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I wake up on the ground in darkness.


Faint artificial light filters up into the night sky, silhouetting the trees below me and creating a soft, ambient glow that’s reflected off the falling snow, which doesn’t make any sense because the last thing I remember I was inside the research facility. So it’s a little disorienting to discover I’m flat on my back on a hillside.


That and I hear somebody humming “Jingle Bells.”


When I sit up, something rolls off my chest and down the hill, coming to rest against a mound of earth with a thud. It’s some kind of heavy black metal cylinder. I get to my feet and walk down to retrieve it. At first I think it’s a flashlight but when I pick it up, I realize it’s a stun baton. And the mound of earth isn’t a mound of earth but a decomposing corpse.


I’m in the body farm.


Half a dozen human bodies in various stages of decay are laid out on the hillside around me—some of them fresh, some of them mummified, some of them sinking in upon themselves, doing what corpses do best: decaying in their own, fragrant way.


I look down at the nearest one, which looks like it’s pregnant. Since the corpse is male, I’m guessing it’s not a miracle of medical science but is instead in the late stages of bloat.


When the human body dies, the bacteria that live in the stomach continue to feed. Though instead of eating the food we’ve consumed, they start eating away at us and excrete gas, which builds up in our abdominal cavities until eventually something gives way. Usually the intestines but sometimes the torso. Either way, it’s not something you want to occur on a first date.


Not speaking from firsthand experience, but sometimes it happens.


I look around at the corpse-infested hillside and try to remember how I got here and what happened to me, but my powers of recollection aren’t lending a hand. Or even a finger. That probably has something to do with the fact that my head feels like someone hit me with a sledgehammer. I look down at the stun baton and think maybe I got clocked with it when I notice my shirt is soaked in blood.


I don’t know if it’s my blood or someone else’s but I’m hoping for what’s behind Door Number Two. However, since it’s dark out and I’m feeling a little disoriented, it takes me a moment before I realize that I’m neither bleeding nor drenched in someone else’s blood but am wearing a Santa Claus suit.


I’m not exactly built like your traditional St. Nick. You wouldn’t call me chubby or plump and I don’t have anything that shakes like a bowl full of jelly. I’m a leaner version of Santa. More like the AFTER picture than the BEFORE.


However, I am sporting an authentic beard, not one of those fake, synthetic jobs. We’re talking thick and bushy, which is what happens when you don’t shave for twelve months and your hair turns white. I’m no Edmund Gwenn from Miracle on 34th Street, but I look as much like Kris Kringle as your average Salvation Army Santa.


While I remember where I got the suit and why I’m wearing it, I still don’t have any idea how I ended up in the body farm or what happened to everyone else. The last thing I remember, we were all inside the research facility, singing Christmas carols and handing out candy canes and spreading holiday cheer.


I’m guessing things got a little out of hand.


I look around the body farm surrounded by the darkness and the falling snow, caught for a moment inside my own little warped snow globe, trying to piece together what happened and why I’m out here all alone. I’m about to walk down the path to the front gate when I notice the humming again. Only instead of “Jingle Bells,” they’ve switched to “Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town.”


The humming is coming from beyond the trees above me, so I walk up the hill, past a man wearing a maggot merkin and a woman melting out on to the ground around her like the Wicked Witch of the West, until I come to a small clearing on the hillside. A couple of Santas and a naked guy walk around among a dozen or so corpses, most of which are naked themselves and staked down with U-shaped rebar around their wrists and ankles. All except for one, which is neither naked nor staked down and isn’t a corpse yet, but that’s just a matter of time.


He’s wearing a Santa outfit, just like me. The major difference between us is that he’s getting eaten alive by a pair of elves.


The elves sit on either side of him, dressed all in green with fur-trimmed red hats and green rubber surgical gloves, humming “Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town” in perfect harmony with one another as they share an evening snack. When the elves see me, they stop humming and look up with matching smiles.


“Hey Andy,” they say in unison.


[image: logo]


    MY NAME IS Andy Warner and I’m a zombie.


That’s not something you ever really expect to admit. Alcoholism, sex addiction, gambling problems? Sure. They just come with the territory of the human condition. But you just never plan to wake up one day with a cannula inserted in your carotid artery and your body cavities packed with autopsy gel.


It’s a big adjustment coming back from the dead. Kind of like going through puberty, only the acne and the smell never completely go away. But most Breathers just can’t seem to understand. They act like we can do something about the way we are. Like we did this to ourselves on purpose. As if we had some kind of choice.


It’s not like there’s a twelve-step program for being a zombie. You can’t just go to a bunch of meetings and get a sponsor and cure yourself of undeath. Once you reanimate from the dead, you’ve pretty much crossed a line and there’s no going back.


As a whole, zombies tend to have trouble accepting their new reality. That’s something a friend of mine used to say. Accept your reality. While that’s good in theory and a healthy philosophy to live by, putting it into practice is a lot harder than you’d think—especially when your reality involves having to worry about bloat, maggot infestations, and getting dismembered by fraternity pledges.


And you thought you had problems.


When I say I’m a zombie, I’m not talking about the typical mindless, shambling ghouls you’ll find on the screen at your local cineplex. Most movie zombies are brain-dead monsters that lack any spark of humanity and are unrelenting in their single-minded purpose to devour anyone in their path.


Kind of like politicians, only with less corporate funding.


Real zombies aren’t Romero wannabes. We’re just normal, sentient, reanimated corpses who are gradually decomposing and who could use some serious therapy. No moaning and groaning. No cracking open skulls with our teeth. None of that ridiculous Hollywood crap.


Except for the eating of human flesh. Turns out they got that part right.


The elf on the left takes a bite of Breather and points at my face while the other one says, “Ouch.”


I reach up and discover I have a dime-sized wound on my forehead. At first I’m not sure what it is or why I can fit my pinkie inside of it, until I reach around to the back of my head and find the exit wound.


That explains my headache.


I hate getting shot in the head. Talk about misinformation. It’s just a movie, people. A plot device for a script so your main character can avoid getting eaten and move on to the next scene. The truth is, shooting a zombie in the head just makes a big mess. That and it’s kind of hard to cover up with makeup.


I need some Advil. And I could probably use some gauze and Neosporin. Maybe a hoodie to keep any flies from getting curious.


“Is he the one who shot me?” I ask the elves.


They look at me and nod together, then go back to eating the Breather.


“Oooo,” he says. “Eee aaa oooooo.”


When you’re getting eaten alive, you tend to speak mainly in vowels.


I recognize the Breather’s face but his name escapes me. While you can’t kill a zombie with a head shot, there’s a definite adverse impact on mental acuity. After all, when your gray matter explodes out the back of your skull, you’re probably not going to win any spelling bees.


The good news is, zombies don’t need their whole brain in order to function. We don’t even need most of it. Considering the majority of Breathers get through their lives barely using their brains at all probably has something to do with that. But I’m still a little fuzzy about everything. It’s all a little surreal, in a holly-jolly-zombie-Christmas kind of way.


If you’ve never woken up in a body farm wearing a Santa suit with your brains blown out the back of your skull, then you probably wouldn’t understand.





THREE DAYS AGO
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I’m strapped down to a table in one of the examination rooms with my head immobilized, naked except for a pair of blue hospital booties on my feet. Sometimes they let me wear a surgical gown but more often than not I’m naked, which doesn’t do much to nurture my sense of dignity. But when you’re a lab rat being experimented on in the name of medical research, dignity isn’t a high priority.


“Was the subject disinfected?” says a lab technician, inserting a catheter into my penis.


“No,” says another one. “But I’ll take care of it when we’re done setting up.”


A couple of lab techs wearing scrubs and surgical masks are prepping me for my latest test. I’m the subject in question. And by disinfected, they mean sprayed from head to toe with Lysol. Every time I’m disinfected, it reminds me of my mother spraying me with Glade neutralizer fragrance whenever I would come into the house from the wine cellar. That was before I started to regenerate. Before I stopped decomposing. Before I ate both my mother and my father.


Sometimes zombie/parent relationships can get complicated.


The lab techs continue setting up whatever test they have planned for me today, although “today” is relative. Days don’t really have much meaning when you spend your existence in windowless rooms getting stabbed and shot and electrocuted, subjected to impact tests and toxicity tests and experiments involving tissue regeneration.


Right now I have electrodes attached to the side of my head, the wires running to a machine with gauges and meters and recording equipment on a cart next to me. Maybe if I were a doctor or a scientist or a Jeopardy! champion I would know what the contraption is called, but I was a property manager in my former existence. Before I died. Before I reanimated. Before I led a push for zombie rights that culminated in a New Year’s Eve bloodbath and eventually landed me a permanent stay at this research facility inside the Oregon Health and Science University in Portland.


I’m thinking it would have been a little more helpful had I been something other than a property manager, something that might come in a little handier for someone who’s been involuntarily donated to medical science and held against his will. Like a personal trainer at a gym. Or an escape artist. Or MacGyver. Then all I’d need is some baking soda, some hydrogen peroxide, and a hot water bottle, and I could get the hell out of here.


Although I don’t have any real concept of time since I never see the sunset or the moonrise or feel the changing of the seasons, I’m aware from listening to conversations and seeing the decorations in the hallways that it’s the week before Christmas, which means I’ve been here for nearly a year.


Time flies when you’re getting electrocuted and infected with syphilis.


“Goggles,” says one of the lab techs.


They both don their goggles and the next moment I’m being sprayed down with Lysol. I’d prefer they use Pine-Sol or Simple Green or something that doesn’t make me smell like a freshly cleaned toilet, but I don’t get a vote.


At least they’re not disinfecting me with Comet.


There are other zombies at the research facility with me, so I’m not the only one being poked and prodded and tested in the name of research. But I’ve been here longer than anyone else and as far as I know, none of them was ever interviewed by Oprah.


While I realize I’m no longer a celebrity, and that to the researchers and interns and handlers I’m just another nonhuman, zombie lab rat with a number instead of a name, it would be nice to know what they’re doing with me and why I haven’t been sent off to a composting facility. The only thing I’ve been able to determine is that they’re studying me and the other zombies to find out why we reanimate and how we’re able to heal and reverse the process of decomposition by consuming human flesh.


Not that they’re feeding me John and Jane Does. I haven’t tasted Breather since last New Year’s. And technically I haven’t eaten anything since they brought me here. After all, it’s kind of tough to chew when your mouth has been sewn shut with industrial-strength thread.


The only way I receive any sustenance is through a feeding tube that’s permanently inserted into my stomach. Not because I need to consume the recommended daily allowance of whole grains and fruits and vegetables. Zombies aren’t known for their omnivorous diets. But whatever they’re feeding me is keeping me from decomposing.


The lab techs just finish spraying me down when today’s zombie researcher walks into the room. He’s dressed in a white lab coat with a particle mask covering half of his face and safety goggles perched atop his head. The ID badge attached to the pocket on his lab coat identifies him as Robert Rudolph, but most everyone at the research facility calls him Bob.


Bob and I are old friends. And when I say “friends,” I mean Bob has conducted numerous experiments on me during the past twelve months, including most of the electrocutions, stabbings, and ballistic impact tests. So our friendship isn’t exactly based on a solid foundation of trust and mutual respect.


Bob speaks with the lab techs to verify that everything is all set and that I’ve been properly prepped, then he dismisses them from the room. After they leave he walks over, removes his particle mask, and looks down at me.


“So how are we feeling today, RC-1854?”


That’s me. The RC stands for Reanimated Corpse. I presume the number 1854 indicates how many test subjects came before me. They never refer to any of us as zombies or by our names here at the Research Lab Hotel. And we don’t get complimentary wireless Internet or chocolate mints left on our pillows or four-hundred-thread-count, 100 percent combed cotton Frette linens.


I look at Bob without responding. I’d like to tell him how I’m feeling—which is a combination of cold, uncomfortable, and ambivalent—but with my mouth sewn shut, it kind of makes it difficult for me to share my thoughts.


Bob looks down at me with a smile plastered on his face, like he’s a game show host and I’m the contestant who’s made it to the final round. There’s something about Bob that reminds me of my old therapist, Ted, who would often sit there in his chair and stare at me with his own fake, plastic smile as I wrote down on my dry-erase board how I felt about being a zombie. That was before I decided I didn’t need his help anymore. Before I began to find my purpose. Before I ate him.


Which is one way to ensure doctor/patient confidentiality.


“Do you know what we have planned for you today?” says Bob, still wearing his disingenuous smile.


No, I think. I didn’t get the memo. Whatever it is they have planned, I’m guessing it’s not something I really want to put in my scrapbook of memories.


“We’re going to start a new type of therapy today.” Bob picks up a needle and syringe from the tray next to the examination table. “We’re all very excited.”


Yes. Excited. That’s me. I can barely keep from urinating into my catheter.


“You’re a rather unique specimen,” says Bob, prepping the needle. “The only one who has reacted to our tests in the way we’d hoped. Which is why you’re very important to our research.”


If I’m that important, you’d think they’d give me a room with a view and preferred member status. Maybe a shave and a haircut. Or some decent toilet paper.


A year ago at this time, I was in a custom ten-by-ten cage at the SPCA in Santa Cruz, doing satellite interviews with CNN and Howard Stern while reclining on my queen-sized sofa bed and drinking Beringer Private Reserve Cabernet Sauvignon. So it’s easy to understand why my expectations might be a little out of the ordinary. But really, I don’t think I’m being unreasonable in hoping for some Charmin or a package of baby wipes.


With my head held in place I have a pretty limited view of my surroundings, but I see the elevated viewing area at one end of the examination room, where a man with dark hair and a 1970s porn star mustache enters and sits down in the front row behind the Plexiglas window. Joining him is a tall, attractive woman with a bald head. I’ve seen both of them numerous times during my stay here, watching me from the viewing area or from behind splatter shields, talking to one another. I’ve never heard what they’re saying, but I’m guessing they’re not discussing my health plan.


While I’m watching the two of them, Bob sticks the needle in my shoulder. There’s no pain or any sense of discomfort. I don’t even feel the needle go into my flesh. It’s really not much more than the sensation of having a fly land on my shoulder.


That’s one of the advantages of being a zombie. You can stub your toe or get your arm torn out of its socket and you don’t really notice much of a difference. Except when you stub your toe it doesn’t impact your ability to tie your shoes or clap your hands.


Bob reaches over and pulls a flat-screen monitor into view above me. The monitor is attached to an arm, like the overhead light in a dentist’s office, only I don’t think this is covered by my dental insurance. Bob positions the monitor above me so that it’s directly in my line of sight, then he inserts a speculum into each of my eyes, forcing my eyelids open.


He was right. This is new.


“Comfy?” asks Bob.


He walks around to the cart on the other side of me, where the electrodes attached to my head are connected to the machine with all the switches and needles and gauges. I still don’t know what the contraption is, but from the looks of it, I’m guessing it doesn’t measure happy thoughts.


Bob puts his particle mask back on and tightens the straps, then he adjusts his safety goggles. “Don’t worry about these. They’re just a precaution. Standard procedure.”


That’s easy for him to say. He’s not the one strapped to a cadaver tray in an examination room with his eyes clamped open and his head hooked up to some machine. I’d like to switch places with Bob and see if he still thinks it’s just standard procedure.


While Bob fiddles with some of the knobs and levels, I glance at the mustached man and the bald woman, who are both leaning forward and watching with interest.


“Okay, it looks like we’re all set.” Bob turns and looks up at the viewing room and gives the thumbs-up. The mustached man nods his head once while the bald woman stares down at me, her eyes looking directly into mine. Under normal circumstances I’d say we were sharing a moment, but normal and I haven’t spent a lot of time together lately.


“I hope you’re a fan of the cinema,” Bob says to me.


On the monitor above me, the blue screen is replaced with a video clip, a scene from the original Night of the Living Dead, where the zombies are chowing down on barbecued Tom and Judy.


“Lights, camera, action,” says Bob.


Then he turns on a switch and white light explodes behind my eyes.





TWO
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Several hours of video clips of zombies eating humans later, I’m back in my cage, which isn’t nearly as nice as my accommodations when I was at the SPCA in Santa Cruz, but I’m trying to make the best of a bad situation. True, this isn’t exactly the Ritz-Carlton, but things could be worse. I could be in a zombie zoo. Or slowly decomposing while I’m staked down in a body farm. So all things considered, I should consider myself lucky.


At least I’m not in a cadaver drawer.


My cage is seven by seven by seven, which gives me forty-nine square feet and a little under 350 cubic feet of living space. Not enough room to do wind sprints, but I get to stretch my legs occasionally and get in a few push-ups and sit-ups. Zombies aren’t known for their physical fitness and cardiovascular health, but I need to do something while I’m in here to keep from losing my mind. Though sometimes I wonder if it hasn’t already been misplaced. Or taken from me.


When you’ve spent a year being tortured and confined to a cage while trying to forget about everything you’ve lost, keeping a positive outlook can become a bit of a challenge. Mostly I’m just going through the motions and trying to connect with my inner zombie Buddha.


I’ve tried meditating to maintain some mental balance, but when someone comes by every couple of hours to stab you or shoot you or hose you down with cold water, it’s kind of difficult to find your spiritual center.


I look around at the other cages, twenty-four in all and most of them occupied with other zombies, an almost even split between males and females. During the time I’ve spent here, I’ve seen hundreds of zombies come and go, some of them staying in the kennel for a few months and others not sticking around for more than a day or two before they disappeared. None of my current neighbors has been here more than a couple of months.


I’m like the dean of the zombies.


While the majority of my prison mates are wearing green hospital gowns to maintain some semblance of self-respect, we do have a couple of exhibitionists in the group—Hillary, who lives three cages down and one row over, and Patrick, who lives right next door.


Patrick is standing up in his cage and staring at me, providing an unsolicited glimpse of full frontal nudity. While I find it a little odd that he’s so comfortable being naked, I appreciate Patrick’s company. Most of the other zombies who’ve been in and out of here tend to keep to themselves, but Patrick makes an effort to engage me in zombie charades and inquire as to my general well-being.


Right now, he’s holding his right hand up with the tips of his thumb and index finger connected in a circle with a questioning expression on his face. I give him the okay sign back, then I stand up and slip into my hospital gown because I’m not comfortable being naked.


That and I don’t want to compete with the fact that Patrick is considerably more well-endowed than me. Not that I’ve noticed or anything.


Some of the other zombies give me a glance or a nod but most of them are insular communities of one. Since our mouths are all sewn shut, there’s not a whole lot of conversation or communal sharing of experiences going on. And no one’s screaming It’s a madhouse! at the top of his lungs like Charlton Heston. We’re just a quiet little group of nearly two dozen reanimated corpses minding our own business and existing in silence.


It’s kind of like being at a Trappist monastery, only with stun batons.


However, even though there’s not any talking, we have managed to communicate and learn one another’s names through some basic hand gestures. Mostly we just sleep and sit around and stare at each other and excrete waste while we wait for one of the interns or lab techs to come and take us—sometimes for feedings, sometimes for tests, sometimes for something from which we never return.
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