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The only way to make your dreams come true is to dance like they are already true—Old Gypsy toast

He was a proud creature. When he looked at his reflection in the water trough, he did not see the same thing the rest of the world saw. No, Prancess looked at his reflection and thought himself quite different from what he appeared to be to everybody else. He saw a mane of silver and a coat of snow white fur as soft as cashmere. He thought himself more muscular than any horse yet more agile than the most graceful doe. He was fascinated by his own pale gray eyes. He was proudest of his golden horn that shone like sunshine even on the darkest night. Yes, he had a grand destiny but he could not figure out why old Farmer Smith kept harnessing him and calling him an old jackass.

“Pull harder, you old jackass,” the farmer said, with a sharp snap of his whip.

Poor Prancess couldn’t help thinking old Farmer Smith must have a screw or two loose. Unicorns were meant to be admired and revered. His attitude towards Prancess seemed ridiculous. It occurred to Prancess that the old man might just be teasing him. After all, he seemed a quirky sort of fellow. Either way, he needed Prancess’ assistance. What good was all his magic if he didn’t use it to help folk?

So, Prancess toiled day after day, month after month. One morning there was a storm and Farmer Smith did not come out as usual. The wind rattled the old barn and the doors banged open. Never having much sense, Prancess decided to go in search of whatever made all those pretty flashing lights in the distance. He wondered if it could be the other unicorns calling him. He imagined them to be in some sort of trouble. If not, what was that terrible crashing sound that followed each flash?

He felt majestic as he ran across the misty countryside. The rain pelted his shiny coat like an endless procession of tiny bullets but it did not matter. He knew his magic would keep him from getting sick. The sky seemed to get darker. The ground changed from rolling green to the hardened black rock of man. Prancess enjoyed the clomping sound his hooves made when they hit the ground so much that he turned to stay on the road.

He passed other farms and rolling green hills. Their splendors were somewhat blotted out by the thin veil of fog that hung on the ground. He saw animals that he never knew existed, strange things scuttling by the road picking off pieces of carrion with their little hands wherever they could find it. He tried to talk to them, "My name is Prancess, the unicorn," he announced as if he were proud of his name and his identity. They stared blankly as if they did not understand or they did not want to.

Then, there were two beaming eyes charging at him. He stopped, transfixed by the sight. Its skin was red and looked as hard as metal. Instead of legs, it rolled along on round appendages that gave it an enormous amount of speed. This must be a dragon, he thought. It beeped loudly as it got closer but Prancess did not move. It was his duty to stop the vile beast. He put down his head so that his horn pointed at the thing and ran towards it. The creature swerved around him and belted out a few more high notes as if it were angry. Prancess turned to pursue when he saw a man pop out of the side of the dragon and yell,

“Get out of the road, you stupid jackass!”

“Poor guy, trapped inside a dragon. No wonder he seemed so cranky. Wish I could help but that dragon was too fast for me,” Prancess said to himself.

A little way down, Prancess noticed a group of feathered creatures in a pen near the road. They were pecking at the ground like they were trying to attack the dirt. He wandered over to introduce himself,

“Hello there, I am Prancess, the unicorn. You must be the griffins.”

They just stared at him. A long moment of silence passed before Prancess said,

“Hello? I never realized griffins were so rude. You are in the presence of a unicorn, can you not even spare a hello?”

One of the roosters looked up and said, “We are not griffiths and you are definitely no unicorn! You seem very confused. Are you sick in the head or something? Take your nonsense on down the road! I don’t like you talking like that around my chicks. Might confuse their perception of things, you know.”

“I think you could do with a touch of magic to adjust your perception,” he said as he lowered his horn and ran towards the rooster. The rooster flapped his wings but it did not stop the donkey’s head butt. The rooster flew backwards and all the hens stopped what they were doing and laughed at him.

Prancess wandered a little further until he heard a pitiful whimpering sound on the side of the road. He looked over to see a small creature with floppy ears.

“Are you The Easter Bunny?” Prancess asked, excitedly.

“Uh, no sir, I am just an ordinary rabbit with a broken foot,” the rabbit answered.

“This is your lucky day! I am a unicorn and can heal your wound with my magic,” Prancess announced, sounding proud.

The rabbit flashed Prancess a look of deepest concern as he said,

“Uh, no thanks. I uh, would be grateful for a ride back to my hutch though.”

“Hop on,” Prancess smiled.

“Uh, I can’t hop, that’s why I need a ride,” the bunny explained.

Prancess leaned down and allowed the rabbit to grab hold of him to climb aboard his back. It did not take Prancess long to return the rabbit to his hutch. The rabbit’s wife came out to greet them.

“What happened?” she asked as she rushed to her husband’s side.

“Uh, a giant snake attacked me but I killed it in the end,” the rabbit said, proudly.

“I didn’t see a snake,” Prancess said.

The rabbit gave him a friendly pat as if to say, “Shh...” As soon as his wife hopped back into the hutch, the rabbit whispered,

“It was just a rat. It startled me and I tripped but don’t tell her that.”

"You lied? Unicorns don't lie."

Mrs. Rabbit came out with a large carrot and offered it to Prancess. She thanked him profusely for giving her poor husband a ride home and gave him a friendly kiss before he left to continue his adventure. 

“We unicorns do what we can,” Prancess said proudly as he turned.

“Uh, unicorn?” Mrs. Rabbit repeated with a look of sheer astonishment.

"He thinks he's a unicorn."

"Poor dear. My uncle thought he was part ferret."

"Your uncle looks like he might be part ferret."

As he wandered, Prancess congratulated himself for being so helpful. Unicorns really are such noble creatures, he thought. The rain got worse. Prancess wondered why his magic did not keep him warm. A streak of lightning struck the field to his right and he heard a loud bark. He followed the noise. 

There, on the far end of Farmer Williams’ field stood the most beautiful creature Prancess had ever beheld. She was a delicate shade of white somewhere between gardenia petals and fresh cream. He stared at her transfixed but then another bolt of lightning landed a foot away from her. Prancess realized the mare was in terrible danger.

The creature barking at her was small and fierce with a muddy coat of black and tan and pointed ears. It had the mare backed up against the fence. She whinnied with terror as lightning flashed all around her. Prancess knew what he had to do. He lowered his horn and ran towards the little monster. He butted the thing out of the way with his head. The creature howled with pain, shook its head vigorously, and bolted back towards the big yellow house. Alone at last, Prancess and the mare flirted as they ran across the fields.

"Thank you for rescuing me," the mare said.

"We unicorns do what we can."

"I've never met a unicorn before. You are every bit as amazing as the tales say."

A short while after the storm ended, the rotary phone next to Farmer Smith’s antique desk gave a loud brrnng... He answered to find Farmer Williams’ angry voice yelling at him,

“That idiot donkey of yours got out during the storm and is here cavorting with my prize winning mare.”

“He is not an idiot. He just walks a little funny.”

“He headbutted my dog!"

"I’ll be right over to pick up Prancess. Sorry for the inconvenience,” Farmer Smith said, cutting off Farmer Williams rather abruptly. But when Farmer Smith arrived to collect Prancess, the donkey was gone. 

It wasn’t long after that night that the locals started whispering about seeing a strange creature roaming around the countryside. Farmer Smith listened to the fountain of gibberish coming out of his wife’s mouth with more enthusiasm than usual.

“You’ll never believe it. I thought Lindsay was crazy when she said she saw the darn thing. Until I saw it too! Oh George, it was the most wondrous thing I have laid eyes on. I wish you could have been there. The morning sun shone off its downy like it was an angel. I don’t know what the horn was made of, it was brighter than any gold. The thing was tall as a horse but sleek like a doe. It looked so full of joy. I can’t tell you why or how but it felt familiar, like the ghost of an old friend was visiting me.”
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To hell with this town. 

To hell with you, Marti. 

It’s back to college, where former lifelong best friends won’t call you a “dyke bitch” when all you wanna do is come out. I have a girlfriend, I suggested to Marti that we get the three of us to meet at a restaurant. Kumbaya. I wanted Marti’s approval. I wanted her to be happy for me.  

No. She said this, “Fuck you, Kimmy, you dyke bitch.”

My Pinto is nearly full. I tossed two bags of laundry into it especially hard—a small suitcase. The university is about a two-hour drive. Down one interstate, and then another. I’ll be back in my room by midnight. I’m coming home, Laura. We’re just six dates in, but I think I love you. 

Every year, me and Marti’s other buddies, whom I don’t even know, get together in my hometown to be a “flesh mob.” We all dress like zombies, like those of old, and we roam across town, to often applause, and the throwing of candy. 

I left a half-hour into it. We had already had the fuck-you/coming-out conversation, and frankly, I found no reason to stay. 

That was last night.
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I slip behind the steering wheel of this garish, plaid-colored interior Pinto, Dad’s old car. My iPhone buzzes. 

I look down.

It’s a text. 

“Hi, Kim.”

Shit!

“So after you weirdly left Halloween night, a couple of real zombies joined in. No, not scary ones. They’re long gone. These guys were different. They wore leaves and bark and mud. I took a picture and Googled it. They are called Norwegian Red Wood Zombies. Their smell, my God. One looked at me. He tasted like apples.”

You bit one? Why, dumbshit, why?

My breathing is fast, faster. My heart hammers erratically. I can’t slow down. 

I was a pimple’s length close to leaving. Now this shit. I remembered we have history. In eighth grade, we co-hosted a romance novel party, where we read the sex parts out loud. Us in our jammies. 

She texts again. 

“After I bit the newbie, I was a little dizzy. Someone grabbed my arm. Pulled me away and took me to her car. She was human. She calmed me down and explained that I would turn soon. And that I should throw a final party. 

After hours of comforting me, she brought me to the First Lutheran Church. Remember the place? We teased the homeless. We were so giggly back then.”

And not so nice either.

“We are having a going away party for me. I was only going to invite family, but I thought, hey, last minute. Please, we were buddies for so long. I want to see you one last time.” She tried to sound chipper, but I can imagine the crack in her voice. 

Like a going-away sort of party?

My still-operating Powder Puff Girls watch says it’s nine bells. The soiree started a half hour ago. I weigh her words. She’s likely dead and oddly chipper about it too. Still, I have no experience dealing with zombies. Just history and horror movie rules that may or may not be true. 

Marti and I had history. A lot of good history. 

I toss my final laundry bag into my vehicle. My rusting muffler growls as I bullet into the night. Back into the city. One last time for Marti.
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It is simply called First Lutheran to those of us who attended service back in its final years. It’s long abandoned now. The stained glass is shattered. The bell tower had long fallen face-first into the ground. The gravel, pot-holed parking lot crunches under my boots. 

I’m not the only one in the lot. Several other SUVs, a car, and a pickup truck are here too. No people out though. They’re all likely inside. I heave open the church’s thick front oak doors with a grunt. Working my leg muscles, my calves hardening. 

I walk two steps in when my phone buzzes again with a new message. It reads, “You’re here.”

The doors wallop shut behind me. I can hear birds fluttering inside. 

Then silence. 

Someone elsewhere is saying, “Shhhhhh.”

I whisper loudly. “Marti?”

It looks like your standard church. Pulpit in front. The pews still point in the right direction. A gold-colored statue of Jesus hangs up on the wall. 

I count five holes in the ceiling. And a generous amount of white, yellow, and creamy pigeon shit all over the pews. 

Someone groans ahead. Laying in the front row, he pulls himself up. At first, I see a grimy hand grip the back of the pew with a muddy splat. Dirt oozes off his fingers like greasy sweat. Two faint green eyes peer back at me. He doesn’t bolt upwards, or moan and groan like the zombies that our grandparents told us about. 

It’s his smell that pulls away any immediate fright. They’re familiar scents and I’m suddenly famished.

I smell hot apples. Cookie dough. Cinnamon. Mom always took me to the Mad Baker’s Bakery after junior high gymnastics. There were donuts behind the glass, and big chocolate cookies with words on them such as, “I wuv you.” I wanted to inhale all of the scents, horde them from the face of the Earth. Mine!

They take away my fear and common sense. I walk toward him. The closer I get, the happier he seems. I try to say something, but all he says is “Shhhhhh.” 

My stomach growls like I owe it this.

I step away. Am I stroking out here? The stranger keeps silent. It stands there, waiting to embrace me. It’s lifting its shirt. Just then, as he pulls it over his head, the scent dims, and I run down the aisle. I still want to turn back and take another whiff. I hit the front lobby. 

“What the hell was that?” I held my hand out to the brick wall. Its coldness comforted me somehow. I wanted to turn around and ask the zombie if it had seen Marti. 

I remained a little longer. 

Then voices chat down the hall. 

And folk singing?

The golden-covered plaque sign says this room used to be called the Fellowship Hall. Brown dirt on the walls. Some of the floor tiles are gone, revealing clayish earth underneath. The room sports a wallpaper framework of illustrated holy crosses. A pull-out table stands on the other side of the room. Candles give the people around them a spectral glow. 

Posters on the wall read “ZAP” or “Zombies Are People Too!” The musician, with a ZAP shirt on, sings about how long and far zombies walk just to get something to eat. How their bodies rot. How they may get a zip or zap of a memory of their former lives. The chorus of the song asks, “Doesn’t that make them just as human as you and me?”

Her name tag reads “Barb.” She sets her guitar down and strolls over to meet me. Her grey hair is tied in a ponytail. She wears book-reading classes and a thin-lipped smile. She shakes my hand with a slightly painful gusto. “I’m glad you’re here. Martina will be thrilled to see you.”

I swallowed hard, I guess with relief. “She’s ok?”

Barb chuckles like that is the silliest question possible, and still doesn’t answer. She points at the spooky table. “Just sit over there.”

Someone raises her hand. “Kimmy, is that really you?” Everyone looks blissfully human. 

It is Bevy. Marti’s mom. In her fifties, dark bobbed hair. “Come on over here. How’s college?” Everyone has circled this one table. It is the only source of light in the room outside of Barb’s spotlight. 

“Ummm, good. So, you all are here too?” I sit next to her. There is a fat guy that looks like Marti’s late dad, probably an uncle or something. I see an aunt. Even a cousin of hers whom I hadn’t seen in ten years. She waves to me. “Hiiii.” I wave back. “Hi.” I’m not sure of her name. Others nod their head hello. 

A bronze sign, just down the hall, reads, “Sunday School rooms.” The first door is closed, a chair tucked underneath its knob. 

Bevy asks, “Should we be concerned about this?”

The mountain-of-a-man uncle answers first. “Feels like an intervention.”

I said, “Did she tell you that she bit a zombie?”

Bevy leans in. “No. She didn’t, that little shit.” She sighs and waves the news off. “There hasn’t been a zombie around here in ages. Maybe one or two in a decade, the county picks them up. She likes attention, always so theatrical.”

“True. But what I saw among the pews looked very real.” 

Bevy’s face softened to parental concern. “Really? You saw something? You’ve always been Martina’s straight man to her comedy act. Figuratively of course. So, if something is here I’ll believe you. You sure?”

Before I respond, I get another text. “I’m ready!!!” Barb is right there. I get up to follow. I tell Marti’s family, “Good to see you guys.” I get various responses. Barb seems eager to get the night started. With her arm around me, we hustle to the room with the chair underneath its knob. 

Bevy yells out, “I’ll expect a report from you. I wanna hear what you think.”

I yell out “Okay.”

Barb walks with me with the intensity of a Black Friday sale hunter. 

“What’s the hurry?” Her grip on my shoulder hurts. The door stands up ahead. The number one is on it, made up of duct tape. She opens the creaky door, we slip inside. I hear a bolt lock on this side, then I see her. 

“Jesus, Marti.” My eyes well up in tears. What the fuck?
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A single light shines above her now blubbery frame. Marti is half the size of Jabba the Hutt. She sits naked in a nest of blankets.  Her fingers are as thick as sausages. There is no way she is texting me.

Barb whispers in my ear. “I’m the one who brought you here.”

Seeing Marti, my brain is saddled with guilt. If I hadn’t left...

Marti looks almost apologetic. Wide sad eyes, now deep under a fatty brow. The scents of homemade bread roil mercilessly up my nose. I quiver. Marti smells like fresh bread. Grainy. Melted butter. My hands shake. Before me lies a small TV tray with a two-pronged fork used for grilling, and a big knife that’s jagged enough to brutalize through the meatiest of Thanksgiving turkeys. Just like with that zombie in the pews, I feel that hunger pulls at me again.

A voice. Whose?

Barb. Hard to remember. Why is she even talking?

She’s explaining. “...you’re drooling. A lot. That’s to be expected.” Her arms hold me back. I’m growling. “This is going to feel like you haven’t devoured food in your life. Eat. Your brain tells you not to stop. To never stop!” She unleashes me. “Like mothers say, eat until you’re done. Clean your plate!”

I take the fork and lunge. “I’m sorry, Marti.” At least I have the mind to do that much. But my thoughts glaze over. And I know nothing but need. “There are no thoughts of slumber parties, or pushing away bullies in ballet class. None of that. 

Marti manages, “Who’s. Going. To have you. Now. College. Girl?”

I didn’t have the mental sharpness to even call her a bitch. My mouth gnaws open her gut; my head is past her skin, and submerged deep within her belly. My surroundings are sloshy and red. 

I shovel everything edible into my throat. My unsteady hands grab the tools and tear even more. She’s screaming. She’s thanking me. “You can’t. Imagine. You can’t possibly imagine. They’re.”

The next few minutes are a flurry of gore, of me cutting, gobbling. Something thin surges for her bloody wounds. I pay it little mind as I swallow it.

Barb tears me away. I swear a third of Marti is gone. Rivulets of red and black fluids cascade down her flabby, torn-up body. Bits and pieces of bone and guts coat my fingers and arms. I’m dripping on the floor. 

“Times up, Kim.” Barb says, “The family is next...”

I huff and howl, “NO! if someone has to do it, it has to be me.” My dutiful best friend facade was bullshit. I was still ravenous. 

“...I turned on the fans and vents. They smell her too.”

“NO NO NO. THIS IS MINE!”

“You got to leave; they are going to kill you if you’re in the way.”

Someone thumps against the door. It cracks. She says, “Just so you know you made my life as an animal advocate a whole lot more meaningful.” She kissed my head. “No need to wash your hair, love, you’ll be turning too.”

There is an exit out of the room. Barb shoves me through and locks it. I howl, “Marti!” and slam my hands against the metal door. “I’m sorry.”

The family screams on the other side; I
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