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Billy Taylor lay awake in the dark.  The room was silent except for the deep breathing of his roommate Robby.  Robby was new to the Mertland Childrens’ Home, having just arrived two weeks ago.  The first few nights had been the roughest as Robby cried himself to sleep, but he’d adapted to the routines here quickly and now he slept the sleep of the innocent.

Billy found it much harder to let himself sink into the land of dreams.

For several nights in a row now, every time he found himself on the brink, the voices brought him out of it.
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THERE WAS A RADIO DJ in nearby St. Joseph who hosted a toy drive every Christmas in support of local foster kids and childrens’ homes, and two years ago Billy had asked for walkie talkies.  He and his best friend Kelly had spent months afterward playing hide and seek games they’d devised with the walkies, playing army, playing all the games kids played when left to their own devices.  For months it had been fun.  Then one day Kelly wasn’t there anymore.

Billy wanted to ask Mandy, the woman who took care of them, if he’d been sent to a foster home, but Billy had been a ward of Mertland since birth, and he knew how things worked here.  Sometimes it was best not to ask.

With Kelly had gone the other walkie to Billy’s set, and with only one walkie and no one to play their hide and seek game, which they called Radio Silence, Billy’s walkie had been stuffed away in a box of his belongings.  He couldn’t bring himself to throw it away, though; a part of him held out hope that one day Kelly would return with stories of the wider world outside the bounds of Mertland.

Occasionally he would find it and turn it on, click the button, their signal to the other.  Then he would wait.  Eventually he’d accept the silence and give up, turn it off again and shove it back into whatever nook he’d dug it out of.  The weird thing was, every time he found the walkie, he’d think the same thing: I don’t remember putting it there.

But this wasn’t just the Mertland Childrens’ Home, this was Angel Hill.  The outskirts, sure, but still within the city limits.  Sometimes in Angel Hill, things moved.

For over a year, Billy had gone about his life, thinking every so often about his absent friend, but knowing in a place like this, people came and went.

Two nights earlier, the walkie had come to life.
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BILLY HAD GONE TO BED.  Across the room, Robby had drifted off quickly.  Billy was almost there, too, when he heard a CLICK from somewhere else in the room.  It wasn’t an unfamiliar noise, only an unexpected one, and that made his eyes open, and sleep slipped a little further away than it had been only a few seconds ago.

Billy’s eyes darted here and there in the room, and now he was trying to figure out if he’d really heard it or dreamed it.  He looked over at Robby to see if he was awake and doing something, but his roommate was out like a light.

Billy leaned up on an elbow and looked around, this time really giving the room a serious peer.  Then it happened again.  Billy jumped, then looked toward where he was sure it had come from.  Billy’s bed sat before one of two windows in their room.  There on the windowsill of the other stood his walkie.

He stared at it in the dark, silhouetted against the night sky, waiting for it to happen again.  Then it did, a CLICK.  His and Kelly’s signal.

He slid out of bed and grabbed the walkie, then got back under the covers.  He held the walkie in his hand, clicked the button, and waited, holding his breath.

Then a voice came from the speaker and Billy gasped, then started breathing again.

The air in the room took on a chill.

The voice that came from the walkie wasn’t the usual distorted squawking he’d expected.  This was a whisper, clear as day.

He held it to his ear and waited for it to happen again.

Then he heard it, another whisper.

“... hurts ... hurts ....”

He wanted to press the button and ask the two most obvious questions, “Kelly?” and “What hurts?”  Instead, he just stared at it, afraid to make any noise in the otherwise quiet room.

“... cold ...,” the walkie said.

“... fire ...,” it said.

“... hurts ...,” it said again.

Billy pressed the button and whispered into it, “Kelly?  Is that you?”

Then the walkie went dead.  Eventually he dozed off and when he woke up the next morning, it wasn’t in his hand.  He found it in a box under his bed and decided he must have dreamed the voice.
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THEN IT HAPPENED AGAIN the next night.  As before, just as he was dozing off, that CLICK woke him up.  He sat up and looked at the window and there it stood.  He got up and grabbed it, clicked the button, then asked, “Kelly?  Are you there?  Where are you?”

The sound that came from the walkie wasn’t a whispered response but instead was howling wind.  Or what sounded a lot like that.  No idea where that was coming from.

He turned up the volume knob, trying not to go so loud it woke up Robby, but he desperately wanted to hear everything.

Then the wind suddenly just stopped, the walkie CLICKed their signal to each other, and it went dead again.

This time when he got back into bed, he did so with the walkie shoved under his pillow, sure he would feel it if it moved in the night.  But when we woke up the next morning, it was gone again.
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ON THE THIRD NIGHT, the voices said more.

He couldn’t get to sleep for a long time, the anticipation keeping him wide awake, and when he reminded himself it only happened the first two nights as he was almost asleep, it seemed that state slipped even further away.  But eventually the day did catch up with him and Billy finally drifted off.  Then the CLICK and his eyes flew open, going directly to the walkie on the windowsill.  The walkie that hadn’t been there moments before.

He leapt out of bed, sure Robby was going to hear, but not caring anymore, and snatched it from the window.  He held it to his ear, clicking the button to let whoever was on the other end know he was listening.

“... so dark ... so cold ...,” a voice said, one that was definitely not Kelly.

“... so quiet ...,” came another voice, still not his friend.

Billy hesitated, then pressed the button and whispered, “Hello?  Who is this?”

“... so lonely ...,” a third voice whispered.

“Kelly?” Billy asked.  “Is that you?”

He heard a loud creak, and jumped, thinking something was by his bed, but it was just someone out in the hall walking by.  When he looked back at the walkie in his hand, it was dead quiet.  He clicked the button a few times, but got no response.

––––––––
[image: ]


ON THE FOURTH NIGHT, Billy lay in bed seething.  One of the things he and Kelly had bonded over so quickly was the bullies.  Kelly had been bullied relentlessly for having a girl’s name, mostly by Jimmy Townsend, one of the older kids at the home.  Billy had his own problems to deal with in the form of Spencer McMillan who, for some reason, seemed to hate Billy with a passion.  Why else would he constantly make fun of the fact Billy was a true orphan, having been at Mertland since a few days after he was born.  Billy had been raised here while Spencer was here because his dad, his only living relative, had been sent to prison for ten years and there was no one on the outside to take care of him.  Spencer had been in and out of foster homes ever since, but the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree with him, and he never lasted long in any of them.

And every time he came back, Billy was once again treated to Spencer’s undying wrath.  He couldn’t say why Spencer hated him so much, what he’d ever done to earn the constant bullying, but Spencer McMillan was like a machine.  And he’d come back to the home earlier that day, having burned through yet another opportunity at freedom.

As soon as Billy saw he was back, he’d gone to one of his and Kelly’s hiding places and spent the next hour being as quiet as he could.

Eventually, though, hunger and the need to pee forced Billy from the cubby behind the stairs and
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