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PROLOGUE

KnoWhutImean?
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The first thing you need to know about me is that I am not a hero. Heroes run toward danger with a steely jaw and a plan. I once ran into a sliding glass door because I thought it was open. Broke my nose and two of my wife’s favorite wind chimes. Cost me forty dollars at the urgent care and six weeks of my wife saying, “The door was right there, Vernon. It was glass. You could see through it.” Which, if you think about it, is kind of the whole problem with glass doors. You can see through them. That’s the trap.

So when I tell you that I, Vernon P. Cruddle, survived the zombie apocalypse, you have every right to be suspicious. I have every right to be suspicious, and I’m the one it happened to. Some mornings I wake up in this Costco—but I’m getting ahead of myself.

The second thing you need to know is that I am telling you this from inside a Costco. Not because it’s a strategic stronghold—though the bulk toilet paper situation is genuinely comforting—but because I locked myself in here by accident three weeks ago and I cannot for the life of me figure out the emergency exits. There are signs everywhere. Green signs with little running men on them, all pointing in different directions like they can’t agree on where safety is. I’ve followed every last one of them. They lead in circles. Big, fluorescent-lit circles past the frozen food section and back around through automotive supplies. I’ve walked nine miles inside this building. I know this because I’m wearing one of those step-counter watches I found in Aisle 7, and brother, my cardio has never been better.

I’ve also eaten my way through most of the snack aisle, so it’s kind of a wash.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Way ahead. Let me start at the beginning, because if this is going to be a survival story—and I use that term loosely, since my survival has been about ninety percent dumb luck and ten percent running in the wrong direction at the right time—then you deserve the full picture. The whole, embarrassing, cereal-stained picture.

It started on a Tuesday. I remember because Tuesdays are when the Pic-N-Save does their two-for-one on off-brand cereal, and I had my heart set on a box of Cinnamon Squares. Now, Cinnamon Squares are just like Cinnamon Toast Crunch, except they’re made by a company called “General Foods Approximate”—which should tell you everything you need to know—and they taste like someone described Cinnamon Toast Crunch to a robot over a bad phone connection and the robot did its best. But they’re two for three dollars, and in this economy, you make sacrifices.

I was in the checkout line. Self-checkout, because the Pic-N-Save only has two human cashiers and one of them is Dolores, who has been working there since the Kennedy administration and moves at a speed that suggests she is personally opposed to the concept of progress. The other cashier is a teenager named Brandon who will not stop telling you about cryptocurrency. So: self-checkout. The lesser of three evils.

Except the machine hated me. I don’t say that lightly. I believe, with the conviction of a man who has been wronged, that self-checkout machine number four at the Pic-N-Save on Route 9 had a personal vendetta against me. Every time I scanned something, it told me there was an unexpected item in the bagging area. I had one item. One box of cereal. There was nothing unexpected about it. I expected it. I brought it there. I scanned it on purpose. And yet this machine—this smug, beeping, flat-screened tyrant—insisted that something was amiss.

I was arguing with it. Out loud. Because that’s something I do. My wife, Darlene—God rest her soul, and I don’t mean she’s dead, I mean she’s napping, which she does now for about sixteen hours a day because the apocalypse, it turns out, is the most boring thing that’s ever happened to her—Darlene always said, “Vernon, you talk to things that can’t hear you.” And she’s right. I talk to self-checkout machines, I talk to my truck, I talk to squirrels. Once I gave a full motivational speech to a garden hose that wouldn’t uncoil. I told it that I believed in it. It did not uncoil.

Anyway.

I was telling the machine—firmly but respectfully—that it was wrong about the bagging area, when the first one walked in.

Now, when I say “walked,” I’m being generous. It was more of a mosey. A slow, lopsided, arms-out mosey, like a man who’d just gotten off one of those spinning teacup rides at the county fair and was trying to find the funnel cake stand. His shirt was torn. One shoe was missing. His skin had a color I can only describe as “gas station sushi.” But I didn’t think “zombie.” Of course I didn’t. Nobody looks at a man shuffling through a Pic-N-Save at two in the afternoon and thinks “undead.” I thought, “That fella needs a glass of water and maybe a chiropractor.” Maybe he’d had a rough night. Maybe he was on some kind of medication. Who am I to judge? I once walked into a Waffle House at four in the morning looking like I’d been dragged through a swamp because I had, in fact, been dragged through a swamp. Long story. Involves a canoe and a disagreement with gravity.

So I did what I always do when I see someone who looks like they’re having a hard time. I talked to them.

“Hey there, buddy,” I said—out loud, to nobody in particular, because the man was still thirty feet away and couldn’t possibly hear me, but that has never stopped me before. “You doing alright? You look like you’ve been through it.”

He turned toward me. Slowly. Like a satellite dish finding a signal. And that’s when I saw his face.

His left eye was hanging by what I can only describe as a thread of something I don’t want to think about. It was just dangling there, swaying back and forth like one of those novelty eyeball keychains you get out of a gumball machine. His jaw was unhinged—not in the surprised way, in the actual, literal, medical way. It hung open at an angle that no living jaw should achieve, like a drawer that’s come off its track. And he made a sound. Not a groan, not a moan. More like the noise a garbage disposal makes when you accidentally drop a spoon in it. A wet, grinding, mechanical protest.

And I said—God help me, I actually said this—“Sir, I think you dropped your eye.”

I still don’t know why I said it. Politeness, I guess. My mother raised me to be courteous, even in situations that did not call for courtesy. Even in situations that called for screaming and running, which this very much was. But Vernon P. Cruddle does not scream and run. Vernon P. Cruddle makes awkward small talk and then screams and runs.

That’s when he lunged.

Now, I’d love to tell you I did something brave. Something cinematic. That I grabbed a fire extinguisher off the wall and swung it like a baseball bat, or performed some kind of tactical combat roll I’d seen in a Jason Statham movie. I would love to tell you that I looked danger in its one remaining eye and said something cool, like “Not today, pal.”

But what actually happened is this:

The self-checkout machine—that miserable, petty, digital hall monitor—chose that exact moment to finally scan my Cinnamon Squares. After three minutes of refusing to acknowledge that my cereal existed, it suddenly beeped with the enthusiasm of a game show buzzer and announced, at full volume, “UNEXPECTED ITEM IN THE BAGGING AREA.”

The sound startled me so bad that I jumped sideways—not backward, not forward, sideways, like a spooked cat—and my foot caught the handle of my shopping basket. I went down hard, skidding across the tile floor on my back like a man on a slip-and-slide, and I slid—I am not exaggerating—a full twelve feet across the polished linoleum, right through the automatic doors, which opened just long enough to spit me out onto the sidewalk before closing again.

The zombie hit the glass a half second later. Face-first. Well—what was left of his face. He pressed against it, mouth working, that horrible grinding sound muffled by the door, his one good eye staring at me with what I interpreted as mild annoyance. Like I’d cut him in line at the deli counter.

I lay there on the sidewalk, flat on my back, clutching my cereal to my chest like a football, heart pounding so hard I could feel it in my teeth. The automatic doors kept trying to open because the zombie was standing on the sensor, and every time they’d slide apart an inch he’d lurch forward and they’d close again. Open. Lurch. Close. Open. Lurch. Close. Like the world’s worst game of peekaboo.

And that, my friends, is how Vernon P. Cruddle survived his first encounter with the undead: by being so catastrophically clumsy that the universe itself intervened on his behalf. Not out of love, mind you. I think the universe just felt sorry for me. Or maybe it was entertained. Maybe God looked down and said, “I’m going to keep this one alive just to see what he does next,” the same way you’d watch a squirrel try to get into a bird feeder.

It would not be the last time.

I got to my feet, which took longer than I’d like to admit because the sidewalk was wet from the sprinklers and I was shaking like a Chihuahua in a thunderstorm. I looked around. The parking lot was quiet. Too quiet. The kind of quiet where you realize you’ve been hearing background noise your whole life—traffic, birds, someone’s radio playing three blocks away—and now it’s all just... gone. Like someone unplugged the world.

I got into my truck. A 2004 Ford Ranger, silver, with a busted tailgate that I’ve been meaning to fix since the Obama administration. The tape deck only plays the left speaker, which means I’ve been listening to half of every song for six years. You’d be surprised how many songs are mostly in the left channel. A lot of classic rock. The right channel is apparently where they hide the bass guitar and the backup singers, so I’ve just never heard them. There’s a bumper sticker on the back that says I’D RATHER BE FISHING, which is funny because I am genuinely terrible at fishing. I’ve been fishing eleven times in my life and I’ve caught one fish, and it was dead when I found it. It was just floating there. I scooped it up with a net and told Darlene I caught it. She didn’t believe me. Nobody believes me. This is a recurring theme.

I turned the key. The engine coughed, sputtered, and started on the third try, same as always. Same as every morning for six years. Reliable in its unreliability. That truck and I have an understanding: I don’t expect much, and it doesn’t deliver much, and we’re both fine with that.

The radio came on. Halfway through a song. “Don’t Fear the Reaper.”
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I turned it off.

By the time I hit the highway, the whole town had gone sideways. And I don’t mean that in a colorful, folksy way. I mean there was a Subaru literally on its side in the middle of Main Street, wheels still spinning, a child’s car seat dangling out the back window. People were running in every direction—some screaming, some silent, some moving in that same slow, lopsided mosey I’d seen at the Pic-N-Save. You could tell the difference between the living and the not-living by the speed. The living ran like their hair was on fire. The not-living ambled like they had a dentist appointment they were in no hurry to get to.

I saw my neighbor, Dale, standing on his front porch with a garden rake, swinging it at a woman in a bathrobe who was trying to climb his steps. Dale’s a good man. Retired plumber. Keeps his lawn like a putting green and has opinions about mulch that he will share with you whether you ask or not. He saw me driving past and shouted something I couldn’t hear over the sound of my one working speaker, which was now playing a commercial for a mattress store that I’m fairly certain no longer exists.

I gave Dale a thumbs-up, which was probably not the appropriate response, but I was operating on pure adrenaline and muscle memory, and my muscle memory is mostly just being polite at inappropriate times.

Three blocks later, I saw old Mrs. Pemberton from the church choir. She was on the sidewalk. With the mailman. And I don’t mean they were having a conversation. I mean she had her teeth—her dentures, specifically, the same dentures she took out once during the Christmas pageant to adjust and scarred every child in the front row—she had those dentures buried in the mailman’s shoulder, and she was shaking him like a dog with a chew toy. Mrs. Pemberton. Eighty-three years old. The woman who brought lemon bars to every potluck. The woman who once told me I had “a good heart but a weak chin.” The woman who crocheted mittens for the entire third-grade class every winter.

She looked up at me as I drove past. Made eye contact. Lemon bar crumbs still on her blouse. Blood on her dentures. Her eyes were milky, like someone had stirred cream into them. But there was something in there. Something that recognized me. Or maybe I just wanted there to be.

I waved. I don’t know why. Instinct. Reflex. Twenty years of waving at Mrs. Pemberton from across the church parking lot. You can’t undo that kind of conditioning. The apocalypse doesn’t erase muscle memory. Your brain doesn’t care that the world is ending; it just sees a familiar face and fires off the signal: wave. Say something nice. Ask about her hip.

I almost asked about her hip. I caught myself, but barely.

She didn’t wave back.

That’s when it hit me. Not a zombie, thankfully—I’d had enough of that for one Tuesday—but the realization. Heavy and cold, like swallowing a stone. The world as I knew it was over. Not temporarily. Not like a power outage or a hurricane where you hunker down and wait and then things go back to normal and the insurance adjuster shows up and you argue about your deductible. This was different. This was the kind of over that doesn’t have a “back to normal” on the other side.

The Pic-N-Save deals. Gone. The church potlucks. Gone. Dolores at the checkout, moving at the speed of continental drift. Dale and his opinions about mulch. Brandon and his cryptocurrency. The self-checkout machines that hated me personally. All of it, gone. Replaced by something out of one of those movies I’d always turned off halfway through because they gave me nightmares. Darlene would say, “Vernon, it’s just a movie,” and I’d say, “That’s what the people in the movie thought too, Darlene, right before they got eaten.”

And now here I was. Not in a movie. In the thing itself. The real, actual, blood-and-teeth, shambling, groaning thing. With half a tank of gas, a box of off-brand cereal, and the sneaking suspicion that I was the least qualified man on the entire planet to handle any of this.

I couldn’t shoot a gun. Tried it once at Dale’s range. Bruised my shoulder and hit the ceiling. Dale asked me to never come back, and I respected that boundary.

I couldn’t run fast. My knees sound like a bag of microwave popcorn when I go up stairs.

I couldn’t fight. The last physical altercation I’d been in was in 1994 when I accidentally stepped on a man’s foot at a Lynyrd Skynyrd concert and he shoved me into a porta-potty. I did not fight back. I just stayed in the porta-potty until the concert ended. Heard the encore through the wall. It was “Free Bird.” Sounded pretty good, actually.

So what exactly was I bringing to the apocalypse? What was my skill set? What was Vernon P. Cruddle’s contribution to the survival of humanity?

I could talk to things that couldn’t hear me. I could trip at exactly the right moment. I could wave at people who wanted to eat me. And I could, apparently, slide across linoleum at an Olympic-qualifying speed when properly startled.

It wasn’t much. But here’s the thing about being the least qualified man on Earth: nobody expects anything from you. And when nobody expects anything from you, every single thing you manage to do—every day you wake up still breathing, every zombie you accidentally avoid, every locked door you somehow stumble through—feels like a miracle. The bar is so low it’s underground, and all I have to do is step over it. Which, admittedly, I usually trip over. But I land on the other side. And that counts.

My name is Vernon P. Cruddle. I’m fifty-three years old. I have a bad back, worse knees, and a truck that starts on the third try. I can’t work a self-checkout machine. I wave at zombies out of reflex. I once got lost in my own backyard because Darlene rearranged the garden furniture and I didn’t recognize the place. I have been bitten by two dogs, one cat, a parrot named Lieutenant Dan, and—as of three weeks ago—zero zombies, which is frankly the most impressive statistic of my entire life.

I am not fast. I am not strong. I am not smart, at least not in any way that matters when the dead start walking. But I am here. Still here. Alive and mostly intact, sitting in a Costco on a throne I built out of bulk paper towel packages, eating my way through a pallet of trail mix and writing this down in a composition notebook I found in the office supplies section, because somebody should know what happened. Somebody should know that the world ended, and the guy who made it through was the last person anyone would’ve bet on.

Including me.

Especially me.

I am going to tell you how I survived the end of the world. Every stupid, lucky, accidental, terrifying, beautiful minute of it. The friends I made. The friends I lost. The things I did that I’m proud of, and the things I did that keep me up at night, staring at the Costco ceiling, listening to the generators hum and the zombies shuffle past outside like the world’s worst parade.

Buckle up, friend. It’s gonna be a bumpy ride.

KnoWhutImean?
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE

The Cereal Was Not Worth It
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I drove for about forty-five minutes before I realized I had no idea where I was going. This is not unusual for me. I once drove to a dentist appointment and ended up at a Jiffy Lube in a different county. But this time felt more urgent, on account of the civilization collapsing around me like a soufflé in an earthquake.

The highway was a mess. Cars everywhere—some crashed, some abandoned, some still running with their doors hanging open like the people inside had just evaporated. I saw a minivan on its roof with a bumper sticker that said MY CHILD IS AN HONOR STUDENT AT JEFFERSON MIDDLE. I wondered about that kid. I hoped they were okay. I hoped they were somewhere safe, being smart, living up to that bumper sticker. Then I drove over a traffic cone and it got stuck under my truck and dragged for half a mile, shooting sparks like a Fourth of July sparkler, and I forgot about the honor student because I was busy screaming.

The traffic cone eventually dislodged itself when I swerved to avoid what I thought was a body in the road but turned out to be a very realistic Halloween decoration that someone had left in their yard. In March. Some people just don’t take down their decorations. Darlene has opinions about this. Strong opinions. She once wrote a letter to the homeowners’ association about a neighbor who left their inflatable Santa up until February, and the letter was three pages long and included the phrase “seasonal negligence.”

I need to find Darlene. That thought hit me like a brick, sudden and obvious. I’d been so busy being chased and startled and sliding across linoleum that I’d completely forgotten that my wife was at home. Alone. With the doors probably unlocked, because Darlene does not believe in locking doors. She says, “We live in a safe neighborhood, Vernon.” And I say, “Darlene, the Hendersons got their birdbath stolen.” And she says, “Who would steal a birdbath?” And I say, “Someone who wants a birdbath and doesn’t have one, Darlene, that’s the whole concept of theft.”

But today the argument about locking doors had taken on a new dimension, because the things trying to get in were no longer hypothetical birdbath thieves. They were the walking dead. And I was pretty sure the walking dead did not care about the homeowners’ association.

I turned the truck around. This involved a seventeen-point turn in the middle of the highway because the Ford Ranger has the turning radius of a cruise ship, and by the time I was facing the right direction, I’d knocked over a road sign, clipped a mailbox, and run over what I sincerely hope was a watermelon.

The drive home took twice as long as it should have because I had to weave through abandoned cars like some kind of obstacle course from a game show, except the prize wasn’t money, it was not getting eaten. I passed the elementary school. The parking lot was empty, which I took as a good sign until I saw that every window on the first floor was broken and there were tiny handprints in something dark on the walls. I did not look closer. There are some things you don’t look at. You just drive and you tell yourself it was paint. Finger paint. Kids love finger paint.

I turned onto Maple Street—my street—and for a moment, everything looked normal. The houses sat there the way houses do, quiet and oblivious, like they hadn’t gotten the memo about the apocalypse. The Hendersons’ replacement birdbath was still in their yard. The Garcias’ dog was barking from inside their house, which meant the Garcias had probably left and forgotten the dog, which was the most Garcia thing imaginable. They once forgot their youngest child at a Chuck E. Cheese for four hours. The kid was fine. He’d won six hundred tickets and traded them for a plastic kazoo and a mood ring.

My house was at the end of the cul-de-sac. Blue shutters, white siding, a lawn that I mow every Saturday with the kind of grim determination usually reserved for people defusing bombs. There was a garden gnome by the front door that Darlene bought at a yard sale. I hated that gnome. It had a smirk on its face like it knew something I didn’t. Darlene named it Gerald.

Gerald was still there. Smirking. The front door was closed, which was a good sign. The windows were intact. No blood. No broken glass. No zombies on the porch.

I pulled into the driveway, got out of the truck, and walked toward the house with the box of Cinnamon Squares tucked under my arm like a football. I don’t know why I was still carrying the cereal. Comfort, maybe. Or stubbornness. I had fought a self-checkout machine and a zombie for those Cinnamon Squares, and I was not about to leave them in the truck.

I opened the front door—unlocked, naturally, because Darlene—and stepped inside.

“Darlene?” I called out. “Darlene, honey, are you here? Something’s happening. Something real bad. Like, worse than the time the septic tank backed up, and I know you said nothing could ever be worse than that, but I need you to recalibrate your scale of bad things because—”

“I’m in the living room, Vernon.”

She said it the same way she says everything. Flat. Calm. Like I’d interrupted her shows. Darlene has a relationship with her television programs that I have never been able to compete with. I once told her the garage was on fire and she said, “Mm-hmm,” without looking up from a rerun of Judge Judy. The garage was, in fact, on fire. Small fire. Mostly my fault. Involved a space heater and a stack of newspapers that I was “going to recycle eventually.”

I walked into the living room. There she was. My wife of twenty-six years. Sitting in her recliner—the big one, the one that’s molded to the shape of her body like a leather cocoon—with a blanket over her legs and the TV remote in her hand. She was watching the news. Or what used to be the news. The screen was showing aerial footage of a city on fire. Helicopters. Military vehicles. People running. The ticker at the bottom said something about a “NATIONAL EMERGENCY” and “SEEK SHELTER IMMEDIATELY.”

Darlene looked at me. Then at the cereal. Then back at me.

“You went to the Pic-N-Save,” she said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“During a zombie apocalypse.”

“Well, it wasn’t a zombie apocalypse when I left. It was just a Tuesday.”

“It was a zombie apocalypse when you left, Vernon. I told you. I said, ‘Vernon, there’s something wrong outside, the neighbors are acting strange.’ And you said, ‘Darlene, the Cinnamon Squares aren’t going to buy themselves.’”

This was, unfortunately, accurate. I do remember her saying something about the neighbors as I was walking out the door, but I had assumed she meant the Hendersons were doing something weird with their landscaping again. The Hendersons are always doing something weird with their landscaping. Last month they put a decorative boulder in their front yard that was the size of a Volkswagen. No explanation. Just a boulder. Darlene watched them install it from the window for forty-five minutes.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay, so maybe I should have listened. But I’m here now. I’m home. And we need to figure out what to do, because there are dead people walking around out there, Darlene. Walking. Mrs. Pemberton bit the mailman.”

“Which mailman? Kevin or the new one?”

“I don’t—Darlene, it doesn’t matter which mailman.”

“It matters to me. Kevin’s been delivering our mail for fifteen years. If Mrs. Pemberton bit Kevin, I’m going to be upset.”

“I think it was Kevin.”

“Damn.” She said it quietly. Then she turned back to the TV. “They’re saying to stay inside. Board up the windows. Don’t go outside for any reason.”

“Well, that seems like good advice.”

“It’s been good advice for the last two hours, Vernon. While you were at the Pic-N-Save buying discount cereal during the collapse of civilization.”

I deserved that. I sat down on the couch—the couch that Darlene has told me eight hundred times is “for guests, Vernon, not for your work pants”—and I set the Cinnamon Squares on the coffee table. We sat there in silence for a while, watching the news. City after city, the same story. People turning. People running. The military rolling in, then the military running too. A general came on and said something about “containment protocols” in a voice that sounded about as confident as a man trying to return a mattress without a receipt.

“We should board up the windows,” I said.

“With what?”

“I’ve got plywood in the garage.”

“You’ve got half a sheet of plywood in the garage, Vernon. You bought it in 2019 to fix the deck and never fixed the deck.”

“Well, now it has a higher purpose.”

“It’s going to cover one window. Maybe.”

She was right. She’s always right. This is another recurring theme. I went to the garage anyway, because doing something felt better than sitting on the guest couch watching the world end on a fifty-five-inch screen. The garage was dark and smelled like oil and old grass clippings. My workbench was in the corner, covered in tools I’d bought with the best of intentions and the worst of follow-through. There was a circular saw I’d used once. A power drill with a dead battery. A level that I’d never actually used to level anything but that I kept because owning a level made me feel like a competent person, which I am not.

I found the plywood. Half a sheet, just like Darlene said. It was warped from leaning against the wall for three years. I also found a hammer and a coffee can full of nails that were mostly rusty. This was my arsenal. This was what stood between my family and the zombie horde: a warped half-sheet of plywood, a hammer, and nails that might give the zombies tetanus if they scratched themselves on the way in.

I was carrying the plywood through the kitchen when I heard it. A thump. From the back door. Not a knock—zombies don’t knock, which is rude when you think about it. Just a dull, heavy thump, like someone walking into the door without knowing it was there. Which, given my history with glass doors, I was in no position to judge.

I set down the plywood. I picked up the hammer. I walked very slowly toward the back door, which has a little window at the top—Darlene picked it, she said it was “charming”—and I stood on my toes and looked through the glass.

It was the Garcias’ dog.

A golden retriever named Biscuit. Sixty pounds of pure, unbothered, tail-wagging joy. He had his front paws on the door and he was looking at me with that expression that golden retrievers have, the one that says, “I am so happy to see you that I might actually pass out.” His tail was going like a windshield wiper on high speed. He had a tennis ball in his mouth. A tennis ball. In the middle of the zombie apocalypse, this dog had found a tennis ball and brought it to my door, because priorities.

I almost cried. I’m not ashamed to say it. In a world that had gone completely and irreversibly insane, here was this dog, this glorious, stupid, beautiful dog, who had absolutely no idea that anything was wrong and just wanted someone to throw his ball. He didn’t know about the zombies. He didn’t know about the national emergency or the containment protocols or the cities on fire. He just knew that the people who usually fed him weren’t home and the nice man next door was standing in his kitchen holding a hammer and looking like he’d seen a ghost. Several ghosts. Angry, bitey ghosts.

I opened the door. I know. I know. The news said don’t go outside. Darlene said don’t go outside. Every survival instinct in my body—what few I have—said don’t go outside. But it was Biscuit. You don’t leave Biscuit outside during a zombie apocalypse. You just don’t. I don’t care what the general with no confidence says. Some things are more important than containment protocols.

Biscuit bounded inside like he’d been invited to a party. He dropped the tennis ball at my feet, sat down, and looked at me expectantly. I picked up the ball. It was slimy and covered in grass. I put it on the counter.

“We’ll play later, buddy,” I said. “Right now Uncle Vernon needs to board up some windows with inadequate materials.”

Biscuit wagged his tail. He did not care about inadequate materials. He cared about the tennis ball. And honestly? In that moment, so did I. The tennis ball was the most normal thing in the world, and the world didn’t have a lot of normal left.

From the living room, Darlene’s voice: “Vernon, did you just let a dog in?”

“It’s Biscuit.”

“I know it’s Biscuit. I can hear him panting. He sounds like a freight train. Vernon, we can barely take care of ourselves.”

“He had a tennis ball, Darlene. He brought me a tennis ball. During the apocalypse. I’m not a monster.”

A long pause. Then: “Fine. But he’s not sleeping on the bed.”

He would absolutely be sleeping on the bed. We both knew it. But in marriage, as in the zombie apocalypse, some battles are better left for later.

I spent the next two hours boarding up what I could with the warped plywood and some bookshelves I dragged in front of the other windows. Darlene supervised from the recliner, which mostly involved telling me I was doing it wrong. “The nails are too far apart, Vernon.” “That shelf is crooked.” “You just nailed that board to the wall, not the window frame.” That last one was accurate and I had to pull it out and start over, which took twenty minutes and left a hole in the drywall that I told myself I’d fix later, knowing full well that the concept of “later” had fundamentally changed.

By nightfall, we had something resembling a fortified home. And by “resembling,” I mean a generous person might squint at it and say, “Well, he tried.” The plywood covered the kitchen window, which was the biggest one on the ground floor. The bookshelves blocked the living room windows, though you could still see through the gaps if you tried. The back door was locked and barricaded with the kitchen table. The front door had a deadbolt and a chain and also Gerald the garden gnome, whom I’d brought inside and placed on the entry table because at this point I was willing to accept any help I could get, even from a ceramic gnome with a smug expression.

Darlene made sandwiches. Ham and cheese on white bread. She made one for me, one for her, and then she cut up some ham and put it in a bowl for Biscuit, which told me everything I needed to know about where she actually stood on the dog situation. Biscuit ate the ham in approximately four seconds and then stared at us like we’d committed a crime by not giving him more.

We ate in the living room, in the dark, because I’d turned off all the lights. I’d seen enough movies to know that light attracts them. Or maybe that was moths. Either way, I wasn’t taking chances. The TV was off too. The last thing we’d seen before the cable went out was a reporter standing on an overpass, describing the scene below with the kind of forced calm that reporters use when they’re trying very hard not to scream. Mid-sentence, something had grabbed her ankle from off-camera. The feed cut to static. That was it. End of broadcast. End of the news. End of everything that used to come through that screen and make us feel connected to a world that made sense.

Now it was just us. Me, Darlene, and Biscuit. Sitting in the dark in a house held together by warped plywood, rusty nails, and bookshelf barricades. Eating ham sandwiches. Listening to the sounds outside—shuffling feet, the occasional moan, something that might have been a car alarm or might have been a person screaming very far away.

Biscuit put his head on my lap. I scratched behind his ears. Darlene reached across the couch and held my hand. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. After twenty-six years, you don’t always need words. Sometimes you just need someone to sit in the dark with you and hold your hand and not say “I told you so,” even though they absolutely told you so.

I squeezed her hand back.

Outside, something thumped against the front door. Once. Twice. Then stopped.

Biscuit lifted his head, looked at the door, then put his head back on my lap and sighed. If the dog wasn’t worried, I decided I wasn’t worried. That was my new survival metric: if Biscuit’s okay, we’re okay. It wasn’t exactly scientific, but science hadn’t done a whole lot for us today either.

“We should sleep in shifts,” I whispered.

“You take first watch,” Darlene said immediately.

“Why me?”

“Because you went to the Pic-N-Save during the apocalypse. This is your penance.”

Fair enough.

So I sat there. In the dark. In a house full of useless barricades and one extraordinarily calm golden retriever. My wife fell asleep in her recliner in about ninety seconds, because Darlene can fall asleep anywhere, anytime, under any circumstances. She once fell asleep at a monster truck rally. A monster truck rally. Trucks the size of houses, crushing cars, engines screaming—and Darlene was out cold in the third row, mouth open, snoring over the sound of Gravedigger. The woman could sleep through Armageddon. And now, apparently, she was going to.

Biscuit snored too. Little wheezy snores that made his lips flutter. His paws twitched. He was dreaming. Probably about tennis balls. Probably about a world where the biggest problem was whether someone was going to throw the ball or just pretend to throw it. I envied him. I envied that beautiful, oblivious dog more than I have ever envied anything in my life.

I sat in the dark and I listened. To the shuffling outside. To the wind. To the sounds of a world that had broken in half and was still figuring out what it was becoming. And I thought about tomorrow. About what we’d do, where we’d go. About whether the plywood would hold. About whether Dale was okay with his garden rake. About whether Brandon from the Pic-N-Save had managed to convert his cryptocurrency into something useful
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