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“An absolute page turner, if you're ready for a glimpse into the high-stakes world of emergency services, this is the book. From beginning to end, it had me. It’s so much more than 911 Dispatching, it’s the heart of why some folk wake up every day and face the worst of humanity. Anhalt champion’s dark humor and the compassion it takes to be a 911 Dispatcher. I couldn’t put it down.” 

—Miranda Levi, award winning author of 

From A Youth A Fountain Did Flow 

& A Tear In Time

“Told in the honest, dry wit of someone who has been there, From the 911 Files is an eye-opening look behind the scenes at the people we depend upon to answer our emergency calls. The story within is captivating and well-written, making the audience a part of the action as we delve into what it means to be a dispatcher in today's chaotic world. Full of heart, gritty truth, and enough humor to soften the blow, I recommend this book to anyone who wants to see the reality faced by the heroes we look to in our darkest hour.”

— Cheree Alsop, author of the 

Werewolf Academy series.
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This book is dedicated to all who have experienced loss, tragedy, and adversity. “From the 911 Files” is a labor of love. It’s themes of resilience, courage, and hope are universal and relevant to anyone who has ever faced challenges.

To the first responders who put themselves in harm's way to protect others, to the medical professionals who work tirelessly to heal the sick and injured, and to the everyday heroes who quietly make a difference in their communities, this book is dedicated to you. Your selflessness and dedication inspire us all.

To Skyler, I love you forever.

Additionally, I would like to dedicate this book to my family and friends, whose unwavering support and encouragement have been a constant source of inspiration throughout my writing career. Thank you for believing in me and constantly pushing me to be my best, especially Chris, the firefighter.

Finally, to the readers who have taken the time to explore this story, I am grateful for your willingness to engage with new ideas and perspectives. I hope that "From the 911 Files" will entertain, challenge, and inspire you and remind you of the power of human connection, empathy, and hope in the face of adversity.

The following is a re-telling of 911 events during my tenure as a 911 dispatcher. All names, dates, and locations have been changed to protect the parties' identities, even mine. All events that happen at a 911-call center are public record. Consider this an added level of precaution. Please enjoy.

Jackson Anhalt 
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An Introduction To The World Of 911
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DISPATCH: 911, where is your emergency? 

Elderly Female Caller: Well, this really isn’t an emergency.

Dispatch: Ok, well, what’s going on? 

Elderly Female Caller: I sat down for dinner tonight. I made soup. I called my husband to the table. We were having our dinner. 

Dispatch: What exactly do you want to report? 

Elderly Female Caller: Well, my husband passed out in his soup. 

Dispatch: Is he breathing? 

Elderly Female Caller: No. 
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I HAVE A GUNSHOT WOUND to the head, a shoplifter in custody at Walmart, a few traffic stops, and a guy masturbating at the park,” I said, handing my headset to my partner. 

“Sounds good. Have a good break. See you in fifteen minutes.” 

Fifteen whole minutes of freedom. I can really take the time to reflect on my morning, the pursuit that ended in a crash on the highway, the death of the elderly man at the nursing home, and the 18 traffic stops I’d completed before consuming a single sip of my coffee. 

Only joking, of course. Fifteen minutes is enough to refill my water, go pee, get back to my station, and plug in so the next person can have their fifteen minutes.

At the 911 Communications Center, we are always on. 

There’s an expectation that when you lift the phone and dial those three numbers, someone will help you. We’ve trained entire generations to know that help is merely a call away. Unfortunately, it has become evident that the population of the United States of America has no idea what an actual emergency is. 

People call 911 to report that the sheets on a hotel bed are soiled, management refuses to acknowledge their complaint, McDonald’s was out of French fries, or their cat was stuck up a tree. 911 dispatchers have become a complaint line for a nation’s worth of issues because, above anything else, we always answer the phone.

On the contrary, non-emergency line callers will report that their neighbor’s house is fully engulfed in flames. 

I can no longer count the times I’ve heard cries of pain and sorrow. Of mothers who have just lost their child, the shrill passion and agony from a domestic violence situation, or the last breath of a person who has just died while I sit on the other end of the line, unable to do anything but listen. 

“How was your break?” Laura asked as she handed me back my headset. 

“Oh, it was wonderful! I went to the coffee shop, got a latte, and chatted up that new girl. She went on and on about how excited she was to return to school. Did you know she’s studying to become an esthetician?” 

“Water and pee then?” she smiled. 

“Yep.” 

“Well, you didn’t miss anything. The dead guy is still dead, the Walmart thief is en route to jail, and they cleared the park; told him to move along and find a more appropriate place to pleasure himself.” Laura left, off to the next desk, to relieve another coworker. 

I am a 911 Dispatcher, and this is my story.
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IN 2015, ACCORDING to the National 911 Progress Report, 911 received 213 million calls in the United States. These calls come from landlines, cellular, VoIP​[1] lines, MLTS​[2], and now Text-To-911. After using one of these to place your call to 911, your call is routed, based on the type of device you are using, to your designated PSAP​[3]. 
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ANOTHER CALL SHOWED up on my screen—a barking dog complaint. I checked the location history and saw the same call type in the history field almost daily for the past two months. I looked at the RP’s​[4] name, Mr. Kenneth Jones. I know this man at this point; I speak to him daily. I giggled audibly at the fact that I interacted with this man more than my best friend. 

“Dispatch to Charlie-20, barking dog complaint – 11230 54th Ave to your screen,” I said as I attached his number to the call on the computer. 

“Charlie-20 copy,” he likely sighed heavily in his patrol car, wondering what he did to upset me. One of the privileges of being me is that I decide which officer does what. Give me some sass again, Charlie-15 and your day will be littered with barking dogs, lengthy reports, and old people wanting to explain everything that’s happened to them since 1940.  

It doesn’t always work out that way. In this case, Charlie-20 had been my only available unit to send. From the second we get your call processed via your location, the CFS​[5] shows in our CAD​[6] computer, and the dispatcher can see the call. Based on pre-determined factors such as county vs. city jurisdiction or specific fire grid, the address is pre-loaded with different response types based on your need. For example, if it is a police call, it will recommend the closest unit or the specific officer assigned to your beat for the particular shift or day. If it is a fire or aid call, it will send the closest units based on your fire grid.
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I TOOK A SIP OF COFFEE. It’s cold. I know I should switch to a cold brew, but oddly, I’ve gotten used to cold hot coffee and prefer it to room-temperature cold brew. I looked at the clock for the 100th time in an hour. A ding goes off in my ear, bringing my attention back to the CAD for another call.

It was a 911 hang-up. 

This happens several times an hour and is routine. Sometimes they are pocket dials, or “butt dials”​[7] as I like to call them. Sometimes they’re not. The call-taker attempts to talk to whoever is there, and if they don’t receive a response, they also attempt a TTY/TDD​[8] challenge. On the off chance that it is a deaf or hard-of-hearing individual is calling, they would use special telecommunications equipment to call 911. After a few more seconds with no response, they document the call’s general location as given by the phone system, disconnect, and then attempt a call back the number. 

For landlines, the process of a 911 hang-up is straightforward. If you call 911 from a landline, the call is traced through the phone number. Every landline phone number is attached to an exact location. 911 receives the ANI/ALI​[9], preloaded with a name, address, phone number, etc.

Cellular calls are slightly more sophisticated. Depending on the type of cell phone you are using, the call is routed to the nearest Public Safety Answering Point, called a PSAP, based on your geographical location. The geographical location varies based on the strength of your signal and the towers your cell phone is pulling from. Larger companies' smartphones, paid lines, and cell phones will provide better locations. 

Cell phones come into the CAD system at either Phase 1 or 2. Phase 1 is almost useless for ANI/ALI. It chooses the PSAP based entirely on the cellular tower the phone was last pinging off. If your phone pings off a tower in another county, across the water, or even another country, your location could be challenging to track by phone. In most cases, Phase 1 is worthless. 

Phase 2 phone calls come into the CAD system, and their accuracy varies. However, we can generally pinpoint the location within a few meters. It is not, by any means, a perfect science. A 911 dispatcher is taught never to rely solely on Phase 2 hits; it is meant as a tool and a guide. Our first question will always be, “Where is your emergency?”  

No answer on callback, according to the CAD screen. The call is now ready to dispatch. I debated whether I should give it to Charlie-20 again. He was clear of the barking dog complaint. I scanned the screen for anyone else who may be available. Charlie-20 has done nothing to me today and therefore deserves no punishment. Charlie-15 was also available, and although he hadn’t done anything to me yet, he’s done me dirty in the past, and I hold grudges. 

“Dispatch to Charlie-15, 911 cellular hang-up in the area of 1502 115th Street – no answer on callback details to your screen.” I imagined Charlie-20 breathing a sigh of relief that I chose another victim for what promised to be a boring call. 

“Charlie-15 copy.”  

Sometimes I wonder whether these dramas I make up in my head about the officers are remotely based on truth. It would be easy to ask sometime in passing. I decided to keep playing it out in my head a long time ago and never know the truth. It keeps me entertained and makes the day go by faster.
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“HEY, DID YOU HEAR WHAT happened with Sheila the other day?” Jon, my coworker from the next cubicle, asked between calls.

“I did not,” I said.

“She was dispatching on the north radio, and we got this call about a dude who had been run over by a van. The driver was this neighbor with whom he’d been feuding for several months. An ongoing issue –David-14, I copy, I’ll show you en route,” Jon said. 

We never get to complete a story. I’ve gotten so used to hearing stories in snips and clips. 

“Anyway,” Jon continued, “Terrance was the call-taker and saw that we’ve got extensive history at their address. Unfortunately, we cannot send aid directly to the scene since we have no idea where the suspect is. Also, he’s known to carry guns. Sheila puts the call out ok. But she never ran the freaking suspect!” 

Running a suspect is a fundamental and essential part of our job. For example, if we have an individual’s name and date of birth, we can run them through the local, state, and national databases. From this, we can determine if the suspect has any outstanding warrants, if they’re flagged for violent history, etc. 

“Wow. I cannot believe that. Shelia is not that new here. I can’t believe how lax the training has gotten. Back when I was in training, if I didn’t run the suspect on an in-progress emergency before the officers got on scene, I would have been hit with the cattle prod,” I said. 

“Right?” Jon laughs. “It was especially awful this time because we started to stage the aid crew. The dude was badly injured, as you can imagine being run over by a freaking van!” 

“Sure. Hold on,” I said, then pressed the pedal beneath my desk. “Copy Charlie-15 checked the area, and nothing was found. I’ll show you clear of that and send you a parking complaint at 15th near Washington Street. Blue van on the scene for several days, no plates.” 

“Charlie-15 copy.” 

The poor sap. 

“Anyway, so was the guy wanted for something then?” I turn back to Jon. 

“No, even better. The guy lives a mile up the street, which she would have known had she run the dude. The call taker gives care instructions to the RP, who I think was the wife or girlfriend,” Jon’s stories are never short. 

“She is just babysitting the situation until the officers arrive on the scene. Guess where Miss Sheila stages the aid crew?” Jon pauses. “Right at the dude’s house a mile away!” 

“Oh shit. Did anyone get hurt?” I asked in genuine shock. 

“Thankfully, no.” Jon continued his rant about how Sheila received no reprimand from the supervisors and how it’s so unfair because he was reprimanded for something minor in comparison. 

This was a responder safety issue, and Jon felt Shelia should have been talked to. I agreed that responder safety was a matter of utmost importance. 

Dispatchers are the guardians of the guardians. A dispatcher’s primary function is the safety of our firefighters, paramedics, EMTs, and police officers. Our questions, however annoying they might appear, are there to provide you with the best service by getting you the most appropriate response to your needs. It’s also to protect the people we have coming to help you. 

It’s vital that we know if weapons are on scene or accessible so we do not send unarmed fire and aid personnel into an unsafe situation. In addition, we need to know about drug and or alcohol usage because people under the influence respond differently than those who are not. A firefighter, paramedic, EMT, or an officer’s primary job function is to protect and serve their community. Your tax dollars fund them and are there for you. 
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“DISPATCH TO CHARLIE-20 – 911 VoIP line – 2323 Monroe Street, brief open line with what sounded like a child playing on the phone, no answer on callback,” I said.

“Charlie-20, show me en route.” 

VoIP and MTLS lines are only as good as the person who owns them. If you have one of these phone lines, please ensure your home or business address and information are always accurate with the company. 

There are endless stories of 911 calls from these types of phones. Only the addresses we received were with the ANI/ALI from the VoIP line. This would be okay if the information were kept up to date, but it often isn’t. The RPs move, and no, they can’t speak freely on the phone, or the call is disconnected before the dispatcher can confirm an address. 911 calls are often made under the most horrific circumstances.

One such example happened a few years ago. A colleague of mine received a call from a domestic violence victim. She got all the correct information; victim name, suspect name, weapon description, vehicle description, etc. The police arrived at the address in the call, and no one was home. The dispatcher had gotten all the information but did not confirm the address. She relied solely on the ANI/ALI from the VoIP line. The subjects moved a few months before the event and still need to update their address with their phone provider. They were not even in the same state. These phones are programmed to dial 911. They will dial the closest PSAP based on the pre-programmed address, not their physical location. Thankfully, the dispatcher was able to reconnect with the victim in time to connect her with her local 911 Communications Center–it ended well. Unfortunately, we aren’t always so lucky.

“Charlie-20 on scene.” 

“Copy on scene.” I change his status in CAD. As dispatchers, we always think ahead of the officer—ever ready for all outcomes. In this case, I put him on scene. I am now anticipating several potential developments from him. 

The most likely will be, “Show me clear, false alarm, a child playing with a phone.” That made the most sense in this particular case. However, my job is always to play the what-if game. 

What if, this time, it was a child trying to call 911 because his parents were fighting? They noticed and then took the phone away. If the officer just accepted this call as a kid playing with a phone and failed to go and check it out, there could be potential for all sorts of disasters. Someone called for help, and the officer went. 

“Charlie-20, send me an additional unit. We have a domestic violence situation,” could very well have been his following sentence. “Charlie-20, send an ambulance. We’ve got an injured male, 20s, fell in a bathtub,” or “Charlie-20, I have an open door, give me the air, secure the tones, I am going to check the residence.” I am giving a quick scan to units nearby, ensuring I have the call ready for dispatch for aid if needed. The potential for something to go horribly wrong exists on every single call. I must be ever diligent and prepared for anything. 

“Charlie-20, show me clear, false alarm, a child playing with phone.” 

Figures. 

You could say I have a flair for the dramatic. I believe a proclivity for drama, a dark sense of humor, skin as thick as dragon scales, a highly organized demeanor with a hint of obsessive compulsiveness, and an insatiable desire to be needed are the requirements of a great dispatcher. No machine can compare to the efficiency of a 911 dispatch center coming together over a major incident. For better or worse, we are all addicted to the rush. It’s our heroin. Three-vehicle rollover collision with seven injured? Yeah, baby, give it to me! 
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THE CLOCK SAYS I’VE been here for 4 hours. I was in disbelief. Surely, I had been here for at least twelve hours already. My stomach grumbled. I thought of my lunch break, which was still another hour away. I reached down into my snack pack (backpack) for something to tide me over.  

My snack pack has become something of a legend in the dispatch center. Everyone knew I always carried goodies around. Feeling low on energy, ask Jackson! He’s got a nice pick-me-up—a granola bar for Gretchen, an apple for Annie, and a juice box for Jon. The snack pack was not limited to just food either. I always had a healthy stock of tissues, aspirin, antacids, band-aids, and an assortment of pens, markers, and other office supplies. Unfortunately, 911 Dispatch Centers are rarely stocked adequately for the needs of their employees. We, being resourceful people, take care of not only the community we serve but also each other. 

Carrie, our mother figure and twenty-five-year dispatch veteran, also carries a stockpile of everything you could ever need or want. She moved her stuff around in a piece of wheeled luggage, the carry-on size. Watching her leave work was always comical. One of the newbie dispatchers asked if she was leaving for a vacation the first time, she saw her clock off from work. Admittedly, it looked like she was ever ready for a Vegas vacation. I laughed and advised her to ask Carrie directly. Knowing full-well how many times she’d been asked that questions before.
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A FEW MORE ROUTINE calls came in, and I dispatched them out––a phone call request about a civil dispute between a neighbor’s property line, a three-car pile-up, and a text-to-911 report of suspicious activity. 

Text-to-911 is still an extremely new edition to the 911 accessibility tool bag. It’s also the worst at getting location. ANI/ALI cannot re-establish a connection the way it can with a cellular call. The confidence reading of Text-to-911 is similar to a Phase 1 cellular hit. 

Text-to-911 is recommended when a call to 911 is impossible due to the inability to speak freely or otherwise. It is also an excellent tool for the deaf and hard of hearing; TTY software still exists and is available at all 911 PSAPs nationwide. Please still call 911 if you are able. We get the best information in a timelier manner from a phone call. 

Finally, it was time for lunch. 

More accurately, my thirty-minute break where I, once again, fill my water, pee, and cram down whatever crap I brought to be reheated in the nasty work microwave that hasn’t been cleaned since the 1970s. Thirty minutes is not enough time to go anywhere and buy something fresh. 

Back to the confinement of my desk. I glanced at the clock. Only three more hours until I can go home. I quickly scan my calls to see what I’ve missed during my lunch break—nothing interesting. Double checked my roster, and off I went.
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“WHAT ARE YOU GOING to do with your days off?” Laura’s voice comes from Jon’s cubical. He must be off to lunch.

“Nothing special. Just get some stuff done around the house and spend time with my kiddo. You?” I don’t really care, but the chit-chat fills the void. 

“Days off? What are those?” Laura poked back. 

“Ha. Working your days off again? By choice?” I asked, slightly worried about my days off. 

“Nope. I got mandatory overtime on my Saturday.” 

“That sucks. I’m sorry. I got called in on my Sunday last week because there was no one to cover,” I told her with actual empathy. 

The dispatch center needs to be staffed at a minimal level 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year. Crime does not take a break, and neither do we. Every dispatch center works a schedule to cover its needs. Sometimes that schedule is kind to employees, but more often, it’s not. At my center, we work a week and have weekends, but they aren’t on a typical Monday through Friday schedule. Instead of it being Wednesday, the 22nd of August, today is my Friday. Thursday and Friday are my Saturday and Sunday, respectively. 

Fear not. It confuses my family and close friends as well. 

Our days off rotate so that in a perfect world, if there were no sick call-ins and vacations to cover, we each share in working part of the weekends so that once or twice a month, we can have them off— true Saturday and Sundays. It is a feeble attempt to live an everyday life and see our family and friends with regular schedules. 

At least another half of an hour has passed as I am getting more and more excited to go home. I start thinking about all the everyday activities I have to do. Make dinner, vacuum the living room, and put away the laundry that’s been in the dryer the past two days. 

I dispatched another routine call to Charlie-15 when I spotted her out of the corner of my eye. 

It’s the supervisor, Audrey, and she was coming my way. 

“Hey, Jackson,” she said.

“I hate you. Go away!” I whined. I know what’s coming. 

“I’m sorry, you know I hate doing this as much as you hate being told,” I believed her. It can’t be fun to be in her position, either. You know the old expression Don’t kill the messenger? In this case, the messenger is all I have, and something has to die! 

“You’re a mean-spirited person, and I hope you trip on the way back to your desk,” she’s used to my antics. 

“We had a sick call in, and I must mandate you to stay.” 

I knew this was coming. It happens all the time. However, I take every opportunity to act like an overgrown toddler. I flopped onto my desk and bowled over in fake tears. 

“Sorry, dude.” 

She walked away, and I returned to my usual professional self, whining to no less than three other coworkers about it. If I had to be the unlucky one today, everyone would know about it. 

My household duties could and would have to wait another day because, after a twelve-hour shift, particularly one that was not pre-planned, all I can do is pour myself into bed when I get home. So far, my weekend was still safe. I looked over at Audrey, who was back at her desk on the phone with someone from two shifts from now, telling them they’d need to come in early to cover the 2nd half of the next shift and relieve me. Oh well, such is life in this crazy profession I have chosen. 

––––––––
[image: ]


I AM THRILLED TO REPORT that I am never bored with my job. Despite feeling like I have heard it all, it’s always interesting. This career has taken so much from me; my time, energy, social life, and even to a certain degree, my soul. The benefits are alright. At my center, we are lucky enough to have decent health insurance, which in today’s America, is worth its weight in gold. We still have a decent retirement package with a 401k-type matching program and a state-paid pension. However, the pay is severely lacking across the board, and we are still not counted as “first responders” in the United States. We are still considered “secretarial workers” and not to undermine the responsibilities of secretaries everywhere, but when have they ever had to sit and listen to someone die, unable to do anything? 

So, why do I do it? 

Nothing else fulfills me like this career. 

When I talk a call from a screaming mother whose baby has stopped breathing—I am able to calm her down and give her infant CPR instructions while simultaneously dispatching police and aid to her location. Together, because of my efforts, by the time I hang up the phone and the help arrives, I hear the cries of the toddler coming back to life. No words can describe that feeling. 

I made a difference. 

I saved a life.
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2

I’ll Have A Murder, Please, With A Side Of Nachos.
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DISPATCH: 911, where is your emergency? 

Male Caller: Off of Lake Rd and Bonny Hill Rd. 

Dispatch: Ok, well, what’s going on? 

Male Caller: There’s an abandoned vehicle here off to the side of the roadway. It’s a blue Honda Civic, license plate ABC123.

Dispatch: Ok, is it blocking the roadway at all? 

Male Caller: No, it’s pulled off the side and... oh, I think someone’s sleeping in it.  

Dispatch: Ok, are they breathing? 

Male Caller: Yeah, I think so, it’s a woman, and she’s sleeping on the steering wheel. 

Dispatch: Ok, are you able to see if you can wake her? 

Male Caller: Sure, uhm.... Wait.... I don’t think she’s breathing. 

Dispatch: Oh? What do you see? 

Male Caller: Nope.... Oh god.... Nope... she is definitely... no.... she is not breathing. 

Dispatch: Ok, can you get her out of the vehicle and start CPR? 

Male Caller: Maybe? There’s so much blood. 

Dispatch: Ok, do you see any obvious wounds anywhere? 

Male Caller: Ahhhh! Yeah.... Uhm... yeah... 

Dispatch: What? 

Male Caller: *choking* She has a gunshot wound to the head. She’s dead. Half of her head is blown off. 

Dispatch: Do you see the gun anywhere? 

Male Caller: Yes, it’s right next to her. 

Dispatch: Ok, why don’t you step away from the car, and we’ll take it from here? Thank you for attempting to assist. 
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April 21ST, 2014 – 12 Hour Shift

EARLY IN THE MORNING, nearing the end of our shift, my coworker Jon and I were talking about how quiet the night was—a grave mistake. The golden rule in dispatch is never to say the word quiet in the communications center. 

Saying quiet is as cursed as saying MacBeth backstage in a theatre. 

The exact moment the Q–word was uttered, the phone rang. 

I answered. 

The RP was the mother of a suicidal individual. What started as a reasonably routine suicide call quickly took a turn for the weird. 

The RP’s son shot himself in the head. 

While I was attempting to find out the location of the body and updating the units en route to the call, the RP told me her son had just jumped out of a 2nd story window. 

As you can imagine, Jon and I were confused. How does a person who just shot himself in the head jump out of a window? 

I clarified with the caller her son just, in fact, shot himself in the head. 

Yes. 

And then he jumped out the window? 

Yes.

The RP told me her son was on the back lawn attempting to slit his wrists with a knife. 

Are you keeping up? 

After updating the police units en route to the call, the RP told me her husband was able to get the knife away from her son. However, the suspect was still on the lawn, bleeding out. 

“Uhm, there’s a lot about this call I don’t understand, dude,” Jon said as he got the aid crew en route. 

“Same,” I said. 

“So, did he actually shoot himself in the head?” Jon asked. 

“That’s what she said. I confirmed it with her twice,” I said. 

Sometimes when there’s a lack of good information, dispatchers can turn on each other and blame the call-taker for not getting the information correctly. But, in truth, we all know we are only as good as the people providing the information. 

When law enforcement arrived on the scene, they made contact with the son in the backyard. He was semi-compliant with the officer. 

This suicide call took a turn when the son became a suspect. He started babbling incoherently about how he “had to kill her because she was a spy.” 

Unsure of what the suspect was saying, being the only officer on the scene and given the gunshot wound and self-harm with a knife, the officer waited for another unit before sweeping through the house and property. 

Over the radio, I heard one last sentence that still haunts me: “Dispatch, we have a 2nd victim, a female...black.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


WE DON’T HAVE CODES anymore in dispatch. Before my time, they used a lot of 10-codes. 

Most people have heard of a 10-code​[10], although you might not know what it means off the top of your head “10-4” for example, means “Copy” or “I understand”. 10-60 refers to a responder’s private residence. And at one point in time, 10-99 meant wanted or stolen. There was a whole list of 10-codes, averaging 100 to a department, each dispatcher would have to memorize. 

After September 11, 2001, when two planes struck the Twin Towers in New York City​[11], law enforcement agencies everywhere had to abandon 10-code. 9/11 was a large-scale disaster. Responding units came from agencies located all over the greater New York City area. However, each of their “codes” meant different things. 

There was never uniform coding, therefore, they had an extremely difficult time communicating over the radio. 10-6 might mean “all clear” to one agency and “man down” in another. Mass chaos ensued when all those units started sharing a single incident command frequency.  

To smooth over this process, the government mandated all responses would follow a simplified and unified “Incident Command” wherein plain English was used, and certain titles and responsibilities would be unified. The federal government decided, for any agency to receive federal funding, they would comply with new regulations. After this, multi-agencies responses have become a lot smoother, not to mention safer. 

There are still some simple codes in existence. For example, when getting on any scene, patients can be classified in one of four ways: Green, Yellow, Red, or Black. Green patients are okay, possible cuts and bruises, but fine without immediate care. Yellow patients require care, however, their status is not immediately life-threatening. Red patients need immediate attention, or they are likely to die quickly. Lastly, Black patients are bereft of life. 
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THE STORY OF SUICIDE and murder unfolded. The killer was the RP’s son. He suffered a life-long struggle with mental health problems. These mental health concerns were exacerbated by methamphetamine abuse. The female victim, of the suicidal killer was strangled. She was his twenty-year-old girlfriend. The murder felt guilty about his actions and attempted to kill himself. 

Three times. 

Later, the suspect would plead guilty in court before it went to trial and receive up to 18 years in prison. I don’t always have the ability to follow up on my calls, but for my first murder, I needed to know how it ended. 
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“WELL, THAT WAS AN INTERESTING way to end the shift,” Jon said, finally breaking the silence. The initial excitement of the event calmed down. “I do believe you have earned your first nachos.” 

“Nachos?” I asked. 

“Nachos,” Megan said as she walked into the room to relieve me, with Pam behind her. “Uh oh, Jackson, who did you kill? At least tell me you guys cleaned it before we take over.” 

“Oh, yeah, it’s all pretty much wrapped up,” Jon explained the event, the information we had, and how it all ended up being outrageously true. 

“Damn! You earned those nachos!” Pam said. 

“Is someone going to explain this nacho thing to me?” I asked. 

“Whenever you have a death on your shift, and you’re the call-taker, you get nachos,” said Megan. “How have you been here almost two years and not heard of nachos yet?” 

“This is my first murder,” I explained. 

“It doesn’t have to be a murder to count. I got nachos a couple of weeks ago for a CPR​[12] call. The poor guy had been dead at least overnight. We attempted CPR anyway. It didn’t work,” said Jason. 

The group went on to tell various stories about their most recent nacho acquisitions. 

According to Pam, nachos started many years before I ever considered working in dispatch. Allegedly, it began as a misheard statement. The sergeant on duty came into the dispatch center and noticed a newer dispatcher was feeling down about a death she had recently dispatched. The sergeant told her it would be “just a notch in your belt” after a while... but somehow, someone misheard his comment as “nachos.” Thus, nachos after death was born. 

After the conversation with my coworkers, I learned there are specific rules about transference that are highly debated among the dispatchers. For instance, if you took a call about someone who fell down the stairs, but they don’t die till the next day, does that still count as a nachos? 

The very next shift, Jon bought me nachos. 

A 20-year-old girl was murdered. There was nothing we could do for her. 

Jon disagreed. He said we were there for the survivors and did what we could to bring her murderer to justice. 

I thought about how morbid it was that we were celebrating death by eating nachos. Jon reminded me that part of our job is dealing with horrendous situations, and we must take care of ourselves. Somehow, weirdly, I earned those nachos. 

They were delicious.
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August 18TH, 2014 – 8 Hour Shift 

MY SECOND MURDER WAS just a few months after the first. The call came early into my shift. I had been there for barely an hour. 

The RP was a passerby who found a body on the side of the road. The victim appeared to have been riding her bike before being struck by a car and left for dead. Based on the caller’s descriptions, it was not immediately clear whether or not the victim was alive. 

After law enforcement arrived, someone attempted CPR, and the victim was pronounced dead at the scene. Now, the trick was to figure out who hit her. 

“You know, on that rural highway, there’s going to be a slim chance of any witnesses,” Jon said.

The deputy on the case found some fragments of the suspect vehicle. Based on the pieces he gathered, the deputy believed the suspect’s vehicle to be a pickup truck, black in color, and headed out of town. The truck would have significant front end and passenger side wheel well damage. I notified the other agencies in the area to watch for such a vehicle. 

After the aid crew and law enforcement were on scene for 30 minutes, completing their investigations, we received another 911 call relating to this case. The female RP stated her estranged husband showed up at her house randomly. He told the RP he thinks he killed a woman. He was scared and went to her. He was afraid to turn himself in. The RP listened to the scanner and heard her husband’s victim did not survive. At this point, she called 911 and insisted he turns himself in.

After providing answers to the dispatcher, the RP hung up and drove her husband to the crime scene. Within a few minutes, an officer took him into custody. Deputies followed the RP to her home and secured the suspect vehicle—a black truck with front-end damage. 

“It makes me feel good when a plan comes together,” I said triumphantly, as if I had solved this crime. The phone rang again. It was the on-scene deputy. 

Jon took the call after explaining what the deputy said. “As it turns out, the suspect, presumably under the influence of methamphetamines, was driving southbound on the highway. He hit the victim, pulled over a few hundred yards ahead, turned around, and drove northbound into town.” 

“Damn,” I said. 

“The dude actually slowed down to see he hit the woman with his truck and then continued in the opposite direction towards his estranged wife’s house.” 

“Jesus,” I said. “The victim might have lived if he’d just stopped and called 911. Do we know who the victim was?” 

“The victim was Amber Jermain,” Jon said. 

Amber was a known methamphetamine addict in the area. She had been a problem for the local law enforcement for years. Amber would
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