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				for my readers

			

		

	
		
			
				

				introduction

				Welcome. Glad you could join me. Have a seat and make yourself comfortable. Take off your shoes. Put on your pajamas. We’re all friends here.

				If this is the first time we’ve met, let me introduce myself. I’m S. G. Browne and I write dark comedies and social satires with supernatural or fantastic protagonists.

				Luck poachers.

				Sentient zombies.

				Immortal personifications of abstract concepts.

				I enjoy looking at society and making fun of the humans who inhabit it through the eyes of someone who is not quite human or who has a unique perspective on humanity. My first two novels, Breathers and Fated, are told from the point of view of a reanimated corpse and an overworked Fate, respectively. Both novels are available as ebooks and trade paperbacks wherever those sorts of things are sold.

				Shooting Monkeys in a Barrel is my first short story collection.

				Some of the stories you’ll read here have appeared previously in other print collections or anthologies. Some are brand-new tales. Some are ancestors or descendants of novels I’ve written or have yet to write. And one story took third place in the Gross-Out Contest at the 2008 World Horror Convention.

				But this is the first time these stories have gathered together in one place. Kind of like a family reunion, if the family included a serial killer, a zombie gigolo, extraterrestrial sex toys, a group of professional guinea pigs, and the Seven Deadly Sins.

				And you thought your family had problems.

				After each story, I’ll share some notes about where the idea for it came from, just in case you’re the type to wonder about that sort of thing. If not, feel free to skip to the next story. I won’t take it personally.

				So sit back, relax, and grab a pint of Guinness. Or a pint of Ben & Jerry’s. Either is a fine companion to enjoy with these stories.

				And thanks for reading.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				a zombie’s lament

				For the dead, everything’s pretty easy. They have no responsibilities, no plans to make, no one to take care of, and no one gives them any grief—unless, of course, they end up in hell, but that opens a whole can of metaphysical worms I don’t even want to begin to get into.

				The undead, however, have more grief to deal with than southern blacks in the 1950s. Talk about civil rights issues. We can’t vote, get a driver’s license, or attend public schools. We’re not allowed in movie theaters or any other dark, public venue where we might bite or devour a Breather. No one will hire us, we can’t apply for unemployment, and we can’t find a decent place to live. Even homeless shelters turn us away.

				When you die, your Social Security number gets retired, which isn’t a problem if you stay dead. But if you come back and become a zombie due to some genetic abnormality or because you consumed too much fast food while you were alive, well then, you’re pretty much screwed. Your Social Security number is gone and you can’t get it back. And since the undead aren’t considered human beings, even by Breathers who don’t belong to organized religions, the chances of getting another Social Security number are about as good as a town in Wyoming electing a gay sheriff.

				Of course, without a Social Security number, you can’t get a job, apply for federal or state benefits, or get financial aid to go to school. And if you think your family is willing to take you in and give you shelter and return whatever inheritance you might have left, forget about it. Breathers get pretty pissed off when the dead come back.

				I don’t really understand it. I mean, it’s not like we’re any different than we were before we died. We crave security, companionship, and love. We laugh and cry and feel emotional pain. We enjoy listening to Elvis Presley and watching public television. Sure, there’s the whole eating of human flesh stigma, but that’s so George Romero. Outside of Hollywood, the undead typically don’t eat the living—except for a growing minority of zombies who give the rest of us a bad name. After all, just because some Asians don’t know how to drive doesn’t mean they’re all bad drivers. Okay. Bad example. But you get my point. Breathers are going to believe what they want to believe, even if they’re family.

				My parents weren’t too happy when I showed up on their front porch, stinking of wet, worm-infested earth and formaldehyde deodorant. That’s one of the biggest problems about coming back from the dead. The smell never quite goes away. I’ve taken dozens of showers and even soaked in a tub filled with disinfectant, but I still smell like I crawled out of a compost bin and washed my hair with ammonia.

				Of course, the stench wasn’t what initially set my parents off. I can’t say I know what they went through, but I can imagine what it must have been like to see their thirty-two-year-old son come walking up to the front door, wearing the suit they’d buried him in. And that doesn’t begin to address my physical condition. I didn’t exactly die of natural causes.

				I spent about a week on my parents’ front porch before my dad finally came out and spoke to me, asked me what I wanted. I tried to answer, but the words came out in a croak and a screech. Apparently, my vocal cords were damaged in the accident, which would explain the stitches across my throat. So I have to wear a dry-erase board around my neck to communicate.

				I’ve tried to learn sign language, but the cognitive functions just aren’t there and it’s kind of hard to sign with just one hand. The mortician did a good job of stitching me up, but he didn’t bother fixing my left arm, which was pretty much mangled from the shoulder to the elbow. At least he managed to sew my ear back in place.

				I don’t remember much about what happened after I died. I didn’t see any bright light or hear any ethereal voices, but then this isn’t exactly heaven, is it? I just remember the accident and then darkness, endless and close, like a membrane. The next thing I knew, I was walking along the shoulder of Old San Jose Road in the morning, wondering what day it was and where I was coming from and why my left arm didn’t work. Then a pickup truck drove past and a rotten tomato exploded against the side of my face. Two teenage kids were riding in the back of the truck. One of them had his pants around his ankles and his bare ass pointed my way while the second kid threw another tomato at me and yelled:

				“Go back to your grave, you freak!”

				At first I thought they were just being kids—causing mischief, raising hell, throwing rotten tomatoes at people for kicks. Denial is one of the first hurdles zombies have to overcome. Then I passed Bill’s Groceries and caught a glimpse of myself in the front window. As I stood and stared at my reflection, a six-year-old girl walked out the door, dropped her frozen fudge bar when she saw me, and ran off, screaming.

				It took me a while to come to terms with what had happened to me. What I was. I still have trouble with it. It’s a big adjustment, harder than you might imagine. After all, I still have the same basic hopes and desires I had when I was alive, but now they’re unattainable. I may as well wish for wings.

				Some nights, I still hear my father’s voice, shaky and high-pitched, as he approached me that first time on the porch.

				What . . . what do you want, Andy?

				To be honest, I don’t know what I want. I know what I’d like—I’d like to have my life back, to be married again and sitting on the couch in the family room with my wife and daughter, watching a movie while our two cats chase each other around the house. But my wife, Sara, didn’t survive the accident, either, and she’s still buried out in the cemetery. I don’t know why I came back and she didn’t. Maybe it has something to do with genetics. Or fate. Or the universe’s twisted sense of humor. Whatever the reason, I miss her. Even though my heart has stopped beating, it still aches.

				As if things weren’t bad enough, I can’t even go out to visit Sara’s grave until after the cemetery closes because the mourners freak out. I understand why Breathers don’t want the undead at the cemetery during the day, but I don’t like having to go there at night. It’s so dark and creepy. And there are sounds, things I hear that don’t seem natural. I know I’m supposed to be the one everyone’s afraid of, but I still get scared. Especially at night.

				After the accident, my daughter went to live with Sara’s sister. I think about Annie all the time—what she’s up to, who her friends are, how she’s doing in school. I used to call every day, hoping to hear her voice answer the phone, but then her aunt and uncle got an unlisted number and moved out of state.

				As much as I’d like to visit her, I don’t think it’d be a good idea, even if I knew where she lived. I don’t want her to remember me this way. And I don’t think she’d exactly want to take me to any father/daughter picnics. 

				Show and tell, maybe.

				Still, I wish I could see her just one more time, tell her how much I love her, how much I miss her, but I’ve pretty much given up any hope of that. I’ve pretty much given up any hope of anything. It’s just not the way I envisioned spending my life, or my death, or whatever you call this. Mostly I just sit in my parents’ attic, staring at the walls and out the ventilation panel, wondering what I’m going to do. I can’t get a job, I can’t go to school, I can’t hang out at the Aptos Club or shoot pool at Fast Eddie’s or visit any of the other places I used to haunt. My parents let me stay in the attic, but they avoid me, and none of my old friends want anything to do with me. Sure, there are other zombies I can hang out with—more than a dozen live in the county—but it’s not the same.

				After a while, I get bored, like a dog left alone in the house who starts chewing on things in frustration—shoes, couches, pillows. And like a dog, I’m starting to feel anxious and frustrated. Except I don’t think I’m going to be satisfied with chewing on pillows.

				I’ve joined a support group, the local chapter of UA—Undead Anonymous. I think we need to come up with a new name. After all, when you’re undead, you’re about as anonymous as a transvestite with a five o’clock shadow, but I guess I shouldn’t complain. At least we don’t get any support group imposters crashing our meetings, trying to pick up on vulnerable women. 

				That would be sick. Interesting, but sick.

				I’ve met some nice zombies in the meetings. I mean survivors. That’s what the UA handbook says we’re supposed to refer to each other and ourselves as. Survivors. It’s supposed to make us feel better about ourselves, less estranged from society. More human. Most of us think it’s just a bunch of semantic bullshit. As far as Breathers are concerned, we’re no more human than dogs or cats. And we don’t have the same rights as animals. Since we’re dead, any crimes committed against us are misdemeanors at worst. Most of the time, they’re not even considered crimes. 

				If you’ve never known someone who had his arms torn out of his sockets by a gang of drunks who then slapped him repeatedly in the face with his own hands, then you probably wouldn’t understand.

				A few of us have been getting together outside of the group and talking about what we can do to protect ourselves. At first we stuck to the basics—using the buddy system, having a curfew, carrying Mace. Lately, however, we’ve been broaching issues considered taboo in the support group.

				One of the members, a forty-seven-year-old truck driver named Carl, managed to get a copy of the original Night of the Living Dead. Rita, a twenty-two-year-old suicide victim, posed as a Breather to get a hotel room where we could watch the movie. Bracelets and jewelry hid Rita’s scars pretty well. Add sunglasses, a little makeup, a couple of bottles of cheap perfume, and a horny desk clerk with bad vision, and we were good to go.

				I’d never seen the film while I was alive, was never drawn to zombie or slasher fare, but I found the film fascinating. Not from a filmmaking standpoint—plot, story, direction, acting, all that artsy crap. I’m talking about something more spiritual, a moment of clarity, an epiphany about my own existence. And I don’t think I was the only one who felt it.

				I know we’re not supposed to perpetuate the stereotype of the undead, or living dead, whatever you want to call us. UA preaches restraint at all times. And God knows I’m the last one who thought I’d consider doing this. I was a vegetarian, for Christ’s sake. But what else am I supposed to do? 

				When I get lonely, I get bored. When I get bored, I get anxious. When I get anxious, I get frustrated. And when I get frustrated, I want to chew on things.

				I just hope my parents understand.

				

				Author’s Note for “A Zombie’s Lament”

				I wrote this short story in 2001, a dozen years after I started down the path of writing with the hopes of becoming a full-time author. For most of those years, I wrote straight supernatural horror, inspired by the likes of Stephen King, Peter Straub, and F. Paul Wilson. Occasionally, however, I would pen something that was a little more on the dark comedy side.

				I’d always loved zombies but had never written about them, in part because I hadn’t come up with a story that resonated with me and in part because I didn’t want to write another zombie apocalypse tale. Not that there’s anything wrong with a good zombie apocalypse tale, but I wanted to write a story with a different slant on the mythos.

				So I wondered: What would happen if I were the zombie rather than the midnight snack? And instead of being your stereotypical mindless, shambling, flesh-obsessed monster, I was just a reanimated corpse with no rights who was gradually decomposing and needed some serious therapy? What would my existence be like? How would society treat me? What would my parents think? Would I be able to collect Social Security? Join a bowling league?

				Thus was born the two-thousand-word short story you just read. A year later, in 2002, after reading the novel Lullaby by Chuck Palahniuk (itself a dark comedy and social satire with a supernatural edge), I was inspired to take the concept behind “A Zombie’s Lament” and flesh it out into a full-length novel. A few years later I completed my fourth novel, Breathers, which became my first published novel. And, more important, I’d found the voice I’d been looking for all those years of writing.

				“A Zombie’s Lament” originally appeared in the anthology Zombies: Encounters with the Hungry Dead in 2009.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				softland

				Grandpa had only one finger left and it was pointing at the door.

				He was leaning forward in his chair, his gaze turned away from the marathon of Gilligan’s Island reruns, that single, remaining digit on his left hand pointing across the room.

				“Someone’s comin’,” he said.

				Before I could reach my Smith & Wesson sitting on top of the television, the front door crashed open.

				Let me back up.

				Six hours earlier, my little brother, Ben, and I had just returned from the Centro-Mart with some bread, eggs, and beer. Not that we had anything to celebrate. But both of us had been craving fried egg sandwiches and it was Saturday morning, so Ben and I decided to live it up while Grandpa settled in to watch Gilligan’s Island.

				“Nice!” he shouted from his chair as Tina Louise bent toward the camera in a low-cut, gold sequined dress.

				Ben cracked open three beers and gave one to each of us, then joined Grandpa while I prepared breakfast. Before I could get the pan on the burner, the cell phone rang.

				The phone hadn’t rung in nearly three months, so Ben and I exchanged glances before Ben got off the couch, downed half his beer, and plucked the phone off the counter.

				“Softland.”

				I watched Ben’s expression to see if I could read the order. We hadn’t had any customers, not since Grandpa’s accident, so when Ben said, “What grade?” it looked like our fortunes had turned.

				Good luck comes in grades.

				People with high-grade good luck win the lottery, get discovered by a talent agent, and always manage to escape serious injury. Medium-grade good luck helps people win progressive jackpots, marry the right person, and be in the right place at the right time. Those who possess low-grade good luck win money and prizes on game shows, become friends with a celebrity, and get an occasional hole-in-one.

				While low-grade good luck seldom sells for more than five grand, high-grade good luck can command up to six figures on the open market.

				Bad luck comes in grades, too, but it’s not a good idea to poach bad luck. It’s like inviting an unwanted guest into your home and asking him to spend the rest of his life with you. Of course, just because it’s a bad idea doesn’t mean someone hasn’t tried it. Look at the Edsel. Or Battlefield Earth. History is full of bad decisions.

				Ben wrapped up his conversation and hung up the phone.

				“What’s the order?” I asked.

				“Soft,” he said, downing the rest of his beer in three gulps. “Top-grade soft.”

				Good luck is soft and warm. The higher the grade, the softer the luck. Bad luck, conversely, is curdled and heavy—used motor oil with the consistency of hot asphalt. Except bad luck isn’t warm. It’s cold, like death. And whereas good luck is the color of alabaster, bad luck is as black as the shadows in the barrel of a gun.

				Ben rubbed the stubble on his chin and looked my way. “That woman in Gilroy who won the lottery last week?”

				I nodded. “Dolores Santos.”

				Even though we hadn’t had a paying customer for more than three months, we still kept on top of current events. But other than people coming into large amounts of money or flirting with death, it wasn’t easy to find hosts for high-grade good luck, especially within driving distance.

				Ben got the gear together while I finished making the fried egg sandwiches. Normally Grandpa would have come with us, but after what happened last time, we decided to leave him home. Besides, there was no way we could drag him away from the television.

				“Nice!” Grandpa shouted at the sight of Dawn Wells bending over in a pair of tight denim shorts.

				Gilroy was an hour and a half away, so by the time Ben and I pulled up across the street from Dolores Santos’s, the August afternoon sun was beating down on the roof of our ’73 Charger. Driving through the valley during the summer in a suit and tie was about as much fun as wiping up the toilet after one of Grandpa’s accidents, but sometimes you did what you had to do.

				Dolores Santos lived at 151 Magnolia Lane, a few blocks from a strip mall where Ben and I picked up some powdered doughnuts and a forty of Budweiser. Sugar and beer help with the transference of luck into a marketable form. We don’t know why, since neither Ben nor I ever got better than a C in chemistry, but powdered-sugar doughnuts and Budweiser was always our best combo.

				While Ben got the transference equipment ready, I polished off another doughnut and drained the last of my Bud, then climbed out of the car and walked across the street, stopping beneath the shade of an elm tree to blot the perspiration from my face. Anxiety had nothing to do with my sweat glands working overtime to cool my body. Wearing a suit in ninety-five-degree heat was to blame for that. But poaching luck is a lot like a job interview—if you don’t make a good first impression, you’re probably not going to get what you came for.

				Not just anyone can poach luck. It’s not a skill you can pick up with practice or learn in a weekend seminar. Great-Grandma passed it on to Grandpa, who passed it on to Mom, who passed it on to us—though Mom refused to use it. Said it wasn’t right, stealing someone’s luck.

				Had Mom used her gift once in a while, she probably wouldn’t have pulled out of the parking lot an instant before that bus ran a red light.

				I can still see her sometimes, broken and bleeding in the driver’s seat, safety glass in her hair, her head twisted to one side. Nothing happened to me. Not a scratch or a bruise. Even at the age of nine, I’d already learned the art of poaching.

				That’s one of the reasons Ben and I poach for hire instead of taking the luck for ourselves. Out of respect for Mom. Though if we truly wanted to respect her ideals, we wouldn’t use our gift at all.

				But if we’re being honest, the main reason we sell the luck we poach is that using poached luck can create its own problems. The addictive properties aside, you win the lottery or hit a bunch of progressive jackpots and suddenly you’re drawing attention to yourself and having to report your income on a tax return. The last thing we want is to have the IRS or the government involved in our lives, poking around. But just because you take precautions doesn’t mean you can avoid the consequences.

				The problem with poaching luck is that sooner or later, karma is bound to catch up with you. After all, you can’t take something from someone without eventually paying a price.

				After a quick adjustment of my tie, I walked up to the front door and rang the bell. I hoped Dolores didn’t have any children at home. Parents are more wary and distrustful of strangers when their children are present. But when Dolores answered the door alone, I knew this would be a pretty simple hit and run.

				“May I help you?”

				“Good afternoon,” I said, extending my right hand. “My name is William Kennedy and I’m running for the Gilroy City Council.”

				When you’re poaching luck, you can’t just pick a random name or crusade and expect someone to trust you when she’s just won $7 million and a stranger knocks on her door. It’s an art form, like being an actor. All you have to do is convince your audience that you are who they want you to be.

				“Nice to meet you,” Dolores said. She still didn’t trust me enough to offer her own name, but I didn’t require that level of acceptance. All I needed was her hand, which she gave to me.

				A simple hit and run.

				Physically, my skin looks and feels like anyone else’s. I sweat, get sunburned, and have had my share of cuts, abrasions, and rug burns. But my skin heals faster than most people. Same with Ben and Grandpa. Maybe we have more keratin. Or collagen. Or a greater abundance of cells that are involved in immune defenses. But whatever helps our skin heal also allows it to absorb another person’s luck simply by grasping his or her hand.

				Most people don’t notice when their luck runs out, so to speak. It leaves without fanfare, like sweat through your pores or air from your lungs. Dolores might have noticed a slight temperature change or a momentary acceleration of her heart rate, but it’s nothing the human body doesn’t go through multiple times each day.

				I, on the other hand, felt a surge of adrenaline through my veins and tendons. It had been more than six months since I’d poached top-grade good luck and I staggered back a step from the front door with Dolores’s hand still clasped in mine.

				“Hey,” she said, “let go of me!” and yanked her hand away. Before I could offer up an apology, the front door slammed and the dead bolt clicked into place.

				The initial moments after a successful poaching are intense. Colors turn rich and vibrant. Half a block away, you can hear a crow take flight, hear its wings flap, then a car engine comes to life. You can smell the oil on the street and the beer on your breath and the honeysuckle in the yard next door. Your pores release perspiration to cool your skin as the sun heats the air around you. You feel this. You experience every moment, every fraction of time. It’s as if existence has slowed down and you’re moving at twice your normal speed.

				In spite of the rush of invincibility that accompanies poaching, I knew I’d be pushing my luck by sticking around. So after one last inhale of honeysuckle, oil, and beer, I turned around and headed toward the street, feeling the pavement through the soles of my shoes and the blood rushing through my veins. I didn’t pay attention to the humming of tires on asphalt until it was too late.

				A white Saab braked to a sliding stop in front of me. The driver and passenger doors opened and two men wearing Ronald Reagan masks emerged from the car. Just before they grabbed me, I heard tires squealing and saw the Charger take off. An instant later, I was on the ground. A couple of zip ties around my wrists and ankles and a knit beanie over my head later, and I was sitting in the back of the Saab between two bodies who smelled like garlic and Wild Turkey.

				I could hear muffled breathing, but no one spoke. I should have been scared. After all, it’s not like I get tied up, blindfolded, and kidnapped on a regular basis. Try never. But I was riding the Softland Express, the high of having 100 percent top-grade luck pumping through my system.
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				Although good luck won’t solve all of your problems, it gives you the confidence things will work out.

				Bad luck, naturally, swings the pendulum the other way. Everything that will go wrong does—sickness, bankruptcy, divorce, hair loss, impotency, sterility, car accidents, shark attacks, canceled flights, termites, flood damage, and herpes.

				When it’s top-grade heavy, the pendulum not only swings the other way, it gets stuck. Imagine the worst thing that can happen to you short of death, then dip it in oil and set it on fire. Even a trace amount of the stuff will stick around like a bad infection—making you and your brother sick for two weeks, causing your business to go into the tank, and elevating fried egg sandwiches to a gourmet meal. Sometimes it’ll take away four fingers on your grandpa’s left hand.

				But when someone hands you a bag full of money that comes to more than you made poaching the past two years, you figure you’re young enough to handle it. Of course, it doesn’t enter your mind that all that money might get lost or stolen or fall into a black hole. We still don’t know what happened to it. The next day, the money was gone.

				As devastating as top-grade heavy can be, Grandpa used to tell us stories about something worse, a bad luck in vapor form—a black cloud bearing a malevolent storm that makes plague and pestilence seem like a light, refreshing summer rain.

				Who needs the bogeyman when you’ve got stories like that to keep you in line?
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				After what felt like an hour, the Saab finally came to a stop. A car door opened and the body that had been pressed against my right side stepped out and closed the door. A few moments later, the car started forward and the warmth of the sun through the windows vanished. The engine shut off. Two car doors opened. Hands grabbed me and hauled me out of the backseat and across a bare concrete floor before turning me around and shoving me into an unpadded metal chair.

				A few minutes of silence passed before the knit beanie was removed from my head. Once my eyes adjusted to the overhead fluorescents, I realized we’d driven into a warehouse. Two of my abductors stood near the Saab a few feet away, still wearing their Reagan masks. One was shorter and the other held a tire iron. The third Reagan stood behind me, breathing like Darth Vader. Except for us and the Saab, the warehouse was empty.
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