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To Elizabeth Robertson, my favorite sister.
Gretel stood quietly as he worked. Brent fussed over her. The pretty pink ribbon. Her nails. The long strokes of the brush. He applied the finishing touches with one hand while the other furiously tapped away on a Sidekick messaging device. An electronic beep from the device elicited a laugh.
A pair of headlights pierced the shop’s front window and signaled the old lady’s arrival. Gretel fidgeted wildly knowing her return home was imminent. Home with the woman who fed her treats and coddled her like a real person. As dog’s lives go it was hard to beat. The big Buick pulled into a parking space by the front door.
He put the Sidekick in his pocket and opened the door for her as he’d done a hundred times before. Gretel’s excitement was palpable.
“Oh my sweet girl”, the old lady exclaimed. “You’re such a beautiful thing! Oh my! You’ve truly out done yourself. She looks great.”
He stood by beaming silently, an artisan of animals, quietly accepting the praise of one of the few people who really understood why he ever got into this line of work.
“Oh my baby is so pretty,” she said. “Yes she is! Yes she is!”
He picked Gretel up off the stainless steel table and lowered her gently to the ground. French Poodles are by no means light, but he’d long ago learned that the old lady was not fond of quick movements, and intentionally slowed down his actions to keep her happy. She was a good client who tipped well. And happier meant a bigger tip when she paid for his services. Everyone left the shop satisfied.
“You do such wonderful work,” she said, presenting the check with one hand while accepting the leash with the other. He offered again to deliver Gretel but knew enough not to over sell. Make the offer, but don’t push – freedom to drive was important to her and she might misinterpret a repeated offer as an affront to her skills and competence behind the wheel.
“Don’t be silly! I’m perfectly capable of picking up my girl. I know you deliver but I was in the neighborhood.”
A lie they both accepted with smiles. Word games are commonplace between shop owners and customers, men and women, rich and poor, old and young. This pair crisscrossed all of those demographic dimensions and probably more.
They had little in common yet she was his favorite customer, one of the first when he opened the shop. She stayed with him through thick and thin, mistakes and missteps, as Brent learned the business side of his trade largely through trial and error. She’d taken it in stride and remained patiently resilient through it all – a near perfect client.
Although they were alone today she surreptitiously pressed three twenty’s into his hand as if she were hiding it from some unseen menace or IRS henchmen. It was a game she adored. How sly could she be? A bit of private theater between them meant to be fun as well as financially rewarding.
A loud metallic click reverberated through the shop when he locked up behind her. He stood there patiently as he always did, waiting until she disappeared in the distance before turning out the lights. He checked his Sidekick one more time for a message.
Nothing.
Brent crammed it in the back pocket of his jeans and placed his white smock on its hook on the way to the back room. He unlocked the heavy steel back door and propped it open with a brick. His pick up truck sat right outside.
He turned to the white-faced German shepherd in one of the cages and opened the door to attach a leash. He didn’t need it at all but wanted to keep in the habit of not having an open door and a free roaming animal. He enforced the rules even on himself. It made him a better businessman. After all, that’s what he was. A self-made businessman. In control of his shop, his life, and his future. An entrepreneur.
He lowered the truck’s lift gate and patted on it once. Long familiar with the routine, the dog hopped aboard and walked without reaction into the cage bolted to the bed. He removed the leash, locked the cage, and turned to the door.
As he walked back in to turn off the lights and lock up the shepherd barked. A loud series of barks and yelps followed by a guttural low growl. The dog clawed at the cage door latch.
Brent flipped off the lights and double-checked his stock of cleaning and grooming supplies for tomorrow. He turned around to the back door and the truck. The dog’s agitation confused him.
“What’s up buddy? There a raccoon out there again?” he asked.
The dog’s fur pointed in every direction as it jumped up and down in the cage. Brent didn’t understand the dog’s antics and kicked the brick aside to close the door.
A figure stepped out of the shadows behind him and reached for his head. One gloved hand slipped under his chin while the other seized the crown of his head. Their synchronized twist snapped his neck and dropped his body to the concrete floor.
The intruder unfolded a black tarpaulin on the ground and rolled Brent’s body into it. He stood the lifeless cocoon on end and lowered it into the truck’s bed next to the cage. The dog’s head hung low in a rare expression of fear. It sniffed the tarp apprehensively but maintained its gaze on the intruder. Predators respect other predators across species. Admiration for the skill, the risk, and the reward for the privilege of continued existence survived even among so-called domesticated animals.
Except, perhaps, for humans.
The killer closed the heavy steel door and ensured it had locked securely. He then slipped into the truck’s cab and drove off into the night.
Amy Kellen stood in line at Starbucks and stared across the room at a small crowd of customers. They were animated, talking and roughhousing, clearly a group that knew each other well and enjoyed each other’s company. She could easily be one of them. In her late twenties, slim, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She was dressed for work with khakis, a v-neck sleeveless shirt, and a blazer. Appropriate, but not overdressed. She preferred it this way –‘professional casual’ she liked to call it.
As the long line snaked forward her eyes cut over again to the assembly of people huddled around five nearby tables. Their conversations were loud, full of laughing and camaraderie, not at all concerned about anyone overhearing them. Quite the contrary – they appeared willing to let anyone join the club. She allowed one last glance their way before she stepped up to the counter.
“Hi Amy! Bagel today?” the barista asked.
“No, I’ve got to go. I’ve got an appointment,” she replied.
“Drinking and driving, huh?”
“Yeah, sort of,” Amy answered after a short pause to catch the double entendre.
“Why don’t you stay for a meeting some time?” he asked while throwing a glance at the growing crowd of people.
Amy’s reply was unconvincing. “I’ll try. I promise.”
The barista didn’t ask for her order. Amy’s visit on Tuesday was so routine the staff didn’t need to hear it – they knew it by heart. She was the coffee equivalent of Norman walking into Cheers - grande cappuccino with four raw sugars. Amy paid for her drink and stepped down to the receiving area as she glanced once more at the energetic crowd. Sure looked like they were having fun.
A section of tables were roped off and two people were hanging a large banner across one corner of the store: Deafcoffee.com in bright yellow text on a blue background. No way anyone could miss it.
The laughter died down as a young man stood up on a pedestal and motioned for quiet. He attracted the attention of two patrons next to Amy as they waited for their drinks.
“What’s that?” one asked the barista.
“It’s a coffee club for deaf people,” Amy explained without prompting. The barista looked at her and smiled as he returned to his steaming milk.
“No kidding,” the young man replied. He noticed Amy for the first time. Five-seven or so; a hundred twenty-five pounds including the purse. Her tan was a 50/50 blend of sun and spray, carefully applied over an athletic frame he only now fully appreciated. Her makeup was flawless – clearly what she spent the most time on – hazel eyes framed only faintly with liner, with an equally understated hint of color on her cheeks. Today her auburn locks were pulled back in a ponytail so it wasn’t in her face. “Are you with them?” he asked.
“No,” she replied. “Well, yes sort of. I mean, no, I’m not with them. I mean I know a little about them, but no, I don’t know any of them.”
The young man’s face reflected his confusion. Even the barista looked dazed as he placed Amy’s cappuccino on the counter.
“It’s complicated,” Amy muttered. She walked past them and out the door as the meeting got underway.
Amy settled down in front of a large computer monitor in a small room at All Hands Video Relay Services. A camera atop the monitor stared directly at her. When engaged in conversation, her deaf caller was seated in front of a similar monitor and his or her face filled the screen. A small picture-in-picture inset allowed Amy to see what the caller could see of her on the other end of the link. She’d initially found it very unnerving to see herself like that. But soon she accepted it for what it was – an assurance that her signs were visible to the person on the other end of the line. She hardly gave it a thought anymore.
She took a deep breath and adjusted the headphones. The adjustment was an automatic gesture; adjusting her mindset to the emotional needs of each caller was far more difficult. In fact it was more often than not emotionally draining. She reminded herself that all down the hallway of the office complex dozens of other Video Relay Interpreters had to address the same feelings.
Video relay made great strides in replacing the old Telecommunications Devices for the Deaf, the previous means for connecting the hearing and deaf communities. TDDs were limited to text only and were incredibly slow because typing and reading a conversation took a long time. The Internet changed all of that.
With high-speed video compression and Voice Over Internet technology it was possible for a deaf citizen to speak with a hearing person as if they were in the same room. It meant the deaf community was more fully integrated into mainstream society.
American Sign Language is the primary language for over a million people in the United States, the fourth most common language behind English, Spanish, and Chinese. Unlike these languages however, facial expressions, body movements, and placement of the signer’s hands play important grammatical and contextual roles in the communication process.
As with the regular phone services, the Federal Communications Commission regulated Video Relay Services. There were a number of firms contracted to provide the service in addition to All Hands and offices were popping up in major cities throughout the country. Interpreters worked in shifts based on the ebb and flow of worldwide telecommunications, adding additional staff as patrons used the service more and more every day.
The deaf callers had to be comfortable in allowing the interpreter, a complete stranger, into the most intimate parts of their lives. Legal entanglements, lover’s quarrels, a sick child at school, anything that commonly took place in the hearing world similarly took place within the Deaf community. The services were designed to remove any dissimilarities between the hearing and non-hearing world’s calls – both should be convenient and private.
Enough reflection, Amy thought. Time to get to work. She pushed the cord off her leg and checked to see it was plugged in properly. It snaked down to a Series 412 Rolm commercial telephone receiver that was tied into the office’s master computer server. A microphone stuck out of one earpiece on her headset and reached to within a couple of inches of her mouth. Facing the camera and monitor Amy tapped the keyboard to route her first call of the day.
A boy about twelve years old filled the screen. Amy’s smile became wide and bright, her demeanor almost giddy.
“Hi Wes!” she signed. He waved, signing back, but didn’t speak. “Hi Amy!”
The number for his call entered her computer and was routed through the phone system. After two rings someone picked up the other end of the line.
“Hey Wes!” filled her headset.
She adjusted the headset volume down and signed to the camera. “Are you coming over to practice?”
“I can’t,” Wes replied in sign as he pouted. “I’m grounded.”
“Don’t be a chicken,” she signed. “Sneak out of the house for crying out loud!”
“I can’t,” Wes signed.
“Come on! You would totally get away with it!” She spoke the words aloud, matching the intensity and enthusiasm of the speaker so her young caller would pick up all of the subtle nuances of his friend’s rebuke. “I’m serious dude, nobody has anything like this out there! You’ll get past the semifinals into the regionals without breaking a sweat!”
Wes’s response was fast and eager. Unlike Amy he was not speaking aloud – he only signed, which she then articulated aloud into the microphone.
“You guys practice without me tonight. I’ll come by your house on Saturday before the tournament starts. Nobody can beat us!” she relayed.
On another call Amy’s face was dour and accusatory. The monitor framed a stern-faced man in a gray power suit and red tie. A huge bookcase overflowing with law books towered behind him. He appeared aggressive and angry as he forcefully signed to Amy, his hands audibly slapping into each other at times.
“My client will not accept a settlement offer of $400,000. Your client was legally drunk at the time of the accident and we feel certain a jury will find in our favor. We’re prepared to show not only the police videotape but also additional film that shows your client drinking and driving at another party a couple of nights later,” Amy articulated into the microphone. A tinny high-pitched squeal on the other end of the line suggested opposing counsel was not overly enamored with these intentions.
During the next call, Amy's eyes became red, her signing interrupted by a frequent need to wipe away tears. She tried desperately to hold her emotions in check, to make it simply a job, but it wasn’t working. She pushed through, hoping she wouldn’t have to excuse herself from the call, and interpreted the devastating information coming through the headset.
“It’s called Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma. A cancer of the immune system,” she signed, her throat tightening even in a whisper. “If we’d caught it earlier we might have better options. I’m sorry. I’m afraid all we can do is make her as comfortable as possible.”
The woman on the screen sobbed openly at the worst news of her life. Amy ached to offer words of consolation, perhaps sympathy or encouragement, but knew she could not utter a word of her own. Rigid FCC rules bound video relay interpreters to a code of silence - they were to function like a piece of equipment, nothing more.
Later in the afternoon Amy interpreted for an attractive young coed who tried to sign while also holding a cookbook and a glass of wine. The girl smiled mischievously.
“You should make shark steak kabobs on a bed of rice,” Amy interpreted. “But let him grill – guys love fire! Afterwards, a little dessert in the Jacuzzi…”
Amy finished as the young woman reached for her wine. The delighted laughter of new love filled her headset.
An eighteen year-old boy’s piercing eyes filled the screen. Amy leaned in toward the camera to similarly fill his screen with her high cheekbones and long nose.
“Let’s go,” she signed. “Let’s do it!” She giggled and signed simultaneously. “I can’t believe we’re getting married! Pick me up in an hour. If we miss that flight we’re screwed!”
Amy relayed the young man’s reply. “Don’t you have to be twenty-one to get married?”
“No,” Amy relayed from the voice in her earpiece, “you only have to be twenty-one to get into the casino...”
Amy removed the headset and walked out of the relay room into the main hallway. She saw shadows against the frosted glass doors where dozens of other phone calls were taking place. The routine capriciousness of daily contact between couples and coworkers, enemies and friends, families and strangers was very draining. She’d only been in the job a few weeks and the spectrum of human emotion poured into her lap every day continued to amaze her.
She entered the break room and purchased a Coke and a Milky Way candy bar from the vending machines before sitting down next to pal Kathy Maynard.
“Wow!” she said, exasperated. “As a parent I sure hope someone would tell me if my daughter was eloping to Las Vegas!”
Kathy continued thumbing through the latest issue of Vogue as she spoke. “I think Celia’s a little young for that. You’ve got a ton more worrying to do about other things before then.”
Kathy and Amy had been friends in college and when the time came to find a new job, in fact a new career, Kathy had been there for her. A true friend by every measure.
“Still! Married at sixteen? You want to call her parents and yell ‘lock her up!’” Amy replied.
“I don’t think the FCC would appreciate that. Remember, when the call starts, you are just…”
“… a dial tone, yeah, I know,” Amy said. She sure would have liked to help with some of the gut-wrenching situations she’d communicated today. She shook her head. “I would just hate to be that poor woman when she wakes up tomorrow.”
The FCC mandated that nothing a Video Interpreter ever heard on a phone call could be repeated to another party. Even if the conversation revealed a crime they could not contact authorities. Interpreters were thrust into their callers’ most intimate secrets. By rigidly enforcing this code of silence callers were ensured their conversations were as secure as if they were conversing in person. Penalties for revealing a conversation were felonies and prosecutors were certain to make examples of any interpreter foolish enough to be loose-lipped.
“Makes you realize what good dirt priests get to hear. They’ve got to be tempted from time to time,” Kathy said.
“Aren’t priests supposed to be experts at resisting temptation?” Amy asked.
“You would hope,” Kathy replied.
“Hopefully they’re more disgusted than tempted. I’ve seen stuff I never want to think about when I leave here,” Amy said.
“I just had one of those,” Kathy said. “Whole call – NAKED! Not Brad Pitt naked either; more like … Larry King naked! I kept stumbling because I couldn’t force myself to watch real closely.”
“I know that guy! Thin, stringy hair, big lips, and a tattoo of a …”
“…penguin over his groin! That’s him!” Kathy sighed. “That’s my Howard. I’m totally going to marry that guy some day! Fine, upstanding member of the community there, boy!” she joked.
“Yeah, well, speaking of community, I’ve got to get back in there. See you later.”
Amy stood up and retrieved her drink can and candy wrapper, placing them in a nearby garbage can.
“Want to grab a drink after work tonight?” Kathy called after her.
“No thanks. I can’t. I’ve got plans,” Amy replied.
Kathy eyed her suspiciously. “What kinds of ‘plans’?” she asked.
“I’m going to Whitaker’s rally.”
“Going to or working?”
Amy paused, unsure how indignant she wanted to appear. “I can do both you know,” she said finally.
“You aren’t going for politics! Why don’t we get a drink?” Kathy asked.
“They hired me! I can’t bail on them – they need an interpreter or the people won’t know what’s going on – they won’t know the issues.”
“You aren’t going for issues or for people. You said you wanted a job here so you could have a more normal schedule, yet you’re still doing community interpreting.”
“It’s just a rally. It’s no big deal,” Amy said. She rolled her eyes and walked out of the break room. Kathy leaned out towards the hallway to yell.
“Reconsider that drink!”
Walking through the cavernous Walter E. Washington Convention Center in DC, Amy was taken aback by the grandeur of presidential politics. Banners and signs covered every square foot of wall space. Marquees directed delegates and representatives to break out rooms all over the building. There were strategy sessions, seminars on grass roots movements, and tactical overviews of door-to-door campaigns. Every avenue of possible vote grabbing appeared covered though the election was still months away.
She approached community interpreting with relish; perhaps because it was more personal than VRS work. No technological barriers between she and the community. Unlike a an intimate conversation between two people today she would interpret in front of an audience of thousands. While the speaker might be flamboyant and the subject matter a stretch of the truth, (as she often thought was the case in politics), it didn’t put her in the middle of something that tugged at her heart. She could remain relatively dispassionate.
Amy entered the auditorium and found her way down front to the stage. With an all-access badge on the lanyard around her neck the security guards barely acknowledged her and simply waved her through to the churning sea of humanity setting up the stage equipment. She walked to the back where the dressing rooms were and stopped a production assistant for help.
“Excuse me,” Amy said. “I’m looking for Mr. Whitaker’s campaign coordinator Jackie Hodge. Do you know where she is?”
“Yeah. I think they’re tweaking his speech for the run through when we get all this finished. Third dressing room on the right,” he replied.
“Great, thanks.”
Amy found the correct door and knocked. No one answered. She opened it and entered timidly.
“Hello? Ms. Hodge?” she called out.
As she stepped into the room the bathroom door suddenly flew open. Jackie Hodge half tripped into the room.
“Oh my God, Glenn! I’m going to walk like a cowboy all night!” she exclaimed.
Hodge was a voluptuous dirty blond in her early thirties. She was also naked as she wrapped her wet hair in a towel. Behind her presidential, candidate Glenn Whitaker jumped back into the shower he and Hodge had just stepped out of. Hodge spun around.
“Amy! Oh my God! You’re early! I, uh, I…can you give me a moment?”
Amy turned around and pulled the dressing room door closed behind her.
Glenn Whitaker was a man in his element. Pounding the podium in front of a capacity crowd of thirty thousand people the political pro had them right where he wanted. Putty in his hands.
Amy was stage right, interpreting for a group in the front two rows. Jackie Hodge kept her distance along a nearby wall.
“What has happened to this party?” Whitaker bellowed. “What has happened to our basic values? Where is the high moral ground this party was built on?”
Amy stole a quick glance at Whitaker and cut briefly to Hodge, never slowing down her interpreting.
“Ladies and gentlemen I promise that if you make me your presidential nominee I will return your party to you! I will bring back something called accountability!”
He gestured to quiet the screaming crowd.
“People are not accountable for their actions any more. This is not the country I grew up in and it’s not the country I want to raise my children in.”
A brief expression of disdain slipped across Amy’s face.
When the rally was over Amy milled around back stage waiting for her check. An attractive woman walked up to her.
“Excuse me. I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Sharon Whitaker, Glenn’s wife.”
Jackie Hodge stopped short as she walked up with Amy’s check.
“Very nice to meet you,” Amy replied, offering her hand.
“I just wanted you to thank you for coming out tonight and providing this service to people. I think it’s really important.”
“That’s very kind of you to say.”
“Have you met my husband?” Sharon asked.
“I’ve seen him, but not formally met him, no,” Amy replied.
“Jackie!” Sharon called to Hodge. “Have you seen Glenn? Is he in the shower?” Sharon turned to Amy. “He must shower three times a day!”
Hodge bordered on panic as Glenn Whitaker walked up to the group.
“Glenn,” Sharon said, “did you meet Amy Kellen, your sign language interpreter?”
Whitaker turned white.
“What’s wrong with you?” Sharon asked him.
He stood as still as death itself.
“I’m sure he’s exhausted after the workout he had tonight,” Amy offered. Hodge’s eyes widened when Amy stuck out her hand. “Very nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard,” glancing at Hodge, “so much about you.”
Whitaker hesitated, unsure how to react.
“Great to meet you as well, Amy.” Pause. “Thank you very much!”
“Not at all,” Amy smiled back at him.
Amy turned to Hodge and accepted the envelope with her check.
“Ride’em cowboy!” she muttered under her breath as she walked off.
At All Hands the next day Amy put her headset back on after the morning break and tapped a key on the computer to route the next call.
“All Hands VRS. May I have the number you want to call?”
The monitor popped to life. A large black man filled the screen. The scene behind him was disgusting. Trash was piled around the La-Z-Boy recliner he was fully reclined in, his feet up in an almost horizontal orientation. Several small children scurried around him oblivious to the trash that filled the floor. The man began signing.
“I want to call a bridal shop,” he said.
Amy nodded, seeing the number come in through the computer. It was a 7-0-4 area code – Charlotte, North Carolina. She tapped a few keys on the computer to finish the call. Clicking filled her ears.
“Michael’s Bridal – Can I help you?” a woman’s voice asked.
“Yes. This is interpreter 112 with All Hands VRS. I have a video relay call for this number,” Amy said. “Are you familiar with video relay service?”
“Of course. Happy to help,” the woman replied.
“Go ahead sir,” Amy signed to the man in the chair.
“Hello. I’d like to order several dresses from your catalogue please,” he signed. Amy relayed the message.
“Certainly, sir. I can help you with that,” the woman replied. “Can you give me the catalogue number?”
“5-0-7-0-0-0-6-5,” the man said.
“Great. What would you like to order?” she asked.
“I’d like five of the Forever Memory collection series forty-five and five of the Precious Times series ninety-nines. I’d like the forty-five series in white and the ninety-nines in ivory if that’s possible. Sizes 8 through 10,” he said.
“We can certainly do that. Is there anything else?” she asked.
“Yes. I’d like ten pairs of the Dominion open toe shoes and ten pairs of the closed toe. I need them in two pairs each of 7, 7 ½, 8, 8 ½, and 9.”
She repeated the order back to Amy who signed it to the man in the recliner. He nodded his agreement.
“Do you have the Trinity veils available in both white and ivory?” he asked.
“Yes. We have both in stock. Five of each then?” she anticipated.
He smiled widely. “Yes, thank you. I think that’s all I need.”
She repeated the order back to him. “How would you like to pay for this?” she asked.
“Visa,” the man replied with a flourish. He provided the card number, expiration date, and three-digit security number. The woman repeated it back for his confirmation. In a moment the transaction was done.
“Would you like this shipped?” she asked.
“Please,” he replied. “The address is 4213 Greenway Drive, number 145, Chattanooga Tennessee, 37411,” he read from a piece of paper. Amy heard the woman repeat the series back to her through the headphones and once again confirmed the information with him.
“Thank you for your order,” the woman said.
“Thank you,” he replied and turned off his computer link with a remote control.
Amy sat back. Why in the world would he need ten wedding dresses? He didn’t look like a businessman. And why didn’t he use a tax identification number if he was purchasing product to resell? He was paying retail and ordering straight from the catalogue. Oh well. She’d given up trying to understand people, their odd ways and purposes for calling each other. It rarely made a lot of sense to her.
Then again her own phone calls wouldn’t make much sense to anyone else either. Even in her short period with All Hands she’d figured out that most conversations were clipped. Not that people were rude or trying to be evasive. Most people simply use a type of linguistic shorthand full of historical context known only to them. Everyone has so little time. When they are on the phone they try to be efficient, relaying the maximum amount of information as quickly as possible.
She keyed the computer to pull in the next call from the queue.
“Good afternoon. Thank you for using All Hands VRS. How can I help you?” she signed.
Amy’s face tightened. She had come to recognize a fair number of callers. Working regular hours, she would inevitably synchronize with certain people’s schedules. For some there were business calls to be made. Others were stay at home moms with quiet time while their kids were at school. Still others were shut-ins or otherwise not busy during the day with little else to do but pick up the phone and call someone.
Sammy was one of those. He was about forty-five years old, hard looking, never impolite, but definitely not someone she’d invite to dinner. He was a real weirdo. Not rude but not friendly either. Habitually disheveled, his greasy hair was combed over to one side. Today his shirt was unbuttoned all the way to his very hairy belly. Oversized hearing aids protruded from his ears.
“I’m placing an international call to Eastern Europe,” he signed. “I trust that won’t be a problem?”
Amy signed back. “No, not at all. Go ahead with the number. Who are you calling?”
“His name is Lenny. He knows how this works,” Sammy replied.
In Amy’s headset a gruff voice answered the ringing telephone line.
“Yah?” A thick, but nonspecific accent filled her ears.
“It’s Sam. How are you fixed right now?” Sammy signed. Amy repeated the question into the microphone.
“You call me in the middle of the damned night you psychopathic shit?”
“It’s not the middle of the night where I am. That’s the only place that counts,” Sammy said.
“The hell you say. I got plenty of other clients.”
“They don’t pay you the way I pay you. Answer the question. How are you fixed right now? Anything new?”
“Yeah. I’ve got some new stuff. I think you’d like it,” Lenny said.
“Different from last time?”
Sammy picked up a photograph from a pile on the table nearby. Pornography. A child in a suggestive pose. Amy felt her stomach heave.
“It’s dangerous to move this any way other than the Internet. You’re the one at risk of being caught – not me.”
“That’s what encryption is for,” Amy forced herself to relay.
“Do you want something from inventory or were you interested in a custom product?” Lenny asked.
“Custom.”
“I’ll send a picture or two. You decide who you want.”
Amy heard tapping on a computer keyboard through her headset. A moment later Sammy’s computer emitted a soft tone. He looked at the laptop.
“Got it,” Sammy reported. He printed the photograph off on a nearby printer unconcerned that Amy could see it.
“They’re good,” the thick accent said in Amy’s ears. ”They’re young. You want to place an order then, yes? Something special?
“Sure, why not?”
A pause.
“Who would you like to see? What would you like to see done?” Lenny asked.
Sammy held up a picture. “This one. Carmen. How about her?”
“She’s very cute. Very innocent. What would you like?”
“Tie her up.”
“Anything specific?” Lenny asked.
Amy's revulsion was palpable. It was all she could do to continue. She wondered if she could possibly fake a glitch in the system and end the call, but knew the pair would just reconnect with another interpreter.
“Yeah. I want video, not just stills. I like the crying.”
“You want her to cry out your name? That’s pretty popular.”
“Sure,” Sammy said, “why not?” He was touching himself now, stroking his crotch with one hand when not signing. “You’re sure she’s innocent?”
“In every sense of the word as you Americans like to say,” Lenny replied.
“We’ve got a deal. How long to deliver?”
“Around two weeks, but it’s not cheap.”
“Cost is not a factor.”
“I’ll let you know a more concrete delivery time in a day or two. There might be more expenses. Incidentals, you know.”
“Don’t even think about jacking the price,” Sammy replied, glaring from the monitor as he abruptly terminated the call.
The offices of grief counselor Dr. Reginald J. Brown were thoughtfully decorated. Muted fabrics with soft textures and colors. At the same time there was also a flavor of individuality to it that was clearly from outside the Beltway. The office screamed of the Low Country marshlands of South Carolina. Photos adorning the room reflected life on the shrimp boats of Beaufort. Reggie Brown had an MD from Wake Forest and completed his clinicals at John’s Hopkins, but the boy knee deep in mud in the many black and white photos was still very much a part of the grown man sitting nearby. He wasn’t ashamed to show it off.
Instead of a high-backed leather chair that so many other clinicians used Reggie Brown preferred Pawley’s Island wicker chairs. A good bit cheaper, a lot cooler in the summer, and an all around icebreaker when new a patient showed up. It was easier confiding in a man who was so open about his own past. One could literally watch him grow up on the walls around the room. Hokey to some of his highbrow power elite clients in Washington perhaps, but he wasn’t hurting for business.
Amy sat across from him, a glass-topped wicker table was between them with two iced teas. He pulled his notes out of a file.
“So, how are you today?” he asked.
“I’m ok.”
“You don’t look ok.”
“There was this creepy caller at work earlier.”
“Anything you want to talk about?”
“I can’t. Besides, I was screwed up before I went in.”
“Doesn’t say much about our sessions.”
She made a face. “You know what I mean.”
“Did you really think you weren’t going to be affected by this?”
“No, I just didn’t expect it to be this…”
“Personal?”
“I guess.”
“He was your husband. You should be sad, especially around the anniversary of his death.” He paused for a moment as he considered a different tact. “How’s the weather treating you?” he asked.
Her gaze fell to the floor.
“I’m better,” she said quietly.
“Rainy season’s started.”
She nodded her reply.
“Don’t you think we should talk about it?”
“No. I want it to go away. I’ve been dreading this,” she replied.
“A year is a milestone,” he continued. “It’s time for you to move on with your life.”
Easy for you to say, she thought. Not wanting a confrontation she chose her words carefully.
“I don’t know how.”
He leaned back in the chair and shuffled the file on his lap. Pursuing this line of inquiry was clearly going nowhere. He decided on a different approach.
“This new job of yours. Tell me about it. Do you like it?”
“It’s okay. I’ve only been doing it a couple of months. Sometimes I feel like a hack.”
“A hack?” he repeated. “Why would you feel that way?”
“Jeff’s gone. He was my only real link to the Deaf community.”
“So without him you don’t matter?”
“I don’t think so, no.”
“Seems a little stereotypical to me,” Brown observed. “So why not forge your own identity?”
Amy shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “What do you mean?” she asked.
“Jeff was deaf. I understand his connection. But now that he’s gone you need your own identity.”
“Meaning?”
“You need to find a reason to remain part of that world. Being an interpreter is your new profession, but it’s disconnected from your life, the life you have now. You need a purpose.”
“What kind of purpose?” she asked.
“Establish Amy Kellen as her own person. Find something important to the community and seize onto it. That way you’re not referred to simply as someone’s wife but as Amy Kellen - a member of the community by choice versus chance. You had career aspirations before Jeff’s death. You can’t change things half way. You need to jump into your new life with both feet firmly planted – like you’re planning to be there a while.”
Several interpreters were enjoying lunch in All Hand’s break room. A television at the front of the room featured all five of the current Democratic presidential front-runners bickering among themselves. A reporter closed with an interview with DNC Chairman Chris Billings.
“It’s going to be a difficult decision not only for the delegates, but also for party leaders. We’ve got to get our muscle behind the right candidate to take back the White House. That means not fracturing over multiple candidates and diluting the momentum we’ve built up over these past few months,” Billings said into the camera.
“Mr. Billings’ concern over keeping the party focused on a single candidate is going to remain a tough sell until a clear majority of the voters have indicated who they want to see run for President,” the reporter concluded.
Amy stood up from the table and tossed the remains of her lunch into the trashcan. A boring day like so many before. It was stable, no travel involved, no exposure to the elements, but it was pretty darn dull a good bit of the time. She was not one to spend a lot of time on the phone with her own interests or issues. Having to interpret the same for others was much more tiring than she’d anticipated.
She closed the frosted glass door of her VRS room and settled into the chair. She put the headset in a comfortable position and smiled into the camera as the next call came in.
“All Hands VRS; how can I help you? Oh, hi Mr. Kensington. How are you this afternoon?” she asked.
Harold Kensington, the former Attorney General to two Presidents, now senior consultant to a presidential hopeful, stared ruefully into the camera.
“Good day, Amy. I’m well, thank you. How are you?” he said.
“Great sir. How can I help you?” she signed.
“I’ve got to call Chris Billings. The number is coming through now.”
Amy checked the phone and waited for someone to answer on the other end.
“Good evening this is All Hands VRS. I’ve got a call from Mr. Harold Kensington to Mr. Chris Billings,” she said into the microphone.
“This is Chris Billings,” a voice replied.
“Good evening sir. I’m video interpreter number 112 for Mr. Kensington. I believe you’re familiar with our service, is that correct?”
“Yes, thank you,” Billings replied.
“Very good. Please begin your call.”
“Evening Hal. How’d the polling plan work out today?” Billings asked.
“The plan is fine,” Kensington answered. “It’s the result that bother me. We’re spending a pile of money on this and not getting any real bang for our buck.”
“You can’t win an election without data, Hal. We’ve got to have numbers. The party can’t pick a candidate until we know what the people want.” Chris Billing’s words filled Amy’s ears as she signed.
“Ah, don’t give me that crap,” Kensington replied, waving his hand. “Polling data isn’t about the people. It’s about winning. That’s what elections are – winning.”
“I understand that Hal, but there are other candidates. If you don’t think the polling supports you maybe it’s best for your man to drop out.”
“You’d like that wouldn’t you?” Kensington glared into the monitor. “Thompson can win Chris. And you know it.”
“We can’t put the party muscle behind someone until all the facts are in.”
Kensington glared through the monitor. Amy was taken aback – she’d never seen him appear like that before.
“Chris I suspect you recall that I spent a few years in military intelligence when I was young. We used to run Honey Pot operations in Germany back in the Cold War days. We recruited hookers, cleaned them up and gave them some training, then set them up as mistresses for key East German leaders. A messy bit of business but it was a messy time. Always got good intel from them, but it came at a heavy price. The hookers always had the information before we did and could act on it faster. You never could trust them. Know what I mean?”
A white-faced German shepherd walked into view behind Kensington. He reached down to pet the animal but missed.
“Hey Champ. How you doing?” Kensington said. “How was the groomers today, huh? Geez, you look terrible, buddy.”
Kensington turns away from the camera to shout.
“Was the groomer not able to do him today? He really looks like hell.” He turns back to the camera and resumed talking.
“I’m not talking about polling. I’m talking about saving our money and best strategies until closer to the election. We’re burning bucks and bandwidth arguing among ourselves right now. We’ve got to save something for the fall sweeps or the electorate will just tune us out,” Kensington signed.
“Media campaigns are important Hal. You’ve got to keep that electorate engaged.”
“Engage them but don’t overwhelm them! We’ve been switching subjects every day. I’m having trouble remembering what all we’ve worked on.”
“Hal, if you’re not comfortable with the way the campaign’s going I don’t understand why you don’t...”
Without warning the German shepherd jumped up and clamped down on Harold Kensington's throat. The old man jumped in surprise. His eyes widened in panic as he fell onto the floor out of view.
“Oh my God!” Amy yelled.
“What’s that Hal?” Billings asked through the earphones.
Kensington thrashed around, his office chair slipping away on its rollers. He knocked aside a small tray sending coffee and a pastry flying out of sight. He grabbed handfuls of fur, pulling furiously on the animal, but to no avail. He punched the animal several times. But in lying on his back his strikes were glancing at best. The dog pulled him to one side. Kensington’s left arm was too close for an effective punch, the right too far away. He flailed wildly, unable to get his legs underneath him to stand up. The dog was too strong.
“Did the connection drop off ma’am?” Billings asked in Amy’s ear.
She was transfixed, frozen in horror. Her muscles refused to act.
As Kensington tired the dog moved again and was now standing on his chest. His jaws locked tight on the old man’s throat. His fur stood on end as his claws ripped into the expensive fabric of Harold Kensington’s suit.
“Oh my God! Stop! Stop!!” Amy yelled again as she pounded her fists on the screen. She hopped out of the chair with her face only inches from the monitor. She reached for the phone but stopped. Could she legally cut off the connection herself? She looked back to the monitor and started again for the phone only to stop again.
“Hal? Are you there?” Billings asked impatiently.
Amy sobbed as her hands covered her face. She didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know how to help. How could she just sit there and do nothing? There must be some way to stop this animal.
“What the devil is going on over there?” Billings asked tersely.
Amy pulled her headset off and dropped it to the ground as she stared up at the ceiling.
“SOMEBODY HELP ME!” she screamed.
Detective Mike Seers stopped as he always did and took a good long look around the crime scene. ‘Heartbeat moments’ they had called it at the police academy. Take a few heartbeats when you first arrive at the scene and look it over. Soak it all in. This viewpoint was the sole purview of an investigating officer. It was a private moment, an ethereal link between he and the victim. He could never explain it in a report nor describe it to a jury. It was his and his alone. It deserved his quiet respect.
Mike Seers understood respect. It had been whipped into him as a child and he’d channeled that knowledge to whip young officers into shape in the Service. He still sported a close-crop military style hair cut though he’d not worn a uniform in over twenty years.
He refused his Captain’s repeated requests to wear a tie, preferring a button down collar shirt and sport coat. Younger detectives chided him about his coats being older than they were. In some cases they were correct. But Seers didn’t mind. He bought quality and unless he decided to start running marathons in the pouring down rain a well-made sport coat should be more than up to the task of his meticulous manner.
He didn’t rush, didn’t hurry. Sometimes criminals counted on that – investigators rushing through things and not being thorough. He was unquestionably thorough. He took his time and made sure I’s were dotted and T’s were crossed. He’d never lost a case on a procedural technicality nor on cross examination in court. He did his homework. That homework always began with a measured, unspoken sweep of the scene as soon as he exited his car. Today would be no exception.
Police tape held back the growing crowd of neighbors outside Harold Kensington’s stately Georgetown home. A collective gasp echoed across the street as the coroner’s staff wheeled Kensington out the front door on a gurney. Several people made the sign of the cross and whispered quiet prayers.
Inside, crime scene technicians made quick work of Kensington’s office. A small pool of blood stained the Persian rug in front of his VRS machine. They photographed the entire scene, cataloging everything they took and finishing in less than thirty minutes. There wasn’t much evidence to compile. His own dog killed him. It was pretty cut and dried.
Detective Seers spoke into a police radio outside the house. “I’ll get statements over here and check into it.” He turned off the radio. “Damn!”
A man walked towards him in an apparent daze. His eyes were red and glassy from crying but the expensive coat and tie were a dead giveaway. Political consultant. Somebody’s handler. Seers stopped him.
“Can I help you?” he asked.
“I’m Dan Banducheck, Mr. Kensington’s aid.”
“What can you tell me about this?” Seers asked.
“Nothing. I can’t believe it happened.”
“The police called you?”
“Yes. He had an in-case-of-emergency entry on his cell phone listing me and one of his sons as primary contacts.”
“And the dog?” Seers asked.
“The police already had him locked in the mud room. I’ve not even seen him.”
“You’re here often?”
“I’ve been Harold Kensington’s aide for almost two years, since Phil Thompson conned him out of retirement. He’s had that dog forever. I can’t believe this happened. There’s no reason for it.”
“So, there are no witnesses?”
“When I came in the machine was still on. He was apparently in the middle of a VRS call.”
“VRS?” Seers repeated.
“Harold Kensington had been losing his hearing for several years. It was the main reason he retired. He was still in full control of his faculties. The man was scary sharp. Phenomenal intellect. He used the VRS to place phone calls.”
“What’s VRS?” Seers repeated.
“Video Relay Service. They connect a deaf caller to a hearing caller through an interpreter on a video-link over the Internet. It’s made phone communication a lot easier for Deaf and hard of hearing people. It’s really quite something,” he effused.
“Did you have any trouble communicating with him?
“No. I’ve learned a fair amount of sign language.”
“And you used this VRS for phone calls with him too?”
“Sometimes. He can’t hear over a regular telephone, even the type where you can boost the volume way up. People on the other side of the room could hear the call but he couldn’t. That’s when we learned about VRS.”
“He was deaf but had a cell phone?”
“He was a proud man, Detective. He carried it, but in truth it he only used it for text messaging. He had the same number for ten years and hated the idea of giving it up. Have to keep up appearances in politics – otherwise you’re perceived as weak.”
“Got it. We should probably pay a visit to this VRS facility to see what they can tell us. I’d like you to ride along if you don’t mind. I’m going to need an experienced ear, or I guess more correctly, an experienced eye to help me sort this out. Show me the lanes in the road if you will. Is that a problem?” Seers asked.
“Not at all,” Banducheck said. “Happy to help any way I can.”
Amy sat at the break room table with a cold cloth draped across her forehead. Her eyes were puffy, her cheeks flushed. The other interpreters had been coming in and out as the call volume allowed, simultaneously trying to learn what happened and to console their colleague. Kathy was sitting with her, as she had been since Amy’s blood curdling cry emptied every VRS room in the office.
All Hands site manager Carol Burdick brought Seers and Banducheck into the room. Carol was in her late fifties, a short Italian grandmother who was both mother hen and slave master to her young charges, finessing her matronly advice with a hard hand of control. She pointed Amy out to Seers.
“Ok, Miss…Kellen. What can you tell me about the victim?” Seers asked.
“She can’t tell you anything!” Carol said defensively as she positioned herself between Seers and Amy. Seers was taken aback.
“Beg your pardon?” he asked.
“She can’t tell you anything. The FCC forbids interpreters from discussing the content of a call, the callers, or anything they’ve heard,” Burdick said.
“She’s right, Detective. The law is very specific. They cannot repeat anything they saw or heard,” Banducheck offered.
Seers eyed him closely. “Let me guess. You’re a lawyer?” he asked.
Banducheck nodded. “Afraid so. But if it helps you any I passed on private practice and got into politics instead.”
“No,” Seers said, “that doesn’t help. Moreover, it doesn’t leave me many options.”
“Can’t I just…” Amy started.
“No! Don’t say a word,” Carol retorted.
“The protection afforded by the FCC rules on video interpretation is one of the reasons Hal felt so confident about continuing to work even after his hearing failed,” Banducheck explained.
“He was such a nice old man,” Amy said quietly.
“Yes, he was,” he said. He extended a hand to her. “I’m Dan. I’ve seen you on screen a few times.”
“Yes,” Amy replied. “I recognize you as well. The police called you?”
Banducheck nodded. “You saw what happened?” he asked.
Amy nodded back.
“That’s great. You saw the incident but can’t shed any light on what happened,” Seers interrupted. “Ok, forget the conversation for a moment. Did you see the animal kill Mr. Kensington?” he asked Amy.
Her face flushed again. “His name is Champ. He loved that dog,” she whispered.
“What’s that?” Seers asked, moving closer to her.
“He babied it. I can’t believe it did that to him.”
“Did you see…Champ… a lot during calls?” Seers asked.
“Yes. He was always around,” Amy replied as Dan nodded in agreement. “He was always gentle and loving to that old man. And he was the same to Champ. His wife is dead, his children grown and gone. Champ was all he had at home.”
“Was there anything unusual about him tonight?” Seers asked.
“Don’t answer that!” Carol said. “Don’t say anything about Mr. Kensington’s appearance.”
“I meant the dog. What was the dog like?” Seers said.
“He looked disheveled. Unkempt. Mr. Kensington took good care of him. Maybe too good. It looked like Champ had gained some weight. I guess Mr. Kensington didn’t have time to properly exercise him what with the campaign and all,” Amy said.
Banducheck’s gaze fell to the floor, possibly feeling guilty in his agreement on her last point. Seers continued writing his notes.
“Detective, I’ve got about ten thousand phone calls I need to make. If you don’t mind, I’d like to get going,” Dan said finally.
Seers stared at him a few seconds, considering. “Yeah, I can’t see any reason to keep you. I don’t think there’s anything you can really contribute to in here.”
He motioned to one of the uniformed officers standing around the table.
“Can you take Mr. Banducheck back to Kensington’s place please?”
Banducheck stuck a hand out to Amy. “I’m very sorry you had to see that tonight,” he said.
“Thank you,” she replied softly.
The officer and Banducheck passed a man on his way in through All Hands’ front door.
He was tall, mid-thirties, with wavy shoulder length hair. He was neatly dressed – dark suit and tie against a white shirt. Kathy eyed him admiringly despite the solemn circumstances. Carol Burdick jumped to her feet.
“You can’t just come waltzing in here. What do you want? Are you with the press? Get out of here!” she yelled.
He reached into his pocket and produced a brown leather wallet containing a badge. “Heath Rasco, U.S. Secret Service,” he said.
“Secret Service? Was Kensington under protection?” Seers asked.
“No, but his boss is. Harold Kensington was the chief political strategist for Phil Thompson’s presidential campaign.”
“So, if he’s not under protection, why are you here?” Seers asked.
“Oh, the Service thought I might be useful,” Heath said.
“Why?”
“I have a unique insight into the Deaf community,” Heath replied. He pushed a lock of hair back to reveal a hearing aid.
“A deaf Secret Service agent?” Seers asked incredulously.
“Sure. I blend in. Everyone in the Service wears an earpiece,” Heath replied.
“Everyone whispers into their cuffs,” Seers muttered.
Heath pulled up his sleeves. “Sorry to disappoint you, Detective. I don’t even have a secret decoder ring.”
“You don’t appear deaf to me,” Seers noted sarcastically.
“I hear enough, Detective. I’m not deaf – call it ‘hard of hearing’ if you like,” Heath pointed out.
“What’s the difference?” Seers asked.
Heath flicked the bifocals hanging from a lanyard atop Seers’ chest with one finger. “Roughly the difference between wearing glasses and being blind,” he said.
Carol and Kathy exchanged glances, impressed.
“Great,” Seers noted. “How are you supposed to help?”
Heath ignored him and addressed the interpreters around the table.
“Good evening everyone. I’m sorry for the trouble you’ve had tonight. I promise to make this as quick and painless as possible, okay?”
Amy nodded.
“Phil Thompson took a crash course on ASL. He’s pretty good. Harold Kensington asked me to get involved with Thompson’s security detail since I could help foster communication between he and the Service. I also helped Mr. Thompson with his signing. I know the Deaf community pretty well. I’m a native, born and raised here. I’m a Gally grad,” he said.
“A what?” Seers asked.
“Gallaudet? Really?” Kathy responded.
“The deaf school?” Seers asked.
“Yes. I majored in criminology and psychology. I started out in Computer and Telecommunications Fraud before moving into Special Services. My specialty is interpreting body language for law enforcement.”
“That must be interesting. Do you work much with people like Detective Seers?” Carol asked.
“Though we use many similar methods and tactics we tend to chase after very different kinds of people,” Heath said.
“What do you mean?” Kathy asked.
“Detective Seers deals mainly with localized threats. There may be a nut case on occasion, but they are usually sloppy and make mistakes. Isn’t that correct, Detective?”
“Yes, for the most part,” Seers replied.
“The Secret Service on the other hand deals with a lot of rational psychopaths. They don’t make stupid mistakes, so we have to force them into making smart ones they’re unprepared for.”
“How do you do that exactly?” Carol asked.
“We have a number of ways,” Heath replied. “For instance, do any of you know what a ‘tell’ is?”
“’Tell?’” Kathy repeated.
“A movement or mannerism that tells another person something about you without you saying a word,” Heath replied. “Secret Service agents try to recognize tells to identify the one guy in a crowd that might be planning an attack.”
“Sounds like a lot of black magic to me,” Kathy offered.
“Not really. You spend your days face-to-face with a lot of people. It might be useful to you. Let me show you how it works.”
Heath took a piece of blank paper and drew a face on it. Then he bisected the face horizontally and vertically, cutting it into four quarters.
“Pay attention to where someone looks when they talk to you. You can gain quite a bit from the direction their eyes move.”
He scribbled on the paper and turned to Seers.
“Detective, I’m going to ask you three questions. Lie to me with one of your answers.”
“Ok,” Seers replied. “Shoot.”
“Where were you born?”
“Phoenix, Arizona.”
“What is your favorite dessert?”
“Chocolate cake.”
“What was the color of your first bike?”
“Red.”
Heath scribbled in three of the four quarters on the paper. He circled the lower left quarter.
“You lied about the dessert. What’s your real favorite?”
Seers’ face lit up. “Hey! That’s right! Wow! How’d you do that?”
“It takes more effort to lie than to tell the truth. More importantly, lying takes place in a different part of the brain. To recall a memory people often look up and to the left.”
“Really?” Carol asked.
“It’s not a precise science, but it’s a useful field technique to help determine if someone is telling you the truth. Obviously we can’t strap every potential wacko on the street to a lie detector to find out if he plans to shoot the President. So we have little techniques like this to help us weed out the normal weirdos.”
“So how do you know if someone’s lying?” Seers asked.
“When they fabricate a memory people generally look down and to the left,” Heath replied.
“That’s awesome,” Kathy said, smiling.
Detective Seers flipped his notebook forward a few pages.
“Do you mind if I take a few notes?” he asked.
Everyone looked at him.
“It could be useful for this Damato case I’m working on,” he finished awkwardly.
“Sure, write it up all you want. But I’ve also got some cheat sheets I use in training in my briefcase. Why don’t you all take one?” Heath said.
He handed out several. Seers folded one up and placed it in his jacket pocket.
“Well, I think we’ve taken up more than enough of your time. Any more questions, Detective?”
“Not right now. Ms. Kellen, I’d suggest you go home and try to relax. If you think of anything you’re allowed to tell us, please give me a call.” He handed her a business card. “My cell is on the back.”
Heath followed Seers out of the office and closed the door behind them.
“I don’t think you’ll get any more, not that she said much to begin with,” Heath said when they were far enough away.
Seer flipped through a few pages of his notebook, looking back toward the office before responding.
“Do you think she can handle this? Can she get counseling without talking about what she saw?” Seers asked.
“I don’t know. This technology is so new; I doubt anything like this has happened before. Maybe her doctor can prescribe something for her. You know, help her sleep?” Heath suggested.
Amy rolled around on the bed. It was two thirty-eight according to her bedside clock. She couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t get the scene out of her mind. The awful image of Champ with his jaws clamped tightly on Harold Kensington’s throat. What would possess him to do that?
She hadn’t interpreted for Kensington in several weeks, which was in itself unusual. He was a very busy man. Lots of people wanted to talk with him. She’d been privy to conversations with the White House, several big name national news anchors, even Heads of State in Canada and Britain. It was all very exciting. Most were related to Phil Thompson’s presidential bid, but others were just long time friends of a man who’d helped many people over the course of his career.
And she’d watched him die. She had done nothing, other than scream like a child. She rolled over again unable to shake the incredible guilt she felt. She pulled up on one elbow and punched the pillow over and over.
She’d done nothing.
She couldn’t imagine what must have gone through his mind knowing she was there watching, expecting her to do something, anything, to help him. Did he think about his children? Were they in his final thoughts? Was he thinking about the unfinished business of Thompson’s campaign? Did he think Chris Billings would do something when he didn’t continue with the call? When did he realize that he was going to die with Amy looking right at him?
She rolled back to the other side of the bed again and shivered at the thought. He had to be looking at the camera, desperately hoping that she would somehow help him. Instead, she’d simply sat there, watching, offering no assistance while a man she’d come to know and admire died a horrific and lonely death.
She buried her head into the pillow so her sobbing wouldn’t wake Celia. She prayed no one would ever know how she’d let Harold Kensington down.
Amy spread the morning paper across the kitchen table as Celia played energetically on the floor nearby. Amy barely slept a wink all night, her headache magnifying the stupor she already felt. She jumped when the phone rang.
“Hello?” Amy mumbled.
“Hey! How are you?” Kathy asked.
Amy glanced at the newspaper’s front-page article about Harold Kensington’s death. The caption below Champ’s picture noted he’d been placed in a kennel awaiting a judge’s decision on whether he should be put down as a violent animal.
“I’m okay,” Amy said finally.
“I can’t see you, but I can tell you’re lying,” Kathy said.
Amy allowed a tired laugh.
“Didn’t sleep much, huh?” Kathy asked.
“No, not really. When Celia wasn’t crying I was dreaming about Champ biting down on that poor old man.”
“What are you doing now?”
“Reading the paper. I can’t believe he’s dead. I’ve done so much community interpreting for him. He only lives a few blocks from me.”
“Amy…” Kathy said.
“Only lived a few blocks,” Amy corrected herself.
“You don’t exactly hang out in the same circles. You didn’t have much in common,” Kathy pointed out.
“I guess.”
“He was an interpreting client. I’ll grant you that living nearby probably got you a lot more work with him since you could be available quickly as long as you had a babysitter. And yes, I know he liked to use you for his VRS work too. Whenever he popped up in my queue he would ask if you were working.”
“Really?,” Amy asked. “That’s so sweet.”
“Listen. You need to get out. Get this out of your head for a little while.”
“I can’t. Celia’s…”
“I’ll come get Celia. I don’t have to be in until three and we could hit the playground. You could take a nap,” Kathy said.
“I don’t want to sleep. Every time I close my eyes I see it over and over.”
“Maybe Detective Seers was right. Maybe you should see a doctor,” Kathy replied. She paused. “Did you tell Dr. Brown about it?”
“I can’t. You know I can’t.”
“You don’t have to give him the gory details, just the fact that you saw someone die,” Kathy said.
“You think it could affect me somehow?” Amy asked.
“I can’t imagine how it wouldn’t,” Kathy said. “I know it would affect me and I didn’t lose a husband last year.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Amy said after a moment.
She folded up the section about Kensington’s death.
“Do you want me to pick up something for you?” Kathy asked.
Amy eyed Champ’s picture on the folded up newspaper. She hesitated before speaking.
“No. Actually, there’s something I’d like to do today. I’ll take you up on your offer. If you can watch Celia I’ll run a few errands. It won’t take long.
“I’ll be over in a little while,” Kathy said.
“Thanks.”
Amy walked hesitantly in front of the cages of barking dogs. An employee training a dog nearby addressed her.
“Can I help you?” he asked. His voice was airy and slurred. A deaf person’s voice.
Amy involuntarily jumped, scaring them both. She blushed.
“Yes. Do you work here?” she asked in sign language while mouthing the words at the same time.
“Yes,” he replied, happy for a visitor that used ASL. “I’m Jim Skelton. What can I do for you?”
Jim’s voice was very similar to her husband’s in tone and tenor. It was reassuring and relaxing to hear it again after a year without Jeff.
“Hi. I’m Amy Kellen. I’m looking for the German shepherd the police brought in the other night,” she said.
“It’s locked up,” he replied.
“I know. I was just hoping to see it.”
“Are you the owner?”
“No, it’s just, that is, I was just hoping to see it. That’s all,” she said uncomfortably. She had no idea what this would accomplish, but somehow felt compelled to at least see the dog; as if seeing Champ could help her understand why he had attacked his beloved owner.
He looked around – they were alone. He gestured for her to follow as he unlocked the door. A lone dog was inside the enclosure of a quarantined area, caged separately from other animals.
“Here he is,” Jim said.
Amy stared. Champ appeared even more disheveled in person than he did on the monitor.
“I don’t understand how he,” she started, when the dog suddenly leapt up against the cage at them, growling and baring his fangs. They both jumped back.
“DOWN” Jim yelled.
“Oh my God!” Amy cried.
The dog tried to climb the chain link of the cage, digging his paws into openings, saliva slinging everywhere as he barked.
“I don’t understand what’s going on!” Amy cried.
The dog bellowed, leapt up on the gate, fell backward and jumped again, biting at the wire. Amy ran out of the kennel.
It had been a mercifully quiet shift at All Hands. After helping a teenager with a homework assignment with his tutor Amy prepared for her next call. Kathy tapped on the door and stuck her head in.
“You’ve got call on hold. Line four,” she said.
“Who is calling me here?” Amy asked.
“Not the office line. The relay number. Someone asked for interpreter 112,” Kathy explained.
“Oh, Okay,” Amy replied, looking over at the blinking phone console.
“You’re starting to get established. That’s great!” Kathy said.
“I don’t know about that,” Amy replied.
“Hey, it usually takes years before an interpreter gets ‘by-name’ requests. Usually it’s for a particular expertise, like a deaf Spanish speaker needs to call a hearing English speaker, so they want a translator and an interpreter. Some folks set themselves up as subject matter experts for scientists or academics – whenever the language is industry exclusive or highly technical. Interpreting their special terminology requires a distinct vocabulary command all its own. Or maybe you just have a fan,” Kathy quipped.
That made sense. But Amy was still new and didn’t have any particular specialty – just a few clients from her community interpreting days who occasionally call through her just to stay in touch. It was good for them and quite frankly it was good for her too. Nice to see friendly faces every now and again.
She punched line four on the phone system and spoke into the microphone.
“All Hands Video Relay. This is interpreter 112. Can I help you?”
“I got ripped off!” a voice bellowed through her earphones. Amy winced and turned down the volume.
“Excuse me! Please don’t yell. I’m wearing earphones. I’m sorry – who do you want to call?” Amy asked.
“I don’t know. You made the call! You tell me!” the woman replied, still talking way too loud for Amy’s preference. “You people are ripping off small businesses! I want my dresses back!”
Amy frowned. What was this woman talking about? “Ma’am, I don’t know what you mean. I haven’t purchased any dresses.”
“Not you. Someone you interpreted for ordered a bunch of dresses a few days ago.”
Amy interpreted a lot of phone-based catalogue orders. She vaguely remembered someone ordering dresses. “Who are you again please?” Amy asked.
“My name is Diane Similton. I own Michael’s Bridal in Charlotte. You helped me with an order last week for ten dresses that were shipped to an address in Tennessee.”
Amy thought again. “Five white, five ivory – is that right?” she asked, wondering how she’d misinterpreted the order.
“Yes! I want my dresses back!” Diane demanded.
“Back ma’am?” Amy replied, not expecting a return to originate from the store rather than the customer.
“That credit card was stolen,” Diane continued. “I shipped ten dresses to the address you gave me and it’s not a real address.”
“What do you mean – ‘not a real address’?” Amy asked.
“It’s one of those private mail box places. You know, a print shop, mail box, and shipping joint. But the addresses people rent sound like homes or private businesses,” Diane explained.
Amy knew them. She even had one. Jeff had set it up when they were traveling so their mail didn’t fill the box at home and alert people that they were out of town. It was a good safety mechanism. She’d never thought that people would care if it were a mailbox or a real address.
“OK. So the address was a mailbox. I don’t see the problem,” Amy said.
“The address had an auto forward to another address. In Africa,” Diane shouted again. “My dresses are on their way to the other side of the world and I’ve got nothing but a bogus credit card. I want to know who these people are,” she demanded.
Amy’s mind whirled. She didn’t have a clue.
“Ma’am, I’m very sorry. But I have no idea where the caller was. The other end of the connection is via the Internet. The caller could have been anywhere. I can’t believe he ripped you off like that. Are you sure?” Amy asked.
“Of course I’m sure,” Diane replied angrily. “I just got off the phone with the mail box company. They gave me the address everything is forwarded to. Its somewhere in Uganda. My dresses were shipped out the day after they arrived there.”
“Can you track them? Call the shipper?” Amy asked.
“They don’t use FedEx or UPS,” Diane lamented. “It’s regular mail. It’s not very fast, but it’s totally untraceable. Once a package enters the mail system, particularly if it’s leaving the country, there is no way to get it back,” she sobbed, holding back tears. “We’re a small company. Ten dresses will wipe out our profits for a couple of months. I can’t take hits like that during the off season.”
Amy searched her mind, desperate for a solution. She had nothing.
“You can’t trace the call?” Diane asked finally.
“No,” Amy told her, having learned the technology during her orientation. “The callers come in over the Internet so there’s no number to trace like with a telephone call. They can be next door or around the world.”
“I can’t believe these people can just make free international calls,” Diane said.
“As long as they’re talking to a US citizen we have to put the call through,” Amy explained. “And even if we could somehow trace the Internet connection, though I don’t actually know if that’s possible, the FCC forbids it. We cannot reveal anything about a caller.”
“Even when they’ve committed a crime?” Diane demanded. “I’m out my dresses, but somewhere out there is a legitimate credit card holder trying to track down who got their card number and how.”
Amy stammered her reply. “Yes ma’am. The law makes no distinction. We cannot get involved, even if the technology was there to do so.”
“Well I can’t believe this.” Diane was no longer crying. There was a distinct sense of determination suddenly in her voice. “I’m not taking this lying down. Somebody has to do something about this. How can you sit there and help these people commit crimes?” she asked.
“Ma’am we’re not committing crimes,” Amy replied, “we’re just trying to help people talk to each other. Would you like to talk to my supervisor? She’s got a lot more experience than I do and can answer your questions better than I can.”
Amy was reaching back to open the door to the hallway when Diane started speaking again.
“Well, you just told me I couldn’t talk to the person who ripped me off! A lot of help you are! I hope you realize what happens now!” she said.
Amy’s eyes widened. Was Diane threatening her?
“The cost of my dresses has to go up to cover my losses,” Diane said. “Honest, hard working young girls and their families will have to pay more because people like you are helping criminals get away with theft!”
“Ms. Similton I’m sorry for your loss, but I really don’t see how I can,” Amy started. But Diane cuts her off.
“Oh just save it! It’s never your fault is it? It’s always someone else. Society, education, the government! Always passing the blame! Well I hope you’re happy that some young bride won’t be able to afford the dress she really wanted because interpreter 112 helped some African asshole rip off honest business owners! I hope they steal your credit card sometime – let you see what this feels like,” Diane finished.
Amy was about to respond when the dial tone returned. Diane had hung up on her.
Amy pulled off the headset. She remembered the caller now. The black man. Since she couldn’t hear him, she couldn’t know if he’d had an accent. His sign language, what she could remember of it, appeared fine. Could he have really been in Africa? How would she know in the future?
She pushed back from the terminal and stepped out into the hallway. She tapped quietly on Kathy’s door and leaned against the wall as she waited for her to finish. After a few minutes Kathy opened the door.
“Hey, what’s up? You ok?” Kathy asked.
“That call I just had,” Amy said, “she was a bridal shop owner. A call I made a week or two ago was apparently fraudulent. The guy was using stolen credit cards.”
“Oh yeah,” Kathy replied. “I’ve had a few of those. It really sucks when you realize half way through the call that they’re ripping someone off.”
“You know it?” Amy asked, incredulous.
“Sure. After a while you recognize it. The story gets repeated, it’s the same people but told a different way, or it’s regionally focused, say Texas versus Georgia, with the accompanying accent. Happens every day.”
“What are we doing about it?” Amy demanded.
Kathy shrugged. “Nothing as far as I know.”
“Why not?”
“What can we do?” Kathy asked. “We cannot interfere with the communication in any way. It’s no different than any junk mail you get at home. You don’t see the postal service trying to stop that.”
“That doesn’t make it right!” Amy exclaimed. “These guys are using VRS to rip people off! We have to do something!” she said.
“Hold on there wild thing,” Kathy said, holding up one hand. “You’re relatively new here. This is an old idea. As my grandfather would say, ‘it’s the same old thing - just a different crowd doing it’. He’s right. Scams are as old as humanity.”
“But they’re taking advantage of something set up for the deaf community,” Amy said.
“Look,” Kathy said. “Maybe you’re a little overly sensitive to it since your husband was deaf.”
“What’s that got to do with it?” Amy demanded, clearly agitated by the point.
“This is just a job. Don’t take it so personally,” Kathy said. “It will drive you nuts.”
“They’re taking advantage of the deaf community,” Amy repeated. “They see something they can exploit and they’re taking something away from people who don’t recognize the scam. We have to warn them!”
“Hey!! No way sweetie!” Kathy said. “You can’t do that. All we do is relay the call,”
Kathy warned her.
Amy turned away, finished with the conversation. She understood Diane’s frustration now. When the person you're speaking to doesn't want to help, doesn't appear to care about an issue that's important to you, it was infuriating. For Diane it was her dress shop. For Amy it was her husband’s legacy. If someone had somehow used him to commit a crime he would not have hesitated to kick a few butts to get the situation corrected. So, what would Jeff have done?
But the problem was she knew she was not Jeff. She was Amy. She wasn’t deaf. If she revealed the contents of a VRS call, she would be fired and subsequently blackballed by the very community she sought to assist. How could she correct this?
There had to be a way to warn the deaf community. There had to be a mechanism within FCC guidelines to account for this type of problem. She would research it, find what the regulations actually said, and figure out a way to prevent these types of calls from giving the deaf community a bad name.
Dr. Brown said to find a purpose. A purpose had found her.
Seers parked in front of an attractive Tudor home. Two Georgetown patrol cars were already there and police tape was draped around the centuries-old oak trees in the yard. He stepped from his vehicle and was waved over by Officer David Damato, who introduced him to the homeowners.
“Detective! Over here. This is Chris and Sally Ellis.”
Seers stuck out a hand. “It’s a pleasure. Sorry to meet under these circumstances.
Sally Ellis was crying and dabbing her face with a tissue. Chris just looked mad. Real mad. Like he was going to rip someone’s head off. Seers recognized someone much like himself.
The blowhards were never a concern for him. A guy blowing off steam, jumping up and down mad, was venting his frustrations the only way he knew how. Perhaps an indication of limited intelligence, but the blow hard at least offered the luxury of being predictable. The strong silent types however, were another story. You could never be quite sure what was going through their heads. Chris looked like he was ready to mow the neighborhood down with a machine gun. Seers chose to let him vent in private and took Damato aside.
“We’ll be right with you folks if you can just give us a second,” he said, leading the officer away. He looked around the living room they’d just walked into. “What’s up? I thought you said there was a burglary.”
Everything was in place. Everything was fine in the room they’d just left. The house was immaculate.
“Yeah, that’s right. It’s not in here. They’ve got an in-law suite out back,” Damato said. He motioned Chris and Sally to rejoin them. “Can we go out back?” he asked.
“This way,” Chris said quietly.
He led Seers and Damato through the house to a back door and out across a small covered patio. A detached garage had been converted into living quarters and Chris rapped strongly on the door. Seers wrinkled his brow.
“Rented?” he asked.
“No,” Chris said firmly as the door slowly opened.
An older gentleman stood before them. Perhaps in his early seventies or so. He was fit, not muscular but clearly someone who’d been in good shape most of his life. His salt and pepper colored hair was thin and very short. He wore a blue button down shirt and khaki pants with nary a wrinkle evident on either of them. It was obvious by the manner in which Chris and Sally quietly, almost reverently, approached the old gentlemen the tremendous concern they felt for his well-being.
Chris took the man by the arm and made sure the door didn’t strike him. Sally slipped between Seers and Damato, her face no longer flushed by crying, but still upset.
“Dad? It’s Sally. These gentlemen want to see your apartment. Is that ok?”
Her father made a sound though Seers couldn’t tell if it was positive or negative. She motioned them inside.
It was a small place. Bigger than a studio but still small. The main room contained only a two-person love seat, a chair and a coffee table. Along one wall was a tall glass shelf full of photographs of Sally during various stages of life concluding with pictures of her wedding. Standing next to her in one photo was a man in a military dress uniform.
Seers looked at the opposite wall. Numerous military photographs covered it as did several medals and a framed photo of the man in younger years with President Reagan. Seers examined the photos closely.
“Yes, that’s him,” Sally said, reading his thoughts. “My father’s been in poor health for some time. When he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s he came to live with us.”
Seers nodded. The residence, though smaller than the main house, was similarly immaculate.
“So, what was taken?” he asked.
“Two things,” Sally replied. “A sword and one of my father’s decorations.”
Seers looked around. Decorations were sparse in the tiny space. “Did you say a sword?” he asked.
“It’s called a Mameluke sword,” Chris piped up. “It’s the sword worn by…”
“The Marines,” Seers finished. “Somebody took his sword? Where was it?”
“Here.” Sally had moved around behind him. She pointed to an empty wooden shield with a hasp for holding a sword. An engraved plaque on the front read ‘Colonel Frank Stratton’.
“What else?” Seers asked as he scribbled on a notepad.
“Didn’t you say a religious artifact was gone too?” Damato asked.
“No. It’s a Navy Cross,” Sally replied.
Seers’ head spun around so fast Sally nearly jumped back. She was holding an empty military shadow box. Seers noticed the wall of photographs opposite the couch had an open space the same size as the shadow box. An old brass nail protruded prominently from the wall.
Seers squinted carefully at the other memorabilia. He read aloud from the framed citation that accompanied the shadow box.
“Awarded to Captain Frank Stratton for extraordinary heroism while serving in the 1st Battalion 8th Marines, 2nd Marine Division on 23 October, 1983…” Seers’ throat tightened, cutting off the remainder of the sentence. The color drained from his face. Damato stared at him.
“You okay Mike?” he asked.
“You were in Beirut,” Seers croaked in a voice barely above a whisper.
“Yes, he was,” Sally said quietly.
Seers kept reading. When the Marine Corp barracks was bombed in Beirut, Lebanon, then Captain Frank Stratton rescued three Navy Corpsmen pinned down by sniper fire while digging through the rubble for survivors. Stratton rescued the medics, then circled the shattered remains of the barracks and killed the sniper before returning to assist with the recovery efforts.
The medics nominated him for the Navy’s second highest honor when the recovery effort concluded several days after the attack. Two hundred and forty one American servicemen had died.
“Nothing else. Only the sword and the cross?” Seers asked.
“Yes.”
“No forced entry? Could it have been one of your kids? Maybe wanting a look at granddaddy’s stuff?”
“We don’t have any children,” Sally replied. “Nobody comes in here. Dad never has any guests and there’s really not room for anyone as you can see. He comes into the house whenever there are visitors. But this is his space. He can live comfortably and privately but we’re nearby if he needs anything.”
Seers looked around. A small kitchen was located in the corner across the room from him with a bathroom down a short hallway behind it. To his left he could see into a single bedroom on the other side of the wall. It was small but comfortable. All the retired Marine needed, especially with family so close.
Seers frowned. This didn’t make sense. There was nothing else worth stealing in the apartment. A turntable with some old Frank Sinatra albums sat next to a television that might be older than his own, which was saying something.
“Maid service?” Seers asked.
“We have a woman that comes in every other week,” Sally explained.
“Trust her?”
“We’ve had her for years and there’s never been a hint of anything like this. We’ve left cash and jewelry around. There are electronics and expensive toys in the house. Nothing’s ever been touched. She’s even housesat for us when we’ve been on vacation. Never had a problem. Nothing.”
Seers was stumped. The only things in the room of any worth were valuable just to the Colonel and his family. Swords and armed forces decorations were easily obtained in military surplus stores or in dozens of websites on the Internet. Why would someone come take his memories? How did anyone even know the stuff was in here?
“The maid actually discovered the theft,” Chris spoke again. “She cleans Pop’s apartment when she does the house. She noticed the sword and medal missing.”
“He didn’t tell you? Was he not living here at the time?” Damato asked, motioning at Frank.
“He was here. But my father’s faculties are not what they used to be,” Sally said.
It occurred to Seers that Frank Stratton had not uttered another sound since Sally asked permission to enter the apartment. He had simply sat down in his chair. He wasn’t watching any of them. He was staring out into space.
“I explained to Mr. and Mrs. Ellis that there’s not much to go on here,” Damato said. “If nobody is in the apartment there’s not really much we can do.”
“We can do something,” Seers shot back, catching Damato off guard. “I’ll look into it myself. Check out pawnshops and some of the military surplus after-markets. It might pop up on EBay, too. I’ll make some inquiries. See if anyone’s heard of any unusual military oriented thefts.”
“Thank you, Detective,” Sally said.
Damato walked back to the front door of the apartment with the couple but realized Seers was no longer with him. Looking back he could see Seers was in no hurry to rush off. Instead, Seers had walked back to where Frank Stratton was seated. Damato squinted at him. He’d never seen Seers like this. His movements were slow, deliberate and precise.
Seers knelt next to the Colonel’s chair and leaned in close. Damato couldn’t quite make out what Seers was saying.
“I will get that medal back,” Seers said quietly. “I swear it.”
He stood up, bid Chris and Sally goodbye with a promise to be in touch and rushed out of the apartment. Damato yelled after him.
“What’s your hurry?”
Seers didn’t turn around when he replied.
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