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      We all have stories, these days. Things that nailed shut the coffin on how things used to be, that made it clear the dead and the rain changed it all, and we weren’t going back to normal. Riding past the abandoned Micky Ds you took your first date at age thirteen. Loading a shotgun after putting down the corpse of someone you loved. The first time you rolled over and reached for a gun, instead of the banger cell phone you’ve been coaxing through the past few years.

      Me, I went to my Mother’s house a little after midnight. The dead broke the lines at the top of my street, swarmed the neighborhood while I worked the late shift. I figured mum could spot me for a week, let me crash out on her couch. Buy myself a few days away from the trouble, putting a mask on around the shelter while Hadlee and I tamped down on our urge to argue. But when I got there, all the lights were on. The front door hung open, swinging in the breeze. I thought the worst, because you do these days. Crept in with a Smith & Wesson clenched in a tight grip. I found mum necking another woman, making out on the cracked leather couch she’d bought with dad on their thirtieth anniversary.

      And yeah, you know. It happens. I hightailed it out of there.

      
      My mother turns sixty-three this year. She’d been active in the militia for a while, riding shotgun with the black widow squad, hardest of the hard. Old broads who offed their spouses when the time came and it was necessary. Used to think that meant all the dead were men, but that’s a bad habit from the old days. Nothing works like it did, before the dead. Adapt or die, like mum always said. The world changed when my father died, and again when he came back.

      We ain’t special, me or mum. Everybody’s seen some shit these days. And things are better, for everyone, but at the moment, her girlfriend knocked me sideways. I didn’t take it well.

      Thing is, Hadlee was cheating on me, getting together with one of the buzz-saws the militia sent out to mop up the dead. A short, hard bloke they’d dubbed The Chin, who she’d met at the local AA earlier that year. Like most buzz-saws, The Chin was crazy. Hadlee was into that.

      The Chin’s real name was Sam. Samuel Morrison. He’d lost his left hand to the dead a while back, got bit defending a wheat field and lopped it off to prevent the infection spreading. Lots of folks figured it tainted him, but he showed no signs of infection. Only sign he’d been through anything was the drinking and his lopsided walk, weighted down by the DeWalt chainsaw he’d fixed to stump once it healed. Whole thing only weighed a couple of kilograms, but it turned out that’s enough to affect your balance. Sure as hell did the job for my wife.

      The Chin had been married once, as well. Lost his wife to the dead in the first uprising, the same one that took out my dad. He was a little guy, short but well-built. Chin you could use to break granite, and he still shaved every morning instead of letting the beard grow long. I hated the guy back then, you know? Don’t know how I feel about him now. He’s been good to my daughter, I’ll give him that.

      Good to Hadlee, too, when he’s home. ‘Specially given he’s not so crazy now. But my daughter, Eleanor, she says Hadlee worries. Every time The Chin is out on patrol, she’s convinced he’s not coming back.

      “It weighs on her,” Eleanor says. “I keep worrying she’ll, you know…”

      Eleanor mimes taking a hit from a flask, but flasks were never Hadlee’s thing.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her. “It’s not like it was.”

      “But it could be,” Eleanor says. “Couldn’t it?”

      
      In his crazier days, The Chin went out on patrol three or four times a week. He bunked in the guard house out by the south edge of the wheat fields so long people assumed he owned it. Crazy bastard built his own personal gauntlet for the dead to run through, spiked pits and moats and choke-points, one or two homemade land mines concealed in the dirt on obvious approach paths. Once or twice, he’d shown up at the first aid tent bleeding from his own defenses. He’d get drunk and forget the safe route through, or the damn chainsaw tipped him over once the whiskey affected his balance.

      In the early days of their affair, before she’d admitted she wanted him physically, Hadlee claimed The Chin had been a soldier in the days before the dead. I’ve seen his medical records; he’d been a reservist: one weekend a month, two weeks a year of service. It wasn’t nothing, but it wasn’t something either. Reserve hadn’t been a big deal for decades. Regular army didn’t know what to do with ‘em. Only came in handy once the dead rose, and some folks rose to the occasion with ‘em.

      But I’ll give The Chin this: he survived when other folks didn’t. Against all fucking odds, he came back from patrol. Survived the accidents around his guard house with scrapes and cuts and bruises. Survived the drinking, just like Hadlee, and that ain’t nothing, don’t you think?

      
      The first thing you admit in meetings is your lack of power over your addiction, that your life has become unmanageable. First time I went after the dead rose… well, there’s plenty of practice now. We don’t control shit no more.

      On a bad night, weeks before things with The Chin got started, Hadlee lit into me about my choices. “You react, Dean,” she said. “You just wait and patch up the people who get hurt. Everyone else is taking steps, and you’re mopping up once they’re done. If you’d just…”

      She never finished the thought. I never followed up. She’s joined the meetings, and then the militia. Needed something to fill the nights now she’d stopped draining bottles of Merlot on our back deck. She’d go out three or four times a week, while I stayed home and drank our stash of whiskey.

      Ostensibly, keeping Eleanor safe, in case the dead broke in.

      We tell ourselves comforting stories about how and why we do things. Hadlee didn’t feel like she’d betrayed me; she simply accepted the least awful choice in an impossible situation.

      
      It started with a meeting and became a routine. Four times a week, Hadlee accepted her lack of power and shared stories with the group, then moved over to C&C to give a few hours to the militia. Idle hands in need of occupation reached for familiar sources of comfort, so it’s no surprise half her meeting did the same thing.

      The Chin only sported one idle hand, but he needed more occupation than most. The militia made them a team, the buzz-saw and the sharpshooter assigned to get him home safe. Carving through the dead with his DeWalt and her .303.

      I can’t blame her for falling for him. I can’t blame her for walking away from me.

      
      All this happened five or six years back, before we’d adjusted to the dead a bit. You may remember those days were crazy, compared to the way things settled in recent years. I say the thing with my mother started it, but that was just a trigger. A moment I realized nothing could stay the same, and all my comforting stories were only so much fiction.

      When I fled my mother’s house, trying to forget the sight of her necking her new girlfriend, I knew I couldn’t face Hadlee without doing something stupid. So I walked around for a few hours, checking the perimeter. Making sure all the lines were holding, patching up the militia members who’d got injured holding back the dead. It wasn’t like it’d been in days before: I’d grown used to the pop of guns in the night, the hurried call of the militia filling gaps as the dead advanced down suburban streets. The sea of unfamiliar stars, all of them emerging from the cloak of night once the light pollution eased.

      I thought: We’d done good, as a species, really. Held the dead at bay more often than not. The detritus of the old world lingered, reminding us all it wasn’t so bad. We still encountered abandoned skateboards and bikes in kid’s front yards; the scent of
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