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Before They Were Flesh-Eating Zombies Trying to Take Over the World  

 

 

 

by Carolyn Ferrell  

 

Winston Hall-Miles 

  

Worked as Head Janitor at Tungsten Middle and High Schools and had been, by most accounts, satisfied 

with the way life treated him. Never any trouble with the law, never married, no kids anywhere. Took 

his job serious as a heart attack: kept the hallways neat, the floors in the school library polished, the 

couches in the teachers’ lounge fresh with baking soda. Subscribed to Popular Mechanics, Ebony, Good 

Housekeeping; drank malt liquor; roasted one chicken for a week’s worth of meals, marrow soup being 

the last. When the so-called Kafkatization of Mankind1 hit town in 1991, Hall-Miles was among the first 

to exhibit symptoms, though of course we didn’t recognize them for what they were. Sulking in the 

supermarket, scratching at the bowling alley—we did, in fact, think he seemed somewhat different, 

though it took us a short minute to understand the physical reality of his situation.2 

  

Hall-Miles did not walk like a stiff, nor did he have skin folding on his body in unsightly rags, nor did he 

once speak like Sylvester Stallone in Rocky I through V. You could say a light went out in his eyes, that 

something akin to bewilderment draped itself over his face. He began to smell funny. His nails were 

unsightly, growing like scythes at the ends of his fingers. After weeks of clandestine observation, the 

Brookhaven Labs researchers determined that Winston Hall-Miles did not actually eat or drink 

anything.3 They noted, however, that his janitorial skills remained impeccable. 

  

In fact, the last words he uttered before the Total Transmutation were: Come here and clean this mess 

up, you no-good hoodlum! 

  



Those words were directed at a twelfth-grade boy (Frank White) who’d spat tobacco on Mr. Hall-Miles’ 

newly waxed gym floor. Strange to hear a grown man talk to a boy in this way? Not really, given the 

poor man’s arthritis and the fact that he most times cussed out the kids at Tungsten Middle and High. 

But as previously mentioned, his speech never got strange. He never lost words or fell victim to 

mumbling or garbled his meanings. Case in point: on the evening of the tobacco incident, Mr. Hall-Miles 

was heard (and seen) singing the “Star Spangled Banner,” in a precise and lovely baritone, right outside 

Tungsten Union Free Library. No words slurred, swallowed, or otherwise distorted. He perched on the 

statue of the Union Soldier and twirled himself in the statue’s arms, a discombobulated Ben Vereen. 

When forced by the Tungsten P.D. to come down from the statue’s pedestal, he jumped, and his left 

arm danced off his body like a petal from a rose.4 

  

After some chase, Winston Hall-Miles was euthanized in the large female-shaped hedge outside Jugglers 

Bar and Grille. In the morning, his home was ignited and burned to the ground; this was, of course, in 

the days when we thought that fire would make a difference. 

  

And during the funeral service—because in those days we also thought that actual burials were the right 

way to go—we talked among ourselves and uncovered additional tidbits about this untimely victim. Call 

it gossip, tongue-wagging. The people from Brookhaven Labs who walked around the cemetery with 

legal pads and recorders thought we were quaint. They asked us to act like they weren’t there. They 

asked us to speak clearly. They asked us to simply give them the “facts.” 

  

But can pure “facts” ever really tell the whole story? Here is what we had at first: 

  

1) Winston Hall-Miles was in actuality not much older than the kids he swept up after. 

  

2) His father, a retired janitor, encouraged his son to consider university as the true path in life. He 

stopped speaking to Winston five years before his death. 

  

3) His mother signed her name with an X. She often appeared in Winston’s dreams at night, wearing 

Cuban heels, her face hidden in shadow. 

  

4) Winston Hall-Miles could not stand chicken. 



  

Stories like these did indeed help us start to make sense of things, but in the end, what sense did 

anything make to anyone? Times grew bad, almost overnight. No one could look you in the eye and say 

with certainty: I get it. Even at Brookhaven Labs, there was the occasional lull in understanding, big 

empty spaces where there should have been answers. A question mark smack in the middle of 

everyone’s face. 

  

One year later, after compiling facts for Winston’s Memorial, additional “facts” revealed themselves: 

  

5) A distant father does not necessarily mean you will one day pit yourself against humanity. 

  

6) Idle hands are the work of the devil. 

  

  

  

Shawntelle Fountain 

  

  

  

Ran an underground, unlicensed, and unauthorized day care out of her home. You remember the 

place—smelled like a toilet from three houses in either direction. Shawntelle herself had three kids from 

that Black Panther boyfriend—it was said she turned down a scholarship to Columbia University in order 

to be with him. 

  

Going nowhere fast, people said. 

  

Some years later, Shawntelle did, in fact, leave this boyfriend and all his pamphlets and Afro picks. 

People said that she fell in love with a white boy from Pomegranate Township—fell so much in love that 

her head practically took itself off into the clouds. 



  

A white boy! You know how people can talk. 

  

More time passed. In June of 1998 a letter appeared in the Columbia Daily Specter with the following 

headline: “WHITE DEVIL FEVER HITS BLACK POPULATION LIKE THE PLAGUE!!!” 

  

This of course being attributed to Shawntelle’s baby daddy. Supposedly, he was served a cease and 

desist letter from Columbia University, as well as the Suffolk County chapter of Parents Without 

Partners. Who knows for sure? 

  

After her Change,5 Shawntelle’s three kids were placed with her sister, Mary Fountain, who was quoted 

in the Columbia Daily Specter as saying, “I always knew that what goes around comes around. That 

white boy couldn’t dance, smelled like soap, and wouldn’t know a good chicken wing if it beat him in the 

face.” 

  

Hush that, we told Mary Fountain. 

  

To no avail; jealousy being another of those traits that did not disappear with the Kafkatization of 

Mankind as We Know It. 

  

  

  

Mrs. Georgia Fields 

  

  

  

Could not, as a longtime church mother at the Tungsten Faith A.M.E., understand why God had made 

her sons so damn prolific. Handsome, every last one of them. But prolific like you would not believe. As 

if they’d been born with something otherworldly in their eyes. 



  

When he was in the eleventh grade, her eldest, Paul, came home crying about some girl. October 29, 

1991—he kissed the top of his mother’s head and asked politely if he could have some money. 

  

Polite being the operative word. Kissed, as well. 

  

How come, asked Georgia. They sat at the kitchen table in front of a pan of biscuits. Eyelet curtains blew 

in the early evening breeze. 

  

There’s a place in Lindenhurst, Paul said. They say the girl is in and out like nothing ever happened. 

  

How come, Georgia repeated. 

  

Paul said he didn’t want this bitch ruining his life forever. 

  

Georgia—we always knew her as pious, wooden, ungentrified—felt her mind implode. She’d always 

been grateful to be a mother of future men. What would God say, though, if He knew what her son was 

planning? God’s sacred laws were many, the first one being: Ignorance is the mother of devotion.6 

  

God would never, however, turn a blind eye to a “procedure.” 

  

The kitchen TV blared the six o’clock news: more war somewhere where they manufactured gas for cars 

and RVs. No, a procedure was out of the question. She would not hear of anything having to do with 

suction, vacuums, cotton gauze, sympathetic receptionists, dim lights, or protest marches. Georgia 

looked at her son with warm eyes. I always wanted me a little girl, she mumbled. Make her plaits. Take 

her camping out near Montauk. Remember how we went that time in the RV? 

  

(God’s Sacred Law No. 2: Everything you can imagine is real.7) 

  



But a year later, in the twelfth grade, it was Paul again, bothered by some new skank claiming to have a 

so-called “bun in the oven.” When he came to his mother this time, he wanted money to take the girl to 

Mexico. We’ll borrow your rv and be back in two weeks, he insisted. Mexico is just round the corner 

from Raleigh and you remember how long it took to get there when I was ten and we had Grandma’s 

reunion? A little more than ten hours, and I swear I won’t mess the RV up. Remember all that fun at 

Grandma’s reunion, all that pork barbecue? 

  

Paul added, We thinking about getting married, so why not have the honeymoon before the brat gets 

here? 

  

Georgia closed her eyes right there in front of Family Feud8 and prayed and prayed. She had five sons. 

  

Paul wound up having just the two, no wedding ever in sight. Sons Peter and Mark had one apiece, both 

in the tenth grade. Simon was different in that he got his start in the ninth grade—what some at the 

Tungsten Faith A.M.E. found to be a possible baby-daddy world record until the youngest son Quaysan 

knocked up a girl in the eighth grade. That was low, Georgia said to herself. Eighth grade. Could it get 

any lower? 

  

She supplicated. God’s Sacred Law No. 3: Ask and Ye Shall Receive.9 

  

Quaysan had subsequent girl trouble in ninth, tenth, and twelfth grades. Rumors spread about him, that 

he was a user, a demon, a monster. Georgia turned the other cheek. But just as her baby boy was about 

to graduate high school, Georgia got down on her knees, something she hadn’t been able to accomplish 

in years. God had to look down and lead this one, her last baby. 

  

Nothing seemed to halt Quaysan’s proliferation nor deter the loving feelings blooming in any of the 

females. He’d brought them all home—Keisha, Tijuana, Michelline, Margaret—and gave them free reign 

of his mother’s perfectly slipcovered house. Television, pound cake, lemon wax, and Downy sheets. He 

was no more than seventeen at his most high volume.10 

  

Then one day just after graduation, Georgia asked Quaysan to come and watch the last minutes of 

Search for Tomorrow with her (stories, of course, being her favorite release). He’d just returned from 

hanging out at the old handball court and wishing he was still in the twelfth; around him, summer leaves 



shivered from the maples and birds flew in circles over the chimneys. His mother, always a pretty 

picture, patted a place on the slipcovered couch; when he sat, she laughed. 

  

In all the years he was on this earth, Quaysan had never heard his mother laugh. 

  

And now, with the late afternoon sun turning the walls of the living room all shades of crimson and 

goose down, Quaysan noticed that his mom was looking at him funny. He noticed the way her hands 

shook. She spoke in a soprano—unusual, since most people thought she normally sounded a lot like 

Sylvester Stallone. You ain’t think one minute about being tested, have you? she asked. Why are you 

such a bastard? 

  

Quaysan felt a numbing thunder go through his feet. His mother was not in the habit of asking 

questions. 

  

That night he heard her praying at her bedside: Lord, Why Dost Thou Forsake Me? And though worms 

devour this Monster Mash, why dost Thou… Amen and Forevermore. 

  

These words were said to have deeply affected Quaysan, though he couldn’t pinpoint why. He would 

not have time to unravel the mystery: five days later, while serving dinner (pork chops and applesauce), 

his mother leaned over the table and took a bite out of his hand. 

  

You can imagine the mayhem. 

  

Georgia Fields ran into the street braving the cold with only a dress and apron on—no stockings. Her 

body fell apart conveniently outside the gates of Tungsten Cemetery. 

  

Quaysan disappeared after her into the street; metamorphosing hours later behind the hospital 

buildings on Feather Lane; scaring the daylights out of a bunch of innocent marijuana-smoking high-

schoolers. He was later Undone by members of the National Guard, all armed with top-notch assault 

rifles. 

  



Again, in this case—as in all cases—the desire for answers brewed fervently in our breasts. What had 

the world turned into? Those fools at Brookhaven Labs seemed blind as bats and deaf as doorknobs. 

What was the cause of this zombification? And why did it happen to those who least deserved it? 

  

At his dying moment, Quaysan saw his life flash before his eyes11—the last clear picture being his 

mother’s shaking hands and her mouth in a clean-cut: Why, why, why? The Guard brought his body back 

to the labs for forensic exploration and discovery, and no word on Quaysan Fields was ever heard again. 

  

That is, if you don’t count that one time, in the knitting circle at the Tungsten Faith A.M.E, when some 

elderly deaconesses made the observation that when you have five sons, when would your hands not be 

shaking? 

  

  

  

Migdalia and Henry Agosto-Ball 

  

  

  

Handsome and pretty the pair of them, with unusually soft hands and large cherubic smiles. Legally 

husband and wife, though some said they were a secret sister and brother, or else fag and dyke. Other 

possibilities abounded but who really cared?12 Hung a rainbow-hued welcome flag outside their 

nursery. Ate organic. Remained largely childless. 

  

Migdalia and Henry ran the Agosto-Ball Evergreen Emporium over on Douglas Boulevard, a mile from 

the Great South Bay. Not officially trained as botanists or horticulturalists, but knew their way around 

the inner life of plants better than Gregor Mendel and his pea flowers. Came up with various hybrids 

over the years, such as the Fractured Rose and Firebrand Forsythia; dabbled here and there in 

landscaping, but felt most at home in the greenhouse behind the ornamental trees, where they worked 

tirelessly to come up with the perfect Tungsten shrub. Never became members of the A.M.E. or the 

Praise Tabernacle. 

  



Rumors about such a couple abounded until the end. 

  

They talked about retiring to the Dominican Republic, where Migdalia still had people. Put most of their 

gardening goods on sale four times a year, lamented the onslaught of home improvement stores, many 

of which were putting them out of business. Nineteen ninety-three was a particularly bad year. Migdalia 

Agosto-Ball was quoted (in the produce aisle of the A&P) as saying, “Something better happen, Henry, 

something big.” 

  

Famous last words. 

  

Later on, it was surmised by certain technical minds (sent down from the Naval Research Lab in 

Washington, D.C.) that the chemicals in the peat moss, fertilizer, and other lawn products might have 

something to do with the haste in which the couple Translated themselves into Automatons. 

  

For the longest time, no one would believe in the Kafkatization of those two. In spite of the rumors—

sister-brother love? Drag-queen intrigue?—they seemed perhaps the most normal of normal folks on 

Long Island. And yet. 

  

One day Henry’s teeth fell out in mid-sentence as he was talking about how much Weed-B-Gon to use; 

over by the Christmas Clearance nook, Migdalia started pulling at her hair, which came out in long, 

carnivorous ribbons. 

  

In the days that followed, people didn’t want to buy their plants and tools from the Agosto-Balls 

anymore. After two weeks, a GOING-OUT-OF-BUSINESS sign was hung off the huge evergreen in the 

parking lot, and that was that. 

  

In the end, a group of Navy guys offered to do the Eradication at low cost, “just like the 

spaying/neutering at the Tungsten ASPCA.” They said they were not into the “business aspect” of ridding 

Tungsten of its undead threat. They just wanted to work to restore normalcy, in any way they could. This 

was a small-town thing, and demanded a small-town response. 

  



And as a token of goodwill, those sailors threw in the Post-Death Death and Cleanup for free. Just sign 

here, they said to Migdalia’s people, who’d come up from Puerto Plata in no time flat.13 

  

  

  

Chandra Gore 

  

  

  

The joke being that her name was the “writing on the wall.” 

  

Politically, she was a turning point in the Kafkatization of Events: after she underwent the Change—this 

had to be late 1995—there were indeed a lot of “aha” moments. Scientists and researchers looked at 

her as a catalyst: Chandra was like that black woman whose cells were taken from her corpse, but then 

she went and started to cure cancer from the grave without knowing what the hell was going on. 

  

People heard about Chandra and felt they could talk about what was happening with openness and 

clarity.14 

  

Chandra Gore was seventeen and a regular member of the Tungsten Key Club. She was a candy striper 

at Brunswick Hospital. She babysat for the kids on Feather Lane in her spare time. How she became 

infected we will never know. One day, she was changing bandages and making cups of tea for the old 

folks in the nursing home wing. Next thing, she was complaining about feeling weird, cold and hot at the 

same time. Tongue thick in her mouth like a loaf of stale bread. 

  

All eyes were on the poor girl. 

  

It must be stated that Chandra was the type who was not normally noticed by anyone at all. Not at 

school, not at the Key Club (where all the teens did was practice dance moves and smoke joints in the 

basement), not in the hospital (except for a few oldsters who longed for the songbird of youth). At home 



there were troubles. Her mother debated on whether to file charges against her brother, the one who 

spent at least two years asking Chandra to be “his in a special way.” Two of Chandra’s brothers went 

into the Marines during the Big War, came out covered in Agent Orange insanity. A sister was deemed 

to be mongoloid. 

  

After ascertaining that Chandra was “possibly” no longer “among the living,” they took her to 

Brookhaven and put her into quarantine, even though there were no glaring symptoms. They thought, 

however: better safe than sorry.15 

  

She was just a plain girl in a plain town. If you’d blinked, she would’ve disappeared in that very space. 

  

And then she was gone; Extinguished; and when we learned the news, a great sorrow flowed 

throughout Tungsten. A truly despondent community—though at first, we couldn’t really explain it. How 

do you mourn someone who didn’t really register in the first place? 

  

Gradually, our sadness naturally turned into questions of a more conspiratorial-theoretical nature: was 

this a “race” thing? Why kill a black girl when she seemed perfectly fine? Was she in some way related 

to Moynihan’s 1965 Report on the black family—the black woman being bane of black existence? Or 

was the explanation less junky? Were white people trying to control Tungsten, seeing as how it had, in 

recent years, become desirable beachfront real estate? 

  

Some pointed to the fact that white people were coming down with all sorts of cancers—AIDS, SARS, 

and so on—didn’t they manufacture all those illnesses in labs and then blame it all on monkeys in 

Africa? Were whites poisoning the waters on Long Island? Poisoning the food? Did they have as their 

goal the total extermination of the black race as we know it? 

  

One of the more philosophically insightful among us (Miss Janice over at Tungsten Sweets N Things) 

asked: What the fucking hell was the BLACK COMMUNITY going to do about it? 

  

Some of the old Tungsten A.M.E. church mothers wanted to do a memorial service for Chandra, even 

though they’d been told over and over: the person we knew and loved was gone. Gone forever. Left the 

building, never to return. There was no sense, the scientists observed, in mourning a bloodsucking, 

horrifying, creepy voodoo girl. Our best bet would be to get on with our lives. 



  

What lives, Miss Janice asked. 

  

The church mothers protested on the steps of Tungsten Hall—sadly to no avail. Sheriff Hal Roman was 

about to organize a hunger strike at the Tungsten Jail, but changed his mind when he saw that would 

not be a fitting statement on law enforcement. 

  

One day, Chandra’s eldest brother woke up from his Orange State and said he had learned the truth. 

He’d had visions, it seemed. Something in his unawake state told him what had gone down, and now 

he—the faithless brother he’d always been—was going to get this one thing right. 

  

The terrible deed, the eldest told us, had been done by one of our own: the Reverend Frank White, Sr., 

top banana at the Tungsten Faith A.M.E. 

  

And we learned this vision to bear truth, with the Brookhaven Labs people, of course, being behind the 

dirty work. You’d be doing her a favor—in the name of the Lord, the Brookhaven Labs people had told 

Reverend Frank. You are a man of God. You know the difference between a soul and a pestilence. We 

need to study that pestilence. You’d be doing all of mankind a favor. 

  

It was said that Reverend Frank White cried real tears, not the Sunday-Pulpit kind he was famous for. 

  

It was said that even when she looked up at him—innocent eyes, hands folded over her heart—her face 

had gone back to the Cross. 

  

  

  

Pastor Elias “Buddy Boy” White 

  

  



  

Loving husband, devoted father, maniacal Monopoly player. Operated the first storefront church in 

Tungsten, The Eternally Yours Praise Tabernacle. Tried to get up an angry mob in the case of Chandra 

Gore, was largely unsuccessful. Told his brother that he would burn in hell for the murder of Chandra 

Gore; broke into Tungsten Faith A.M.E. during Tuesday Night Services and raged up and down the aisles, 

inciting that church mob to violence. 

  

No one moved, however. Who among us wanted the return of lynching? And if the rope worked, would 

the person on the other end actually die? Or would they simply cut themselves down and go on their 

merry, undead way? 

  

Sheriff Roman led Buddy Boy away that night, and next thing, we saw Buddy Boy’s name on the Great 

Gone List published daily in the Tungsten Times. Shame, that. 

  

People wondered afterward if his death was a mercy killing, instead of an outright crime? Had Buddy 

Boy known—maybe for months, years—that he himself was already undergoing Kafkatization? Had he 

preached that last sermon—the parable of the mustard seed—all the while glancing at his feet, which 

had begun to turn green? Had he already felt the worms destroying his body while he led the choir in 

“Going Up Yonder”? 

  

When the police (sent by the FBI, we heard, on a quiet weekday night) leaned him up against the wall 

outside Jugglers Bar and Grille, did he know their shots would be in vain? 

  

  

  

Velda Bennymon 

  

  

  

Girl Scout leader for thirty years. First Black Girl Scout leader on Long Island. Took troops out to the East 

End for overnights, then to the heart of the Poconos for the endurance trips. The girls hated those. 



Velda always had a smile on her face, her favorite platitude being: “Absence makes the heart grow 

fonder.” 

  

Last known human gesture included an arm around Migdalia Agosto, her best girl from Tungsten High in 

the seventies. 

  

  

  

Zenobia Malady 

  

  

  

Worked for seventeen years as Assistant-to-the-Head and then thirty years as Head Librarian at 

Tungsten Union Free Library—shelving, ordering books, solving the card catalog, and finally 

computerizing everything—until 1997, when, at the tender age of seventy-six, she stumbled upon the 

idea of creating a film series for town residents. Surely in this awful time some fun could still be had, no? 

That was Miss Malady’s way of thinking, thank heavens. 

  

Tungsten’s drive-in had closed in 1972; ten years later, the mall movie house shut its doors. If you 

wanted to see a flick, you had to travel all the way to the Multiplex in Massapequa Park or even go as far 

as the Wyandanch Cineaste. Dissatisfied, Tungsteners began wandering the streets with hands stretched 

before them in popcorn mode, begging for a dark hall, a large screen, and a good soundtrack. Their 

words were unintelligible, but what they made clear was that they didn’t care what movie it was. 

  

Main thing, we got to sit in the dark and forget our woes for two hours. 

  

The Library seemed like a strange place to show movies. But Miss Malady was only too eager to get 

things in motion.16 Admission was free. Seating was folding chairs, and they had to be at least one foot 

apart from each other. Bathroom visits required a key, and could be for no longer than five minutes, and 

had to be one person at a time. 

  



Because this was the library, popcorn was not allowed. Miss Malady complained of a rat population that 

the Tungsten P.D. had successfully ignored all these years. On the up side, you could bring in coffee or 

soda.17 

  

The first and second films in the series were Uptown Saturday Night and Let’s Do It Again. Folks could 

not get enough of Cosby and Poitier. The perfect poster children for a living, breathing world; funny too. 

Some said handsome. 

  

When Brookhaven researchers subsequently went over her documents, they expressed little surprise 

that she would show films of this ilk.18 So much for reading us clearly. In 2009, a Westchester 

Community College student discovered that Malady’s actual favorite films included The Omega Man, 

Legends of the Fall, and L’Enfant Sauvage. 

  

She once wrote a fan letter to Cicely Tyson, after the showing of Roots in its entirety. It is not known 

whether a response was received. Attendance at the miniseries had been woeful. 

  

The last film shown under Miss Zenobia Malady’s direction was Menace II Society. 

  

She had no children. Dinner was usually taken at Daisy’s 24-Hour, where a few other oldsters enjoyed 

the pleasantries of the Twilight Dinner.19 

  

Once, high off the success of Dirty Harry, Zenobia Malady let slip that she really dug Clint Eastwood. Did 

God frown upon interracial love fantasies? She couldn’t care less. When asked, at the tender age of 

seventy-nine, if she believed in an afterlife, Zenobia Malady made a very un-librarian-like gesture that 

looked like Go ahead, make my day. 

  

After her death, there was some rancor. The Salvation Army refused most of her personal effects, as did 

Big Brothers Big Sisters, and the Veterans League of Long Island; one worker at the Tungsten Thrift Shop, 

a Miss Azalea McMillan-Gonzalez, took one look at the station wagon (on loan from the 

Sheriff/Coroner’s office) and claimed that most of her stuff was pure junk. Vinyl records, crocheted 

teapot cozies, cans of tuna fish, and aluminum Jell-O molds. Knitting needles, eye droppers, yellowed 

pyres of Ebony and Jet. There were the dozens of library movie fliers the old woman herself had taken 



time to type and mimeograph, later copy, and even later e-mail to library patrons. But what could you 

do with a ten-story pile of paper? 

  

Zenobia Malady’s mother—herself a youthful ninety-six—visited the grave of her daughter every single 

day, rain or shine. The old woman herself never transformed into anything other than an old woman, 

leaving many to surmise the effects of the Kafkatization were subjective rather than genetically 

predisposed. Whatever the case, Agnes Malady would not be kept from the final resting place of her 

only child. 

  

It was said that she condoned her daughter’s sudden turn toward atheism. And yet Agnes Malady never 

failed to place little white beads on the grave, perhaps in the hopes that something miraculous might 

happen, one day. 

  

  

  

Sweetness Gore 

  

  

  

Mistaken for the longest time for a retarded girl; one of the first people in Tungsten to die, at the age of 

seventy-seven (decades after her sister Chandra’s death), of natural causes. In her life, Sweetness 

accomplished the following: 1) she began a nonprofit for those suffering PTSD following the effects of 

Kafkatization; 2) she led tour groups through the old parts of town, the ones officially “not on the map,” 

in an effort to deter gawkers; 3) she legally changed her name to Ellen. 

  

Remained her entire lifetime physiologically impervious to the effects of zombification. When the time 

came, she allowed herself to be examined “for science purposes only.” Married head scientist on 

committee. Invited to the White House on three occasions. 

  

Just before winning her MacArthur, Ellen Gore printed a page in The New York Times in which she asked 

her former tormentors: How You Like Me Now????20 



  

  

  

Ferris Hardaway 

  

  

  

Was convinced that treasure had been buried in the center of Tungsten Proper (right next to the statue 

of the Union Soldier) and spent much of his adult life attempting to dig it up. Ferris dug and dug, using 

spades, shovels, and kitchen spoons. His antics were basically the plot of that old movie God’s Little 

Acre—where they looked for buried treasure everywhere? Remember? Ferris even claimed that Rex 

Ingram (the “real” star of the film) was, in fact, his first cousin. 

  

We loved his tall tales—he was the last of a dying breed, you might say. Spent his sober life selling dyed 

rabbits’ feet and horseshoe silver at a kiosk in the Tungsten Mall. 

  

Once it hit, Ferris’ Conversion from Man into Monster was immediate, the fastest on record.21 With his 

“new” hands, Ferris clawed his way through his own yard (77 Pallas Street), his aunt’s yard (891 

Pomegranate Boulevard), his second cousin’s yard (57 Ronald Drive) all the way to Revolutionary War–

era graves behind the library.22 He would have gotten farther had not Miss Zenobia Malady spotted 

him, and tamed his savagely hoodooed heart. 

  

Last seen, the pair was walking down Center Street. 

  

Not in the way you might expect, with arms outstretched and mouths shaped in eternal, monstrous Os. 

They were quite well mannered. He held her by the elbow and occasionally nipped her chin with his lips. 

She leaned against him and took deep breaths through her exposed ribs. Their clothes were indeed 

ragged and smelly, their skulls were showing. But together like that, Malady and Hardaway were the 

picture of happiness. 

  



If their Translation into “Otherness” was meant to signal the end of the world, it took us all for fools. 

There would always be a place for tenderness. We knew that. It was also nice to know that May-

December relationships were not taboo after the Change; that was some comfort.23 

  

  

  

Frank White 

  

  

  

Having escaped his father’s Biblical hand, as well as his uncle Buddy Boy’s televangelical hand (Buddy 

Boy had not been above appearing on UHF channels to ask for charitable contributions of at least five 

dollars), Frank White was, at twenty, in his first year at Hofstra University, a place his uncle had told him 

was the Ivy League of Long Island. Frank White was just literally minding his own business when 

BLAMMO. Bit in the neck, down like a spinning top. 

  

Would it be overkill to say he didn’t see that coming? 

  

Perhaps he should have known in the back of his mind that the old janitor would be coming back. 

Winston Hall-Miles’ teeth hung in his mouth like the gold diggers of 1933. If Frank had only realized that 

this corpse, this lackluster specimen of the undead, was truly on his last legs,24 he’d have been able to 

do away with Mr. Hall-Miles in a one-two punch. 

  

But the darling boy underwent lightning-fast Transmutation. And just when we thought there was a 

bend in the road for good. 

  

  

  

Freedman Witherspoon 



  

  

  

Yes, the Change could seem like a blessing to some. 

  

But all his life, he’d had to contend with the “politically correct” name his parents had saddled him with, 

even before “politically correct” was a phrase in our vocabularies. Supposedly his name originated with 

his grandmother’s grandfather, born in chains in Georgia; after the old man’s death, the name 

“Freedman” became a legacy to pass on from one generation to the next. But of course we wondered 

why our forebears leaned toward such ham-fisted monikers?25 Didn’t anyone at that point in time find 

those concoctions overbearing?26 

  

Freedman was called “Free” by the people who respected him—the woman who worked in the office of 

Tungsten Cemetery, where he was Chief Gravedigger. He was called “Freedman” by those in public 

institutions, like Pomegranate Mercy Hospital and Jugglers Bar and Grille; “Freakman” by evil children 

walking home from school; “Freedy” by the one woman who devoted herself to him, regardless of the 

consequences; “Free Free” by her child, who in later years would only have a Fotomat snapshot to 

remember her father by. 

  

Life went along without too many bumps until he turned thirty-seven, at which point Freedman found 

himself accused of the murders of two workers at the Horn and Hardart Automat on Tungsten Avenue. 

You know the place, a pie behind a glass door? It was said that those sorts of places were going out of 

business; and then this particular one did, and supposedly Freedman entered the place demanding his 

piece of pecan, and he flipped. Killed the cashiers out of some blind rage, according to witnesses. 

  

We all assumed he was guilty. Just because your name is virtuous doesn’t mean you are.27 We expected 

an arsenal of knives, rifles, maybe even a canister of tear gas. We didn’t know Freedman much beyond 

his name. We didn’t know. 

  

Sheriff Roman led efforts to confront, question, and then kill Freedman. 

  



And after his body was recovered, it was noted that all Freedman had in his pocket was a locket holding 

a picture of his great-great-great-great grandmother Sindy Hallstrom, field slave to the Hallstroms of 

Caterwaul, Georgia. 

  

A locket! What kind of grown man carries such a thing? Let alone one accused of murder, guns, and 

outrage over the demise of the automat? 

  

You would think Kafkatization would have bred a new understanding in people’s hearts. But then you 

would be wrong. Even after he Transmutated, the people of Tungsten were rather unforgiving of 

Freedman. So what if he had a name as honorable as Martin Luther King? He was a killer, all the same. 

For no good reason he killed two fine sisters at the Horn and Hardart—we wondered if maybe the ladies 

at Jugglers would be next? One thing our community really hated was murder for murder’s sake. 

Freedman was a spot on the reputation of all upstanding black people who didn’t go around killing every 

fast girl they wanted to. 

  

People shrugged their shoulders in shame. They came early to Miss Malady’s movies and whispered 

restlessly among themselves in the bathroom, five, six, and seven at a time: Why did the undead have to 

be Black in the first place? Ain’t we suffered enough? 

  

  

  

Daphine Hammond 

  

  

  

Once the captain of the cheerleading squad; once the top-honors graduate of the Long Island School of 

Beauty; once the first female owner of the first Car-Bo-Rators franchise in the county; once the first 

female from Tungsten to graduate medical school at Stony Brook; once the loving wife of Simon Fields 

and stepmother to his five children; once a devoted caretaker in the Quarantine Section of Brunswick 

Hospital. 

  



Lastly, an exceptional watercolor artist of the Great South Bay. 

  

  

  

Win Rembert-Walker 

  

  

  

Thought about taking up the lynch mob idea years after the demise of Buddy Boy White; even spoke 

about it through Miss Malady’s midnight showing of Coffy, where he was hushed many times by the 

crowd. Went home and organized a vigilante group with his five brothers, calling themselves the Not-

Death-Wishes. 

  

We loved us some Win Rembert. Exuberant was a word for him. He filled us with exuberance. 

  

But he died August 2001, just as Brookhaven Labs announced a new and potentially life-saving 

development in the fight against Kafkatization. Was it a drug, we wondered, a vaccine, a top-secret 

inoculation that would restore us to normalcy? Talk was rampant, but then petered out, as Brookhaven 

suddenly began publishing disclaimers in the Tungsten Gravette. 

  

Maybe the crops failed, Win Rembert’s widow said. 

  

The remaining Not-Death-Wishes went out and tried to rehabilitate a few of the reanimated, with 

unsuccessful results. A bite on the neck here, a chomp on the leg there. The dead would not rest. 

  

The Not-Death-Wishes claimed to have only goodness in their hearts; indeed, the obituaries that 

appeared in the Gravette all praised the homegrown efforts of an upstanding group of men. Merciful 

men. Men with female hearts of sympathy. Why did they have to go too? 

  



Calvin, Martin, Richard, and Ralph Rembert were buried alongside their brother Win in the Tungsten 

Cemetery. None ever tried to leave their final resting grounds, as far as we could tell. 

  

  

  

Kai “Skipper” Wilson 

  

  

  

Was the final local piece in the Un-Living Puzzle. Toward the end, Brookhaven Labs surrendered to the 

Higher-Ups in Washington all their files, documents, testimonies, test tubes, beakers, centrifugal results, 

clandestine photographs, and pertinent and nonpertinent findings. We were neither asked nor told 

anything. Thereafter, the Scientific Conclusions Committee traveled to laboratories in London, 

Johannesburg, Sydney. We were instructed to go back to living our normal lives.28 By then, most of us 

had already seen countless pill bottles chock full of placebos. We were actually living and breathing just 

fine, only we didn’t know it. 

  

Upon discovering that the remainder of humankind was somehow recovering from the ill effects of 

Kafkatization—was this the effect of global warming? Subtle movements of the planets?—when we 

learned that things were going to be all right, that the tide had been turned, we bowed our heads in 

prayer. Were we like the proverbial phoenixes lifting themselves out of the ashes? Who knew? 

  

Who cared? 

  

After Skipper Wilson passed, there were no more Expirations, no more Cantilevered Completions. There 

was just the Wait. Then Huge Leaps for Mankind, etc. Regulatory Efforts. An end in sight. 

  

His sister Linnea had been the first to find him dead, in their backyard garden on Douglas Boulevard, and 

she collapsed and nearly died herself from grief; days later, she watched as her brother’s remains were 

rocketed into outer space by NASA. 

  



She went to the authorities with questions about the wild “black” yonder. 

  

Never you mind, was the official line. Keep on keeping on. 

  

“He was such a good person,” she muttered over and over—a standard phrase in those days. “Why did 

he have to go? Skipper was on the verge.” 

  

On the verge. That phrase remained a mystery for years. Of course, modern science always has a way of 

figuring out and curing everything, from racism to sexism to disease to gas supplies to war to suicide. 

We sometimes wonder if Skipper simply grew wings and traveled to heaven? Or if he began renewed life 

as an oak in Tungsten Park? Or if he caught sight of a new and remote planet, and decided to set up 

camp there? We’ll never know for sure. We can only use our brains. 

  

Because, among other things, Modern Science has taught us the obvious: before they were zombies, 

they were us, and we were them. How could we forget that—even for (as the Poet once said) “the least 

division of an hour?” 

  

After rescue from the nightmare was imminent; after we came to our senses; after the world stopped 

and looked and listened—something amazing happened. Do you remember? Houses were no longer 

burned, and hands could touch without fear of contamination. We could kiss without latex, touch 

without hot water. Love without tears. 

  

Something amazing had happened. 

  

But it was not an earth-shattering surprise for most of us (when you thought about it), the rediscovery 

of our similarity to each other, whether dead or alive. This rediscovery was like the tiniest insect’s wing 

under a microscope. 

  

It truly rocked our world. 

  



-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

 

1 Kafkatization is a term that has grown out of a lot of other less worthy classifications employed to 

describe the Change and all its manifestations. The term zombie is insufficient and insulting, for 

instance. Similarly, the term undead is usually used in vampyrical classifications and, like zombie, has 

proven itself insufficient. Around 1990, researchers at Brookhaven Labs came up with the term 

Kafkatization, which they went on to describe in lay terms as the “permanent undoing of human 

machinery that is life as we know it.” Kafkatization occurs after the brain has ceased all memory 

functions; when it is no longer able to distinguish pleasure from pain, black from white, Nigerian from 

Australian, sweet from sour. Think of it as your brain on super-autopilot. All that registers is the survival 

instinct, maybe a few colors, smells, perhaps an occasional face, though that is extremely rare. A 

reanimation of the corpus takes place, a reigniting that is dark, homely, and unwieldy. We are still 

learning about this condition, even at this latter-day stage. What has been generally affirmed, however, 

is the manner in which an end comes to the Afflicted. True termination of the Kafkatized coincides with 

the complete severing of the spinal cord. It does not—as in classic movies like Night of the Living Dead, 

Dawn of the Dead, Zombie Nightmare, etc.—end with a bullet to the noggin. 

  

 

2 Due to his naturally reserved nature. 

  

 

3 Another interesting fact: those affected by Kafkatization do not prefer the taste of human brains over 

other bodily foodstuffs. 

  

 

4 An additional myth worth destroying is that of the slow, cumbersome zombie. After jumping and 

losing his arm, Winston Hall-Miles sprinted like a tenth-grade track star down Village Street. He was 

seen giving the remaining middle finger to Sheriff Hal Roman, who plodded after Winston in typical 

doughnut-infused fury. 

  



 

5 Nothing happened at all to the white boy. He is still living in Tungsten, healthy as a fish, with all of 

Shawntelle’s photographs upon the wall. 

  

 

6 Attributed to Robert Burton, English clergyman, 1577-1640. 

  

 

7 Attributed to Pablo Picasso, artist, 1881-1973. 

  

 

8 No pun intended. 

  

 

9 Sacred Law No. 3 Addendum: Be Specific in Your Request. God Is Not No Mind Reader. Attributed to 

Georgia Fields, beleaguered mother, 1947-1997. 

  

 

10 Curiously, romance has been discovered by Brookhaven researchers to unleash a certain chemical 

preservative in the physiology of the so-called roaming dead. It had long been assumed that the 

Kafkatized had no other desire but to walk the earth, eat living humans, and scare the hell out of 

innocent bystanders. Quaysan Fields proved that love offered some swagger against decrepitude. 

Though he exhibited signs of the very essence of Descent—the blackened fingertips and toes, the afro 

chock full of dust mites and spider eggs, the lungs producing their own equivalent of natural 

formaldehyde—Quaysan Fields kept on trying to rap to Daphine Hammond—Head Cheerleader at 

Tungsten High—right up until the very end. 

  

 

11 This is something that does actually happen—ask any one of us. 



  

 

12 Tungsten tongues could best any others at wagging! 

  

 

13 Particularly galling was the increasing insistence, by fame-seeking politicians cashing in on the 

tragedy, that man-made chemicals—fertilizer, weed killers—were at the heart of the Human Disaster. 

The Agosto-Balls were not Dr. Frankenstein. Though an inordinate amount of test tubes, Bunsen 

burners, and chemical compounds were found in their greenhouse, there is no evidence that they were 

evil geniuses. The shrub they’d been developing turned out to be nothing more than the common Rose 

of Sharon. 

  

 

14 Recorded testimony taken by Brookhaven researchers from random Tungsten citizens: “Matter of 

fact, my wife did look like death warmed over—and then I realized that that’s what she actually was!” 

  

“Honey, listen up. Never love a zombie. They will forget every good thing you ever done did for them.” 

“Amen to that.” 

  

 

15 A zombie can scream just as loud as a real person. They do not have to sound like Sylvester Stallone. 

We were gratified to have this fact confirmed. 

  

 

16 No pun intended. 

  

 

17 Diet was preferable, given the relative flimsiness of the chairs. 

  



 

18 An emotional, intellectual, and near-physical altercation took place when one of the researchers 

mistakenly called Tungsten Long Island’s second oldest Negro community. Why use the word “Negro?” 

Why lie about the village’s status? The first known retired Union soldier came back to spend his twilight 

years in Tungsten. He wore a jacket decorated with medals. He lived to be 130 years old, and was a 

candidate for the Guinness World Records, right behind that sucker from Wyandanch who lived to be 

131. 

  

 

19 Up until 2004 and the next gas war, it was still $4.99 and all-you-can-drink Virgin Bloody Marys. 

  

 

20 And that included all former schoolchildren in Tungsten and Pomegranate Townships. 

  

 

21 Again, we hesitate to use such misnomers. The people you saw after the Transformation were the 

same ones you saw before. You learned to focus on their faces, try to remember who they were and 

what they owed you or how they hurt you or how much you cared for them in life—and you tried to 

make that memory stick. 

  

 

22 What zombie story would be complete without an old, unkempt graveyard? Contrary to popular 

belief, the dead never rise from their graves, that is, if you don’t count Jesus and a few others from the 

Good Book. From 1992 through 2012, when Regulatory Efforts were finally achieved, the cemeteries in 

Tungsten remained relatively quiet places. 

  

 

23 Further investigation into Ferris’ genealogy led us to uncover certain strange coincidences. Ferris’ 

great grandfather had had his name changed in 1908 from Louis de Ferre to Lewis Ferris, just months 

after arriving in the United States from Haiti. Louis de Ferre was a Christian man, observing mass at least 

five times a week his entire life. There is no evidence that he ever practiced voodoo. When asked, the 



Haitian community members of Tungsten—all three of them—became incensed at the idea that this 

stereotype had followed them through to this current tragedy. Brookhaven Labs has yet to offer an 

official apology. 

  

 

24 Certain forms of reanimation remain to this day impossible to explain. How had Witherspoon “come 

back” after the Brookhaven Lab people made sure he was quite “down?” It was speculated that the 

emotion of revenge and its physiological aftermath had long been underestimated. But if that were the 

case, we would never see ANYONE pass away, from here until eternity; grudges being a staple of all life 

as we know it. 

  

 

25 Indeed—we have always hated those slave-to-freedom names: Sojourner, Equiano, Box, Booker, 

Aesop. What the hell? Why has that history of strange names persisted into our present? Who will take 

us seriously with a name like Hercules or Mingo? If you question this, go ask Mingo Calhoun or Hercules 

Simpson, of Booth Street and Feather Lane, respectively. 

  

 

26 As a point of fact, Quaysan Fields had wanted to name his first baby D’I’Ondre until his mother 

Georgia disabused him of that silliness. Before she Passed she insisted on the name Charlton. 

  

 

27 We all of us specialize in camouflaged insides. 

  

 

28 When pressed, the Interpol man said: Are you that clueless? This has never just been a Tungsten 

thing. 

 


