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Chirps 

by Wendell Liljedahl 

 
“You hear ’em now?” 

“Hear who?”  

Jack didn’t look up from the campfire. “The Chirps, knucklehead.”  

Lester studied the hard lines etched into Jack’s face by the gilded firelight. 

“All I hear are crickets.”  

“That’s what you think you hear.” Jack pulled at the bristle on his chin, 

disappointment evident on his face. “You just ain’t listenin’ right.” 

“I don’t know how else I’m supposed to listen.” Lester peered into the 

blackness around the camp. The trunks of massive redwood trees were the only 

shapes visible against the veil of the nightfall. “Sounds like forest noises to me. What 

am I supposed to hear?” 

“The Chirps.” Jack shot a harsh glare in his direction, his blue eyes piercing the 

firelight. “Jesus, Lester, you either hear ’em or you don’t. It ain’t that complicated.” 

Jack took a pull from his beer and returned his gaze to the fire. Muscles flexed in his 

neck as he swallowed, the slump of his shoulders returned. 

“Sorry…” 

“Never mind.” Jack seemed transfixed by the dancing flames. “It don’t matter. 

And that ain’t why we come out here anyway, is it?” 

“I thought a change of scenery would be good for you,” Lester said. A camping 

trip had seemed like a reasonable idea, maybe get Jack out of his funk. But now 

Lester was having his doubts. “You’ve got to let it go, man.” 
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“You don’t know nothin’,” Jack said.  

Lester took a long swig of his beer, then a deep breath. “She’s gone. You’ve 

got to stop doing this to yourself—”  

“You ain’t gonna start in on me, are ya? Cause I’ve had about enough of that, 

and I ain’t about to let up on it now.” 

“I was just thinking—” 

“Yeah, you’re right… Mary ain’t comin’ back.” Jack’s jaw muscles flexed like 

he was trying to bite through the thought. “And if you dragged us out here thinkin’ 

there’s some magic in these woods that’s gonna get me over her, we can pack up our 

crap and go home right now.” 

“Maybe you could start thinking about something else.” 

“Spare me the sermon. It ain’t okay. It ain’t ever gonna be okay without her.” 

“You can’t just quit.” 

A puff of air came in from the south, pushing the campfire smoke in Jack’s 

direction. He batted at the smoke with his free hand, rose to his feet and moved to 

the opposite side of the fire pit, facing Lester. Jack stood with his hands hanging at 

his side, the beer can tilted. The stark light of the fire against the blackness beyond 

made it seem like Jack was fading into it. His baggy jeans confirmed the recent loss 

of weight. 

“So, what am I supposed to do? Go around pretendin’ I got some reason to go 

on?” Jack took another drink from his beer. “That we ain’t all doomed?” 

“See, that’s just it,” Lester said. “You’re freaking me out with this suicidal 

talk.” 
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“I ain’t gonna whack myself, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 

“Kind of.” Lester felt only a slight relief. “You’ve got a lot to live for.” 

“Sure I do,” Jack grumbled. 

Lester shifted uncomfortably on his boulder perch, wishing he were sitting in 

his LazyBoy chair at home. “Think about Jennifer.” 

“Jen hates my guts.” Jack hung his head, choking on the mention of her name. 

“She blames me for Mary.” 

“She doesn’t mean that, Jack.” 

“After the funeral, Jen said she don't ever want to see me again.” 

“She’s just hurting from the loss of her mother.” 

“You don’t know her, Lester. She don’t say stuff like that without puttin’ a 

whole lot of thinkin’ into it. I’m dead to her.” 

“She’ll come around.” Lester hoped that she would. Although Jack had gotten 

pretty difficult to be around. “It’ll take her some time to heal.” 

Jack shook his head. “They’re in her mind now. Them Chirps, spreadin’ their 

hate.” 

“Dammit Jack! You’ve got to stop that!” Even as Lester spoke, he reprimanded 

himself for engaging in it. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t. “You have to stop all 

this talk about your alien nonsense.” 

“Somebody’s gotta say it. Let ’em come after me. I got nothin’ left to lose.” 

Jack looked down at Lester with a fierceness Lester hadn’t seen since they’d played 

football in high school. “Was it them Chirps that got you to bring me out here?” 
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For a moment Lester thought Jack was going to leap through the flames at him. 

He held up his hands. “What the hell has gotten into you?” 

“Same thing that’s gettin’ into all of us! It’s them Chirps. They’re in our heads, 

Lester. Takin’ control of our minds!” 

“Stop,” Lester said. “No more of this crap.”  

 “It ain’t crap. Those Chirps are brain-washin’ us.” 

“What do you know about any of this?” 

“Wasn’t me. It was that professor, and Mary.” Jack looked mournfully into the 

fire. “They both knew. They were tryin’ to do something. But the Chirps took him 

down. Then they got her, too.” 

“Jack, nobody ‘got her’. It was an accident. The driver admitted to losing 

control—” 

“I was there, Lester. I saw it. That guy was possessed! Mary knew. She told me 

it was those Chirps that made him do it.” 

Lester looked down at the mocha-colored dust that covered his boots. “That’s 

just crazy…” 

“According to who?” Jack dropped his beer can and crushed it into the dirt with 

the heel of his boot. “Those people tellin’ you what’s goin’ on, they have no idea.” 

He swung his arm toward the darkness beyond the campfire. “Look around you Lester. 

The world is itchin’ for a fight! Everybody hates everybody.” 

“That’s just the media stirring people up, making a big deal about every little 

thing.” 
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“You think what’s goin’ on in Syria and Iraq is a little thing?” Jack went to the 

cooler and grabbed another beer. “Look at all the hate there is right here in our own 

country. Those Chirps are everywhere, Lester. Fillin’ us up with their hate. They got 

us goin’ at each other’s throats. And we’re gonna do their dirty work for ’em.” 

Lester threw up his hands. “Can’t you hear how ridiculous this sounds?” 

“I don’t care anymore,” Jack said. “I ain’t gonna stand by and watch without 

sayin’ nothin’. The Chirps are gonna take over. They gotta get rid of us, and they 

know they can't do it on their own. But if they can get in our heads. Make us all hate 

each other—” 

“Come on, Jack.” Lester felt his attention drawn to the pulsating glow of the 

campfire. “You’ve been watching too much TV.” 

“It was that university professor. The one Mary worked for in Santa Fe. He’s 

the one that cracked their code. He tried to tell the government. Tried to tell 

anybody who’d listen to him about it. But they all thought he’d lost his mind.” 

“Maybe he did.” 

“Not according to Mary. And I never knew a better judge of people. She knew 

all the research he’d done, and she believed him. The two of ’em had enough 

evidence to show us all what those Chirps are up to.” Jack sipped his beer, looking 

deep into the campfire. “When his lab burnt down, cops said it was arson. Said it was 

him that did it. They put that ol’ professor in the funny farm, and that was the end of 

him. Mary said it was rigged so they could shut him up. And when she found out about 

the fall, she knew it wasn’t no accident.” 

“So, the professor’s dead?” 
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“He didn’t last two weeks in there. But nobody kicked up a fuss about it, not 

even his family. Mary tried. Got herself fired. The university said it was inappropriate, 

her makin’ those allegations. Sons o’ bitches. Damn near broke her spirit. But she 

didn’t let up on tryin’ to get somebody to pick up that professor’s work. They all said 

it was nothin’ but a bunch of crap, just like you.” Jack hung his head. “Then Mary 

gets hit by a car…" He kicked up a little cloud of dirt. "I don’t care what anybody says, 

that wasn’t no accident.” 

Jack had always been a happy-go-lucky guy, which made it especially hard to 

watch him get so twisted up by these crazy notions. “Finish your beer and let’s get 

some sleep,” Lester said. “We can talk more about this in the morning.” 

“You think anything’s gonna be different in the morning?” Jack stared over the 

fire at Lester. “Those Chirps will be drillin’ in your ear while you’re sleepin’, tellin’ 

you what a menace I am. By mornin’ you’ll be good and ready to kill me yourself.” 

“For Christ sake,” Lester said. “Cut it out.” 

“Whatever.” Jack drained his beer and threw the can into the fire, which 

caused the flame to sparkle briefly, then fade. “I’m gonna go take a leak.” 

Jack walked away from the light of the campfire, his image growing thin and 

fading into the blackness. The crackling of the fire was overwhelmed by the chorus of 

chirping that rose up out of the stillness. The volume seemed to increase as Lester 

thought about what Jack had said. Gradually, their piercing chitters seemed to be 

coming from inside his head. 

Lester’s anger grew as the highlight reel of events from the past few months 

rolled through his mind. Since Mary’s death, Jack had alienated the few friends they 
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still had. He’d become a laughing stock. Preaching his alien conspiracy nonsense, he’d 

been lampooned by a comedy news program with a video mash-up of his comments. It 

wasn’t hard to see why Jennifer was ready to disown him. As Lester stared into the 

deep black of the forest, it was hard to see any hope of Jack pulling out of his 

nosedive.  

Jack had been gone for a while when shouting pierced the dark from the other 

side of the campground. First one voice, then several, none of the words discernible. 

Lester stood on his boulder looking, listening for any details. More shouting rose up 

out of the distance. Blue and red flashing lights illuminated the canopy under the 

massive redwood trees.  

Lester was about to head toward the ruckus when Jack emerged from the 

shadows. His annoyance returned. “What the hell, Jack?” 

 “Some guy’s losing it. Pickin’ up stuff and throwin’ it at people in their camps. 

The park rangers are tryin’ to chase him down. ” Jack held his hands skyward. “It's 

like I been tellin' you, the whole world's goin' crazy.” 

“I got enough crazy right here.”  

“You gotta wake up, Lester. You’re gonna see that it’s all true. And I hope 

when you do, it ain’t too late to do somethin’ about it.” 

Lester could feel the heat rising from his chest and face. The camping trip had 

been a terrible idea. The prospects of crawling into a tent to sleep on a skimpy little 

air mattress had him wishing he were home, rolling into his own bed. “I've heard 

about enough—” 
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The undergrowth crackled nearby with heavy footsteps. The shape of a man 

lurched into the light of the campfire. He stopped, glaring at Jack, then at Lester. He 

was big, red-faced and sweaty, with the crazed look of a man possessed. An axe 

dangled at his side. 

“They’ve come for me, Lester.” Jack turned toward the intruder. “You best 

stay out of the way.” 

The guy raised his axe with both hands. He charged at Lester with an awkward 

lope. Lester cringed behind the fire, ducking in anticipation of the attack. The man 

stopped, eyeing Lester. He mumbled something indiscernible and turned his attention 

to Jack on the other side of the campfire. 

The crazed man lunged toward Jack, stumbling on the rock ring around the 

firepit. His boot kicked up a shower of sparks from the coals. Dragging his leg across 

the fire, he clambered toward Jack with his pants ablaze. He raised the axe and took 

a wild cut, which Jack dodged, untouched. The man stumbled again, bending down to 

swat the flame off his leg. 

More heavy footsteps pounded in from the woods. “Park Police!” A baby-faced 

officer, cheeks red from exertion appeared in the campfire light, his gun drawn. 

“Drop the weapon!” 

The crazed man ignored the Ranger, slapping furiously at his burning pant leg. 

Baby-Face pointed his gun at the man, arms locked stiffly in place, with a look of 

uncertainty. A winded middle-aged officer appeared at Baby-Face’s side, waving his 

gun. “Drop it!” 
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With his flaming pants reduced to smoldering fabric, the wild man turned back 

to Jack. He raised the axe, and with a guttural scream swung the shiny blade at 

Jack’s head.  

Two gun shots echoed through the redwood canopy. The crazed man spun and 

hit the ground with a thud. The axe flew from his hand, falling harmlessly against a 

boulder.  

The crazed invader disregarded his wound and scrambled toward the axe. The 

Baby-Face Park Ranger tackled him while his partner trained his gun on the ruckus in 

a cloud of dust. 

Jack fell to his knees, staring up at Lester with a look of wonder, or disbelief. 

Blood spurted from a red circle in his abdomen, running down over his crotch to a 

puddle on the ground. Lester rushed toward Jack, as he collapsed to the ground. 

“No, Jack!” Lester fell to his knees and looked down at Jack lying in the dirt. 

“What can I do?” 

The strain was now gone from Jack’s face. “Nothin’ you can do for me now. 

You best be careful.” Jack coughed. “They’ll be comin’ for you next.” Blood gurgled 

from the divot in his torso. The color drained from his skin. 

“Help!” Lester looked around. Faces of other campers gathered in the dim 

periphery observing silently. “Somebody, help him!” 

Jack pulled weakly on the fabric of Lester’s shirt. “You got to take it up now, 

Lester. You got to speak up about them Chirps.” 
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A stern-faced man stepped forward from the people gathered in the shadows. 

His tailored slacks and white shirt were starched and crisp. The man’s hair neatly 

combed back, face free of whiskers. His eyes were steely and distant.  

He knelt next to Lester and put a finger on Jack’s neck. After a moment he 

turned to Lester. “He’s gone.” 

Lester gazed in disbelief at Jack, who stared silently into the distance. Images 

of their younger selves flashed through Lester’s mind as his vision began to blur. 

“Was he trying to tell you something?” The man asked, not turning away from 

Lester. 

Lester wiped away his tears and glanced at the slicked-back man. The 

unfocused eyes of the stranger sent a chill through his body. Lester returned his 

attention to Jack, reaching down to close his eyes.  

"No." Lester sat back on his haunches in silent reverence, not looking up again. 

“Nothing I could understand.” 

 


