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To all the Deaf and DeafBlind people I have known, befriended, and worked with over the last thirty-nine years. Through your kindness and patience you’ve allowed me to be part of your world and taught me about your beautiful language and culture and for that I am forever grateful. This is for you and in memory of my brilliant teachers at Gallaudet University, Gil Eastman and Bernard Bragg.






1 SNIFF


Sniff.

The air of your room. The odor of sheets and blankets, hot summer dust, old technology equipment, an Old Spice deodorant stick worn to a nub. The stinging smell of detergent from the washing machine outside your door burns the lining of your nostrils.

You are sitting alone at your desk in your T-shirt and shorts. The undersides of your thighs are sweaty and stick to the fiberglass chair. The tips of your fingers rub themselves against the cool plastic keys on the keyboard. You tilt your head down close to it.

Sniff.

Plastic-and-dripped-coffee smell. Maybe the sticky crumbs of old peanut butter and grape jelly sandwiches? You lift the back of your wrist to your nose.

Sniff.

Soap, hair, and skin.

You look toward the computer screen, your face just inches away. Making love to the screen, your trainer from the Abilities Institute called it. The white screen has been inverted to black because it’s easier on your eyes—or eye, rather, as there’s only one that has any usable vision left. The giant white cursor, magnified with your ZoomText software, winks at you over and over again, calling you to write, demanding you take control of your sinful mind. You begin to type three-inch-tall white letters that march across the screen one at a time… T… O… M… R… S…


To Mrs. Clara Shuster, MSW

I have getted your email. Please telling potential MALE interpreter (10 a.m.) and female interpreter (11 a.m.) with TOP TACTILE ASL SKILLS I will meet them and YOU tomorrow on ABILITIES INSTITUTE FOR THE DISABLED, 114 Skidmore Street, Poughkeepsie, NY, at SECOND floor conference room. After meeting BOTH MALE AND FEMALE ASL interpreters I will then DECIDING which will team with my OLD LONG TIME INTERPRETER MOLLY CLINCH.



You stop typing. Molly has been your interpreter and Support Service Provider, or SSP, since you were thirteen years old. Other than Brother Birch, Molly is the most important person in your life who is still alive. She was there when all the worst, unspeakable, sinful things happened.

Your fingers find their place back on the keyboard.


Tell INTERPRETERS bring jacket or sweater for interview, because Second floor of ABILITIES INSTITUTE on 114 Skidmore Street can getting COLD like refrigerator. (FROWNING) Cold, I guess, make Mrs. Clara Shuster SMARTER and WORK HARDER. HA HA. This is JOKE. (BIG SMILE)



Writing English is hard. Brother Birch says when hearing people read your writing they think you’re a small child. (You aren’t.) Or that you have developmental disabilities. (You don’t.) English is just not your first language. American Sign Language is. Writing in a language that you’ve literally never heard is like battling monsters with your hands tied behind your back. No matter how much you try to butt them with your head, they keep knocking you down. The worst are the confusing Preposition Monsters and the giant Verb-Tense Rodents, sharp-toothed beasts who time and again… have eat you? Have eat-ed you? Has ate you? Have will eaten you?

This is why Brother Birch is letting you take a class at the community college this summer to make you a better writer, which will help you to write sermons and preach the word of God. Hallelujah.

Gold star.

And maybe you will also be able to meet new people, including girls, and that will help you to stop having sinful thoughts about the person you are never supposed to think about ever again.

Red star.

You return to typing the email to Mrs. Clara Shuster.


When male and female interpreters comes to Abilities Institute they will recognize ME since I will be ONLY 23-year-old MAN with a WHITE cane and DOG who does NOT look up when Interpreters CALLS OUT NAME. Again JOKE. (Big Smile) DARK HUMOR. I am not RUDE MAN. Of course I DEAFBLIND. HA HA HA. Please tell all interpreters I DO NOT LIKE SWEATY HANDS or bad breath or too much perfume which stings my nose.



Before, when you were small, everyone at the Kingdom Hall was taller than you, so your head would come up to their chest and shoulders. They always smelled like armpit. Now you smell the tops of their heads, which smell like hair cream, shampoo, or dust.

You like short people better than tall people.

Mama was short. Molly is short. Your old friends from the Rose Garden School, Big Head Lawrence and Martin, were short. Martin also had lots of fat on his body. (You also like fat people.) The person-who-you-are-not-allowed-to-remember was also short, but thin, with black eyes, thick black hair, and smelled like…

Quiet! Quiet, stupid brain! Quiet!

Red star.

Down at the Kingdom Hall hearing members will do very basic Tactile Sign Language with you, so if they ever meet another DeafBlind man they will know how to talk to him about Jehovah God. Some of the girls take a very long time to spell their names and mix up the letters. Sometimes they let their hands linger longer in yours than is proper, and you’ll let your own hand wander up to their wrists. And that’s when things get different inside you. Sometimes, if they have nice hands—soft, smooth, expressive, not sweaty—you ask them to fingerspell their names a second time even though you understood the first time. You’ll pull their hands in a little closer, so you can feel the warmth of their bodies. You’ll inhale their perfume, powder, skin, breath. Then sometimes you daydream about asking the girls to put their fingers inside their soft place, the way you-know-who did, and let you smell them.

Red star.

You pray again to Jehovah God: Please, Jehovah God, let me stop having sinful thoughts every five minutes. Please let me take Brother Birch’s kind and loving advice to “Not be like Lot’s Wife and look back at the past”—especially about you-know-who—and please let me be a spiritually strong man and servant to you and your son, Jesus Christ.

You take a deep breath and finish writing the letter to Mrs. Clara Shuster:


Let BOTH interpreters with HIGH SKILLS know my old GUIDE DOG is name “SNAP”… (SNAP FINGERS is name). She is old secondhand guide dog. She do not BITE a lot. But tell interpreters with HIGH SKILLS NOT to BANG BANG on table to show they am HERE. SNAP does not like it and BARK ANGRY. GASP. GULP. Embarrass! Better way, gently TAP on my shoulder, and hold, do not move so don’t LOSE YOU. After that I will interview potential INTERPRETERS and then pick one to work with me and Molly this summer. Okay?

Thank you for all helping me so much. I am very exciting going to WRITING CLASS at Dutchess Community College. I promise work very hard and get good grades so Brother Birch, Jehovah God, and you WILL HAVE be proud with me.

Blessings and Hugs,

Your friend

Arlo Dilly








2 THE TERP


“I’m here to see Clara Shuster,” I said to the Abilities Institute receptionist. “The name is Cyril Brewster. I’m here to interview for the interpreting gig.”

“Clara will be with you in a moment. You can wait in there.”

The receptionist pointed to the door of a waiting room just off the hallway. I went inside. The decor of the Abilities Institute, like most decent purveyors of social services, strained for an aura that said We really, really care… no, really. Everywhere I looked there were racks of helpful brochures and cliché posters of sunsets and waterfalls with inspirational quotes written in script. One said: “It Is During Our Darkest Moments that We Must Focus to See the Light.”

Irony, I thought.

As I passed a mirror, I took note of my face. As always, I sucked in my cheeks and widened my eyes. My ex, Bruno, used to call this my fake mirror face. For a man in my middle years, I’m still decent looking—for a redhead. I stretched the crow’s feet around my eyes, and once again considered whether Botox would be feasible. It was always the same conundrum: Which do I follow, my desire to be attractive or my desire to be a good interpreter? I have what people call “Deaf face,” meaning I wear my emotions—and the hearing consumer’s emotions—like a billboard on my face. Facial expressions are a big part of ASL grammar, signaling questions, mood, anger, joy, confusion, and more. I wouldn’t have been as popular with Deaf consumers if my face were always frozen into a dashing look of sexy disinterest. Nope. No Botox for me!

Of course, my face won’t matter if I get this job.

I felt nauseated. I had a strict policy about not taking gigs with the DeafBlind where I’d have to interpret in Tactile ASL (TSL). DeafBlind people who use TSL will express themselves the same way as any sighted ASL user. But when they “listen,” rather than using their eyes, the DeafBlind consumer will place their hands on top of the person’s with whom they are communicating, feeling the signs. Think Helen Keller talking to Annie Sullivan in that movie The Miracle Worker. The problem was, I was no Annie Sullivan, and I knew it. You’d think they’d require a certain skill level to take a job like this, but that’s not how this business works when there aren’t enough interpreters. If you’re smart, you don’t take jobs you can’t handle. But sometimes you don’t know you can’t handle it until you do.

Before that day I had accepted exactly one DeafBlind assignment in my entire career. I was a baby interpreter, just out of my training program, and it was a medical gig. The agency that hired me said it would be exactly like regular ASL interpreting. It was a lie.

We’ll call the DeafBlind client “Shirley.”

Shirley was in her forties with prematurely gray hair and eyelids that drooped to the point of being almost closed. As soon as I arrived at the job the nurse informed me that the doctor would be giving Shirley the awful news that her daughter was dying of cancer. It was bad enough I didn’t understand the ins and outs of Tactile Sign Language, but I was being asked to transmit the worst news of this woman’s life.

Shirley’s daughter was lying in the bed unconscious, tubes coming out of every orifice. Her hands were resting on her daughter’s forearm, waiting for her to wake up. I tapped Shirley on the shoulder to introduce myself. She stood up and faced me, placing both hands on top of mine, her breath heaving onto my face, no boundary between our bodies. The Tactile thing felt awkward, like someone was putting their tongue in my ear in order to speak. My heart pounded. Sweat poured down my temples. Due to my ignorance and panic, I envisioned myself being smothered by an elderly, fragile DeafBlind octopus.

Before I could even attempt to practice some Tactile sign with her, three doctors, two nurses, and a social worker entered the room and introduced themselves. Still feeling so unsure of myself, I awkwardly jammed my signs into Shirley’s hands, as if by sheer force I would be able to convey the message more clearly.

“I’m sorry, Shirley,” the doctor said. “Your daughter’s tumor is m-a-l-i-g-n-a-n-t. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do.”

Shirley didn’t react, so I assumed the doctor’s words weren’t registering. Was my Tactile interpreting totally off?

I repeated the doctor’s words again, changing my vocabulary and trying to slow myself down.

“Your daughter’s tumor is very very bad. Can’t operate. Can’t help. Short time, and then will pass away. Sorry. Understand?”

Still no reaction. Just as I was about to take a third stab at the interpretation, Shirley’s body started shaking. A moment later she was weeping and squeezing my hand close to her body to steady herself. Her tears fell onto my wrist, and suddenly my own eyes began to well up. But, being new, I was so concerned about being “professional” that I pushed Shirley away so I could interpret “properly” for the doctor again. Comforting her wasn’t my job, I thought. But Shirley didn’t want the doctor at that moment. She wanted me, the person who allegedly knew her language. I should have hugged her. I should have done something other than what I did.

My head began screaming: You useless idiot! You should never have taken this job! Fuck that agency for sending you here.

That was the moment I promised myself I would never take another DeafBlind gig.

And I didn’t—until that morning at the Abilities Institute. Until I met Arlo Dilly.

I was desperate. I needed money—a lot of it. Now past the age of forty, I sensed myself beelining for homosexual obscurity. In Poughkeepsie some of the local queens had a saying: If you wanna meet a man the odds are good, but the goods are odd. And boy were they. You could sleep your way through the locals in a week and a half. Otherwise you had to travel up to Albany (Smallbany, we called it) or try your luck with random weekenders up from Manhattan. They usually already had partners and looked at hooking up with the locals as some kind of bucolic novelty, like apple picking in the fall. If I was ever going to fall in love again, and not end up some depressed, lonely country queen who watched QVC and Golden Girls alone in bed every night, I knew I had to get the hell out of Poughkeepsie.

And then I had my chance. Just two weeks prior an old Deaf friend called about a potential staff interpreting job outside Philadelphia. It was set to start in the fall if I could only save enough money for the relocation and tie up some loose ends (aka a boatload of credit card debt). Unfortunately, my five-day-a-week gig at the French Culinary Institute canceled at the last minute. (Deaf student became a vegan and dropped out.) The thing is, if you don’t have your summer booked by the end of May you’re screwed until September. It looked like my plan for escape had once again fizzled. So when Ange from the agency called and said there was a potential summer class, working with a DeafBlind guy for three hours a day, and the job would pay ten bucks an hour over my usual rate, I jumped at the chance. Fuck my rules, I thought. If I wanted to free myself from Poughkeepsie, I would have to get over my fear of working with the DeafBlind for three months.

So the only question was, could I actually do it? And would the DeafBlind guy want me?






3 WHAT’S IT LIKE?


You have been waiting forty-five minutes for the Able-Ride to take you to the Abilities Institute to interview the two interpreters. It’s hot outside, and you have to wear your sunglasses because it’s far too bright. Even though the Abilities Institute is only fourteen minutes from your house and your meeting is at 10 a.m., you told the driver that your meeting was at nine so you would get there on time. But still the van is late.

When you first moved in with Brother Birch, your orientation and mobility instructor taught you to walk from your house to the bus stop and stand and wait with your laminated travel card. The travel card explains to strangers that you are DeafBlind and that you need help with things like crossing the street and getting on the right bus. You are also supposed to show the travel card to the driver with the destination written in Magic Marker. This way he knows when to stop the bus and have someone tap you and let you know to get off. The problem was that almost every time you attempted to travel somewhere on your own you got very anxious and made mistakes. Once, you got on the wrong bus. Twice, you got off at the wrong stop because you were impatient. Brother Birch said he was worried about you and also tired of getting calls from ungodly strangers asking him to come get you when you got lost in the dangerous parts of Poughkeepsie. So now you are forbidden from traveling on public transportation alone and, if Molly or Brother Birch aren’t taking you, you have to use Able-Ride if you go anywhere more than two blocks from your house.

Your legs hurt from standing.

Your guide dog, Snap, lies on the ground and rests her chin on your foot.

Sweat pours down your temples.

Smells like cut grass, gasoline, street tar.

When the driver finally arrives twenty minutes later, you sit in the back seat and lean your head against the cool window. During the fourteen-minute drive to the Abilities Institute you think about yesterday. Two of the girls at your Kingdom Hall have started learning sign language. One of the girls, the one who signs a little better and has a wart on the side of her middle finger, asked you “What’s it like to go blind when you’re already deaf?”

You would like to have told her that it’s really really bullshit and you wouldn’t wish it on your worst enemy. Or how you are sick and tired of explaining your disability to girls like her since it’s the only thing they ever notice about you. Or maybe you could have told her she better be careful because Jehovah God will get mad at her for being rude and make her lose her sight as well.

But you didn’t say any of those things. You told the girl that not everyone with Usher syndrome type 1 goes blind the exact same way. Some people might just experience night blindness and tunnel vision, while others might go completely blind. Some people are lucky, some are not. You are not. You’ve had night blindness for as long as you can remember, and your tunnel vision got really bad by the time you were eight. You lost all sight in your right eye by the time you were eleven. That was the first time you actually learned the word and sign for retinitis pigmentosa. RP is the part of Usher 1 that causes the blindness. Then the vision in your left eye got even worse when you were thirteen, and again at fourteen, and again at fifteen. And later, each time you had to relearn how to “see” the world with whatever vision was left. A doctor once told your mama that you would probably be totally blind by the time you reach thirty.

The wart-finger girl said, “But I saw you reading something last week with a magnifying glass. You’re not really ‘blind.’ ”

That’s when you wondered, Have they not been paying attention at all? Have they not noticed that you’ve been using Tactile Sign Language and have a guide dog and a white cane? Did they think you were doing this for attention? You tried not to say something insulting about their intelligence. If you were rude, the girls might refuse to tell you when your Able-Ride arrived or point you to the wrong bathroom or not let you touch their wrists a little longer than was proper.

Rule number one of being a successful DeafBlind person: BE NICE ALL THE TIME. If you don’t want to be stuck standing on a busy street corner or staring at a shelf in a food store wondering if you’ve picked up a can of peaches or a can of beans, then you will need the help of other people sometimes. This means you might need to flirt, seduce, and charm people into being your ally. It’s not smart to tell people to go fuck themselves like you sometimes want to.

Red star.

So, you politely explained to the girl with the wart on her finger that many people think the “blind” part means total darkness, this great black mass of space. That’s not how it is for you. For you, today anyway, when a good light is shining on a piece of paper and the writing is large enough, or maybe you have a magnifying glass, you are able to read with the tunnel vision in your left eye. But if there isn’t enough light or the print is too faint or small, then you’ll just pretend that you can see it and nod your head like you understand.

The other girl changed places with the wart-finger girl and put her hands in yours. The second girl smelled like sweat and a little bit like metal or blood. It was probably just her braces cutting into her gums. But your sinful brain forces you to think of someone else, the person you’re not supposed to ever think about. Against your will, you recall that first time at the Rose Garden School: the blood, the worry that you hurt her, the warm small body, her scent.

Stop it! Stop it!

Red star!

Because of your undisciplined and sinful mind, you had to ask the sweaty-metal-smelling girl to repeat what she just attempted to sign.

“So that’s great! Sometimes you can see!”

And the explaining continued. To “see” you need the conditions to be perfect: right light, right contrast, not too much movement. And even then you can usually only see parts of something you’re looking at and you have to piece them together in your mind. To capture something in that small remaining area of vision, you also need everything to stay still. But nothing stays still, including your own DeafBlind head.

You dropped a pen on the floor to demonstrate. Gravity has other rules when you have tunnel vision. Nothing ever seems to go straight down. For the sighted person it is obvious where the pen landed. But for you, it is like the pen completely disappeared off the end of the earth. Here there be monsters! You look to the floor and move your head, signing as you go: Can’t see it. Can’t see it. Can’t see it.

There isn’t a clear distinction between the “blind” area of your peripheral vision and what you can see. No. That would be too easy. Your mind samples the shapes and patterns from what’s contained in your vision field and fills in the blind area with all these geometric shapes. Your mind tricks you into thinking you are seeing things you really aren’t seeing. So finding something real gets harder.

Can’t see it. Can’t see it. Can’t see it.

There!

Suddenly the dropped pen appears like magic, but if you move your eyes even a centimeter then the evil magician that lives in your malfunctioning retina makes the dropped pen disappear again. This happens not only with pens but with books, with words, with your lunch, with the face of your friend. It’s like constantly being Sherlock Holmes in “The Case of the Hidden Visual World.”

The sweaty-metal girl and the wart-finger girl said they understood, but by that point they had grown tired of talking to you. Who knows if they understood anything you told them? They could have been rolling their eyes and telling each other they wished you’d shut up. Despite answering their questions in far too much depth, despite not being rude, despite all your efforts to be the perfect DeafBlind young man, they eventually left you alone in the middle of the room without even a wall nearby to anchor yourself. You were once again like a small piece of useless but pleasant Styrofoam floating in the middle of the Pacific. This is what it’s like to be a DeafBlind man with Usher syndrome type 1. You would probably die without the hearing-sighted to assist you, and sometimes you absolutely hate them for that.






4 THE MEETING


“You must be Cyril!”

Clara Shuster, MSW, entered the conference room clutching a stack of files. Her honey-colored hair was swept back with a black velvet headband. A string of real pearls made it clear that she wasn’t doing the shit-paying job for the money.

“Welcome to the Abilities Institute!” Clara gushed in a singsongy voice. “Thanks so much for coming in to meet Arlo!”

“No problem,” I said, trying to match the kilowatts of her smile.

“I’m a bit flustered. I just spent the morning at the Social Security office with one of our clients. The workers there can be so frustratingly insensitive, but I’m sure they have their own battles they’re fighting, right?”

“I totally get it,” I said, nodding my head empathetically. “Social work is the hardest job out there. I have the utmost respect—”

“I don’t know about that,” Clara volleyed, touching her heart. “What you do is…” She searched for the word. “Remarkable.”

“Oh, yeah, right,” I muttered. “It’s good.”

Nothing annoyed me more than hearing people getting all gooey about the sign language interpreter thing. Sure, it was a cool gig. But I wasn’t an ASL interpreter because of some innate goodness. I did it because interpreting was fun, it paid decently, and I really liked most Deaf people.

“Don’t be modest,” Clara said, pulling the student’s file from her desk. And then, just like that, her demeanor shifted to all business.

“The DeafBlind student’s name is Arlo Dilly. Twenty-three years old. Lives with his guardian, an uncle… or rather a great-uncle. Arlo has Usher syndrome 1. I’m sure you’re familiar with the condition.”

I was, but only barely, which apparently showed on my face, since Clara started to explain.

“In Arlo’s case, he was born deaf, followed by night blindness as a child, balance issues, and then a progressive loss of peripheral vision. Lost the sight in his right eye completely, and the left is on its way out. He uses two-hand Tactile. Angela says you have experience?”

“Um… a little.”

“I see. Well, Arlo will be interviewing you and the other applicant, and he’ll make the final decision quickly since the job starts Tuesday. He’s a nice young man. Very bright. But this will be the first time he’s in a classroom setting since he left high school. He needs someone comfortable with Tactile ASL.”

“Of course!” I said, feeling myself being overly eager. “It’s important that he find the right match.”

Clara looked me over, stopping her gaze at my hairline, smiling curiously, then continuing as if I hadn’t said anything.

“You would be teaming with his regular interpreter, Molly Clinch. Do you know her? She’s been with him since he was thirteen.”

Working with a team interpreter was never my favorite thing, but anytime you have a gig that goes over an hour, and where there will be incessant talking, a team is a necessary evil. The brain starts to miss things after just twenty minutes of nonstop interpreting, and sign language interpreters are at risk of repetitive stress injuries, so we’d switch on and off every twenty minutes to keep the brain fresh, the body safe, and the message accurate.

“Molly Clinch?” I repeated the name. “Is she new to the area? I thought I knew almost every terp north of Yonkers.”

“Ah,” Clara said. “Interesting. Well, as far as I know, she mostly just works with Arlo. It’s important to know that he comes from a strict Jehovah’s Witness family so has lived a fairly sheltered life. There’s also been some trauma in his past, but, well, if he wants to explain that I’m sure he will.”

Trauma? I thought. More than being raised Jehovah’s Witness?

“Hmm,” I said, nodding my head.

“Now, I need to run and make sure the other applicant is on her way.” Clara stood and made her way to the door of the conference room. “Arlo should be here any minute. I’ll be right back.”

And there I was, left alone to stare at the walls again. Opposite the inspirational posters were a series of vintage photos of former students of the Abilities Institute. By the cut of their bell-bottoms and David Cassidy feathered mullets I’d say they were taken back in the 1970s or early ’80s. Some were in wheelchairs, some had crutches, a few had white canes, and two were teenagers with Down syndrome. Each had a gigantic smile as if the photographer had tickled them into a state of euphoria.

Where are they now? I thought. Would this Arlo Dilly’s photo be up there someday? Where did the students go after here? Were they stuck in Poughkeepsie like me? Holed up in some state-run facility? Dickensian lite? Or were they able to actually get out and have a life?

I wanted a life. I needed this job.

A moment later the door pushed open and in popped the head of an old yellow service dog, followed by her slow lumbering body, and then, finally, at the other end of the harness, the DeafBlind consumer himself. So this is Arlo Dilly? He was taller than me, six foot at least, and could have been mistaken for any other twentysomething on the streets of Poughkeepsie. I mean, if you ignored his bad haircut, his uncertain and wobbly walk, his giant BluBlocker sunglasses, his dirty backpack the size of a small island, his shirt nerd-buttoned up to his neck, and his saucer-sized yellow button that proclaimed (for safety reasons), I’M DEAFBLIND.

He certainly didn’t look as scary as the DeafBlind octopus my mind had created.

Arlo’s guide dog, with her gray muzzle, pink nose, and intensely languid eyes, stared up at me almost witheringly, like she was the canine equivalent of a beleaguered and bored secretary portrayed by Agnes Moorehead. As the dog led Arlo farther into the room, he slapped his feet on the floor with loud determination, as if he was killing a bug with every step. When he accidentally sideswiped the arm of one of the conference-room chairs with his leg, he groaned in pain and angrily grabbed the offending chair as if it had tried to hit him on purpose. But then, just as quickly, he started feeling the chair, memorizing its size, shape, and place in the room.

A wave of guilt flooded over me. With any regular client, I would have immediately introduced myself and chatted. Besides being polite, it was the way I could study how the consumer signed and adjust my interpreting accordingly. But the memory of my failure with DeafBlind Shirley still haunted me. So, instead of engaging, I just sat there watching, as though Arlo were some criminal suspect behind a one-way mirror of blindness.

Arlo snapped his fingers, signing sit to his dog. The old dog obeyed and looked up at her DeafBlind boss adoringly, as if Arlo were the perfect combination of God and a raw bloody steak. Then Arlo removed his gargantuan backpack, placed it at his feet, and unzipped it. Then, step-by-step, he began transferring things between his backpack and his various pockets. A small notebook and black Sharpie were placed in the front right pocket of his khakis. He pulled a folded white cane from his back pocket and transferred it to the front pouch of the bag. His baseball cap he placed in the main compartment. He checked the contents of his wallet and replaced it in his front left pants pocket.

Finally, after everything was in its place, Arlo pulled out a bottle of eyedrops and removed his gigantic sunglasses. I could finally see his entire face. Despite the hair, despite the awful clothes, despite his whole awkward manner, he was a nice-looking young man with a firm jaw and blue eyes that were slightly crossed. He squeezed the drops in each eye and then let them adjust. A moment later he appeared to look around the room until his eyes settled on me.

He sees me. I expected him to confront me about not declaring my presence. For even then, I knew that not announcing myself was considered incredibly rude. I held my breath, ready to accept a scolding. But a second later his eyes floated past me, and he hunted for the chair he had recently bumped into and sat down. He didn’t see me. So, I continued to observe for a minute more. His Disney-animated eyebrows conducted an orchestra of internal emotions: a sweet memory, an annoyance, anxiety, sadness—something darker. Shirley’s face had shown nothing; Arlo’s was a full-on carnival of secrets.

“Growlf!” Arlo’s old dog glared at me reproachfully. Guilt-stricken, I tiptoed over to the door, opened it, and slammed it hard to indicate I had just arrived. Arlo’s head turned toward the door, a look of anticipation on his face.

“Hello? Interpreter?”

Arlo quickly squeezed some sanitizer onto his hands and then reached out two feet to the right of me. I scooted over to shake.

“Hello?” Arlo signed. “My name A-R-L-O. Name-sign: (Arlo twists the letter A into his cheek. Name-signs like this usually mean the person has a dimple there). You certified interpreter?”

Arlo’s hands floated in the air in front of me, palms down, waiting. I hesitated. My hands were shaking. Finally, I lifted them into his.

“Hi. Yes. I’m C-Y-R-I-L. My name-sign is (my pointer finger lies flat above my eyebrows and wiggles in imitation of my forehead’s tendency to twitch when I’m excited—my Deaf ex gave me it when we first met). Nice to meet you.”

I removed my hands so Arlo could answer.

“People here [in the room]… how many?” Arlo asked, his expression puzzled. “Before, someone here. Maybe other female interpreter?”

Again, I placed my hands back into Arlo’s. That’s how it would go from then on. He talks: ASL in the air as usual. I talk: his hands on top of mine, feeling my signs.

“Yes… I mean… no,” I lied. “I just got here. Just you, me, and your dog, who I hope doesn’t like to eat interpreters for lunch. Ha ha.”

I added a ha ha sign at the end so he knew I was joking.


Sign HA HA: Upside-down “H” hand with thumb out. The two fingers casually jiggle like legs kicking in laughter. Also an abstracted spelling of H-A-H-A.



Arlo smiled. Dimples. Teeth. Wattage. But a split second later it was all gone, swallowed by a look of concerned curiosity. Meanwhile, I felt myself attempting to combat his blindness with a kind of visual shouting, broadening my own smile to the point of ridiculousness. My expressive face, my greatest tool, was worthless.

Arlo nudged his dog with his knee and snapped his fingers, commanding her to lie down. She hesitated, still staring at me, like she didn’t trust me.

“Sorry,” Arlo signed. Snaps fingers. “Very old guide dog. Grumpy.” Snaps fingers. “Letting you know she will angry if you hurt boss. That’s me. Ha ha.”

Suddenly I got it: The dog’s name was Snap. With Arlo’s hands atop mine, listening, I talked to the dog.

“Don’t worry, Snap! I’m a good guy. Although I’m a cat man by nature. Ha ha.”

Arlo didn’t laugh. Neither did Snap. All three of us simply waited. Me staring awkwardly at him. Him staring three inches to the right of my head. Snap, her ridiculously expressive brown eyes on the verge of rolling at the absurdity of my discomfort.

“Excuse me,” Arlo finally signed. “Personal question. You JW?”

It took me a second to understand what he meant. Then I remembered: J-W was the sign for Jehovah’s Witness. Usually, a new Deaf consumer would first ask whether or not I came from a Deaf family and then if I was married and had kids. They never began with a question about my religion.

“So is this your first time taking a college class?” I asked, attempting to deflect.

Arlo’s eyebrows furrowed.

“Believe in Jesus?” he asked, clearly not letting it go. “Catholic? Jewish?”

How much was I willing to hide my heathen homosexuality in order to get the job? A bad interpreter-client match is the worst thing in the world.

“I don’t usually talk about that,” I said. “But if you want to know, I wouldn’t say I’m an atheist. That’s way too committal. If not knowing or caring were a religion, that would be the one I’d join.”

Arlo appeared confused by my response.

“Is that a problem?” I asked.

Snap half barked, half growled, nudging her gray muzzle between Arlo and me. Was the dog religious too? Arlo pushed the dog’s snout down and pointed his finger admonishingly. Snap lowered her head, her judgmental eyes still glaring at me. Imposter! she seemed to be thinking. He’s not suited to this job!

“Okay,” Arlo signed to me. “Understand. But you will die forever. Not afraid? Sorry. Sorry. Right. Too personal.”

Arlo tilted his head away from me, his eyebrows indicating some inner dialogue was happening. I was certain I had lost the gig. My escape plan to Philly would crumble, but at least Arlo would get some devout Tactile interpreter who could share her favorite Bible passages with him. And I wouldn’t have to break my promise to myself. Still, I felt disappointed.

“One more question?” Arlo suddenly signed. “Maybe later when Judgment Day happen, then you will believe in Jehovah God?”

I was just about to answer a decided no when Clara Shuster suddenly entered, causing me to nervously shove my hands into my pockets. Seeing Arlo’s hands hanging in the air waiting for me, Clara raised her eyebrows in a gentle reprimand.

“Remember, he’s tactile,” she said. “He looks like he sees you, right? He’s probably faking.”

I started to explain myself, but Clara held her hand up, her thumb and pointer finger indicating a pea-sized hole.

“He can only see about this much in his left eye these days, and even that’s starting to get foggy. With the right magnification equipment he can see enough to read, but tends to use braille for anything really long.”

“Other person here?” Arlo asked.

Arlo had noticed from my movements that I was talking to someone and not interpreting—something I usually would never do, since it’s incredibly impolite. I apologized and quickly, without voicing, caught Arlo up on everything Clara had said. A faint smile appeared on his face. I couldn’t tell whether it was due to Clara’s comment about his “faking it” or simply because I had interpreted everything.

While this short, silent exchange between us happened, Clara, who didn’t know sign language, stood there looking uncomfortable.

“What are you two signing to each other?”

“Um… just interpreting,” I said.

Clara looked at me and smiled knowingly.

“You know he perceives a lot more than we think. Trust me. He’s a smart one, and adorable, as you can see. Don’t tell him I said that.”

I already had, including her request not to interpret what she said. (Never tell an interpreter not to interpret something said in front of a Deaf person.) Arlo smiled as his cheeks flushed. Snap pricked up her floppy ears, gave a funny little happy growl, and banged her tail twice on the floor.

“Oh hush, Snap!” Clara said playfully. “They need to retire that old dog soon. She’s got arthritis in her hips and her eyesight is somewhat questionable. Sometimes I’m not sure who’s guiding whom. Now, if you wouldn’t mind interpreting some business I have with Arlo? It will be a good way for him to see your style. I’ll do the same with the other applicant.”

What followed was a typical case manager–client conversation about things related to school: access to the library’s computer, mobility issues that could arise on a campus built on a hillside, how the state would cover the cost of books and provide a vibrating alarm clock for free.

Arlo appeared to understand everything I was interpreting, with only some clarifications on whether I was fingerspelling a D or an L. In the middle of one of Clara’s sentences Arlo interrupted, indicating he was just talking to me, and not to voice what he was saying.

“Clara Shuster’s face?” he asked. “Smiling, frowning—which?”

“Her expression is, well, in between. But not angry. Professional.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

Then it hit me. To do the job right for Arlo, it wasn’t just about the language; I would need to describe people’s expressions, the room where they stood, whether they had food in their teeth. Everything. Distracted, I completely lost what Clara was talking about and had to ask her to repeat herself. When she did, I noticed my hands were shaking again. Then I started to worry whether Arlo smelled the half bottle of red wine I had the night before. I suddenly couldn’t breathe. A pipe-burst of sweat poured down my armpits. It was the DeafBlind octopus thing. It was back.

“You okay?” Arlo asked.

“Yes, yes, sure! It’s just very hot in here.”

I took a deep breath and tried to focus. Just do the job! Then, as Clara talked about Arlo’s goals for the class, I wanted to somehow replicate her demeanor, so I let my wrists go a little limp to indicate the languid lilt of her snooty, Connecticut-raised accent. She talked about how Arlo’s uncle felt it was necessary that Arlo improve his written communication since he was set to go on a yearlong mission to Ecuador with his church at the end of summer, and one of his tasks would include putting together written material. Finally, as I worked on “embodying” Clara’s voice in my signs, my interpreter “flow” kicked in. Arlo was nodding at all the right places. He was getting it. Also turning Arlo’s ASL into spoken English—what we call “voicing”—went incredibly smoothly. When the Deaf person and the interpreter are a good match it can feel a little like channeling a vocal spirit. My shaking stopped. My sweating stopped.

I can do this!

“Well, it seems like you two work well together,” Clara finally said, noticing Arlo’s engagement. “So Arlo just needs to meet the other interpreter applicant, and then we’ll give you a call.”

“No. Wait!” Arlo signed, interrupting Clara. “Other interpreter… Don’t need. I decide finish. I want Cyril!”

Arlo searched for my face.

“Cyril? Interpret for me? Will?”

Suddenly, Arlo was making it my choice. If I didn’t leave then, it was going to be a long, complicated summer. The job frightened the hell out of me, but it was also beginning to excite me.

“Sure,” I said. “I’m available.”

Arlo smiled while Clara clapped her hands, like a baby had said “Mama” for the first time.

“Great! I’ll have the secretary let the other interpreter know we’ll keep her on our list as a sub or if something changes. Now, Cyril, if you wouldn’t mind, could you interpret just one more thing I need to tell Arlo?”

“Sure, no problem.”

Clara explained how she was going to need to either cancel or reschedule Arlo’s campus orientation over the weekend since Molly, his regular interpreter, wasn’t available.

“But class start Tuesday,” Arlo said, looking distraught. “I finish touch campus—haven’t. First time. Cafeteria… where? Library for internet… where? I know nothing. Campus very big, complicated. Molly told me maybe one thousand stairs.”

Arlo indicated the warren of stairways that made up the hillside campus.

“Cyril interpret—can?” Arlo asked.

“I’m afraid I’m not available until Tuesday,” I signed and voiced. “I wish I was.”

“If Cyril can’t,” Arlo signed, frustrated, “can find other interpreter? Okay? If can’t… no problem. Sorry.”

If I were to describe my first impressions of Arlo, I would have said he was a smart, humble, and polite young man on the surface, but there was something underneath. It was as if he carried a heavy vessel filled with sorrow inside his chest. He reminded me of someone, but, at that moment, I couldn’t figure it out.

“I’m sorry, Arlo. It’s just not possible,” Clara said, exaggerating her disappointment. “You know how hard it is to find an interpreter last-minute. Of course, you could just use your SBC to communicate with the trainer?”

Arlo’s brow knitted and he pursed his lips. He explained how the SBC (screen braille communicator), a device on which Arlo would type to the non-signing trainer, was an older, cumbersome model. Using it would require him to sit at a table every time he needed to say something. Definitely not ideal while one was learning his way around a hilly campus with a dog and/or white cane. Clara apologized, saying she knew his equipment was out of date, but quickly got off the topic. (Clearly there was a story there.) Then she reiterated that an interpreter just wasn’t possible. I waited for Arlo to put his foot down and demand Clara try harder to find one.

“Okay,” he finally signed, forcing a smile. “Never mind.”

“Fantastic!” Clara said, ignoring Arlo’s obvious distress. “Then we’re all set.”

My redheaded temper began to flare. I desperately wanted to quote the law to Clara that gave Arlo the right to have an interpreter there. But it isn’t kosher for an interpreter to just interject their opinions while working. More importantly, it’s best to let the client advocate for themselves. However, I also knew how some Deaf, unaware of the law, would simply accept when hearing people would intentionally or unintentionally deny them their legal right to accommodation. I held my breath. Say something, Arlo! Please, say something, so I don’t have to! Then, after watching Clara Shuster, MSW, write a note that Arlo would forgo the campus orientation, I couldn’t control myself. Without voicing, I quickly asked Arlo if he wouldn’t mind if I said something to Clara myself. He looked puzzled but told me to go ahead.

“Pardon me,” I blurted out nervously, speaking and signing simultaneously. “This is Cyril talking now. Mrs. Shuster, I know it’s crazy hard to get an interpreter last-minute, and I’m sure you’ve tried your best. But, as you know, the ADA requires appropriate, qualified access for communication. And Arlo’s correct. That campus is nuts with stairways, so he’ll clearly need an interpreter and the orientation. Sorry if I’m speaking out of turn, Mrs. Shuster, but I’m wondering if you’ve tried some of the other agencies?”

I then listed all the other good interpreting agencies within fifty miles of Poughkeepsie. Clara’s face made it clear she did not appreciate my supplanting her position as the chief social justice warrior in the house, but still she copied down the names and said she would try to find someone. When the interaction was completed, I noticed Arlo spell out the letters A-D-A to himself, like they were some magical incantation to which he was not privy.

“You do know what the ADA is, right?” I signed to him, still simultaneously speaking so Clara could hear me. “Americans with Disabilities Act?”

“I think that’s enough for now, Mr. Brewster,” Clara whispered, her teeth bared in an outsized smile. (Social worker lingo for I want to kill you.) “I’m sure Arlo is well aware of his rights but thank you for reminding us.”

I tried to imbue Clara’s terse yet placating tone into my interpretation.

“Cyril, question?” Arlo asked me privately. “Clara… angry now?”

“Not angry. Just a little annoyed—with me. I get the feeling she didn’t like me talking so much about the ADA. But I’m only guessing.”

Arlo nodded, affirming that he understood. Then, as Clara was about to end the meeting, there was a knock at the door. Clara called for whoever it was to come in. There at the door was a thin, short woman, probably in her early fifties. Her brown hair was streaked with silver and pulled back with a velvet headband, the sort women wore in the 1980s. She was not unattractive, but her face looked sullied by weariness and disappointment. She wore a neat polka dot skirt and a solid black sweater. Black in the summertime? She had to be another sign language interpreter, but one I didn’t know. She was clearly disturbed to see my hands atop Arlo’s.

“Oh, good!” Clara exclaimed. “Cyril, this is Arlo’s regular SSP and longtime interpreter, Molly Clinch.”

As soon as I fingerspelled Molly’s name, Arlo’s body tensed, and his eyes darted nervously around the room.

“Molly, I’m so sorry,” Clara continued. “I’m afraid we won’t be interviewing your friend. Arlo has decided to go with Cyril here as your team for the summer. So we’re all set.”

“Pleased to meet you, Molly,” I said, my hands still in Arlo’s, interpreting.

Pursing her lips so tightly they virtually disappeared, Molly gestured at me like a shit stain on a new white carpet.

“Does Brother Birch know about this?”






5 LEAVING HOME


Just after you finished eating a peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich for lunch, you are surprised when Molly walks into the kitchen of Brother Birch’s house. You can instantly recognize her propulsive, angry footsteps, which tap the floor like the end of a wooden broomstick. Molly rarely comes over to interpret without you knowing first.

A minute later you find out why.

“You never should have made a decision about the interpreter without consulting me,” Brother Birch says, via Molly’s interpreting. “You put us in a very awkward situation. Didn’t you know Molly had already told her friend she had the job?”

You explain that Mrs. Shuster was the one who said it was better to have a male interpreter voicing for you to reduce confusion when you speak. This is a lie.

Red star.

“But we know nothing about this man,” Brother Birch says. You can tell he is getting aggravated by the way Molly is interpreting. “You know how much I care for you, Arlo. You’ve done so well over the last several years. But remember: The Devil will find every opportunity to corrupt our hearts. We don’t want a repeat of what happened before.”

Brother Birch doesn’t finish his thought. You ask Molly to repeat her interpretation in case you missed something. She says: Doesn’t matter. Then you remember. Even talking about what happened five and a half years ago at the Rose Garden School is forbidden. It lives in phrases like “before” or “doesn’t matter” or in the dangling stillness at the ends of sentences.

You lower your head, squinching your eyebrows so you look very sad that you disappointed anyone. Then you tell Brother Birch that you can write Mrs. Shuster in the morning and ask that they hire Molly’s friend instead. Molly’s hands pause and you feel her shift in her seat. You know they won’t be able to do this, because Mrs. Shuster explained that canceling interpreters at the last minute is very expensive. But you pretend not to know this.

Ha! You got them!

“Unfortunately, we’re stuck with him now,” Brother Birch says. “Luckily Molly will be there to make sure he’s a good fit.”

Smiling is the worst thing to do at this moment. To prevent yourself from smiling you tilt your head downward and suck in your lips, crushing the smile inside your face. Brother Birch asks you if something is wrong. You tell him you have a headache.

“Get a glass of water and then go prepare for Bible study tomorrow. I need to speak with Molly alone right now.”

While Brother Birch and Molly tell secrets, you and Snap walk down to your bedroom in the hot basement. You sit at your desk. Snap lays her warm body at your feet and licks your pant leg to remind you she loves you. You turn on your computer. You go to the website JW.org and try to read The Watchtower–Study Edition. The question is: How Can You Safeguard Your Heart? How Satan Tries to Infect Our Heart. Your left eye immediately becomes tired, so you stop reading. You let yourself think about the new college class on Tuesday with Cyril, the new male team interpreter working with Molly. A new interpreter who will interpret everything. This makes your body rock back and forth, and you allow your face to smile. It’s not often that something new happens in your life lately. Other than visits to the ophthalmologist and the Abilities Institute for training, the last several years have been about one thing: becoming a spiritually strong young man. Being spiritually strong means preparing for and going to the Kingdom Hall for Public Talk, Watchtower Study, Theocratic Ministry School, Bible study, and, if you want to keep your auxiliary pioneer status, a minimum of seven and a half hours of field service a week standing at the mall or going door-to-door with Brother Birch. It’s exhausting. A big portion of your free time is spent alone in your room reading JW.org, trying to avoid being tempted by forbidden websites, thinking about committing red star sins, praying not to commit them, and, more often than not, committing them and then praying for forgiveness. Every single other moment, when you’re not sleeping, bathing, or eating, you get lost in the fantasy place inside your mind. And, to be totally honest, even when you’re doing most of the other activities, you still spend much of the time in your fantasy place. The outside world can be tedious, but in the fantasy place you can time travel, and remember forbidden things, and pretend things are different than they are.

But starting Tuesday, for three hours a day, your outside life will be different. You will learn to improve your writing, and there will be new people sitting right next to you in class. Being friends with worldly people is forbidden, but it’s okay if you witness to them. How many of the other students will be your same age? How many will be men and how many will be women? Inside your fantasy place you imagine a young woman who will be shorter than you, who will sit right next to you. You will be surprised to learn that she knows sign language too, and is a spiritually strong JW with smooth, soft, dry fingers that say funny things. Her wrists will be thinner than yours, and her skin will smell of baby powder and body odor and when no one is looking she will let you…

Red star.

Your eyes focus again on the big white letters on the black screen: Satan. You switch the screen from JW.org to the search engine, and try to remember what the male interpreter told you today about the… what was it? A-D-A law? It meant the America… Disable… something. ADA. Why has no one ever told you about this law before? You type the letters ADA and the word law into the search bar and press Enter. Suddenly the page fills with selections. The first link your vision settles on says: What is the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990? That was it! That’s what the interpreter called it: the Americans with Disability Act.

In the middle of reading the page about the ADA you feel someone coming down the steps to the basement. The footsteps are of moderate weight and irregular. It’s Mrs. Brother Birch, who is always trying to reduce her weight to take the pain off her arthritic knee. If she catches you not preparing for Bible study, she will snitch to Brother Birch. Your hands are shaking as you switch back to the JW.org page and start to nod your head thoughtfully in case she’s looking. A moment later the thump-womp-thump of the dryer vibrates through the floor, followed by Mrs. Brother Birch’s uneven footsteps clomping back up the steps until they are gone. You are safe.

Sniff.

The laundry machine: wet metal, soiled clothes, and soap.

The dryer: electric fire and…

Sniff sniff.

Your mind attaches to something else: orange-smelling fabric softener. A memory flashes across your brain: A dark room. A chilly morning. Folded clothes piled on the bed. A suitcase?

“MAMA? What?” You signed into the darkness.

That chilly morning you first went away to school. Early September? Late August? Your mama’s living room. Ten years ago. You were thirteen. The dim light rendered you totally blind, but you could smell her scent: coffee and milk, the orange blossom perfume she’d buy at the Walgreens because she knew you liked it. Something was wrong. You could read your mama’s moods by the pulse of her blood, the flick of her finger, her breath. She was the Earth; you were her moon.

“Mama? What?”

You waved your hands in the air in front of you. Your knowledge of real ASL was still limited, but your mother’s was almost nonexistent. She never studied sign language, so your entire relationship was contained within the boundaries of homemade gestures, bad lipreading (when you could see better), and a handful of signs she had learned from the interpreters at the Kingdom Hall: want, toilet, bad, good, boy, girl, where, please, sorry, when, now, later, hamburger, tomorrow, eat/food, Jehovah, God, Jesus, funny, thank you, Mama, and your name sign.

Mama’s real name was Alma Dilly. Because you knew her before you lost most of your vision, her face remains one of the only ones you can still see clearly with your mind’s eye. Her eyes were hazel. Her face was very pale. When she smiled, one side of her mouth went higher than the other, and she smiled at you often. But that morning you couldn’t see her face. It was far too dark. You could only feel her body walking back and forth across the room, first to the bureau, then the bed. You chased her vibration.

“What do?” you begged, forcing your fingers into her face. “Me red star? Me bad boy?”

She said nothing.

Following her to the bed, you felt the piles of clothes: your favorite polo shirt, underwear, corduroy dungarees—the kind you liked to run your fingers across, feeling the scratchy velvety ribs. Why were your clothes out? Your hands searched across the span of the bed until they hit something large and hard with a texture like the sandpapery skin of a snake.

Sniff.

The smell of old shoes and cardboard. Your mother’s big suitcase. Packing? Yours was always the smaller suitcase. Why were your clothes going into her suitcase? A waft of cold air blew against your face. The front door opened.

Sniff.

Your stomach clenched. The oily smell of Tiger Balm and a bacon breakfast: No, no, no! Brother Birch is here.

Brother Birch, your mother’s uncle, the most respected elder in your entire Kingdom Hall. You hated him when you were little. Brother Birch, who forced you to sit motionless during the long and boring Public Talk, and if you squirmed he would press his fat thumbnail into your thigh, clamping his thick, hairy, calloused hand across your mouth if you dared to scream out. Back then, like your mother, he knew no sign language.

“Brother Birch drive us?” you asked anxiously. “Your clothes… where? We go together? Please talk something! Mama!”

You shook her cold hands, hoping words would free themselves. When they didn’t, you reached up to her face and met her quivering lower lip, a worried brow, and wet cheeks. You traced the liquid to the source at the corners of her eyes.

“Crying? Mama? What for? What for? What for?”

Suddenly, as if a tornado had lifted you, Brother Birch yanked you by the waist from your mother’s side. Instinctively, your feet kicked backward, landing your heels squarely into his shins. He dropped you and your elbow cracked onto the hardwood floor. Weeping, your screams vibrated through your body. Mama pulled you up to her chest, stroking your hair, kissing your forehead.

“Don’t want go with Brother Birch! Please, Mama, please!”

“No… bad boy,” she signed, awkwardly. “Yes… good… boy.”

Again Brother Birch wrestled you from your mama’s arms and dragged you, screaming and kicking, across the floor and out the door. The cold morning air stung your tear-spattered cheeks. The rising sun shot stinging glares into your eyes. But when your limited vision adjusted, you saw a large, strange woman opening the door of a white van. The suitcase with your clothes getting put in the back. Where are they taking me? Despite fighting for your freedom, Brother Birch managed to get you into the back of the van. The van driver laid her fat body across yours, suffocating you. They intended to break you. You had no choice. You pushed the air from your lungs up and across your vocal cords until the sound vibrated behind your nose.

“Sss… sorry!”

Finally getting off you, they strapped the buckle tightly across your lap. The cold, scratchy vinyl seats smelled like plastic. The van’s engine rumbled. Gas fumes and the stink of a freshly lit cigarette burned your throat. You thought your body was quaking from its tears until you realized the van was moving. How would you find your way back home if you could no longer see? You pressed your face into the cold window, screaming and signing as large as you could.

“Mama! Mama! Please! Can’t see! I want stay home! Please! Stay home!”

The van jerked to a stop.

Had your mama heard? Any moment the door would slide open and she would pull you into her soft-as-pillows arms and take you back into the house and feed you Tang and Oreo cookies, just like the two previous times this happened. She would kiss you a hundred times all over your face, then press her fist into her chest, signing SORRY, SORRY. But you would turn your angry head away and cross your arms just so she knew how much she had hurt you. But then you would forgive her.

You waited. You waited. You waited.



When the sad memory is over your fingers are curled into fists. You are back inside your basement room, sitting in front of your computer. You are twenty-three years old. Your mother has been dead for six years. Brother Birch takes care of you now and he often pats you on the back and can sign “Good boy. Good Arlo. Jehovah God loves you. I love you.” You take a deep breath. The giant white cursor is still flashing on the screen. There are no footsteps any longer, only the constant vibration and rhythmic throbbing of the clothes in the dryer. You return to the page that talks about the ADA law. You start to read.






6 FIRST DAY OF CLASS


One of the best things about working as a freelance sign language interpreter was that I rarely had to work in one place for very long. Most gigs were two-hour-minimum one-offs: doctor’s visits, Social Security appointments, job interviews, that sort of thing. Even the longer assignments, like semester-long college classes, never lasted long enough for me to start disliking any one place or person very deeply, or vice versa. I have always been someone who could love just about anyone or anywhere for about two hours. After that it’s diminishing returns.

While Dutchess Community College isn’t nearly as stately as nearby Marist or Vassar, its lovely setting on the side of a hill gives it some of the best views of the countryside outside of Poughkeepsie. As soon as I got off the elevator on the third floor, I got a whiff of that “first day of school” smell. Even in middle age it immediately made my stomach slightly queasy. Being the only redheaded, gay kid growing up, I was a target for bullies and hated school. My best friend, Hanne, was the one saving grace during my junior and senior years. Then again, I spent half the time blowing off classes so I could cruise older, married guys during lunchtime at Kaal Rock Park or in the JCPenney bathrooms upstairs at the Galleria. As irony would have it, I often ended up interpreting the same classes I used to skip.

As soon as I turned the corner toward the Office of Accommodative Services, I saw Arlo and his interpreter, Molly Clinch, standing by the door, with Snap lying at Arlo’s feet looking bored. Arlo wore the same outfit I saw him in at the Abilities Institute: khakis and blue oxford shirt buttoned to the neck. The look seemed out of place next to all the T-shirt-and-shorts-wearing students swarming the hallway. Molly looked exactly the same as that first day: same headband, same world-weariness, but instead of a polka dot skirt, this one was black and printed with violets. I decided to hang back for a moment just to get a handle on how Molly worked with Arlo. I quickly figured out that she and Arlo were having some sort of disagreement.

“Please,” Arlo begged. “Maybe just try, okay?”

“No,” Molly signed, her eyes widening in annoyance. “That’s not your section for the class. The booklet says it’s closed. That means it’s full. Finish. End of story.”

“I know. But yesterday Disability Office advisor email me. Say if professor sign permission paper… then… fine. Join class… can!”

I missed what Arlo signed next but was able to glean that he found something on a website that rated the professor as the best writing teacher at the college.

“Website said other teacher ‘boring’… very low rating. Can we try join class? Please?”

Molly shook her head, her thin lips squeezed tight. She looked at Arlo more like an aggravated mother than an interpreter.

“No. That’s enough. We will follow the schedule you were given. That’s how college works!”

Molly’s ASL, while not exactly beautiful, was fluent, which was a relief. An ASL interpreter being qualified for a job is never guaranteed in a state that doesn’t require interpreters to be licensed or certified. It was what Molly said that bothered me. It was never an interpreter’s place to make a decision for the Deaf. Our job is to interpret the message well enough so that the Deaf can make decisions for themselves. I might have said something, except that Molly had been Arlo’s interpreter for a decade. I was the new guy. Still, there was something off about their whole interaction. Then I caught sight of The Watchtower magazine sticking out of Molly’s purse. She was a JW too. I was about to spend my whole summer with two JWs. Yippee for me.

I had nothing against JWs. Some of the best and nicest interpreters in New York State are Jehovah’s Witnesses. And I was certain she’d have had plenty of experience working with a gay guy. One of the weirder aspects of the interpreting business is that it is, for the most part, composed of four discrete groups: children of Deaf adults (known as CODAs), brainy progressive women, overly zealous religious folks, and finally, queers like me. CODAs become terps because ASL is their native language and practically a ready-made career. Brainy progressive women because it is a profession where they never stop learning and get to make a positive difference in the world. Religious zealots because interpreting offers a flexible schedule to do missionary work and knowing ASL allows them to proselytize to a marginalized group. Out west the Mormons fit this slot. Here in the Northeast we have the JWs. As far as we queers go, I suppose it’s because we understand what it is to be an outsider, not to mention we look hot in black and are great with our hands.

“Hey there!” I finally shouted, hoping my interruption of the disagreement would work in Arlo’s favor. “Hope I’m not too late.”

Molly looked at her watch and let Arlo know I had arrived.

“I was always taught it’s customary to arrive at a new job at least fifteen minutes early,” Molly signed without a hint of humor.

So much for her being the nice kind of Jehovah’s Witness. It was far too soon to tell her to shove it up her skinny, sour JW butt, so I forced a smile and lied about not being familiar with the campus.

“So where’s this class?” I asked.

“Arlo’s schedule says to go to room C-122,” Molly said, simultaneously signing to Arlo. “We can’t change that now.”

Arlo looked distressed. I tapped him on the shoulder, and his hands lifted into mine.

“Hi! Sorry I was late,” I signed. “You look upset. Is something wrong?”

Arlo shook his head no, but his face twitched with dismay.

“I just want take different professor’s class,” he signed. “Molly say: Impossible. Class full. Close finish. Sorry.”

“I’m sure Molly is just following rules,” I signed, trying to appease Molly a little. At first anyway. “When I was in college up in Rochester, I used to always get into classes that were supposedly full. You don’t mind if we try, do you, Molly?”

As she had done that first day at the Abilities Institute, Molly looked at me with such disgust, you’d think I just ate a baby. She quickly shoved her hands under Arlo’s, nearly knocking me out of the way in the process.

“That’s very nice of Cyril to offer his opinion. But this isn’t Rochester. Let’s go before you miss the start of your class.”

Molly began leading Arlo toward his originally scheduled class. No longer able to control myself, I headed them off, stopping them, and addressed Molly while I interpreted for Arlo.

“Whoa there, Molly! Remember, you and me, we’re just the interpreters, right? Isn’t it, you know, better to support Arlo in making his own decisions? Can we agree on that?”

Molly rubbed her hands down her flowered print skirt, wiping the fury into the folds of violets.

“Excuse me, Mr. Brewster?” Molly’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “How long have you actually worked with Arlo? A day? An hour? By my watch I’d say between five and seven minutes, if we include the walk from your car to arrive here—late. Now, shall I suggest we get to the class and do the jobs we are paid for?”

Molly rolled her eyes and again offered her arm to Arlo. Annoyed, I yanked Arlo’s hands back into mine.

“Of course, as all interpreters know, Molly”—my voice wavered with nervous anger—“the Deaf consumer is the boss, right? So, Arlo, what would you like to do?”

There we were, me and another interpreter, standing in the middle of a hallway using the DeafBlind student in a game of tug-of-war. How did it all fall apart so quickly? I will surely be fired before the day is out. But then I saw it: while Molly was seething, Arlo was suppressing a smile.

“Calm, calm,” Arlo signed. “Everyone confuse. Hold on. Idea! Maybe this time I decide? Okay, Molly? I will ask professor sign paper—okay? Suppose say ‘no’? Then accept! We go back regular class. Okay, Molly, okay?”

At first Molly looked annoyed. But then, as she stared for a second at Arlo’s nervous smiling face, I caught the quickest glimmer of something: her heart, it appeared, did beat.

“Fine,” Molly signed, rolling her eyes. “But it’s a waste of time.”

Then, without interpreting for Arlo, she whispered at me through her teeth: “So this is how you are? They warned me about you.”






7 BANISTERS AND BALONEY


You are walking down the hallway with Snap, Molly, and Cyril, your new interpreter. You grasp Molly’s elbow. Some people get fat when they are older. Molly has gotten skinnier and smaller as if she has been shrinking. When you first met Molly ten years ago at the Rose Garden School you were only thirteen and had just woken up in the strange bed after having cried yourself to sleep. It was dark, and you didn’t know where they had taken you. It was Molly’s cold fingers that told you everything.

“It’s called the Rose Garden School,” she signed.

“Roses?” you asked, sniffing the night air. “Can’t smell!”

“There are no rose gardens here. It’s just a name.”

“You my interpreter?” you asked in your hodgepodge of basic ASL and homemade signs you used with your mother.

“I’m called an intervenor. It’s like a teacher and an interpreter all in one,” she signed.

“I want go home!”

Many of Molly’s signs were unfamiliar, but you could already tell she was more accomplished than any of your previous interpreters. She told you that the Rose Garden School would be your new home, and that you would sleep in a dorm called Magnolia House, which was also named for a flower, and no, there were no magnolias anywhere near Magnolia House.

“I want see Mama!”

“Try to stop crying,” Molly signed. Her hands were chilly but not unkind. “You’ll see her at winter break and in the summers. But you need to be an example when the other children arrive. Jehovah God is depending on you!”

For the first two weeks Molly and Costas, the orientation and mobility instructor, were the only people with whom you interacted. Costas showed you how to find your way around the school, teaching you things like running your cane along the side of the pavement—“shorelining”—and then to turn right when the grass starts in order to find the cafeteria.

“Make sure you don’t only tap your cane in front of you,” Costas signed. “Sweep it back and forth like this. Remember the cane is there both to alert you to obstacles and also to signal to others that you have vision problems.”

At the start of the second week, the school was officially open, and Molly guided you to a giant hall that was very bright and painted orange and yellow. You felt the breeze and bump of hundreds of children’s bodies. The floor rumbled like an earthquake of feet.

“This is the cafeteria,” Molly signed, seating you at a big long table. “Don’t move. I’ll be back with your lunch in a few minutes.”

You sat there waiting, frightened and excited. But no matter how you strained to see the other students with the vision in your left eye, their faces flew by like the rapidly flipping pages of a book. If you looked farther off, you could catch glimpses of Deaf children releasing thousands of words into the air with their hands. They all seemed to know one another. A wave of homesickness crashed over you and you squeezed your eyes closed so you wouldn’t cry.

A moment later someone’s hot breath huffed onto your cheek.

“Molly?” You reached out your hand, but whoever it was jumped out of the way too quickly for you to see.

Sniff.

An unfamiliar spicy-sweet smell filled your nose.

“Who?” you asked, turning toward the scent. “Stop playing!”

A breeze of a hand waved at the other side of your head. You snapped your head toward it, but just as quickly it disappeared. Then a purposeful blast of air blew into your hair. This time you swung your arm, but the sneaky child disappeared into the chaos of the cafeteria.

“What’s wrong?” Molly asked, after setting a food tray in front of you. “Why did you try to hit me?”

You explained to Molly about the mysterious child blowing on you, but she dismissed it as unimportant and told you to eat. Your fingers found a glass of milk, an apple, two slices of bread with something in the middle.
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