CAROLL BROMWN
THE BORDERLANDS

| caught the zonbie weeping in the mddle aisle, between breakfast cereals and
cookies, staring at an enpty patch of noonlit wall near the ceiling. The broom
rested lightly in his hands, cradled in his dead fingers with its bristles
still

flared at the bottom as though he had stopped his sweeping in nid-stroke.

That

| ack of sound, the sudden hush, had drawn me down the stairs, as someone who
lived by the sea woul d have been surprised one night if the waves had suddenly
stopped their gentle shushing and broken in silence on the sand.

| had stopped ny silent pacing in the hall above the store; an art that | had
mast ered out of necessity and |ong practice, | spaced my footfalls carefully
to

thread the maze of | oose boards that woul d wake Gaen, tell her instantly that
I

was out of bed again. If she found ne here she would yell, plead, sulk in
silence, coerce me to return to bed, to sleep. To the visions that still cane
every night, and that | still could not bear

So at night | wal ked, measuring over and over the corridor that ran the | ength
of the building, fromone end of the apartnent to the top of the stairs that

| ed

to the store below, until | collapsed fromsheer exhaustion into utter

dar kness,

too tired to dream

Until the night the broom stopped.
"Al bert?"

| didn't realize at first that he was weeping, |I'd never heard of such a

t hi ng,

and what could nake a dead man weep? My first thought as | cane down the
stairs,

seeing himnotionless and striped with Iight and shadow falling through the
shuttered wi ndow, was that something was wong, that perhaps he had sinply
shut

down, as sonetines they did, falling over in their tracks at their enployers
feet, dropping their garden tools or the packages they were carrying, unconmmon
as such incidents were, it was the possibility of themthat had kept fromthe
zonbies the right to drive.

But Al bert was still standing, and it wasn't until | stepped closer that | saw
the trails, silver ribbons in the nmoonlight, that ran down his cheeks.

"Al bert, are you all right?"

H s jaw hung sl ack, his shoul ders slunped, and his gaze never wavered from
t hat

spot high on the wall. | followed it with my own eyes, straining to see what
he

was seeing, but whatever he watched was visible only to a zomnbie's eyes.
touched himlightly on the shoulder; | had never touched a zombie before,

never



had to handl e Al bert in the year that he'd been working for me. The flesh of
hi s
armwas unnaturally soft and pliant, |ike dough, and | shuddered.

"Albert," | said, alittle nore harshly.

After a long nonment he | owered his gaze, turning toward nme, and for a brief
instant | thought | saw sonething there, a fire in the enptiness, a spark of
"l'ife." But that wasn't possible, and he turned away from ne, shuffling off
down

the aisle as the store filled again with the soft rasping of straw on

['i nol eum

In retrospect, it feels like it was that nonent that the thought first entered
my mind. It's not possible, of course; | didn't yet know what | |ater |earned,
hadn't yet discovered what Al bert saw, what was to be seen through the eyes of
t he dead. But perhaps some prenonition, some shiver of a guess, had al ready
set

nmy mind in notion

And | noticed, as Al bert wal ked away fromnme, that he had not stopped weepi ng.

Life has a way of pushing you in directions you never intended to go, of
carrying you in its currents to whatever eddy or tidepool it chooses to

deposi t
you. W had certainly never intended to own a coner grocery, ny wfe Gaendol yn
and |I. That was too "normal" for us, so dammably normal that | used to wake at

night with knives in ny stomach, the small but potent daggers of regret,
cowardi ce, self-1oathing. W had wanted adventure, high tines and gl anor.
Unfortunately we were both dogged by an equally strong streak of

reasonabl eness,

a prudence that belied our years. Wen | finished school, working ny way

t hr ough

as a stocker and then assistant manager at Brock's Groceries, we made plans to
escape the city, settle soneplace where adventure |urked around the comer
(though you could still cone home to a soft bed and a warm house at the end of
t he day). Col orado, maybe. O |daho.

Depressi ons have a way of changi ng pl ans.

When the tine came, we just couldn't justify packing up for parts unknown
wi thout a job waiting, not in the state the country was in. The odds were
agai nst finding anything, and we had neither the savings to wait it out nor
t he

passion to risk starvation. In the end, we settl ed.

| stayed on at Brock's, and Gaen at Swanson's departnment store, and we kept
telling ourselves that one day we would just do it, just pack up and go, but
right now we still owed on the car and couldn't afford to make the paynents
and

i nsurance without a steady income. As soon as that was paid off, we'd head
east,

to the nountains.

Then came the furniture paynents, and the credit card bills we'd racked up

We bought Brock's the year | turned thirty. We'd thought |ong and hard, but in
the end couldn't pass up the security; old man Brock offered it to ne at a
special price, seeing as how |'d been there thirteen years and basically
runni ng



it the last five. The bank consi dered nme stable and gave ne the | oan
And that was that. Roots. Foundations. We were stuck.

Then we told ourselves that we'd take great vacations, but we could never
afford

much hel p, and with both of us working full time and then some at the store it
was i npossible for us both to be off at the sane tine. Soneday, we told each
other. One of these days we'll hire some nore hel p, pronote Bobby to Assistant
Manager, let himrun the day-to-day, and then we'll be free to go whenever we
want . Soneday.

So of course, when they began offering the zonbies, we snatched one up right
away.

"Al bert?"

The zonbie turned toward Dr. Spaar, who checked a box on his clipboard and
gave
a nod that transformed into a shake of his head.

"I don't know what to tell you, M. Richards. In every test that | can run
her e,

Al bert checks out just fine. Mdtor control, honeostatic functions, sensory
response, everything seens fine. I don't know what's wong."

Al bert faced front again, his eyes unblinking and | ocked on the wall, as if he
were suprenely interested in the six food groups as delineated by the FDA s
poster. In fact, he probably couldn't even see the poster through his tears.
Al bert wept al nost constantly now, it was why | had brought himto a doctor

The second night | found himstanding in the mddle of the store, gazing up at
nothing with overflowi ng eyes, | began to worry. After the first incident,

had

made a perfunctory search for any information on weeping zonbies, assunming it
to

be a rare but explicabl e phenomenon with highly technical causes, perhaps even

somet hing involuntary. | had been surprised to find absol utely nothing.
Not hi ng
inthe local libraries, nothing in the free-access databases, no runors anong

friends and acquai ntances of anything of the sort that | had seen.
Per haps, | thought, it was just an anomaly.

Two nights later | found himagain in his state of . . . what, despair? Can a
zonbi e feel despair, or any emotion? | had thought not, thought that had been
a

nmotivating factor behind the drive to hire them They worked steadily,
unemotionally, reliably; alnmpst Iike robots in those stories. Not that anyone
would mistreat themfor it. After all, they were still people, just of a
different sort. They had fanmilies, their living kin. They had everything the
living had, except for one thing: they had no nind

A week after the first incident, Al bert came in weeping and nothi ng woul d nmake
himstop. He still worked; he just wept while he did it. | thought it best to
bring himfor a checkup

"The trouble is,"” Dr. Spaar was saying, "we just don't know enough about the
brain still. O about zonbies. In many respects they're |ike coma patients:
certain involuntary systens continue to function even though there's no EEG



activity. But obviously they're nmore than that. The zonbi e have consci ousness,
of a sort. They see, hear, touch, feel. But do they think Do they experience
enotion? Is this sadness,” he touched Al bert's dam cheek, "or is this watering
eyes? It would be helpful if they would speak t us, tell us what they're
experiencing. Sonmetinmes it's like treating an infant.

"Wul d speak?' | assuned they couldn't talk," | said.

Dr. Spaar just shrugged. "They don't, but not for any physical reason: not
nost
of them anyway. Another one of the unanswered questions about zombies."

He smiled at ne and shrugged again, gave Al bert a pat on the shoul der. He
didn't

know, didn't particularly care. Nobody particularly cared about the dead.
Unl ess

it was one of theirs.

Karen was born on the Fourth of July, so that later | would tell her the whole
country cel ebrated her birthday. Gmen, exhausted after thirty-seven hours of

| abor, collapsed into a well-deserved sleep, and | sat with our daughter for a
time, until the doctors told me to put her down and | eave her be, to go hone
for

the night and get sone sleep nyself. Instead | lit sparklers and fireworks and
danced through the streets Iike a madman.

She was the type of child that everyone, not just grandparents, calls "an
angel ," which meant she nostly took after Gaen. Physically, she was ny wife in
mniature, with the same snmall nose, the w dely spaced green eyes, the hair

j ust

one brown tone shy of blonde. And her snmile, the m schievous cocked-head grin.

I nside, she was Daddy's little gift, and she clung to ne and foll owed ne

ar ound

the store as soon as she could nove, first at a crawl and later in that
perpetual run, half a step ahead of a fall forward, of the two-year-old. For a
time | carried her in a rucksack on ny back as | worked around the store,
fearful of m schance and nischief, humm ng songs to her and feeling her snall,

warm breath on ny neck. Gmen told me | | ooked Iike a Bolivian housew fe, and
besi des the child would never learn to walk if her feet never touched the
ground. | gave in, and turned her | oose.

For months | still thought I felt her breath on nmy neck, and would snile

Fortunately, the zonbies had al ready begun appearing by that time, had been
around | ong enough to have entered the work force. Mtchell, Albert's
predecessor as general helper at the store, had been | eft as Bobby's sole help
in the days we were gone, the alnbst two days of |abor, of Gmen screaming with
the delights of natural childbirth and me hovering and paci ng and chain
snoki ng

the celebratory cigars | had bought. By all accounts they managed things quite
well, to our pleasant surprise.

Even nore surprising, as we di scovered when Gaen returned to work and brought
our daughter with her, Mtchell was. good with children. He handl ed Karen I|ike
a

flower, hovering protectively nearby whenever we let her play on the floor in
front of the cash register, and though initially imges of Boris Karloff as
Frankenstein's nonster crowded my mind so that | vowed never to let the two of
t hem near daisies or wells, Mtchell never raised a finger against her, never



even bunped her accidentally.

| learned later he'd had two daughters in life, both of whom he'd survived.

Sonething is happening in their brains; it's not raw pulp, |I'm convinced of
that. They tell us, for those who care, that they |ack higher brain functions,
that the brainstem and cerebellumstill function for the nost part, but the

cerebrum and cortex are al nbost functionless. They have no nenories, no rea
t hought, just baseline conprehension and reaction; but Mtchell remenbered his
daughters, and saw in nmine a reflection of them

I know that | ook in his eye, recognize it in hindsight. | see it in the
nor ni ng
when | look in the mirror, witten in the dark circles of sleepl essness. Loss,

| ongi ng and delicate shades of madness.
And now | know why Al bert weeps.

| drove himout to the small tract house that was his famly's honme. A cute
little box of a place, identical to the rows upon rows of cute little boxes

t hat

surrounded it, all of which had sprung up in the forties and fifties, in the
expl osion of returning vets. They were old now and starting to collapse, the
ones not kept up, but it said something to nme that sl apped-together houses of
fifty years past |ooked better than "quality-built" hones erected ten years
ago.

They didn't have a porch, just a concrete stoop that jutted out fromthe front
door. Barbara Ann Davison sat on it, a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the
other, talking with her husband Bill and a neighbor. | could hear her |aughter
as | drove up.

The nei ghbor gl ared darkly at ne, muttering sonething to Barb and scurrying
of f
as | opened the door for Al bert.

"H, M. Richards." Barb nodded as we wal ked up. "Hello, Dad." | noticed she
had
to take a swig of beer before the second greeting.

Al bert didn't acknow edge her, simply stepped past her and into the house
beyond. She flinched as his arm brushed her shoul der

that brings you but here to the suburbs, M. Richards.?" Bill's voice booned
;ZIse conviviality.

"Well, | wanted to bring his paycheck by --"

"Could' ve mailed it as usual," Barb said.

"-- and talk to you about somnething."

" Dad?"

| nodded.

For a long nonent | wasn't sure what she might do. She stared at the cracked

cenent, the cigarette dangling between her fingers and the snmoke rising in
chaotic swirls. After a long while she sighed.



"Bill, go in and make sure Dad's okay, wllya.?"

Bill nodded and patted his wife on the shoul der, followi ng the zonbi e inside.
Z?I knew zonbi es didn't need | ooking after

| waited until Bill was well gone. "You've noticed it, too.?"

"The crying? Yeah, |'ve noticed it."

"What is it?"

She shook her head, refusing to | ook at nme, staring off down the street of
houses that seened to reflect away in both directions infinitely, like two
mrrors held facing each other

"What do you think it is.?"

"No idea," she said. She gave a harsh, barking |augh. "Dad never was what
you' d
call a real happy person. Even when he was alive."

She | apsed again into silence.

"There's sonmething you' re not telling me," | said.

"Just thinking howto say it," she answered. "All these zonbies and stuff,

it's

real hard to talk about. Ch, | expect you don't have nuch problem He's just a
guy that comes and works for you, stays with you five days a week, good worker
once you get used to the sight of liganments and muscl es and shit hangi ng out

of

him But that happens pretty quickly, doesn't it. He's just an enpl oyee. You
ever had one of yours come back? Just when | get used to the idea that him and
Morn are gone, gone for good and not just in Florida until My, just when |
can

say 'they're dead' without breaking up, he shows up.'
her

eyes were dry, but a deep flush colored her cheeks, and her voice skipped
al ong

She | ooked away agai n;

in breaths. "Like that. Al gross, it still scares ne to |l ook at him He
doesn' t

talk, doesn't hold ne close, just sits there staring. But what can | do? He's
ny

dad. "

"I"'msorry." It's pathetic and useless, and it's all | can say. She was right;
I

didn't know what it was like. Part of me wanted to ask her, "Isn't it better
that he's here at all? He's still your dad, and aren't you grateful for a
second

chance? Not all of us got that, sone of us would kill for that.” But |I had no

right. Instead | just asked, "Wen did you first find himcrying?"

"About two weeks ago. | woke up, middle of the night sone time. Thought |
heard
a noise or something, so | get up and | ook down the hall. Dad usually sits in

the chair in the living roomat night, right where the hall enpties out there,
so | can see himwhen I | ook down the hall. Only he wasn't there. And | hear



this noise, like I left a window open and the wind' s coning through. So |
fol | ow
it.

"Dad's standing in the kitchen. Just standing there in the mddle of the room
| ooking up by the ceiling. H's arns are out, like he's reaching for sonething,
and in the nmoonlight | can see he's crying. He's crying and | didn't even know
they could cry, and he never cried once while he was alive, not that | saw.
And

he's making this sound, this whisper, | got up real close, and he just ignores
me like I'"'mnot there, so | can hear. And he's saying ' Mggi e, Mggie,' over
and

over, looking up at the wall."

Barb's voi ce had beconme a thin scratch of sound; the effort to keep it steady
made the veins in her neck rise in cords beneath the skin. | glanced up, and
Bill stood behind her, inside the screen door. He |ooked as if he mght cry
hi nsel f; he wanted to cone out, to confort his wife, but she was not the type
of

worman who accepted such things, so Bill held his ground.

"Maggi e was ny nother's nane," she finished, and finally she turned toward ne,
a

flame in her eyes, a fire of grief like I'd seen in her father's eyes nights
before. "How conme she didn't conme back, too, M. Richards? She was with him
when

t hey di ed. How cone he cane back al one?"

| didn't know, and | had no words of confort, because | could feel ny own
grief

overwhel mi ng me, and a damabl e hope and despair. | drove off quickly, |eaving
her al one on the stoop, watched over by the indistinct formof her husband,

hal f - hi dden by the screen and the shadows indoors.

Karen grew fine and strong and all the things a parent w shes for a child.
Gnen

and I, for the first tine, | think, accepted our lot in life, the place we'd
ended up. W& might not have a life to sing about, but we had Karen, and she
was

nore than conpensati on. Maybe, we told ourselves, when she's grown, when she's
a

young wonan and | eaving for her own life we'll think again of adventures and
faraway places. For now, we have paradi se here.

Five short years, half a decade of paradise, is too cruel. It would have been
better, | screaned at night, never to have given us a taste of it at all, to
have left us childless and bitter to the end of our days rather than

A car. Like so many others every day, but it's always others. It's never our
own. A car trying to beat a red light, failing, not even close, accelerating
to

squeeze through before the flow of traffic changed direction, failing.

Gren and Karen, pulling into the intersection.

They were both belted, strapped in and secure, as well protected as they could
be. Gaen had becone quite fanatic about that, had even | obbied for stronger
seat

belt laws after Karen was born. You protect your own.



Sonetinmes it's not enough

Gren lived, to her great and utter despair. The car hit the passenger side
Karen's side. The cheap netal crunpled like paper. It drove inward, slamm ng
into Karen, into her side and her head, the w ndow shattering and spraying
across her face.

They said she never felt a thing. | don't believe them In ny mnd s eye I'm
with her, and tine slows so that every instant is an endl ess nonent of
recognition and fear: the sight, out of the comer of our eye, of the oncom ng
car, our nouth, opening in a high scream the door bul ging, reaching for us,

t he

gl ass bending in, gleaming |like a bubble before it pops, bursting over us; the
| ong, cl awi ng descent into darkness.

Five short years of Heaven before we were cast out. You |learn synpathy for the
devi |

The funeral was well attended, for Karen was a well-loved child, and a snall
sea

of bl ack-garbed children and adults covered the mani cured | awn. Gaen st ood
beside nme still as a stone, her face |ocked in an inpassive gaze into the

di stance. Bruises marked her cheek and forehead, and when we were alone I'd
seen

her wi nce when she wal ked as the broken ribs ground at her, but this was al

t he

damage the crash had caused her, physically. And that was her punishnent, she
had told me one night. W'd sat, huddled in each other's arms, and |I'd been
unable to stop ny own endless torrent of grief and | onging, and Gmen had

wat ched

in silence, dry-eyed. Shamed and raging, | had screaned at her, accused her of
not |oving our daughter, of not caring. | don't know how she didn't hate ne.
in

t hat nonent.

"This is ny punishnent," she'd said, touching the green and bl ack stains on

her

face. "This is God |laughing at ne. He took ny baby, and all he left ne was
this." In sonme odd way it woul d have been kinder to her if she'd suffered
nor e,

been nore severely injured, participated nore fully in Karen's death. |nstead
she'd been shut out entirely, left tolive with it and unable to justify her
own

pristine condition.

| had held her then, and asked her forgiveness, and cried through the night.

And now her eyes were still dry and her mnd was far away. | |ooked at the
crowmd, seeing faces | knew, those | didn't, all winkled in grief and pity as
they gazed on her pathetically small casket and the m nister spoke in solemm
tones about resurrection and rebirth.

My eyes fell on Mtchell. He stood sonberly, as he always did, and somewhere
he

had found a dark suit. It was nmoth-eaten, holed through in several spots, many
years out of date and exudi ng an aura of dusty dinginess. It so perfectly

bel onged on a zonbie that | al nost | aughed out | oud.

And bit ny tongue as ny brain leapt to associations. Zonbies, resurrection
Dear



God, it had never occurred to ne before that noment. No one thinks of the
dead,
until it's one of theirs.

No one understood, no one could predict who woul d cone back. Wuld Karen
return

tous in a few weeks' time? Wuld we see her little body shuffling blankly
around our home, an enpty husk, a flamel ess candl e? Could we stand that? Coul d
we live with our child, five years old and no love in her eyes, forever?

| don't renmenber the rest of the service.

| never told Gaen of ny thoughts, and if simlar ideas occurred to her, she
never told me. W went about our lives in fear and hope.

When it was obvi ous Karen was not coning back, | sat up all night and cried. |
don't know if they were tears of thanks or of despair, that | would truly
never

see ny little girl again.

The zonbi e found ne weeping in the nmoonlight, huddl ed behind the counter in

t he

dark store. He never said a word, of course, never showed any enotion; he just
reached out a hand to me, reached down and hel ped me to ny feet.

July 18th. The day was always like this, always found ne, by its |ast m nutes,
crying soneplace. But it wasn't usually this bad, this overwhel m ng. She woul d
have been twelve years old, |I'd thought to myself, if seven years ago today
Gnen

had taken a different route, or the other driver had, or I'd held Gaen for
five

seconds | onger at the door before they left, or Karen. Just as |'d thought, in
years past, she'd be eleven today, ten today, if only, if only.

But this year there was Al bert, who held his hand down to nme and pulled ne to
ny

feet frombehind the counter. Wen | |ooked at him | could see he was weepi ng
t 0o.

What a pair we made! A mddl e-aged man and a dead man, standing in the night
and
weepi ng for our |oves.

"I's that why you cry, Al bert?" | said, brushing away nmy own tears and sniffing
like a school boy, not really talking to himbut sinply giving voice to ny

nor bi d

t houghts. "Because you'll never see Maggie again? Like I'll never see ny
little

Kar en?"

Al bert turned away.

But there had been sonething there, sonething that froze the tears on ny face
and stopped ne, suddenly. Sonethi ng between derision and pity. Froma zonbie.

"Al bert?" He had di sappeared down the rows, and | glanced up and down themin
t he darkness, trying to find him to know what that | ook meant.

I found himstandi ng between the breakfast cereal and cookies, |ooking at a
spot, hidden in darkness, high on the wall, weeping furiously.



"Al bert, what are you seeing? Tell me, please."

Hs lips, | could see now as the moon slid through the w ndow, were noving

t hough no sound escaped fromthem | |eaned closer, straining with both eyes
and

ears, trying to deci pher the movenent of his mouth, and | recalled Barb's
story

of the day before. It was easy to see after that.

"Maggi e, " he whispered over and over. "Maggi e, Maggie."

"What do you see, Albert? Dammit, tell ne."
"l

have to know. "

My voi ce was a desperate whisper

And, inpossibly, he answered me. A zonbie, a being that supposedly could not
speak, who felt no emotion and did only what he was told, answered ne, told ne
what he saw, what | think they all see. And know | knew why the zonbie wept,
and

why all of them as we would now if we followed themat night or into their
private places, wept. Albert just couldn't control it as well as the others,
couldn't keep it inside, the pain and despair and | onging that sprang fromthe
curse of the zonbie, trapped between two worlds and seared into silence.

"Heaven," he said. "| see Heaven."

| stand in the dark. Albert's not with us anynore; no zonbies are, not after
what | |earned about them Not when | know the pain they're in. And yet.

So I'malone in the dark, and the knife's blade glints coolly in the noonlight
that falls in strips of light and darkness through the pulled blinds. |'ve
left

a note for Gaen, so she won't be surprised when she comes down to the store
she'I'l be shocked, angry, disgusted, alone, but she'll know what to expect,
lying in the aisle between breakfast cereals and cookies.

Through the heart will be fastest, easiest, |east nmessy. It needs to be quick
so that the brain shuts down automatically; 1've read that much, at |east,
about

zonbi es. Peopl e whose brai ns have been physically damaged never cone back, and
there's some evidence that lingering deaths are less likely to return. A gun

woul d be quickest of all, | guess, but I can't |eave Gaen with that.

The best of both worlds. 1'll come back-- sonehow, someway-- and so I'll stil
have Gmen, still have the sight of her that |I've gloried in since the day we
met. And when | can bring nyself to look, with a zonbie's sight, over the
threshol d, into Heaven or whatever you choose to call it, into the place that
Al bert | ooked and saw his Maggie, |'lIl see ny Karen, ny little girl. And 1"l
whi sper her name at night, and weep in solitude so that Gmsen will never see

t he

tears on ny cold cheeks, will never know and never be tenpted to follow nme to

t he borderl ands.

| raise the knife, and |I' m weepi ng al ready.



