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Gray Walkers

a short story of the geriatric apocalypse


"Alzheimer's disease (AD), is a chronic neurodegenerative disease that usually starts slowly and gets worse over time. The most common early symptom is difficulty in remembering recent events. As the disease advances, symptoms can include: problems with language, disorientation, mood swings, loss of motivation, not managing self care, and behavioral issues including violence.

“As a person's condition declines, she or he often withdraws from family and society. Gradually, bodily functions are lost, ultimately leading to death."


BILLY LOOKED UP FROM his tablet to stare across the room at Phyllis Cope, his paternal grandmother. He couldn’t picture life without the steel haired old woman but that’s what the wiki entry said would be the eventual result of her Alzheimer’s disease.

Dad had brought Phyllis to live with them five years ago when Billy had turned 12. In the beginning she had been forgetful and occasionally called the boy David, his father’s name but Billy had just assumed that it was a side effect of being old.

As the years crawled on and Phyllis became more confused and withdrawn, Billy learned the name for her disease. Now he, like his father, was marking time until the old woman either died or became too much of a burden for the two men to handle. Since Billy’s mother had died when he was a toddler David and Billy Cope had been alone in the world. As a single father, David had taken to ruling the house in a regimental manner; no breach of discipline was permitted for the young Billy. The sudden arrival of David’s mother had shown that the man was capable of compassion, something Billy had never seen.

More often than not, Billy was assigned nurse detail. He would keep an eye on the old woman and fetch whatever she needed to be comfortable. It wasn’t a hard job but it did cut into his social life. Billy would spend most of his time at home reading and gaming on his tablet while occasionally checking on his grandmother who was usually staring blankly, mumbling about some past event as if it were happing in the here and now, or sleeping like she was right now.

Billy did a double take. She was sleeping, wasn’t she? 

“Gran,” Billy said in a quiet voice.

“Grandma,” he said loudly when the old woman didn’t respond at all. 

He realized that he had not heard a sound from Phyllis in quite some time. He wasn’t even sure she was breathing.

“Dad!”

David Cope rushed down the stairs from his home office, impelled by the raw sound of fear in his son’s voice. He skidded into the room and looked around wildly for the source of danger.

“Dad, I think Gran may have died,” Billy said in a near whisper.

“Mom,” David said while leaning over to peer closer at his mother.

The old woman did not respond and David moved slowly forward. His movements were labored as if moving through thick syrup. He had both feared and prayed for this moment for the last several years as his mother’s health deteriorated, but now that it might be real he was afraid to face it.

Less than a foot away, he reached out a shaking hand to jostle his mother. The old woman’s eyes flew open. They were jaundiced and bloodshot and rolled spastically before focusing on her son. 

“You’re stealing my memories,” she shrieked.

David tried to recoil from her vehemence but before he could move, Phyllis’ hand struck like a snake and gripped David’s extended arm in a vice-like grip. Her nails drove into the flesh of his forearm drawing blood which rushed over her hand. 

“Memories,” she screamed again and bit his hand. Her teeth tore into the skin between David’s thumb and forefinger coating her mouth with her son’s blood.

“God damn it,” David screamed and wrenched his arm free of the raving woman who was his mother.

He could feel the skin rip. Phyllis’ nails tore long furrows the length of his arm as he pulled back. Without thought he raised his other hand to strike the source of his pain but stopped, hand raised, when he saw that his mother had dropped back into her torpor.

“What the hell,” he shouted, voice shaking in reaction.

“Dad are you ok? Oh my God, you need to get to a doctor.”

David looked at his son as if he had turned into a bizarre insect then glanced down at his arm. Five ragged punctures ringed the forearm just below the elbow and oozing furrows led from there down the length almost to his hand. His hand bore matching crescent wounds on both the palm and upper surface. He could see the shape of each tooth where it had broken the skin.

“What? No. It’s nothing Billy. I’ll put some peroxide on it.”

He turned away, cradling his arm and began to walk back to the stairs. Stopping at the first step he whirled, his eyes blazing, and pointed at his sleeping mother. The quiet confusion of a moment before departed his voice and was replaced instead by shaking rage.

“That is it. Billy you can see, she’s a danger and it’s time to call the home and get her some help. We can’t live like this anymore. Tomorrow morning I’m calling them.”

Billy stood silent, gaping at his father’s anger. He knew better than to say anything that might be construed as contradictory. He nodded his understanding and returned to his chair to keep a much more wary eye on the woman who had once led him on Easter egg hunts and given him shiny dollar coins every Christmas.

An hour after the attack, David returned to the living room with his hand and arm heavily bandaged and his temper subdued. Together, Billy and he took the now quiescent Phyllis to her bedroom and placed her in her hospital style bed for the night. Billy retreated to his room to read but in a matter of minutes the page began to blur and he was unconscious.

Sunlight brought consciousness back to Billy and he yawned until his jaw cracked. Sitting up, he placed his now dead tablet on its charging cradle and squinted at the clock. Noon? How had he escaped being rousted from bed? His father was fanatical that the household should be up and moving once the sun showed on the horizon. Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth Billy staggered to his on-suite bathroom to shower and brushed his teeth. Dried, Billy sat on the edge of his bed pulling on socks still surprised at the silence in the house. Had his father snuck out early with Gran to take her to the nursing home? That didn’t make sense. For all his faults, David had always included Billy in every step of the process. He had told the boy that he should be involved in all decisions related to family because he had to learn how to handle adult situations for himself someday.

Billy crossed the corridor to his grandmother’s room; it was empty. He turned and jogged down the stairs. There was the old woman in her oversized recliner as always, apparently asleep. Where was his father?

“Dad,” he called. No response.

Opening the front door he could see that his father’s Cadillac was still in the driveway but the man himself was nowhere to be seen. The only activity outside was an old man slowly walking along the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street.

Shutting the door he stood indecisive for several moments then jogged back upstairs. 

“Dad,” he said, rapping lightly on the door to his father’s bedroom.

No response. Billy began to worry. Had his father become sick from the scratches and bite last night? He reached for the doorknob but froze. This was the forbidden zone. He had not been allowed to enter his father’s bedroom ever. It was his private domain and the last time Billy had attempted to enter he was seven years old and the beating he received had made it hard to sit for a week. Still, if his dad was ill and he didn’t check on him, Billy would be in even more trouble. Licking his lips, Billy returned his hand to the doorknob and slowly turned it, knocking on the door the entire time.

“Dad, it’s me. Are you OK?”

The door creaked as it opened to reveal the forbidden kingdom. His father’s room was very similar to Billy’s, only slightly larger. The room had a feminine feel with frilly curtains and flower prints but it was faded and threadbare. David had not changed the décor since his wife had succumbed to her cancer 15 years earlier. Billy could see his father’s outline curled under the comforter. On the nightstand stood a large framed picture of Billy’s mother watching over his sleeping form like a guardian angel. Billy felt his throat grow tight and moisture filled his eyes as he gazed at the scene. His dad clearly had never stopped pining for his dead wife. Maybe he wasn’t just the hard ass that Billy had always assumed him to be.

“Dad,” Billy took a hesitant step into the room.

His father still did not stir; worry impelled Billy to approach the bed. 

“Dad, it’s noon. You need to get up; Gran somehow got downstairs on her own.”

Billy reached the bed and gently shook his father’s shoulder. Still the man did not respond. Every horrible possibility flitted through Billy’s mind. What if his father was deathly ill? What if he had died? He was only 17, how could he deal with Gran and the house? What would happen to him?

He reached out and pulled covers back from over his father’s head. He was not greeted by angry reproach or the dark brown hair and stubble that his father had displayed last night. The man in the bed was clearly his father but his hair was now a sickly yellow-grey. His skin was slack and lines and spots covered his face and neck. Sunlight touched the sleeping man’s face and his eyes snapped open; they were the same jaundiced eyes shot with blood that his grandmother had evidenced last night. 

“You’re stealing my memories,” he screamed and reached for Billy.

Billy let loose a scream of his own and backpedaled into the wall. David Cope looked as if he had aged 60 years overnight as he struggled from the bed. 

“Dad, it’s me, Billy,” he said. “What happened to you?”

David finally got his feet on the floor and stood. He was hunched and withered, more a cadaver than the virile man he had been last night. His skin was an unhealthy grey and wrinkled like a man three times his actual age. Liver spots covered his hands and his fingers were tipped with blackened ragged nails. David’s pajamas hung loosely from his withered body and a line of drool descended from his rubbery lips to stain the nightshirt. 

“Stealing my memories,” he repeated and took a step toward Billy.

Billy was saved by his father’s withered form. The pants that had fit correctly the night before fell as he attempted to move. The cloth pooled
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