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Introduction

From the Pen of Thomas Miller

There are stories you tell to pass time and there are stories you tell because time has already passed you. The Hunger of Men is the second kind. It isn’t about a single town or a single government decree; it’s about the moment when a people forget what “enough” means.

It starts, as endings often do, with good intentions gone sour — men in suits making numbers behave on paper while mothers in checkout lines count coins that don’t buy calories anymore. It follows the echo of a sentence broadcast across a nation that didn’t know it was starving yet: “Effective immediately, the Federal Food Relief Program will be suspended.”

Most tales about the fall of things love to chase explosions and heroes. This one stays smaller. It walks the backroads of a Florida river town called Palatka, where humidity clings like sin and the smell of the St. Johns never quite leaves your clothes. It listens to the people who can’t afford to leave when the trucks stop coming: a sheriff whose voice is high and righteous until the fear cracks it; a woman who feeds strangers because her heart never learned how to close; and a chorus of neighbors who learn, day by day, that survival without mercy is just a slow form of dying.

You’ll meet Sheriff Barny McMillin, a man built from old rules and old pride, who mistakes control for justice and carries both like twin pistols. You’ll meet Jill Carroway, his ex-wife, who builds a kitchen in a church and keeps the town breathing with ladles instead of bullets. Between them runs a river — of history, of stubborn love, of guilt — and the current doesn’t favor either bank. Around them, hunger learns new names, takes on new faces, until even the word “neighbor” starts to sound foreign.

This isn’t a book about monsters hiding under the bed; it’s about the ones that climb out when the bed is empty and the pantry is bare. It’s about the brittle space between law and compassion, the point where a badge and a spoon weigh the same in a man’s hand. It’s about what happens when the lights go out and the last rule left is the one you make for yourself.

The story that follows is hard, but not hopeless. It holds its darkness close so that the small lights — a child ringing a cracked bell, a man whispering an apology to a river, a pot of soup shared between enemies — can be seen for what they are: proof that humanity bends before it breaks.

If you came looking for comfort, you won’t find it here. But if you came looking for truth, you might find pieces of your own reflection in these pages — in the smoke, in the river, in the echo of voices still arguing over what mercy costs.

So take a breath before you begin. Step into Palatka as it was when the government turned off the food and the world turned on itself. Listen for the bell that rings twice. And remember, before you open the next page: hunger is not always a matter of the stomach. Sometimes it’s the soul reminding you what it’s missing.
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Chapter 1: The Announcement

From the Pen of Thomas Miller

It started with a press conference nobody wanted to watch.
The President stood behind a podium wrapped in flags, his voice slow and careful — like a man delivering a eulogy for a country still pretending it was alive.

“Effective immediately,” he said, “the Federal Food Relief Program will be suspended nationwide. We must tighten our belts. We must learn to stand on our own again.”


Across the country, the words sank into living rooms and halfway houses like a cold knife.

In Palatka, Florida, a grocery store television played the broadcast above the frozen meat aisle. Shoppers froze mid-reach, hands hovering over bread and milk. Someone muttered, “Suspended? What the hell does that mean?”

It meant the cards would stop working.
It meant the shelves would empty faster than the trucks could restock.
It meant hunger — real, bone-deep hunger — was coming home.
By nightfall, the city hum had changed. There was a tension in the air, a whispering between the cracks of every conversation. Clerks whispered to each other as scanners beeped. A woman at the register tried her EBT card three times before the machine gave her that heartless red screen: DECLINED – CONTACT AGENCY.

She stood there holding a bag of rice, not breathing. The man behind her just said, “Try again,” like that could save her.

Out in the parking lot, someone threw a glass bottle. It shattered, small and pointless — but it sounded like the first gunshot of a war that hadn’t begun yet.

That night, every channel played the same loop of reassurance:


“This is only temporary.”
“The American people will persevere.”
“Do not panic.”

But panic had already settled into the bones of the poor.
Mothers boiled water for empty pots just to pretend something was cooking.
Men watched their children eat the last slices of bread and felt something ancient stir in their stomachs — something that wasn’t just hunger, but memory.
Because long before America, long before programs and policies, people had always done whatever it took to survive.

The next morning, the first grocery riots broke out in Jacksonville.
By sundown, the National Guard was deployed.
By midnight, the first man was shot for stealing a loaf of bread.
In Palatka, the St. Johns River rolled quietly beneath the bridge, reflecting the distant glow of fires on the horizon.
Somewhere, a radio played the President’s voice again, calm and false:

“We will endure this storm together.”


But the people of Florida knew storms.
And this one wasn’t made of rain.
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Chapter 2: The Panic Buying

From the Pen of Thomas Miller

They said panic had a smell. In Palatka it smelled like diesel and bleach and the copper-sweet tang of fear. It rode the morning air in a film — on tailgates, on the breath of men who've slept on their wallets for too long.

Lines spilled out from every grocer and corner mart, a snake of bodies and shopping carts curling down the street. People held their place the way one holds a funeral program — with reverence and impatience both. Little ones clung to coats and asked questions that adults answered with teeth pressed tight.

Sheriff Barny McMillin came down Main like a man carrying a sermon. Tailored boots, pressed khakis, tie tucked under a Tennessee-orange vest — the kind of man who talked justice like it was a family heirloom. He always sounded like he was clearing his throat mid-sentence: high and sharp, the voice of a man who'd been told to sing and had practiced it until it became a bark.

"Now listen here," he called, wiping a palm on his pants as he climbed the store steps. "We got rules. We got curfews. And we got —" he said the word low and proud, "— SAS. I won't have no SAS in my county."

A mother with two kids clutched a paper sack of canned goods and gave him a polite, guarded smile. Barny tipped an invisible hat and peered at the bag like it were a suspicious animal.

"We're only tryin' to feed our children, Sheriff," she said. "We ain't tryin' to cause trouble."

His smile was a knife. "Trouble don't wait for trouble, ma'am. Trouble is a lazy bastard. It lets itself be tempted," he said, then laughed in that high thin way that made the children look away. "Now move along. One sack a family. Keep it civil."

For a day or two, Barny’s presence was a comfort — a promise that the thin glass of order hadn't shattered yet. He posted warnings on the courthouse steps. He sat on the police radio and answered calls in his small, clipped sentences like scripture. He deputized barbers and gas-station attendants with a flourish, pinned tin badges on their chests and told them to stand tall.

But the same badge that settled into his jacket pocket made his shoulders narrow and sharp. Law, to Barny, was not a thing to interpret but a thing to inflict. His idea of mercy came with a bolt and a barrel.

That afternoon a stray dog moved through the line, tail low and ribbed with hunger. Children reached to touch it. Someone muttered that the dog belonged to Old Man Carroway down by the river. Barny saw the animal and thought it a threat — the itch of suspicion running down his spine.

"Keep that varmint away from me," he snapped. His voice jumped the fence from stern to small and furious. "Don't you be lettin' no animal lick my boots."

A boy laughed and the laugh was thin as thread. "Sheriff, he's just hungry."

"Hungry gets to be dangerous," Barny said, spitting the syllables. "You're either gonna put that thing in a truck or I'm gonna put it down."

Someone in the line tried to step between Barny and the dog, gentle as a hand. Barny didn't like being crowded. He stepped forward and the movement was all animal now, thin and sudden. The man in the line who reached — he said one word, a joke, a word Barny heard as mid-lip rebellion.

"Sass," Barny said. "You just gave me sas."

In one motion he drew his pistol. The sound when the shot left his hand echoed off plate glass and tin roofs. People screamed for their kids. The dog fell, a wet noise nobody wanted to say, and the line folded inward like a lung losing air.

Barny kept the pistol pointed for a second after the dog went still, as if he wanted people to see the calm on his face like an offering. "You," he said to the man who'd tried to intervene, "you best check your mouth before you hand me trouble."

Later, when the deputies wrote their reports with clipped handwriting, they used phrases like necessary force and threat neutralized. In the parlors of the well-off, men told the story twice: once with pride and once with a shiver. On the porches of poorer houses, the story was told in fewer words: Barny shot the dog. He shot the dog, and he kept his hat straight while he did it.

Word spread as fast as the ration cards would allow. People started bringing their animals inside before the sheriff came to town. They chained dogs under porches, slid cats into closets, and put baby food out of sight. Barny patrolled more often after that. He liked the attention. He liked to be the hand on the county's throat that reminded it to breathe right.

When the trucks started arriving late — a day, then two — tempers frayed like old rope. Shelves that had been half-full in the morning were scraped clean by dusk. The Governor’s televised reassurances became whispers in a tavern, and whispers turned to rumors: the Federal Food Relief Program would not resume. The cards would stop. The trucks would not come back.

Barny heard the rumors like a preacher hears a heresy. He decided on a plan that made sense in his head: lock it down, lock them in, and let the law do the rest. He put signs on the highway: CURFEW 7PM—6AM. VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED. He set up checkpoints with volunteers who had never touched a gun before, and he spoke to them as though he were training soldiers.

"Don't be nice now," he told them. "Nice ain't the job. Nice gets you eaten."

At the first checkpoint, a car full of strangers — two women and a man with a radio — tried to pass. They argued that they were going to Jacksonville for medicine. Barny stepped forward, palms open like a teacher. His voice rose, thin and precise.
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Chapter 3: Burn Lines



































Chapter 4 – First Hunger
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