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PROLOGUE
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It was Mike’s turn to drive so Frank had to die.  It was as simple as that.  Mike and Frank constantly swapped roles between driving the bulky, box ambulance and riding in the back, taking care of the patient.  They were never victims; that’s what they were before Fort Bend County Emergency Medical Service arrived.  Afterward, they were patients, in the care of some of the best paramedics the great state of Texas could certify.  

It is strange that such a simple thing – in this case, who is behind the wheel – could lead to an irreversible and unequivocal change in the path of someone’s life.  Some might call it fate, others, the will of God.  Regardless of what you call it, life can change in the blink of an eye.  

Mike is young, in his mid-twenties.  Thin, clean-shaven, with a full head of dark hair and dark brown eyes.  He’s been working with the county for seven years now; lucky seven, he calls it.  Frank, only ten years older, has been with the county for thirteen years.  He is slightly taller than Mike and tends to run a few pounds to the heavy side – a symptom of too many days sitting in the ambulance station waiting for calls.  Frank sports a thick mustache and Mike likes to joke it is to make up for his thinning head of blonde hair.  

The response is quick; only fifteen minutes from the station to the small, one-story house in the tiny, gated retirement community. The roads are as empty as they can only be at 3 a.m., the red and white lights warning the occasional driver on their way to some unknown place, their vehicles just dark shapes with only the head and tail lights to indicate their presence.  As Mike pulls up to the entrance gate he flips the switch to kill the sirens; no sense waking up the entire neighborhood for a medical call where some old lady probably just fell out of bed and couldn’t get up, or grandpa needed a blood pressure check because he felt dizzy walking to the bathroom to pee for the fourth time that night.  

Mike stops at the curb in front of the red brick house.  A single light filters out behind blinds from what is probably the bedroom.  After putting the ambulance in park he grabs the mic, hanging on the clip from the dash, and calls dispatch.  

“Medic Three on scene,” he says, and replaces the mic on its hook.

“Looks like we beat the fire department again,” Frank says with a chuckle, “due to your lead foot driving.”  

“Hey now,” Mike replies, “the sooner we put granny back to bed, the sooner we can get back to bed.”  

Mike and Frank step out of the cab simultaneously, and both grab their respective gear from compartments on either side of the ambulance.  As Frank’s side is closest to the house he walks towards the door first, shouldering the respiratory pack, with Mike right behind him carrying the cardiac monitor and patient clipboard.  

The front door is centered on the walkway with large bushes to either side of the small porch.  The single overhead light illuminates the wooden front door, which looks in need of a fresh coat of paint.  Frank can see the door is slightly ajar, darkness filtering through the crack.  

Looking back briefly at Mike, he shrugs his shoulders, faces forward and knocks on the door, which causes it to open further into the dark interior.  “Hello, this is ...” 

A sudden flash of light drives back the darkness.  Then, nothing.
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Present Day

The old man that lived there was suffering from dementia,” Mike said slowly.  He looked up at the faces of the half-dozen men and women seated around him.  “He dialed 911 ‘cause his wife had passed out on the floor.  Only, she had died eighteen months prior and he lived alone.  He had opened the front door to wait for help.  But before we arrived, he began reliving his WW2 days and thought he was under attack by enemy forces.  When Frank opened the door, the 9mm round took him directly in the chest.  He died within minutes.”  

A heavy sigh and sob escaped him.  “That was almost twenty years ago.  I’ve lived with survivor’s guilt ever since, among other things.”

Diane, the group counselor for the day, said “Thank you for sharing your story, Mike.”  Others around the semi-circle nod somberly.  “Survivor’s guilt is a genuine feeling that people have in situations where others have passed and they somehow survived.  It’s important to talk about these things and get them out in the open so that, with time, you can begin to heal.  I hope you can see that Frank’s death was not your fault, and that it happened so quickly that there was no time to do anything to change the outcome.” 

“Yeah, I know that,” Mike said.  “It just doesn’t help sometimes.”  

Mike sat quietly and listened to the remainder of the group share their stories, all different but similar in that they all led to this place.  A place where people that felt broken came for help.  A place to exercise the demons that robbed one’s self-esteem and self-worth.  The demons that could paralyze you, make you drink and take drugs to forget, yell and scream at the slightest provocation, or get that feeling of crushing tightness in your chest; like you couldn’t breathe, like you were having a massive heart attack.  You knew deep down inside that you weren’t, but it didn’t change the sensation in that moment.  For Mike, sometimes that sensation was a sudden pain in his chest, just to the left of center, right where the bullet had entered Frank’s body.

These support group sessions can help to cope with the post-traumatic stress that comes from witnessing a death.  For Mike, who worked for years as a paramedic, death was part of the job.  It didn’t happen every day, but Old Man Death visited often enough where some medics became numb to it.  Mike never did.  He always viewed death as a personal failure; after all, the job was to save people.  When he could not save someone he essentially felt as if he had failed not only the patient, but the patient’s spouse, kids, parents, and friends.  That’s where the support group came in.  It allowed Mike to talk through his different experiences, whichever one was haunting him the most at the moment, and hear from others that shared similar experiences.  The group provided support and comfort which let you know you were not alone; that others felt like you did and that it was going to be ok.  He didn’t attend them as frequently as he used to, but it was good to check in once in a while.  

After the counseling session ended, Mike headed to the parking lot.  This was the first session in a long time where he had shared that particular story.  Out of all the episodes from his days working as a medic, that one was the toughest.  Losing a partner suddenly, the investigation that followed, the media attention and ultimately, the change of career.  He just hadn’t been able to go back to working on the ambulance again.  Every time the station tones would sound he’d wondered if this was going to be another bad call; not just for the person calling for help, but for him and his partner.  

The county-run service had given him administrative leave with pay for a couple of months to give him a chance to grieve, seek counseling, and get his head straight.  It didn’t work.  Mike felt overwhelming paralysis whenever he tried to go back to work.  Ultimately he left the service and became an insurance adjuster.

As Mike settled behind the wheel of his car he caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror.  He was in his mid-forties, but the haggard face staring back at him looked older.  His dark hair was almost completely gray.  But at least I still have hair, he thinks.  He was sporting a bushy mustache and even that had peppered gray throughout.  His cheeks were gaunt and he looked tired.  He didn’t always sleep well; another symptom of the post-traumatic stress that had haunted him for years.  

Mike’s foundation, his “rock,” that kept him grounded and saw him through the roughest patches was his family – his wife and kid.  They stuck by his side and helped him with the bad times.  Over the years, the memories faded, the flashbacks became fewer, and Mike began to take back his life.  Now, as the twentieth anniversary of that fateful day approached, the flashbacks had returned as vivid as ever.
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The first had occurred just a few nights ago, while eating dinner with his wife Sally.  

“How was your day at the office, dear?” she asked, sitting down in front of her salad.

“Same old, same old,” Mike replied, digging into his bowl of greens.  “Emails, more emails, and I survived another meeting that should have been an email.”  

“Well, my day was a bit better,” she said.  “The kids were pretty well behaved today, except for Billy, who almost got into it with another kid on the playground over a ball.”  She was looking down as she spoke, poking around in her salad bowl, looking for a cherry tomato.  “I swear that kid is a magnet for trouble; fortunately, the PE teacher, Ms. Gardner, was able to get over there before things got out of hand.”  She looked up as she heard a loud clink from the other side of the table.

Mike had dropped his fork, striking the side of the bowl.  He sat there, staring off into space, a dazed look in his eyes.  Sally had seen this before, but it had been almost non-existent the last few years.  “Mike? Honey?”  She called softly.  

No response.  Sally put her fork down and moved over to his side of the table, gently taking his right hand.  “It’s ok, baby.  I’ll be right here when you return.”  She wasn’t overly concerned with Mike’s “spell,” as her momma would have called it.  He faded out sometimes when he had flashbacks to his medic days.  The doctors said it was part of his PTSD, these flashes.  Nothing seemed to trigger them, they just randomly happened and never lasted more than a few seconds.  And fortunately, they never happened while he was driving.  It’s important to reassure him when he returns that he is ok, so she remained quietly by his side, looking down at the back of his hand and rubbing her fingers across its smooth surface.  

Mike is riding shotgun today.  The siren wails in its low to high frequency voice as they barrel down the freeway, Frank easily passing others in the leftmost lane as drivers move over to make way.  

“Exit Highway Six and turn right.  The wreck should be about one mile up,” Mike says.

Frank exits and easily navigates the intersection, turning right.  He has to be a bit more careful now, as traffic can come at him from any direction; side streets, parking lots, or panicked drivers that suddenly slow down at the approach of an emergency vehicle in the rearview mirror.  

At each major intersection he slows almost to a crawl, looking to ensure that all other drivers have stopped before proceeding.  A wrecked ambulance won't help the victims of the accident they are responding to.

“Medic Three,” the dispatcher calls suddenly.  Mike grabs the mic: “Go ahead, Medic Three here.”  

“Medic Three, we have reports of multiple injuries and a possible fatality; dispatching Medic Four to assist.”  

“Copy,” Mike replies.  “Put Life Flight on standby.”  He keeps the mic in hand as they are quickly approaching the accident.

Mike begins his evaluation even before the ambulance rolls to a stop, Frank parking at an angle to the roadway to block the mangled vehicles in front of him.

Looks like a T-bone, he thinks.  Red Corvette into the drivers’ side of the blue Taurus.  Significant damage to both.  “Frank, take the Vette, I’ll check the Ford,” he says out loud.

Grabbing the trauma kit, Mike heads to the Taurus from the passenger side.  Through the rear passenger window he sees a child’s car seat in the back, empty.  Approaching the front passenger door he sees two occupants, an
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