm.
“Looks like a shotgun blast to the chest,” explained one of the EMTs. “There are a few small exit wounds, I bandaged those. He’s been unconscious since we got here.” The report she gave Matt included a lowered blood pressure and rapid pulse, both common conditions after excessive blood loss. One of the shotgun pellets had chipped away at the officer's shield and Matt was sure that little scrap of metal would be lodged in the man's chest, just one more intrusive fragment the doctors would have to try and remove.
Matt wanted to intubate the stricken trooper, he had to do something to help get the man some air, but his jaw was locked. Matt knew that the locked jaw meant there had already been excessive oxygen deprivation to the brain, it wasn’t a good sign. He relented and inserted a nasal airway and then had one of the EMTs bag the victim with the BVM. Without removing any of the dressings already in place, Matt carefully checked for any other open wounds. They moved him to the waiting chopper for transport to the trauma center. While Chris continued to bag the patient, Matt inserted two IVs and opened the drips wide to replenish as much fluid as possible. He let the hospital know to have Type-O-negative blood available on arrival. The trooper didn’t survive the trip to the hospital.
Matt wrote an endless supply of paperwork in the hospital EMS room as fellow troopers and other police filed in past the open door. He tried not to look at any of their grieving faces.
Tony moved to his side and spoke in a low voice, “Did you recognize him?”
Matt thought for a moment. “Should I have?”
“That was the cop on the scene the night with the dead kid. The night we had that newbie Jimmy flying with us.”
He blew out a breath as he remembered. “Yeah, you’re right.”
“I sure hope they catch the fucker who did this.” Tony shook his head.
The Highway Patrol Major came to thank them for their efforts; Matt couldn’t help but feel like a fraud. He noticed he had gotten blood on his uniform and tried to wash it off.
He cleaned the shotgun and put it away in the case. Wiping his hands on a towel, he sat at his desk and opened the drawer. The list already had two names crossed through, picking up a pen he drew a line through the third. Then he smiled as he looked at the next two names.
Chances were he would take them down together, but only after that one knew what it was to lose everything.
“You will pay. I swear.”
He could see the devastation from the air. The tornadoes hit suddenly. While North Carolina wasn’t considered in Tornado Alley, they usually had three or four devastating cyclones every spring. They were hoping to find survivors, but those survivors would have injuries. Emergency crews from all over the region were arriving in the wide swath area the storms had torn through. Like many of his co-workers
Matt trained for emergency response with this Special Operations Deployment team. It was still mind-boggling to be put into service. They were given only enough time to pick up the duffle bags they were instructed to have ready.
Matt didn’t know when he would get back home. He worried about Sudah and Aden being alone. The area was still new to his family.
Laurie and Trisha promised to check in with her while Matt was gone; they both had been through S.O.D. deployments in the past and understood how important the support was to the families left back home. Most of the medics at the station had to train for the Special Operations Division and knew they had to be ready at a moment’s notice. That was why Matt already had a small bag packed when the telephone rang the night before; calls went out as soon as the twisters touched down.
Hitting the ground running, literally, Matt barely had time to put his duffle into a tent when he was directed onto a truck headed for the center of what used to be a town. He scrambled into a set of turnout gear and quickly checked the available supplies. The new arrivals checked in with Incident Command and received their I.D. tags before being assigned to separate trucks.
His truck stopped in front of the remains of a church in the center of town.
“We’re going to lower you down into the basement. The youth group was having a sleepover in the church, there are about six or seven still trapped down there.” The crew chief was shouting into the back of the truck towards Matt. “Jay’s going to go in with you. He’s going to cut and clear, you’re going to start treating.”
Matt nodded.
The bell tower was fully intact. It seemed an anomaly as it still stood on the church roof without a scratch. Unfortunately the church roof was lying on the ground covering a two story building that had fallen in on itself. Workers were trying to lift away debris but, like a game of pick-up sticks, they didn’t know which pile of lumber would cause the rest to collapse. With people still trapped, they couldn’t take chances.
Jay was lowered first, Matt followed. He could hear muffled sobbing in the dark - that was a good sign. With flashlights on, they found their way to the first victim. A teenage girl was battered from the debris falling in on her, her right leg was fractured and the bone was protruding through the shin. He felt sorry for her, he knew that it hurt. Splinting it the best he could in the confined space, she was soon ready to be lifted out. Next he moved on to a young boy, timber was lying across his chest and the boy couldn’t escape. Jay helped move the debris and the boy was free. Except for deep scratches and bruises, he was well enough to crawl towards escape. Matt was thankful the boy’s injuries were minor.
They moved four of the seven trapped victims out without incident; two were dead in the carnage long before they got there. The last victim, the pastor, was pinned beneath a heavy metal beam, the kind that was strong enough to hold the floor under an exuberant congregation during services. The man, though weak, was conscious and praying for the souls of the two teens who had perished. He told Matt and Jay how much he appreciated their help.
Matt knew that they had to get the beam off of the pastor before anymore of the floor above caved in. He also knew that lifting the beam would likely kill the man. The solid weight of the beam was crushing the man’s insides…ironically it was also the only thing that was keeping him from bleeding out.
“Son, please tell me honestly what my chances are.” The clergyman laid his hand on Matt’s arm as he was putting a face mask and oxygen on the trapped man. He noticed Matt’s slight hesitation. “The Lord sent you here to do his work and you are doing the best you can. But in the end it is God’s decision whether I live or die, not yours. You’ve already done so much good here by rescuing our children.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t get to them all in time…”
“That was God’s decision.”
Matt sighed. “Sir, I’m giving you some saline and pain killers. There’s a possibility that when we lift the beam off of you… it’s going to be very painful and you’ll probably lose consciousness.” He added sodium bicarb into the IV line to hopefully keep his patient’s blood pressure a little more even.
“Because of the pain?”
“No, because right now all of your blood is pushed up into your upper body and when the beam comes off it will be like opening a faucet. It’s all going to rush into your lower body and it will be like you are bleeding out.” He kept the explanation simple. Crush syndrome was often fatal. “I can’t give you enough saline to keep your upper body filled.”
Jay was busy positioning an inflatable pillow under the beam to lift it. He glanced sympathetically at Matt. Matt was trying to reassure the man without making any false promises.
“I don’t need any painkillers, son.”
“I think you’ll be more comfortable… and it will make our jobs easier.”
“I don’t feel any pain now…”
Matt wasn’t surprised, he doubted the man could feel any of his lower body. Even if he lived, there might be significant spine damage and paralysis. There was a huge risk he would suffer renal failure. The odds weren’t good, but Matt was going to try his best.
Matt spoke into his walkie-talkie. “Can you see if anyone up there has an old MAST on their truck?” MAST, military anti-shock trousers for short, weren’t used often anymore, but the inflatable trousers could help to keep the patient’s pressure up long enough to get him definitive treatment in the hospital. It was a shot–it was the only shot they really had.
A set of MAST trousers was taken from the local fire department’s EQ and sent down with a reeves and straps to package the Pastor in and transport him up top. Being unconscious would actually be a blessing thought Matt. Jay began to inflate the airbag and the trapped man went unconscious as soon as the pressure was relieved. Matt and Jay pulled him straight out and on to the reeves. He got the trousers on and inflated them quickly. Then they cocooned the reeves stretcher around the man and dragged him towards the hole they had been lowered through. Rescuers on top used straps to drag the man up while Matt and Jay guided him. It was slow going.
The floor above them shifted from the weight of the rescue workers and debris showered down. Matt’s helmet was knocked from his head, Jay was knocked down. When the dust settled both men were coughing. They could taste the plaster, but were otherwise unscathed. The rescue rope was tossed down for them and Matt pushed Jay towards it. As Jay was being pulled up and out of the hole more plaster fell and for the first time Matt actually worried that he might not make it out.
The local towns were torn apart. Houses and entire lives were collapsed. They found a child’s bed and favorite nighttime doll wedged into an uprooted tree, the distraught parents couldn’t find the child anywhere. Even all of the help that arrived couldn’t do anything to relieve the anguish that survivors felt over the loss of their family members. Nearly five days after the tornados tore through the area the hard decision was made to move from rescue attempts to the recovery of bodies. Matt and many of the other local EMS first responders were being sent home.
He only got to call Sudah one time during the four days that he was there. Matt was standing next to a group of federal rescue workers when he tried his cell phone and saw he couldn’t get a signal. One of the DMAT team members let him use a satellite phone to call and say hello to his wife. The two minutes went by too quickly. She sounded strained and he felt guilty for having left her alone for so long. He was going to have two days off after his return and he looked forward to making up lost time with his wife and son.
Each day they found fewer survivors and more casualties. The strain showed on all of their faces. It was hard not to see the faces of their own loved ones in a mass of bodies. They were told that this town was the worst hit, they had the least warning and it appeared the most casualties. The DMAT members set up pseudo hospitals in tents and survivors lined up for treatment of various injuries and other ailments. Supplies like food, water and blankets were being trucked in, but there wasn’t nearly enough yet. Matt and the other members of his S.O.D. team were ready to go home. They missed their families. There was no more they could do there.
As Matt boarded the chopper that was to bring him back to his corner of North Carolina he wondered about all of the patients he treated during his stay. It was always his habit not to follow up with the hospitals. His former paramedic partner, Julie, used to call him cold. There were too many victims, too many bodies, too many families torn apart. MCI’s, multi casualty incidents, were always emotionally draining just because of the sheer volume of lives destroyed.
He shook his head as he remembered how many times Julie tried to encourage him to attend CISD, critical incident stress debriefings, after brutal calls. Of course he always denied the need and called the sessions a sign of weakness. He would never admit it to her, but he considered asking about attending this time.
Since Matt left his car with Sudah while he was away, he needed a ride home from the station. John gave him a lift. He closed his eyes for just a moment, he thought, when John poked him to tell him to get out, he was already home. It felt so good to step onto the gravel of his walkway, he was happy to be home. He hoisted his duffle onto his shoulder. Matt waved John off and looked up towards the house.
Matt could see the broken living room window covered with cardboard. “Sudah?” He bounded up the steps to see her and make sure that everything was all right. “Sudah?” He worried when she didn’t answer right away. She finally appeared just as he entered the living room.
“Matt.” She sounded relieved when she saw him. “I heard a car.” Sudah held Aden protectively in her arms. “I didn’t know that you were coming home today.”
He was puzzled at her defensive posture, but still thrilled to see her and Aden. He took her in his arms. “Is everything okay?”
She nodded into his chest.
“What happened with the window? You didn’t get hurt or anything did you?” He stepped back and looked towards the cardboard covered portal. She had done a good job of cleaning up the glass and sealing the hole. “What were you trying to do?”
She looked scared as she looked up at him. “I did not do that.”
“But Aden…” His son was still crawling…there was no way he could have reached the window.
“Matt, I’m sorry.”
“About what?”
“A rock broke the window. There was a note on it.”
His raised his voice. “What? Someone threw a rock through our window? Did you call the police?”
She was barely audible. “No.”
Matt broke away and walked towards the window. “Why not?”
“I am sorry Matt. I do not wish to anger you.”
He whirled around and realized how worried she looked. “I’m not angry at you. Who the hell… What did the note say?”
Sudah sniffled. “That it is my fault.”
“For what? Do you still have the note?”
“I threw it into the garbage basket…”
“Do we still have it?”
He picked up the phone and began dialing. “Get it for me… please. When did this happen?”
“Matt?
“Sudah… please?” He sighed.
She turned and headed to the kitchen slowly.
Sudah was uncomfortable with the police there and looked frightened whenever they asked her questions. She kept adjusting the scarf she wrapped over her hair as a distraction while the police were there. Matt noticed that she was looked for his permission before she responded to any of the cops’ questions.
Suspecting Sudah’s nervous inclination, one of the officers said to Matt that he didn’t think they had a lot of trust in cops over in India. Sudah heard the comment and, for the first time, spoke in a voice loud enough to be heard without straining, “I am Pakistani.”
The words scrawled on the crumpled piece of paper that Sudah retrieved from the garbage said. “They are dead because of you.” Everyone agreed the reference must be about 9/11 and other terrorist bombings around the globe.
Sudah said she heard a car pull up and then the rock came flying through the window – she grabbed Aden and hid. She didn’t have a description of the car or who had thrown the rock. Even though a police report was taken, the responding officers were frank–they didn’t think they would ever catch the culprit.
“Next time something like this happens, call us right away.” One of the police officers admonished Sudah.
“Next time?” She looked anxiously at Matt.
He put his arm around her shoulder, “I’m going to try to make sure there isn’t a next time.”
One of the police officers that Matt met once before at an emergency scene tried to offer some help. “If you have to go out of town again call us and we’ll send a patrol unit by every so often. Maybe that will make whoever did this think twice.”
That was a wasted trip, he thought as he watched the police cars pull away. They wouldn’t be able to help the inevitable; they wouldn’t be able to stop the payback that he planned. An eye for an eye.
She was very quiet after the police left.
“You okay baby?”
She nodded. “Please do not be angry with me…”
“I’m not.” He hugged her to him again. “I’m sorry I left you alone.”
“You had to go help people. They needed you.” He was quiet and she caressed his jaw. “Was it very sad Matt?”
Matt sighed. “Yeah.”
She demurely removed the scarf. “Our son is asleep.”
He grinned. “And?”
“I would like to show you that I missed you.”
“Can I take a shower first?” On the ride home he kept thinking how nice it would be to jump into the shower and then fall into bed with his wife. A broken window had changed those plans.
“May I wash your body for you?” Sudah liked to touch him and she enjoyed stepping into the shower with him.
He kind of liked it too. She was always trying to find ways to make him happy both in and out of bed. It was her priority to take care of him and he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed being the center of her world, but he would never mind sharing her love with Aden.
Sudah lovingly sponged every inch of Matt’s body under the running shower water. He returned the favor.
At one point early in their marriage she looked up from reading a woman’s magazine to ask him, innocently, what work was involved in a blow job. Matt wound up wearing the coffee he had been drinking and finally did his best to explain it to her. She learned well.
When Sudah knelt in front of him in the shower he couldn’t take it anymore. He scooped her wet body into his arms and carried her to their bed where he took his time making up for the five days he had been gone. Their bed was soaking wet as they lay sated in each other’s arms.
“Baby, I am so sorry I was away and you had to deal with the window thing all alone.”
“I don’t like it when you are away…”
“You know it wasn’t ‘cause I wanted to leave you and Aden.”
She smiled at him. “I know this. You help people when they need. I am very proud that you are my husband. I am most lucky.”
“If I have to ever leave again, we’ll let the police know…” He noticed that Sudah looked uncomfortable. “The cops here are different than over there. I really don’t like the idea of you being alone.”
She slowly nodded. “Matt, I need to speak to you.”
He sat up next to her. “What’s up?”
“My cousin, she wishes to come to America.”
“Just like you did.”
“But I came for school. Raja is not a student.”
“So?”
“She needs a job and… somewhere to live. She must list these things before they will let her come. Matt, Raja is like a sister to me.”
“And you want her to stay with us?” Matt didn’t like the sound of that. “The house is small Sudah.” He realized he was feeling selfish.
“It is a mansion when you…”
“Yeah, I know, compared to where you grew up.” Matt could see how much this meant to Sudah, but he still didn’t like it. They wouldn’t even have privacy anymore between the bathroom and their bedroom. So long as Aden was still sleeping in a crib, they didn’t have to worry about that. “We only have two bedrooms.”
“We had talked that we could make the little cave…”
“The alcove.”
“The little alcove behind the living room into a small bedroom. One day maybe she will meet a man and be married, it would not be forever.”
He inhaled and exhaled slowly. “What can she do? You said she needs a job.”
“She would help me to take care of Aden while I go to school to learn citizenship.” Sudah sounded very enthusiastic. “And this way if you have to go away again, I would not be alone.”
“I’m not happy about this.” Matt told himself he wasn’t going to give in. The house was too small. Admittedly he had grown up in a tiny trailer; it was the only thing his mom could afford after his dad walked out on them. And he was only living in a studio apartment when he and Sudah got married. The house was big compared to what he grew up in as well.
He looked at Sudah. She would not argue with his final decision, but he could see how much she wanted this. He didn’t want it, she did. It would make her happy. He wanted to make his wife happy. Finally he nodded. “We’ll do it.”
Sudah cried, happy tears, while she thanked him repeatedly.
A little while later Sudah offered to heat some food for Matt. He hadn’t eaten anything since coming home. She put her robe on and left the room smiling. Matt watched her and promised he’d join her in the kitchen in a few minutes.
He was tired and forced himself to stay awake. It felt so good to be home. Just as he pulled his jeans on to join his wife, he heard her shriek from the kitchen.
“What’s the matter?” Matt ran in to the other room barefoot. “What’s wrong baby?” He grabbed Sudah to make sure she was okay.
She was trembling. “Somebody was looking in the window.” She pointed to the window over the sink.
“Who?” He looked and saw no one. Releasing her he ran to the kitchen door, opened it and looked outside. “No one is out there.”
“Someone was there.” Sudah was very frightened.
Matt closed the kitchen door and locked it behind him. He then checked the kitchen window to make sure it was locked. “Are you sure it wasn’t just a reflection?”
“No Matt, I saw a face. Someone watched me.” A sudden look of horror crossed her face and she ran from the room.
Matt followed her to Aden’s room. She was panicked until she made sure that her son was safely sleeping in his bed.
Matt got his shoes and shirt on and grabbed a flashlight. “I’m going to check outside.”
“Do not leave me…”
“Look if someone is really out there, I want to know.”
“You do not believe me.”
He sighed. “I just want to be sure.” The truth was he thought Sudah might have imagined it. “Lock the door behind me.”
Matt walked around the outside of the house twice–he didn’t find anyone lurking on the property. When he came back inside and let Sudah know that no one was outside, she looked annoyed with him. He promised to call the police the next day and let them know about the incident, but he wasn’t sure that was enough to placate Sudah.
“Damn, this is really good.” Big John shoved the balance of a samosa into his mouth.
Ginny laughed. “Please don’t mind my husband’s lack of manners.”
“It means he enjoys his food. I am glad.” Sudah smiled sweetly.
After giving Laurie and Trisha the cooking lesson they requested, Sudah invited Matt’s coworkers and their families to their home for an authentic Pakistani meal. “Although cooking here is much easier than back in Pakistan. The electric stove is very nice to use.”
She served a savory meal using many of the spices she learned to cook with such as curry, coriander, coconut, and garlic. The meal began with a choice of appetizers including the samosa John liked – a puffed turnover with a minced meat filling. There was also pakora, vegetable fritters, and papadum, a thin bean curd wafer. A mixture of homemade chutneys complemented the flavors.
“Hey Matt, do you get to eat like this every day? You are one lucky fella,” he looked affectionately at his own wife. “I wish Laurie could cook like this. Heck, I wish Laurie could cook.”
There was a lot of laughter as Laurie pretended to smack Tony’s shoulder. “You be nice to me now or I won’t cook the dish that Sudah taught me. And I won’t… get anything else cooking either.”
“I try to make nice meals for Matt. Sometimes he likes to take the remainder food for lunch.” She was pleased to see everyone enjoying the meal. “Before Matt always ate quick food…”
Matt noticed the puzzled expressions. “She means fast food.”
Sudah shrugged delicately. “I try to cook American food too. Matt likes,” she paused to think of what Matt had called the dish. “Mac and cheese.”
“So tell us all what you made tonight.”
She was very proud to play hostess and hoped it pleased her husband. “I made a lamb dish, Roghan Josh, a vegetable dish Bhandi Kari…”
Trisha looked at each of the dishes Sudah pointed out. “Is that okra?” She saw Sudah’s nod. “I love okra. Now that’s a good southern vegetable.”
“Southern Pakistan maybe.” Little John laughed.
Sudah continued naming her dishes, “The rice is called kitchri– it has lentils in it.”
“Wait for dessert. If you like rice pudding you haven’t seen anything yet until you taste Kheer.” Matt boasted about his wife’s cooking.
He thought she was extraordinary to go out of her way like that. She knew that he worked closely with his team members and he could see how supportive she was of him. Even Frankie and Donna had been invited – and they came too, although it was obvious that Donna was there only because Frank insisted.
“You know I am having myself a fun time tonight. I think we need to do this more often, you know, get us all together for a nice dinner on a regular basis.” Ginny took another bite of her food. “This is real tasty. Next time y’all come to our house and I will introduce you Northerners to good old grits, Hush Puppies, yams, a nice honey glazed ham...”
Matt interrupted. “Uh, Sudah doesn’t eat pork.”
“Oh, Okay then. I make a real good catfish fry. Does that work?”
Sudah smiled and nodded.
“What are we drinking?” Ginny held her drink up and looked at the creamy liquid.
“That is Lassi. It is made with yogurt.”
“The best drink of all is Sudah’s Falooda…” Matt piped in.
Sudah laughed lightly. “Falooda is a dessert like your ice cream soda. Matt has a sugar tooth.”
Everyone laughed at Sudah’s mix-up of phrases; she laughed too and realized it was all in fun.
“Falooda?” Donna’s voice was nasty. “What, did you name a drink for that place those Arabs are butchering people?”
Everyone suddenly went silent.
“Donna, stop being an idiot.” Frankie sounded irate. “That’s Fallujah and it has nothing to do with an ice cream soda.” He was both angry and embarrassed. “I am sorry, Sudah.”
Sudah dipped her head silently and nodded to him. She felt bad that he was embarrassed by his wife and that she was the reason.
“Did you ever find out who threw the rock through your window?” Trisha wanted to change the subject. Everyone was feeling awkward. “You know honey, you should’a called on me. I know our guys were away, you should never have had to deal with that alone.”
Laurie and Ginny agreed with her.
“Thank you.” She was happy to feel more warmth from the other women than the hatred she felt from Donna. “I am very happy to tell you that my cousin is coming to live with us. Even if Matt has to go away again, I will not be alone.”
Matt tried to hide his grimace, he still wasn’t happy with the prospect.
“Oh my, do tell. What is your cousin like?”
“Male or female?”
“When?”
Sudah answered and started to tell them about Raja. She sounded very happy.
“Hmmph. So you’re bringing another one of them here! Are you planning to import your own terrorist cell?” Donna turned to Matt.
Matt’s nostrils flared, but before he could respond Frankie stood and threw his napkin on the table.
“That’s enough!” He glared at his wife. “Get your jacket Donna… now.” Donna looked at Frankie belligerently, but when she noticed hostile stares from the other guests she left the table to collect her jacket and purse.
“I am so sorry, again.” Frankie walked up to Sudah and reached for her hand. “She really is a good woman… but she was raised in a goddamned bigoted house and she thinks it’s okay to be stupid. I don’t agree with what she said.”
“I am sorry that I am the cause of your pain…” Sudah felt Matt wrap a protective arm around her.
“See you at work, Frank.” Matt extended his other hand to shake his friend’s hand.
“Yeah,” Frankie shook Matt’s hand as Donna stood at the door waiting. “Sorry man.”
Conversation was stilted after Frankie and Donna left. Sudah was saddened to see how awkward everyone seemed to feel. The dinner party ended soon after.
Matt and Tony were seated at the crew room table chatting, both fell silent when Frankie walked in.
“Hey man, I am sorry.”
Matt shrugged/
“I mean it guy, I am really sorry that my wife ruined the day.”
“It’s done, Frank. Just drop it.”
“How was Sudah after we left?”
“She’s okay.” Matt didn’t feel like sharing how upset Sudah was. She felt responsible for causing problems for Frank with his wife even though Matt tried to tell her she had nothing to do with it.
Frankie grabbed a cup of coffee and sat at the table. “When does your cousin-in-law get here?”
“This weekend.”
“You don’t sound too thrilled.” Tony noticed Matt’s expression when Sudah announced the impending visit.
“I’ve got mixed feelings.” He shrugged. “But Sudah really wants this.”
Frankie tried to sound encouraging. “At least her cousin should be able to help her around the house when she goes to school. She’s right about that.”
“Yeah.” Matt sounded resigned.
Tony watched the tension between his two co-workers. “Hey Matt, don’t misunderstand me, I don’t agree with the stuff Donna said,” he quickly looked at Frankie, “sorry Frank.”
“It’s okay.”
“But Matt, you had to expect some of this backlash when you married a Muslim from over there.” Tony shrugged. “I mean most of the world has an automatic suspicion of all Muslims… especially the last few years.”
Matt opened his mouth to respond and thought about it. He turned his back for a moment. He turned back to Tony and sighed. “Yeah, I did. It’s stupidity you know. Just because somebody is Muslim doesn’t mean they are a terrorist. Hell, many Muslims don’t even support the things these radicals have done. I just didn’t expect it from the people I work with, or their families.”
Frankie stared into his coffee cup for a moment. “Donna is really a good woman, really.”
“I know she’s your wife, but Sudah is mine.”
“Donna was brought up sheltered. She talks a big game but she’s never really been out of the Carolinas. She hasn’t had a lot of exposure to… different people.”
“My dad used to say that there was good and bad in every group and we were lucky to meet the good people first,” Tony nodded.
“Hey Matt,” Frankie continued, “I’m sorry for the things Donna said. I’m sure the longer she knows Sudah the more she’ll realize she has nothing to be scared of.”
“Sudah is the last person to ever be scared of.” Matt knew how gentle and kind his wife was.
“Okay ladies,” the chief entered the room. “There’s a tropical storm moving in. I need you to be extra careful and keep an eye on your TAWS.” Each chopper was outfitted with a terrain awareness and warning system as well as GPS, absolute necessities when flying in inclement weather. I don’t want any incidents out there.”
The weather service was predicting an active storm and hurricane season through the summer. This storm was just the first of many.
“You and me both.” Tony muttered under his breath.
Both Frankie and Matt hid their grins at Tony’s comment.
“I’m serious.” The chief scowled at Tony. “Frank, Chris is going to be riding with you today. Just remember, the barometer’s gone crazy and there are winds of 60-miles-per-hour.”
Frank and Chris were sent out to move a critical heart patient from the Outer Banks to a trauma center inland. The patient, a 53-year old man, needed pacing as they transferred him from the barrier reef’s hospital unit.
Matt and Tony were toned out to a motorcycle accident on the mainland’s coastal highway. As they were getting ready to land at the LZ, Matt could see the fast moving storm clouds and lightning flashes that were headed their way. He made up his mind to move the patient as quickly as possible or they might not be able to lift off at all.
The young man had taken his bike down on the normally busy highway; it was empty thanks to the high winds and storm warnings. The motorcycle crashed into a thicket of trees and neatly wrapped itself around one tall Magnolia. The cyclist was about 80-feet down the road against a guardrail, the first trooper on the scene had to scan the roadway for him. The bike was still hot when the trooper got there. Finding the bike was lucky or no one might have found the patient until well after the storm had passed.
The biker’s helmet was cracked from the impact against the guardrail and Matt could see grey matter poking through the hair. It didn’t look encouraging. Even if the guy lived, thought Matt, he would probably wind up as a paraplegic from the trauma to his neck. He was alive now and that was all that Matt needed to know. Hopefully the doctors would be able to work some kind of miracle, right now Matt’s only concern was getting this patient to the trauma center alive. From the looks of the sky, he didn’t have a lot of time to waste on the ground.
Matt removed what was left of the helmet and the patient was collared and boarded to immobilize his neck and spine. This was the most critical part, without actually being able to see the bones they had to do their best not to cause any more damage or even worse. With a neck injury like this, one wrong move could internally decapitate him; if it didn’t kill him it would guarantee relegating him to permanent life support. Any other treatment would have to be done in the chopper; they had to get off the ground.
Fat droplets of rain began to pelt Matt’s back as he leaned over the young man.
“We’ve got to get moving,” Tony yelled over the sound of the rotor.
Matt and the ground rescuers moved the patient to the chopper and Matt jumped in.
“Buckle up, this is going to be rough,” Tony struggled to lift the helicopter. “I’m going to try to beat this thing inland.”
The chopper pitched and bucked several times as it made its ascent. Matt held his breath when he felt the air ambulance take a sharp drop when it hit an air pocket. For now he had to trust in Tony’s skill as a pilot, later he’d have to ask him later how often he’d flown in this kind of weather before.
Matt was relieved when they reached Greenville and the medical staff met them at the hospital helipad. He gave his report as they quickly rolled the gurney through the sliding doors. The patient was taken directly to surgery. Nobody smiled as a surgical team rushed in after the patient. Matt figured the poor bastard never had a chance.
Tony wanted to move the chopper to an open area in the parking lot. He had no intention of flying back to base so long as the weather was a threat. He still wanted to leave the helipad empty for another chopper just in case anyone was still out there. Frank and Chris hadn’t arrived yet and he knew they were headed that way. Hospital administration directed him to secure the helicopter with special tie downs they had for the high winds and get inside. As far as they knew, there weren’t any more birds in the air anywhere in the vicinity.
Matt saw Tony’s expression when he entered and he knew something was off. “Gotta call the chief.” Tony shook off Matt’s inquiry.
Pleased to find that the landline from the nurses’ station was still working, Tony put in a call to their station. He mumbled some words into the receiver and then listened. He shook his head as he hung up.
“Air 3A is missing,” he finally turned to Matt and explained. “They left the med center just before the storm hit. Nobody’s heard from them.”
“Did they go down?” Matt was concerned.
“Nobody got any maydays, but they can’t raise them now either. Can’t even search for them until this storm blows over.”
“Shit.” Matt was at a loss to say anything else.
Both Matt and Tony tried to call their wives. Neither of them got any response at the home phones. Tony called Laurie on her cell phone and found that she, Sudah, Donna and the kids were all at the base. Power had gone out and there were high wind and flash flood warnings. Laurie gathered everyone into her SUV and they made it to the EMS station, she knew they’d be okay there. Word had gotten out that one of the choppers was missing and Laurie admitted how relieved she was to hear from him. The chief had been tightlipped about it all; he didn’t want to panic the families.
Both Matt and Tony agreed that as soon as they were airborne, they would do a flyover of the route that Frank and Chris were taking if they hadn’t already been found. They just hoped that whatever they found would be good news.
It took nearly seven hours for the skies to clear. At least they were at the hospital long enough to know that the motorcyclist made it through surgery. Now they just had to see if he’d survive the day and how serious and permanent the spinal cord injuries were. Matt knew it was up to him to save lives and not to decide if it was worth it. Sometimes he wondered if the survivors felt lucky or cursed.
Partway through the storm the rains looked like they were lessening and Matt was impatient to get in the air, but Tony said they still had to wait it out. Matt wasn’t used to the southern storms the way Tony was. Tony explained that the eye of the storm could be deceiving, what looked like a lull in the tempest was really a brief area of very low pressure followed by a wall of dangerous weather. Trying to take off during that lull was risky and precarious; there were those who would even call it suicidal. Tony’s explanation was reinforced when the violent storms reappeared with even more intensity.
Matt sat beside Tony as the chopper finally lifted off. He was amazed at the wreckage he saw on the ground. Treetops were shorn off, roofs were torn away and flood waters swelled.
“This was just a good storm,” Tony stated. “Wait until you live through a full hurricane.”
Matt grimaced. “I appreciate Laurie picking Sudah up and taking care of her and Aden. I don’t know how she would have reacted if she had to ride this out alone.”
“She’ll get used to it. Lots of folk live through these every year. The girls will talk and tell her what to keep in the house in case. And it won’t be as frightening once her cousin is here and there’s another adult to depend on.” Tony motioned under the passenger seat. “You’ll find binoculars down there. Why don’t you keep your eyes on the ground? I’ll let the chief know we’re up.”
They were buffeted by residual winds as they neared the coastline. Reports indicated that Frank and Chris had cleared the Outer Banks with their patient just as the storm was hitting full force. Although it was narrow they had flown over the strip of warm water as the storm’s strength built. By the time they reached the mainland the chopper was being tossed around like a leaf falling off of a tree. Matt and Tony scoured the wooded grounds just off of the water.
They knew they weren’t the only ones searching for the missing aircraft, but they were determined to hunt for their friends.
“Hey come around again,” Matt motioned to a thicket of trees.
Tony was keeping an eye on the fuel gauge as well as scouring the ground. He had just informed Matt that they were going to have to head in soon.
“I think I saw something,” Matt strained to make out the shapes below. “Yeah, there in the trees… That looks like a piece of the tail.”
Tony spied a nearby clearing. “Call in the coordinates while I put it down.”
Matt grabbed the response bag as soon as Tony landed the bird. He ran through the trees and saw the bulk of the aircraft lying on its side. Except for the broken tail, the bird was entirely hidden from the sky by the cover of the foliage. The quiet scene frightened him.
He reached the wreckage and hoisted himself to look in. He was happy to see Chris tending to the patient. Frank was asleep, he was snoring slightly, and his leg was splinted. Chris looked relieved to see Matt and Tony.
Frank had been struggling to bring the chopper in for a landing when they were hit by a sudden wind shear. He managed to control the spinning helicopter until it hit a thatch of trees. Chris suffered multiple bruises and abrasions, nothing serious, luckily he had buckled himself into the seat when the going got rough. The patient was strapped securely to the cot which was locked in place; Chris continued treating him with the diminishing supplies and kept him stable. Frank broke his leg as the chopper pitched to its side; Chris splinted the limb and gave him morphine to manage the pain. They stayed in the damaged craft as shelter during the height of the storm. The ELT, Electronic Location Transmitter, in the helicopter was only throwing out a weak signal–it’s antennae had been shorn off in the crash or it would have been easier to find them.
Matt opened fresh supplies and helped take care of the heart patient. He told Chris to take a break and relax. Frank stirred but didn’t wake. Ground rescue was on the way for Frank and Chris. Another air ambulance was being dispatched to continue the run to the hospital with the cardiac case. Tony indicated they didn’t have enough fuel to do it themselves.
It was a triumphant return to the station. Laurie and Sudah were excited and happy to see their husbands. The chief assigned a driver to take Donna to the hospital to be with Frank.
Suddenly Laurie started to cry.
Tony did a double take. “Hey, you okay?”
“No,” she sniffled. “No I’m not. I worry every time that you fly in horrid weather. You know that.”
Tony scoffed. “What are you worried about? The life insurance is paid up.” He laughed.
Laurie looked furious. “I don’t think that’s funny.” She turned to Sudah for support. “Doesn’t it scare you?”
Sudah glanced quickly at Matt. “I worry about Matt, but I do not question what my husband does.” She was uncomfortable about being put on the spot.
Tony laughed. “Smart woman.”
“That’s not so smart,” Laurie retorted. “Sorry Sudah, but we’re moms. We have a right to say what our husbands do when it can risk their lives. We have to depend on them.”
“Our husbands do important work. We need them to save lives.” Sudah spoke softly.
Laurie shook her head. “Sudah, you aren’t in Pakistan anymore…”
Tony broke in. “Come on Hon, this is what I do. You knew it when you married me. I’ve been flying helicopters since I served in the army.”
“Hey Laurie, Tony is one of the best pilots there is. I trust him completely.”
“Hmmph.” Laurie walked out of the room. Tony followed her.
Matt watched Sudah quietly. She wouldn’t look at him. “Hey babe, are you okay?”
“I am fine.”
“Honest?”
Sudah looked around to make sure they were alone. “This is your work Matt. It is important work.”
“But are you okay?” He took her in his arms. “I look forward to coming home to you and Aden every day, that’s important to me.”
“Your work is important to you too. I know that.” She paused while he gathered her closer. “Yes Matt, I worry about you, but I know you love your job and you do it well. I will not cause you any problems with complaining.”
Matt sighed. He worried that she wasn’t being honest with him He rebuked himself for taking advantage of the way she was raised to not to argue with his decisions. He always tried to let her know she was allowed to say what was on her mind. He did love his job and he was incredibly thankful for her support.
Tony and Laurie came back into the room. Matt and Sudah stepped apart hastily. It seemed that Tony managed to patch things up with Laurie. He had his arm around her shoulders. No more was said about the subject.
Matt drove home slowly. They passed downed trees and went through standing pools of water. The local power company announced over the radio that most of the power was back on with just a few scattered outages remaining. It was obvious their corner of the community was one of those few scattered outages. Everything was dark. Aden was asleep in his car seat and Sudah nibbled on her nails as she watched the scenery through the window.
He drove up the long driveway. The house was normally shielded from the road by trees and the drive seemed even longer than usual in the total darkness. The clouds leftover from the storm blocked any of the natural starlight from shining in as well... Matt asked Sudah to stay in the car while he checked out the house to make sure they hadn’t suffered any significant storm damage. Matt locked the car doors behind him and left the car running with the headlights on high. He pulled out a four-D-cell flashlight from the glove compartment and began an inspection of the house exterior.
Everything seemed to be in good order – and then he found it. There was a note taped to the back door by the kitchen. “An eye for an eye.” The note was made from pasted newspaper letters and there was a brownish-red splatter across it. Matt pulled the note down and carefully finished checking the house inside and out.
He was tight lipped when he returned to the car.
“Is our home okay Matt?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I put the portacrib in our room. I want to keep the baby with us until the power is back on.”
She nodded as she scooped the sleeping toddler into her arms.
After Aden was settled in the portable crib, Matt turned to Sudah and whispered. “We’ve got to talk.” He walked from the room and waited for her to follow.
Matt put a battery powered camp light in the hallway outside of their room. It cast a soft glow into the living room. He sat on the couch, she sat next to him.
“We got another note.” He held the piece of paper with the cut out letters pasted on for her to see.
“An eye for an eye.” She shook her head sadly. “That only makes blood in the eyes.”
Matt sighed. “The phone is dead and I guess the cell towers are overloaded because I can’t call out on my cell. I was going to call the police about this.”
Sudah was uncomfortable at the mention of the police. “They would be too busy, I am sure they are helping many people who had trouble in this storm.”
“You’re probably right.”
“The note was outside?”
“Yeah.”
“I am happy nobody was inside our home.” She looked down. “This is because of me.”
He hadn’t seen any proof that anyone had been in their home, but he still had an uneasy feeling. “I’m sorry about this babe. I don’t kn0w, it’s like someone is just filled with so much anger and hatred. If it really is because of you, that’s stupid to want to blame you personally for terrorism.”
Sudah shrugged. “Many people see my darker skin or my head covering and they get angry. I do not get angry with them. I am sorry that I cause you troubles.”
“Never, it’s never trouble. You don’t cause me any problems. Having you in my life is wonderful.” Matt took Sudah’s face in his hands and kissed her lips sweetly. “I love you baby. You are my life, I wouldn’t change a thing.”
“It will cause you more trouble when Raja is here. People will see two of us wearing hijab.” She looked as if she was ready to cry. “Maybe I should not have asked you to do such a thing for my family.”
Guilt sliced through him. Matt had been unhappy about the prospect of Sudah’s cousin coming to live with them, but the idea of ethnicity never was a part of that. “Baby, I told you we were going to do this. It’s going to be good for you to have her here. And… and the hell with those damn bigots who can’t accept someone who’s different. I’m not going to let them scare us. And I am not going to let them hurt you or Aden… or anyone in our family.”
“I love you Matt,” Sudah laid her hand on Matt’s forearm. “Allah has blessed me with a man such as you.”
“I mean it Sudah, you are my wife, and you’re my everything. You are much more important than some idiot’s problem with bigotry.”
“People cannot forget what happened on nine-eleven. And every time there is a curious package in the mail or talk of explosives they are reminded.”
“But that has nothing to do with you. You’re not like those people who did those things. I doubt that most of your people even supported that. We were both just kids then. Yeah, it angered me and it still does, I’d like to see the people who preach hate and violence like that burn in hell. But we can’t blame everyone who is Muslim, Asian or Middle Eastern… or looks like they might be.” He was passionate with his words. “In history there’s been killings and evil and we can’t hold entire ethnic groups responsible because some of them were involved. What kind of world would we live in?” Matt seemed slightly embarrassed when he realized how impassioned he had become.
He took her in his arms and hugged her. “Sudah, sweetheart, it doesn’t matter that I’m not dark skinned or Muslim, you are my wife and I take this personally.” He swore to himself that he would find out who was trying to terrorize his wife and put an end to it.
“I’m telling you, I’m dying.”
“No ma’am, you’re just having an allergic reaction. I’m going to give you some diphenhydramine…” Diphenhydramine was an anti-histamine and usually very effective with allergic reactions.
“I won’t take it! I just want to make my statement to the police. Quickly, before I die.”
Matt and Tony were taking turns with the other air crews running the ground ambulances while they waited for the new replacement chopper. They were dispatched to an elderly woman who had been stung by a bee earlier in the day. She had localized swelling going up her arm and Matt was sure that she was uncomfortable, but he struggled to keep his mouth shut as he listened to her ramblings.
“This will make you more comfortable-“
“I don’t want to be more comfortable, I want him charged with murder!”
According to the woman’s claims she was attacked by the bees in a tree in her yard. She was adamant that her neighbor had placed a bee hive in the tree while she slept. She insisted that he was out to get her and knew she would get stung. She refused any medication because she didn’t want to “compromise the evidence”.
She wasn’t in respiratory distress and was more heated in her arguments than in any real medical danger. They transported her to the nearest hospital.
“Someone’s been watching too many forensic-cop shows, she doesn’t want to compromise the evidence” said Tony as he mocked her. He pulled the rig away from the emergency room entrance. “Or maybe she was nipping at the booze a bit?”
Matt laughed. “I’ve heard worse.” He had a good time sharing stories of some of the calls he took back in New York with Julie. Tony had a couple of doozies to share as well.
With everything that had been going on Matt thought it might be a good time for Sudah and him to taken Aden to visit Julie and Jake. It would be good to get them away from the racial hatred for a while. Then he remembered that Raja was arriving in a couple of days and the little plan he was hatching was squashed.
“How did the police react to the note?”
Matt told a few of his coworkers about the note he found taped to the kitchen door. “They asked if there was anything damaged in the house. They’re not going to do a thing about it.” Matt shrugged and turned to Tony. “I wonder if they’d be so unconcerned if Sudah were anything but Muslim? Sometimes I get the impression that they are ones who have a problem with race.”
Tony shook his head. “Are you seeing conspiracy theories now?”
“No I’m serious. I mean the first time I contacted them, after the rock was thrown through the window, the first thing they did was mention the Middle East.”
“But she’s not Arabic.”
“They were damn quick to notice her ethnicity.”
“Matt, cops notice descriptions, that’s all it was.”
He tamped down the surge of anger he felt from his frustration. “Maybe you’re right. But they seemed to just accept the vandalism because of racism, as if that makes it okay. It’s like I should just accept the way it is.” Matt thought he sounded paranoid even to his own ears. Maybe Tony was right and the cops really weren’t so dismissive. Matt could only hope.
He stood in the bushes and stared. He couldn’t figure out what was going on. They were moving new furniture into that little ramshackle house of theirs. The place looked like it was already sufficiently set up. Why did they need more furniture?
He expected them to go running instead of settling in for the long haul. How many warnings did they expect to get? Were they stupid? As soon as he was ready he would extract his revenge from them and make them pay just like the others.
One by one he was evening the score. He smiled to himself as he thought how easily the human neck snapped and how quickly death came. It was almost too quick as he stood and read aloud the charges against the perpetrator. He watched the young man’s eyes and saw the surprise and the fear, he watched as his body jerked and his feet flailed. Each of them had to know why they were marked for death, why they were being punished.
It would never bring back what he had lost, but the revenge still felt good.
Matt took Sudah and Aden to the airport to meet Raja as she came off the plane. Sudah was worried that Raja would be frightened and unable to deal with the busy airport by herself. Except for her hijab, Sudah took pains to dress in American style clothing. She wore a pair of light blue slacks and a loose fitting tailored long sleeve blouse. The colors of her scarf complemented the clothing she wore, she had chosen it carefully. She looked to Matt for his approval before she left his side to look for her cousin.
He understood that women in Pakistan relied on a man to head up their households and take care of them–it was even more so for a Muslim woman. He also knew that husbands often had the final word about any important decisions affecting the family. Matt never required or expected Sudah to need his permission to do things, but it was obvious that no matter how many times he tried to tell Sudah that she didn’t need his permission or approval, it was still an ingrained habit. His wife had done a lot to absorb the local traditions and Matt was very proud of her. She came to America on her own to go to school and that was very brave. Still she couldn’t seem to break away from the traditional role she was raised to believe in.
She married him, a non-Muslim, a non-believer, and that opposed everything she was raised to believe in. Matt knew that her family back home wouldn’t accept her marriage even though she a child who was born from it. She didn’t talk about how her family felt ever since her parents sent back the picture of her holding Aden. Matt didn’t push her, he had seen the pain in her eyes and it stung. Sudah was the one who decided Aden should be raised as a Christian; she hoped it would mean he would run into less hostility as he grew up. Matt couldn’t deny he was pleased with that decision.
Sudah spotted Raja as she stood in line waiting to come through customs. She called out to her but both women had to wait impatiently before they could embrace. Matt came to her side and watched as Sudah strained to keep an eye on Raja. He took Aden in his arms so that she would be free to run ahead as soon as Raja was cleared.
Once Raja was through the gate, Sudah bolted ahead. The two women acted like excited young school girls as they hugged and jumped holding on to each other. He chuckled even as he noticed that their exuberance brought frowns from a few passersby. As his wife dragged her cousin towards him for introductions, he was amazed at the resemblance between the two – they looked more like sisters, maybe even twins, than just cousins.
As Sudah introduced Raja to him, he noticed that both women kept their eyes cast down. Raja seemed to be very modest – after a few days with his semi-Americanized wife he wondered how long that would last. Raja was dressed in the more traditional garments of her people including the head covering. Matt was keenly aware of onlookers’ disapproving stares and it irked him. He scowled back but no one was brave enough to match his stare.
They collected Raja’s luggage as the two women cooed over Aden. Matt noticed that Raja brought surprisingly little with her for a move so far away. Sudah always spoke of a modest childhood with few and simple possessions. It gave him even more incentive to make sure that she was always provided for. He wanted to be able to give her everything.
The two women giggled all the way home. Raja occupied Sudah’s attention. Matt wasn’t used to that and he cursed himself mentally for being selfish. It had been a long time since Sudah had anyone except him and Aden in her life. Even though she was making friends with his coworkers’ wives but it would be a long time until she felt truly comfortable with them. Having people like Donna keep mouthing off wouldn’t help.
Sudah spent the day before Raja’s arrival cooking a feast. She prepared many of her cousin’s favorite foods; she wanted her to know how welcome she was. Then that morning Sudah made sure that Matt knew how grateful she was to him. He took full advantage knowing that they wouldn’t have that level of privacy again for a long time.
They arrived home and Sudah took Raja by the hand to show her their home. Sudah was very proud of the home Matt provided for them and enjoyed showing it off. Raja was impressed.
Matt had hung a curtain to separate the alcove from the living room; behind it were a small twin size bed and a five-drawer dresser. Raja would have to share the hall closet. She acted as if it was the presidential suite at a hotel. She looked down at her feet while she thanked him for allowing her into his home. Both women removed their hijabs and Sudah helped Raja put her things away.
They sat around the small kitchen table to eat. Aden’s high chair was between Matt and Sudah’s seats, Raja sat on Sudah’s other side. Matt noticed that Raja looked away anytime he looked up at her. After dinner the giggles continued. Sudah practically pushed Matt out of the kitchen so she and Raja could do the dishes.
Matt sat in the living room and turned the TV on. He felt ridiculously neglected, he always enjoyed helping Sudah clean up after a meal. He sighed and wondered exactly how much would be changing now that Raja was here.
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