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“I’m gonna be a little late.”  Isaac Mason listened to his wife sigh over his cell phone as he stared through the windshield of his pickup truck.  The firefighter/paramedic watched the light of the breaking dawn paint the bottom of the clouds with fiery pink hues of Bob Ross-like brush strokes.  Happy little accidents—one of the painter’s famous phrases—Isaac thought to himself.  As his wife’s displeased sigh droned on, Isaac wished he possessed Ross’s outlook on life.  But it seemed impossible considering all the pain he’d witnessed.

“Rough night?” Heather asked, a little more sympathy than frustration lining her voice.  

His reply came out simple and somewhat curt.  “Yep.”

“You going to see him again?”  She’d rather have her husband safe at home instead of venturing down there again.  Another simple Yep was all she got in return.  “You keep blaming yourself for everything.  Every time you have a bad day at work you take it personally.  And going down there to see him like that doesn’t help.  He needs help.  You need help.  I love you Isaac.  I don’t want to see you like this,” Heather begged.  After a long pause, she could tell she wasn’t going to get anywhere with him, so she resided herself to give in.  Again.  “Be careful.  Call me when you’re on your way home, okay?  Love you.”

“Love you too.”  Isaac wanted to smile as he ended the call.  But there was just too much pulling him down.  Too much to handle alone.

As he tried to leave the parking lot, he spotted a coworker approaching and motioning for him to hold up.  Isaac stopped and rolled his window down, giving the uniformed man an unwelcome glare.  

Throwing his hands up in mock surrender, Pat slowed as he neared the truck.  “Just wanted to check on you, Mace,” he pleaded.  Cautiously placing a hand on the door, Pat leaned in closer to the open window.  “You goin’ to see The Poet?”

Shocked, Isaac glanced up.  His expression betrayed his surprise.

“Heard you go down there quite a bit,” Pat continued after Isaac gave a noncommittal shrug.  “Word travels fast around here.  You know, telegraph, telephone, tell a firefighter.”

“What’s your point?” Isaac interrupted.

“That’s a pretty shitty area.  And you...”  He stopped when he saw Isaac hunch forward and hike his shirt slightly off his waistline to expose his piece.  Pat eyed the pistol.  “Holy shit!  I didn’t know you carried.”

“Only time I don’t is on duty.”  Isaac dropped his shirt back down.  “Scene safety, right?” he added.

“Glock?”

“SIG.”  With that, Isaac lifted his foot off the brake and the vehicle rolled forward.  He picked up speed as he left the lot and headed for the traditional stop on the way.  Strolling into the small breakfast diner which smelled like a bouquet of bacon grease and deep-fried potatoes, Isaac ordered three egg sandwiches, sausage links and two black coffees to go.  

The older blonde waitress handed him his order.  With a cigarette hardened voice she blurted, “I don’t see how you keep so fit eatin’ like you do.  High metabolism?”  

He wanted to make a comment about the stress of his job.  About the horrible shit he’d seen the past night.  But instead, he just half-shrugged in agreement.  No need to unload his grief on her.

After the short drive, Isaac found an open space near the bridge.  He grabbed the food and drinks and awkwardly plodded halfway down the bank, trying not to spill any of the coffee.  He noticed how the mud brown river sapped the energy of the color-bringing dawn.  Finding a suitable perch between the patchy brown grass and the worn dirt path, Isaac set the food and one cup of coffee down between himself and the bridge.  He took two loping strides in the opposite direction and sat down with his own coffee.  And then he waited.

The wait wasn’t long.  Isaac spotted the movement in the darkness under the concrete bridge.  To Isaac, the scene looked as if it had been inked over by a sadistically depressed artist whose view of the world only existed in shades of blacks and grays.  His thoughts were pulled from the surreal as the object moved closer to his side of the bridge.  When he realized the man was moving faster and more erratic than normal, Isaac slowly slid his hand back and gently wrapped his fingers around the handle of his pistol.  Feeling the polymer grip in his hand, Isaac wondered if he would ever put the piece to his own head and pull the trigger—like his father had.  Isaac shook off the thoughts as the man grew closer to breaking out into the limited light.  Will he remember me? Isaac quickly questioned.  Then his mind started to drift once again.  He caught himself this time.  With the possibility of eminent danger, he could ill afford to lose focus.  He wondered why the hell he couldn’t keep his mind right.  Exhaustion?  Stress?  ADD?  Insanity?  That one seemed to run in the family.
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