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SHE WAS A BITCH, AND there wasn’t a soul in the Mertland Childrens’ Home who would argue that point.

Carlotta Vasquez—whom everyone called Carlotta Valdez, thanks to an Alfred Hitchcock movie that had been popular a few years earlier—was leaving Mertland in a few days when she turned eighteen.  She’d been there since she was fifteen when her mother disappeared.  There were rumors about what happened, but with no proof and no other relatives, Carlotta became a resident of the childrens’ home.  And soon she’d be free.  She couldn’t wait.

So on the Fourth of July, while most of the residents were outside watching the Angel Hill fireworks display in the distance, Carlotta was in the laundry room washing the last of her laundry so she could leave with clean clothes.

Jody Lee entered first, like he always did, with his lackeys Marcus and Pete—whom Jody Lee always called Peter Eater because of what Pete’s father had made him do—following close behind.

Carlotta was bent over, hauling out a bundle of clothes from the dryer when Jody Lee whistled and said, “I think I’d like to have an order of that!”

Carlotta glanced over her shoulder, shook her head, then went back to what she was doing, totally ignoring Jody Lee.

“Say, Carlotta,” he said, “since you’re gonna be out of here in a few days, and you probably won’t ever come visit, how bout you, me and the guys have a going-away party?”

“No thanks,” Carlotta said.  She dumped her dry clothes into a basket, closed the dryer door, then moved to the folding table in the middle of the room.

“Don’t be like that,” Jody Lee said.  “We’re just trying to be nice is all.”

“Not interested.”

“What if I said I think you are interested, and you’re just playing hard to get?”

“Then I’d say you’re a moron.”

Carlotta folded her clothes, starting with a yellow T-shirt covered in purple flowers.

“What if I said you’re a lying whore?” Jody Lee said.

Carlotta ignored him again and kept folding.  Something crossed her face, though, like she knew something bad was about to happen.

Pete circled around Jody Lee and moved close to Carlotta, who was now folding very slowly, waiting for whatever was coming, but trying not to show any fear.  Pete slid over to squeeze her ass, but only grazed her before Carlotta moved sideways, swinging around and backhanding him across the cheek.

He held his face where a small trickle of blood oozed from the cut she’d inflicted with a ring she always wore, a piece of her mother’s jewelry she had brought with her.

“Bitch!” Pete yelled.

“Don’t touch me again,” she said.  “If any of you come near me, I’ll get Ryan or Dan.  And if they don’t do anything I’ll get Bea to handle it.”

“That old bitch don’t know shit,” Jody Lee said.

Marcus moved to stand in front of the door so Carlotta couldn’t get out.  They were going to do it here.

Pete grabbed one of her clean shirts and wiped his face with it.

“You’re gonna pay for that one,” he said, and reached out for her again.  She stepped back out of his reach and quickly put the table between them.  Jody Lee hadn’t moved.  He was smiling wide.

“This doesn’t have to get hostile,” he said.  “Like I said, we just wanted to give you a going-away party.”

“Then start by going away,” Carlotta said.  “I’m not in the mood.”

“From what we hear, you’re always in the mood.”

She looked at him kind of sideways then, like she didn’t know what he was talking about.

“You three better leave me alone right now, or you’re gonna be sorry.”

“Don’t be like that,” Jody Lee said, stepping toward the table.

She looked at Pete, then at Jody Lee, and realized there was nowhere else to go; they had her from both directions, which might be exactly what they had in mind for her.  She climbed on top of the table and tried to jump past Pete.

He reached out for her again, this time glancing a blow against her leg that threw her off balance.  She tripped in midair, and crashed down on her face, flat against the concrete floor, sending an immediate gush of blood streaming from her nose.

She screamed and tried to roll away, but Pete pounced on her quickly, trying to turn her on her back and straddle her.  Pete was stupid, though, and it took Jody Lee to tell him, “If she’s on her back she’ll choke on her own blood, you nimrod.”

Peter Eater looked at the alpha like he was reciting algebra problems to him.

“Turn.  Her.  Over.  Dumbass.”

“Oh,” Pete said.  “Right.  Awesome.”

He struggled with Carlotta’s flailing limbs.  She kept slapping him in the face, aggravating the cut from her ring, which was now bleeding pretty good with all the abuse it was getting.  She tried to backhand him, probably hoping to cut him again, but eventually he got her left arm pinned straight up against her head, grabbed her shoulder and rolled her onto her stomach.

From there it was a matter of just sitting on her back and holding her arms outstretched so she didn’t have the leverage to move.

“Get her pants down,” Jody Lee told Marcus.

Marcus didn’t hesitate, doing Jody Lee’s dirty work for him, in case the latter needed to defend himself later.  Hey, I didn’t pull her pants down, he did.  No one ever said Jody Lee was stupid.  He was mean and put that energy into unsavory pursuits, but he was a smart fucker.

Marcus grabbed Carlotta’s shorts in both hands and pulled, working them down her hips, pulling her underwear as well, exposing her ass.

“Well, that’s a sight, isn’t it?” Jody Lee asked, smiling.

Pete looked back over his shoulder and said, “That’s some sweet action, man!”

Jody Lee glared like he wanted to hit Pete.

“You’re all class,” he said instead.  Pete looked offended, so he turned around again and concentrated on holding Carlotta’s arms out straight.

“So how come you gave it up to Little Davy, but you won’t give it up to me?  I can give you a lot more enjoyment than that little squirt.”

“What did that little pervert say?” Carlotta asked.  She had given up struggling.

“He told us what you two did up on the third floor last night.”

“He’s a liar!” she screamed.

“Well, he told us all about it, so I’ll just take a sample myself and compare notes later.”

Jody Lee’s belt came unbuckled, and Carlotta showed she hadn’t given in but had simply been waiting for her chance.  Peter Eater’s grip had loosened, and she yanked her wrists from his hands and pulled them under her, then shoved with all she had, knocking him off balance enough to scramble out from under him.

After pulling Carlotta’s pants down, Marcus had leaned against the table instead of resuming his post by the door, and, with no one blocking the way, Carlotta bolted out of the laundry room.  She ran for the stairs, bounding up them while pulling her shorts back up.
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CARLOTTA HAD COME TO the Mertland Childrens’ Home almost three years earlier, an angry fifteen-year-old with a hate on for the entire world.  She was a bitch from the start and didn’t care about making friends.  She was pissed because her mother had killed herself, but, instead of inheriting the money—of which rumor had it there was “lots”—it had been put into a trust that Carlotta couldn’t get to until she was eighteen.  And having no other relatives—her mother had been a single parent with either no trace of Carlotta’s father, or no idea who he was—Carlotta had been turned over to the State.  And it was going to be a long three years before she was released.  For those who had to put up with her, it felt like a lifetime.

She wasn’t just a bitch; she was Queen Bitch.  The first year she was there, she never had a kind word for anyone, when she bothered to speak to them at all.  She cut in line at dinner; she caused four roommates in a row to run to Ms. Bea, asking to be moved.  None of them ever wanted to talk about it, but it couldn’t be denied Carlotta was doing something to them in there.  Because she thought it would be funny, she had lured half a dozen boys into far away corners of the building with promises of sex, got them excited, got them hopeful, then stopped right before the moment of penetration, and shoved them away, laughed in their faces, and never looked their way again.

And she always got away with it, because Carlotta knew how to work the system.  She knew if she denied it, that it was their word against hers, and in a place like Mertland, where the staff was responsible for the care but not necessarily the discipline, situations like that were never resolved.  Ms. Bea’s answer was for both parties to just steer clear of each other and nobody make any waves.

If it was something Carlotta couldn’t deny, she was told to apologize, which she always did but never meant, the words ringing hollow as they left her mouth.  Everyone there knew she was a bitch, but she didn’t care.  She was just counting down the days until she got out, got her money, and never looked back.  Some people at Mertland wondered if she hadn’t, in fact, killed her mother and made it look like a suicide just so she could get her hands on the money.  No one would have been surprised.

She got drunk off the power she held over others, which was exactly what made it so ironic to see her at someone else’s mercy, bounding up the stairs from the laundry room, pants still bunched around her ass as she struggled to get them up.

She reached the main floor and ran out into the hall, yelling, “Help, somebody help!  Jody Lee!” which was a stupid thing to do.  On the one hand, if she honestly thought anyone in that building would piss on her if she were on fire, she was mistaken.  And second, her screaming Jody Lee’s name could have been taken two ways.  If she were screaming for Jody Lee to help her, then it was no one else’s problem and Jody Lee would decide to help her or not.  Then there was possibility someone heard her and thought, as Carlotta meant it, that she needed help because of Jody Lee.

And that, again, wasn’t going to happen.

She ran out into the hall, barreling down the passageway, yelling for help, flailing those arms, and no one was coming.  She hit the reception area but found it bare.

She skidded to a halt out in the middle of the entryway, looking around, confused.

“Where are they?” she muttered.

Had Jody Lee convinced them all to lock themselves in their rooms until he was finished with her?  No, he couldn’t have gotten away with something like that.

So where was everyone?

Something bright and loud exploded outside and Carlotta remembered the fireworks display.  Everyone was outside.

She headed for the door, but during the time she spent standing there, looking around and wondering, Jody Lee and his minions caught up.  Marcus headed her off and blocked the door while Peter Eater crept in from the side.  He had come from the boys’ side of the building.

“Come on,” Jody Lee said from behind her.  “I promise we’ll make this quick.”

“Yeah, it’ll be over before you know it,” Pete said.

“Well, I mean, the guys here, their turns will be over before you know it.  But I’m going first,” Jody Lee said.  His boots clomped along the tile floor at a leisurely pace, getting closer and closer.  “And I plan to enjoy myself for a while.”

She didn’t want to see how close he was; she didn’t care.  She bolted, headed straight for Pete, caught him by surprise. He reached out to grab her, but she dodged to the side at the last second and slipped past him, taking off down the hall again, her shoes slapping against the floor.  She spanned the long hallway dividing the boys’ section from the girls’, then ran for the door at that end of the building.  It was locked.

Marcus swiped at her, but she was gone before he made contact, dashing toward the stairs, flying up them two at a time.

The boys came up after, but they were slower, and they kept crowding each other.  By the time they reached the top, Carlotta was halfway down the hall.

“Why you running?” Jody Lee called after her.  “We don’t want to hurt you!”

“Stay the fuck away from me!” she yelled back over her shoulder.

“Nice talk!” Marcus said, laughing.

There were stairs at both ends of the hall and when she got there, she almost went down, then decided to try and trick them and went up instead.  Her plan was to make them think she’d run back the length of the third floor and back down the stairs at the other end.  Meanwhile, she would hide in one of the dorm rooms until they were gone, open a window and try to get someone’s attention outside.  Unfortunately for Carlotta, the boys weren’t as dumb as she’d hoped, and Jody Lee knew as soon as they got to the top of the stairs and saw she was gone.

“She didn’t get all the way to the other end of the hall before we got up here,” he told the thugs.  “Find her.”

He went to the first door and opened it, but the room was empty.  Peter went to the one across the hall while Marcus checked the next room.  She hadn’t gotten far.  Marcus found her trying to open the window, which flew up just as he opened the door, causing Carlotta to gasp, spin around and jump all at once, losing her balance and flipping backwards over the sill.

Jody Lee didn’t see it, and Peter was still across the hall, but Marcus was shocked enough by what had just happened that he stood there in the doorway for several seconds before he could say anything.

They heard a few screams from outside, shrill even over the noise of firecrackers and bottle rockets, and Jody Lee came running to ask, “Did you find her?”

Marcus didn’t answer, but the look on his face was enough to make Jody Lee follow his gaze.

“Is she in here?” he asked.

He stepped into the room, looking all around, but finding no one.  He went near the open window and peered outside, then slowly looked over the edge, down to the ground where he saw Carlotta Valdez, her eyes staring up at him, lifeless and broken.

Three Mertland girls stood down there surrounding her, all looking shocked and terrified.  It was Missy Grayson who first looked up and saw Jody Lee looking down.

It was Missy Grayson who told the cops what she’d seen.  And what she’d seen had been enough.

Jody Lee feigned innocence, said he was nowhere near the third floor, wasn’t even on the girl’s side of the building that day, but there was a dead girl and Missy’s friends, Caitlyn and Sarah, corroborated her story and Jody Lee, who was known as a thug and a delinquent with a history of sexual assault, was taken away.
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ONLY...THAT’S NOT THE whole story.  That’s not even the real story of what happened to Carlotta Vasquez, whom everyone called Carlotta Valdez after a character in Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo.  No one was there that day, so the details of how things went down were impossible to know for sure, but talk starts and it spreads like a virus, infecting perceptions and growing to impossible heights until one day there’s a struggle in the laundry room, there’s an attempted rape, there’s Jody Lee offering his usual crude comments.  And eventually the story becomes fact and is passed down from person to person, growing as it moves.

And this story started with Missy Grayson telling the police that she and her friends, Caitlyn and Sarah, were outside sneaking a smoke while the staff supervised the fireworks on the playground with the younger kids.

But the real truth, the truth that was buried and never talked about, the truth that lay deep in the recesses of Missy Grayson’s heart late at night was that Missy Grayson and her friends weren’t outside that day at all.  Not at first.

They were in the basement, taunting Carlotta Vasquez in the laundry room.

See, Carlotta had slept with one of the boys, but it hadn’t been Little Davy.  The lucky man was Mickey Sloan, a kid from River Road who’d been at the Mertland Home for three months.  Mickey Sloan also happened to be Missy Grayson’s boyfriend.  That hadn’t stopped Carlotta, however, because, as we’ve established, she was a bitch of the highest order.

When Missy found out, she gathered her troops and went to confront the slut.  Carlotta hadn’t bothered insulting Missy by denying it.

“Not bad,” she said.  “A little inexperienced for my taste, but that’s no surprise.  You’re his girlfriend, after all, and he’s not gonna learn anything from being with you except how to do it wrong.”

That had triggered Missy’s rage and she attacked.  Fists flew but no real damage was done as both girls were quick and wiry and managed to keep their faces away from the other.  Then Carlotta got in one solid blow to Missy’s midsection, sending her to the floor, gasping and clutching her stomach.

Carlotta hadn’t bothered trying to take on Caitlyn or Sarah, she just walked out of the laundry room and up the stairs.

“Go after her,” Missy managed to gasp, sending her friends in pursuit.

Carlotta wasn’t afraid of them, though.  She didn’t flee.  She was still in the “I’m leaving Mertland in a couple of days” mindset and had to finish gathering her things.  One of those things was a shirt from Genevieve Abernathy’s room.  Genevieve was one of the few people Carlotta had ever been decent to during her stay and Genevieve had Carlotta’s purple shirt with the cartoon monkey across the front.

She was searching Genevieve’s closet for the shirt when Caitlyn and Sarah came into the room.

“Not interested,” Carlotta said without bothering to turn around.

“You should have left her boyfriend alone,” Sarah said.  “She’s not gonna let that go, you know.”

“I couldn’t give a shit what she does,” Carlotta said, still searching for the shirt.  Hell, Gen was probably wearing the damned thing.  “I didn’t force him, you know.  She should talk to him about that.”

One of the girls shoved her and Carlotta stumbled into the closet, knocking a few hangered shirts to the floor.  She got up and whirled toward the other two girls and said, “Now you’re gonna be real fucking sorry, bitch.”

“Not as sorry as you’ll be when she gets up here,” Sarah said.

“Well, I don’t see her now,” Carlotta said.  “So what are you gonna do?”

Sarah had no answer.  Caitlyn looked over at her friend and Carlotta saw the question on her face, as well.

“That’s what I thought,” Carlotta said.  “Get the fuck out of here.”

She went to Genevieve’s dresser and rummaged through it in case the shirt had been stuffed inside instead of hung up.

She heard the girls run out of the room a few seconds later and Carlotta put the incident out of her mind.  Normally, she would have gone after them, beat them both to a pulp, and then blamed it on someone else, but she was so out of this place it was already a speck in her rearview mirror.  Carlotta had plans.

Her mother had left her some money.  It wasn’t a fortune, but she could get a place to live and survive long enough to get a job.  She was going to wipe the memory of being here from her life forever.

Missy Grayson came into the room then, with Sarah and Caitlyn close behind, the two minions staying within reach of their master because she would keep them safe from the evil slut bitch who was ruining everyone’s life around here.

Carlotta almost wanted to laugh at them.

“I already said I’m not interested,” she said.  She closed the bottom drawer, the last one searched, and looked over at the girls.

“I don’t care what you want,” Missy said.  “We’re gonna settle this and you’re gonna stay away from other peoples’ boyfriends, you stupid slut.”

“Don’t call me stupid,” Carlotta warned her.  “And you can have him; I lost interest about a minute into it.  He’s all yours.”

She took a step toward the door, but the trio moved as one and blocked her way.

Carlotta grinned.  In some it might be a nervous release of energy, that grin, like the way some people laugh when told about a car wreck, because they don’t know how else to react.  But that wasn’t it for Carlotta.  She grinned because she saw how this was going to go down and she thought it was funny that this puny little stick figure of a girl thought that, just because she had backup, she might stand a chance.

“You’re making yourself look pathetic,” she said.

“You’re the pathetic one,” Caitlyn said over Missy’s shoulder.

“Yeah,” Sarah backed her up.

“You’re right,” Carlotta said, nodding and winking at Caitlyn.  “I’m pathetic.  I’ll just go now before I do something you all regret.”

She moved another step and the girls moved with her.

“Oooohh,” Sarah said.  “She’s gonna hurt us.”

“No,” Carlotta said, turning her dead glare on Sarah.  “Just you.  And I’m gonna enjoy it.”

Sarah might not have physically flinched, but Carlotta saw the quick flash of panic in the girl’s eyes.

“This isn’t about them,” Missy said.

“And yet you felt the need to have them back you up anyway.”

“They’re my friends.”  Missy shrugged.  “It’s what friends do.  It’s not my fault you don’t have any.”

“If having friends means I have to have a couple of weak puppets stepping on my shadow everywhere I go, then I don’t need them.  Now get out of my way.”

“You’re not going anywhere.”

“Fine,” Carlotta said, throwing up her hands.  “I’ll do this the hard way.”

She retreated back into the room and went to the window, raised it and leaned her head out, scanning the grounds for Genevieve to yell down and ask where her shirt was.

She saw a bunch of the younger kids and two of the staff out past the playground, putting bottle rockets into a number of lead pipes that had been driven into the ground and aimed away from the building just for today’s celebration.

“Gen!” she yelled, but probably couldn’t be heard over the constant pop of the fireworks.

She drew breath to yell again, but used it instead to utter a short, sharp bark of a scream as someone shoved her from behind and Carlotta was falling out of the window, the ground rushing to meet her only for a moment before everything, fear, anger, anxiety, all of it was just...gone.
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MISSY AND HER FRIENDS only looked down at the body for a second before all three ducked quickly back into the room and went out into the hall.

“We have to get this straight,” Missy said to her crew.  “We were never here.”

“No way,” Sarah said.  “I was in my room listening to music.”

“No,” Missy said.  “I have a better idea.  Come on, we have to hurry.”

She took off for the stairs and they ran down them as a unit, skipping every other step in the rush.  Missy led them out the back door where she said, “If anyone asks...fuck it, just say Jody Lee did it.  He’s a dirt bag anyway, they’d believe it.”

“What if he says he didn’t do it?” Caitlyn asked.

“Of course, he’s going to say he didn’t do it,” Missy said.  “But it’s his word against ours.  We were outside, we heard something and then we saw that bitch lying there dead, so we screamed and looked up, and there was Jody Lee looking out the window up there.  That’s all we know.  Got it?”

Sarah and Caitlyn nodded, but Missy insisted, “Say it.  Say ‘I got it.’”

“I got it,” they echoed in unison.

“Okay.  Come on,” and she led them to the spot where Missy screamed, calling eventual attention and bringing the adults running.  She pointed up and said what she was supposed to say, and the other two nodded where they were supposed to nod, and before anyone knew it, Jody Lee and his friends, Pete and Marcus, were being questioned.  There were the expected denials, but like Missy said, it was his word against hers.

The boys were removed from the Mertland Childrens’ Home and things soon returned to normal.  Only three people knew the real truth, and within two years, only one was left.  Sarah had jumped from the roof of the Mertland Home six months later.  She left a note for Missy that simply read, “It’s what I deserve”, which Missy quickly destroyed.

By that time, Caitlyn had already been released to the wide world.  Less than eighteen months later, having been out of Mertland for nearly a year herself, Missy read Caitlyn’s obituary in the paper.  Caitlyn had died of alcohol poisoning.  She had been dating Marcus at the time.

That didn’t tear Missy up too much.  After all, what was the old saying?  Two people can keep a secret if one of them is dead.

The secret was hers alone now, she decided.  And she would have no problem convincing herself it happened just the way everyone said it did.

That bitch got what she deserved, anyway.  It didn’t matter that, by the time she left Mertland, Missy had already dumped Mickey Sloan several months earlier when she found out he’d been sneaking off with one of the younger girls on Missy’s floor.  Something like that was bound to happen anyway; that Carlotta girl was a bitch.
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THE STORY OF MISSY Grayson doesn’t end there, however.  By the time she was twenty-four, Missy found herself, once again, out of work.  She sat in the Henry Street Laundromat reading a discarded newspaper while her final load tumbled over and over in the dryer in front of her.  She knew it would be a wasted effort scanning the classifieds, unless you were a nurse or a truck driver, but desperate times and such.

That’s when she saw the most incredible thing.  The Mertland Childrens’ Home needed help.  The opening was only for a cook in the lunchroom, but it was a stable job and from what she remembered, those old bitches hadn’t done much actual work, anyway.  It might not be so terrible, she thought, going back to the old place, seeing how things had changed.

She’d heard random stories over her years in the free world, rumors about ghosts at the Mertland Home, but she always shrugged them off, saying, “I grew up there.  Don’t believe the stories.  Besides, this is Missouri of all places.  In Angel Hill.  Nothing interesting ever happens here.”
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​Flagpole Sitta
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I.
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THERE’S A BIRD OUTSIDE MY window, tapping a coded message onto a flagpole.  It’s the first thing I hear every morning when I wake up, that tap tap tap-tap-tap tap-tap tapping.  It’s a constant, daily reminder of how bad things are, and it always makes my gut tighten when I hear it.  I haven’t cracked the code yet, but I’m close, I think.  Soon I’ll know what it’s telling them about me.

I read half a dozen magazines every month.  Better Homes and Gardens, Country Living, Parents, Discover, Vanity Fair and Popular Photography.  I don’t read them for the articles, but for the hidden text.  Someone out there is sending me secret notes embedded in the recipes or in the self-help articles for lonely women.  The problem is, I’m not sure I should trust this person, whoever it is.

I think a lot about Deb.  I think about the curves of her body.  I wish she was still around.

There’s a mural on the wall of a clothing store across the street from my apartment.  The scene is a 1950s diner with three figures, two of them are a boy and a girl sharing a milkshake from two straws at the counter.  The third character is behind it, watching them and smiling.  In the night, the figures on the mural move.  I haven’t seen it, but I know they do.

The mirror doesn’t show my reflection anymore.  There’s a person in there, but it’s not me.  Whoever he is, he sneers at me when I’m in the bathroom.  I’ve taken to brushing my teeth in the kitchen.  I shower and use the toilet in the dark.  I’m sure he can still see me, but I can’t see him, and it helps.

I had to get rid of my television.  Someone figured out how to reverse the images, so instead of me watching them, they were making a video record of my every move.  So I left it outside early one morning.  Someone took it away.  I don’t want to know who.

If I had to make a list of all the people they have on their side...Christ, how much time do you have?

That damned bird.  It’s pecking out the message again.  I can’t figure out where it’s coming from.  There are no flagpoles outside the window where I can see, but the sound travels and comes up and gets inside the room, inside my ears, like it’s tapping away at my brain.  It starts to hurt after the second hour.

It’s not Morse code.  I tried that already.  The message only partially deciphered and it read “addffrrddffe”.  Parts of it didn’t even convert to Morse, so that’s not it.  I thought maybe there was a binary correlation, like maybe the taps could be converted to ones and zeroes, but the tapping seems too random for that, not structured enough.

It still could be Morse, I suppose, but Morse tapped out in some foreign language perhaps, or maybe Morse hidden under a cypher I don’t understand?

I tried to get code-breaking books from the library, but I didn’t have a library card and they wouldn’t give me one until I gave them my information.  I’m not telling them my name or where I live.  They already know anyway; I see it in their eyes.  They only ask to see if I’ll tell them.  They think I’m stupid.

The cretins sit behind their desks and control the information, who gets it and who doesn’t.  I think they’re trying to clone me.

I have this nightmare where I wake up and all of my limbs have been amputated so I can’t fight back when they come in and start going through my things.

Did I tell you about...I shouldn’t tell you.  If I say it out loud...

That damned bird.

I woke up in the night, coughing and sweating.  I feel fine, though.  I don’t think I’m sick.  It wouldn’t matter if I was.  I wouldn’t go to the hospital.  I know they’re waiting for something like that, to get me there so they can make up lies and have me put away.  They tried infecting me once.  They put anthrax in the sugar.  I learned to like the taste of black coffee after a while.

If they ask, just say you don’t know me.  It’s safer that way.  

There’s evil in me.  I feel it squirming around in my gut sometimes.  I’m afraid to try to get it out, though.  It’s got failsafes in place so if I try to remove it it’ll kill me.  Redundancies upon redundancies, that’s their way.  Sneaky bastards.

I can’t believe no one has tried to shut up that damned bird.  But then, they’re all in on it, aren’t they?  Everyone.  That bird is their messenger, telling secrets and making up lies about me and they’re all believing it.  If I ever find it, I’ll crush its beak with my fingers and rip it off its face before I start the real torture.

It told them about that time in the alley with that cop.  How he laughed afterward.  That was supposed to be my own secret shame, but that bird blabbed about it and now everyone knows.  I saw it in the way they looked at me before I stopped going outside altogether.

One of my neighbors snores all day.  I think he works at night.  I can hear him through the walls.  I’ve taken to going through the whole day without making a single sound if I can help it.  If I can hear him, he can hear me, and he’s probably a plant anyway, sent to gather information.  He relays it to the bird and the bird tells everyone else.  I hoped if I stopped making noise, he’d have nothing to report, and then the bird would stop.  But it’s still out there, tap taptap tap taptaptap tap taptap tapping away.  It’s trying to drive me crazy.  I know that’s the plan.

* * *
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I FOUND A NOTE THIS morning, something Sean must have written.  I worry about him sometimes.

He goes on and on about the birds outside the window.  I’ve never heard anything.  I owe the guy my life, practically, but his mental state worries me.

The sun felt good when I got outside and turned my face up to it.  I was meeting Sharon at the park today.  No big plans, we were just gonna walk around for a bit and enjoy the weather, probably get something to eat later.

Sometimes, though, I have to admit, it’s hard to enjoy myself when in the back of my mind I’m wondering when Sean’s going to have his next outburst.  How long before he hurts more than just himself?

But I really can’t let that be my focus today.

I got to the park earlier than we’d planned because I hadn’t thought to ask her if she meant Upper or Lower Hill Park and she hadn’t answered my text when I tried to clarify.  So I picked Lower Hill Park and got out to look for her.

The park wasn’t packed, but there were quite a few people there for being so early in the day.  But once I saw that red bob with the black tips, I knew I’d found her.  If that hadn’t been enough, spotting the thick black hipster glasses the moment she began to turn around would have given it away.

“God,” I said, coming up to her and planting a kiss on her cheek.  “You and those glasses.  I’m not buying you skinny jeans for Christmas, so forget it.”

“You’ll buy what I tell you and you’ll like it.”

“Yeah,” I admitted.  “I will.  Just don’t ask for skinny jeans, please.”

She smiled that smile that makes my insides churn, wrinkling her nose in the process, then twirled away and asked, “What’s up?”

“Up?”  I shook my head.  “Nothing over here.  What’s up with you?”

“Not working, that’s what,” she said.

“I do love a good day off.”

“Every day off is a good day off,” Sharon said.

“Depends on why you have it off.  Funeral, flu, car wreck.”

“Boy, you’re a ball of sunshine, aren’t you?’

I shrugged and followed behind as she led the way along the sidewalk.

The day was beautiful, but most of the time there, my attention was focused on her.  She delivered mail to my building and one day we just started talking.  She was beautiful, how could I not try, right?  And she talked back, so, score for me, I guess.

When I used all my sly detective skills to find out if she had a boyfriend (I asked, “What does your boyfriend do?”), I almost didn’t believe her when she said she didn’t have one.  But if she says no, then it must be no, and maybe I could do something about that.  I was certainly trying.

She’d been resistant to the idea of “dating” in any official sense, but we did hang out and had made out on more than one occasion.  That’s as far as it went, but I wasn’t about to give up.  I knew in the middle of our first conversation she was the one for me.  All my life I’d sought that relationship where you share everything, tell the other one everything that’s going on, never feeling the need to hold back, knowing that no matter what it is you’re talking about, even if they know nothing about it, they’ll at least pretend to be interested.  Sharon had always been that way with me.

We were best friends.  But I was still trying for more.

She talked about how exhausting it was, delivering mail day in and day out, how she was being moved to a different route at the end of the month, a larger route, and how much longer it was going to take every day to get done now, and I listened to all of it.

“Will it make you feel better if I spring for lunch?” I asked.

“You can’t make it better, dude, it just is.”

I shrugged.

“I could always go kick your boss’s ass for you.”

“Please,” she said.  “I’d have better luck at that than you would.’
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