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      Maybe you’re smarter than I am. Maybe you get up in the morning with a clear direction for your day. Knowing what you want to do, having a clear list of things to get done, and checking them off one at a time. Like this:

      1) Kill a few zombies for exercise; the apocalypse doesn’t mean you can stop doing cardio.

      2) Outwit a psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord freeing your little group from his or her (the apocalypse is equal opportunity) cruel grasp.

      3) Find enough food, water, and medicine to get through the day.

      4) Lead your hearty band to shelter where you can sleep and not worry about zombies or psychotic, petty, wannabe warlords.

      Yeah, you probably are smarter than I am.

      I guess my day has a list of sorts, but with only two things on it:

      1) Survive, and…

      2) Laugh, ‘cause what is surviving without at least a slice of joy. Oh yeah, and one addendum to item two: Don’t laugh like a psychotic, petty, wannabe warlord because then you would just suck. Mwahahas are strictly off limits. Also cackling, and schadenfreude is frowned upon. We’re looking for real laughter here.

      I say all of this as preface to my tale so maybe you’ll get where I’m coming from. And, you know what? I do know that you are smarter than me, because you actually have the time and leisure to sit down and read my story. Well, I hope someone reads this, I really do. So, if you are reading this, that makes you way smarter than me—or existing in the post-post-apocalyptic world where zombies have been eradicated, and well, that makes your ancestors smarter than me.

      A character in a story, me in this case, my name is Woody, has to have a problem. My problem is staying alive. Every day that’s my problem. It can get a bit monotonous. At the opening of this story it seems just like another day full of checking off my short list of survival and laughter. I awake to a cold morning, my shoulder and hip aching, the sun just peeking up over Interstate 40 above a ridge of pine trees.

      “Shit,” I say, because that is the proper way to greet a post-apocalyptic morning. Especially when you wake up on top of a semitrailer, your body sore like you’ve just been through a dryer cycle, your mouth drier than the Sahara, and your stomach as desolate as… enough damn metaphors, you get the idea. All of that is true, but the “shit” is mostly because I can hear the Zs weakly banging on the trailer I took refuge on. They know my fresh brains and delicious entrails are up here just waiting for them to eat.

      Ironically, they, the zombies, have the same problem I do. Survival. Although they never laugh—ever—which is one of the reasons why it’s second on my list (of two things, so don’t be thinking yourself all cool, number two). You see, a zombie needs to eat, too, or they will dry up like a mummy and eventually blow away. Problem is, it takes about four years (a wild guess at this point) for a Z to starve to death, and it takes me about thirty days. That makes trying to wait them out fairly unworkable. Besides, the Zs continue to feast on the living, making the end date of their reign of terror further and further out.

      I push myself up into a sitting position, yawn, roll my shoulders trying to loosen them up, put my baseball cap on, and look around. I’m in the loading area of a dog food factory on the east side of Flagstaff, Arizona, camped out on the top of one of twenty semitrailers parked there.

      I’m a Phoenician, but let me tell you that the dry, hot, flat desert is no place to be during a zombie apocalypse. This is experience talking. Not unless the idea of living in a world dominated by the undead is just too much for you and you’d just as soon get it over with. Then, well, the Valley of the Sun is just a fine place, but I digress. Again.

      Back to the cold morning in May on top of that semitrailer, the Zs milling below me. I get myself standing and stretch my aching body some more, pulling my army surplus jacket tight—who says you can’t look like a badass after the world ends?

      Once I loosen up a bit, I check two things, and I can be rather obsessive about this. The first is my Arizona Diamondbacks baseball cap. It’s red with the logo of a rattlesnake curled into a “D” in black. This is kind of my touchstone to my past and my humanity. I love baseball, I was an all-star in high school, played in the minors briefly, but tore my rotator cuff and never got back to it. And now… well, if humanity survives, it will be a while before baseball gets much attention.

      The other thing is the packs of seeds zipped in the inside pocket of my jacket. This is food and the future, hope really. I’ve got carrots and beans and lettuce. It’s not much, not enough, more of a symbol. You gotta have something to keep you going out here.

      I move slowly, wanting to stay quiet so I don’t attract more of them, and get a count of how many I’m up against.

      “Shit,” I whisper, because some things just need utterance, even when you don’t have anyone to talk to. There are twenty of the beasts, all hungry for my deliciousness. It seems I attracted all the Zs in the area last night when I took refuge up here. Noisily and ungracefully, I might add. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get on the top of one of these things? It’s not like there’s a ladder or anything. I lucked out and there was a big pickup that ran into it, so that kinda saved my life—because it was getting dark and the Zs spotted me as soon as I got here.

      I’m on the south side of the building, the walls are made of cement in a corrugated pattern about thirty feet tall. Two towers rise up above it and behind those, Mount Elden, which is my destination. I’m up on an isolated trailer in the parking lot, nothing close by except for that pickup.

      I finally made it up to Flagstaff yesterday evening. I-17 joins I-40 up here and the bulk of the town sits around that. When the infection hit, I tried the whole survival-as-a-group in the city where there is lots of food to scrounge for, but it got ugly. When number one on my list, survival, looked doubtful, I found a truck and as much food and water as I could and headed out.

      I didn’t have that truck very long and that is a story for another day, but suffice it to say that in this new world, if you have something worth taking, someone will take it. Now, I have a general policy of not having anything worth taking and to have nothing to do with anyone else. Groups just get messy and fast.

      If I’m telling the truth, and I’m trying my best to do that, Phoenix got more than ugly, it got weird… I got weird… but I’m not ready to write about that yet.

      I spent a lot of time in the North Country as a kid, my dad was born here and we visited a lot, so I know my way around. After the disaster of getting out of Phoenix, I left the highway and got here on foot, with nothing worth taking. There are Zs out there in the forest, but not that many. There are some people too, so I kept moving, slowly but surely, to the north. Out of the desert. Farther away from any population centers. Which brings us to Mount Elden. It’s steep and rugged, rising over two thousand feet up above Flagstaff. On top is the Mount Elden Lookout Tower with a set of stairs no Z could ever manage.

      Yeah, I know. It’s something worth having so someone is going to want to take it, but I have some fond memories of my old man and me hiking up to it when there was an actual ranger there and he let us in to take a look at the magnificent view. The San Francisco peaks to the northwest, the painted desert east and south, the ponderosa pine forest all around.

      Maybe I won’t stay. Maybe I’ll climb up and shed a tear for our lost world and my dead father. Maybe no one will have thought of going there and I’ll get to stay for a while. There are lots of isolated areas up here, I’ll find one to wait it out. And, actually, the lookout tower is not the best candidate because there is no water up there—and this being Arizona, not much water anywhere.

      But I gotta try.

      “Hey, dummy!” a voice calls.

      My heart skips a beat and suddenly I’m awake. I’m confused, but I’m sure it’s not my own voice. I mean, I’ve been alone for way too long, not talking at all, but I do still recognize the sound of my own voice.

      And this is definitely a female voice and it’s not often that my own sounds that way.
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      I look around, trying to find the voice that is not mine, which I should have been doing instead of such introspective navel gazing. The call came from the roof of the dog food plant. It’s a girl, short black hair, dirty face, blue jacket. Not much else I can tell from this distance.

      “Good morning,” I yell back. “I must tell you that I plan to be lodging a complaint with management. The room service around here really sucks.”

      Well, that just wakes the Zs up and they start moaning and groaning, a few of them trying to climb up the truck that crashed into the trailer, but quickly failing and falling back down. Zs are dumb and slow, which is the only reason there are any living left.

      “You’re funny,” she says, with no humor whatsoever in her voice. I revise my estimate up from girl to young woman and remind myself of my strict go-it-alone policy.

      “Thank you very much,” I say, taking off my hat and bowing. “I’ll be here all week.”

      “Yeah, you will. Want some help?”

      I look down, and I am surrounded by zombies, especially around the truck, which is the only safe way down. There are a few more of them shambling their way towards me, our conversation having alerted them to the possibility of breakfast.

      “No thank you,” I yell back.

      “Suit yourself, then. I’ll grab some popcorn and watch the show.” She pauses briefly and even from this far away I can see that she is smiling. “And by ‘popcorn,’ I mean dog food. There’s actually some left if you manage to survive.”

      Oh crap, now I officially like her and my stomach growls. Yeah, I know, gross. But it was the reason I made a stop here, the possibility of well-preserved calories that others might not think of. Any calories in an apocalypse, as the saying goes.

      “I’ll do my best to make it a good show, then.”

      But I don’t, not right away. Showing off for the first female that’s spoken a kind word to you in months is a sure way to fail at survival. I eat, which amounts to about a hundred calories of stale crackers and roasted peanuts. I drink the four ounces of water I have left and give it a few minutes. The one concession I make to being watched by a woman is not peeing on the Zs. Oh, and I do use a little bit of that remaining water to brush my teeth. I tell myself that oral hygiene is even more important now with no dentists (and it is), but who am I kidding?

      I then dig in my pack, pull out some rope and a pink two-pound hand weight and tie it to the end of the rope. This is going to take a while, but it will be safe.

      It goes like this. Find an area with fewer Zs, swing
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