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Here are the true confessions of a zombie.

 

Recounting the years of his life, the zombie tells a hauntingly beautiful story full of startling revelations, danger and death, heart and hunger.

 

This is a story of how the zombie came to be. A story of his eternal life and the curse of that life. A story that powerfully conveys the depth of fear and horror, the ineradicable spirit of conflict, the raw and vivid nature of the beast that lives within us all.
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“Forget everything you think you know about things unseen,” said the zombie thoughtfully, and slowly he walked across the dimly lit room towards the mahogany bar. For a long time, he stood there beside the counter, running a hand along the grains of the wood. The girl watched him as he moved. The cabinet’s storage spaces were filled with spirits, glassware, and other bar items. In the center cabinet, stemware hung upside down above fine china plates and every bin of the bottle wine storage was full. She stood near the window and waited.

  “But are you sure?” asked the zombie, turning now to look directly into the eyes of the girl. “Sure this is a story you really want to know?”

  “Sure, I’m sure, if the story’s as good as you said it is. But it’s a good story, isn’t it?”

  “I think it is,” the zombie answered. “It is the story of my life and I would like very much to tell it to you. Would you like that?”

  “I would, if it’s as good a story as you said.” The girl opened her black leather purse and removed a digital recorder, making a check of the battery level. “I’m in a bit of a hurry though. It’s late and I—”

  “Not the way I’d like to begin,” cut in the zombie. “This is a story I will only tell if you agree to stay until I’m done. No matter how long it takes. You must promise me this.”

  The girl fidgeted with her recorder and her purse. “I think I can agree to that. I’d really like—”

  “No,” the zombie said firmly. “This story, if you want it, can only be told one way, from beginning to end. Will you stay until I’ve finished, until the end?”

  The girl took a deep breath. “Yes.”

  “Great, then it is decided.” The zombie reached down, taking a dusty bottle from the very bottom of the wine storage.

  As he uncorked the bottle of wine and filled two long stemware glasses with its deep red contents, the girl took in the rest of the furnishings of the large room, the French provincial arm chairs, the round cinnamon-finished coffee table, the king-sized four poster bed with its British colonial styling. The girl moved away from the window. She set her purse on the table, started the recorder, and waited.

  The zombie walked to the girl and handed her a glass. He indicated that she should sit but he did not.

  “How would you like to start?” The girl asked, looking up at him as he sipped his wine.

  “I’m going to open the curtains and the windows,” said the zombie.

  “Yes, it is a bit warm in here.”

  “It is, but more than that, it’s the night air. Something,” said the zombie, letting the word hang in the air, the thought seemingly unfinished.

  The zombie pulled back the curtains and opened each of the three large windows in turn, allowing more and more of the street noises from three stories below to stream into the room along with the night air. The girl watched him. She could make out little of his face now, having seen little enough before in the poor lighting of the all night diner where she’d first met him.

  “Would a light help?” asked the girl.

  The zombie watched her from a distance. It seemed he wanted to say something, thought better about it, and sipped his wine instead. “What do you think of this vintage?” he asked after a prolonged silence.

  The girl hadn’t really drank the wine yet, though she had feigned a few sips. She wanted her thoughts clear and not clouded for this story—if it was as good as the zombie said it was she knew she’d need a clear head. “The light?” she asked.

  “Very well, if you must,” said the zombie, turning to look out the window. He turned back, pointed. “The switch is over there, by the door.”

  A flick of the switch and the room was flooded with warm white light. And the light only made the cavernous room seem grander. The girl hadn’t noticed the wainscoting before. The splendid panels extended from the floor to waist height where they met olive green walls. Beautiful, much more beautiful than she expected in a rundown building on this side of Boston.

  The girl’s eyes looked everywhere. Everywhere except where she knew she must eventually look and then she did look and she gazed, speechless, at the zombie, for the bright light left nothing to the imagination.

  The zombie was utterly different than she expected and utterly ordinary. He wore a black tailored suit with a black silk tie and he wasn’t tall. He wasn’t thin or fat either. But he had broad shoulders and he was muscular—well, somewhat at least. His hair was blond, medium length, with waves that were combed back, and his skin—what little she could see of it—looked normal. Light, but not the pallor she’d expected. Not that she’d expected pale white skin entirely, though she’d thought about it. Zombies were undead after all and it seemed the undead should look well, dead.

  In fact, the zombie looked altogether ordinary. No different than anyone else. Except there was something different about him. Something very different about him. The girl couldn’t quite say what that was, but she knew something was different. It was the eyes, mostly, she guessed. The eyes and the way she couldn’t quite see him even though she was seeing him.
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“Drink with me and we can begin,” the zombie said. “If you still want the interview, that is.”

  The girl picked up the glass, gulped down half its contents. “To begin, I need to know your full name. Your real name.”

  The zombie refilled his glass at the bar and brought the bottle to the table. He sat across from the girl. “Which name would you like? Would you like my name when I was a colonial hunting the headless of my kind? My name when I was a statesman in Italy leading the Republic against our betrayers? My name when I rode with Arthur in search of the Grail to end our curse?”

  The girl tried to steady herself, to hide her disbelief. “I think I’ll need a refill first.”

  “Do,” the zombie said. He lifted the bottle and waited to refill her rapidly emptied glass.

  “Your real name will do,” the girl started to say but she never finished.

  The zombie reached out over the length of the table and steadied her. The girl shuddered at his touch. She did not recoil though, not because she didn’t want to, but because she couldn’t.

  “What did you put in my drink?”

  “Not what you think. Take a moment. Take a breath. Clarity will come—a clarity like you’ve never known.”

  Sweat rolled down the girl’s back. Her soft cotton dress was sticky, wet. “I’m unwell. I should go.”

  “I think not,” the zombie said. “Trust me when I say it will pass. Now look at me.”

  The girl complied but it took a moment for her eyes to focus. Then she did a double take to be sure what she was seeing was what was before her.

  The zombie’s skin was stretched and thin, a white so pale it was almost a translucent gray and beneath she could almost see flesh. His eyes, fierce and sunken subtly, were a cold, cold blue. The color of glacial ice, it seemed.

  “No interview if you leave,” the zombie said, releasing her arm and leaning back in his seat. “Besides, you’ll miss the best of it if you leave.”

  The girl reached down unsteadily to her recorder. She was about to restart the recording but decided not to. Instead she turned the recorder toward the zombie and pushed it closer to him across the table. “What did you—”

  The zombie raised a hand to silence her. He leaned forward, filled her glass and his. “Don’t be afraid. Believe me, I won’t hurt you. I’ve waited a long time for you and I want this opportunity.”

  Sweat rolled down the sides of the girl’s face and beaded on her forehead. “It’s so hot. Why isn’t it cooling off? Seems more like summer than spring.”

  “We can begin if you are ready.”

  “I’m about to need a towel.”

  The zombie offered the girl a white silk handkerchief from his pocket.

  The girl used the handkerchief to mop her face. “Your real name then?”

  “James the Less. James the Just, if you will.”

  The girl knit her brow. “James Justice?”

  The zombie smiled almost wistfully. “James Justice. That will do.”

  “You weren’t always a zombie, were you?”

  “No,” the zombie answered. “I was born a man in the year three eighty-seven.”

  “Nineteen eighty-seven?” The girl asked to ensure she’d heard the date right.

  The zombie said nothing, choosing to watch the girl instead. The smell of her growing fear was overpowering and even after all these years it aroused a hunger in him. A hunger he fought and pushed down.

  The girl reached out to pick up her purse and recorder, her hands trembling violently. “I’m not sure I can continue.”

  The zombie reached across the table with both hands and grabbed the girl’s wrists. He fixed his cold blue eyes on her warm brown eyes. “The first time I died the year was four eleven. I was twenty-four.”

  The girl looked incredulous, but she did not dispute the point. “You died more than once?”

  “Many times,” the zombie answered. “I was Sir Gawain to King Arthur, Lorenzo de Medici for Florence’s Golden Age, Lieutenant Ichabod Crane in the Revolutionary War.”

  The girl was startled by the boldness of his tone. “How then did it happen?”

  “You mean how did I become what I am? If you are looking for a simple answer to that, there is one but I don’t think you want the simple answer. I think what you want is the real story. I think you want the truth.”

  The girl swallowed hard. “I do.”
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“Good,” said the zombie finally, and slowly he stood. “I knew you would want the real story of how it came about. It’s why I chose you.”

  The girl watched the zombie as he walked to the bar cabinet. Her eyes moved over the finely tailored suit she’d only glimpsed before.

  The zombie started to open another bottle of wine.

  The girl collected herself and her trembling stopped. “I think I’ve had enough to drink.”

  “I know,” said the zombie. “This is more for me than you. I find it helps.”

  “So you’ve told this story to someone before?” she asked.

  “A few times, not recently, and never fully.” The zombie shook his head and looked to the window where a breeze was fingering the curtains. It was the first time the girl saw any trace of expression on his otherwise inanimate face.

  “Is it painful to talk about?” she asked quietly.

  The zombie returned with the wine and set the bottle on the table. He didn’t want to speak of past failures, of his inability to curb his nature long enough to tell the story fully. “I was living in Britain then. East Anglia. This was before Arthur, before the creation of the English nation, before everything really…”

  “Ah, you are British…” the girl said.

  The zombie stared blankly. “Does it seem so?” He started to laugh. “It has been so long since anyone thought of me as British, and least of all me.”

  The girl poured the wine, filling her glass and his. It was a nervous gesture. Something to fill the awkward void. “It’s just that I’ve been trying to place you. I noticed before when you approached me that you weren’t an American. It’s the consonants really.”

  “I have lived in the Americas for more than two centuries.”

  The girl flustered, said quickly, “I thought maybe you were European. I never guessed British. You don’t seem British at all.”

  “Not to worry,” the zombie said to reassure her. “I’m not offended. It’s just that I was a Revolutionary and I sometimes forget that I was an Anglian before it. But I’m getting well ahead of myself. I should go on from the beginning…”

  The girl fixed her brown eyes on his blue eyes. “I’d like that very much.”

  “I was talking about East Anglia but you were right to think of my origins. My origins had a great deal to do with it, really, my becoming a zombie that is. My people came from southern Scandinavia in my thirteenth year.

  “This was four centuries before the great ships of my Viking brothers and sisters ever sailed, so our boats were crude. It was spring, just after the thaw. My father, he gave my brothers and I a place of honor amidships, told us we sailed for better lands and lives. My mother she stayed behind with my sisters and the young ones, but they were to come once we’d settled,” said the zombie matter-of-factly.

  “There were many who traveled with us that day. Many ships in our fleet. But the journey across the sea was treacherous. We fought storms from the outset and lost some few ships to rough seas. We survived only through our sails, our oars and our determination.

  “We came upon a great coastline many days into the journey. How many days I could not say. I had lost all track of time because by then only the oars and the sails mattered. I know there was great excitement though, for at long last we had reached the shores of East Anglia.

  “Our cheers and shouts of joy were short lived. Roman soldiers met us upon the shores and there was a great battle.

  “My father and brothers fought well. I, not so well. By the end, I could barely stand and could do little more than drag my iron sword upon the ground. I searched into the night through smoke and ruin for my father and brothers.

  “It was morning before I found my father, such was the chaos. He had taken seven of the Romans with him, but he had died alone in the end, impaled against a dirt wall.”

  The zombie frowned. “My brothers weren’t far off, but they too were lost to the battle. I found them on the road from the shore, impaled by the Romans and set upon pikes as warnings for all to see. It was then I knew I was alone. I felt orphaned, though I knew my mother and other siblings were across the sea. I vowed revenge on the Romans, vowed that I would make all pay for what had been done, and I took up my father’s sword, shield and armor to make certain that I could.”

  The girl abruptly sucked at the air, as if she’d just then remembered to breathe. “And did you get your revenge?”

  The zombie looked away to where the returning breeze was playing with the curtains. Then he said, “It was my folly.”

  “Folly?” the girl asked.

  “I vowed revenge on the Romans for what they had done. The Romans had others plans.”

  The girl said nothing. She waited for the zombie to continue, which he did after sipping his wine but his eyes remained fixed on the curtains.
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“I scavenged what I could from what was left,” the zombie said. “There wasn’t much of use, for the Romans had burned what they hadn’t looted. I picked amongst the charred bodies and burned hulls for as long as I dared. Then I fled into the hills with what I had found and left behind everything I had ever known.

  “The wilds were a lonely place for a young boy. I sheltered out of sight and where I could while my supplies lasted. I hunted for what I could find. I drank from the nearby streams.

  “I lasted a few weeks in the wilds. It was hunger that brought me from my hiding. My fair skin and hair made it impossible for me to dream of trying to blend in with the Anglians and I wanted nothing of the Romans and their forts.

  “I knew enough that I dared not become a beggar, so I became a thief instead. Not that I was a good thief, but I’d always been quick and light on my feet. I’d steal into villages in the night and take what I could find. Bread, meat, drink.

  “I lasted through what remained of spring and summer. In the fall, I built a fine shelter against the coming cold in deep woods far from any village. It meant a run of several leagues each night to steal. I welcomed the long runs and the night started to become my friend.

  “I carried my father’s sword and shield, wore my father’s armor. I no longer feared the howls of creatures I could not see. I no longer feared the wrath of Romans or Anglians.

  “At times, I dared myself to get caught so that I could fight them at last but whenever a moment of such truth came I heard my father’s voice in my ears. ‘When sword and shield and arms are one, it will be time,’ he said and so I waited. I waited for the day when my father’s sword and shield were like my hands and the weight of them were as feathers to wind.

  “Living on my own, I became increasingly like a wild thing, though I, as yet, did not see this. I answered to no one and no one answered to me. Winter’s biting chill had no power over me. I ran through the cold dark nights, took what I needed from this village or that.

  “When the thaw came, I returned to shelters by the shore and started watching for the arrival of my kin. The first sails I recognized arrived some weeks later, but I wasn’t the only one to see the sails. Roman guards lit warnings fires, ensuring an army was there to greet my kin on the shores.

  “No matter, I waited and came to blows against Romans and Anglians alike as my kin came ashore. I battled until the last of us had fallen or been taken and only just managed my escape. I tried to spirit some few away, but even though I’d fought beside them they did not trust me.

  “Perhaps it was because I looked like such a wild thing by then. Perhaps… Or perhaps it was because I was no longer a man by then.”

  “No longer a man?” The girl said.

  “Not in the way you are thinking. It was the wildness. It was inside me, but I was still of flesh and blood. Perhaps, if I hadn’t been things would have been much different, but I was what I was then. A man, or at least as much of one as I could be at fourteen.

  “That spring, I fought beside kin two more times, never managing to spirit any away. I saw no sails that summer and moved back to my deep shelter well before the first snow. That winter I lost much of what remained of my humanity and became increasingly like the things that howled at the moon in the dark of the night.

  “I stole. I killed. It was the killing that nearly was my undoing. After villages set men and dogs against me, I was unable to return for there were guards everywhere. Soon only the wilds were left to me, and I lived off the meat of whatever I could find, take with sword or snare.

  “My fear of discovery was such that I stopped building fires and ate my kills much as I’d seen the wolves that also hounded me do. I wore the skins of my kills, becoming more animal, less man, and it was liberating.

  “Out in the deep woods one night under a full moon I encountered an alpha, the leader of the pack that stalked my steps. When he came at me, I threw down my sword and shield and fought him hands to paws. As he lunged, I held him and wrestled against his claws ripping into my back while I worked at the fur and flesh of his neck with my teeth.

  “I don’t recall what happened afterward. Waking with the dawn, I found I was not alone. The alpha was splayed across my body, frozen in death, with a dark red pool marking a great circle around me and the pack waiting at the edge of the trees.”

  The zombie stopped.

  The girl waited for him to continue. “But how?” she asked finally.

  “I’d ripped out the alpha’s throat with my teeth. Exhausted I must have collapsed on my back in the snow, for that’s where I was when the dawn came.”

  “The wolves?” the girl asked. “Why didn’t the pack attack you? Or did they?”

  “They didn’t attack. They watched as I retrieved my sword and shield, as I put the alpha’s carcass across my shoulders. They followed as I returned to my shelter. But they never attacked that day or any other.”

  The girl shifted in her seat. “The cold? You weren’t frozen?”

  “The cold held no sway over me. I was clothed in furs and the alpha covered me as though a great blanket.” The zombie stood and held a hand up above his head. “If a man, the wolf would have been that tall. Do you see?”

  The girl nodded and said yes, she did.

  The zombie walked to the window and look down to the street almost expectantly. “Outside my shelter, I skinned the alpha with a blade while the pack looked on, planning to collect the pelt to use as a winter coat. While I skinned the creature, the pack edged closer and closer. Their movement was subtle but I saw it out of the corners of my eyes as I separated fur from flesh.

  “I did not know if they were coming for me or what would happen next, but I held to my undertaking. Though the blade was sharp and exceptional, the mid-morning sun was breaking through the trees by the time I finished and looked up from this careful work. When I did, I found I was nearly encircled by the pack with several large males no more than an arm’s length away.”

  “What did you do?” the girl whispered, her voice scarcely audible. “Did the wolves attack?”

  The zombie stalked back across the room to the girl. “I bared my teeth and snarled as I’d seen the wolves do many times, my eyes fixed on the wolf who seemed to be claiming the alpha role. Then I donned the bloody pelt and got down on all fours as if I was one of them and indeed I became one of them, losing what remained of myself over the course of the winter.

  “When the thaw came, I was a beast, no longer a man, and did not even think of going to watch for the sails of my kin. I stayed with the pack, my new kin. They protected me and I protected them.”

  “All this really happened, didn’t it?” the girl asked. “I mean, what you’re telling me is something that’s true.”

  The zombie reached across the table and took away the girl’s glass. “It is, and I want to go on telling you.”

  The girl’s face was calm but her eyes were revealing more and more of the silent inner struggle taking place. “But why didn’t the wolves attack you and what do you mean you stayed with the pack? And if you stayed with the wolves and lost yourself and became what you are, how did it happen?”

  “I never said I became anything at that time. What I said was that I lost what remained of myself.” The zombie smiled, the faintest smile that stretched his lips thin across his cheeks. “I’d like to continue my story as it happened. I’d like to go on. I don’t know why the wolves didn’t attack or why I stayed with them. It is just what happened.”

  The zombie watched the girl with his cold blue eyes and waited until she said:

  “Yes, please, continue.”
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