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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
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