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Blue Day

Steve finished a referral to child psychiatric services for the third crisis consult of the day. Three crises on a blue day, the one day per week a counselor had to see nothing but crises, was unusual.  He’d usually sit all day twiddling his thumbs — bored.  He hated blue days.

“Steve,” a nasally voice cracked over the intercom in the telephone.  “A deputy has just brought in a guy he picked up.  I think you need to assess him.”

“What’s his story?”

“The deputy picked him up on Highway 119 and says he’s a known drug addict.”

“Send him to substance abuse,” said Steve looking up.

“That’s not the reason he got picked up.  He’s really dirty and says a zombie attacked him.”

“Send him back,” Steve said setting his note aside.

Steve liked delusionals, because of their great stories.  A tap came at his door. A large man dressed in a brown uniform escorted in a skinny man dressed in a ratty, white, mud-stained tee shirt.  The smell of wet dog, onions, and reefer filled the room as the nasty man sat on the vinyl chair near the window.  He covered part of his right forearm with his hand.  Steve reached into his desk drawer.  He rubbed his finger in a jar of menthol and then under his nose pretending to scratch it.  The fumes from the pungent salve blocked all other smells.

“So what’s happening?” Steve asked.

“This guy flagged me down and told me a zombie attacked him in Fike’s Creek Cemetery,” the deputy said.

Steve turned to the man.  “What’s your name?”

“Charlie.”

“What have you got covered up?”

“Zombie bite.  Didn’t you hear what the deputy told you?”

Steve suppressed his anger.  “Let me see it.”

Charlie uncovered his forearm.  He had a blood-crusted sore midway up his forearm.  He covered it back up.  His face twitched, and he scratched his chin on his shoulder.

“That’s a mean-looking sore.  Are you sure you didn’t make that yourself?”

“No, I was bit by a zombie.  I ain’t no nut!”

“Do you mean a zombie, like someone spaced out on drugs?”

“No, like a creeping around dead guy hungry for human flesh!”

Steve waved his hands to calm Charlie down.  “We don’t have too many zombie attacking people up at Fike’s Creek.  Why were you there, anyway?”

“My mother’s buried there.  I went to see her.”

“How did the zombie get there?” asked Steve.

“I guess he tore up through the ground,” said Charlie more agitated.

The deputy snickered.  Steve glanced up at him.

“Officer, I can handle this, if you need to get back to work.”

The deputy nodded and walked out.  Steve closed his door.  He looked back at Charlie, who had tears in his eyes.  Steve handed him his box of Kleenex.  He took one and dabbed his eyes.

“You’ve got to believe me,” Charlie said.

“I think you’ve been injured.  I know you have.  Do you have any psychiatric history in your family?”

“My mother died in River Bend.  She had schizophrenia.”

“Have you ever been bothered by voices or seen things?” Steve asked.

“No! I ain’t no nut!”

“I’m not saying that you are.  I’m just asking some questions.”  Steve tried to keep his voice calm.  “Have you ever done drugs?”

“This is stupid,” Charlie yelled.  “I need to get this bite sanitized or something.  It’s like I’m being stung by a hundred wasps.”

“I don’t think there’s a shot for zombie cooties,” Steve said.

“Very freakin’ funny, why don’t you drive out to that graveyard and let them gnaw on your arm for a while.”

“So there is more than one zombie?”

“There were three of them; I think, two guys and a chick.  One of the guys bit me.”

“Let me tell you what, I’m going to get our doctor and nurse to come take a look at that bite for you.”

Steve left the room.  He walked down the hall and found Dr. Ahad playing a card game on her computer.  He trapped on the door.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but I need you to look at this crisis in my office.  He has a big sore on his arm and claims a zombie bit him.  Can you call Joan and have her meet us in my office?”

“I haven’t seen a zombie attack in a while.  I’d be glad to look at it,” said Dr. Ahad.  She called the nurse from the intercom in her telephone and asked her to meet them Steve’s office.

Steve and Dr. Ahad walked into his office.  Charlie still sat in the chair jerking and scratching his chin on his shoulder.  Joan, the nurse, walked in with her first aid kit and two syringes.  One filled with Haldol, the other with Ativan and an anti-side effect medication.  Charlie looked at them.  Steve noticed sweat on his brow and upper lip.  His eyes looked red and bloodshot.

“Charlie, this is Dr. Ahad and our nurse,” said Steve.

“You don’t look so good,” said the doctor in her sweet I-care-about-you voice.

“A zombie bit me, and that moron won’t believe me.”

“Show me the bite,” the doctor said.

Charlie moved his hand.  Steve saw the blood-crusted wound again, this time closer.  It was swollen and red but looked like a human bite.  Doctor Ahad nodded for the nurse to clean it.  Joan washed away the gunk and scabby blood with alcohol.  Charlie winced as it dripped into the raw parts of the wound.  Dr. Ahad slid her glasses to the end of her nose and studied the wound.

“How did you get this to stop bleeding?  I would think it would take a few stitches,” said Dr. Ahad.

“It gummed up almost as soon as it happened,” said Charlie.  “It burns so bad.”

“Why did you bite a plug out of your arm, Charlie?” the doctor asked.

“It was a zombie!”

“How many drugs have you done today?” she pressed.

“An eight-ball of crank and a couple of doobies,” said Charlie.

“That’s a lot of meth,” Steve said.  “How long have you been geeking?”

“About three days,” said Charlie.

“He is hallucinating from lack of sleep due to excessive drug use,” Dr. Ahad told the nurse.  “Call River Bend and tell them we’re sending him down for detox and to get his wound sewn up.”

“I’m not crazy!”

Charlie slung his good arm at Steve, knocking him aside.  Then Charlie shot up and moved toward the doctor.  Steve steadied himself and grabbed Charlie in the restraining hold he had been taught several times but never used.

“Don’t you get it?  I’m not nuts!”

“Give him the cocktail,” Dr. Ahad told the nurse.

Joan pulled the syringes out of her scrub’s pocket and pushed them into Charlie’s shoulder through his shirt.  He struggled some then stopped.  Steve eased him down in the chair.

“Why won’t you believe me,” Charlie wailed.  “This ain’t meth.  It was a freakin’ zombie.  There’ll be more, man.”

Charlie’s head lulled and his eyes focused on something in the distance.

“Steve, load him up and take him to the hospital.  He’s insane and not suitable for society,” said Dr. Ahad.

“He’s pretty rowdy.  Maybe we could get the deputy — 

“That would require a commitment.  This way it’s voluntary.”  Dr. Ahad turned to Charlie.  “You want help, don’t you?”

“Uh huh,” he groaned.

“You see; he’s willing.”

#

Steve tossed the rear-view mirror in the passenger-side seat as he drove south.  He had tried to adjust it so he could watch Charlie in the backseat, but it fell off in his hand.  The hospital was just 45 minutes away.  Charlie would remain sedated until then.  The car sputtered some, and then backfired.

“This thing’s a death trap,” Steve told Charlie not looking back.

Charlie only grunted.  Water splashed on the windshield.  As it began to rain, Steve flipped on the wipers.  They streaked the water across but didn’t siphon it off.  Steve slowed as he approached the cutoff road that led to Highway 119.  He could drive slower on that road because of the smaller amount of traffic.  He turned up the cutoff.  Two miles later, he turned south onto Highway 119.  He glanced back at Charlie, who stared back with glazed eyes.

“Think we’ll see that zombie that bit you?”

Charlie groaned.

Steve turned the radio on, searching the channels until he found the news.  He caught a story about the nuclear plant upriver dumping radioactive material into the creek.  Steve wondered if Charlie had been swimming in the creek and had radiation poisoning of some kind.  He thought it would explain the coagulating of the blood around the wound.

“You didn’t go swimming, did you?”

“Uh,” Charlie groaned and thrashed against the seat belt.

“Settle down.  We’ll be there soon.  They’ll help you there.”

The car passed over an iron bridge that crossed Fike’s Creek.  Steve looked up as they passed the flint-rock road that led to the cemetery. He didn’t see any zombies, but maybe he could find out what had happened to Charlie.  He pulled the car up the road to the cemetery.  The road circled a knoll covered with gravestones blackened with lichen.  Steve stopped where the bank slid into the creek and climbed out of the car leaving it running so that the air condition would keep Charlie cool and calm.

Steve didn’t like this graveyard.  The roots of the cedars in the middle had pushed some of the older headstones up at strange angles.  He’d had to come there once before to assess a man named James who was living in the cemetery.  Steve had a partner then, which made the hill a little less creepy.  He had sent James to River Bend ages ago, but he had the feeling that he was being watched.  Steve looked over his shoulder back at the car to see if Charlie was staring at him, but his head lolled on his chest.

Steve turned back to the creek.  He stepped down to where the bank started to slope down. The ground was muddy and slick.  He could see ruts where someone had climbed up from the water.  The dark brown mud matched the stains on Charlie’s shirt.

“I guess he did go for a swim,” said Steve aloud.

He turned around and started walking back to the car.  He watched the ground to keep from stumbling over a foot marker or old pot thrown from one of the graves.  He had the feeling that eyes were burning into him again.  He looked up.  Charlie pressed his face against the window.  His red eye’s glared out unblinking.  Steve stopped short with a shutter.  Charlie’s head drooped again.  Steve caught his breath and walked back to the car.  He started around the rest of the drive.  The gravel popped under the wheels, and a few pinged the bottom.  He looked over his shoulder into the back seat.

“I didn’t find any zombies, but I see where you had been in the water.  You’ve probably got radiation poisoning or something.”

“No, zombie,” Charlie drawled out.

“That’s right, no zombie,” said Steve still looking back.

The gravel continued to crackle and pop as the car started to ease around the cemetery.  The rain fell just enough to cast a foggy light over everything.  Steve glanced around but didn’t see anything until he looked up at the tombstones he had been trying to avoid looking at.  Underneath the gray cedars among the old gravestones that jutted everywhere like jack o’lantern teeth, a man stalked around, stumbling and holding his hands up to the sky.  The position of the car made it hard for Steve to tell anything else.  He thought it might be James, who had quit taking his medications and become psychotic, again.  He let the car move to a bend that divided the old part of the cemetery from some of the newer graves.  This position the man stumbling among them.  Steve could tell the man was not James.  The stranger’s clothes were tattered and dirty.  Even from the distance Steve was at, he could see how wide the stranger’s eyes were especially when they focused on the car.

“I think I better call someone to come out here for that guy.  He doesn’t look so good,” said Steve to Charlie, mostly to calm himself down.  

“No, zombie,” Charlie drawled out.

“I told you there was not a zombie down by the creek.”

Steve kept his eyes on the strange man as he started to creep toward the car.  He suddenly had a thought.  Charlie never said he went into the water, and he wasn’t wet when he came into the office.

“Charlie, where is your mother’s grave?”

“There.”

Steve glanced over to see Charlie staring wide-eyed at him, but pointing to the right-hand side of the car.  He followed the finger.

Steve screamed.

Another man had his face pressed against the passenger-side window.  He clawed at the window staring the whole time with eyes so wide Steve felt like the eyeballs would pop from their sockets.  The man pawing at the window growled and licked the glass.  Steve’s foot slammed onto the gas pedal.  The car tossed up gravel as it accelerated around the bend.  He looked in the side-view mirror.  The man who had been pawing at the window lurched behind him.

“What’s going on around here?” Steve asked aloud because he could not hold it in.

“Zombies,” Charlie growled, “hungry.”

Steve had trouble keeping the car on the drive as he steered around another curve.  Charlie thrashed at the seatbelt.  Steve couldn’t look back because if he dropped a tire off the road the car would roll down the embankment into the small hollow between the cemetery and the highway.

“Stop that, Charlie.  I’m getting us out of here as quickly as possible.”

The car jerked.  Something flew up the windshield and over the roof.  Steve slammed on the brakes.  The car slid on the gravel pulling to the right.  When the motion had ceased, he looked behind him.  A woman with long stringy hair and sallow skin stood up in the drive behind the car.  Her eyes were wide like the two men.  Her left arm hung limp beside her.  She reached out with her right arm and walked toward the car.

“What’s the deal?” Steve asked again.

“Hungry,” Charlie said rattling the seat belt again.

“Will you stop that?”

“No.”

Steve looked at Charlie as he reached for him.  He felt Charlie’s cold, clammy hand grip his ear.  He tried to turn back around, but the grip was too tight.  His ear started to tear away from his head.  He moved his foot off the brake and onto the gas.  The car jumped forward then down the embankment. It jarred up and slammed down.  Steve felt his ear tear free from his head, radiating pain down his whole side.  He turned to see the car heading for a large oak.  He hit the brakes, but the front end slammed into the tree.  Glass shattered.  The hood buckled, and the front end crunched in.  The air bag hit Steve in the face.  He heard metal popping, glass breaking, and the sickening crunch of Charlie’s head cracking against the rear window.

It was over.  Steve looked up from the airbag.  Stars danced before him.  He felt pain radiating all over his body and warm blood oozing down his face.  He heard something in the smoke-filled car that made his heart stop.  Charlie was moving in the rear seat.  Steve unfastened his seat belt and fumbled with the door.  It would not budge.  Charlie moved more then groaned something that sounded like brains.  Steve tried to rationalize it, but he didn’t have time.  He pushed with all his force freeing himself from behind the steering wheel.  He slid out of the burst driver’s window, the shards of glass cutting his torso.

He fell to the ground but didn’t feel it.  He already had too much adrenaline pumping for that.  He got to his feet and tried to climb up the embankment back to the gravel drive.  The leaves beneath his feet slipped, and he fell down.  He looked at the car.  Charlie crawled out of the driver’s-side window.  The left side of this face was smashed in, and his eyeball hung out.  He lurched toward Steve, who tried to claw his way up but slid down again.

“Someone help me! I’m being attacked by — zombies!”

Steve clambered to his feet and then up the slope some.  Charlie grabbed his leg and jerked him down.

“I told you I wasn’t nuts,” Charlie moaned.

Steve felt his body start to shut down.  He couldn’t feel his legs, and it crept toward his brain.  As the numbness got to his head, he thought about how much he hated blue days.


