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For 

Myself.

‘See the stars, they’re shining bright.

Everything’s alright tonight.’

-Martin Gore
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The Dandy saunters into the open back yard of the suburban house. No fence, just an open quarter acre corner lot north of Austin, Texas. The Dandy had heard about untouched houses north of the state capital and needed to take a gander for herself. 

If there was anything worth salvaging from the houses, it would be worth it. There are people still in need. Groups that could benefit greatly from a pantry worth of food. The Dandy had more than she needed already. She had no less than six safe houses scattered across Texas, all filled with enough supplies to last her a long while if things got too crazy. The dead had taken over the big cities. They were definite no-noes. It wasn’t so bad in the suburbs anymore, all those creatures migrating elsewhere. It’s not even a year since ‘Black Friday’, and already desolation everywhere. 

The outfit for the day is the teal crushed velvet suit, bright orange turtleneck, and a bluebird ascot. The dress shoes are faux leather with a blue metallic finish and custom floral engraving. The top hat is also crushed velvet. Teal, like her suit, with an orange ribbon wrapped around it. Her fingerless gloves are bright orange lace with ribbon wrapped up The Dandy’s forearm. Her long nails are painted teal, like her suit but with a clean sheen. A plume of lace explodes from the cuffs of her jacket, doilies sewn into the seam. 

Then, there was the cane.

It was one piece of iron with oak wrapped around the torso and halfway down to the base. The oak was sanded and polished to a high gloss finish. The handle parodied a war hammer, axe blade on one side with a dense spiked ball on the other. The blacksmith that created it made the mold cast especially for The Dandy. A price paid for an errand run. 

The axe blade was indeed sharp and could slice easily through the soft and degenerative skull of a zombie. The hammer head was a large, spiked ball set at the end of the handle grip. The blacksmith packed in as much liquid iron into the mold as possible, giving the head a large density. 

There are grooves at the canes base for better grip when swinging. This fucker can crush but that’s not all the features. The metal ferrule could be removed from the bottom exposing a small button. When pushed, it activates a mechanism in the cane that releases one of a dozen three-inch-long metal arrows from a small opening in the top of the cane. The tension was set so tight that the slender spikes can go through both living and dead skulls.

There was only one aggro-zombie walking around in the backyard. A wanderer sniffing the air. Searching for living flesh to eat. It clocked The Dandy before she had time to kick the stand on her electric bike. It snarled a withered lip, exposing rotten teeth before it started towards her. It’s stiff and failing body strains to cover the ground between it and The Dandy. This one seems to be in particularly bad shape. Its right arm shredded from the elbow like it got caught in a lawnmower blade. Not exactly fresh but the presence of maggots on the stump suggests it happened within the last week.  

The Dandy’s had a tune in her head for days. ‘Behind the Wheel’ by Depeche Mode. She needs to get batteries for her CD player so she can finally listen to it. Scratch the itch in her ear. The memory of the tune still had her swaying as she approached the zombie, leisurely of course. The Dandy twirls, grasping her cane by the grooved base, and swats the zombie in the head with the blunt side. 

The dense ball connects with the aggro-zombie skull, tearing away the flesh and soft skull underneath. When the zombie falls, the contents of its head soak the dead grass and dirt. The unbearable summer scorching everything. Even though autumn was technically here, and showers were slightly more frequent, everything was still fucking dead. 

The Dandy turns her nose up to the gore and pulls out a small black towel from her back pocket. She glides over to the water faucet on the side of the house, tune still playing in her head, and turns the spigot on. Stinking grey water pours out for a moment before clearing and The Dandy waives the head of her cane in it. She turns the water off and uses the towel to clean the cane’s head. Even though she’s disgusted with the gore, The Dandy gets lost in her cleaning, bringing out cotton tips from a bag on her bike to get every piece of blood, brain, and skull off her handle. Even after eleven minutes she is still not satisfied but declares to finish later.

The Fashionable One goes to the back door and jiggles the handle. It’s locked, of course, but no worries. The Dandy knows locks. With a quick peak over her shoulder to check if it’s all clear, The Dandy brings out her lock picking kit from her jacket pocket. This handy set coming from a group in Corpus Christi. They were good people who were getting trouble from some freaks known as ‘The Templar’. These jolly assholes, and there’s unfortunately more than a few of them, like to travel around and harass people by killing, raping, and stealing. Same old colonizer bullshit, and yes, they are religiously affiliated. Your basic shit bags. 

It only takes a few minutes before The Dandy picks the lock and deadbolt. Fingers crossed for no traps. The Dandy turns the knob and glides into the house, shutting the door behind her. She presses her back against the door and waits for her eyes to adjust to the darker inside. 

It’s the laundry room. Washer and dryer on the right. Pantry and restroom to the left with the rest of the house beyond. The Dandy passes the pantry toward the kitchen and living room. The shelves in the pantry are cleared of any food. The Dandy is very happy, however, that boardgames remain. Most games might require more than one player, but The Dandy doesn’t mind being two, three, or even four people at the same time. This family had all the classics. Monopoly, Clue, Uno, Yahtzee, Life, Risk, and Settlers of Catan. The Dandy takes the games from the pantry and places them on the kitchen table, admiring the stack before turning her attention to the kitchen. 

The refrigerator isn’t running so there is no need to open it. It can only be gross, and The Dandy is not stupid. This house has been gone through a few times by the looks of it. It’s been used as shelter. The stench of human waste in the air. 

A quick check through the kitchen drawers confirms that not even batteries remain. “So much for the Walkman.” she says. The Dandy loves music and has stacks of CD’s, tapes, and records hidden two towns over in the tornado shelter of some farmer’s house. She knows she has a small supply of batteries there, but she’s impatient. The Dandy wants music, now. She exhales, annoyed. “Such bullshit!” she says, slamming a drawer closed.

The Dandy eyes the stack of board games, pressing her lips together in a snarl. “I’m gonna need a bag...a big one.”

The door to the master is already ajar so The Dandy pushes it open wider with her cane. It seems clear. No noise at least. Entering with caution, The Dandy checks under the bed for a large bag. Empty. There’s a master bath and closet in the room as well. Nothing in the bathroom. The light from the open windows in the kitchen and living room fades. The Dandy takes her small flashlight from her jacket pocket. She clicks it on and opens the closet door. 

The Dandy flinches at the sight. A young girl. Living. The preteen brings one hand up to shield her eyes from the torch. In her other hand, a small knife pulled behind her, ready to throw. 

“Nope.” The Dandy says before closing the door, using the cane to do so. She can keep the games. The Dandy is not a “kid” person. It’s not like she hates kids, it’s just...you know.... kids are gross. And needy. And rude. And you gotta feed them before you feed yourself and The Dandy isn’t about that. 

The Dandy glides back into the living room, heading where she came from. A distinct sound causes her to pause and listen. More noises. Rustling. Then the groan. That unmistakable groan of the zombie. It was faint but The Dandy heard it. That noise is hardwired into every survivor’s brain. It’s deep in there. It won’t leave, even if the zombies do. 

This door is shut but The Dandy can hear the zombie inside one of the rooms. Can’t really leave a young girl alone in a house with a zombie. Maybe that’s why she was hiding. The Dandy opens the door and sees a teenage boy’s room. Gross. It smelled like feet and was as dank as a cave. Posters of the Three Stooges and old Mel Brooks movies like Spaceballs and Blazing Saddles are thumbtacked askew to the wall. Seemingly almost at random with little to no thought on their placement. 

Light from the windows made the torch unnecessary, so The Dandy clicks it off and puts it back in her pocket. She steps into the room and sees a small trampoline encircled by netting in one corner. In the other there’s an old Simpsons arcade game. Its black screen made that much more of a void by the bright yellow artwork of its housing. 

The Dandy’s focus went back to the teenage zombie sitting on the bed, book in hand. The paperback cover showed a picture of a hissing cat, above it was the title and author. Stephen King. ‘Pet Sematary.’  A bit advanced for a zombie but The Dandy has seen weirder. She once saw a zombie operate a motor vehicle. Son of a bitch was driving it down Congress Ave, running people over. 

The Dandy wonders if this kid ever saw ‘I Was a Teenage Zombie’ or even know it exits. Or used to exist. I don’t know, but she still had a copy of it on Criterion Collection in the storm shelter with her music. Can’t really watch movies now either. It’s easier to listen to music. A movie requires a TV, a player, and the movie itself. Plus, a power supply with a larger flow than two double A batteries. Some places still have water, in some form or another, but electricity has been off for a long while now. Unless you’ve figured out how to generate your own. Thank you, solar and wind power. And thank you Mr. Meek. The smartest person left who also happens to be the nicest. 

The Dandy gets ready to cause severe head trauma by going with the baseball bat swing. The room isn’t big enough for a twirl and smack upside the head. The zombie doesn’t seem to pay much notice to The Dandy, so she takes her time, plants her foot, aims a bit before bringing the war cane back.  

“No!” the girl says, grabbing the cane.

The Dandy turns to look at the kids tear-streaked face, then back to the zombie teen. He looks at The Dandy with a...smile? 

“He’s not like the hungry zombies,” the girl says. “He’s different.”

The Dandy gives the cane a slight tug, but the girl has a death grip on it. She stares at The Dandy and repeats, “He’s not like the hungry ones.”

The Dandy nods and says, “Okay. I’ve heard of benign zombies. Never thought I’d meet one, though.” The Dandy lets go of her cane, eyeing the girl. It’s too heavy for her and she holds on as it hits the floor. She’s able to pick it up and eyes the intricacies of the ironwork. Then she sees the gore congealed on the handle. 

A grimace crosses her face. “Fucking disgusting.” she says. The kid doesn’t drop the cane out of revulsion, however. Instead, she examines it more closely. 

“Yeah, I killed a zombie in the back yard. Haven’t really had a chance to clean it properly.” The Dandy sits next to the teen zombie. She takes off the orange glove on her right hand and offers it to the teen. He looks at her hand and then grips it in a handshake. The Dandy smiles and says, “Pleasure to meet you...” The Dandy looks at the girl, examining the cane.

“Andrew.” the girl says. 

“Pleasure to meet you, Andrew. I’m The Dandy. Who’s your sister?”

“Ashley.” Andrew zayz. (says + zombie = zayz)

The Dandy gets to her feet quickly, shocked, “He fucking talked, Ashley.”

“Yeah,” the kid says. “And it’s Ash to you.”

“How does he know how to talk?”

“How the fuck should I know?” As The Dandy stares at Andrew, still in amazement, Ash asks, “You wanna play UNO?”
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Ash sets down a green UNO card displaying a 3 and announces proudly, “Uno.” The Dandy looks annoyed as she thumbs through her stack of cards, the kid gripping her last one. They’ve moved into the master bedroom. Ash and The Dandy play their card game on the carpeted floor. Andrew sits up on the large king size bed, pillows nestled behind him, reading his book. 

The Dandy had grabbed her messenger bag from her bike before she settled into this UNO ass whoopin’. It lays beside her next to the empty can of peas the kid went and got for her. Ash puts her lone card down and picks up the open can of diced pears with a plastic spork in it. She jabs one of the soft pieces of fruit and eats it, watching The Dandy, grinning.

“This is bullshit.” The Dandy says, not finding a matching number or color. She does, however, have a wild card. She plays it and stares at Ash’s last card. They lock eyes, Ash still smiling that cocky smile. She puts down the can of diced pears and picks up her remaining UNO card. The Dandy takes a deep breath and says, “Blue.”

“I win.” Ash says immediately laying her last card, blue 2, on the stack.

“Fuck this!” The Dandy shouts, disgusted with herself.

“Shhhh.” Ash says, wide eyed with a finger to her lips. Andrew mirrors his sister, zlurred.

“Sorry. Sorry,” The Dandy says. “I hate losing, especially to an 8-year-old.” she says breathing heavily.

“I’m eleven!” Ash says loudly and it’s The Dandy’s turn to shoosh. “Sorry.” Ash whispers, overcompensating for the outburst. “I’m eleven.”

The Dandy eyes Andrew in the corner and says, “He’s not the first interesting type of zombie I’ve come across or heard about, you know?” Ash makes a disinterested noise as she finishes her can of pears. “You ever hear of the grey eyes?” 

Ash shakes her head but is more intrigued. “Who are they?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but what I do know is, they survived ‘Black Friday’ like we did. Somewhere along the way, though, they died. But when they came back...they weren’t stupid.” The Dandy looks at Andrew. “No offense.” Andrew doesn’t look up from his book. “They are basically the same person.”

“What do you mean, basically?”

“Well, there’s the grey eyes. Hence the name.” The Dandy smiles before adding, “What’s really cool is if they get hurt or whatever, like they get scratched or lose an arm, whatever, they can regenerate it with anything they want.”

“Wait. What?” Confusion scrunches up Ash’s face as she stares at The Dandy. 

“I saw this lady chop off her fucking leg and then put the butt of a huge machine gun up to the stump. It took a long fucking while, but her body absorbed that machine gun.” Ash is listening to The Dandy intensely. Her last pear chunk waits on the end of her spork to be devoured as The Dandy adds, “and for a while...she could actually use it.

“She fucking shot bullets?” The Dandy nods and then Ash whispers, “With her mind?”

“Yep. Over a few days it turned more and more into her original leg. She could still shoot bullets with it until the hole closed up on the sole of her foot.”

“That’s fucking cool.” Ash says, amazed.

“Your brother is the first one I’ve met that isn’t aggro. I’ve heard of ‘em, just never met one before.” The Dandy grabs her messenger bag and opens it before looking at Ash and asking, “Do you mind if I write about him in my book?”

Ash looks at her, oddly. “I don’t care. What book?”

The Dandy pulls out a black journal with ‘A Dandy Among the Dead’ printed on it. Below it is the authors name, ‘The Dandy’. She holds it up, presenting it to Ash. “I catalogue the different kinds of zombies I see or hear about. It’s important to know your enemy.” The Dandy looks at Andrew and adds, “Not that he’s, my enemy. I just meant the dangerous ones.”

Ash smiles as The Dandy takes out a pencil and flips to an empty page in her journal. She first sketches the zombie teen as he reads. That was the first thing The Dandy wanted to get inscribed. Visual confirmation of a zombie reading a fucking book. 

The kid compliments The Dandy’s sketching abilities, and she is polite in her response. She checks her pocket watch for date and time, notating it in the upper right corner of each page. The Dandy writes short bits of info. They are more like bullet points than actual sentences. They include Andrew’s reading and speaking, of course. Then, age, location, and circumstances. 

Ash asks if she can read it when the book is complete. Without stopping her writing, The Dandy says, “Sure.” She looks up at the young girl and asks, “Did he wake up like this on Black Friday?”

“Yeah,” Ash says, sighing. “Mom was shaking him, but he didn’t wake up. They called 911 but...” Ash shrugs. “Everything was fucked.” The kid pauses and remembers. Remembers her version of ‘Black Friday’. “When people started coming back and killing people, dad said we should kill Andrew so he wouldn’t come back as a zombie. Or worse.” Ash gives a humorless laugh. “As if coming back as a flesh-eating zombie wasn’t bad enough, we didn’t know if he was going to turn into one of those huge fucking creatures the size of buildings. Mom protected him though. Even when he woke up as a zombie, she wouldn’t let anyone near him. He never seemed aggro, like everyone else. We thought it was because we’re his family.”

“When did you find out he wasn’t aggro towards anyone else?”

“When you put your hand in front of his face, and he didn’t bite it the fuck off.”

The Dandy looks up quickly, wide eyed. “For real?” Ash nods. The Dandy considers this for a moment and goes back to writing. 

“How long have you been on your own?” The Dandy asks.  

“Too fucking long.” Ash tosses her empty can of pear pieces to the side. She grabs a bottle of water provided by The Dandy and takes a large gulp. “My parents wanted to go to my grandpa’s house. They said it was safer there. Grandpa lives by himself and has a garden.” Ash starts to cry. It crept up on the kid, she didn’t have time to hide her face before it got all scrunched up and ugly. 
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