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UNNERVING PRESENCE

​“Good morning,
Class,” said Dr. Hicks. “We have a special guest today: Mr. Henri
Leblanc. If you’re sitting up front and are easily frightened, I
suggest you move to the rear of the auditorium.”

“Frightened by what?” asked an ex-Marine.

“The unexplainable. Things that go bump in the
night. Things that unnerve by their very presence.”

Several students moved.

“Okay. If we’re all settled, let’s meet our
guest.”

A side door opened. Four armed security guards
wheeled in a large steel chair that held a man in tattered
clothing. His arms, legs, and chest were chained to the chair.

Sounds of surprise and fright filled the
room.

The guards placed the chair near Hicks’s
lectern. Wrapping more chains around the chair, they ran the links
through thick iron hooks protruding from the floor.

After testing the chains, two guards left. The
remaining two stood several paces behind the chair.

“What you see before you is an authentic,
Haitian zombie. One of the living dead,” Hicks said.

Some students scrambled toward the exit.

“There’s nothing to fear,” Hicks called out.
“He’s securely chained to a five-hundred pound chair. Our School of
Engineering assured me he can’t possibly escape.”

“How’d he get here?” someone called out.

“I captured him in Haiti and brought him here to
conduct experiments.”

“His eyes give me the creeps,” a woman said.
“Why are they so huge? And why do they bulge out so far?”

“We’re not sure. It may have something to do
with tonight’s full moon.”

“Does he talk?” asked a blonde.

“So far, he hasn’t uttered a single word.”

“Do you think he’ll ever speak?”

“Good question. Theoretically, he can speak
because his voice box has not decayed. However, my guess is that
he’ll probably never talk. I believe it’s because a war’s raging in
his psyche. The war of an Undecidable.”

“What’s an Undecidable?” someone asked.

“A name coined for those who can’t decide over
something vitally important to their existence, or nonexistence. We
believe that at some point in the zombification process, our friend
fell into deep introspection. Such things can result in a peculiar
coma or catatonic state, a state that is separate from the kind
that is induced during zombification. This was discussed in Ronald
Jordan’s landmark paper, ‘The Dichotomy of Introspection
Occurring in Victims with High Intelligence Quotients During
Haitian Zombification.’”

“Could you repeat that title more slowly, Dr.
Hicks?”

Hicks wrote it on the board.

“According to Jordan, psychological conflict
sometimes becomes so severe that the mind forgets it has a body.
And vice versa. When that happens, the two entities begin to act
independently. My theory is this: although he’s already a zombie,
if our guest somehow manages to resolve the existential issue that
haunts him, he will speak.”

“What do you suppose he’d say,” asked a thin
man.

“It’s anybody’s guess. In this case, brain scans
show some atrophy in the area that controls linguistic ability.
Consequently, if he did speak, he’d probably babble like a
baby.”

“How sweet,” said a smiling woman. “I love
babies.”

Laughter filled the room. When it died out, a
nose-pierced student asked, “Do you have any idea what he can’t
decide?”

“Here’s my gut feeling: I suspect it’s whether
he’s dead or alive. And this indecision has become his worst
existential nightmare. It probably rages through his psyche during
the hours he seems to be awake.”

“Is he awake now?”

“Let’s find out.” Hicks took a stethoscope from
his case and pressed it against the top of the zombie’s bald head.
“Yes. He’s awake.”

“How can you tell, Dr. Hicks?”

“I’ve noticed a peculiar buzzing noise in his
cranium. Like everything else about Mr. Leblanc, it’s extremely
mysterious. We can’t account for its origin, how it’s sustained, or
why it randomly starts and stops. However, when this buzzing
occurs, he often moves his fingers, and sometimes lifts his arms
for a few seconds.”

Noticing many confused expressions, he said, “I
know the presence of this zombie challenges your philosophical
paradigms and sense of reality. He certainly has challenged
mine.”

“Does he ever sleep?”

“That’s difficult to answer. At times, he goes
into a state that can be loosely defined as sleep. The buzzing in
his cranium stops, and his brain—or what’s left of it—generates
minute brainwaves that mimic sleep. Frankly, he should be asleep
permanently, because he’s dead. He has no heartbeat. No pulse. And
yet, sometimes he moves his fingers and arms. This zombie has
turned all our notions of death upside down. Our Philosophy
Department has been doing back-flips over this, not to mention our
Physics Department—especially our Quantum Physics experts.”

“I’m not getting this,” a student said. “Is he a
zombie, or isn’t he?”

“He’s definitely a bona fide zombie. The Haitian
government authenticated him. Dr. Domage of the Haitian Zombie
Institute provided a notarized death certificate. I also have
copies of intelligence records from the Haitian National Police.
They contain sworn affidavits from three people who witnessed his
zombification. So, he’s truly a zombie in the classical sense.”

While Hicks responded to more questions, a
psychology student wondered if the pop-eyed zombie would respond to
a highly irritating stimulus. The moment Hicks turned his back to
write something on the board, the student borrowed a mirror from
the woman next to him. Moving it so it’d catch sunlight, he bounced
a ray off the zombie’s eyes.

The zombie growled. The sound was so unnerving,
the offending student and several others fled.

The two guards behind the zombie drew their
pistols and called for backup.

“This is incredible!” Hicks yelled. “He must
have resolved his existential problem!” Rushing to the zombie, he
said, “Henri, can you repeat what you just did?”

The zombie growled louder.

Grabbing his cell phone, Hicks dialed the
university’s panic number. “This is Dr. Hicks. I’m in the
auditorium. Tell Dr. Becker from the Physics Department to come
here immediately. Something remarkable’s happened. Tell the same
thing to Dr. Long from Philosophy. Hurry!”

“Class dismissed!” he shouted. “Guard, I need
your help. Use this video camera to record everything that happens.
Keep it centered on the zombie. Use the zoom button to include me
whenever I talk to him.”

Approaching the zombie, Hicks said, “Henri, Can
you hear me?”

“Yessss.”

“Listen to me carefully. Are you alive, or are
you dead?”

“Aliiive,” it moaned.

“How do you know for sure?”

“I…hunger.”

“Does anybody have anything to eat?” Hicks
yelled.

“I have a granola bar,” someone said.

Hicks removed the wrapper and rubbed the bar
against the zombie’s lips.

“Henri, this is food. Open your mouth as wide as
you can.”

The zombie’s mouth strained. Hicks moved closer
so he could push the snack through its mottled lips.

Then came a horrible scream.

Additional security guards arrived just as Hicks
yanked his fingerless hand from the zombie’s decayed teeth. “The
bastard bit me!” he yelled, then collapsed into a pool of his own
blood.

The guards emptied their pistols into the
zombie. Unfazed, it roared while straining to break free.

A SWAT team dashed in and fired so many rounds,
Henri’s torso was transformed into chunks of carcass barely hanging
from strands of gray, calcified muscle.

At the urgent request of the university, a
priest exorcised Henri Leblanc’s remains. Immediately afterward,
they were cremated. Nobody knows what happened to the ashes.

Although paramedics were able to extract Hicks’s
fingers from the zombie’s putrid mouth, attempts to rejoin them to
his right hand were unsuccessful. Surgeons were dumbfounded when
Hicks’s hand continuously rejected its own fingers.

Hicks’s recovery was far slower than
anticipated. His psyche was so deeply shattered, he barely
responded to psychotherapy.

Nurses reported that Hicks mumbled in his sleep,
repeating the same words endlessly: “Chain saw…chain saw…chain
saw…”

***

One day Hicks wandered from the hospital and
disappeared.

Reports began to trickle from the Haitian jungle
that a madman was on the loose. Voodoo priests, who zombified the
country’s poorest wretches and turned them into personal slaves,
offered $100,000 American dollars for the madman’s capture.

When that didn’t work, they bribed high-ranking
politicians to send seek-and-destroy troops to the
jungle. 

“We cannot continue to suffer the systematic
destruction by a madman of our most profitable assets, zombie
slaves. How can our zombies work without fingers? Someone is
prowling the jungle with a chain saw and cutting them off. Not one
zombie in all of Haiti has fingers. It takes time and effort to
make new zombies. Every time we create one and send him into the
fields to work—poof! Off go his fingers. Save us from the unnerving
presence of this madman!”


GOOD HOUSE PETS

​“Can I have a pet
zombie for my fifteenth birthday?” Billy asked his mom.

“No! Those horrible things eat people’s brains.
Do you wanna wake up one morning and find all your brains
gone?”

“The ones they sell at Zip-Mart ain’t like
that,” Billy said, showing her a newspaper ad.

She read aloud. “Domesticated zombies make
wonderful house pets. Fresh shipment just received from Haiti.
Perfect gift for teenagers. Get your pet zombies while they last.
Just $29.95 each.”

Billy’s mom acquiesced and bought one for his
birthday. Calling it Skip, Billy taught it to roll over, beg, fetch
Frisbees. Skip slept under his bed.

One night, Skip jumped into Billy’s bed, pressed
against him and whispered, “I’m really a girl zombie. I can make
you feel good all over.”

“Really?

“Sure. Wanna see?”

“Yeah!”

Billy’s mom was alarmed when Billy didn’t get up
for breakfast. Knocking on his bedroom door, she hollered, “Wake
up! You’re gonna be late for school!”

When he didn’t respond, she peeked inside. Blood
and brains were smeared all over his pillow.

“I told you zombies eat human brains! But you
wouldn’t listen! Now look what happened! How the hell am I ever
gonna get these stains out of your pillow case?”

What happened to Billy was repeated 55,839 times
that night across America.

Zip-Mart made a fortune selling blood-and-brains
stain remover for pillow cases. Parents were upset when they
discovered an ounce of stain remover cost twice the price of a pet
zombie. On the other hand, the expenditure to remove the stains
barely made a dent in the marvelous life insurance payments parents
received for their massacred children.

At first many parents were dismayed. However,
they soon realized having a fat wad of insurance money was far
better than having a disobedient, insolent, slob of a teenager who
did nothing but destroy domestic tranquility.

Pet zombies became the hottest commodity in
America. Parents bought, sold, traded, and rented them at an
astonishing rate. Consequently, America’s teenagers became
extinct.

With no more American teenage brains left to
munch, all pet zombies headed for the nearest ocean, walked into
the waves, and disappeared. Because they were never taught
geography, they didn’t know that Canada and Mexico existed and had
several million teens available with ripe, tasty brains.

When CNN announced that pet zombies had suddenly
disappeared from America, the world’s parents urged Haiti to
increase production. They mourned when the Haitian government
announced that none were left, and no more could be produced. The
illiterate witch doctor, who’d invented the pet zombie
manufacturing process, had died before learning his ABC’s and how
to write. Thus, pet zombie recipes existed only in the witch
doctor’s decayed brain.

So far, every laboratory in the world has failed
to replicate them to meet 1-billion back orders.

Until someone can devise a new way to create and
mass-produce pet zombies, parents will have to put up with
teenagers.


ZOMBIE FINGERS

​“Zombie fingers.
Get your dee-licious zombie fingers. Only a dollar each,” yelled a
pushcart vendor.

“Gimme one,” a kid said.

“On a roll or stick?”

“Roll. With lotsa mustard and onions.”

The vendor removed something that looked like a
green hotdog from a large jar. Plopping it onto a roll, he smeared
it with mustard and onions.

“Mmm,” the kid said. “I love zombie finger
sandwiches.”

“How about you?” the vendor asked Jim.

“I’ll pass,” Jim said. “Are those green things
really zombie fingers?”

“Yep. Direct from Haiti. This batch was chopped
off and flash frozen just yesterday.”

“Do they come from dead zombies?”

“Nope. Dead zombie fingers taste lousy. These
come from live ones.”

“They must be nuts to let somebody cut their
fingers off.” Jim said.

“Look at it this way: they get a quart of fresh
human brains for every finger chopped off. Plus, they get a gold
star pasted in their finger amputation books. When the books are
full, they get a free trip to The Happiest Amusement Park in The
World. I’ve run into some of them waiting in line to ride the
gigantic roller coaster. They’re smelly, obnoxious bastards.”

“I wonder how they get along without fingers?”
Jim asked.

“No problem. Zombie fingers grow back in a few
days. Sure you don’t wanna try one? If you don’t like it, I’ll
refund your money.”

“Okay, gimme one on a stick.”

The vendor removed a finger from the jar and put
it on a cutting board. When he jammed a sharpened, wooden lollypop
stick into one end, the finger twitched violently.

“Good grief!” Jim said. “Looks like it’s in
pain.”

“Nah. These are so fresh the sliced nerves ain’t
settled down yet.”

The finger was still twitching when Jim took a
bite. “Mmm. Delicious. It’s so crunchy.”

Before long, he gobbled six.

That night, Jim had a lucid dream in which his
thumb turned green. A zombie appeared, lopped Jim’s thumb off with
a machete, jammed a stick into one end, and ate it. Searing pain
threw Jim out of bed. He screamed when he saw blood gushing from
the spot where his thumb used to be.

Emergency room surgeons wanted to reconnect the
thumb to Jim’s hand. But nobody could find it.

“What happened to your thumb?” they asked.

“A zombie ate it.”

Figuring he was a self-mutilating, cannibalistic
loon, they summoned a psychiatrist.

“Zombies don’t exist,” the psychiatrist said.
“And even if they did, why would a zombie cut your thumb off and
eat it?”

“Maybe to get revenge for all the zombie fingers
I ate yesterday,” Jim said.

“You ate zombie fingers?”

“Yeah. Six. You hafta try them, Doctor. They’re
fabulous. Wish I had one right now.”

The shrink transferred Jim to a padded cell.

The next morning when he woke, Jim found a new
green thumb had grown on his hand. It reminded him of zombie
fingers. An army of astonished doctors gathered to examine and
photograph the greenish mass.

“You’ve made medical history,” a doctor said.
“Hundreds of journalists are clamoring for photos and interviews.
Schools want to arrange field trips so kids can see your thumb.
It’s one of the wonders of the world.”

Enjoying his sudden fame, Jim welcomed visitors,
especially when the hospital installed a coin-operated turnstile in
the room’s doorway. Jim and the hospital agreed on a 50-50 split.
The entire population of Los Angeles paid $2.50 a head to view the
thumb.

Now affluent, Jim ignored job offers that poured
in from every circus and freak show in the world.

Soon Jim found himself craving zombie fingers.
He asked friends to locate the pushcart vendor and buy a dozen.
Their search was unsuccessful.

Jim’s cravings grew so acute he began to nibble
on his own green thumb. Finding it tastier than zombie fingers, he
ate the whole thing.

Miraculously, Jim’s thumb grew back in an hour.
But, his hunger pains returned just as quickly. Consequently, Jim
ate his new thumb as fast as he could chew. The faster he ate his
thumb, the faster it grew back, and the more his appetite increased
for his own flesh.

After three hours of continuous thumb eating,
Jim’s stomach exploded. Though he died, his thumb grew back as
green and fresh as ever.

The coroner, who performed Jim’s autopsy, tasted
Jim’s thumb out of morbid curiosity. Finding it exquisitely
delicious, he became immediately addicted. Barricading himself and
Jim’s corpse inside the morgue’s freezer room, he ate Jim’s
regenerating thumb until his stomach exploded.

Doctors collected bits of Jim’s thumb, cloned
them, and mass-produced green thumbs in secret laboratories. They
announced a new, exciting snack food in spectacular ads during the
Super Bowl.

The world was electrified, especially when
learning the new snack was low-cal, fat free, gluten free, and
loaded with vitamins. Before long, American green thumbs became the
snack choice of billions around the world.

The sudden drop in demand for authentic, freshly
cut zombie fingers created severe economic problems in Haiti.
Matters got worse when zombies realized they could no longer fill
their finger amputation books with gold stars and win free trips to
The Happiest Amusement Park in The World. They declared war.

Meanwhile, the stomachs of three billion people
around the globe exploded when snackers ignored the Surgeon
General’s warnings about the dangers of excessive ingestion of
cloned green thumbs.

Unable to raise an army because of massive
depopulation, all nations sued for peace.

The zombies demanded two concessions: the
destruction of every American cloned green thumb, and the right to
free trips to The Happiest Amusement Park in The World, even if
their finger amputation books contained only a single star.

They got what they wanted.

Soon afterward, red ears from werewolves began
showing up in major cities. They were so tasty, everyone quickly
forgot all about zombie fingers.

Intense war still rages between zombies who
supply green fingers and werewolves who provide red ears. Since
blockades by the combatants have made both commodities unavailable,
everyone on Earth has switched to potato chips.

So far, nobody’s stomachs have exploded from
gorging on potato chips.

And for now, The Happiest Amusement Park in The
World is free of smelly, obnoxious, green-fingered zombies.


JUNGLE ROT

​“Do not go out alone tonight. The
moon is full. The zombies will get you!”

Brad chuckled at the Haitian
maid’s superstitions. “Better watch they don’t get you
first,” he said, reaching toward her as
if he’d suddenly become the Frankenstein Monster.

“You must take these
things seriously, Mr. Stone.”

“Not when I know that
zombies are nothing more than people who’ve been brainwashed to
think they’ve died and been resurrected.”

“Is that what they teach
in America? If so, they teach lies.”

“I must go, Bahody. Thanks
for bringing tea and turning my bed down.”

“Take this for good juju,”
she said. In her palm was an inch long, black statue with red eyes.
She blew on it three times, made gestures over it like a stage
magician, and mumbled strange words. Giving it to Brad, she said it
was blessed and would protect him.

Amused, He dropped it in
his shirt pocket and left.

He didn’t tell Bahody that
he was about to meet a shaman at the Café Blanc. From there they’d
head for a village deep in the bush where the shaman would
demonstrate his powers.

On the way to the café,
Brad saw enough strange people in the evening shadows to almost
make him believe in zombies. Sallow-faced wretches leaned against
blighted buildings, staring at nothing, saying nothing, doing
nothing.

Following instructions
received from the shaman’s helper, he stopped at a vendor’s hovel
and bought three fresh chicken eggs. The shaman had insisted he
bring them for the demonstration.

Brad looked forward to the
foolishness. If it were entertaining enough, it might end up as a
paragraph or two in his book on Haitian folk rituals.

The shaman and his helper
were waiting at a grubby outdoor table. If Brad didn’t have the
willies before, he sure had them now. The man had a malevolent
presence with laser eyes that seemed to penetrate Brad’s psyche.
Trying to look directly into them made Brad woozy.

The moment he sat down,
the shaman related embarrassing events from Brad’s past. Brad had
witnessed clairvoyance many times before, so he wasn’t
impressed.

Getting down to business,
the shaman told Brad to give his helper the hundred-dollar fee for
the demonstration. Then he told Brad to pick a small object and it
would be magically replicated within one of the eggs. Brad never
heard that one before. He passed Bahody’s black statue. The shaman
waved his hand over it, mumbled some words, and said, “It is done.
A duplicate is now inside one of your eggs.”

Yeah, sure, Brad thought, returning the statue to his pocket.
Pull that one off, and I’ll give you a whole
chapter in my book. Especially since you ain’t getting near these
eggs until the ritual begins.

Minutes later, they left
by rickety jeep for the shaman’s jungle village.

The ceremony was
definitely worth mentioning in Brad’s book. The shaman danced and
leapt like a crazed man to invoke a voodoo entity. When a spirit
god possessed the shaman, the transformation was amazing. Brad had
seen phony and real possessions before, but this was by far the
most theatrical.

With blazing eyes, roaring
voice, and body quivering like a jellyfish, the shaman’s new
persona demanded the eggs. The helper placed them on an altar. The
shaman filled his mouth with rum, then spat the liquid onto the
eggs. The drumming, chanting, and frantic dancing became more
intense.

From several feet away,
Brad watched the eggs very closely to make sure nobody tried to
pull a trick by replacing them.

Dozens of worshippers
collapsed signaling the end of the ceremony.

“Pick up the first egg and
break it with your hands,” the shaman commanded in a voice not his
own.

Brad broke the egg,
letting the slippery mess fall to the ground.

“Pick up the second egg
and break it with your hands.”

Hard as he tried, Brad
couldn’t break it.

“You cannot break it,
because I have just moved energy from your body and placed it
inside egg. Take the egg with you when you leave. Upon arising
tomorrow, strike it with a hammer to break it open. Eat the egg
raw, and your strength will return. Do not lose or break the egg
before then, or your strength will be lost forever. Now, I’m going
to break the third egg.”

When the shaman broke the
third egg, Brad shuddered. Within the slimy yolk was a tiny replica
of Bahody’s black statue! He’d seen enough. He wanted to leave
immediately.

“Luzu will drive you back
to your hotel.” The shaman clapped his hands. “Luzu!
Come!”

A native woman wearing
tattering clothes came out of the jungle. She walked slowly, as if
in a stupor, arms flopping at her sides.

“She looks drunk,” Brad
said. “I never ride with drunk drivers.”

“Luzu is not drunk. She is
a zombie.”

“What was her
crime?”

“No crime. She is dead.
Tell him, Luzu.”

“I… am… dead,” the woman
said in a flat voice.

“I ain’t going anywhere
with somebody who’s in a hypnotic trance.”

“She is not in a trance.
She is as awake as any zombie can ever be. She died, was buried,
then resurrected. Luzu is one of the living dead.”

“Nonsense! There’s no such
thing. Con artists like you convince weak-minded people to believe
they’re zombies. To punish them for crimes, and enslave them. Screw
you! I ain’t going anywhere with any of your brainwashed robots.
I’ll walk back.”
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