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        During a zombie apocalypse, Madgilyn waits with her dying Grannie who refuses to leave for the hills. Madgilyn is prepared to do what’s necessary after Grannie dies; she’s ready with the axe. But what happens when Grannies dies, comes back and wants.... tea? Grannie is still Grannie, isn’t she? Now what’s a good granddaughter to do?
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      The day Grannie died, Madgilyn knew she had to do something. It had been coming on for a while now, Grannie’s death, despite Madgilyn’s best efforts. The old woman was just too frail and unable to make the journey to the hills.

      “I wanna die in my own bed, in my own house,” she’d insisted. Samuel, Ben and Roger had all been for loading her into the station wagon, no matter her protestations but Madgilyn put a stop to that idea at once.

      “She deserves her own bed,” Madgilyn insisted. “She raised us all those years and she deserves to choose her own place of rest.

      “Madgie, we can’t wait around,” Ben had said. “We have to go. The whole city’s being evacuated.”

      “She’ll feel differently when we get out of here,” Samuel said.

      Roger, always the quiet one, hadn’t said anything but his frown spoke well enough.

      “You all go. Take the rest of the family. I’ll come along when it’s finished,” Madgilyn said.

      “We can’t just leave you,” Samuel said although Roger had already started inching toward the door.

      “You can and you are.” Madgilyn grabbed his beefy arm. “I’m twenty-six and not a baby, Samuel. Time you get that through your skull and go.” She spun him around and pushed him at the front door.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” she called as the old station wagon backed out of the driveway. Now her brothers all wore the same hangdog look before the station wagon passed the house. She stood on the porch and watched until it reached the distant corner and stopped at the stop sign. The right turn signal came on and the wagon made a careful right hand turn. That was Ben driving, always one for safety, even during the end of the world.

      Madgilyn retreated into the house, making sure to lock the deadbolt and nail the wood slats across the window on the upper half of the door. It looked quite unsightly on the lovely oak door but Grannie’s white lace curtains blurred the slates enough that Madgilyn could almost tell herself they weren’t there.

      Almost.

      Grannie preferred the small bedroom at the back of the house, overlooking the backyard and her prize garden. After Granpaw died ten years earlier, she’d moved to the back room, leaving the main bedroom in almost shrine-like condition. At first Madgilyn had thought it was from grief and respect of her husband’s memory until one day, over ginger tea spiked with whiskey Grannie confessed that she just couldn’t be bothered to deal with the mess.

      “That’s too much like looking back,” Grannie said, sipping her spiked tea. A grimace crossed her wrinkled face and she reached for the silver flask. Another dollop and taste brought a smile to her thin lips.

      “Always move forward, Madgilyn. The good Lord gave you eyes in the front of your head to look forward, don’t waste ‘em turning your head to look back.”

      Reaching the small back bedroom, Madgilyn paused in the doorway. Grannie lay on the bed, the sheets tucked up to her chin. The pillbox blue bed skirt hung crooked near the corner. Madgilyn hurried over to straighten it. Grannie hated things out of sorts.

      Standing, Madgilyn brushed her hand across Grannie’s forehead, felt the cool, dryness of her skin like the thin paper used in Japanese origami. Grannie’s chestnut brown hair, normally so coiffed and styled, lay in wisps across her face and on the pillow. Madgilyn ached to brush it, wrap it in curlers the way Grannie had always done for her when she was a young girl. But Grannie didn’t need a new hairstyle today. She’d never need a new hairstyle again.

      How long ago had her brothers driven away? Leading the family on a pilgrimage to the hills, they looked for all the world like they were heading off to Disney World but there’d be no returning from this trip. The stories flashing across the television and the Internet, frantic and horrified during the first panicked days had dwindled to nothing. The world, so connected and wide, had shrunk to this small house and the high fenced backyard.

      The days bled into each other after the first week. At first she found it bearable. She rode her bike into town and packed up needed items in her knapsack for the trip back. On the third day she noticed a dog in the distance and instead of coming to her, it had slunk away. Later she’d heard growling in the shadows beside the convenience store. Her tires had still been wobbling as she started pedaling the bike when three dogs leapt out to give chase.

      Even as she picked up speed, the savage howls of the dogs followed. She risked one glance back. Three thin, straggly-looking mutts raced behind. White froth foamed from their mouths. Sores erupted from their wasted bodies. Infected! The word hammered in her brain. She turned front and pumped at the pedals.

      The howls took on a plaintiff tone. Madgilyn pedaled harder. The knapsack bumped on her back. Her fingers cramped on the handle bars. Sweat dripped down her face forcing her to shake her head to stop it from getting into her eyes. The bike wavered. Behind her, the howls picked up. She bent over the handle bars, forcing her legs to go faster, faster. Her thigh muscles burned, her calves ached. Banking around the corner, she spotted the house on the left. Would she reach it ahead of the dogs? She had to get to the backyard before they set upon her.

      She sucked air into her burning lungs and forced herself to go faster. The bike flew up the driveway, spraying gravel behind her. The back tire fishtailed, swinging wide before she got it under control. She shot through the open gate into the backyard. Even before the bike stopped, Madgilyn jumped off it, letting the bike crash forward into the backyard. She ran back to the gate and slammed it shut.

      Moments later the dogs hit the gate. She felt it shudder under her hands with the impact of their bodies. Frenzied howls filled the air. How long would they stay around? Would they draw anyone, anything, else? She didn’t want to stay and find out.

      She retreated into the backyard and grabbed the bike to drag it up into the enclosed back porch. Even through the door, the howls raged on, muffled but persistent. Madgilyn closed all the blinds along the enclosed porch. Maybe if the dogs couldn’t see her they’d leave. She dragged the knapsack into the house and shut the door, dead bolting it against the howls.

      Her hands shook as she dug through the knapsack, hunting for the one precious treasured she’d found this trip. There, almost at the bottom. She grabbed the box. Chamomile tea, Grannie’s favorite.

      She set the kettle to boil, wondering again when the power would fail for good. Brown outs came often now, lasting longer each time. Just one more cup of tea, she thought. Just for Grannie. One more cup of tea.

      As usual for the last five days, she pulled out the good china, placing a delicate, rose decorated tea cup and saucer on the lace doily on top of the silver tray. Next a plate of Grannie’s favorite shortbread cookies. Grannie never ate them now, hardly drank the tea either, but it was the ritual that comforted Madgilyn. This was something she and Grannie had always shared, for the girls, as Grannie always said. Madgilyn wiped at the tears that filled her eyes. Getting maudlin wasn’t going to help. Grannie hated a crybaby.

      She added her own cup to the tray although she hated chamomile tea. In the old days, she would have ginger tea while Grannie had chamomile but there wasn’t any ginger tea left. Not here or in the store. But she still had to keep Grannie company.

      The kettle whistled. Madgilyn unplugged it and poured the water into the tea pot, adding several bags of tea to steep. Balancing the tray, she carried it out of the kitchen and up the stairs to the back bedroom.

      She set the tray on the small table at the foot of the bed then crossed to the window to open the blinds. Weak sunlight cast hazy shadows on the beige carpet. To the right of the window, Grannie lay on the small bed, her thin head almost swallow by the overstuffed pillow. At the sound of the blinds scraping open, her eyelids fluttered and opened. Pupils dilated as she focused on Madgilyn.

      “Madgie…” Her voice normally bold and commanding came out a bare whisper. The fingers of her right hand jerked.

      Madgilyn moved to her side and took her hand. The fingers felt as thin as popsicle sticks and Madgilyn remembered how Grannie would snap them in two in her hands, parcelling the pieces out evenly to the four grasps kids. If one piece snapped bigger than another, Grannie would remember who got the smaller piece and reward them with the larger piece the next time. How she always remembered who deserved it each time, Madgilyn couldn’t begin to guess, but she was always right, always fair.

      Now these fingers hung limp in her hand.

      “Time for tea, Grannie,” Madgilyn said.

      A smile tugged at the corners of Grannie’s mouth. “Chamomile?”

      “Yes, Grannie. Your favorite. And I’ve got shortbread cookies.”

      Grannie’s eyes closed but the shadow smile remained on her lips.

      “You’re a good girl, Madgie.”

      Sucking in a slow breath to stop the tears from forming again, Madgilyn released Grannie’s hand to tend to the tea. A few moments spent checking the temperature, pouring, adding condensed milk and sugar to Grannie’s cup steadied Madgilyn. She set Grannie’s cup on the night stand near the old woman’s head. From there, the faint aroma of the tea wafted over the bed. Grannie’s smile widened as she took a deeper breath, her thin chest puffing up and then sinking down.

      “Let’s sit you up,” Madgilyn said. “Then you can drink your tea.” She slid her hands under Grannie’s shoulders, preparing to lift her.

      “Not yet, child. Let me rest a bit. Just sit with me.”

      Madgilyn released Grannie. She pulled a chair over and sat. Her own cup balanced on her knee as she nibbled one of the shortbreads. She watched Grannie’s chest rise and fall, rise and fall. Each successive rise seemed slower, each fall pressed deeper into her chest as if her body was caving in on itself. Madgilyn nibbled on the shortbread then found herself nibbling on her fingers. Grannie would scold her if she saw that. Madgilyn put her hands around her tea cup. Tea sloshed onto the saucer.

      Why was she holding this cup when she didn’t even like this kind of tea? Madgilyn set the cup and saucer on the night stand beside Grannie’s cup. She thought about another shortbread cookie but she wasn’t really hungry. She just wanted something to do with her hands. She folded them in her lap and held them still.

      Just like in church on Sundays, she felt like fidgeting, afraid of catching Grannie’s sharp gaze, afraid of being scolded. Her brothers, bolder and not as intimidated by Grannie, always cavorted and whispered to each other until a swat on the back of the head or a burning glare shut them up.

      But there’d be no glare now, no tsking to remind her to behave. And why should she feel like she had to behave? This was Grannie’s room and it was tea time, not church.

      “Do you want some tea, Grannie?” she said.

      Grannie’s slow breath was the only response. Even as Madgilyn watched, the rising and falling of Grannie’s chest slowed farther, became shallower. But it was tea time, Madgilyn thought, can’t she have one more cup of tea?

      Grannie took one more breath in. Madgilyn waited for the exhale, the concave of her chest as it fell inward. Nothing. Stillness. Madgilyn felt her heart pounding at her temples, her eye sight dimming. She was holding her own breath. She released it with a whoosh but still Grannie held on. Grannie still held her breath.

      “Grannie, your tea is getting cold.”

      No response. Grannie’s chest stayed still.

      Madgilyn took her hand, felt the cool skin getting cooler by the second. Gone, Grannie was gone.

      But she wouldn’t stay gone for long.

      Time to take care of it, Madgilyn knew. Her brothers had left her everything she needed to deal with it. A large plastic tarp to cover the floor, the sharpened axe by the back door. They’d even dug the hole in the backyard next to Grannie’s prize roses. Grannie would enjoy that. If she couldn’t rest next to her husband being next to her garden would make her happy. Would have made her happy. If she could be happy about anything in death.

      Madgilyn didn’t want to release Grannie’s hand, wanted to sit there for a while and just allow the knowledge to sink in, maybe allow herself to grieve but there wasn’t time for that. Any moment Grannie would move again and it wouldn’t be waking from sleep then.
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