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Chapter One 

Dead, But Not Gone
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“WATCH THIS!”

The high-pitched voice laden with optimism denotes a youthful innocence. The words were tinged with a playfulness that time and circumstances hadn’t diminished. Laughter, then a growling sound filled my ears. 

“No, Tracy! Don’t. They’re dangerous!” 

“It’s on a leash,” came the lilting reply.

The blood-curdling scream from Tracy’s cousin along with the anguished cries coming from Tracy let me know that she was a goner. Tracy was being devoured by the subhuman on the TV. I open my eyes, not because I want to watch the scene unfold. I’d seen this particular episode dozens of times. 

I glance across the room. Bianca’s gaze is riveted on our tiny television. Her hands are clutched at her side, as though she has no idea what will happen next. But I know.

Tracy turns, and then eats her cousin, Joey. 

I’m well-versed in zombies and how they operate. Not because I like that brand of horror. I don’t like any horror. Give me Jane Austen any day of the week. I know all about this specific subgenre because Bianca’s world consists of a few interests, and zombies are at the top of that list. 

I turn away from the TV. At one time I’d been adverse to blood and gore, but I’ve grown desensitized to it. Maybe it’s from all the zombie shows, movies, and graphic novels I’ve been exposed to over the past five years. 

Despite having an affinity for the zombie world, Bianca has an innocence that belies her twenty-one years. Actually, I’m a year younger, but sometimes the eighteen months separating our birth feel like an enormous chasm. One that propels me into the position of caretaker, champion, and confidant.

Glancing again across the room,  I make sure Bianca’s attention is still fixated on the TV. I put a cigarette between my lips, light the end and inhale, resisting the urge to cough. It isn’t something I do often. I blow smoke through the crack in the window and frown at my neighbors.

Although that’s probably too nice a term for the people who linger on the concrete below. 

“Smoking’s bad for you. The Surgeon General warns that smoking causes head and neck cancers for smokers, and fatal lung disease in nonsmokers.”

“Thanks for telling me, again, Bianca, but I already know.”

“Then why do you smoke, Deanna?”

“I don’t. I only do it sometimes.”

“Mom smokes,” she observes quietly as she stares at the TV.

Bianca gasps as Leroy Lennon, the badass hero of Dead, But Not Gone, shoots Tracy and Joey’s zombie forms. The camera pans to the kill shot, right in the forehead of each of them, before zeroing in on Leroy’s face, a look of remorse and grit written on it.

I turn away from the Hollywood drama and back to my reality. Back to the group of people passing back and forth on the sidewalk in front of our building. Why did Bianca need to watch zombies on TV, in movies, and flip through colorful graphic novels? All she really had to do was turn her eyes to our own neighborhood. 

The zombie apocalypse was here and it was real. The proof is down below. The tweakers twitch and move their bodies in a stilted rhythm not unlike the Hollywood zombies on the TV. 

It would be easy to discard the scene as me living in a bad neighborhood, but I’ve witnessed it in other parts of our city. The real life zombies indeed appear to be taking over. I bring the cigarette to my lips as I think about the first time I’d made this connection. The irony of my sister’s obsession with this brand of horror and the real life sadness I see playing out before me. 

It had been an extraordinary sunny Sunday, the sky was a shade of cerulean, the sun was warm on my face, and I felt a light easiness I hadn’t experienced in months. As I cruised down a side street, a woman clad in a tattered cream sheath dress darted out in front of me. I slammed on my brakes and slowly, clumsily, my fingers found the power window controls. How stupid I’d been to keep them down in the first place.

The woman looked at me, all sunken cheeks and hollowed eyes, an angry expression on her face. She jerked her hand toward me and shouted a string of curse words. I took one hand from the steering wheel and splayed it toward her. Beckoning her to cross or do whatever it was she was trying to accomplish, so I could move on about my day. She continued to scream obscenities and shakily swayed back to the sidewalk, her bare, dirty feet sliding across the pavement. 

A chorus of gunfire on the TV pulls my attention back to the present. I spare a glance at the back of Bianca’s head. She's still utterly absorbed in the dystopian TV drama. My attention instead is stuck on the dystopian reality I’m living in broad daylight. I look at the people milling around on the street again.

My gaze zeroes in on one person in particular. The too thin woman who barely weighs one hundred pounds, and the way she’s wiping her mouth and shifting her shoulders. Trying and failing to straighten her top. She’s just come from an alley with the man beside her. He hands her a small packet and she jerkily walks away. I watch her, and I’ll keep my gaze locked on her until she disappears out of my line of vision. 

As she shakily strolls, I take in her matted, greasy hair, the exact shade of copper as my own. I take in the disheveled clothes and underweight frame.  I don’t know where she’s going. 

All I know is my mom no longer lives here. She’s gone, but not dead. Alive, but not really living. 

A squad car rolls up on the scene and my gut tightens. I hold my breath as I wait and watch the officers get out of their patrol vehicle. From their forms, even at my height of five stories off the ground I can tell one officer is female and the other is a man. 

The familiar slow, swaggering gate of the male officer makes me expel my breath. 

Keith.

He walks up to my mom and I wish I were close enough to hear the conversation. Close enough to see her face, to try to decipher her expression. Does she realize who he is? What is she telling him? Lies, I’m sure of it. And I know he doesn’t buy it. But will he keep turning a blind eye? 

He nods as his partner addresses another person standing near my mom. Keith turns and ever so subtly looks at my building, as though he knows I’m here, watching. 

“Why do you watch the window? Why don’t you just watch TV, Deanna?” 

Bianca’s question pulls me from what I’m doing. I glance at her and she’s paused the episode of Dead, But Not Gone. I don’t want her coming over here. Bianca doesn’t know the full extent of our mother’s addiction and I don’t want her to know. 

“Sure. I can watch some Dead, But Not Gone,” I say with fabricated cheer. 

I plop down next to her on the couch. On the TV, we watch Leroy struggle with his humanity, a recurring theme of the show. He gives a speech about how different their world is now. How he and his group have to do uncomfortable things in order to survive in this new world. I resist the urge to mouth the soliloquy along with him. Our worlds aren't so far apart, Leroy's and my own.

A knock at the door makes me jump. I get up and check the peephole. My heartbeat accelerates for a totally different reason now. 

“I’ll be right out here in the hall, Bianca.”

“Okay,” she says, her gaze fixated on the TV.

“Baby.”

I throw my arms around his neck and he kisses me. “What...what happened with my mom?” 

Keith’s eyebrows knit together and he draws slow small circles on my back. “We talked.” 

I’m both relieved and frustrated. Another arrest isn’t what I for her, but I also wonder if she does go back to rehab, if it would stick. If things would be different this time. 

“Thank you, but also, I don’t want you jeopardizing your job for my mom’s sake. She has to take responsibility for her actions at some point.”

Sure, I talked a good game. But when it came down to it, I didn’t want to see my mom get
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