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Sleep dissipates and there he is: H. P. fucking Lovecraft. The old boy is looking down at me with anger and shame stamped across his weird little face in equal portions. I drag my knuckles across my eyes, snug in my bed, hoping to wipe some of the gorp from my lashes, wondering if it’s really him. Before I’ve drawn a conclusion he grabs me by the wrist and hauls me from my sheets. A pillow falls to the floor as I stumble across the bedroom and into the shadows of the hallway. My feet slap against the hardwood, creating sharp echoes that forge through the night as I head towards my kitchen.
Staggering and sleepy, I say, “Hey, man. What’s going on?”
H. P. flicks on a light and says, “Don’t give me any lip, you obtuse, half-wit, twerp.”
In a world that seems far too bright and dynamic, I say, “Twerp?” I don’t care much for that. Honestly, I don’t care for the ‘half-wit’ remark either, but what can I say? On the ‘obtuse’ slur he might be accurate. I don’t know. What the hell does obtuse mean…rounded at the free end?
I say, “Why am I a twerp?”
“You know why.”
“No, really, I don’t.”
Now we’re in the kitchen. He drags me towards a blender, which is sitting on the counter between the sink and the stove. It’s plugged into to an outlet and ready for use. I wonder if he planning on making a fruit smoothie but I don’t have a chance to ask because H. P. wastes no time saying, “Zombies? Are you kidding me? Is that the best you can do?”
For a moment I’m confused, but then a light bulb inside my head comes to life. I know what this is about: the book. He wants to talk to me about my anthology, Best New Zombie Tales. Sure he does. And I’m willing to talk to him about my little project, too. But I’ve got a few questions of my own, fusing together the way questions do. The most obvious inquiry, it seems, would revolve around the fact that Mr. Lovecraft has been dead for decades. What is he, back from the grave? That’s ridiculous. The walking departed don’t exist… right?
Right?
I say, “Listen H. P., zombies are big right now. Real big. Do you know––”
He gives my arm a quick yank, cuffing my train of thought. He’s livid now; I can see it in his face.
“I gave the world Cthulhu and you’re serving up zombies? I created Yog-Sothoth, and all you’ve got is the living-dead? Is that the best you can do?”
For a moment I just stare, as if I’m waiting for someone else to answer the question for me. When nobody does, I reluctantly say, “You don’t understand. It’s not like I don’t know how to be creative…I do. But the horror industry is a funny place right now, you know? The truth of the matter––”
H.P. growls like an animal from the jungle. Then he says, “SHUT UP, idiot! On an off day I could shit out Shub-Niggurath, Y’golonac, and Azathoth, and the most preeminent idea rattling around your infinitesimal, diminutive, nano-scholastic, brain-nugget is zombies? Are you on crack? What the hell is wrong with you? Don’t you think this planet has suffered through a sufficient quantity of zombies?”
He lifts the lid from the blender, switches the dial from ‘off’ to ‘mulch’ and rams my hand inside before I realize what’s happening.
I scream, while trying to pull away. Doesn’t work. H. P. is stronger than he looks and my hand is getting mulched.
Let me repeat––
My HAND…is getting: M-U-L-C-H-E-D.
This means that my fingers––all four, plus the tip of my thumb––are getting…MULCHED…off.
Connected to the colossal ambush of pain are my eyes, which mature to enormity. I can’t help but watch. Now my knuckles are getting chewed. Now the middle of my hand is taking a beating. Oops…there goes the rest of my thumb. There’s blood. Not just inside the blender, but everywhere: splashing the walls, the ceiling, the floor, my chest, my face…
Inside the blender I can see bone fragments spinning around in a circle. A moment ago those fragments were inside my hand, not orbiting it.
It may come as no surprise that I want to tell him to stop, to let me go, to turn off that goddamn machine, which, by the way, is very powerful and apparently worth every penny I paid––thank you very much ‘Home Shopping Channel.’ But I don’t tell him to stop. Oh no, I can’t. All I can do is cry, and scream, and try to pull away.
And fail miserably, I should add. H. P.’s grip is absolute.
A little FYI here: my screaming doesn’t bother Mr. Lovecraft––who was kind enough to give us Shub-Niggurath, Y’golonac, and Yog-Sothoth, as he didn’t hesitate to point out. No, no. He seems adequately happy with my pain and terror. And oddly enough, he decides to do some screaming of his own.
He unloads: “TELL ME YOU WON’T PUBLISH ANOTHER STUPID ZOMBIE BOOK! TELL ME!”
I should be saying: No problem, Mr. Lovecraft. You want me to scrap the book idea? Consider it done. Anything else you need? A backrub? The keys to my car? A thousand dollars? A night with my girlfriend…no questions asked––? Whatever you need, H. P., just name it and it’s yours! Oh boy!
Instead, what comes out of my mouth is, “Ahhhhh…I have to release the zombie book!”
Lovecraft is pissed. He changes the dial from ‘mulch’ to ‘mince.’ Then from ‘mince’ to ‘liquefy.’
I didn’t even know my blender had ‘liquefy.’
I scream more.
But he screams louder: “NO MORE ZOMBIES! DON’T YOU HEAR WHAT I’M TELLING YOU! ZOMBIES ARE PLAYED OUT! TEDIOUS! OVERDONE! ZOMBIES ARE BORING!!!”
I’m crying now. Crying. Full on. Tears streaming. My hand is gone. My wrist is gone. In another fifteen seconds my elbow will be turned into bone stew. Liquefied. My eyes are burning as snot runs from my nose. Panicking. Terrified. I’m not sure where I find the strength to argue, but I do. “Everybody loves zombies!”
He kicks me in the shin.
It’s almost funny, really. The kick. It doesn’t do much. I don’t even feel it, truth be told. Not while my arm is getting shredded. But I see him do it and I understand––he wants to hurt me more, somehow. But he’s grasping at straws now. Obviously. It’s hard to elevate a situation when you’ve started negotiations by destroying a hand. He’s left himself no room to maneuver, so he says, “Nobody loves zombies.”
Oh, but he’s wrong. And I know he’s wrong.
I say, “Yes they do!”
“The market is saturated! Do something good…something original!”
“My book will be good!”
‘DO. SOMETHING. ORIGINAL!”
An unexpected change of heart comes like an adjustment in the wind. He turns the blender off and releases me. Thank heaven. It’s quiet now. The silence is a gift but my ears are ringing and my stump is throbbing. I pull my arm out to appraise the damage.
Wait. Let me try that again: I pull what’s left of my arm out to appraise the damage. What I see looks like a cross between Cthulhu’s tentacle-beard and a ketchup sundae.
Lovecraft leans in. In a gentle voice, he asks, “Are you going to publish zombies?”
I’m not sure why, but I stick to my guns. With a tremble in my voice, I say, “Yeah. I guess so.”
“You sure?”
Nodding my head now. “Yes. It’s the right thing to do.”
“Then make sure your zombie book is amazing…you get me?”
“Yeah.”
“Say it.”
“Yes, yes. I get you. My zombie book will be amazing.”
Lovecraft spits on the floor. “I played gentle this time, fucker,” he says with a smirk. “If I have to come back here, don’t count on getting off so easy. Next time I won’t have a blender. I’ll have a chainsaw. I’ll saw your empty head off.”
* * *
Ahem.
Let me clear my throat.
Dear literate zombie fans; my name is James Roy Daley. What you’re looking at is a little idea of mine, brought to life by the power of hard work. If you’re a zombie purist this compilation will probably piss you off a bunch ‘cause I’ve put together stories that are not afraid to break traditional rules. Question: if you chop a zombie in half and both sections attack, are you fighting two zombies now? What if you chop the sucker into a hundred pieces? What if you’re attacked by hair and skin? Are zombies allowed to run? Do they think? Can they talk? Can they use tools? Do they experience emotions? Can they team up? Drive a car? Have sex?
Ah, the questions are endless. And with each comes a plethora of unverified answers. The debate never ends.
Like I said, some of these stories will piss off the traditionalists, no doubt. But if you’re a collector of zombie goodness this book will add some brilliant tales to your collection, tales you do not have.
I went digging.
And found stories inside anthologies you can’t buy, and compilations you’ve never heard of. I’ve got stories from websites that no longer exist and magazines that haven’t put out an issue in ages. I went digging, brothers and sisters. Digging. And yeah, some of the tales are easy to get. Some. Not many.
This book contains funny tales and nightmares, artsy pieces and screamers, big stories and small. I tried to hit different emotions. Straight up, I pulled together the best work I could get my hands on––I don’t want the horror gods to kick my ass, don’t you know. My goal, a simple one: to put together the best zombie tales ever written. Don’t care what year the story was written. Don’t care who wrote it. Don’t care if the story follows Romero’s un-written rules of what a zombie is supposed to do. Don’t care if it’s offensive, or filled with naughty language. All I care about is High Quality Fiction. Simple.
And with that, my rant has ended. I did my part. Now it’s your turn.
Get comfy.
Get ready.
Get reading.
First up, a Ray Garton masterpiece…
RAY GARTON
-ONE-
1.
A cold, gusty December wind blew the falling rain through the night. Just outside the small northern California town of Anderson, atop what the local children called Witch’s Hill, and near the dead-end of narrow seldom-used Hilltop Road, Mrs. Kobylka’s little house stood blanketed with ivy. The house was so covered by the white-speckled green leaves it seemed to have grown up out of the earth with the vines. Wisps of smoke were swept away by the wind as they rose out of the small chimney on the right side of the house. Four cracked concrete steps led up through an ivy-coated arch onto a small enclosed porch. The porch was flanked by windows––the one on the left was dark, while a soft glow shone through the drapes on the other. An enormous weeping willow, its branches swaying in the wind, stood in the small yard, which was overrun by weeds. The pickets of a once-white fence surrounding the yard were dark and broken, like old neglected teeth. An old blue pickup truck that had seen better days a long time ago was parked in front of the house.
Three young people sat in a silver Ford Focus Sedan SE parked across the pot-holed road from the house. The rain was loud inside the car as they stared silently at the house––Randy Satifoy at the wheel, his girlfriend Liz Poole in the passenger seat, and Kirk Mundy behind her. Kirk was stretched over the backseat, his nose to the glass on the other side. They were each 17 years old. They had grown up there in Anderson, and since they were small children, they had heard stories about creepy old Mrs. Kobylka, that she was a witch who had lived in that run-down house for over a hundred years.
When they were kids, it had been customary to see who was brave enough to egg Mrs. Kobylka’s house each Halloween and risk falling under her evil spell. The old woman had been there when Kirk’s dad was a boy, and kids had told the same stories about her back then. One story in particular had stood out, a story about a dead dog. It was passed down from generation to generation of children who rode their bikes up the hill to see the run-down old house, who dared each other to go up and knock on the door. Sometimes they spotted her coming out to get her mail from the rusted old box on the crooked post in front of her house. They watched from hidden vantage points as she shuffled through the weeds that grew up between the cracks in the concrete walk that led to the gate––a plump, slightly hunched old woman with a wild tangle of white hair, always in a simple housedress with a shawl across her shoulders. Sometimes she drove into town in her old pickup truck and was seen at the post office or drugstore, and the whispering children kept a healthy distance from her as she went about her business.
Kirk’s dad had told him more than once to stay away from Mrs. Kobylka’s place. He’d said she was a crazy old woman and she shouldn’t be bothered. It had done no good, of course.
In the Focus, Randy spoke just loud enough to be heard above the sound of the rain: “Are you sure you want to do this, Kirk?”
“Yes.” There was no hesitation in his response.
Liz said, “You guys do what you want, but I’m staying here.” She ran a brush through her short strawberry-blonde hair. She was a pretty girl with a small round face, tense now as she looked at Randy. She’d been crying earlier, after the news about Natalie, and her blue eyes were puffy. “There’s no fuckin’ way I’m going in there.”
“I’ll go alone, I don’t care,” Kirk said. He sat up in the backseat and opened the door.
“Wait,” Randy said, “don’t you want me to go with you?”
“If you want. You don’t have to. But I’ve got to do it now, before I lose my nerve.” He got out of the car and closed the door.
“All right, I’m coming, I’m coming,” Randy said as he got out.
“Leave the keys,” Liz said. “If you don’t come out in ten or fifteen minutes, I’m getting the hell out of here.”
“They’re in the ignition,” Randy said as turned up the collar of his denim jacket. “But don’t leave, we’ll be right back.”
“I’m glad you’re so sure,” she said.
Randy closed the door as Kirk came around the rear of the car and started across the road, hands in the pockets of his down jacket, head down and shoulders hunched against the rain. Randy hurried to catch up.
Kirk was handsome in a sad way––everything about him was sad lately––tall and slender and subtly muscled, an avid swimmer, with short dark brown hair. But he seemed to have shrunk somehow since the accident. He was pale and drawn from lack of sleep. He limped slightly––his only injury from the accident had been a badly bruised knee. Randy was a little shorter, stockier, with a mop of blond hair, a round face, and wire-framed glasses. They were quickly soaked by the rain as they crossed the road.
“Do you know what you’re gonna say to her?” Randy asked as they hurried through the gate, which stood open crookedly, one hinge broken.
“Not really,” Kirk said. “I guess I’ll just tell her what I want. She’ll either help me or she won’t.”
They went up the walk and paused at the bottom of the porch steps.
“It’s about ten-thirty,” Randy said. “What if she’s asleep?”
“We’ll wake her,” Kirk said.
“What if everything we’ve heard about her is bullshit?”
“Then I’ll apologize and we’ll go.”
“What do you want me to say?”
“Nothing, unless you want to.”
Kirk went up the steps and into the small cave formed by the ivy-covered arch, out of the rain, and Randy followed. On the other side of a rickety old screen door, the front door had a square window in the top with white curtains, the glass smudged. He knocked on the frame of the screen and it rattled noisily. A dog barked loudly inside, and Kirk could hear a television playing. The dog sounded big and vicious. The television’s volume was high and sounded like the news. There was movement, then footsteps came toward the door.
“She’s coming,” Randy whispered. “Our last chance to haul ass outta here.”
One of the white curtains in the window was tugged aside and a wide, rheumy, deep-set eye peered out at them.
“Who are you?” she asked in a dry, cracked voice. “What you want?” Even though she’d lived there for what seemed like forever, she still spoke with a heavy eastern-European accent: Vot you vant?
“My name is Kirk Mundy, Mrs. Kobylka. This is my friend Randy. Can I talk to you, please?”
“Mundy, eh? What you want to talk about?”
“I want to ask you something.”
She dropped the curtain and fumbled with locks, muttering to herself. The door opened and she stood before them, a squat, backlit silhouette. She flipped a switch on the wall and the naked yellow bulb in a socket above the door blinked on. “You come to egg my house?” she said. “Halloween’s over. It’s Christmas time.” A couple of her upper front teeth were the only teeth remaining in her head and her wrinkled cheeks and lower lip sunk loosely into her mouth. Her face resembled a decaying old Jack-o-lantern.
Kirk said, “I’ve come to ask for your help.”
“My help? What is this, some kinda charity drive?” Vot ith dith, thome kynt uff choddity drife?
“No, ma’am,” Kirk said. “It’s a…a personal favor.”
Her eyes darted back and forth between them several times, then she stared at Kirk for a long moment. She wore a pale green housedress, slippers, and a dark shawl on her shoulders. Somewhere behind her the dog continued to bark. “Mundy. You come for Mrs. Kobylka’s help, eh?” she said, looking Kirk up and down. “What you want that I should help you with?”
“Would it be all right if we came in?” Kirk said.
“Why should I let you in?”
“So I can tell you what I want.”
Kirk watched her as she thought it over. She was stout, short, and hunched, and her face was impossibly lined and creased. Her bleary right eye was wide, her left a narrow slit. Her white hair was long and tangled and went in every direction, like Medusa’s snakes. Standing before him in the yellow glow of the porch light, she looked more pathetic than frightening, and it seemed impossible that she was the woman feared by children all over town.
She shrugged one of her round shoulders and said, “Okay. But when I say you go, you go.”
“Sure,” Kirk said.
They stepped back as she pushed the screen door open, then went inside.
The house was dark and smelled of cooked cabbage. On the left, a small, messy kitchen was lit only by a fluorescent light over a counter, beneath a bank of cupboards. Straight ahead was a dark hallway. On the right was a cluttered living room with a wood stove. At the couch’s end nearest them, a lamp with a red shade glowed on an endtable. In the shadowy corner at the other end of the couch stood a large round cage, tall and fat, and inside on a perch was an enormous dark bird. The bird barked in throaty bursts, like a large dog. A small black-and-white TV with rabbit-ears stood on a TV tray in front of the couch playing the news with the volume high. The heat in the house was smothering.
Mrs. Kobylka led them into the living room, where she clapped her hands and shouted, “Baltazar! Stop!”
The bird stopped barking, meowed like a cat once, then fell silent.
“What you want with Mrs. Kobylka?” she said, turning to them.
“Um, it’s my girlfriend,” Kirk said. “Her name is…was …Natalie Gilbert.”
Mrs. Kobylka went to the end of the sagging old couch by the lamp and grunted as she lowered herself onto the flattened cushion. She leaned forward and turned down the television’s volume. She had been crocheting when they knocked––the skein of yarn, the crocheting hook, and what looked like the beginning of an afghan lay beside her. She did not invite them to sit.
“What she got to do with me?” she said.
Kirk said, “She…died tonight.”
Mrs. Kobylka’s thick white eyebrow rose high above her wide eye.
“We were on our way to a Christmas party last night,” Kirk said, “and we had a car accident.” He thought he’d cried all the tears he had to shed, but more burned his throat. He swallowed a couple times before continuing. “I…I was driving. We were hit by a drunk driver. He ran a stop sign. I was wearing a seatbelt, but…she wasn’t.”
Baltazar the dark, hulking bird in the cage shouted, “Stumbling bumblefucks!” in what sounded like the voice of an old man.
Kirk’s eyes had adjusted to the dull red-tinted light in the room and could see the bird in more detail. He had thought, at first, that it was a parrot of some kind, but it looked like no parrot he had ever seen. It was black, all the way down to its legs and wicked talons, except for red crescents beneath its black eyes, a curved, blood-red blade of a beak, and a patch of crimson feathers on its back and tail. But those seemed to be the only feathers on the bird. It didn’t even have feathers on its wings. Instead, its wings seemed to be folds of leathery black flesh. Almost like a bat’s wings. But that couldn’t be––what kind of bird had wings like a bat?
“Stumbling bumblefucks!” the bird shouted again.
“Hush, Balty,” Mrs. Kobylka said. She looked up at Kirk. “You hurt?”
“I got a bump on the knee,” Kirk said. “Natalie was…she went into a coma. She had internal injuries. And tonight, she…” He clenched his teeth and took a deep breath. “She died. Just a little while ago. In the hospital.”
“Too bad. Mrs. Kobylka feel sad for you. But what this got to do with me?”
“We’ve…heard things about you,” Kirk said, glancing at Randy.
Randy’s eyes widened and he spread his arms slightly, as if to say, What’re you looking at me for?
Mrs. Kobylka’s frown deepened. “Heard things? We? You two?”
Eye’s still wide, Randy looked down at her and nodded.
“Yes,” Kirk said. “Since we were kids. We’ve heard stories about you.”
The black-and-red bird giggled in a child’s voice, and the sound gave Kirk a chill.
Smirking, Mrs. Kobylka ignored the bird and said, “Stories? What kind of stories?”
Kirk cleared his throat, shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Um, well, since we were kids, people have said that you’re… that you can do things.”
Mrs. Kobylka sat as far forward as she could and rolls of fat pressed against her housedress. “Spit it out, boy, it’s late.”
“There’s a story about a dog,” Kirk said. “According to the, um, the story, years ago a boy’s dog got sick and died, and he brought it to you, and you, uh…well, according to the story, you…brought it back.” Kirk heard his own words and was suddenly embarrassed. He bowed his head a moment, then looked at her again. “Is that true, Mrs. Kobylka?”
“True?” Her laugh sounded like dry leaves being crushed. “What you saying?”
“Is it true that…” He took another deep breath, then let the words tumble out of him. “Is it true that you’re a witch and you can bring back dead things?”
She laughed again as she stood. She stepped in front of Kirk and cocked her head to the left, looked up at him with her round, watery eye. “You come here for my magic?” she whispered, smiling.
“It’s…it’s true, then?” Kirk said.
“Why you want I should help you bring this girl back?”
“Because…I love her. And I feel responsible for what happened. I should’ve told her to put her seatbelt on, I should have…I…” His voice dropped to a whisper. “We’ve known each other since we were in first grade. I can’t…live…without her. I love her.” He pressed his lips together hard and blinked back tears.
“Love,” she said as she turned away and left the living room. She waved a gnarled, liver-spotted hand in the air and said, “Love messes up your head. Scrambles the brains like eggs.” She flipped a switch on the wall and turned on the overhead fluorescent in the kitchen, then turned to Kirk and Randy again. “You want I should do my magic for you. Can you pay the price?”
Kirk said, “I don’t have much money, but––”
“I’m not talking about money. What about you two?” She pointed at them with the first two fingers of her right hand. “What you gonna do for me, I do this for you? Kids in this town––they egg my house, call me names, leave dog shit on my porch. And I should do this for you?”
Kirk went to her and said, “We’ll try to get the kids to leave you alone.”
“You can do that?”
“We can do that. I’ve got a little brother, and Randy, here, has a younger brother and sister. They have lots of friends. We can tell them to leave you alone. We’ll get the word out.”
“You tell them stay away from Mrs. Kobylka or I cut them up and feed them to Baltazar,” she said with a mischievous smile. Her laugh became a phlegmy cough.
The bird wailed like a baby crying at the top of its lungs.
“Baltazar, stop showing off!” Mrs. Kobylka crossed her small kitchen. “You know what you getting into, boy?” She opened a cupboard and removed a couple jars, put them on the counter.
“What do you mean?” Kirk said.
She closed the cupboard and came to him, stood close. He smelled her sour breath as she said, “This girl, she will be your responsibility, not mine. No one else’s. Just yours. And once it is done…there is no undoing it. You understand? She comes back, she is yours.”
“She was mine when she died,” he said.
“Not like this. That story you hear, what happen to that dog?”
“I…I don’t know.”
“Your girlfriend…she’s no dog. I do this for you, boy, it is on your head. Whatever happens, you must live with it the rest of your life.”
Kirk suddenly felt impatient. He hadn’t slept the night before and his nerves felt raw. “Are you going to help me or not?”
“I do this for you, but I don’t know if it is helping or not.” She went back to the kitchen counter and unscrewed the lid off one of the jars. “I come here when I was just a girl, younger than you, I think. I live here ever since. My husband die. My baby die. I been alone since then.” She took the lid off the other jar. Leaning an arm on the edge of the counter, she bent down and opened a cupboard, and used both hands to lift out a stone mortar and pestle, which she put on the counter. “All this town ever give me was shit.” She looked at Kirk again. “I do this for you, but you remember––you ask for it.” Her thin, frayed lips peeled back over her few yellow teeth, and she laughed.
The bird shouted, “Stumbling bumblefucks!”
2.
Their first time together was on a hot summer afternoon under a small bridge near their homes. They lived only four houses apart on River Valley Drive, a rural area just outside Anderson’s city limits. The bridge was only three yards long and so low they had to duck when they walked under it. It passed over a small creek that ran all year long and sometimes flooded during the rainier winters.
It had been Natalie’s idea to come, and she had brought lunch in a brown grocery bag with the top rolled up. They found a sandy patch among all the rocks and she took a rolled-up towel from the bag and spread it out. They sat cross-legged facing each other with the bag between them.
Looking at her there in the shade of the bridge, it was hard for Kirk to believe she was the same girl who had climbed on the monkeybars with him when they were children. In second grade, he had dropped a live frog down the back of her dress and laughed hysterically as she danced around to get rid of it. In fourth grade, he’d put earthworms in her Power Rangers lunchbox and laughed at her shrieks.
But now they were both 15––his birthday had been the day before, hers a few months ago––and nothing about Natalie made him laugh. Smile, yes, but not laugh the way he used to. They’d been 13 when, as if overnight, Natalie had changed, and as a result, it seemed, so had Kirk. One day, he’d looked at her and had been unable to take his eyes off her ever since. Her smiles made his stomach flutter, and when she held his hand, he was unable to feel the ground beneath his feet. The two had been inseparable since then, and after two years, she could still make him clumsy and weak-kneed and stuttery.
Just an inch shorter than Kirk, she had long, thick hair so black it sometimes looked purple in the sun. It was early August and she had a golden tan. Her round breasts pushed gently against the tanktop she wore, her narrow midriff bare above a pair of white shorts, legs long and silky. When he looked at her now, he saw a young woman, not a girl––and yet, when he was around her, he still felt like a boy. They had been together for two years, and yet everything they did together felt new. And they did almost everything together. Except for one thing––until that summer afternoon.
“What’d you bring?” Kirk asked, nodding toward the bag.
“Chicken salad sandwiches, Dorritos, a couple Cokes, and a little surprise.”
“A surprise?”
She smiled. “You’ll see,” she said.
Natalie moved the bag aside and crawled to him on hands and knees, grinning. She kissed him and their tongues played tag for a moment.
“Happy birthday, Frog Boy,” she said with a giggle.
He laughed. “You’ve never forgiven me for that, have you?”
“Nope. Ever had a slimy frog slide down your spine? It’s gross.”
“My birthday was yesterday.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t get a chance to give you a present, did I? So I’m giving it to you now.” As she kissed him again, she reached down and unbuttoned his denim cut-offs, slid her hand beneath his boxers and gently squeezed him.
Kirk’s lungs seemed to deflate and he hardened instantly as she tugged on his cut-offs.
“Take them off,” she said.
As he got up and fumbled his clothes off, Natalie reached into the bag and removed a condom in a bright blue wrapper.
“We’re always gonna use one of these, ‘kay?” she said. “We are so not ready to be a mommy and daddy.”
Kirk nodded. He would have agreed to almost anything at that moment. His mouth hung open as he watched her stand and undress. Her breasts bobbed as she slipped the tanktop up over them and took it off.
They made love for the first time there beside the gently burbling creek, in the cool shade of the bridge.
3.
“She just got here a few minutes ago,” Luanne Richmond whispered as she let Kirk in through the back door of the Richmond Funeral Home. She closed the door, then led him down a short hall and through a doorway to the left. As they went downstairs to the basement, she whispered, “You can’t stay long. My dad could come down here anytime. You can have a couple minutes alone with her but no more.”
Luanne was a short, chubby girl with round eyeglasses, her brown hair cut in a pageboy. Natalie and Luanne had been good friends, and Natalie’s death had hit her hard. Even now, her eyes were red and swollen from crying. She had been at the hospital earlier when Natalie died, along with a number of other kids from school, and Kirk had taken her aside and asked her for this favor––a few minutes alone with Natalie before she was embalmed and prepared for viewing.
“They wouldn’t let me see her here,” he’d told her at the hospital. “Only her family. I just want a chance to say goodbye. Alone. Do you understand?” Luanne probably would have thought he was crazy if he’d told her the truth. Luanne had promised to do what she could. She told him to park down the street from the funeral home, where she and her family lived on the second floor. He was to come to the back door and wait in an hour, and be very quiet.
He had left Randy and Liz in the Focus parked at the curb around the corner from the funeral home. All the way from Mrs. Kobylka’s, Randy had said, over and over, “Did you see that fuckin’ bird? It was like Rodan’s short, ugly cousin.” Randy had wanted to come into the funeral home with him, but Kirk decided to do it alone.
Luanne led him through a door at the bottom of the stairs and into the cold, white, clinical-looking basement. The air was sour with the smell of formaldehyde and something else, something Kirk did not want to think about.
Natalie lay beneath a white sheet on a shiny stainless-steel table with a gutter around the edges to catch draining fluids. Kirk froze ten feet away and stared open-mouthed at the still, covered form.
“C’mon,” Luanne whispered as she grabbed his hand and tugged, “let’s go, we have to hurry.”
Kirk walked on numb legs to Natalie’s side. Luanne pulled the sheet down just below Natalie’s shoulders.
Luanne squeezed his upper arm and whispered, “Two minutes, no more. I’m going back upstairs to make sure Dad doesn’t come down here, but I can’t make any promises. If he catches you, remember what we agreed––you tell him you found the back door unlocked and you came in on your own, and I didn’t have anything to do with it. When you’re done, just go out the way we came in.”
Kirk nodded and tried to say “Thank you,” but his voice failed him and he only mouthed the words. Luanne’s footsteps faded as she went back up the stairs.
He pulled the sheet back and left it in a heap at her feet, then stared down at her for a long moment. She did not look real.
Last summer, Kirk’s family had gone to San Francisco for a weekend, and Natalie had come along. They’d gone to the wax museum at Fisherman’s Wharf and had ooohed and aaahed at the lifelike figures that stood behind glass in the museum. Natalie looked like one of them now––a meticulously crafted wax figure with a grayish-yellow hue. It did not look like the body Kirk had held so many times, the face and neck and breasts he’d kissed, the silky skin he’d stroked.
Her full lips had become thin and gray, with a hint of purple. Her breasts looked deflated and lay flat on her chest, like nippled pancakes of empty flesh. There was an ugly gash on her forehead above her right brow, and another on her right shoulder. A dark maroon bruise had blossomed on her right side, just below her breast. She looked surprisingly good considering the drunk had slammed into her door––the injuries that had killed her were internal.
Heart pounding, breath short, Kirk wasted no time. He reached into the pocket of his jacket and removed a small baby-food jar half-filled with a gray paste Mrs. Kobylka had made.
“Dip your finger in,” she had told him. In the fluorescent light of her kitchen, she’d been a color quite similar to Natalie’s. “Make an X over her heart. Then say these words three times.” Den thay dethe verdth tree times. She had written out the words phonetically on a Post-It note, then spoke them once, slowly, folded the square of yellow paper over and handed it to him.
Kirk removed the lid from the baby-food jar and got a whiff of the paste inside––a mixture of a licorice-like odor and a foul cheesy smell, as well as others he couldn’t identify. He wrinkled his nose as he dipped his right index finger into the paste. His hand, finger extended, hovered over Natalie’s chest for a moment, then he drew an X slightly left of her sternum. Her flesh was cold and no longer felt like flesh. Instead of the soft, supple skin he was accustomed to, it felt papery and ungiving. He thought again of the wax figures in the museum.
He quickly rubbed the excess paste off his finger onto the edge of the jar’s mouth, then replaced the lid and stuffed it back into his pocket. At the same time, he reached into the other pocket for the Post-It. He looked at the eight nonsense syllables on the paper: Zin-bra show-tik mah-fu low-rem. They meant nothing to him, but he did not care. He said them just above a whisper, three times.
4.
Natalie’s black hair made her large, pale-turquoise eyes stand out above her high cheekbones. Kirk often stared into them for long minutes, unable to look away.
“You’re staring again,” she said once as they lay on their sides facing each other. They were on a towel on the shore of Whiskeytown Lake.
“Sorry. But…do you have any idea how beautiful your eyes are?”
“Do you have any idea how unnerving that is?” she said with a laugh. “Besides, my parents could come over here anytime. They’ll see you undressing me with your eyes and you’ll embarrass me.”
But the truth was, Natalie did not embarrass easily. She had a laugh that was pleasant but loud and could be heard through-out the school’s cafeteria at lunchtime. It was a laugh that turned heads, but she didn’t care, not a bit. And when it came to sex she had no shame; she wanted it when she wanted it, and as a result, they’d had sex in some risky places. The riskier the better, as far as Natalie was concerned. They’d done it a few times in Natalie’s bedroom while her parents were downstairs in the living room watching television, and Kirk wasn’t sure if the door had been locked. Once on her living room floor in front of the television while her parents were in bed. Several times in the navy-blue Volkswagen Jetta her parents had given her for her sixteenth birthday, while it was parked in some public places––a couple times in the school parking lot, once in the parking lot of the Mt. Shasta Mall, once in the parking lot of the Cinemark Movies 10, all in broad daylight. Twice, she had come to his bedroom window in the middle of the night––he’d always left it open and she’d climbed in and they’d made love in his bed while his parents slept two doors down. She’d wanted him to come to her room at night, but it was on the second floor of her house, unreachable without a ladder, and Kirk wasn’t that daring. Their closest call had been in one of the janitor’s utility closets at school. The janitor, Mr. Edgerly, had been approaching the closet when they came out, and he’d given them his most threatening glare, but had said nothing. Kirk was always against it at first, always worried about getting caught. But Natalie always said, “C’mon, let’s do it here, it’ll be exciting.” He couldn’t say no to her when she looked into his eyes and smiled. He couldn’t say no to her, period.
But he should have said something when she didn’t put on her seatbelt last night. He should have noticed and told her to fasten it, should have refused to put the car in gear until she’d done it.
Should-haves ate at his guts like acid.
5.
Natalie opened her eyes.
Kirk stepped back and sucked in a loud gasp. He dropped the Post-It note and it fluttered to the floor. His heart pounded in his ears and he breathed loudly through his mouth.
He had not expected it to work, not really. Although he’d grown up believing Mrs. Kobylka to be a witch, a voice in the back of his mind––the same voice that had told him there was no Santa Claus or Easter Bunny when he was a kid––had told him she was just a weird old woman who’d decided to have a little fun with him. As much as he wanted it, that voice had not allowed him to truly believe Mrs. Kobylka’s spell would work.
Natalie slowly, clumsily rolled onto her side, swung her legs over the edge of the table, and sat up. Her back, buttocks, and the backs of her legs were a dark purple where blood had settled in her body. Her eyes moved from side to side, up and down, as she looked around the room. They did not look the same––the sparkle was gone from them, they looked dulled, their bright turquoise paled, diluted. And they did not blink. Her movements were stiff and awkward and she did not turn her head. There was a stiffness to her face and the corners of her mouth were pulled back slightly in a frozen grimace. She did not make a sound, did not even breathe.
“Nat?” Kirk whispered.
She made a small clicking sound in her throat as she tried unsuccessfully to speak.
Kirk took the sheet from the table and draped it over her shoulders, then helped her to her feet. He wrapped her in the sheet and put an arm around her. She felt cold through the cotton. “Come on, let’s get out of here,” he whispered. Before leaving the basement, he bent down and grabbed the yellow Post-It note off the floor.
- TWO -
1.
It had stopped raining shortly before Kirk entered the funeral home. Natalie’s bare feet slapped the wet sidewalk as she walked stiffly beside him, wrapped in the sheet, stumbling now and then. Her arms did not move at her sides and she did not bend her knees as she walked, and the only sound she made was a small gurgle in her throat. She appeared to be unable to move her mouth and her neck remained stiff. Kirk was still reeling from the fact that she’d sat up on the bed, that she had walked out of the funeral home with him, but he was starting to become concerned about her condition.
Kirk could hear Randy and Liz inside the Focus well before he got there. Liz screamed when she saw Natalie, then babbled loudly, while Randy sat behind the wheel with bulging eyes repeating something over and over.
Kirk opened the back door on the passenger side and said to Natalie, “Get in, honey, get in.”
“Holy shit!” Randy said.
Natalie had difficulty bending, but finally fell into the car and bent her knees with effort.
Liz was crying as she babbled. “––my God, I can’t believe this, I can’t fucking believe it, oh my God, this isn’t real, this isn’t happening!”
“Holy shit!” Randy said.
Kirk persuaded Natalie to scoot over. He got into the car beside her and pulled the door shut. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.
“Holy shit! Holy shit!”
“Oh, Jesus,” Liz said, turned around in her seat so she could gape at Natalie, “this can’t be real, this is so fucked up, oh God, I can’t believe––”
Kirk said, “Randy, get us out of here before someone sees us. And let’s roll down all the windows.”
Randy continued to mutter, “Holy shit,” to himself as he started the car and put it in gear. The radio came on loudly, startling all of them, and he turned it off.
Liz knelt in her seat, clutching the back of it as she gawked at Natalie. “Jesus, is that really her? Nat? Is it you, Nat?”
“Just go, dammit,” Kirk said. “And sit down and put on your seatbelt, Liz.” He bent over Natalie and pulled the belt across her, buckled her in, then fastened his own.
Liz reluctantly turned around in her seat and put on her belt.
Randy pulled away from the curb, made a U-turn, and drove away from the funeral home. His wide eyes flashed in the rearview mirror as he glanced repeatedly at Natalie’s reflection.
“Holy shit,” Randy said again, his voice a dry rasp. “She’s not bleeding, is she? My mom’ll kill me if I get blood in her car.”
“Just drive, Randy,” Kirk said. “Everything’s fine.”
With her head craned around, Liz stared at Natalie. “No-body’s gonna believe this. I can’t believe it, and I’m seeing it.”
“Well, we’re not going to tell anyone, are we, Liz?” Kirk said.
Randy said, “Don’t you think Luanne’s dad is gonna wonder what happened to her? Even Luanne will wonder. She’ll think you took her. I mean, they’re not gonna think Natalie just got up and walked out. Even though…she did.”
“What time is it?” Kirk said.
“She doesn’t blink,” Liz said.
“What time is it,” Kirk asked again.
“She doesn’t fucking blink, that’s so creepy.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s about ten minutes after eleven.”
“Okay,” Kirk said, “my parents are in bed by now.”
“Are you sure they aren’t up wondering where you are?” Randy asked.
“I told them I’d be out late, and they were cool about it.” Kirk turned to Natalie. She sat rigidly and stared at the back of Randy’s head. He put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Nat? Natalie?”
Her mouth was still drawn back in a grimace. She made another gurgling sound in her throat, but did not move.
“She’s not gonna be sick, is she?” Randy said. “My mom’ll kill me––”
“Stop worrying about your mom,” Kirk said. “Everything’s going to be fine. She’s just…well, maybe she’s confused.” He turned to her again. “Natalie? Look at me.”
Still no movement. She stopped making the sound.
Kirk touched her chin to turn her head, but jerked his hand away. She felt so cold, so…wrong. There was tension in her facial muscles that he could feel when he touched her. He tried again and did not pull away the second time. But he could not turn her head. He closed his hand gently on her right arm beneath the sheet and tried to move it, but could not. She was like a block of solid ice.
“Oh, Jesus,” Kirk said.
Liz looked over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”
Kirk shook his head. “I’m not sure, she’s not…I can’t…I think she’s frozen.”
“Is she…well, did she…die again?” Randy said.
Kirk unfastened his seatbelt and got close to Natalie, put his face in front of hers. The faint ghost of her perfume still clung to her, but there was another smell beneath that. Something… dark. “Natalie, can you hear me?”
She grunted once, but her face was frozen, a grimacing mask. Her eyes did not move in their sockets.
“She’s responding,” Kirk said, “but she can’t move.”
“Oh, my God,” Liz said.
Kirk got back in his seat, fastened the belt. “What?”
“You know what this is?” she said. “It’s rigor mortis.”
Kirk said, “But she’s not dead anymore.”
Liz turned in her seat, craned her head around to look at him. “Are you sure?”
“What do you mean?”
“Did Mrs. Kobylka say she was going to bring Natalie back to life?” Liz said. “Or did she just say she was going to bring her back?”
“What the hell’s the difference?” Randy said.
“Oh, shit,” Kirk muttered as realization set in. “You mean she might…still be dead.”
Randy raised his voice. “What?”
Liz began to cry again. “Oh, God, this is so fucked up. I can’t believe this. I wanna go home.”
“What the fuck’re you talking about?” Randy said.
Wiping her eyes with a knuckle, Liz said, “There’s a big difference between a living person and a dead person who’s been, like, I don’t know…reanimated.” She laughed nervously. “Listen to me. I can’t believe I just said that.”
“Reanimated?” Randy said. Eyes wide, he glanced back and forth between the road and Liz. “Fuck, man. I saw that movie.”
“Pay attention to the road, Randy,” Kirk said. He looked at Natalie.
She remained motionless, and made another small grunting sound, as if she were gagging.
“How long does rigor mortis last?” Kirk said.
“I hope you’re not asking me,” Randy said.
Liz said, “I don’t know.”
“Do you have your laptop?” Kirk asked.
“Yeah.”
“Look it up.”
“Are you insane? I’m sitting in a car with a walking dead person and you want me to surf the Web? We should be on the web, people would pay to see this shit.”
“Please, Liz.”
She brought her backpack up off the floorboard and into her lap. “Isn’t Rigor Mortis the name of a band? I’m probably gonna find a bunch of metalhead bulletin boards.”
2.
Randy killed the headlights before pulling into the circular driveway in front of the Mundy’s ranch-style house. Kirk unfastened his seatbelt and bent forward.
“Did you find anything yet?” he said.
Liz snapped at him. “Gimme a break, Kirk, I just started looking a few minutes ago.”
Kirk and Randy got out of the car and met at the rear door on the driver’s side, Natalie’s door. Kirk opened it. He and Randy whispered to each other.
“Help me carry her into the back,” Kirk said.
Randy nervously rubbed his hands on the front of his denim jacket as if wiping something sticky off them. He winced and said, “Look, dude, I’m not sure I wanna…y’know…touch her.”
“But she can’t walk.”
“I know, man, she can’t walk because she’s dead, which is why I don’t wanna touch her.”
“She walked to the car with me, you saw her,” Kirk said. “Come on, she’s wrapped in a sheet so you don’t have to touch her––oh, nevermind.”
Kirk slid his right arm behind her shoulders, his left beneath her legs and lifted her out of the car. She remained frozen in a sitting position.
Randy said, “She looks like a Barcalounger.” He followed as Kirk carried her past the garage and into the back yard. They walked around the covered concrete swimming pool and Kirk carried her into the small pool-house. He fumbled for the light, switched it on.
There was an old black vinyl-upholstered couch and an end-table in the pool-house’s concrete-floored main room, which was icy cold. But it was used primarily to store pool equipment, and as a place for people to change clothes or shower when they used the pool in the summer. No one ever went into the pool-house during the winter months.
He went to the couch, but changed his mind––the front window provided a clear view of the couch from outside. He carried her into the bathroom and set her down on the closed lid of the toilet. The tiled, pale-green bathroom was small, with a shower to the right of the toilet, a sink to the left.
“She smells,” Randy said, his voice unsteady. “I may be sick.”
“Well, try not to be,” Kirk said.
Randy stepped into the open doorway of the bathroom and faced Kirk. “Listen to me,” he whispered. “I’m thinking we did the wrong thing tonight, Kirk. She’s stiff as a board. That old woman––she was jerking us around, this is some kind of trick. She’s dead. This is a serious crime, stealing a dead body. I mean…well, isn’t it? It should be if it’s not, it’s a pretty gross thing to do, and dude, I think that’s what we’ve done.”
Kirk pointed to Natalie and said, “Randy, I saw her sit up on that table and look around. She looked at me. You saw her walk out of that funeral home with me. And she’s still making sounds. You heard them, didn’t you?”
“That was her? I thought it was you. Are you sure it wasn’t, like…gas?”
“She’s alive, Randy.”
“But she’s going to be stiff for about twenty-four hours,” Liz said. She stood just outside the bathroom, arms folded across her chest. “According to the Columbia Encyclopedia online, anyway.”
“She’ll be safe here tonight,” Kirk said as he and Randy stepped out of the bathroom. He pulled the door closed. “I’ll keep checking on her tomorrow.”
“You’re just gonna check on her?” Liz said. “What’re you gonna do if she starts moving around? Or if she starts to…you know…smell.”
“She already smells,” Randy said.
Kirk clenched his fists at his sides and closed his eyes a moment. He spoke quietly. “Please just…stop, okay? I…I’m not sure what I’m going to do.”
“You okay, Kirk?” Randy said.
He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. “No. But I will be. Thanks for helping out.”
Kirk walked them back to the car. As they drove away, he fumbled his keys from his pocket, but paused before unlocking the front door. He thought of Natalie sitting like a posed mannequin on the toilet in the pool-house. Leaving her there all alone made his chest ache. He put the keys back in his pocket and walked around the house.
He went to her in the small bathroom. She looked less like a human being sitting stiffly on the toilet than she had while lying dead on the stainless-steel table back at Richmond’s.
“Can you hear me, Nat?” he whispered.
She made no sound this time.
“I’ll come back out first thing tomorrow, I promise. Tomorrow’s the first day of Christmas vacation, so I won’t have to worry about school. We’ll be together, and we’ll…work this all out.” He wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her, hold her tight. But even in the cold, he could smell the odor––like meat that had been left out of the refrigerator and had gone bad. He could not bring himself to do it. Instead, he went out and got a folded-up old afghan from the couch and wrapped it around her over the sheet to keep her warm.
He left the pool-house, walked past the pool, and unlocked the back door of the house. As he passed the kitchen on his way down the hall, Dad said, “Kirk. Where have you been?”
3.
Kirk jumped at the sound of Dad’s voice. The kitchen was dark. Dad sat at the small oval table with a bottle of whisky and a half-full glass in front of him. He smiled wearily with his mouth, but not with his eyes.
“Nowhere,” Kirk said.
“You were nowhere?” Dad spoke just above a whisper and kept smiling in the dark. “Well, you had to be somewhere.”
Kirk’s voice was suddenly hoarse. “I was just riding around with Randy and Liz. We didn’t go anywhere, just drove around. Just talked. You know.”
“Sit down, Kirky.” Dad used to call him “Kirky” when Kirk was little, and sometimes it still slipped out.
Dad was Donald Mundy, but everyone called him Don. His old friends called him Donny. He was tall and slim, completely bald on top, with graying brown hair that grew around the back of his head from ear to ear. He ran a small advertising agency with his brother, Kirk’s uncle Matt. Most of the time, Dad was almost embarrassingly upbeat and cheerful. Everyone liked him. He was active in community organizations, went to church with Mom every Sunday. As far as Kirk was concerned, Dad was a likeable geek. He had never known Dad to raise his voice in anger or say a bad word about anyone––he was able to find something good in everyone he met. Mom, on the other hand, was a little high-strung, almost as nervous and hyper as Bud and Lou, her two ferrets, which had the run of the house. Dad was the level head in the family. But there were times when he couldn’t sleep well. This was not the first time Kirk had found him in the kitchen late at night sipping whisky. The first time had been when Kirk was eight years old. It happened maybe once or twice a year.
Dad wasn’t a big drinker––he got cheerfully tipsy on Christmas and New Year’s, but otherwise his drinking was limited to a couple beers when they barbecued in the back yard on summer weekends. The rest of the time, he drank Snapple. But on those late nights when he could not fall asleep––it went on for days, once as long as two weeks––he took the bottle out of the cupboard over the refrigerator. During those periods, Kirk noticed there was something different about Dad’s eyes. They did not smile when his mouth smiled. There was a sadness to them, a darkness. By the time he was twelve, Kirk could tell when Dad wasn’t sleeping simply by the detached look in his eyes when he smiled.
Kirk had wondered what it was that kept Dad from sleeping, but had never asked. He went to the table, pulled out a chair, and seated himself.
“I’ve told you in the past,” Dad said, “that you can always talk to me about anything, anytime you’ve got a problem, or even when you don’t. We’ve had some good talks, I think. I remember what it was like to be your age, and I’ve got no illusions about how you see me. I’m your goofy dad, maybe a little embarrassing sometimes in front of your friends. But I love you very much. I want the best for you, the best of everything. And I want you to know, Kirk, how deeply, deeply pained I am by what’s happened. Natalie was a wonderful girl. I know how much she meant to you.”
Kirk’s lips felt numb. “Thanks, Dad,” he said. “I appreciate that.”
“I want to make sure you’re not blaming yourself for what happened. It wasn’t your fault, Kirk. That drunk ran right through that stop sign, all the witnesses said so. You don’t, do you? Blame yourself, I mean?”
Kirk bowed his head. “I keep thinking I should’ve told her to put on her seatbelt.”
“Kirk, you can’t think that way. It’ll make you sick. The seatbelt might not have made any difference, you know. He slammed right into her. Look, I want you to promise me you won’t think that way. All right?” Kirk nodded as Dad sipped his drink. “So, where were you?”
“I told you. Just driving around with Randy and Liz. We talked. About Nat. We even cried a little.”
“Of course you did. You shouldn’t be afraid to cry, Kirk. You’ve experienced a horrible loss.” He turned his head slowly from side to side and looked for a moment as if he were about to cry. “Not the kind of loss you should have to deal with at your age.”
Kirk waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, Kirk began to stand.
“You haven’t done anything…foolish, have you?” Dad whispered.
Kirk froze, hunched over, halfway out of his chair. He slowly sat down again. “What do you mean?”
“Just what I said. You haven’t done anything foolish, have you?”
“We just…drove around. That’s all.”
Dad looked at him for a moment, studied him. “Okay. Look, Kirk, if you want to talk, I’m here. Promise me you’ll speak up.”
“Thanks, Dad. I will.” Kirk stood. “How come you can’t sleep?”
Dad smiled up at Kirk and once again, his eyes remained dark and unexpressive beneath a slightly furrowed brow. He lifted his glass and took a sip. “Just can’t sleep. That’s all.”
After a moment, Kirk nodded. “Okay. Well, I’m going to bed. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, Kirky.”
- THREE -
1.
Kirk was slowly awakened the next morning by the chirping of his cell phone on the bedstand. He always left one of his windows open a few inches when he slept, and he could hear rain falling outside. He had slept little the night before. Twice he had gotten up, climbed out the window, and gone to the pool-house to check on Natalie. Her condition had not changed. He sat up on the edge of his bed and answered the phone. It was Luanne.
“Kirk, what did you do last night?” she hissed.
“What? Wait a sec.” He rubbed his eyes and shook his head to rid it of the dregs of sleep. He looked at the clock on his bedstand; it was 8:49.
Luanne whispered, “Natalie is gone, Kirk, she’s gone. A police officer was here, some woman. She’s going to come see you.”
“What? Me? The police?”
“You took her, didn’t you?”
“Not…exactly.”
“Don’t bullshit me, Kirk. I left you downstairs with her, and then she was gone.”
“Did you tell your dad you let me in?”
“No, I told them I don’t know anything about this.”
“I won’t say anything.”
“Where is she? Where did you take her?”
“Well, I didn’t exactly take her.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Can you keep it to yourself?”
“Who am I going to tell? Do you know what my dad would do if he found out I was involved in this? He’d have me on the embalming table.”
Kirk told her everything that had happened the night before. “She walked out with me, Luanne.”
The silence on the other end of the line stretched on for a while. Then, still whispering, she said, “You’re not joking, are you?”
“No.” Kirk heard the doorbell ring. It cleared his sleep-fogged mind. “There’s somebody here.”
“It’s probably that cop.”
Now Kirk whispered. “Why does she want to talk to me?”
“Because you’re the boyfriend.”
The doorbell rang again.
“Hang on,” Kirk whispered. He waited and listened. Thirty seconds passed, then he heard a car door close in front of the house. An engine started. A moment later, he heard the car drive away. “Okay, she’s gone.”
“Look, Kirk,” Luanne said, “I’m not sure I believe you. But whatever happened last night…when that cop finally catches up with you, and she will, you can’t tell her I let you in. You have to say you found the back door unlocked, because if my dad finds out––”
“Don’t worry, Luanne, you’re safe. I promise. I’ll take the blame. But they’re going to need strong evidence against me, because I plan to lie my ass off. I was with friends all evening, and then I came home.”
“So…Natalie’s there?”
“Not with me at the moment, no.”
“And she’s…alive?”
“She walked out of there with me last night, Luanne. But now she’s––well, she’s not moving.”
“Rigor mortis.”
“Yeah. But she makes sounds.”
“Jesus, Kirk, what have you done?”
“To tell you the truth, I’m not sure.”
Once off the phone, Kirk quickly dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt. His parents were at work––Dad at the agency in nearby Redding, Mom at a stationary store she managed there in Anderson––and his eleven-year-old brother Kevin was spending the day at Uncle Matt’s and Aunt Kathy’s house with their cousin Jake. That left the house to Kirk for the day––Kirk and his mother’s ferrets, Bud and Lou.
In the pool-house, Natalie was still seated stiffly on the toilet, wrapped in the afghan and sheet. Her mouth was still pulled back in a rictus grin. The smell was a bit stronger than it had been the night before, but it still wasn’t too bad. He made a mental note to spray the pool-house with an air freshener.
“Nat, can you hear me?” he said.
She made a small grunting sound.
All he could do was wait.
2.
Officer Pam McCready of the Anderson Police Department was built like a fire hydrant with short auburn hair and large tortoiseshell-framed glasses that kept sliding down her small round nose. “You don’t know anything about this, Kirk?” she said.
Dad and Mom and Kevin stared at him, waiting for a response.
Mom had been cooking dinner and Dad and Kevin had been watching television when McCready came to the door. Kirk had been in his bedroom wondering what he was going to do once Natalie started moving around. Kevin had come to his bedroom and said, “There’s a cop at the door wants to talk to you.” The walk from his bedroom had been a long one as he tried to relax his face and reveal nothing.
Kirk’s heart pounded in his ears as he said, “No, I don’t. When did it happen?”
“Late last night,” McCready said.
“You mean, somebody just broke in and…took her?” Kirk said.
McCready shook her head. “They didn’t break in, but yes, someone took her.”
Mom was so upset by the news that tears sprang to her eyes and she sniffled. Dad frowned silently at Kirk.
“Where were you last night?” McCready asked.
“I was out with a couple friends. We drove around awhile and talked. Then I came home.”
“I was up when he got here,” Dad said. “A little before midnight, I think it was.”
“Where did you and your friends go, Kirk?” she asked.
He shrugged one shoulder. “Nowhere, really. We drove around, is all. We talked, listened to music. We didn’t really want to go anywhere. We were pretty upset.”
“Where exactly did you drive?” McCready said.
“Where? Exactly? Um, well, we drove all over the place. Into Redding and all over town, then, uh…Palo Cedro, we drove out to Palo Cedro. And then we came back into Anderson on Deschutes.”
“You didn’t stop anywhere?”
“No. Oh, wait.” After they left the hospital, they had stopped at an AM/PM minimart so Randy could take a leak and Liz could buy a soda. Kirk told McCready about the stop.
“You were still in Redding at that point?”
“Yes.”
“At what time did you stop at the minimart?”
“It was a bad night, Officer McCready. Natalie had just died. I’m not sure what time it was. Maybe nine o’clock, nine-thirty. Maybe closer to ten. I’m not sure.”
“I understand. After that, you just drove around for a couple hours?”
Kirk nodded. “Till almost midnight, when Randy dropped me off at my place.”
“Who’s car were you in?”
“Randy’s mother’s car, Randy was driving.”
“After you were dropped off, where did they go?”
Kirk shrugged. “As far as I know, they went home.”
“I’d like to talk to both of them,” she said.
He gave her their names and addresses and she wrote them down in a small notebook.
McCready nodded. “Okay. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your eyes and ears open, Kirk. If you hear anything about this, if you suspect anyone––” She took a small card from her shirt pocket and handed it to him. “––you’ll call me, won’t you?”
Kirk took the card and nodded. “Sure.”
After McCready left, Kirk headed back to his bedroom, but Dad caught up with him in the hall.
“Kirk,” he said, “I’m going to ask you again. Did you do something foolish last night?”
“I…I don’t know what you mean by foolish.”
“You don’t know anything about what happened to Natalie’s body?”
Kirk’s brain clenched as he tried to keep his face neutral. “No, I don’t know anything about it.”
Dad stared at him for a long time, frowning, then nodded once and patted his shoulder. His face relaxed and he smiled a little. “Okay. If you say so. Do you have plans tonight?”
“No. I’m tired. I think I’ll go to bed early, maybe read a little.”
“Well, don’t skip dinner.”
In his bedroom, Kirk called Randy on his cell phone. They’d spoken briefly that afternoon––Randy had wanted to come over, but Kirk had said he wanted to be alone. Now he told Randy about Officer McCready.
“Why the fuck’s she wanna to talk to me?” he said, his voice becoming high and squeaky.
“Because you were with me last night,” Kirk said. “And because you were a friend of Nat’s. That makes us suspects.”
“I’m a suspect?”
“Just calm down. Get out of the house if you don’t want to see her, but make sure you call Liz and warn her. We’ve got to get our stories straight. After we stopped at the AM/PM, we went out driving, nothing else, we just drove around. You drove us to––are you listening? This is important. You drove us to Redding and we drove around there for a while, then we went to Palo Cedro, and then––”
“Palo Cedro? You said we drove out to Palo Cedro? You think she’ll buy it? Even people who live in Palo Cedro don’t drive through it after six o’clock at night.”
“It was the first thing that popped into my head. We drove around in Redding, then drove out to Palo Cedro, then came back to Anderson on Deschutes. Got that?”
“I got it, I got it.”
“As soon as we hang up, call Liz and tell her, okay?”
“Yeah. Then can I come over to your house?”
“Not tonight. But plan on coming over early tomorrow. I’m going to need help.”
“Help doing what?”
“Deciding what to do with Natalie.”
3.
After dinner, Kirk went to his room and tried to do some homework. He couldn’t concentrate, so he played a computer game for a while. All he could think about was Natalie sitting alone out in the pool-house.
There was a knock at the door and Mom came in. He was seated at his desk and she went to him, hugged him. She was plump, with short, curly blonde hair, and she smelled of the stew they’d had for dinner.
“Oh, Kirk, baby, I’m so sorry,” she said. “Who would do such a horrible thing?”
It took him a moment to realize she was still talking about the disappearance of Natalie’s body.
“Can I get you anything, sweetheart?” she said.
“No, I’m fine, Mom.”
“If there’s anything you need, or if you want to talk, you know I’m always here for you. I just don’t understand how someone could do such a thing. Can you imagine why someone would do such a thing?”
Kirk imagined Mom coming across Natalie in the pool-house and it gave him a chill. She would probably have to be hospitalized.
She finally left, and he went on with his game for awhile, then stretched out on his bed. Time crawled along.
He waited until he heard his parents close their bedroom door and the house became silent. He went down the hall to the bathroom and took from a shelf an aerosol can of pot-pourri-scented air-freshener. Back in his bedroom, he turned off the light. He stuffed a couple pillows under his blankets just in case someone decided to look in on him. He took a penlight from the drawer of his bedstand and climbed out his window.
The night was damp and still and cold. The rain had stopped, but clouds blocked out the light of the moon and stars. Kirk moved silently across the back yard, around the covered pool, and went into the pool-house.
The odor had grown stronger, but thanks to the cold weather, it was not as bad as Kirk had feared. He relied on his penlight instead of turning on the lights inside the pool-house.
Natalie had not moved from her place on the toilet, but as soon as he entered the bathroom, she made a quiet, high-pitched sound and moved slightly beneath the sheet and afghan. Her eyes moved a little, but a milky film had developed over them and they seemed to have sunk deeper into their sockets. He put the can of air freshener on the counter beside the sink and closed his hand on her upper arm beneath the blanket, tried to move it. It was still stiff, but there was a little more give than before.
“Nat, can you understand me?”
She made a noise that sounded like, “Uh-huh,” but he wasn’t sure. Once she was able to move around, would she be able to walk and talk? Would she be anything like the Natalie he knew? And what was he going to do with her?
It had seemed like such a good idea to go to Mrs. Kobylka and ask her to help him. But he hadn’t thought it through––he hadn’t even thought it halfway through.
Natalie struggled as if her body were bound. Her cheeks were hollow and her cheekbones stood out against her grayish-yellow skin.
“I’ll come back a little later, okay?” he said. “I promise, I’ll be back in a little while.”
Before leaving, he sprayed the air freshener all around inside the pool-house.
Back in the house, he put the can of air freshener on his bedstand, then stripped down to his boxers and got into bed. He did not expect to sleep, though––he had too much on his mind, too much to think about. But he’d slept little the night before, and it wasn’t long before he drifted off into a deep sleep.
4.
In his dream, Kirk was with Natalie. They were nowhere in particular. All that mattered was that they were together. They were lying down, Kirk on his back, Natalie on her side next to him, and they were kissing. She was naked and he stroked her silky skin. Her long black hair draped down and tickled his face as she threw a leg over him and straddled his hips. He moved his hands over her breasts, squeezed them, took one in his mouth. It was one of those dreams that was so vivid and immediate that he had no clue he was dreaming. He was lost in her, consumed by her––and then there was a terrible smell, the kind of smell that conjured images of dead and rotting animals on the roadside and squirming maggots. It filled his nostrils, his throat, and became bigger than the dream itself, until––
—Kirk woke up coughing. There was a weight on top of him. When he opened his eyes to the gray light of morning, he thought for a moment he was still dreaming.
Natalie was on top of him, naked and grinning, her dead eyes just inches above his face. Her puckered breasts dangled flatly from her chest. When she spoke, the odor from her mouth was vile. She said, “Kiss me, Frog Boy.
- FOUR -
1.
Kirk’s erection had slipped out of his boxers and was pressed hard against something ice-cold and sticky-moist. The erection wilted immediately as Kirk struggled to get her off him. He closed his hands on her upper arms and was repulsed by what he felt––cold skin that was dry and scaly, reptilian in texture. Natalie’s thighs clutched him with surprising strength, but he rolled her off and fell out of bed. He hit the floor with a thud and sprang to his feet, hoping no one else in the house had heard the sound of his fall.
As Natalie sat up on the edge of the bed, Kirk stood still a moment and listened for the sound of someone coming toward his room. He heard nothing. The clock on his bedstand read 8:57––his parents had already left for the day. He wondered if Kevin was home, or if he was spending the day with Jake again.
The sash of the window he’d left open a crack had been lifted all the way up––Natalie had climbed through it as she had in the past. He considered closing it, but thought better of it when he got another whiff of Natalie.
She stood and moved close to him. “Kiss me, Frog Boy,” she said again, smiling. Her voice sounded like a boot being pulled out of thick mud.
The smell that came from her mouth was so sickening, Kirk gagged. He grabbed the can of potpourri air freshener and sprayed it around the room, then took the cell phone from the bedstand and punched in Randy’s number. As soon as Randy answered, he said, “I need you and Liz to get over here right away.”
“‘Sup?”
Kirk looked at Natalie. She stared at him with her head cocked to one side. Her whole body was a sickly blend of gray and yellow. Her skin was striated and scaly, breasts flat, nipples puckered. Her face was taut on her skull, sunken eyes bracketed by deep-set temples. She stared at him like a slow-witted child for a long moment, then sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, as if she were exhausted and bored.
“Natalie’s up, that’s what,” Kirk said. “Call Liz. Tell her to pick you up in her car.”
“Why can’t I use my mom’s car?”
Natalie got up, went to Kirk, and knelt before him. “Let’s do it here,” she said.
“I’ll tell you later,” Kirk said. “Tell Liz to bring some clothes, something old that she doesn’t care about. And some perfume, tell her to bring some strong perfume.”
Natalie pulled his boxer shorts down with one tug and closed her other hand, cold and lizard-like, over his penis.
“No!” Kirk shouted, jumping backward. He bent down and pulled up his boxers. “Stop that, Natalie, please. Sit down. Just sit down.”
She stood and went back to the bed, dropped onto the edge and stared at him.
“What’s going on over there?” Randy asked.
“She tried to…she wants to…just get over here, okay?”
“What are we going to do?”
“I’ll explain when you get here.” He cut the connection and put the phone back on the bedstand.
Natalie lay back and leaned on her elbows, spread her knees, and said, “Let’s do it here. It’ll be ex…ex…” She frowned a moment as she searched for the right word. “Exciting.” She pulled her dry, cracked, purple lips back in something that was supposed to be a smile. It looked, instead, like an expression of pain.
Between her legs, her vulva had turned a deep yellow and glistened with draining fluids. The smell that rose up from her vagina was rank.
Kirk had to turn away, unable to look at her anymore. He quickly put on jeans and a sweatshirt, socks and sneakers. Without looking directly at her, he said, “Natalie, you have to stay here, okay? Can you stay right here for a few minutes?”
“Kirk?” She said the name as if she’d never spoken it before and sounded scared and confused.
He turned to her as she sat up on the bed.
“I’m…” She cocked her head again and seemed to have difficulty finding the word. “Hungry. I’m hungry.”
“Just stay right here for a few minutes, okay? Don’t move.”
Kirk opened his bedroom door and poked his head out. He looked down the hall, listened for the sound of someone else in the house. He stepped out of the room, closed the door, and went down the hall to the living room.
“Kevin?” he called.
The house was silent. He went into the kitchen.
Apparently, his parents had decided to let him sleep instead of waking him for breakfast. His mother had left a note on the counter telling him Kevin was spending the day with Jake again. She wrote that he should not make plans for that night because Dad was bringing home a Christmas tree and they were going to decorate it.
Something rubbed up against Kirk’s ankle and scared him so badly, he cried out and tossed the note into the air. He looked down to see one of the ferrets slinking around his feet. Mom had gotten them almost a year ago, but Kirk had never gotten used to their presence in the house. They made him nervous. Although Mom could somehow tell Bud and Lou apart, they were identical to Kirk’s eyes. He nudged the ferret with his foot and said, “Go on, Bud. Or Lou.”
The ferret skittered out of the kitchen.
Kirk opened the refrigerator to find something for Natalie to eat. He quickly made her a sandwich of turkey cold cuts and lettuce and wrapped it in a paper towel. He went back up the hall and stood at his bedroom door for almost a full minute. He did not want to go back in his bedroom and see her again. The person––the thing––in his bedroom was not the Natalie he had lost. It was certainly not the Natalie he had expected Mrs. Kobylka’s spell to resurrect.
“Hungry,” Natalie said in the bedroom.
Kirk wondered if she knew he was standing outside the door. Was that possible?
He went into the bedroom and found her lying on her back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, hands flat on her flat belly.
“Hungry,” she said again, talking to herself. She wasn’t aware he had returned.
He kicked the bedroom door closed behind him. She sat up as he went to her and handed her the sandwich.
Natalie stared at it a moment before taking it. She held it to her nose, touched the crust of the bread to her tongue, then took a bite out of it. She chewed clumsily, sloppily, as if she weren’t sure what she was doing, and pieces of meat fell out of her mouth onto her thighs. She bent forward and spit the rest of it onto the floor and tossed the remainder of the sandwich aside. It landed on the corner of the bed.
“You’re not hungry anymore?” Kirk said.
Natalie stood and bits of turkey lunchmeat dropped from her thighs onto the floor. She stretched out her arms and stumbled toward him.
Kirk moved backward quickly, until his back was pressed against the door. She closed in and wrapped her arms around his neck. He shuddered at the sensation of her cold, scaly skin rubbing against him. Her face filled his field of vision and the closer she got, the more Natalie opened her mouth. The odor that came out of her brought tears to Kirk’s eyes and he pushed her away a second before her teeth clacked together. He reached behind him, grabbed the doorknob, opened the door and quickly backed out of the room. He pulled it closed and stood there clutching the doorknob with both hands.
He took a few deep breaths as his stomach roiled with nausea from her horrible smell. But it was her attempt to bite his face that made him realize what a horrible mistake he had made.
2.
The doorbell rang. Randy and Liz normally would walk in without ringing the bell or knocking when they knew Kirk was home alone, but Kirk’s parents always locked the door when they left in the morning, even if someone was still at home.
“Natalie, listen to me,” Kirk said to his bedroom door. “Stay in there and I’ll be back in a few minutes, okay?”
“Hungry,” she whimpered.
“Just stay there for a few minutes and I’ll be right back.” He hurried down the hall and opened the front door.
Liz had a satchel slung over her shoulder. She patted the satchel and said, “I assumed you wanted clothes for Nat, right?”
“Yes.”
“My mom refilled her Vicodin prescription this morning,” Randy said with a grin. “I brought two for each of us.”
Kirk closed the door and said, “Come into the kitchen, we can have Pop Tarts, or something.”
In the kitchen, Kirk took a package of Pop Tarts from the cupboard and dropped three of them into the giant toaster.
“Where is she?” Randy asked, looking all around with caution.
“In my bedroom. And she’s hungry.”
“Oh, fuck,” Randy said as he handed out the Vicodin. “Hungry for what?”
“Not for Louis Rich sliced roast turkey breast, I know that. She almost took a bite out of my face.”
“You were right, Liz,” Randy whispered. “She’s been reanimated. She’s a zombie. A flesh-eater.”
“Come on, Randy, could you cut that shit out,” Kirk said, but without anger.
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