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Amanda walked quietly onto the main avenue in town and side stepped the pockmarked 

purple corpse lying in the road. The belly was swollen with gas and a film had developed over 

the skin that gave the old man a slippery look. Flies alighted and skittered over his face, 

negotiating his nares and tongue bulging from his mouth. 

Dylan sat quietly in the duffle bag at her side, drawing from the bottle of formula. In 

hindsight the nipple rings had been a bad idea. If she hadn’t gotten them during her dancing days 

she would have been able to still feed her baby without scrounging for formula every time she 

found a warehouse store or supermarket. Potable water had been difficult to find too but when 

she did find water she boiled it to make sure it was safe to drink. 

The town seemed abandoned, the only remaining residents in stiff lumps on the ground or 

sitting in cars just as they had been when they succumbed to infection. Many of the blinds in 

homes were drawn tightly concealing the dead inside, while hastily dug graves in back yards 

betrayed occupants hidden beneath the soil. Window views not obstructed by blinds revealed 

dead people in easy chairs, couches, or on floors. The occasional bedroom on a first floor found 

bed sheets pulled high over faces with partners lying beside unhidden in the stagnant air of an 

unventilated bedroom. 

She stood for some time considering a man sitting inside a luxury sedan, his lips still 

tightly wrapped around the handgun in his mouth. The rest of his head was sprayed about the cab 

of the car and an exit hole lent to the suggestion that the bullet had enough power not only to 



pass through his skull but also the roof of the car. He didn’t seem to have been sick though, as 

the ulcers hadn’t developed on his skin yet. Maybe he had started the subtler symptoms, or 

maybe his family had died. Maybe he just decided to opt out... 

The doors were locked but she managed to shatter the window with a solid swing from 

her bat. Dylan had been placed on the ground to protect him from flying glass but there was little 

of that to be concerned about. The smell hit her first, and she felt her breakfast of sardines creep 

back up into her mouth. The partially mummified corpse accepted the glass shower as easily as 

the bullet that had passed through it weeks before. She did find it difficult to pry the piece out of 

his hand, a task made all the more difficult by smell of rotting flesh. 

She held the firearm by the action, the only part not smattered with the greasy handprints, 

dried blood or mucosal remnants of the man’s face. She recognized it as a forty-five, a common 

weapon the men who came and went from the strip clubs carried. Releasing the magazine, it slid 

out of the grip and landed on the ground at her feet. Knowing another round still sat in the 

chamber she pulled the action back and ejected it, letting the bullet clink onto the ground rolling 

to a stop against the car’s front tire. The magazine was fully loaded and she retrieved the stray 

bullet from the ground and pushed it back into the top slot on the magazine. 

With most cleaning supplies exhausted from department and drug stores she considered 

how to clean the weapon. She was fortunate enough to find a salve in the drugstore to help with 

Dylan’s diaper rash, so her visit wasn’t a total loss. A diner on the main drag offered a slop sink 

and brush to clean the gun before she replaced the magazine. She had no formal training in the 

use of handguns and only had the knowledge she did because she had paid attention, an act 



frowned upon in those circles and might have put her on the business end of another weapon. 

Paying attention meant witnesses, and witnesses were bad. 

The diner didn’t offer any food, the contents of the freezer gone over in weeks without 

power. She did manage to procure a slightly wounded box of croutons from the cupboards of the 

local fire station. The attached town hall provided a bottle of bourbon from the bottom drawer of 

the mayor’s desk. 

She decided to make this town her stopping point for the day. A belly full of croutons, she 

slid the bottle of bourbon into the duffle along with Dylan and held firmly onto the forty-five. 

Using the map on the wall of the fire station she found her way toward a nearby residential area 

and began searching for a vacant house to hold up in. 

Windows with drawn blinds she avoided entirely, in addition to any with visible corpses. 

Previously attended lawns were now overgrown with weeds and dandelions. Garbage from 

ransacked bags or bins taken by the wind left carelessly about heralded the end of human 

intervention. She came across a house that seemed entirely empty, a For Sale sign collapsed on 

the lawn. Checking the windows she found the house to be void of furniture and more 

importantly corpses. All doors on the outside were locked but by popping a screen on the back of 

the house she was able to gain access to the window. It wouldn’t open upward but whoever had 

cleaned the windows previously had neglected to secure the top and it slid down with ease. She 

was in the house. 

It wasn’t much warmer in the house than it was outside but there was the absence of wind 

and that made her feel better. It lacked furniture and other amenities such as running water but 

there was a fire place in the living room that could be used to cook food if there was any to find. 



The back yard was enclosed by a tall stockade fence, and she was pleased to find tall grass 

without the mounds of graves burying the recently deceased. Other yards were cordoned off in 

the grid, roofs poking out accented by flagpoles, gazebos, swing sets, and other relics heralding a 

society that had been almost completely extinguished. She stared at the top of the swing set a few 

yards over. The rusted candy-striped frame wobbling back and forth with its chains swinging 

behind the fence. She wished the Dylan could have grown up with a swing set. 

Her heart leapt into her throat and she reached for the gun resting on the countertop in the 

kitchen. Securing Dylan in a bedroom, she slid open the back door and stepped out onto the tall 

grass in the yard. Grabbing the top of the stockade fence she hoisted herself up and stole a glance 

into the yard beyond. Sure enough, the swings were rocking back and forth. 

With a thump she landed in the tall grass beyond in the next yard and moved toward the 

fence separating her and the rocking swing set. It never occurred to her that she might be 

approaching danger, she felt safe with the gun in her hand. Peering through a gap in the fence 

boards Amanda scanned the yard beyond. A little voice beyond the fence was quietly singing. 

“Row, row, row, your boat 

Gently down the stream 

Merrily, merrily merrily…” 

The girl was swinging back and forth, kicking her little legs that stuck out like toothpicks 

from her fairy princess dress. The wings on her back were worn and dirty and the dress was 

soiled with dirt and grime. She sang in her quiet voice and looked at the ground which was worn, 

barren of grass from years of swing set use. Then the girl looked up sharply. She stopped 



swinging and looked around the yard. She looked frightened and then muttered, “OK”, before 

calling out: 

“Hello?” 

Amanda held her breath and tried to sink down further out of view, but the girl called 

again. 

“Lady? Where are you?” 

Amanda stood up and glanced over the top of the fence. Their eyes met and Amanda 

considered bolting away and getting back to Dylan. Then the girl smiled and waved to her. She 

was about six or seven years old and her front teeth were missing. She was dirty and looked as 

though she had been subsiding on mostly soft drinks and candy based on the stains on her dress 

and around her mouth. Her skin was fair and her hair would have been a dark blonde if it wasn’t 

covered in soil and matted. She stood up on her dirty feet and walked across the tall grass and 

picked a few dandelions and held them up to Amanda. 

“These are for you,” the little girl said. Amanda looked at the house and saw no 

movement. 

“Where are your mommy and daddy?” Amanda asked dropping over into the yard. The 

girl let her hand drop to her side, still clutching the dandelions. She bent her elbow and examined 

the dirt on her hands. 

“Mommy and Daddy went to live with God and Jesus,” the girl said matter-of-factly. 

Still not convinced, Amanda moved toward the house, finger on the trigger of her gun. 

She peered in the windows looking for movement inside. “Who takes care of you?”  



“Well Mommy and Daddy did until they went to see Grammy and Grampy and all the 

rest.” 

“You’re by yourself?” Amanda asked checking the sliding door. It opened with ease and 

had furniture. 

“Mostly yes, but Mommy and Daddy are with me. Grammy and Grampy too, and 

everyone else.” 

“I thought they were d… I though you said they went to live with God, sweetie. Are they 

still in the house?” 

“No not in the house,” the girl explained walking toward Amanda again offering the 

dandelions. “Mommy buried Daddy in the yard and then she got sick and went to sleep on the 

couch but never woke up.” 

“There are no other people with you?” Amanda asked. The girl thought for a moment. 

“No. No people.” 

Amanda sighed and tucked the forty-five into the back of her pants and knelt down in 

front of the girl. She looked hungry, Amanda’s heart immediately melting for her. 

“What’s your name sweetheart?” 

“Alice Johanson” she answered, struggling with the last name. She annunciated with Joe-

HANson. “Sometimes Mommy calls me Claire though.” 

Amanda smiled and took the dandelions from Alice. “My name is Amanda Gallow. Are 

you hungry Alice? Can I call you Alice, or do you like Claire?” 

“Alice!” she said smiling. She placed her finger nervously between her teeth. She looked 

around the yard and said, 



“We should pick these other dandelions ‘Manda,” Alice said smiling. She skipped 

through the grass and picked the tall weeds up by the roots holding hem in her little hands. 

Amanda grinned at little Alice’s happiness. It was probably the happiest she had been in ages. 

“OK Alice,” Amanda conceded.  

She watched her hop around the tall grass picking dandelions and clutching them close to 

her person. She counted them until she reached fifteen and then said “OK!” and turned toward 

the house, dropping the weeds on the patio and entering the house. 

“Alice? Where are you going?” Amanda asked following her inside. She watched the girl 

walk into the kitchenette, the top of her head barely visible over the top of the counter. The girl 

swung open a cupboard beside the sink and began to work a pot out from beneath the counter, 

making a terrific racket clanking pots together. 

“I gotta get somethin’!” Alice said dragging an aluminum pot out and passing Amanda as 

she walked back outside. 

“You want to cook something?” Amanda asked playing along. She was finding herself 

having fun at a six year old level. Still, her mind began to wander back to Dylan at the other 

house. 

“Yea, ‘Lizabef says we can cook the dandy-lion leaves and eat them.” The girl plopped 

down beside the pot and began to pull the leaves off the bottom of the stems and place them in 

the pot. 

“Oh does she?” Amanda asked going along with Alice’s notion of an imaginary friend. 

She didn’t want to ruin whatever sense of security the little girl had developed since her family 

had died. She worked feverishly to separate the stems from the leaves. Watching Alice from the 



kitchenette Amanda began searching through the cabinets of the house. She found a box of cereal 

and a few cans of tomato paste and then brought the items outside and placed them beside the 

pot. 

“We should get back to the other house,” Amanda said to Alice who was still fixated on 

her dandelion task. “I have my baby there, do you like babies?” 

Alice nodded and stood up wiping her hands on her fairy princess dress. She 

contemplated a thought unknown to Amanda and said simply, “I’ll need my dolly.” There was a 

sense of finality in her voice. 

“OK,” Amanda said touching the girls back. “Get whatever else you want and you can 

come stay at the other house with me.” Alice smiled and walked back to the house again, 

stopping suddenly at the open door as if prompted to and said “Thank you!” She disappeared 

inside to gather her things. 

Amanda looked at the pot of leaves and chuckled to herself. “Well Elizabeth, I don’t 

know about dandelion leaves but I think we can eat this cereal and do something with the tomato 

paste.” She began to gather the goods in her hands. 

Alice returned with her dolly tucked under her arm and a pink backpack pushing her 

wings flush against her back. It was vinyl with a smiling Tinkerbell. “That’s a nice backpack,” 

Amanda said flashing admiration at Alice. 

“Thank you,” she said. “’Lizabef says that we can cook the dandy-lion leaves with the 

tomato paste and it should be fine.” Amanda smiled back remarking to herself that she must have 

spoken too loudly when the girl went into the house. Alice picked up the pot and walked to the 



gate in the yard, pulled the latch open, letting the door swing wide and exited the yard with 

Amanda following closely behind. 

The streets were empty but Amanda felt better with the gun resting snuggly in the waist 

of her pants. Alice chatted happily, her blue eyes looking back at Amanda for approval every few 

moments. They rounded the block and found the house with the busted For Sale sign and went 

inside where they found Dylan napping peacefully. 

Already hanging low in the sky, the sun began to display its final brilliance over the tops 

of the fences and into the west windows of the house. Amanda found some sticks and bramble in 

the yard along with a small stack of wood to build a fire. She brought the items inside and placed 

them on the floor. Amanda stacked the fireplace with bramble and a few logs and then tried to 

light them with her Zippo. 

“Wait,” Alice said and crouched down beside Amanda. “Pull that chain on the left to open 

the flow or the house will fill with smoke.”  

“Good idea Alice,” Amanda said reaching inside the fireplace and tugging on the chain. 

Inside the chimney she heard the metal plate swing open and the sound of open air could be 

heard. She moved to light the fire again. 

“Wait,” Alice said again. 

“What is it Alice?” Amanda asked. 

“If you take those logs off the bramble the fire will light easier. It can’t get any air like 

that.” 

Amanda looked at Alice who seemed transfixed on the fireplace. She reached out and 

removed the bigger logs and placed them aside. 



“We should wait,” Alice warned. She stood up and retrieved her dolly. Placing it on her 

lap she found a comfortable spot in the corner. Amanda was unnerved now. 

“Why should we wait?” 

“Mommy says there are bad people near here and they might see the smoke coming out 

of the chimney. If we wait till it gets dark we can draw the shades and hide the flames. The 

smoke will be hidden in the dark. 

“What do you mean bad people? Alice, have you seen anyone around here?” Amanda 

asked feeling for the forty-five in her waist band. 

“No, but Mommy says they’re nearby and they’ve done bad things to women.” Amanda’s 

stomach lurched and she pulled the curtains, tempted to grab Dylan and run out of the house 

leaving the schizophrenic child behind. She stifled the urge; she was obviously a lonely little girl 

who wanted company desperately. 

“Sweetheart, I promise you we are fine in here. The doors are all locked and no one can 

see in the windows. No one knows we are here.” 

Alice’s bottom lip was protruding. She said, “Please wait till dark to light the fire.” The 

little girl’s face turned red and she looked as though she was about to cry. As inconvenient as this 

made their situation, Amanda sighed and gave in to Alice. 

“OK baby I will. I promise.” 

The sky became black with night and Amanda double checked the doors and windows, 

the forty-five clutched tightly in her hand. There was no sign of anyone outside, only the wind 



flowing over the top of the chimney. Amanda had taken a slug of bourbon to ward off the chill in 

the house. The fire would take better care of that once it was lit. 

“Can we light the fire now, Alice?” Amanda asked. Alice nodded and scooted over to the 

fireplace beside Amanda. 

“Mommy says the bad people are gone now,” Alice said. 

“Well that’s good,” Amanda said pleased that the girl had calmed down now. “I’m hungry 

how about you?” The girls face lightened and her missing two front teeth were betrayed. She 

reached for her pot of dandelion leaves and Amanda’s jug of water. 

“Woah there, kiddo!” Amanda said laughing taking the water from the child’s hands. 

“That’s drinking water and we don’t really have anything to cook. I guess we could just eat the 

tomato paste and the rest of these croutons.” 

Alice’s hands were wrapped around the pot and she looked dejectedly at Amanda. Not to 

be denied a fire, Amanda lit the bramble and a small flame crept up igniting the twigs and then 

the smaller sticks until a happy fire was kindled. The smoke flowed up the chimney into the cool 

night air. 

“But ‘Lizabef says we can boil the dandy-lions and add the tomato paste with the 

croutons. It will be something warm for our bellies.” 

Amanda turned around and looked at Alice crookedly. “Who is Elizabeth? Is she your 

special friend?” 

Alice shook her head and ran her tongue around the edge of her mouth and wiped her 

nose with the back of her hand. “No, she’s not my special friend,” Alice tried to explain, but 

seemed to have difficulty finding the words. 



“Well who is she?” Amanda asked popping the top on the first can of tomato paste. 

Alice looked at Amanda and then down at the ruffles of her fairy princess dress trying to 

flatten them out neatly. She took a deep breath and then stood up on her knees over the pot and 

proclaimed 

“She’s my Grammy’s Grammy!” 

Satisfied with her explanation Alice reached for the water jug and pulled the top off of it. 

Moving it closer to the aluminum pot she tried to pour in some water while Amanda processed 

the answer. She reached out and stopped Alice by holding both her hands in place, the water 

teetering ever so precariously on the brim of the water jug. 

“What do you mean she is your Grammy’s Grammy?” Amanda asked. 

“She is my Grammy’s Grandma. She went to live with God a long, long, long time ago 

but she takes care of me with Mommy and Daddy and Grammy and Grampy. And she says that 

we can heat the dandy-lions up with the tomato paste and the croutons too.” 

Amanda tried to be open minded about Alice’s state of mind. All the same she was 

intrigued with the child’s creativity. “Tell me more about Elizabeth,” Amanda encouraged. 

“Mommy’s Mommy is Grammy. Grammy’s Daddy is Lizbef’s son,” Alice explained very 

simply, feeling that her answer was all the explanation Amanda needed. “They talk to me. 

Mommy says it’s because I am Claire Voyant. That name means I can see and talk to people who 

have gone to live with God. I don’t know why they call me Claire because my name is Alice. It’s 

confusing sometimes having two names.” 

Alice had always seen them; the people in white who came to visit her. Mommy and 

Daddy would play with her during the day time, then read to her at night and put her to bed. She 



was scared of the dark though and Mommy would sit in the rocking chair beside her big-girl bed 

and wait until she fell asleep. She would wake up late in the night though, and be afraid in the 

darkness. Daddy’s Grammy would come to tell her stories, sitting in the same rocking chair 

Mommy would sit in. She came in all white and Alice thought she looked like a fairy princess. 

Her husband came all in white too, and he had a big rolling laugh. Her Mommy and Daddy had 

nice Grammy’s and Grampy’s who sat by her bedside at night and made sure she was safe, safe 

from the scary man who lived in the basement. He had red eyes and sharp teeth and made Alice 

cry when Mommy brought her down there with her. Mommy’s Grampy wore a soldier’s uniform 

and made sure the bad man stayed in the basement. He told her never to go down there and she 

listened. 

Daddy got sick first and Mommy had to take care of him. Then Alice got sick but not as 

sick as Daddy. Soon Mommy was sick too and she cried and cried when she brought Daddy out 

into the back yard all wrapped up in a white sheet. Alice was getting better now, lying in her big-

girl bed drinking a juice box. Daddy came to her in white now, just like the others, sitting at the 

foot of her bed. He blew her kisses and told her that soon Mommy was going to join him with 

Grammy and Grampy and all of God’s family. 

Alice wouldn’t be going yet though. Daddy said it was because she had gotten sick but 

was getting better. She would be immune, and would have to find other people who could take 

care of her. He said that he and Mommy would always be with her, but that he couldn’t hug her 

or give her kisses anymore. That made Alice sad. Mommy came back inside and her fever got 

worse. She took an aspirin and lay down on the couch. Then she went to be with Daddy. 



Lots of people were in the house after Mommy died. People she had never seen before 

but now were coming and going showing her where the food was and how to go outside and go 

potty when the water stopped. Some of them were Mommy’s or Daddy’s, some were big and fat 

and some were skinny. Some had long beards and others were bald. They told her to hide and 

stay quiet when the big army trucks came into their town. Elizabeth told her to hide in the trunk 

in Mommy and Daddy’s closet. 

“Don’t make a sound!” she said. Alice listened. She heard people shouting outside and 

then heavy boots clomping around in the house. The shouting continued until she heard the 

gunshots and then later the trucks drove away. 

Mommy wasn’t on the couch anymore. There was a big fire in the middle of town and it 

smelled badly. Mommy said that her body was at peace now. Little bits of her ashes had fallen on 

Daddy’s grave and she would be with him now in body and spirit. Someday nice flowers would 

grow there and Alice could see that Mommy and Daddy would always love each other because 

of the flowers. 

Daddy brought her to the edge of the big burning pile. He showed her a man in green and 

brown clothing and a bright blue helmet. Alice could read a little and knew the letters spelled 

“UN” but she’d never heard a word like Un. Daddy said that this man was a solider and had 

gotten sick so the other soldiers shot him with the other people in town. That was so other people 

wouldn’t get sick too. Daddy said that there were others in the country now and they were doing 

this to stop the sickness. He told her that if she ever saw men wearing the blue helmets to run 

away from them and hide or they would hurt her. They weren’t ‘Mericans like her; they were 



there to stop the spread of the big sickness and restore the Law and Order. Mommy had liked 

that show so Alice didn’t understand why that was a bad thing. 

Alice asked her Mommy why the Blue Helmets were in ‘Merica. Mommy said it was 

because sometimes grown-ups made deals with other grown-ups that they shouldn’t. Grampy 

had always called them the damn Demcats and Publicans. He said those grown-ups had sold 

them up the river and gave up their freedoms for greed. Alice didn’t remember going up any 

river, but she knew what greed was from Sunday School, and Jesus didn’t like greed. Worse than 

greed was lying. Moses had brought the ‘Mandments down from the mountain and smashed 

them on the ground because of a cow. Alice knew that God didn’t like lying because it was 

written in the ‘Mandments. Grampy said that the Demcats and Publicans had lied a lot and that 

their greed had made all the ‘Mericans suffer. They lied and then there was no money to take 

care of all the sick peoples. 

The people from “UN” had a plan though. Grampy said it was an ad-genda, and that it 

was the 21st ad-genda. The ad-genda made ‘Merica sell out to “UN” and our Con-sti-tu-shun 

wasn’t fit to wipe your a-s-s with now. The ad-genda was an agreement that took away all the 

‘Mericans rights when the big sickness came. People were made to live in big camps because 

they were sick and then the sickness escaped and made all the people outside the camp sick. That 

was when Mommy and Daddy died and went to live with God. 

It had been weeks and weeks and Alice had been alone. Then this morning Mommy and 

Daddy had come to her and told her that another mommy had come into town and if she was a 

good girl this mommy would take her away from the scary man in the basement and from the 

abandoned town. She had a little boy and Alice could help to take care of him. 



Without further prompting Alice remarked, “It’s probably time to put the rash cream on 

Dylan’s bum now.” Amanda hadn’t mentioned the rash to Alice. Amanda’s mouth hung open. 

Alice wasn’t crazy after all, maybe a little lonely for living company, but certainly not crazy. She 

was clairvoyant, and that was a special thing to be. 

Amanda smiled and poked Alice’s nose with her finger. “I think you’re right,” she said. 

“And we will make your…” quick tallying of generations spun around in Amanda’s head, “great-

great-grandma’s recipe the way she tells us sweetheart.” 

She applied the cream on Dylan and then moved to the fireplace to finish preparing their 

dinner. Alice tugged on Amanda’s arm. 

“Will you promise to take me with you?” she asked. Amanda knelt down and took Alice 

by the shoulders. 

“I have no idea where I’m going, but I promise you will come with me.” 

That made Alice’s Mommy and Daddy smile.


