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Nine One One

Tuesday

    "9-1-1."

    "My mommy is hurt."

    Jennifer Menlo studied the address on the flickering
computer screen. Good God, that's only a couple of blocks from my
house. "What's your mommy's name?"

    "Her name is Rachael. Please help her."

    "We will. Don't worry. What's your name?" Jen's fingers
raced over the keys to complete the entry form. The address showed
Rachael McClendon as resident.

    "I'm Nathaniel. I'm seven."

    "Is anyone else in the house with you?"

    His voice quivered. "Just Mommy."

    Jen sent a message to the Wheaton fire chief and police
emergency responder to dispatch personnel. "How did your mom get
hurt?"

    "I don't know. I just found her."

    "Is she talking to you?"

    "No, she's asleep."

    "How do you know she's hurt?"

    "There's blood on her bed, and she has a knife in her tummy.
Please hurry."

    The child sniffled and Jennifer's heart ached for him.
Keep your cool, Jen. She remembered her instructor telling his
fledgling dispatchers to try to smile to instill calmness when talking
to children. She forced herself to smile, but perspiration began
forming on her neck. "Nathaniel, I've already sent an ambulance and
a police car to your house. You be strong for your mom and don't
hang up. Okay?"

    "Okay."

    "Nathaniel, do you have a nickname? Something everyone
calls you?"

    "Nate. My friends call me Nate. Mom calls me Nathaniel
because she says I'm her little man of the house."

    "Can I call you Nate, too?"

    "Yes."

    "My name is Jen, and I'm here to help you. I need to ask you
some questions, is that okay?"

    "I guess so."

    "Is your dad home?"

    "Daddy doesn't live here anymore. He went to
California."

    "Has your mom moved since you found her?"

    "No." More sniffling. "She looks scary."

    Jen flinched. Not a good thing. "I know it's scary, but
you're doing a fine job talking to me. It's helping your mom."

    "Really?"

    "Definitely. Do you hear any sirens yet?"

    "I think so."

    "That will be the police. I want you to go to the door and let
them in when they knock. I don't want you to hang up the phone
though. You understand?"

    "Yes."

    "Nate, you and I are friends now. I want you to know that.
I'm here to help you, okay?"

    "I feel sad. I tried not to cry, but I can't help it."

    "Nate, it's not bad to cry. You are a brave little boy, do you
know that?"

    "Can't do anything for my mom." Sobbing. "She won't wake
up."

    Jen swallowed hard. Tears rolled down her cheeks. I'm
supposed to be tough and look at me, blubbering. Lord, don't let my
voice fail me. "Nate, you did exactly what you were supposed to
do. That makes you a hero. I'm proud of you."

    "I have to go. They're knocking on the door. I'm putting the
phone down on the table. Bye, Jen."

    "Bye, Nate. Thanks for helping your mom."

    The boy's footsteps faded and Jen heard the door opening.
She sat at the console, listening as the boy directed the police and
paramedics into the bedroom. Then the all-too-familiar sounds of
EMTs calling in for instructions and imparting information to the
emergency room doctors. Tears blurred her vision. She snatched a
Kleenex from the box on her desk and dabbed at her eyes.

    Sudden quiet. After a few anxious seconds she heard the
pronouncement she'd feared would come.

    "I'm afraid she's gone."

* * * *

    Jen had little time to reflect on Nate and what he was going
through. Three more calls came in. The usual monitoring of
prisoners via the closed-circuit cameras, a radio check from the fire
department and two actual fire calls to dispatch filled the rest of her
morning. But Nate was in the back of her mind. His small voice
pierced her heart. She checked the clock again and wished the last
seventeen minutes before Aileen relieved her would hurry past.
Besides, she needed a pee break.
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