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Gary's eyes opened to darkness, though calling it "opened" was generous. They had been half-open for most of the night, dancing between sleep and the kind of awareness that kept you alive when the dead walked outside your door. The ceiling above him, invisible in the dark, had become as familiar as an old friend. He knew every crack, every water stain from the upstairs bathroom that leaked before the world ended and taking care of such things mattered.

His stomach growled.

Gary froze, his hand instinctively reaching for the baseball bat that lived within arm's reach of his mattress. The bat was an old Louisville Slugger, a gift from his father decades ago that had sat in a garage collecting dust until dust became the least of anyone's worries. Now it was religion. Now it was hope wrapped in ash wood.

Outside, the familiar symphony began. Shuffling footsteps that had forgotten how to lift properly. Low moans that might have been language once, in some other life. The occasional thump of a body that couldn't remember walls were solid things. Gary listened, cataloging each sound the way he used to catalog emails and meetings and all those things that seemed important before.

The sounds faded, moving toward the back of the house, toward the woods where they seemed to gather like moths to some invisible flame.

His stomach growled again, louder this time, insistent as a child demanding attention.

"I know," Gary whispered to himself, his voice foreign in the dark. "I know."

When was the last time he'd spoken out loud to another person? Months, certainly. Mrs. Chen from next door had lasted until October, her voice calling to him from her attic window until it wasn't her voice anymore, until it became something that only sounded like Mrs. Chen. Gary had stopped answering after that.

He sat up slowly, the movement practiced and deliberate. His night robe, a ridiculous thing with faded blue stripes that his ex-wife had bought him for Christmas years ago, wrapped around him like a security blanket. It was one of the few comforts he allowed himself. That, and the hope of food.

The hallway stretched before him as he stood, moonlight filtering through the gaps in the boarded windows creating prison-bar shadows on the walls. Every window was covered, every entrance barricaded. His home had become a fortress, though fortresses implied armies and Gary was just one man in a bathrobe with a baseball bat and diminishing supplies.

He passed the bathroom, its door ajar, the mirror inside carefully covered with a bedsheet. He couldn't look at himself anymore. Couldn't see what the months had done to his face, his body, his eyes. Some things were better left unknown.

The kitchen waited at the end of the hall, and with it, the possibility of food. Slim possibility, Gary reminded himself. The cupboards had been picked over so many times they were practically shining with his attention. But hunger had a way of making you optimistic, making you think that maybe, just maybe, you'd missed something.

The kitchen floor was cold under his bare feet. Gary paused at the threshold, listening. The moaning outside was distant now, but distance was relative when death could shuffle its way to your door at any moment. He moved to the window above the sink, peered through a gap in the boards.

The backyard was a graveyard of his former life. An overturned barbecue grill, its cover long since blown away. Garden tools scattered where he'd dropped them that last frantic day. And the zombies—five, maybe six of them, shambling through the overgrown grass toward the tree line. Moonlight caught them in profile, and Gary found himself staring at their feet.

The closest one wore Nike running shoes, the expensive kind with the reflective strips. Barely scuffed. The next had leather boots that looked practically new, the kind you'd wear to an office, to a meeting, to a life that required such things.

Gary looked down at his own feet. Bare, calloused, dirt permanently embedded under the nails no matter how many times he tried to clean them. His last pair of shoes had fallen apart two weeks ago, the sole separating from the upper like a mouth opening to speak. He had nothing to replace them with.

The zombie in the nice boots stumbled over a garden hose, recovered, kept moving.

"Better shoes than me," Gary muttered, and the observation sat in his chest like a stone. Even the dead had better footwear. Even the things that used to be people had retained some dignity in their accessories while Gary shuffled around in bare feet and a bathrobe like some desperate ghost haunting his own life.

His stomach interrupted his melancholy with another growl, louder this time.

Outside, one of the zombies moaned in response, a coincidental harmony that made Gary's skin crawl.

He waited, holding his breath, but the zombie didn't turn toward the house. Didn't change direction. It just kept walking, following whatever internal compass guided the dead through their nightly routines.

Gary exhaled slowly and turned to the cupboards.

The first one opened with a soft creak that seemed loud as thunder in the silence. Inside: a can of green beans, the label faded and water-stained. Gary hated green beans. Had hated them before the world ended and saw no reason to change his position now, despite hunger's insistence that opinions on vegetables were a luxury he couldn't afford.

Not yet, he told the can silently. Not quite yet.

The second cupboard held a single coffee mug, a relic from a conference he'd attended in another lifetime. "Synergy Through Innovation" it proclaimed in bold letters. Gary wondered what synergy looked like when the dead walked. Probably not much different than corporate America, actually.

The third cupboard was the one he'd been avoiding. The one that held the bag of rice and nothing else. Rice required water, time, cooking—all things that made noise, drew attention, got you killed. Gary had stared at that bag for weeks, knowing it was there, knowing it was useless to him in his current state.

But hunger made you thorough.

He reached in, moved the rice bag aside to check the back corner one more time.

His hand touched something.

Gary froze.

It was smooth, cool, cylindrical. Glass. A jar.

He pulled it forward slowly, hardly daring to breathe, and there in the faint moonlight filtering through the boarded window, he saw it.

Goober.

Peanut butter and jelly, swirled together in one impossible, beautiful jar. The seal was intact, the label barely faded. Gary turned it slowly, checking the expiration date with the desperate focus of a man who'd watched the world expire and stopped caring about such arbitrary timelines.

It was still good. Well within range. Not that it mattered.

Gary held the jar like he was cradling something precious, something holy. His hands—rough, scarred from months of boarding windows and breaking down furniture for barricades—trembled slightly. When was the last time he'd held something that represented not just survival, but comfort? Not just calories, but childhood? Not just food, but the memory of Saturday afternoons and school lunches and the kind of normalcy that seemed like fiction now?

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, foreign and strange. Gary couldn't remember the last time he'd smiled. Couldn't remember the last time he'd had reason to.

He set the jar down on the counter with the care one might use handling a newborn.

The drawer squeaked when he opened it, the sound cutting through the quiet like a blade. Gary stopped, his entire body tensing. Outside, the shuffling continued, but didn't change pace, didn't alter direction. They hadn't heard. Or they had, and didn't care. Or they had, and were waiting.

Gary no longer tried to predict the logic of the dead.

He pulled out a butter knife, closed the drawer with painstaking slowness, each millimeter a negotiation with sound itself.

The bread box sat on the counter, a cheerful yellow thing his ex-wife had insisted matched the kitchen's "aesthetic." Gary had thought it ugly then. Now it was just a container, and containers were sacred when they held food.

Inside was half a loaf of white bread in a plastic bag.

Gary stared at the bag, calculating. Plastic crinkled. Crinkled made noise. Noise brought attention. Attention brought death.

But the knife was already in his hand, and hunger was already gnawing at his stomach, and the Goober jar sat there on the counter like a promise of something better than another night of stale crackers and regret.

He positioned the knife at the twisted tie of the bread bag, the same focus he'd once applied to spreadsheets and quarterly reports now directed toward opening a bag as quietly as possible. The blade cut through the plastic tie with barely a whisper.

Gary slid out two pieces of bread, set them on the counter.

Outside, something moaned. Closer than before.

Footsteps shuffled near the back door, that horrible dragging sound that used to be a walk, used to be a stride, used to be someone heading home after work or going out for a jog or any of the thousand casual movements that made up a human life.

Gary's hand hovered over the bread, frozen mid-reach.

The footsteps paused at the back door.

THUMP.

Gary didn't breathe.

THUMP.

His hand remained exactly where it was, half an inch above the slices of bread. His mind had become very good at this—the art of stillness. The practice of being a statue, a ghost, a thing that didn't exist in the world of the living or the dead.

The footsteps shuffled away from the door, back toward the yard, moving away with the slow inevitability of the undead on their nightly rounds.

Gary exhaled, a long, slow breath that felt like it had been trapped in his lungs for days.

He picked up the Goober jar, gripped the lid.

The seal cracked as he began to twist it, the sound impossibly loud in the silence. Gary winced, stopped, waited. A zombie moaned somewhere in the distance, but it didn't sound closer, didn't sound interested.

He continued, twisting the lid slowly, letting the seal break in increments rather than one explosive pop that might draw attention. The lid came off with barely a whisper.

He set it down silently on the counter.

The swirled peanut butter and jelly inside looked perfect. Untouched. A small miracle in a world that had stopped producing them.

Gary dipped the butter knife in, scooped out a generous portion.

He spread it on the first slice of bread with the careful precision of a surgeon. Each stroke of the knife calculated, controlled, deliberate. Not a sound. Not a ripple. Just the soft, almost silent application of this thing that meant everything.

He spread the second slice with the same care, then placed it on top of the first.

A sandwich. An actual, honest-to-god peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

Gary stared at it for a long moment. This simple thing. This ordinary thing that had once been so commonplace he'd made them without thinking, eaten them while watching TV or reading or doing any of the thousand mindless activities that filled a normal life.

He picked it up. Took a bite.

The taste exploded across his tongue—sweet, salty, rich, comforting. Gary closed his eyes and for one perfect, impossible moment, he wasn't in a boarded-up kitchen listening for the sound of death shuffling past his door. He was seven years old, sitting at his mother's table, swinging his legs and drinking chocolate milk. He was twelve, making his own lunch for the first time, proud of his independence. He was twenty-five, hungover on a Sunday morning, eating standing up at the counter of his first apartment.

He was alive. Not just surviving. Alive.

Gary took another bite, chewing slowly, savoring each second. His shoulders relaxed. His breathing steadied. The tension that had been his constant companion for months loosened its grip, just slightly, just enough to let him stand there in his kitchen and feel something other than fear.

He opened his eyes, looked around at the boarded windows, the mostly empty cupboards, the deadbolt on the back door that stood between him and the dead. His home. His fortress. His prison.

"Maybe," Gary whispered to the darkness, to himself, to whatever might be listening. "Maybe this isn't forever."

The words hung in the air, fragile as soap bubbles, beautiful as hope.

He took another bite. Finished the sandwich. Licked his fingers, tasting the last traces of peanut butter and jelly. His stomach was quiet now, satisfied for the first time in days.

Gary looked at the Goober jar on the counter, still half full. Enough for another sandwich tomorrow. Maybe two if he was careful. Maybe—

Behind him, in the cupboard he'd left open, the bag of rice shifted.

It was slow, imperceptible at first. Just a slight tilt, a minor adjustment as gravity worked on the bag that had been leaning against the jar, the jar that Gary had removed, leaving nothing but air to support it.

The bag tilted further.

Gary reached for the jar lid, began to screw it back on, the twist of metal on glass a satisfying sound that meant preservation, meant tomorrow, meant hope.

The rice bag teetered on the edge.

Gary's mind was already planning. He'd ration the Goober. Make it last. Maybe check the neighbor's houses again, risk a quick search for more supplies. Maybe—

The bag fell.

It tumbled through the air in the kind of slow motion that only happens in nightmares and disasters, spinning lazily, inevitably, toward the kitchen floor.

Gary began to turn, some animal instinct screaming that something was wrong.

The bag hit the linoleum.

Rice exploded across the floor—a cascade of sound, grain scattering everywhere, each individual piece hitting the ground like a tiny bell announcing Gary's location to everything within hearing distance.

Gary's eyes went wide.

Outside, the response was immediate.

Moaning. Multiple voices, all at once, all directed toward the house.

Thump thump thump—fists pounding on the back door, hands that remembered knocking but had forgotten why.

More moaning from the sides of the house, the front, everywhere. They were converging. Coming from all directions. Because rice on a kitchen floor sounded like a dinner bell when you were dead and hungry.

Gary grabbed the Goober jar.

He didn't think about it, didn't plan it. His hands just moved, clutching the jar to his chest like it was the last thing on Earth that mattered.

Because right now, it was.

The back door rattled in its frame, wood creaking under the assault. The deadbolt held, but for how long?

Gary ran.

Through the kitchen, through the living room, his bare feet slapping against the floor in a rhythm of panic and desperation. Behind him, the sounds of splintering wood, of his sanctuary being breached, of months of careful survival undone by a bag of rice.

He reached the front door, his hands shaking so badly he could barely grip the locks. One deadbolt. Two. The chain. Come on, come on—

Behind him, the back door crashed open.

Moaning flooded into the house, filling the space that had been his alone, violating the silence he'd fought so hard to maintain.

Gary threw open the front door and burst into the night.

The air hit him first—cold, sharp, alive with the smell of grass and distance and possibility. His bare feet hit concrete, the pain immediate and irrelevant. His night robe flapped behind him like a cape, like surrender, like the flag of a refugee fleeing a lost war.

He paused at the edge of his front walk, scanning the street. Darker here, facing away from the moon. A few scattered zombies in the distance, but they hadn't noticed him yet. The street ahead was clear. Well, clear enough.

Behind him, wood crashed. They were pouring out of his house now, drawn by the noise, by the movement, by whatever instinct or hunger or memory drove them forward.

Gary didn't look back.

He ran down the street, clutching the Goober jar to his chest, his bathrobe billowing, his bare feet bleeding on the pavement. He looked ridiculous. He looked desperate.

He looked alive.

And in this world, alive was all that mattered.

The street stretched before him, dark and uncertain. Somewhere ahead there would be another house, another hiding place, another cupboard to search. Somewhere ahead there would be another day, another struggle, another small victory or defeat.

But right now, there was only this: the night air in his lungs, the Goober jar in his hands, and the sound of his own footsteps carrying him away from the home he'd lost and toward whatever came next.

Gary ran until the moaning faded behind him. Ran until his lungs burned and his feet screamed and the Goober jar felt heavy as the world in his arms.

Then he slowed to a walk, his breath coming in ragged gasps, and looked for somewhere—anywhere—to hide.

Because that was life now. Running, hiding, surviving. One jar of Goober at a time.

Behind him, his house stood dark and violated, no longer a sanctuary. Ahead, the street stretched on into uncertainty.

Gary kept walking.
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