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      June’s too much for me. She is. And I’m freaking out a bit.

      “Look, Woody, just relax.” She’s behind me and touches my shoulders which are hard as cement and have been since the zombie apocalypse started.

      I mean, yeah, she’s cute, she’s funny, she sometimes laughs at my lame jokes. And she’s got those ocean blue eyes, that short black hair, that petite body and pixie vibe, but…

      “Take a deep breath, bend your knees, don’t lock your elbows, and slowly pull the trigger.”

      I lower the gun, a 9mm handgun of some sort, and look at June. Her face is hard, she’s focused. We’re in the high desert north of Flagstaff, Arizona, at an overlook to the Little Colorado River Gorge. It’s fairly flat, great visibility, and the right kind of place to make noise in this new world. We’ve got some cans setup on a big tan sandstone boulder for me to shoot at.

      We’re fifty miles away from where we’ve been staying, and if the noise attracts Zs, we’ll see them coming and be able to get away in time. And if the noise attracts humans… well, that can get trickier, but we won’t be here much longer.

      We’re in the top of the parking lot of the overlook. A small tribal park on what was the Navajo Nation. Well, I don’t know, still could be the Navajo Nation, but right now it’s just June and me. Below us are old wooden stalls where the Navajo used to display their wares—turquoise and silver jewelry, pottery, and all kinds of touristy kitsch. Below that is the river gorge, deep, sheer, and dramatic, eroded by the Colorado’s little sister through limestone and sandstone.

      For the last few hours she’s drilled me on the basics with an unloaded gun. It’s now loaded and it’s time for me to fire a gun for the second time in my life.

      She’s all of five foot two with her hands on her hips as she studies me and chews on her lower lip. We’ve known each other for four days now and in that time, she saved me from a zombie—by shooting it in the head and showering my face with zombie goo—and I saved her from a psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord with a manic, all-night prep session and an epic bluff against a bunch of armed men. But, I had, admittedly, gotten us into that mess.

      There was a moment when our escape was assured that felt like… well, there was a peck on the cheek and laughter and hope. Hope for a future, a life worth living when most of the living are now the undead.

      But this gun thing. She’s good with guns, and by good, I mean “oh, my God, I didn’t know people could really shoot like this, I thought it was just a Hollywood thing.” She’s good with a rifle at long distance, she’s good with a pistol at close range, she’s accurate, she reloads quickly, and she can take the gun apart blindfolded, clean it, all the while tap dancing to Queen’s “We Will Rock You.”

      Okay, okay, I made that last part up.

      “You have to be able to defend yourself,” she says, still studying me. I get the impression that she is constantly reevaluating me. She trusts me—in so far as I don’t mean her any harm and will put my life on the line for her—but other than that, I think her estimation of me has varied quite a bit.

      “I don’t like guns,” I say.

      And I guess my estimation of her has varied a bit too. It was like, “she’s cute,” to “my God she’s cute!” to “wow, she just laughed at my joke, this is one post-apocalyptic babe… but, how long until she figures out how lame I am and moves on?”

      “Why?” she asks. Lips are pursed and hip is cocked now. It’s warm out here and gone is the grey oversized sweater she was wearing when we met at the dog food factory and she’s got on jeans and a long-sleeve, navy-blue running shirt that hugs her petite torso. God, she’s an athlete too. But after my long go-it-alone-no-matter-what phase, she’s basically the most beautiful girl on planet earth to me. And she’s a bit like Linda Hamilton’s Sarah Connor in Terminator 2, although younger, and definitely cuter, and… well… it’s attractive, very attractive, but it’s rather intimidating.

      “Guns kill people,” I say with a shrug.

      “Guns kill Zs,” she counters.

      “I know. It’s just…” We haven’t talked about our pre-apocalyptic lives. We’ve just avoided it. To me, those lives, those people, and that world is gone. We’ve all seen some bad shit, done some bad shit, and we’ve all lost too much. Some of it weighs on me, but talking about it doesn’t seem like it’s going to do any good. “I…”

      “Come on, Woody, spit it out.”

      I bite my lip and shake my head, my eyes roaming from the gorge below us, across the gravel parking area, to the rough desert hills above us and Route 64 we came in on. While my mind is divided between cute June and “I hate guns,” I’m still keeping an eye on things—I don’t want to be surprised by the living, or the undead. “I would have to delve pretty deep into my past,” I say, my eyes finding her round face, “pre-Z life, and…”

      And I don’t want to tell her what I did, not even this one, which is understandable. I mean, I was only six. My four-year-old brother and I were playing Cowboys and Indians and I knew that Dad kept the gun in a locked drawer of his desk. For once it was unlocked and I wanted something better than the pitiful plastic gun I had with the melted end—a candle experiment I had done a few months previously.

      My brother had a toy bow and arrow, he hit me in the head with an arrow while I was holding the gun and I squeezed the trigger. It went off and went flying out of my hand. I didn’t mean to…

      June nods, her eyes finally looking away from me. She gets it. Dredging up the past can get in the way of surviving the present. Cute women, I might add, can get in the way of surviving, but are a lot more tempting than the past. A lot more.

      “Besides,” I add, “knives and bats work fine on the fungus-heads.”

      Her forehead crinkles and she’s staring at me. “Fungus heads?”

      I nod. “Yeah, the Zs, the dead. Their brains turn into this big ball of fungus, kind of like a head of cauliflower. Didn’t you ever notice?”

      She shakes her head.

      I hold my hands out, palms up, and smile. “See… too much shooting, not enough bat swinging.”

      “You’re serious?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Not like the TV shows where it was some mysterious virus or something that didn’t make a damn bit of sense. I think it’s a parasite. There has to be something that digests what the Zs eat, give them energy to move their muscles, drives them to spread the infection. You’ve noticed that they move better once they’ve been dead a while, right? Seen that the ones that have bled out don’t move so good?”

      She blinks, her face blank. And then she’s giving me that reappraising look again. I think I just went from “wimp who is afraid of guns” to “brainiac who has a theory on how the Zs work.”

      “Okay,” she says with a sharp nod. “You’re going to show me. Where can we find a Z around here?”

      “Now?” I ask. I mean, we’re in the middle of dealing with my nearly pathological resistance to guns, which I wouldn’t mind avoiding a while longer, but—

      “Now!” she says, marching towards the truck.

      See what I mean, I think she’s just too much for me.
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      You don’t go looking for zombies, you just don’t. Nobody does. You look for a place where the Zs aren’t, where the Zs can’t get to. Our little target practice was out on the Navajo reservation and I thought of taking us back to Cameron Trading Post, maybe ten miles away, but don’t. I head us towards the Grand Canyon.

      June notices. “Wasn’t there a trading post just back there? We could try it.”

      I’m driving the beautiful, brand-new Toyota pickup I recently liberated, going slow down the road through the high desert, a long ridge of low lumpy hills to the left, the flat desert sloping down on our right with the Little Colorado River Gorge not far away. The land is a patchwork of brown and salmon and red, with low grass and sage brush.

      “You didn’t grow up in Arizona, did you?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and I catch her frowning out of the corner of my eye. I’ve strayed into pre-apocalypse territory, but it’s necessary this time.

      “We’re on the Navajo reservation,” I say. “I just… Well, I kind of figure that somewhere out here they figured this zombie thing out. They know how to grow corn in the desert and how to live in the heat with little water. They’re probably doing better than the rest of the world. And… I…”

      “You what?”, she asks, her forehead crinkled in that cute way.

      “Well, they have centuries of white men taking things from them.” I shrug my shoulders, it’s mostly a feeling and hard to express. “So… I don’t want to go dissecting a Native American zombie.”

      She nods and is, I am sure, reappraising me. Probably thinking I’m filled with white man’s guilt, even though everyone is equal now. The zombies don’t discriminate, they want to munch on us all no matter the color of our skin, what our sexual preference is, or how much money we used to make.

      June’s skin has an olive tone, so maybe Italian heritage, or maybe Hispanic. With those blue eyes, though, it’s hard to tell. Me, I’m decidedly white with sandy brown hair, a sprinkling of freckles, and a beard that’s gotten longer than I like. Something I notice a lot more now that June is around.

      “But haven’t we been staying on the reservation?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “Not strictly speaking. Wupatki is a national monument. We were on the rez when we went down to the river, but not for long.”

      She’s studying me now. And yes, I’m not completely rational or clear about this. Wupatki worked because it was so empty; going to where the Navajo live out here doesn’t feel right.

      “So where to?” she asks.

      “The Grand Canyon. The Desert View Overlook is not far and has a tower.” I flash her a big grin and she groans. The last tower I took her to required that mad, manic bluff of the psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord. “There will have to be Zs there. Tourists. Lots of them.”

      She shakes her head and then checks her rifle.
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