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The Old Boarding House

––––––––
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My name is Harry Stone.

Before the terrifying attack of the bed bugs, I had lived in an old three-story boarding house, at the edge of a dark, gloom-filled swamp. And this old boarding house was inhabited by some of the strangest characters imaginable. 

For instance, there was a young hippie-sounding weirdo who lived next door to me; and he could sometimes be heard intimately conversing with the cockroaches in his apartment. 

I had nicknamed him, Blow Joe, because of the strange way that he would make these weird blowing noises, from time to time.

And then there was this pair of odd-looking Siamese twins, and get this, one was, you won’t believe this, but one was White, and the other was Black. We had nicknamed them Sam and Dave. And they hated the sight of each other; they often could be heard talking about each other’s mothers, or threatening to shoot each other, if one or the other didn’t do this or the other. 

And then there was a wretched, humpbacked old assistant manager, who would sneak from room to room, when no one was at home, and would sort through their belongings for hidden treasures. 

And of course there was the manager, a kind-hearted Black woman who had inherited the gloomy old former mansion from a distant relative. Overwhelmed by one problem after another, she had a daughter who seldom visited but always promised to visit more often. 

But getting back to the bedbug attack, I mentioned earlier.

One quiet, mid-autumn night...

I was awakened by the sound of cops going from room to room asking questions about a killing that had recently occurred, within a short distance of the old three-story boarding house.

Suddenly, a loud banging noise had sounded at my own door.

When I peeped outside into the hallway, two cops, a tall one and a short one, along with Jackson, our part time security guard stood staring at me with glum expressions.  Jackson, a quiet dignified former police detective, had a  suspicious look on his face, I noticed.

“Sir, we’re sorry to disturb you,” the tall mild-mannered cop said, as I eased into the hallway buttoning my pajamas. 

“Yeah! That’s right!” the shorter mean-looking cop screamed. “And we don’t have time! to waste, so have you seen any suspicious activities or have you not seen any suspicious activities. Near, around, or inside of this old creaking monstrosity of a house? That you have the audacity, the gall, to call, home? Well! Have you or have you not—!”

I quickly shook my head, no, I had not seen any suspicious activities, near, around, or inside of the old creaking monstrosity of a boarding house. That I had the gall!! to call home.

He cocked his head and looked suspiciously at me. “What is your name, the name that might very well be on some police departments watch list?”

I told him that to the best of my knowledge I had never engaged in or participated in a criminal act. Of any kind. Thank you.

Again, he looked suspiciously at me.

“So... you’re one of those hoity-toity college nuts, I see...”

I told him that I had never set foot in a hoity toity college, nor had I ever thought about setting a foot onto a hoity toity college. In my entire life.

“Are you trying to be a wise ass! or what?”

I told him that I was not a wise ass nor had I ever envisioned myself as being a wise ass.

Ane then I cocked my head to one side, and asked him if I could kindly, be excused? 

The taller cop pushed his way between us, and said, in a calm respectful tone of voice, “What my partner is asking, in his own... unique way, is, have you noticed any suspicious goings on, near or inside of the boarding house?”

I respectfully told him no. I had not. But if I thought of anything that might be useful—to him—I would call the first chance I got.

When he nodded his thanks, and turned away, his smaller sandy-haired partner grunted sharply, and strode away grumbling to himself.

I was just about to retreat safely into my room and resume my interrupted sleep, when Jackson, the security guard, scratched his head and said, in a low troubled voice:

“Uh... officers? You might want to see this.”

The smaller cop spun around as if hoping finally to arrest someone.

“What is it now? Another suspicious, hoity-toity, intellectual?”

Jackson shook his head and pointed down the hallway.

We all leaned slightly.

There, crawling slowly along the faded wallpaper — just beneath the framed portrait of the manager’s late uncle — was what I first assumed to be a beetle.

Except.

It was flat.

Very flat.

And wider than a silver dollar.

The tall cop squinted.

“That’s... unusual.”

The smaller one scoffed.

“It’s just a... big bug.”

And then I saw the brown bug stopping suddenly and standing motionless—as if it was studying us—very carefully.

Then—and I will testify to this under oath — the strange bug turned, suddenly, and scuttled beneath the baseboard molding with disturbing unusual speed.

The smaller cop, who I would later learn was Tad Jennings, an arrogant by-the-book mean-looking cop, despised and ridiculed by his fellow officers; cleared his throat loudly.

“Well! There you have it! Just an ordinary bug. Case closed!”

But Jackson did not look relieved, I noticed.

“I saw three fatter-looking ones in the basement,” he said quietly.

And at that exact moment, from somewhere deep within the walls of that old swamp-leaning mansion, there came a faint, synchronized scratching.

As if something were... testing the structure. Testing the walls.

The tall cop, Mervin, said, turning to Jackson suddenly.

“You got mice? Do you?”

The manager—a big bosomy black woman in her early fifties—appeared at the end of the hallway, robe pulled tight, hair in curlers.

“We do not have mice,” she said firmly.

But then the strange scratching sound grew louder.

The smaller cop laughed nervously.

“Probably... plumbing?”

The lights flickered.

Just once.

Then steadied.

I remember thinking — and I record this now for accuracy — that plumbing does not make scratching sounds.
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City Hall Chaos 

Recently fired from my job as a TV reporter, but still very curious about the goings-on in city politics, I had tried repeatedly to reach the mayor's office by phone.

Later that day, when I arrived at City Hall in Flickerford, the mayor’s office was in a state of chaos. I could not believe what I was seeing.

The outer office was a whirlwind. 

Phones rang without pause.

The office assistants were yanking at their hair as call after call pour into the mayor’s office. \ “Yes, ma’am...  bedbug did you say? Tried, everything? You say...? Oh no, sir, don’t shoot them, try the vinegar first!” 

One weary clerk tripped over a chair and nearly collided with the copier, a notepad flying from her hand, but somehow, in perfect slapstick fashion, she managed to grab the notepad in mid-fall and keep running.

I edged past the melee, notebook half-raised, trying to make sense of the spectacle. Sweat ran down my back as I dodged flying paper, scattered phone cords, and an occasional widened panicked clerk. Somewhere behind me, a phone slammed into a receiver hook with a thud so loud it could have been a drumbeat for a war march.

Then I opened the mayor’s office door—and froze.

He was dancing. 

Dancing and flinging flowers across the-room, singing in a strident, off-key voice; “We’re off to see the Wizard! The Wonderful Wizard of Oz!” he sang, hopping from desk to desk, scattering blooms in every direction.

I blinked. 

Then blinked again.

Mortimer, a bespectacled young man with a crew-cut, stood near the corner, arms folded, I noticed, eyes wide like he’d walked into a fever dream. Beside him, a pretty-faced female clerk leaned forward and pointing a trembling finger at the mayor, she whispered, to Mortimer:

“...Are you... sure... he’s, okay? That stroke last month... they say strokes can change a person’s personality, completely. You don’t, suppose...?”

Mortimer’s eyes followed a rogue petal spinning toward the ceiling

“I... I don’t even know where to start,” he muttered.

And suddenly. I wanted to ask some questions. I wanted to pull out a camera, snap pictures, write the story, and scream. But instead, I just stood there, notebook in hand, trying to make sense of it all.

Somewhere deep in my reporter’s mind, I noted the phones. Busy. All day. The city was literally being eaten alive by bedbugs—or at least, that was the rumor. And here was the man manning the barricades on his desk flinging flowers, singing to an imaginary audience.

“We’re off to see the wizard, the wonderful wizard of oz...!”

The mayor twirled and spun toward me, scattering yet another handful of petals. “Ah! You’ve arrived, my most diligent citizen! Come! Come witness the strategy of battle! We shall not be defeated by bugs of such... such... villainy!”

I scribbled a note: 

Mayor exhibits unusual behavior amid city-wide emergency... Chaos persists.... Citizens panicked... Bedbugs everywhere. Story developing...
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Orders from the Mayor

––––––––
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I hesitated, pen, poised. “Uh... Sir... Mayor... what are, what are your instructions for dealing with the bedbug problem?”

He skipped toward a large map pinned to the wall, snatching a pointer from the nearest clerk, and jabbed it dramatically at various neighborhoods.   

“We must strike here! Here! And here! Send in the brave warriors of the sanitation department!”

Mortimer whispered under his breath, “Sanitation warriors... really?”

The mayor spun, tossing petals high into the air.  

“We will fog the city! We will fumigate! We shall deploy every can of insecticide, every spray, every... every... thing we have!” 

He paused, eyes narrowing at the ceiling. “And... we shall teach them manners!”

The female clerk tilted her head pencil poised above her notepad. “Sir... teach them... manners?”

“Yes!” the mayor cried, stomping a foot. “A bedbug that behaves! That obeys! That salutes! These are the principles by which Flickerford shall thrive!”

I jotted furiously in my notebook. 

Mayor believes bedbugs can be taught etiquette. Possibly insane. Chaos intensifies.

Mortimer rubbed his temples, muttering, “We’re doomed.”

The mayor spun, in a frenzy.  

“Mortimer! Fetch the spray! The pyrethrum! The—ah!—the vinegar! Yes! Vinegar! And you, young lady, prepare the bug hotlines! Every call shall be answered with courage! With vim! With... pep!”

The clerk’s eyebrows shot into her hairline. “But sir, there have been hundreds of calls. Hundreds.” 

“Exactly!” the mayor boomed, leaping onto his desk. “We shall answer them all! We shall triumph! We shall... we shall...!” He waved his arms toward the ceiling, petals falling like snow.

I realized, notebook in hand, that I had stumbled into a city completely untethered from logic. And yet... somehow, this was the story I had been waiting for.

Mortimer sank into a chair. “I’m going to need a drink.”

I nodded. “Me too... but I’m taking notes first.”
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Panic at the Boarding House

––––––––
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When I returned to the old three-story boarding house at the edge of the swamp, the bedbug situation had advanced from rumor to open warfare.

I knew this immediately because the front door was wide open and someone had dragged three mattresses out onto the lawn.

One of them was on fire.

Smoke drifted lazily upward toward the moss-covered trees while a small group of tenants stood around the blaze arguing loudly.

“Fire purifies!” one voice shouted.

“You’re gonna burn the whole house down, you idiot!” another voice replied.

This, I soon discovered, was the Siamese twins. Having a very heated discussion.

Now I should explain something about these two gentlemen, because no one ever believed me when I described them.

They were joined at the hip.

One was white. As I mentioned earlier.

The other was black.

And as I stated earlier, they hated each other with a passion that could only be described as insane.

At that moment the white twin was poking the burning mattress with a broom handle.

“Bedbugs can’t survive fire,” he declared triumphantly.

The black twin folded his arms.

“And neither can tenants, fool. That porch catches fire, and we all gonna be charcoal.”

I stepped closer, notebook in hand.

“Gentlemen,” I said cautiously, “are the bedbugs really that bad?”

Both heads turned toward me at once.

“You ever wake up with six hundred roommates you didn’t invite?” the white twin demanded.

“They march,” the black twin added darkly. “Like an army.”

That was not the sort of information a former reporter wanted to hear.

Just then a strange blowing noise floated from an upstairs window.

I looked up.

Blow Joe leaned over the third-floor banister, hair wild, cheeks puffed like a crazed trumpet player.

Blow Joe, as I mentioned before, had earned his nickname because of the way he would puff out his cheeks before speaking, in low, solemn tones.

Now he appeared to be talking to his dim, gloomy surroundings.

“Easy now,” he murmured puffing out his cheeks, and staring suspiciously all around him, “We can talk this out, babies. No need for hostility.”

I frowned.

“Joe,” I called up, “who are you talking to?”

“The roaches, hidden in the walls,” he said calmly. “I’m negotiating.”

“Negotiating?”

“Yes. They’ve agreed not to panic—if the bedbugs return.”

He leaned closer to the building’s outer wall.

“Right, boys?”

He paused as if listening to a reply.

Then he nodded solemnly.

“See? Diplomacy.”

Before I could respond, the boarding house manager burst through the door behind me.

She was normally a calm and patient woman, but today she looked like someone who had just wrestled a tornado.

Her hair was slightly crooked, and she was clutching a flyswatter like a weapon.

“Oh, thank heavens,” she said when she saw me.   

“You used to be a reporter, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well don’t you think you should report this.”

She pointed dramatically toward the house.

“They’re everywhere!”

At that moment the front steps creaked.

The humpbacked assistant manager shuffled out of the basement carrying a flashlight.

He squinted suspiciously at us.

“Inspection,” he announced.

I had seen this man conduct inspections before.

They usually involved him entering tenants’ rooms when they were away and examining their possessions with great curiosity.

“Phil, what exactly are you inspecting?” I asked.

“Bedbugs,” he said quickly.

“And closets, and jewelry drawers,” the black twin muttered.

The assistant manager glared at him.

“Safety—inspection.”

Behind us a shriek erupted from the banister of the second-floor hallway.

A young woman came racing down the stairs holding a pillow at arm’s length.

“They’re in the seams!” she cried.

The pillow dropped.

Something, the size of a silver dollar, crawled across the fabric.

We all leaned forward.

It was a big bedbug.

Only... something about it seemed, wrong.

The little creature marched steadily across the pillowcase in a perfectly straight line.

Another big bug followed.

Then another.

And another.

The white twin frowned.

“Bedbugs don’t... usually, march, like that. Do they...?”

The black twin wagged his head, slowly.

“No, you idiot, they don’t.!”

The white twin placed one hand on his hip and said:

“Are calling me, an idiot, you idiot?”

“No, I am not calling you, an idiot, actually, I’m calling yo’ momma, an idiot!”

“Say a bad word about my momma, and I will kick your butt.... into the middle of next week!”

Blow Joe leaned forward.

“Uh... fellas?” he said nervously.

“Yes, Joe?” I asked.

“The roaches just told me something.”

“What’s that?”

He swallowed.

“They say the bedbugs... ain’t acting normal.”
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