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To my amazing daughter, Sam, and to the best of times.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


When most of Earth’s air escapes into space through a large crack in the outer atmosphere—leaving only a few feet of breathable air near sea level—all humans, animals and creatures above this level…die.

Unbelievable? Well, actually some of our air escapes into space all of the time.

One of the outer layers of the atmosphere—the magnetosphere—protects Earth from solar winds that constantly bombard it, however, solar particles regularly enter through small cracks.

We see evidence of this when these particles produce the beautiful Northern Lights—the Aurora Borealis—but they can also damage electronic systems on Earth; planes have been rerouted, satellites have been disabled, power grids have been blown out.

And at the same time as these particles come in, Earth’s air leaks out.

If small cracks can do this kind of damage—when a large crack occurs—even more of the air on Earth leaks out.

We only have our outer atmospheric layers to protect us and they are being damaged by greenhouse gases, especially CO2 (carbon dioxide).

And…we are due for a major solar flare.

The Big Question is: Can Earth’s weakened outer layers protect us now and in the future?
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CHAPTER 1Nick


“The sky is falling! The sky is falling!” a boy cried from the school hallway.

“Hey…Nick…what’s he saying?” whispered Reef, whose desk was beside mine.

“Huh?” I mumbled, looking up from the specs of the largest backhoe in the world—the Caterpillar 6090 FS—that I was sneaking in my English book. “Oh, something about the sky falling…”

The yelling got louder, then faded as it passed our door.

“Man…it sounds like Stewie,” Reef said.

I cocked my head to listen as the cries passed again.

“Yeah…that’s Stewie all right.”

Stewie lived down the street from me and across from Reef’s house. He was small for his age and often got picked on by Butch, the neighborhood jerk. But then…so did I.

My classmates laughed as our teacher opened the door and shouted, “Stewie…stop! Stewie Chen! Stop right now!”

But he just kept on running past again.

Everyone got up from their seats and gathered around the door. I too, got up and pushed my way to the front.
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Down the hall, Miss Wilson, my sister Lily’s teacher, stepped out of her class. She almost had to tackle Stewie to stop him, then held him tightly by the shoulders. “Stewie, calm down.”

He was in distress, trying to catch his breath.

“What about the sky?” she asked, letting go.

He reached into his pocket for his inhaler and stuck it into his mouth. He had bad asthma that got worse when he was upset…which was pretty much all of the time.

He looked at Miss Wilson, then up and down the hall at the rest of us. Many teachers and students were now standing outside their classes watching the drama.

“The…the…sky…is falling,” he squeaked out in between gasps.

Stewie tended to exaggerate things but I had a bad feeling that something was really wrong. A few students checked their cell phones, shaking their heads, unable to connect.

I walked towards Stewie. “Hey bud, what’s with all the yelling?”

He took another puff from his inhaler before he could speak. “Nick—the sky is falling—for real.”

Right then I knew…he wasn’t fooling. I had to swallow hard to keep my lunch down.

The sound of the intercom made me jump. Over the loudspeakers, the principal’s voice boomed, “Attention everyone. Emergency procedures are in effect. All walkers are to go home immediately. Those taking buses are to wait outside. I repeat, emergency procedures are in effect. All walkers are to go home immediately. Those taking buses are to wait outside. Thank you…and keep safe.”

We all stared at each other, transfixed.

Then everything went crazy as kids stampeded out of their classrooms, some screaming, some crying.

I had to get Lily. She was a couple of years younger than I, and Mom would give me unending grief if I didn’t walk her home.

I fought my way to her door against the tide of students heading to the exit and spotted her struggling towards me. She looked relieved when I grabbed her by the arm.

“Thanks.”

I just grunted.

I pulled her through the crowd, squirted out the door, then dashed to a clearing on the lawn where we stopped and looked up.

“What’s wrong with the sky?” she asked.

“I don’t know. It looks the same to me.”

It was an average sunny day in June. The only things I could see were a few wispy clouds.

“Nick, I’m afraid something’s going to fall on us.”

I didn’t want to admit it, but so was I. What was up there that could fall—the moon, a satellite, a meteor? Yeah…a meteor. There were tons of movies about meteors crashing into the Earth.

“We’d better get home and check the news.”

As we walked, we both kept looking up. I was ready to dart out of the way if something did fall…well…if it was small enough for me to get out of its way.

I snapped out of my scary thoughts when a woman bumped into me as she ran towards the school. Everyone was running. Cars were whizzing by. It seemed like the world was going nuts. Going nuts before it perhaps…ended.

We came to our street which lay on a long hill. Small post-war bungalows lined both sides until at the very top where they had been torn down and replaced with huge houses. The backyards were small on the left side—my side—of the road because around forty feet from the back porches, a deep, wooded ravine began. And at the bottom of the ravine ran a stream, now gentle in June, but in spring, strong and treacherous.

Even though we only lived halfway up the long hill, I was always out of breath by the time I reached our front door.

I nervously fumbled as I attempted to unlock it and when I did, Lily rushed past me to turn the TV on.

The newscaster was discussing survival kits. The words that ran across the bottom of the screen read, “INTERNATIONAL EMERGENCY—GATHER CANNED FOOD, WATER, BLANKETS, FLASHLIGHTS AND BATTERIES, AND FIND SHELTER IN LOW-LYING AREAS. NOT DOING SO, WILL RESULT IN DEATH.”

Death.

Holy crap.

This was really happening.

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut.
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CHAPTER 2Lily


“Nick, I’m scared,” I said, looking at the TV and trembling. “They’re not saying what’s wrong.”

“Try another channel,” he said.

I tried but all I got was fuzz. I switched back to where the news lady was saying, “As a result of the conditions, satellites all over the world are out of commission. Stay tuned to this channel as we broadcast from our local station.”

“Crap—satellites are out,” he said. “They control everything…cell phones, the internet….”

A car honked in the driveway. I ran out the door.

“Mom,” I yelled. I felt way better that she was home.

Nick followed me outside as she got out of the car, went to the trunk and grabbed two sacks of groceries.

“Thank goodness you’re both home safe,” she said. “Nick, get garbage bags, quickly.”

He just stood there.

“Now, please,” she yelled, passing him, looking around anxiously as if she was worried someone was watching. Why would she care about that?

“Lily, you need to help, too,” she shouted as she ran up the steps.

I went to the trunk and grabbed a sack. I then ran inside, dropped it on the living room floor and went out for another load.

Nick gave Mom a few plastic garbage bags and she handed one back to him. “Throw everything into this.”

She opened the car’s back door. The seat was covered in food. I wondered why we needed so much but was afraid to ask.

“Here, Lily,” Mom said, handing me a garbage bag. “Start throwing in the stuff on the front seat.”

“Okay,” I said. When I opened the door, loose boxes of noodles, cans of tuna and fruit fell onto the driveway. I scooped them up and threw them into the bag, starting with the cans. Mom was a cashier at the local grocery store so I knew that the heaviest things went in first.

No one spoke until we finished clearing the car.

“Mom, I’m done,” I said.

She was already running towards the house with a garbage bag in each hand, shouting, “Hurry!”

When we were all in, she closed the door, locked it, then leaned against it, trying to catch her breath.

“Mom, you’re scaring me,” I said.

She flew forward and hugged me.

“I’m sorry…so sorry, Lily. We had to get the food in before anyone saw us.”

“Why?”

She looked out the living room window. “We have to take it all downstairs.”

Nick grunted. All he seemed to do since Dad left was grunt.

We picked up as many bags as we could and carried them down the basement stairs to the storage room.

Mom covered them with blankets. “We have to hide it all.”

“But why?”

“Yeah, why?” Nick asked. “Who are we hiding it from…our neighbors?”

She stopped and stared at us. “Yes, our neighbors—and anyone else who might come to the door.”

“Why would anyone want our food?” I asked, wondering why they couldn’t just go to the store.

She went into the family room, waving at us to follow her, and sat on the old pull-out couch.

“About an hour ago, the store manager gathered up the employees. He told us that something happened to our air. He was warned that grocery stores were going to be looted—that we employees should take as much food as possible and then help the customers if they were calm enough. I almost had the car loaded when swarms of people showed up. At first, they were okay but as more came, panic set in. I tried to help but they just ignored me. Finally, the manager told us to go home.”

I was never so afraid in my life. Was this the last food we would ever have?

She took in a deep breath and continued. “I got one last load and went out to the car. I was throwing it into the trunk when…this man drove up behind me and got out of his car. He pushed me away and started to steal my food. I tried to stop him but he just pushed me again and kept going.

Another man came up and told him to act civilized but the thief told him to mind his own business and shoved him too. While they were arguing, I jumped into the car and took off.”

“Did he hurt you?” Nick asked.

She rubbed her upper right arm and lifted the sleeve of her blouse. There was a big bruise.

“Mom, he did hurt you,” I said, gently touching the outside of it.

“It doesn’t hurt that much, Lily. I just hope that the man who helped me is okay.”

I looked at Nick. He was quiet but looked really mad, so to change the subject, I went over to the TV and turned it on. The words that ran across the bottom of the TV screen read: OFFICIAL ANNOUNCEMENT FROM THE WHITE HOUSE.

The news lady said, ‘NASA officials have confirmed that a large crack in the Earth’s magnetosphere is causing our atmosphere to leak out into space.’

Mom gasped.

“What’s a magnet…osphere?” I asked.

“Shh,” Nick said.

The news lady continued, “The level of breathable air has fallen to a height of two miles above sea level. The level may stabilize over time, but NASA can’t confirm or predict future conditions. Everyone is advised to move to the lowest altitude possible. Not doing so may result in death.”

Mom ran to the TV and unplugged it.

“I can’t take much more right now,” she said, putting her hand on her forehead and going up the basement stairs. “No TV for you two.”

I turned to Nick, expecting him to shrug and say it was no big deal. That’s what he always did. But not today. He looked as scared as I felt.

“Nick, what is a magnetosphere?” I asked him.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But it’s leaking. And they think we may all die.”
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CHAPTER 3Nick


I was sitting on my bed, freaking out. I kept thinking of our breathable air leaking out into space. Was I safe in the basement? My bedroom and bathroom were down here; Dad had built them for me when I got too old to share a bedroom with Lily upstairs.

He left a year ago to work on a construction project in New York. He was the best digger around—operating big backhoes. I also loved to dig and wanted to show him how I learned to dig a safe tunnel by shoring it up with wood to keep it from collapsing. But I never got the chance to show him. He never came back.

I had to find out more about what was going on, so I went upstairs. As I walked down the hall, I heard the TV from Mom’s room. I knocked on her door.

“Yes?” she yelled, as she switched it off. “Come in.”

I walked in, looked at it, then at her.

“I need to know what’s happening.”

She looked away.

“I know that you think that I’m useless but I’m not.”

“Whatever makes you think that?”

“I don’t know…you’re always….” I said, turning to walk out. “Forget it.”

“Nick, wait.”

I stopped.

“I’m sorry…I’ve been so…overwhelmed…since your dad left….”

She then laid her hand on her forehead. She always did that when she felt bad. She has had a hard time since he left…but so had I.

“We’ve got bigger problems now.” I looked at the TV.

She sighed then picked up the remote and clicked it on.

Shots of city streets and of highways jammed with cars and trucks came on the screen.

“Where is everyone going?” I asked.

“They’re going to low-lying areas. Everyone in the mountains…everyone in a city that isn’t close to sea level is trying to get as low as possible in case the air level keeps dropping.”

“Because of that crack in the— magnetosphere? What is it, anyway?”

She patted the bed beside her for me to sit down, took a piece of paper off her end table and said, “I’ve been writing stuff down. They said it was the magnetic field that shields Earth from the sun. Have you heard about the Northern Lights?”

“Yeah…sometimes the North sky lights up at night….”

“Well…they happen when solar particles hit our atmosphere as they come through small cracks. And as they enter, our air leaks out.”

“So, they’re not such a good thing?”

“No. In the past when too many particles came in, they fried satellites, power grids on Earth and even electronics on planes! Flight paths have to be changed when there is too much solar activity!”

“Wow! And this time the crack is huge.”

“Yes. Our air is escaping so quickly, people at high altitudes will die if they don’t move to a lower area right away.”

“Where are they going to go?”

“For now, community centers, schools, parking garages.”

A shot of hundreds of people packed into a community center came on the screen.

Mom shuddered. “I wouldn’t last long in there.”

Crowds made her anxious.

“We’re good here, aren’t we?” I asked. “I mean…the ocean’s just down the street.”

“We’re just a few feet above sea level, so yes; we should be okay as long as the Earth still has some oxygen.”

I gulped. That didn’t make me feel very safe. We lived on a long street that sloped down to the ocean which was about a mile away. The people in the huge houses right on the beach were probably way safer than we were.

“How low will it fall?” I asked.

“They didn’t say.”

“I’ll Google it,” I said, getting up to check the laptop.

“The internet is down.”

“Oh, yeah. Forgot.”

“And phones aren’t working either,” she said. “The army is taking over land lines. Most people have cell phones now anyway, but they’re out too.”

We won’t be able to contact anyone. Even Dad.

“Did they say how the crack happened?” I asked.

“Well…they know that a large solar flare called a CME—coronal mass ejection—hit the Earth. But they’ve happened before…they aren’t sure why this one caused the big crack.”

I heard a loud knock on the front door.

Mom looked at me, alarmed. I ran down the hall to the window and peeked out.

“It’s Hank, Butch’s dad,” I whispered to Mom who was now standing near the door, wringing her hands.

“Oh, no,” she said, making a face. Hank was a bigger jerk than his son Butch who bullied pretty much everyone at school. Someone had told Butch about my digging and since then, he kept calling me Gopher. And I knew who told him: it was my former best friend, Noah, who lived next door.

The banging continued until he called out, “It’s Hank from down the street. Just want to ask you something.”

Mom frowned at me then hesitantly unlocked the door and opened it.

“Yes?” she asked.

“The store’s been stripped of food,” he said. “I was wondering, since you work there and all—do you know when they’re bringing in some more?”

Mom shook her head.

“Did you—get any—before it was emptied?” He smiled but there was a real nastiness to his voice.

She shook her head again and squeaked, “It’s my day off.”

He eyed her suspiciously, trying to look over her shoulder into the kitchen.

“Can you let me know if you hear anything?” he asked.

She nodded and closed the door, her hands trembling.

She looked at me and said, “We really have to hide the food. If he comes back, he’ll tear this place apart and take everything.”

“I won’t let him.”

She looked at me, terrified. “He’s a hunter. He has guns!”

“Guns? Holy crap.”

We’d have to hide the food really well. I’d have to tell her about my digging.

“Mom,” I said. She didn’t respond.

“Mom,” I said louder.

“What?”

“I…I….”

“What is it?”

“I kept digging.”

“Digging?”
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“Yeah…digging tunnels.”

“Nick! Your father had told you to stop. It’s too dangerous.”

“He wasn’t here to stop me!” I screamed angrily.

Mom lowered her eyes. I’d made her feel bad again. It seemed like that’s all I did lately.

“Anyway,” I said. “I have a place to hide the food.”

“You do? Where?”

I signaled for her to follow me as I headed downstairs to my bedroom. In the back corner, I pulled on a knob hidden behind a poster. Mom gulped when it opened a small door.

“You put a hole in the foundation!” she screamed, hands on hips.

“It hasn’t been a problem,” I said as I reached into the hole and switched on a light that illuminated a small room.

Mom stuck her head in. “Unbelievable. It’s lined in wood!”

“Plywood. Remember, Dad was going to build a workshop onto the shed? He had all of the material for it.”

“How…how do you know to do all this?”

“I helped him when he finished the basement. And I googled stuff.”

I felt cheated that Dad and I didn’t get to build the workshop. His father, grandfather and great-grandfather had been builders in Italy. When we built stuff together, I felt like we were keeping a great tradition going.

Mom was quiet.

“Let’s get the food,” she said all of a sudden, rushing off. I followed her to the storage area where she took the blankets off the bags. She grabbed two of them and slid them towards my bedroom. I did the same and when we had them all, I climbed into the tiny room. Mom handed me the bags and when they were all in, she said, “I’d like to sort them out but I don’t know if I can fit through this door. And it looks…cramped in there.”

As well as hating crowds, Mom was also claustrophobic. So, I was surprised when she did come in, squeezing her hips through the narrow door. Sitting up, she nervously laughed and said, “I hope I can get back out.”

“I can go get some grease,” I said, smirking.

“I think I’ll manage,” she said anxiously looking around. “I’m amazed that you dug out this room.”

“Oh…this is nothing,” I said enthusiastically, opening a door on the back wall. “I also dug a tunnel to the ravine.”

“You did what?”

She crawled up to me, looked in, and gasped when I turned on a string of Christmas lights that ran along the tunnel ceiling as far as the eye could see.
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CHAPTER 4Lily


“Lily,” Maya said on her walkie-talkie. “Come in.”

Before he left, my dad had given me three old walkie-talkies that he had used on construction sites. They were two-way radios: about four times the size of a cell phone. I had given the other two to my best friends, Amy and Maya.

“Lily, come in,” Maya repeated.

“Affirmative,” I said. “Go ahead.”

“It’s scary out there,” Maya said. “Are you doing okay? Over.”

“Butch’s dad was here looking for food. I think he really scared my mom. Over.”

“That’s awful,” Maya said. “He’s mean. I can hear him yelling at Butch from my house. Over.”

“Maybe that’s why Butch is so mean too. Over.”

“Do you think his family’s out of food already?” she asked. “We only have enough for a week. Over.”

“They might be. I’m sorry to hear that you don’t have much food,” I said. “I hope Amy’s family is okay. Over.”

“Yeah…me too. Over.”

Just then, Nick was knocking at my door, “Lily, Mom wants us to clean the garbage cans.”

“Okay,” I yelled at him.

“Got to go,” I said to Maya. “Over and out.”

“Roger. Over and out.”

Nick and Mom were in the kitchen.

Mom gave Nick a large plastic garbage can and a smaller one to me. “Could you please go outside and hose these down? Here are rags and a cleaner.”

“Geez,” he asked. “Why?”

“In case….”

“In case of what?”

“In case we lose our water supply,” I piped in.

“Oh….”

I learned at school that people can only live a few days without water. And also, Nick would be really stinky without a shower.

I followed Nick outside as he dropped his can and the cleaner on the lawn and turned on the hose. I looked up at the sky, ready to run out of the way…in case something fell. I noticed him doing it too as he rinsed out his can first, then mine. He didn’t look very happy.

“Here’s a rag,” he said to me, squirting the cleaner into my can, then his.

I reached into my can, making sure that I scrubbed it really well. I then took the hose and rinsed it out. Scared as I was, I was happy that Nick and I were finally doing something together—even if it was scrubbing out stinky garbage cans. For the last year, he had been grumpy and couldn’t be bothered with me.

“Are you ready for a rinse?” I asked.

“I guess.”

I stuck the hose in his can, and washed out the suds just as Mom came out.

Nick said to her, “Done.”

She looked inside his can, made a face, and said, “There are chunks of rotten food everywhere. Would you drink water out of that?”

“Huh? I don’t know,” he said.

Then she looked into my can.

“Great job, Lily,” she said, taking it. “I’ll put this one in the kitchen. I’ll be back, Nick.”

He didn’t look happy.

“Do you need any help?” I asked.

“Naw….” he said, adding cleaner to his can again. He rubbed the sides roughly with the cloth and stood up, looking at the chunks on the cloth.

“Gross.”

Just then, I heard a loud roar coming towards us from the sky. I screamed thinking that this was the end…that this is what we were waiting for…to fall from the sky….

As Mom opened the kitchen door, a huge airplane zoomed above our house. Within seconds, it crashed.

We all screamed as a gigantic ball of fire rose above the trees.

“Get in!” Mom shouted, and Nick and I ran up the porch and inside. “To the basement.”

As we ran downstairs, something hit the house. I screamed again as she pushed us to the floor and covered us with her body.

When all was quiet, she raised her head, wide-eyed, then stood.

“Mom, what hit our house?” I asked.

She didn’t answer. She ran up the stairs. We followed her. As we were about to go outside, she yelled, “Wait.”

She stood on the porch looking at something and sighing in relief. Nick and I went outside and saw a piece of metal sticking out of the back of the house.

“Mom, what did you think hit us?” I asked.

She looked at me then looked away.

Nick ran to the front as she yelled, “Nick, don’t.”

Nick came back and said, “The street looks okay—nothing there.”

I thought of what could have been there that mom didn’t want us to see.

I thought about the poor people on the plane and started to cry.
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CHAPTER 5Nick


I had one of the worst nights of my life.

Over and over again, I had the same nightmare about an elephant falling on my house. What was that about—Dumbo the flying elephant—instead of a plane? And to make matters worse, every time it jolted me awake, I gasped for air. I guess I was freaking out about losing all of ours…and dying. We heard that the plane ended up crashing in the forest a couple of miles away. At least it didn’t fall onto people….

The next morning a loud siren woke me up. I went outside to see what was going on. Mom and Lily were already on the lawn staring at a big army truck that was moving slowly down the street followed by a couple of soldiers on foot.

Many neighbors were also standing on their lawns. Noah, my former best friend, and his mother were just walking out of their house that was next to mine, higher on the hill. Our eyes met briefly before his eyes darted away. I noticed that their car wasn’t in the driveway. His father was a salesman who was often out of town. I felt sorry for them to have to go through this disaster without him.

One of the soldiers marched onto our porch waving some sort of electronic gadget up and down in front of the door. He then spray-painted a horizontal red line a foot above the door, then turned to us and yelled, “Okay, everybody, listen up. Above the Red-Line, there’s no air. If you put your head above that level for too long, you will die.”

My heart sank as everyone reacted. Some looked up the hill and started to cry. A child whimpered ‘Grandpa’. I too looked up the street where the Red-Line would be so low that anyone sleeping on the first floor had probably died. I felt horrible thinking about what they must have gone through. Oscar, Butch’s best friend who was also a jerk, lived at the top of the hill. And even though I didn’t like him, I felt sorry for him and his family.

The soldier kept talking. “Good news is—the crack partially closed up and the Red-Line has stabilized. But as a precaution, we urge everyone to move into your basements…those of you that have them. Those that don’t, we can take you to a shelter with us now; we’ll be back in a couple of days to see if anyone else wants to go. And there will be food drops at your local grocery store. Does anyone want to go to a shelter now?”

I thought that our ninety-something neighbor, Miss Jennifer, who lived on the lower side of us, might want to leave. She was listening to the soldier and petting her Siamese cat, Mona. But she shook her head no, along with the rest of our neighbors.

“Okay. Any questions?”

Mom asked, “If the Red-Line goes down farther and we can’t leave the house, how do we get to the store?”

“In that case, you need to go to a shelter, ma’am,” he said, dismissing her, and moving to join the other soldier who was already down the street.

Mom was trembling. She couldn’t go to a shelter because of the crowds. She wouldn’t be able to breathe in there even if there was air.

Lily patted her arm and said, “It’s okay, Mom. We’ll be all right here.”

Would we? What if the air had fallen another ten feet last night? Because they were on the first floor, Mom and Lily would have died if they didn’t wake up in time and think to run down to the basement. And what if it had fallen twenty feet?

Even I wouldn’t be standing here.

Down the street on the opposite side, Hank was standing on his lawn, staring at us. I felt that he knew we had lots of food.

On my side of the street, Maya’s family was climbing into the back of the army truck. I signaled Lily to look, and when she did, she was so upset she ran inside.

When the army truck faded away into the distance, Mom sprinted into action getting us to move everything we’d need to survive to the basement.

I knew that most of my friends’ families, like mine, had renovated their basements, including putting in bathrooms. Those who didn’t would have to use a pail. Nasty.

I told Mom that she could have my bedroom but she said no, she would sleep on the pull-out couch. And there was a small room off the family room with a cot. This would be Lily’s new bedroom.

One of the last and most important things I did, was to install security bars across the basement windows and door to the kitchen—in case someone tried to break in. I knew that Hank would be back looking for food. I felt a pang of guilt that we had so much and probably should share it, but every one of us on this street was now trying to survive. Mom got hurt trying to get food for us and my job was to protect it.

I felt overwhelmed and tired.

I was about to lie down when Lily entered my room. “Nick, can you bring my globe down? It’s too big for me to carry.”

“Ugh. That huge thing?”

“I want it to keep track of things going on in the world. I….”

“You just want it because Dad gave it to you.”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with Dad!”

“Yeah…right…I heard you call it Dad!”

“Well, I miss him!” she yelled, tearing up. “Why are you so mean? You don’t talk to me…and…and…we don’t do stuff together anymore! All you do is feel sorry for yourself and dig.”

She left, slamming the door.

Yeah…I guess she was right. I knew that I’d been keeping everyone away including Lily and Mom. And sure...I’d been feeling sorry for myself because Dad had abandoned me.

And yeah…digging was the one thing that made me feel better.
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CHAPTER 6Lily


I thought about apologizing to Nick, but I was still angry. Anyway, every time I had tried talking to him in the past, he wouldn’t listen. I knew he was feeling bad because Dad had left us but so was I.

At least I had my friends talk to. . .well, friend. I now only had Amy left. Maya was gone. Every time I thought about her leaving on that army truck, it felt like someone had stabbed me in my stomach. Mom always said that I was a big worrier. Well, now I had humongous things to worry about—like not having any air to breathe and planes falling on me—and losing friends and neighbors…and maybe family.

I wondered how my dad was doing. I wondered if he still was alive.

I clicked on my walkie to call Amy. “Amy, come in.”

“Affirmative, go ahead,” she answered.

“Maya here, too. Over.” I heard…surprised.

“Maya,” I yelled. “Where are you? Over.”

“I’m back home. Over.”

“You are? OMG. I’m so happy. I was worried sick. Over.”

“Same here,” Amy said. “Why did you come back? Over.”

“It was really scary,” Maya said. “We couldn’t even get near the community center. The roads were packed with cars and people. The soldiers were going to take us to a dirty old cargo ship! Over.”

“A cargo ship? Over.”

“Yes. They’re putting people in cargo ships because passenger ships are full and there’s no room anywhere else. Over.”

“That’s awful. Over.” Amy said.

“Just horrible. We didn’t want to go. But there was a woman on our truck about to have a baby and she was all alone, so Mom asked the soldiers if they could take us all back home. We left on the next truck out. Over.”

“That was really nice of them. Over,” I said.

“Yes, it was. It’s going to be wonderful to have a baby around. And I get to help deliver it! Over.”

“Wow! Over,” Amy said.

“You know that one day I want to be a children’s doctor. Over.”

“I know, but delivering a baby…is kind of yucky. Over,” I said.

“If it wasn’t for that lady, I think we’d all be stuck in a rusty old ship. And we did get some food from the soldiers, but it won’t last too long. Amy, is your family okay? Over.” Her family lived next door to the grocery store where Mom worked.

“By the time my parents got home and went to the store, nothing was left. Over.”

“Oh, no,” I said. “We’re okay…but how many families like you don’t have much? Over.” I suddenly felt very guilty about all of the food we had. I wanted to share it with everyone but felt that it wasn’t my decision to make.

“It depends on how many families are still here. Maya, how many people left on the truck with you? Over,” Amy asked.

“Three people near the top of our hill who survived the Red-Line dropping, the Jones family from across the street…um…I’ll think about who else. Over.”

“Wait,” I said as I grabbed a notebook. “I’ll write down who’s left. Over.” I kept a journal of what went on in my life. I had a filing cabinet full of old journals in my bedroom upstairs.

“Okay,” Maya said. “The Joneses across the street from me and the young couple down from them…I can’t remember their names. Over.”

“I’ll just write down ‘two houses down from’….” I said, and then had another idea. “Why don’t we make a map of all of the houses and then, mark down who has left. Over.”

“Awesome idea. Over,” Maya said.

“And we can write down how many kids or old people or sick people who need help. Over,” I said.

“That is an awesome idea,” Amy said. “My neighbors, the Garcias, who are really old, left. It was so sad. Over.”

“Oh, I remember them getting on the truck,” Maya said. “They could barely walk. Over.”

“They’re the sweetest people,” Amy said. “I used to check in on them to see if they needed anything. Who’s going to do that now? Over.”

Tears came to my eyes. “I don’t know. Over.”

As we talked about the map, I wondered…who would take care of the Garcias? Who would take care of those who couldn’t take care of themselves?

I wished I could help them all.


[image: image]





[image: image]

CHAPTER 7Nick


A tapping on my window woke me up.

“Hey, man—it’s no time to snooze,” Reef called from outside.

“Hey, Reef, what’s up?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

“Jerome and I are hanging at Stewie’s. Come on down.”

“Oh…okay…I’ll meet you there.”

I opened the door to my room and heard Mom in Lily’s room. Great. I snuck up the basement stairs and out of the house.

I ran all the way down to Stewie’s. He was a year younger, and I didn’t know him that well. Actually, I hadn’t been hanging out that much with Reef or Jerome either. They lived across the street from Stewie’s and were busy with football. In the last year, I had spent most of my time with Noah…digging…but not since the cave-in….

The guys were sitting on the front steps.

“Hey, Nick,” Jerome said. “We were just talking about the plane crash.”

“Yeah, man,” Reef said. “This ‘no air thing’ sucked big time and then….”

He shook his head and took a big bite out of a granola bar. At school, Reef ate about ten bars a day.

“You guys wanna bite?” he said, holding it towards us. “I don’t know what I’ll do when I run out. But I guess that’s not the worst thing that might happen.”

“My parents don’t want me to talk about what might happen,” Stewie said, staring at his feet.

“My dad said that a couple of years ago, there was a bigger crack than usual in the magnetosphere,” Jerome said. “They had to change plane routes so that the particles coming in from the sun didn’t fry the planes’ electronics.”

“This crack’s huge. Does that mean no more planes?” I asked.

“Yes. And if it gets worse, everything electronic on Earth will be fried.”

“I don’t want to hear anymore,” Stewie said, humming and putting his hands over his ears.

But Jerome just kept on talking. “Dad’s involved with the African American Environmentalist Association and he does a lot of research on climate change.”

All of a sudden, Jerome looked very somber. “He said that…we finally did it. We ruined the Earth—we humans—finally ruined the Earth. We had warnings to reduce the burning of fossil fuels but we…just didn’t do enough.”

“Man…carbon dioxide did all of this?” Reef asked, looking around in despair.

“Along with other greenhouse gases, but yes, mostly carbon dioxide. When trapped in the lower atmosphere they produce heat, but in the upper atmosphere where the ionosphere is, they cause cooling. And the cooling produced a decrease in height of the densest part of the ionosphere of about five kilometers globally.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about but it doesn’t sound good,” Stewie said fearfully.

“It isn’t,” Jerome continued. “The ionosphere is kind of…falling. And it’s right under the magnetosphere, so it’s weakening it.”

“And man, oh man…here we are now with a big crack that’s killing us all,” Reef said.

“Holy crap, Jerome,” I said, seriously. “You’re scaring Stewie.”

Jerome was the smartest guy I knew. He skipped a year at school, and could probably be in high school if he wanted to.

“Sorry, Stewie,” Jerome said.

“It’s okay. I’m freaked out all of the time now anyway. Did any of you guys see the weird sky last night?”

“Yeah…cool man,” Reef said. “Psychedelic.” Reef’s parents were hippies, so Reef talked like he lived in the 1960s.

“It’s the Northern Lights…times a million,” Jerome said.

“I didn’t look outside last night,” I said.

“It was like the end of the world!” Stewie said.

Was it? No one said anything and I had this awful feeling come over me.

“Man…are we ever going to play football again?” Reef said, breaking the silence.

“Maybe if we have stadiums with oxygen pumped into them,” Jerome said.

“Or built underground, below sea level,” I said, trying to shake off the bad feeling.

“Yeah, man. Like in those sci-fi movies with gigantic cities built underground with mole people,” Reef said.

“Geez,” Stewie said sadly. “I never thought those movies could really come true. I don’t want to be a mole person.”

Again, no one said anything.

“Have you guys been watching TV?” Reef asked. “Man, it’s pretty nasty out there.”

“I saw something about animals dying,” Jerome said. “Turned it off.”

“Didn’t think about the animals,” Reef said.

I didn’t want to think about them at all. Maybe that’s why I dreamt about elephants—I’d been thinking about all the helpless animals. “How about you, Stewie? Watching TV?”

“No way!” he said.

“I gotta get going,” Reef said, all of a sudden. “Gotta move more junk downstairs.”

“Yeah, me too,” Jerome said.

“It never ends, man,” Reef said. “My mom keeps thinking of stuff she can’t live without in the basement.”

“Mine’s thinking of going to a shelter if food doesn’t come in soon,” Stewie said.

“My mom hates crowds,” I said. “I don’t think we’re going anywhere.”

“Mine’s pissed that we don’t have a bathroom downstairs,” Reef said. “Dad cut a hole in the seat of a lawn chair and put it over a pail. And man, oh, man…guess who has to empty the grody pail?”

“Is that why you smell like my butt?” I asked.

“Seriously, man, we’ve only got a sink in the basement. It’s hard to wash.”

“Yeah. Like you’re trying,” I said.

Just then, Reef’s father screamed from his porch, “Reef! Come home! Boys…the Red-Line’s falling again! Go home.”

“Crap! See you later,” I yelled as I took off up the street as fast as I could, as Reef and Jerome also took off. I was about six houses away from mine when I started to feel light-headed.

Oh, no—I was running out of air.

I tried to crouch and run but still felt like I was going to black out. I was only four houses away when I decided to hold my breath and run upright, full speed. And as I ran, I thought that maybe I should be running down the street where there was more oxygen. A feeling of terror washed over me as I realized that I may not make it to my basement.

And it was too late to turn back.

When I reached Miss Jennifer’s lawn, I was so dizzy, I couldn’t avoid her cement gnome in my path. It seemed to smirk at me as I tripped over it and went flying forward.

But instead of crashing into the ground, my body ended up gliding a couple of feet above it!

I sailed past my front door.

I tried to stop by reaching down with my hands but when I did, I went head over heels, flipping a couple of times. I landed hard, face down on Noah’s lawn.

Mom yelled from the basement window, “Nick, Nick. Are you all right?”

Dazed, I sat up and realized that there was no air, so I lay back down.

“I’m…I’m okay, Mom. I can…breathe here.”

“What are you doing?” she yelled. “GET IN HERE.”

Uh, oh. She’s really mad that I left.

I began to crawl home when I realized that Noah was staring at me from his basement window. He didn’t say anything or even wave hello. He just stared. He had been acting strangely ever since a tunnel we were digging a few weeks ago had collapsed. He had been buried for a few seconds before I pulled him out.

I couldn’t think about that now. I kept on crawling until I reached our window.

“Hi, Mom…Lily.”

Mom frowned at me and said, “Get in.”

“Is the door unlocked?” I asked.

“Yes, but don’t….”

I was already on the run. I opened the door, ran across the living room to the kitchen, and raced down the basement stairs. I dashed to the couch and plopped down as Mom stood glaring at me, hands on hips.

As I caught my breath, I knew I was in for it.

“You know you shouldn’t have gone out without telling me,” she said. “I’ll speak to you about that later…but what just happened? You…you flew by the basement window without touching the ground!”

Lily jumped up and down, “Yes, I saw it too. You looked like Superman!”

“Geez. You mean I didn’t imagine it?” I asked. “It felt like I would just keep going!”

“It looked like you were body surfing,” Lily said.

“Yeah! Right! I’m not sure how I did it.”

“OMG,” Lily said. “You were surfing ON the Red-Line!”

“It must have some sort of surface tension…like water,” Mom said.

“Wow,” I said. “It could be a great new sport. We could call it— Red-Lining.”

“If everyone had oxygen masks,” Mom said. “Don’t get any ideas.”

“Too late. I think Nick already has,” Lily said, laughing.

“Nick, I know that look on your face,” Mom said. “What if you Red-Lined near the ravine behind us, and you…kept going until you were right in the middle of it and fell fifty feet?”

“Ouch.”

“Yes, ouch.”

“I guess I’ll forget about it,” I said, smiling. For now.

“Anyway, we have a bigger problem to deal with,” Mom said, wringing her hands again and looking up at the ceiling. “I was trying not to think about it. But….”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “The air dropped.” I forgot that I could have just died. I could have freaking died.

“Nick,” she asked. “How high is the Red-Line?”

“I guess…the height of our first porch step, about eight inches.”

She turned pale. “If it goes down again—even a bit—we won’t be able to get out. Not to the store, not anywhere.”

Lily hugged her.

“We have the tunnel to the ravine,” I said.

She sighed in relief and said, “Ah, yes....”

And even though we did have it, I still felt like I was going to be sick.
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CHAPTER 8Lily


I was on the walkie when I heard a knock on the door.

“Lily, can I come in?” Nick asked.

“Sure.” As I said goodbye to Maya, he came in, carrying the globe.

“Thank you,” I shouted, jumping off my cot as he put it on the floor. “I can’t believe you brought it down!”

“No prob. I just held my breath and grabbed it. Umm…what’s with the walkie-talkie?”

“Oh….” I forgot to hide it when I saw the globe.

“Why didn’t you tell us you had one?”

“I didn’t want Mom to know.”

“What’s the big deal?”

“Even when things were…normal, I didn’t have my own phone and Mom read all our emails—that’s even if I got to use the laptop. So, my friends and I had our walkies for fun. And now, it’s for survival.”

“Survival?”

I showed him my map. “Look at all these houses. Everyone still here will need food. Since Amy lives next to the grocery store, she can tell us when the army drops some off. Maybe we can find out who has walkies or baby monitors, and then we can tell them when it gets there.”

“Cool. But how do people get to the store if there’s hardly any air?” Nick asked.

“We didn’t work that out yet,” I said.

He pointed at the map. “The ravine runs behind the houses on our side of the street and curves sideways to the grocery store.”

“Yeah, we saw that too,” I said. “We thought that if people could get to the ravine, then, they could walk down it to get to the store. But in a lot of places, there isn’t enough air to get out.”

“Yeah,” Nick said. “Too bad they don’t have a tunnel to it like we do.”

I got an idea. “Nick, how long did it take you to dig it?”

“Months. I had help…for a while…but I did it alone at the end…and only for a couple of hours a day.”

“With people helping, how long would it take?”

He shook his head. “You can only get two people in a tunnel. And it’s not just the digging, it’s putting the dirt in a pail and dragging it outside.”

He got quiet.

“What? What are you thinking?” I asked.

“We don’t need a tunnel. We just need a trench.”

“A trench?”

“Yeah. A trench would work—a trench deep and wide enough for people to walk through to reach the ravine.”

“That’s a great idea,” I said.

“Thanks,” he said, smiling.

“So,” I said, pointing to the map. “Maybe for every few houses, we have a trench going to the ravine. I guess people will have to make a run for it to reach the trench.”

His eyes went really big. “Or connect the houses with tunnels,” he said.

“Each one?”

“Yeah. They aren’t far apart here. We can dig a small one in no time. We can’t do a trench because it’s not covered and water would get in. And at each group of houses, a short tunnel that goes to a trench—that goes to the ravine.”

He’d said “we”. We were finally working on something together.

“That’s awesome,” I yelled, jumping up and down. “OMG. And it’s not just going to help with food. If someone doesn’t have a bathroom, they can use their neighbor’s.”

“Oh, yeah. Reef’s mom will be happy to use a real toilet,” Nick said. “We’ll probably dig theirs first.”

“This is exciting. But, there’s another problem. How do we get the food from the store to the ravine?”

“Oh, yeah. How close is it to the store?”

“I’ll call Amy,” I said, clicking on the walkie. “Amy, come in.”

“Affirmative. Go ahead,” Amy answered.

“How much air do you have outside on the ground? Over.”

“My parents were just talking about that! There’s about three to four feet. Over.”

“Thanks! Over and out.”

“Three to four feet!” Nick said. “We can do a lot with that.”

“Oh, no,” I said, looking at the map.

“What?”

“How do we get the food to the other side of the street?”

“Huh?”

I pointed to the map and said, “The ravine, the store and our house are all on this side of the street. How do we get the food to the other side?”

“Crap. Digging a tunnel under the street won’t work. It’s just too far.”

“Maybe people can move to our side—maybe move into an empty house or live with someone. We just have to tell them about our plan.”

“Good luck with that. No email or phones,” Nick said.

“Oh, yeah.”

We both stood staring at the map when I glanced at my notebook.

“Why not good old-fashioned paper?” I said, “a newsletter! But then, how do we deliver it?”

“Holy crap, another problem,” he said holding his head in his hands, making a funny face and making me laugh.

“Maybe we should go to the ravine to check things out,” I said.

“Yeah. Maybe Reef and Jerome could help.”

“I’ll contact Amy and Maya.”

There was a knock at the door. Mom opened it and asked, “What’s going on?”

“We have something to ask you,” I said. “And you have to say yes.”





[image: image]

CHAPTER 9Nick


“You want to go into the ravine?” Mom said. “No. It may not be safe.”

“It’s really the safest place for us,” Lily said. “It’s way below the Red-Line.”

She paused for a moment.

“It must be fifty to sixty feet deep…plenty of air,” I said. “And we can get some exercise.”

“What if the Red-Line falls so much that you can’t use the tunnel to get back in?” she asked.

Then anyone in the basement would be dead too, I was going to say. I guess Mom realized that too. She bit her lip and looked down at her lap. “All right. But don’t stay out too long.”

“How’s a couple of hours?” I asked.

“Two hours? That’s too long.”

“Mom—we’ll be out in the fresh air,” Lily said.

Yeah. The only fresh air left.

“All right. But no longer than two…or I’ll worry.”

“Thanks Mom,” we both said, then headed through my room to the tunnel.

“This is great,” I said stretching after crawling out of it and into the ravine. “We should get everyone to come out here.”

“When the tunnels and trenches are done,” Lily said, “everyone can.”

We walked down the path to where Maya, Jerome, and Reef lived side by side. I noticed that there were a lot of birds flying about that weren’t here before. I guess they had nowhere else to go.

When we were behind their houses, we walked up to their backyards and tested the Red-Line.

“Sweet. I think they have about two feet of air on their lawns,” I said.

“It’s crazy to think that it’s great to have two feet of air to breathe.”

“Yeah, crazy.”

“We’ll start yelling for Jerome first.”

“You know, I can crawl to his back window.”

“Mom wouldn’t like that.”

“She won’t know.”

“She will if something bad happens.”

“Okay.”

“Jerome! Jerome! Jerome!” we yelled but he didn’t come out.

“Nick,” Reef called from his basement window.

“Hey, Reef. We were going to call you next.”

“What’s happening, man?” he asked.

“Can you come out?”

“Jerome and I wanted to go out earlier, but our parents said no way—too dangerous.”

“We’ve got a plan to get food. Ask them again,” I said.

“Hang on.”

Reef disappeared and then his dad showed up at the window.

“Hey, Nick,” he said. “What’s with this plan to get food?”

“It’s hard to explain. Can you come out here to talk?”

“Man, I can barely get my head out of this window. Is it cool for Reef to go out? What if that Red-Line falls?”

“The ravine’s full of oxygen.”

He disappeared, then Reef came flying out of the window, shoved out by his dad who then waved at us. Reef then crawled over to Jerome’s window and knocked on it over and over again. Jerome finally opened it and stuck his head out. Reef spoke to him, pointing to us at the ravine. Jerome waved at Lily and me, then went back inside.

After a minute, he tried to squeeze out of the window. Jerome was a really big guy and Reef had to help pull him out. Then they crawled over to us.

“This is primo, man,” Reef said.

“Yeah,” Jerome said. “I didn’t think I’d ever get out of there.”

They both said hi to Lily, and as we all sat down in a clearing in the woods a few feet down the hill, she told them about Amy and the store.

She pulled out the map and said, “We’re going to connect groups of houses to each other by tunnels.”

Reef stared at us, open-mouthed.

“You’re what?” Jerome asked.

Lily and I told them about the plan.

“So, it’s true—those rumors about you digging—being a gopher? Why didn’t you tell us?” Jerome asked.

“Because it was my thing. You and Reef had sports. I had digging.”

“It’ll be a gas to dig a tunnel,” Reef said.

“Yeah, a gas….” Jerome said, grinning at him.

“Both of you are going to get many opportunities to dig,” I said.

“Bring it on,” Reef said. “It is nasty being stuck inside.”

“What about Stewie and everyone on the other side of the street?” Jerome asked, pointing at the map.

“We’ll have to move them into empty basements or in with other people on this side,” Lily said.

“We’re not taking in Hank,” Jerome joked.

“He is pretty scary,” she said. “He came to our place looking for food.”

“We heard that Hank hassled the Thompsons and they left with the soldiers,” Jerome said. “Then my dad saw him take bags of stuff from their house late that night.”

“It’s horrible that he’s scaring people,” Lily said. “We have to make this plan work.”

“When the army does drop off food rations, we have to figure out how to get them from the store up to here,” I said. “I think we should go down there to check things out.”

“I’m in,” Jerome said standing up.

“Yeah, man,” Reef said. “Let’s cut out.”
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CHAPTER 10Lily


Reef, Jerome, Nick and I were crouching at the top of the ravine behind the grocery store. Nick tested the Red-Line by trying to breathe at different heights.

“Amy was right,” he said. “We have about four feet of air.”

“If it only can stay that way until food comes in,” I said.

“Hey, I see a guy sitting along the side wall,” Jerome said.

“There’s someone beside him,” Nick said. “Maybe food’s coming.”

“I’ll call Amy,” I said, clicking on the walkie.

“Amy, come in.”

“Affirmative. Go ahead.”

“Can you check what’s in front of the store? Over.”

“Roger, stand by.”

She clicked back on within a minute and said, “Nothing there. Just two men sitting against the side. Over.”

“Roger. Over and out.”

“I’ll go talk to them,” Nick said, getting up.

“I’ll come with you,” I said, joining him. As we ran, we had to crouch to breathe. Nick started to pant half-way through the field.

“Geez, I guess we’ll have to get used to this crouch-running,” he said.

“Crouch-running—great name.”

When we reached the back of the store, we crouch-walked up to the men.

One of the two asked, “Did you hear about any food drops?”

“I was just going to ask you that,” Nick replied.

The man looked heartbroken. “My baby’s nearly out of formula. I don’t know what to do.”

“Don’t you know anyone with babies?” I asked.

“Not around here….”

I had an idea. “Maybe we can help. Where do you live?”

“Up Sunridge,” he said.

“We do too.”

“Isn’t it dangerous being out on your own?” he asked.

“We have a tunnel to get back into the house.”

“A what?”

“We can explain later,” Nick said. “Come with us to the ravine. We can show you a map.”

“That’s the way we came down here. Might as well go with you, nothing’s happening here,” the man sighed.

We met up with the others at the ravine and introduced ourselves. The man with the baby was called Peter and the other one, Rob.

“So, what’s this tunnel thing?” Rob asked.

While Nick showed them the map and told them about the network, I called Maya on the walkie.

When Nick was done, Rob said, “I’m in. My son used to have a walkie-talkie. I’ll see if he still has it somewhere.”

“I’m in too,” Peter said, “but I’d better get back to my wife and baby.”

“Peter wait,” I said. “A woman staying with my friend is having a baby, and she was given a lot of formula in case, um—well, just in case.” Maya had said ‘in case she can’t nurse the baby,’ but there’s no way I was going to say that out loud in front of a bunch of guys. “She said that she can give you a few cans.”

Tears came to his eyes. “Really? I…I…can’t believe it. Thank you.”

“We can go get it now. She’ll have it ready at the back window.”

We were silent as we walked up the path to Maya’s.

When Nick fetched the grocery bag full of formula and handed it over, Peter said, “My wife is going to be so relieved. My baby gets to…live. Thank you, thank you all.”

He and Rob then headed back down the ravine to their homes which were close to the grocery store.

“Man, that was intense,” Reef said as we sat in the clearing.

“Sure was,” Jerome said. “Makes you think about other babies without food…or just about anyone without food…or shelter… or…air.”

“Yeah….” Nick said. “I’ve been thinking…we should check on Noah and his mom.”

I was so happy that Nick wanted to help Noah. I knew that Noah’s mom walked to the store every day and cooked fresh foods. That meant they probably didn’t have any canned or frozen food, and may be hungry.

Nick stood up and said, “Hey buttheads, want to see something fun?”

He ran a few steps up the ravine to Jerome’s lawn and took a deep breath.

“Nick!” I yelled. “No!”
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CHAPTER 11Nick


I ran towards Jerome’s house, dove, then Red-Lined for about ten feet before I dropped my hand to break the surface. I crashed onto the lawn and skidded into the back porch.

“Nick, are you all right?” Lily yelled.

“That was far out,” Reef yelled.

I crouch-walked back to them, rubbing my arm. “I guess I was going too fast when I dove. It really hurt when I hit the grass.”

Lily held back a laugh. “Well, that’s what you get when you do something dangerous.”

“It’s safe here,” I protested. “Lots of air to breathe—when you land.”

“I don’t get it,” Jerome asked. “What did you just do?”

“When we were at Stewie’s and the Red-Line fell, I tripped when I was running home. I ended up gliding above the ground for over two lawns. I think the Red-Line—is kind of like the surface of water. You can surf on it if you hit it just right.”

“It’s not possible!” Jerome said, getting up. “I’m going to try.”

“Hold on,” I said. “You have to stick your hand down to stop. And don’t do it towards the ravine. You could kill yourself.”

“Okay, Mommy,” he jested, running then diving. But instead of surfing on the Red-Line, he smashed into the ground, rolling over and over, coming to rest on his back.

Reef and I laughed as Jerome looked back at us, embarrassed.

Reef then tried. He successfully surfed for a few feet and then broke through—rolling and slamming into the foundation.

Jerome and I laughed as Lily called, “Reef, are you okay?”

He seemed to be choking but when he turned over, he was chuckling so hard, he couldn’t speak. He then staggered to his feet and took a few steps. He dove, Red-Lined, then hung in the air before falling to the ground. “Man, did you just see me float?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Did you drop your hand to break the surface?”

“No…sort of ran out of steam.”

I took a few steps and dove towards him. I also glided for a bit, stopped in mid-air, then dropped to the ground. “I guess you have to keep moving to stay on top.”

“Just like water skiing,” Jerome said.

He stood and took a little run towards us. Unfortunately, when he dove, he crashed to the ground again.

Reef and I were killing ourselves laughing.

“Stop it. Stop it,” I begged. “I can’t take it anymore.”

Jerome turned onto his back and looked up at the sky. “What am I doing wrong?”

That just broke us up harder.

Lily crawled over to him. “Jerome, you’re diving down towards the ground. You have to dive straight ahead.”

“Oh,” he said, thinking about it for a moment. “Here goes again.”

He held his breath and then jumped up, ran and sort of did a belly flop right onto the grass, bouncing a couple of times.

Even Lily couldn’t help laughing.

“Jerome,” I yelled. “Maybe you’re too big to do it.” He was an offensive lineman on the football team and nearly the size of Reef and I put together.

I heard chuckling coming from Jerome’s basement window and saw Abe, his dad.

Jerome looked over at him and said, “Really? Can you do any better?”

“No way,” he said. “You know I sink like a rock in water. You must take after me.”

Reef and I Red-Lined to Jerome.

“Maybe water is the answer,” I said. “Why don’t you practice in the creek tomorrow?”

“Or keep belly flopping on dirt, man,” Reef said, smirking.

“Okay! I’ll try it in the creek.”

Lily cleared her throat, like she’d been waiting for us to stop fooling around. “Can we now talk about the network?”

“Sure,” I said. “But let’s head down to the clearing.”

As soon as we settled, she said, “We want to pass out a newsletter to everyone in the neighborhood.”

“Cool. What’s in it?” Reef asked.

“Stuff about the network, digging tunnels between their houses. We’d explain what we want to do. We could ask who is okay to share bathrooms or even their basements.”

“Man, we’d have a real toilet to use.” Reef said. “My mom would kiss you.”

“And we’d tell them when food rations came to the store. Maybe we can ask for volunteers to go get them and pass them out.”

“How do they get back to us to say whether they want to be a part of it or not?” Jerome asked.

“Good question,” Lily said. “We’ll have to think about that tonight. Nick, it’s been almost two hours. We have to go home.”

“Right. What time do we meet tomorrow?”

“Back here at eight?” Lily said.

“In the morning?” Jerome said, making a funny face like he was being tortured.

“Yes. We have a lot to do.”

“What if my dad’s not okay with this network thing?”

“Yeah,” Reef said. “What if my parents aren’t cool with it?”

“Some adults don’t know any of their neighbors,” Lily said. “Kids already have a network just by going to school and having friends that live nearby. We’re using connections we already have to….”

“…save lives,” I said. “How can they refuse us? Adults caused this disaster and ruined our world…and now…kids will have to save it.”
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CHAPTER 12Lily


When Nick and I got back home, Mom smiled in relief, but stopped smiling when we showed her the map and the walkie and told her about the network.

“You’re going to dig tunnels between every house on this side of the street?” Mom’s mouth dropped open in alarm.

“Some of them,” Nick said. “With help.”

“And you went all the way down to the store?”

“To see how we can get the food to the ravine, then up to the houses,” I said.

“You are kids,” she continued. “This is not your problem.”

“It is now,” Nick said. “A few days ago, I just thought of myself. But everything’s changed. I—we—can help everyone survive here.”

“We can help because we’re kids,” I said. “We already have friends we trust. And we can crouch-run and crawl through tunnels easier and faster.”

Mom looked devastated. She turned and sat, her back to us.

“We’re not blaming you, Mom,” I said. “We just need to do…something.”

“What if you’re out and the Red-Line falls?”

“Amy will watch out for Red-Line Alerts on TV and call me right away on the walkie.”

“And with our tunnel, we can easily get back in here, but,” Nick said, suddenly becoming awkward, “the only reason to come back in is because food and shelter are here….”

“…but maybe you shouldn’t come back in if it falls too far,” Mom said, looking at us sadly. She got up and walked around the room in silence. “If things get…worse…I want to be with you when….”

“When what, Mom?” he asked. “When the Red-Line falls so low, we don’t have any air left? Don’t you know that I think about that every night—every second even? I’m sorry, Lily, I don’t want to scare you.”

“I’ve been thinking the same thing,” I said as my stomach flipped. “I don’t want to sit here—and wait.”

Mom walked back and forth, her hand on her forehead. After about thirty seconds, she looked at us and shrugged her shoulders. “I know that I’ve got to snap out of it. I’m just….”

She sat on the couch and reached for the TV remote. “Why don’t we see what’s going on and then talk?”

“Okay,” I said sitting beside her, along with Nick.

She looked at the walkie sitting on the coffee table. “Lily, why didn’t you tell me you had one of those?”

I shrugged. My explanation seemed stupid now. “I’m sorry I hid it from you.”

“I don’t want you two to feel that you have to hide anything from me anymore.”

“Oh….” Nick said.

Mom looked at him, frowning, and asked, “What is it?”

“Tomorrow, I was planning to see if Noah and his mother have any food.”

“And what if they don’t?”

Nick looked at me, and I said, “Mom, we want to share. I know that you’re worried about not having enough food for us…but we can’t let them starve.”

She sighed. “All right.”

“Oh….” he said again.

Mom made a face and asked, “Is there something else, Nick?”

“I’d like to check on Miss Jennifer, too.”

“Yes…I have been worried about her.”

I was so relieved that we would be helping out our neighbors, especially Miss Jennifer who was elderly and probably couldn’t do much on her own.

Mom lifted up the remote again and asked, “Is that all for now?”

We both nodded yes.

When she turned the TV on, the picture was a bit fuzzy. Shots of the mansions by the water crammed with people were on the screen. They were waving at the cameraman who must have been on a boat. Some were holding up signs with ‘NEED FOOD’ and ‘HELP US’ written on them.

“Jerome’s mom lives around there,” Nick said.

“I hope he doesn’t see this,” I said. Jerome’s mom and dad had been divorced for a few years and she had moved down there with her new husband. My stomach flipped again thinking of her and those without food.

The news then showed community centers and buildings full of sad-looking people. Another shot was of a big truck parked in a crowd of screaming people where soldiers were unloading boxes of food. Two were standing guard, shooting off their guns in the air now and then to control the crowd.

“I hope no one gets hurt,” I said, covering my eyes.

Then there was good news: that even though we couldn’t breathe above the Red-Line, the solar particles hadn’t reached our area yet. That meant that electrical systems weren’t fried—we would still have power.

“Let’s cut away on a high note,” Mom said, turning the TV off.

“Sure,” I said. “Mom, we could use your help with something.” I told her about the problems we had with getting the newsletters to people safely and that we weren’t sure how people would let us know if they wanted to be part of the network.

“Hmm,” she said. “Well, a buddy system works with other safety issues. What if one person crawls to the basement windows and tapes the newsletter to them, and another—no, make it two others—watch? That way, the watchers can always drag the first person to safety…what am I saying? You shouldn’t be crawling where there’s hardly any air!”

“The Red-Line hasn’t moved in a while and we can run to the ravine if it does,” Nick said.

She shook her head and shrugged in defeat. “But your other problem, that’s a tough one. All I can think of is red and green stop lights. Green means yes, red means no.”

“I’ve got it!” I shrieked. “I have lots of colored paper. We can give people two squares of paper, one red and one green, and some extra tape. If they tape a green square on their window, they’re in the network. A red square means they’re out.”

Nick slapped me on the back. “Great idea.”

I grinned.

We sat up late, finishing copies of the newsletter and cutting out red and green squares.

In the middle of the night, a loud crash woke me up. I sat up in bed, terrified. Someone was banging the kitchen cupboards open, and then the doorknob to the basement door was rattled. I held my breath.

“Who’s there?” I heard Mom call.

Someone tried to kick the door in. I screamed and ran out of my bedroom to her. She was standing in the middle of the room looking up the stairs.

Holding me so tightly I could hardly breathe, she yelled, “STOP IT! GO AWAY!”

The door was kicked again but the bar that Nick had put across it, held.

Then whoever it was walked down the hallway and out the front door.

Nick, now awake, ran out of his bedroom to the window and stood on a chair to see who it was. He took the bar off and opened it.

Mom screamed, “No, don’t.”

He climbed halfway through it anyway, looking down the street.

“He’s gone,” he said, slipping back down onto the chair.

“Was it…Hank?” I asked.

“He was Hank’s size and shape.”

“Just fantastic!” Mom said, sitting on the couch and putting her face in her hands.

“And he walked upright all the way.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, lifting her head.

“He didn’t crouch-walk. He could breathe. There was something on his back. It was probably an oxygen tank.”

“I wonder where he got that,” I said.

“I don’t know…but he is sure to be a bigger threat with one.”
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CHAPTER 13Nick


The next morning, Lily and I waited for Reef and Jerome to show up at the clearing in the ravine. We were sitting on a carpet of pine needles that had fallen from a large pine tree. We held the newsletters with a red and a green square taped to the back of each one.

“Sorry, man,” Reef said as he showed up followed by Jerome. “He wouldn’t wake up.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Jerome said. “Had a hard time getting to sleep. Kept thinking about…everything.”

“I have a hard time getting to sleep too,” Lily said. “Too much worrying.”

“I can’t stop,” Jerome said, taking a granola bar out of his pocket and tearing it open. “I eat when I’m anxious but there’s not much food. Have you guys eaten? Want a bite?”

“No thanks,” Lily said.

“We just had breakfast,” I said, wondering for how long we would have enough for breakfast even with all the food Mom got from the store.

It would eventually run out.

Reef pulled out another granola bar and held it up with reverence. “My last one. I would be honored if everyone would share it with me.”

He broke it into four pieces and passed them out. He held his up. “Here’s to more primo chocolate and granola …and any food, coming into our lives.”

As I popped my piece into my mouth, I heard a piercing scream overhead. I was startled as Stewie landed in the middle of us then rolled down the hill a couple of feet.

Jerome, Reef and I laughed hysterically, but Lily got all worried.

“Stewie,” she asked. “Are you okay?”

He slowly turned over onto his back and said, “I forgot to break.”

That made us laugh even harder.

“Hey guys, you can stop laughing now. It wasn’t that funny,” Stewie said.

“Man,” Reef said, wiping his eyes. “Yes, it was.”

“Stewie, how did you know we’d be here?” I asked.

“Jerome came by last night and told me about the network, and my parents said I could join.”

“They did?” I was surprised because his parents were very protective. “That’s great. Glad you’re here.”

“Anything I can do to help.” I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look so happy.

“Okay guys, we’ve got lots to do, so listen up,” I said. “We have to tell you about something. Hank broke in last night and tried to kick in our basement door, but the security bar I put up stopped him.”

“That’s scary,” Stewie said, taking a shot of his inhaler. “Was he looking for food?”

“Yeah. He was tearing the kitchen cupboards apart.”

“He wouldn’t…hurt anyone, would he?”

“I saw him shove Butch to the ground once,” Jerome said. “And who knows what he does inside the house where no one can see him.”

“And the worst part…Hank can go anywhere now,” I said. “He has an oxygen tank.”

“Man, where would he get one of those?” Reef asked.

“Oh, no!” Jerome exclaimed. “Mr. Li! He has an oxygen tank! He lives across the street from Hank.”

“He must be a hundred,” Stewie said. “Hank can’t be that rotten to steal an old man’s oxygen tank.”

“He just may be,” I said. “Let’s go check on Mr. Li right now. We can come back here later to talk about the newsletters.”

I put a rock on them so they wouldn’t blow away, then headed to the back of Mr. Li’s house.

“I’ll check the Red-Line first,” I said, crawling up onto the lawn and breathing at different heights. “It’s about a foot and a half. Let’s crawl up to the basement window. Jerome, since he knows you, do you want to come with me?”

“Sure,” he said, clambering beside me.

When we got up to the window, I said, “You look inside.”

Jerome took a deep breath, lifted his head, then came back down. “Oh, no! Look.”

I took a deep breath and looked. The basement hadn’t been finished—just a large room made of cement. On one side, there was a turned-over pail with what looked like poo and pee beside it. On the other side was a pile of blankets—no—it was an old man curled up on a blanket!

“Knock on the window and yell for him,” I said.

He knocked and called, “Mr. Li, Mr. Li. It’s Jerome.”

“Anything?” I asked.

“Nothing. He didn’t move. He is a little deaf—what if he’s dead?”

“The window’s locked,” I said, trying to open it. “I’ll make a run for the basement.”

I held my breath and ran to the back door, hoping it would be unlocked. It was. I ran through the kitchen and down into the basement.

As I caught my breath, I noticed that it was cold and smelly. Mr. Li had not moved even though I had made a lot of noise coming down the stairs. A tea cup, a few empty noodle cartons and some sort of stand were beside him. There was no other food in sight.

Just then Jerome came pounding down the stairs and stopped beside me.

“I didn’t want him to be scared of you,” he said out-of-breath.

“He hasn’t moved.”

“Mr. Li, Mr. Li,” he said loudly, but to no avail.

Jerome went to him and slowly got down on his knees. He then gently touched his shoulder—startling him—his eyes opening wide in terror.

“Mr. Li, it’s me, Jerome. You know me and my dad, Abe.”

Terror transformed into relief.

He tried to talk, but all he could do was rasp. His lips were so dry, they were cracked. He tried to lift himself up on one arm but was too weak. Jerome moved closer and slipped his arm under his shoulder to help him sit up, but Mr. Li just collapsed into his arms, gasping for air.

“He needs oxygen,” Jerome said, and indicated the stand. “That’s for his oxygen tank.”

I went over and crouched beside him. “I’m Nick. I…we’re here to help. Did…did Hank take your oxygen?”

He nodded yes.

“We’ll get it back for you.”

He tried to smile then started to cough.

“He needs water,” I said, taking a deep breath, running upstairs and out the back. I Red-Lined to the ravine.

“Lily, I need your water bottle,” I said to her. “Mr. Li’s almost dead—lying on cement—no water, no food, no oxygen. We have to move him in with someone.”

“Maybe Mom….”

“No, it has to be down the street where there’s more air,” I said, grabbing the bottle and Red-Lining it back.

When I got back downstairs, Jerome was rocking Mr. Li, who was whimpering. Jerome looked at me, frowned and shook his head.

I picked the tea cup off the floor, poured water into it and squatted beside him. “Mr. Li, I have water for you.”

He looked up at me, saw the cup and tried to lift his hand to grab it. But he trembled so much, he couldn’t. So, I raised it to his lips and he drank a bit and then coughed weakly.

Jerome tried rubbing his back to soothe him but he was gasping for air again. “It’s okay, Mr. Li. We’ll get you your oxygen somehow. Try to drink some more water.”

It took another minute before he could sip some more and this time he didn’t cough. He laid his head against Jerome’s chest and sighed.

Jerome looked at me helplessly.

“I’ll go talk to your dad,” I said, putting the cup down and heading back up the basement steps.
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CHAPTER 14Lily


I was so happy to hear that Jerome’s dad, Abe, would give Mr. Li a place to stay. But he warned us to move him right away in case the Red-Line dropped. There was only about a foot and a half of air outside of Mr. Li’s house, so we’d have to drag him along the grass down to Jerome’s.

Nick and Reef were inside Mr. Li’s basement lifting him up to the window where Jerome grabbed him under the arms and pulled him through. Mr. Li’s mouth was twisted in pain, but he made no sound. Stewie and I helped Jerome to gently lay him on a yoga mat.

We waited, flat on the ground, until Nick and Reef joined us.

We’d decided that Nick and Jerome would lie on their stomachs and pull the mat along the grass. Reef and Stewie would crawl along each side and help pull, but to mainly make sure that Mr. Li didn’t slip off.

Mom would have blown up if she’d known my job. I went ahead of everyone to make sure we had enough air. The plan was to crawl about fifteen feet out from the house then down and across six lawns to Jerome’s.

I began to crawl, constantly checking over my shoulder to see how they were doing. On the count of two, Nick and Jerome pulled the mat forward together. With some pulls, Mr. Li ended up sideways, but Reef and Stewie kept him on the mat.

After three lawns, I called, “Is Mr. Li all right?”

“He doesn’t look too good,” Stewie called back.

“Oh, no…we’ll be there soon.”

Nick and Abe caught Mr. Li as he was lowered. He was again grimacing in pain, but still didn’t make a sound.

They carried him to a small room where they put him on a single bed. Nick then covered him with a thick wool blanket. “You’re safe now, Mr. Li. After you rest a bit, we’ll bring you some noodles.”

“Thank…you,” he said slowly, tears falling from his eyes.

“You’re welcome.”

Shaking badly, Mr. Li put his hand on top of Nick’s, and although he tried to hide them, Nick’s eyes also swelled with tears. “Got to go now.”

We left the room and closed the door.

“Maya’s coming over soon,” I said, choking up. “She wants to help feed him.” We were giving Mr. Li the noodles that Mom got that first day the sky fell. She said it was okay to give them to him.

Abe turned to Nick and I. “I’ve known Mr. Li for years. He has a heart condition and needs oxygen now and then. I think that right now with food and water…and friends…he’s fine without it for a couple of days. Don’t do anything drastic about Hank. Make a plan first.”

When we got back to the clearing in the ravine, Rob and Peter were there.

“Rob and Peter...reporting to Red-Liners Headquarters,” Rob said, jokingly saluting. “When do we start digging?”

“Tomorrow,” Nick said. “And, that’s a pretty cool name for our group.”

“Yes…kind of makes us…official…the Red-Liners,” I said. “If everybody is ready, we have to check on a couple of people and then deliver these newsletters.”

“Even though we’ll run out of formula soon, you helped my baby survive for another few days,” Peter said. “I want to help you help others. Whatever you decide, I’m on your team.”

“It’s not my team!” I said, embarrassed. “It’s our team. We’re all in this together.”

He smiled and said, “All right. How can we help with the newsletters?”

“We want to tell you something first,” Nick said. “We have to warn you about Hank. He lives….”

“We know who Hank is,” Rob interrupted. “What’s he up to this time?”

“He tried to break into our basement to get food, and he stole Mr. Li’s oxygen tank and left him to die.”

Rob’s face turned red.

“Can you believe this guy?” Peter exclaimed.

“We’ll have to get it back,” Rob said.

“Hank has guns,” Nick said. “We can’t just bust in.”

“We’ll have to figure out a way to get it back without anyone getting hurt,” Peter said.

“We’ll figure that out later,” Nick said. “For now, we have to get on with our plan. Lily?”

I pointed to the pile of newsletters and Nick handed me one. “We have newsletters to tape to basement windows,” I said. “Some will be hard to get to because of the low Red-Line. We’ll use a buddy system for those. One person will run to the window while the other two watch. If there’s an accident, the two can drag the runner to safety.”

“How do we know who wants to be part of all this?” Stewie asked.

“On the back of the newsletter, there’s a green square and a red square. If they want to be a part of it, they tear off the green one and tape it to their window.”

“And the red if they don’t,” he said.

“Yes. And if the newsletter doesn’t move, then I guess the people left.”

“Or maybe they’re in trouble, like Mr. Li,” Jerome said.

“I hope not,” Nick said. “We’re checking on Miss Jennifer first, then Noah. Lily and her friends wrote down who they saw leave. Most people who were really old or had little kids already left.”

“But we’re not sure about some houses,” I said. “So, when you tape on the newsletters, please tell us about anything you see.”

“What if people are naked?” Stewie asked.

“Then don’t stare,” I said, feeling my face turn red.

Everyone laughed.

“If it’s all right with everyone, Rob and Peter—if you could please do the taping around your houses, Stewie and I can do the ones in the middle, and Nick, Jerome and Reef, if you could do the taping around the ones towards the top. There’s so little air up there, the three of you will have to use the buddy system.”

“Okay, Mom,” Nick joked, grabbing some of the newsletters and tape.

“Say hi to Miss Jennifer for me,” I said as they headed up the ravine.

I watched Nick walk away with his two buddies. I had this awful feeling that something bad may happen. And it would be my fault all because I came up with this network.

Then, the bad thoughts—the really bad thoughts—came back. The ones that kept me awake at night. The ones that made me think that I was putting people in danger.

But I couldn’t let them stop me.

I had to keep telling myself that if the Red-Line kept dropping, we would all die anyway.
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CHAPTER 15Nick


The thought of finding Miss Jennifer in bad shape made my stomach turn. She was a very kind lady with a really cool British accent. Over the years, I came to care for her.

What also made my stomach turn was contacting Noah. I was worried about him, but I was also still angry with him. He never told me why he dumped me as a friend. But to save his life, I guess I would have to forget about all that.

“Here it is,” I said as we arrived behind Miss Jennifer’s. “I know her, so I’ll go tape the newsletter.”

While Reef and Jerome waited in the safety of the ravine, I took a deep breath and ran to her basement window. After I taped the newsletter, I knocked while quickly looking in, and then Red-Lined back to them.

After a few seconds, I heard her calling. “Hello, there? Hello?”

I looked over the edge of the ravine and saw her waving out the window.

“Miss Jennifer,” I called. “It’s me, Nick.”

“Are you all right?” she called back.

“Yes. I came to see if you were.”

“I’m just dandy.”

“Do you know where your Red-Line is?”

“Let me see—a bit up the window.”

“Okay, I’m coming,” I yelled, Red-Lining to her. But I was going too fast and ended up tumbling up against her foundation. I quickly stuck my head in the window, gasping for air.

“You all right, luv?” she asked.

“Yes, just catching my breath…maybe a couple of bruises.”

“What in blazes was that floating thing you just did?”

“We call it Red-Lining. We sort of surf on the Red-Line.”

“Looks absolutely marvelous. I would love to try it if my old bones wouldn’t shatter into a thousand pieces.”

“It is a lot of fun, but it can also be dangerous.”

“Why don’t you climb in here and tell me all about it?”

“Sure,” I said.

After Miss Jennifer climbed off the chair, I backed down through the window and landed on it.

“I’ll be back in five,” I called out the window to my buddies.

“Okay,” Jerome called back.

When I turned around, I was amazed. Two gas masks from World War Two were on a bookshelf beside a soldier’s helmet and a few medals. But most surprising…was that all of the other walls had shelves filled with cans and jars of food!

As her cat, Mona, leapt up into my arms, I blurted, “Holy cr…where did you get all this food?”

“I preserve fruit and vegetables from my garden, and the cans of meat and other items I bought. I lived through the war when food was scarce and I swore to always be prepared for bad times. And here we are…in bad times.”

“And we were worried that you were helpless.”

“I really do appreciate your concern, luv. How is your family doing?”

“Mom got food at the store—so we’re okay, thanks.”

As we sat on the couch, I went on to tell her about the network and the tunnels to connect basements.

“I’m fine and dandy for food but would kill to have a shower. And there’s no loo down here either.”

“You’re using a…pail?”

“I have a chemical port-a-pot, and I use the sink down here to wash up, so I’m not too badly off.”

I looked around the unfinished room where there was only an old couch and an armchair. The armchair had a folded blanket, sheets and a pillow on top of it. I guess she was sleeping on the couch.

“Are you sure you’re okay here?” I asked.

“Yes, luv. I have everything I need.”

“I’m glad you’re okay. Lily says hi. By the way, Hank hasn’t bothered you, has he?”

“Not at all. He knows that I was in the war; he wouldn’t mess with me,” she said, making a fist and a funny face.

“Were you a soldier?”

“Sort of, luv. He’s not bothering your family, is he?”

“He tried to break in last night. And he stole Mr. Li’s oxygen tank.”

“That scoundrel! Get our basements connected. We’ll put a stop to that nonsense.”

I chuckled as I got up. “I’d better get going. We’ve got lots to do.”

“Thank you for the darling visit,” she said as we walked to the back room.

I went to climb back onto the chair but stopped dead in my tracks when I saw something poking out beside the bookcase. I lowered my leg and slowly walked to the corner where the item was wedged.

I reached down and carefully pulled it out.

It was a type of folding shovel—a real World War Two entrenching tool that soldiers used to dig trenches.

I couldn’t believe it.

I had to tear myself away from the shovel. Noah’s was next and I didn’t look forward to that at all.

I held my breath, ran up to his window, knocked, and taped the newsletter to it. I looked in and didn’t see anyone. As I was about to leave, his mom came flying at me, almost smashing into the window!

Startled, I fell backwards, taking a breath, but there was no air. Choking and panicking, I looked in the direction of my friends at the ravine. With all of my strength, I shot up and ran towards them.

The next thing I knew, Reef and Jerome were hovering over me.

“What…happened?” I asked.

“You passed out, man,” Reef said. “We dragged you back and Jerome gave you mouth to mouth…grody!”

“What?” I said, wiping my mouth with my hand.

“I feel the same way,” Jerome said, wiping his. “And you’d be dead if it were up to Reef to do it.”

“Man, I didn’t know what to do,” Reef said.

“I wouldn’t have known what to do either,” I said. “Thanks Jerome.”

“Aw…it was nothing.”

But it was something. I didn’t want to think about how close I came to dying.

I had a sudden urge to stop all of this craziness and hide in one of my tunnels—where I could pretend that the Red-Line wasn’t going to fall again—and I’d be okay.

But as I looked up at Reef and Jerome who were looking back at me with concern, I realized that I wasn’t alone anymore. I hadn’t been super close to them before all of this happened, and now, we held each other’s lives in our hands.

So, I got up and looked over the top of the ravine to see what was going on at Noah’s. I was surprised to see the green square on the window. Then a hand snatched it away! There was something bad going on in there.

“We have to dig to Noah’s soon,” I said.

We did a few houses below Miss Jennifer’s, then headed back down to meet with the others at Red-Liners Headquarters.

“Did everything go okay?” Lily asked.

“We did Noah’s, but there wasn’t enough air to do any above it.”

“We had more than you,” she said, “but most of the time, Stewie and I had to crouch-walk.”

“We did quite well,” Peter said. “People were happy that someone was doing something…they were relieved.”

“Jerome had to give Nick mouth to mouth,” Reef said.

“What?” Lily said.

“Reef, can’t you keep your mouth shut?” I said, punching him in the arm.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “What happened?”

“When I knocked on the window, Mrs. Baker came flying at me, like she was crazy. She surprised me and I fell back. I ran for it but I guess I passed out and Reef and Jerome dragged me back.”

Lily looked scared.

“The good news is—the buddy system worked,” Jerome said.

“I was worried that something bad might happen, and it did,” she said. “We can’t take any more chances. If there’s no air on the ground, we can’t go there. That means all of the houses at the top of the hill.”

Butch’s best friend, Oscar, who teamed up with him to bully kids, lived in a big house at the top of the hill. Even though I didn’t like him, I really hoped he, his family and the others had already gone to shelters.

“I want to dig to Noah’s as soon as possible,” I said.

Lily nodded, then asked, “How is Miss Jennifer?”

“She’s awesome,” I said. “She has everything she needs to survive a war. And she says that Hank is afraid of her which is just plain weird.”

Peter laughed. “Miss Jennifer left England to join the French Resistance in the second World War. She received many medals for her heroism. I wouldn’t mess with her.”

“Miss Jennifer?” Lily asked. “Why didn’t we know that about her?”

“I guess we never talked to her that much, except to say hello or bring Mona back home when she wandered off,” I said. “I wonder if she’s got any ideas about how to get the oxygen tank back from Hank.”

“We could ask her,” Lily said.

“Yeah,” I said. “The sooner, the better. And about Noah’s…I may even start jackhammering our wall tonight.”

“You have a jackhammer?” Rob asked.

“Yeah, it was my dad’s. It’s great to get through cement, but it’s really hard to use alone. It’s a small electric one and I have to rest it on an end table.”

“So, two guys to break through the cement?” Peter asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Jerome, I need you to help me hold the jackhammer, and Reef and Stewie, I need you to run the pails of dirt up the basement steps and out the back. Do you think your parents will let you stay overnight?”

“I’ll go ask,” Reef said.

“Same here,” Jerome said.

“My parents may not let me, because of my asthma, but I’ll ask,” Stewie said.

“Don’t you need Rob and me to help?” Peter asked.

“Thanks—we’re good for tonight,” I said.

“You don’t want to wait until tomorrow after you get a good night’s sleep?” Lily asked.

“Sleep—that sounds great,” I said. “But I have a really bad feeling about Noah’s. I think the sooner we get in, the better.”
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CHAPTER 16Lily


I was on the walkie with Amy when all the noise began. She hadn’t seen any signs of soldiers or food near the store—only a few people who went up to it—probably to see if any food had come. They had all left with nothing.

“It’s too noisy here,” I yelled into the walkie. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Over and out.”

“Roger. Over and out.”

Nick decided that the best place to start the tunnel was in our basement family room. It would end up in the main room in Noah’s basement.

He had easily cut through the drywall and was now ready to cut through the foundation. Jerome was holding the jackhammer up to the wall while Nick ran it.

Stewie’s parents had decided to move into an empty basement on our side of the street, so he was helping them and wasn’t here.

It took the boys about half an hour to make a big enough hole. When it was done, they carried the broken cement up the stairs—and while holding their breaths—out to the backyard.

Now it was time to dig through the dirt to Noah’s outside wall. We were all amazed at how strong and fast Nick was. He didn’t seem to tire at all but Jerome and Reef wanted to give it a try. Jerome was a big guy, so he didn’t have enough room to get a good swing with the shovel. He only managed to get a couple of small chunks out.

Reef was smaller and better at it, but nothing like Nick. My brother was like a machine.

It took them about two hours to get to Noah’s wall.

Nick then came to his room where Mom and I were sitting on his bed. “It’s too late to break through tonight. Besides, it’ll freak out Mrs. Baker.”

“It’ll freak her out tomorrow too,” Mom said, shaking her head. “If she isn’t using her medication, she can be very irrational.”

“What else can I do?”

“Nothing. You’re already doing everything you can and then some.”

He sat beside her. “When I see Noah, I don’t know what I’m going to say to him. I kind of feel like he…abandoned me.”

“Like your father did,” she said.

He looked up at her, surprised, and then nodded. “Yeah…it’s a crappy feeling...feeling like you’re not...worth it. I don’t want anyone to feel like I do. I don’t want anyone to feel abandoned, trapped in their basements, alone. But…I think maybe I took too much on.”

Mom put her arm around him.

“Of course, it’s too much for you,” she said. “It would be too much even for an adult in these circumstances. You know, you don’t have to do any of this. No one is expecting you to.”

“They are now,” he said. “I don’t know what I was thinking—this plan—to link houses. It seemed easy, looking at a map, but it’s not. And I don’t know what I’m going to find when I break through Noah’s foundation. His mother scares me.”

“You don’t have to deal with her,” she said. “I will…if I can fit through the tunnel.”

“Thanks. That makes me feel a lot better.”

“Nick, if it makes you feel any better,” I said, “I took on too much, too. I almost got you killed today.”

I clapped my hands over my mouth. We hadn’t told Mom about Nick passing out. “Not really, Mom. He was fine…um…eventually.”

“Nick…what happened?” she asked.

“I kind of passed out…but Reef and Jerome were there to drag me back to the ravine. The buddy system worked!” He grimaced, trying to smile.

Mom shrugged her shoulders in defeat, like she knew it was too late to stop us.

She kissed him, then me. “Let’s all get a good night’s rest and we’ll talk in the morning.”

Nick took a quick shower and went to my room. Jerome and Reef were using Mom’s pull-out couch and I was sleeping with Mom in Nick’s room. It was nice to cuddle up to her that night. It had been a long time since we had snuggled in bed.

As usual though, I started to worry. I worried about how I almost got my brother killed. I worried about the others who were also taking chances, running where there was no air. Was it worth it to get a network going? Was it worth dying for?

But over and over again, I kept telling myself the same thing: if we were all going to die anyway, we might as well die trying.

The next thing I knew it was morning, and Mona was meowing at the window.

I sneaked upstairs and crawled outside, keeping low to the ground, breathing the eight inches of air that there was, and grabbed her.

I knocked on Miss Jennifer’s window who stood on a chair and took Mona. “Thank you, luv. Do come in.”

“I can’t stay. Mom doesn’t know where I am. I just wanted to ask you if you had any ideas about Hank.”

“Frankly, I have been very busy thinking about how we are going to put a stop to that scoundrel.”

“What’s the plan?”

“Ask yourself…what does that Hank want and what is he willing to do to get it?”

“He wants food.”

“And he was going to let Mr. Li die to get it, which makes our Mr. Hank unscrupulous.”

“Does that mean dangerous?”

“It means that he doesn’t have a sense of what is right or wrong. So, how do we deal with him? Do we barge into his house and demand that he hand over the oxygen?”

“No. Someone would get hurt for sure. I think we should wait until he’s out, away from his guns, and carrying the oxygen.”

“That’s the ticket! And wouldn’t it be marvelous if we knew where he was going to next.”

“Yes, it would.”

“What could we do to lure him someplace?”

“We could set up a trap!”

“You’ve got it, Lily! Trap the louse. Catch him red-handed.”

When I went back to our basement, Nick was getting ready to cut through to Noah’s. I told him about the idea of trapping Hank.

“Sounds good. Let’s talk about it at Red-Liners Headquarters,” he said.

It took another ten minutes for the boys to make a hole big enough to see into the basement.

“Noah?” Nick called into the hole.

“Yeah,” he called back.

“How’s your mother?”

“She’s in the bedroom. Please hurry.”

“Okay. It’ll take about a half hour.”

When it was done, Mom tried to fit through the tunnel, but couldn’t. So, I went with him instead.

Noah was sitting on a large couch, hunched over.

“You don’t look too good,” Nick said.

“It’s been tough,” Noah said.

“Do you have any food?”

He looked down in silence.

“I take it you haven’t eaten,” Nick said. “That sucks. I guess your mom hasn’t either. Is she okay?”

“Not really. Just sleeping a lot which is better than when she’s…running around. The noise from the jackhammer really upset her, but she’s quiet now.”

“We’re about to have breakfast. Come on over,” Nick said.

Noah’s eyes darted towards the back room and said, “I don’t think I should leave.”

“Okay, we’ll bring you some food.”

Nick went back through the tunnel and I followed. Everyone was waiting to hear what had happened.

“Mrs. Baker’s in the bedroom,” I said. “Mom, they don’t have any food. Can we bring them something?”

“I’ll make them each a sandwich,” she said.

We returned to Noah’s basement, where Nick gave him a sandwich that he quickly stuffed into his mouth.

I knocked on the bedroom door and opened it when I didn’t get a response. Noah’s mom was lying on a bed, staring into space. I gently sat beside her and said, “Mrs. Baker, it’s me, Lily from next door. I have a ham sandwich for you.”

She didn’t say anything. I broke off a chunk and held it up to her face. She looked at it, took it and put it in her mouth. When she finished that, I broke off another.

“Thank you,” she said. “I want to sleep now.”

“Okay, I’ll put the sandwich on your table.”

I walked out to Noah.

“She ate a mouthful,” I said.

He sighed and said, “Thanks.”

The look of relief on his face was all the thanks I needed.
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CHAPTER 17Nick


We met at Red-Liners Headquarters to talk about Hank. I didn’t want Mom to overhear our plans. She might not have approved.

“We need a place like a jail cell where we can trap Hank,” I said.

“In one of the empty houses—a room in the basement,” Jerome suggested.

“Yeah…I guess I could barricade the door,” I said.

“One of us could hide near the door and when he goes in—close and block it,” Jerome said.

“What if Hank moves fast enough to ram it and get out?” Reef said. “Man…what if he’s carrying a gun?”

“Yeah, someone might get shot,” I said. “Maybe if we dug a hole, a deep hole.”

“Nick, what if you used the tunnel to the shed to trap him?” Lily asked.

“You know about that?” I asked. “That was my first one.”

“I know all about your digging.”

“And you never told Mom?”

“I wouldn’t snitch on you.”

“Thanks. I never knew….”

Reef interrupted, “Hey man, what about the plan? How’s a tunnel gonna help trap Hank?”

“You get him to go in, then quickly close the door and bar it,” Lily said.

“What if Hank crawls all the way through the tunnel to the shed?” Jerome said.

“Oh…yeah...I could block it ten feet in,” I said. “Then he couldn’t go any further. And because he’s head-in first, he couldn’t back out quickly enough even if he heard us coming to close the door.”

“How do you get him to go in?” Jerome asked.

“Put chocolate in there,” Reef joked. “Man, oh, man—He’ll do anything for chocolate.”

“That’s it—food,” I said. “We can make him think that there’s food in there.”

“Right—food,” Jerome said. “How do we do that?”

We sat in silence, staring at the ground, thinking.

“We have to get close enough for Hank to hear us talking—or even better—close enough for Butch to hear us talking,” Jerome said.

“That’s it!” I said, “Butch is the key. We’ll come up with a plan to let him overhear there’s food in there. Lily, can you contact Peter and Rob? We’ll need their help with this. And I’ll have to put a bar on the tunnel door to reinforce it.”

“If Hank is blocked in it, then how can he hand over the oxygen tank?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah…I’ll have to make a hole in the door…or maybe just cut off the bottom—around six inches, so that he can slip it under.”

After I fortified the door, we went to carry out our plan.

The first step was, to Red-Line on the lawns beside Butch’s house to get his attention.

With only two feet of air, we had to crouch-walk on our hands like gorillas. ‘Ape-in,’ Jerome called it.

Stewie took a break from moving into his new place and joined us.

I Red-Lined first, screaming as loud as I could to get Butch’s attention.

I kept going and going until I wasn’t moving anymore and then dropped.

“Wow,” I yelled from three houses down. “Did you see that?”

“Yeah,” Stewie yelled back. “Here I come.”

He was so light that he didn’t have the momentum to go too far. But he could scream really loudly.

“That was fun,” Stewie yelled as I was ape-in it back.

“For sure. I wonder if other kids have discovered this yet.”

When Stewie and I returned to our starting point, Jerome stood up to try.

“Jerome,” I warned. “You haven’t practiced it in the creek yet.”

“Aw, I don’t need no practice,” he said as he ran, dove—and belly flopped on the grass, flipping over a couple of times.

We were silent for a moment, then, burst out laughing. We must have been pretty loud, because Butch showed up.

“Hey, guys,” he asked, crawling up to us on his hands and knees. “Whatcha doing?”

“Hey, man,” Reef said. “Good to see you.”

Reef was the best person to pretend to be nice to Butch because he never tried to bully Reef. Both Stewie and I had been picked-on by him, so he wouldn’t buy it if either of us acted friendly.

“Good to see anyone nowadays,” Butch said. “Are you guys surfing on the grass or what?”

“Man, it’s the coolest thing ever,” Reef said. “We’re actually surfing on the Red-Line.”

“No way!” he said. “Hey Jerome, you surf like a pig! You’d better lose some of that fat before you try it again.”

“At least I don’t have a fat head,” Jerome shot back, getting a cautionary look from Reef.

“Who’s got a fat head?” Butch said, clenching his fist.

Jerome clamped his lips together.

Just as planned, Peter came ape-in from across the street.

“Nick,” he said. “I’ve been looking for you. Your mom said that I could have some powdered milk for my baby, but that you hid it in your food tunnel. Where is it?”

“There’s a big rock in the ravine behind my house,” I said. “The tunnel is right beside the rock, in a small clump of bushes.”

“Great. Thanks.” Peter then returned to the other side of the street and disappeared.

“Hey, Gopher,” Butch said to me. “What tunnel? You still digging holes?”

“Yeah, that’s me, a human gopher….” I said, this time with me clamping my lips together.

He snickered and then crawled back inside. He didn’t stick around to try Red-Lining. Maybe he was afraid he’d flop like Jerome. Or hopefully, he was in a hurry to tell his father about food in a tunnel.

Peter and Rob put up a tent in the ravine behind my house, down near the creek. The plan was for them to take turns waiting for Hank. Because he might have a gun, Mom said that I could stay in the tent, but not to stand watch.

That night, I was asleep in the tent with Rob when I suddenly woke up.

All was quiet. And even though Mom had said that I couldn’t leave the tent, I decided to leave it and crawl up to where Peter was on watch. I felt responsible for these two men. Listening to and obeying my mother didn’t make sense to me anymore. The world had changed. I had to take charge.

The sky was full of those freaky lights, so I could easily make my way through the undergrowth. As I approached our lookout spot, I could see a flashlight flicker through the trees. I stopped dead in my tracks.

Crap. Hank had just walked by the large rock! And now he was getting close to where Peter was hiding.

If Hank found him, he would know that it was a trap. He might even hurt him.

When Hank was almost on top of him, I made a noise to distract him.

He stopped. It was really quiet except for the chirping of crickets and the pounding of my heart. I was afraid to take a breath.

Peter must have moved because the bush he was hiding behind rustled. The flashlight turned towards the noise and Hank took a couple of steps towards him. I was about to throw a stick in the opposite direction when I accidentally hit the bush in front of me, and suddenly the flashlight pointed my way! Hank started to walk in my direction, scanning the area with the beam. I was glued to the spot as he walked past me, barely five feet away. That’s when I saw the glint of a gun.

I gasped loudly, then covered my mouth in fear. I thought it was the end but simultaneously, Hank had stumbled and swore and he hadn’t heard me. A few seconds went by and then he grunted and headed back up towards the rock.

I didn’t dare move again until he did. I was coming in sideways to the rock and saw that he was where he should be: beside it, in front of the bush. And thankfully, he was carrying the oxygen tank on his back. But again, I saw the glint of the gun.

Who knew if he would use it on a person? He had left Mr. Li to die but that was different than shooting someone in cold blood. Or was it? All I could think about was Peter’s wife and baby losing him. I swallowed hard.

Hank disappeared into the bush. Then I heard the tunnel door being opened and shuffling. Was he inside yet? We had put a bag of leaves against the blocked wall inside it to make it look like there was a bag of food. We hoped that he would crawl up to it and then we would close and bar the door.

Then I heard Peter running from his hiding spot towards Hank. It was way too soon.

I also ran towards the tunnel. Then I heard a gunshot. I stopped, frozen. Had Peter been shot?

I searched the woods but couldn’t see him. And then I realized Hank was still inside the tunnel and kept going.

I was a step away from it when I heard another shot. I froze again. I had never been so scared in my life and wanted to run away, but if Hank got out, he might kill us both—if Peter wasn’t dead already.

So, I flew forward, squeezed through the bush, and slammed the door shut, making sure to not stand in front of it in case he did shoot again. I grabbed the bar and slipped it through the brackets. Another shot rang out, but this time it sounded like the bullet hit the door.

“Nick,” Peter screamed. “Get out of there!”

“It’s all right,” I called back, relieved he was still alive. “Hank’s trapped. Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m all right,” he said running up to me.

“Let me out!” Hank yelled and then started to swear a lot.

Since he was in head first, he tried kicking the door with his feet, but I had thought of that, and made sure the frame and bar were super solid.

He kept kicking and swearing as Peter and I cautiously stood by the side.

“Are you sure that door will hold?” he asked.

“I used bolts. He should get tired soon.”

“Who’s that?” Hank screamed at the top of his voice.

“A good neighbor,” Peter said.

“Well, good neighbor,” he said sarcastically, “whoever you are, if you let me out right now, I’ll forget about this. But if you don’t let me out RIGHT NOW, you’ll REGRET it.”

“Like Mr. Li?” Peter said.

He was silent and then said, “You’ve got to be kidding. Is this about that old geezer? He wouldn’t have made it on his own another day anyway.”

“He’s not on his own. He’s with a family,” I said angrily.

“Who’s that?” Hank asked.

“Don’t answer,” Peter said.

“It’s Nick,” I said, wanting him to know.

“Nick? Oh, the gopher,” Hank said.

“Yeah, the gopher. The one who trapped you in his hole!”

He violently kicked the door. “Stupid kid. Can’t you guess what I’ll do to you—to your family—when I get out of here?”

Holy crap! What had I done? If my family hadn’t already been a target for Hank, we surely were now. I looked desperately at Peter.

“Then why should we let you out?” Peter said.

“You can’t leave me in here,” Hank howled.

“We’ll do whatever we have to do. You’ll only get out on good behavior,” Peter said. “First of all, slide the oxygen tank under the door.”

Hank laughed and said, “So that’s what you want...the oxygen tank for the useless old man. You’re a bunch of idiots.”

“Hand it over or get comfortable.”

He just swore again.

My fear turned into anger. Hank was a jerk who was taking advantage of the horrible state the world was in. I wasn’t going to let him get away with it!

“Nick, Nick!” Mom called from the direction of the long tunnel that went to our house.

“Mom?” I yelled back, going towards her. “What are you doing out here?”

“I heard gunshots,” she said, stumbling towards me, holding a flashlight.

“I’m all right,” I said.

“I was so worried,” she said, hugging me. She was trembling.

“How did you make it through the tunnel?” I asked. I couldn’t believe she had gone through it for me.

“Nearly got stuck a couple of times but I had to make sure you were okay.”

“We’ve got Hank, but he doesn’t want to give up the oxygen.”

Peter came up to us and whispered, “We’ll leave him in there until he gives it to us—and his gun. Tomorrow, Rob and I will go to his house and remove all the other ones.”

“Rob!” I said, “where is he?”

“Oh, no,” Peter said, running down the slope towards the tent. “I hope he didn’t leave the tent and get shot.”

I followed him, warning Mom, “Stay away from Hank.”

“No worries.”

I scanned the ground for Rob as we ran towards the tent. We got there at the same time.

Then, we both just stood there…looking at Rob’s body.

He lay there, seemingly dead, but thankfully alive and snoring loud enough to scare away any bullets.
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CHAPTER 18Lily


We didn’t want to scare Hank’s wife, Mrs. Chase, so we decided that I would talk to her first.

Peter, Rob and I went ape-in to her basement window, where I knocked and called, “Mrs. Chase, it’s Lily, from up the street. May I talk to you?”

She came to the window and got on a chair. “Did Hank hurt anyone?” she asked. “I heard shots last night.”

“No,” I said. “But it was really close.”

Butch came up behind her and asked, “Where’s my dad?”

“He tried to steal food and now he’s trapped,” I said. “We’re here to take his guns away.”

“Trapped? Mom, we’ve got to get him out!” Butch said, forming a fist with his hand.

I was getting nervous and scared of what he may do.

His mother looked at him and said, “And let him hurt people?”

“If we don’t get him out,” he said, “he’ll be really mad at us.”

“Then we leave him in there.”

“Mrs. Chase, can we come in and get his guns?” Rob asked, sticking his head beside mine at the window.

“Sure, come and get them. But I’ll tell you something…he doesn’t need a gun to hurt someone.”

“Mom,” Butch protested. “I want to get him out.”

“If you want him out, then you can live with him,” she said. “Next time the soldiers come; I’ll go with them.”

“No, don’t do that. I’d rather be with you,” Butch said, looking scared.

“Then you can come and live with me somewhere else,” she said. “I don’t want to be here if he comes back.”

Rob and Peter carried the guns and ammunition to Jerome’s where Abe locked them away in a chest.

And even though Rob and Peter didn’t want me to, I went with them to visit Hank. He was in a really bad mood. He kept kicking at the door and shooting at it. That really scared me, so I kept far away.

Rob figured Hank had brought extra bullets and didn’t know how many he had left. Because he was in head first, he was shooting backwards, not really aiming at anything. In a way, I felt sorry for him and wished we could let him out, even though I knew why we couldn’t.

Hank wasn’t cooperating with Rob or Peter so we left him there and went to help Butch and Mrs. Chase move in with a family down the hill.

We helped her bring clothes, a few groceries and a couple of packs of frozen meat to her new home. She said Hank’s hunting had not gone well this year.

I guess that’s why he was worried about food.

Thinking about food made me hungry. I headed home to eat something even though I had to force it down when I did. I felt bad because not everyone had enough.

I ate an apple as I pulled out my map and stared at it. The Red-Liners had a lot of digging to do. This morning, they’d finished the tunnel between Miss Jennifer’s and my basement, and then between Maya’s and Jerome’s.

Miss Jennifer was happy that she could come through and use our bathroom, and Maya was happy that she could go through to Jerome’s to take care of Mr. Li.

We already had a team of men and women who were ready to go to the store when the food truck got there. Reef’s mom had a really good sewing machine and was starting to make large bags out of donated fabric. The bags were strong enough to put food into and drag along the ground. But the store was empty. The soldiers still hadn’t come.

A call came in on the walkie.

“Lily. Come in.”

I picked up the walkie and said, “Affirmative. Go ahead Maya.”

“It’s Mr. Li. He’s barely moving now and his breathing is really weird. I think…I think…he’s dying. Over.”

“Oh, no! What if we could get Hank to give up the oxygen tank? Over.”

“That would help a lot. Over,” she said.

Somehow, I had to get Hank to give it to us.

After I clicked off, I decided to go and talk to him. I crawled through the long tunnel to the ravine and quietly walked to where he was trapped.

“Hank?” I said, staying to the side in case he was crazy enough to use his gun. “It’s Lily, Nick’s sister.”

“Huh?” Hank said. “Nick? Oh, yeah, the gopher. Are you a little gopher too?”

“I’m sure you’re not as bad as you seem,” I said.

He laughed.

“Maybe you did bad things because you needed food and were worried about your family.”

“Kid, don’t waste any of that psychobabble on me. I just want out of here.”

“Mr. Li is dying. Please give us the oxygen tank—and the gun, and they’ll let you out.”

“No, they won’t, silly girl.”

To my surprise, he stuck his arm through the space under the door and reached up. He must have somehow turned around in the tunnel. It looked like he was trying to feel for what was blocking the door.

“What are you doing? Stop it,” I shouted.

I got on the walkie and yelled, “Emergency! Hank’s trying to get out. Send help!”

He was now touching the bar and trying to lift it. He must have realized that it was a bar that went through two brackets, because he started to slide it sideways.

“No,” I shouted. But he kept sliding it and it was almost out.

I grabbed his wrist with both hands and pulled it away from the bar. He easily turned his hand and grabbed one of mine. Then he dragged my arm under the door, bending it.

I screamed in pain. No one had ever hurt me like this before.

He twisted my arm and roared, “Remove the bar, or I’ll yank off your arm.”

“Mommy! Nick! Help!” I yelled as loud as I could. As scared and hurt as I was, I was more afraid of what would happen if he got out.

Then he twisted it so hard; I couldn’t stand it anymore.

“Ow! Stop! Okay, okay. Please stop, I’ll do it.”

He stopped twisting but didn’t let go. I tried to slide the bar out of the brackets with my free hand.

“It’s too heavy,” I said.

He twisted it again, making me scream in agony.

“Please stop,” I sobbed. “I can’t move it. I need both hands.”

“All right, cry baby,” he said impatiently. “I’ll give you your other hand, but stick your foot in.”

“What?”

“Stick your foot in, so you don’t run away.”

“Oh, okay.” Where was everyone? Amy was supposed to have the walkie with her all of the time. And didn’t anyone hear me scream for help?

I slowly stuck my foot under the door. I was never so scared in my life. He grabbed my foot, let go of my hand and yelled, “Now slide the bar or I’ll yank your foot off.”

I grabbed the bar with both hands and slid it free.

He violently pushed the door open, hitting me in the face and sending me flying backwards.

My nose stung so much; I couldn’t move. Hank crawled out of the tunnel on his knees, holding his gun in one hand and dragging the oxygen tank and mask with the other.

He stood and then took two steps towards me with an evil look on his face. I slowly inched backwards, blood running down my face. Oh, no. Oh, no. Where was Nick?

As he threw the oxygen tank down and reached for me, suddenly, Miss Jennifer sprang out from behind the rock and whacked him on the back of his head with a shovel!

I scurried out of the way as he almost fell on me.

He lay on the ground, face downwards. Panting heavily, Miss Jennifer grabbed his hands and brought them together behind his back, putting handcuffs on them.

Then she came over to me, pulling out a hanky from her pocket, placing it on my bloody nose.

“Are you all right, luv?” she asked. “Here, let me take a look. Just squeeze your nose here. We’ll get some ice on it.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m so happy you heard me.”

“Thank goodness I was hungry and went into my back room and heard you scream.”

Just then, Nick and the other Red-Liners ran up to us.

“Lily,” Nick yelled, kneeling beside me with a devastated look on his face, “are you all right? We got a call from Amy.”

“Yeah, my arm and nose hurt, but I’ll be okay. If it wasn’t for Miss Jennifer….” I said, shaking my head. “You should have seen her. She really clobbered Hank.”

“Amazing,” Rob said. “I guess your reputation is true.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear, luv,” she said, smiling.

Peter crawled into the tunnel and came out holding a knife. “I see how Hank got out. Overnight, he dug out enough space with this knife to turn himself around.”

“Why didn’t I think of that?” Nick said.

“Nick,” Rob said. “None of us did.”

“Well, at least we have the oxygen tank now,” I said. “Nick, can you take it to Mr. Li right away?”

“Sure. Miss Jennifer, can you take care of Lily?” Nick said, grabbing it and taking off.

“What are we going to do with him?” I asked, looking down at Hank, who was still passed out.

“Just drag him to my basement,” Miss Jennifer stated, hands on hips, “I’ll take care of him.”
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CHAPTER 19Nick


“Here you are Mr. Li,” I said to him, putting the oxygen mask around his head.

He smiled with his eyes, crinkling them up and taking a deep breath. I took one too, in relief. Then I headed to Miss Jennifer’s. Rob and Reef were lowering Hank through her window, where Peter and Jerome were waiting to catch him.

They dragged him to a small room and laid him on a sleeping bag. The port-a-pot was in the corner, and a water bottle was beside a pile of food.

Miss Jennifer removed the handcuff from one of his hands and attached it to a huge chain that went around a two-by-four on the wall.

“Did you have all of this ready for when we caught him?” I asked. She nodded.

Hank started to wake up, groaning. He pulled himself up to a sitting position, rubbing the back of his head. He looked around the room, then spotted Miss Jennifer standing at the door.

“Don’t move,” she warned. She had his gun in her hand, but it was pointed downwards. “I do not like guns, but if you try anything, you will not like them either.”

“You can’t keep me here,” Hank said, snarling.

“Who is going to stop me?” she said in a menacing voice. “It is either in here with a loo and a bed…or back in the hole.”

He stared at her with a sneer on his face.

“And don’t think of trying to leave,” she warned. “You have water and plenty of food.”

“Wasting food on someone who hurt you and Lily,” I said, feeling disgusted.

Miss Jennifer closed the door and put her arm around me. “My dear boy, I know you want to punish him for what he did to Lily and to Mr. Li, but that will not do your soul any good.”

“He should be punished,” I said angrily, stepping away from her.

“I have seen what horrible things people can do to each other,” she said sadly. “And it goes back and forth—through retaliation, through war after war. And all you end up with…is the senseless death of people who were once loved.”

She picked up the World War Two shovel.

“This belonged to someone very dear to me,” she said holding it towards me. “Unfortunately, he did not survive, but I am hoping that this will help you through this battle.”

“I can’t take it!”

“Yes, you can, luv,” she said shoving it into my arms. “You will make an old woman very happy.”

I ran my hand along its length.

“Thanks,” I managed to say, choked up.

“You are very welcome, young man.”

“We’d better get back digging. Are you safe with him in there?”

She smiled wickedly and said, “The real question is—is he safe in there with me?”

We went off to dig, with me using the old shovel that Miss Jennifer gave me. I couldn’t believe it was mine. I thought of the soldier who once used it and felt honored that she trusted me with it.

Holding it tightly with one hand, I crawled into the darkness of the tunnel. I hunched back on my knees; my head pressed against the top. I inhaled the pungent odor of the earth. I felt the coolness envelope me. I lifted the shovel and paused for a second—relishing the moment—anticipating the jolt to my muscles—and then jabbed the earth as hard as I could, making that scraping sound as it passed through. Then it fell over and over again, as I jabbed over and over again.

My worries, my fears melted away. This is where I belonged.

They were right.

I really was a gopher.

A week of hard work went by quickly—finishing eleven tunnels.

“We should probably reinforce them,” I said. “I only have a few two-by-fours left, so we may have to take apart a finished basement in one of the abandoned houses.” But without the Red-Line going up, that would be a hard thing to do. We could barely get into the basements we were now working in. “Maybe we should start on the trenches to the ravine.”

“We’re not finished digging?” Rob asked, wiping his brow. “I’m an old man.”

“You’re in your forties,” Peter said.

“My bones feel like they’re ninety,” he said.

“Miss Jennifer does all right for someone who’s in her nineties,” Peter said.

“Yeah, let’s get her digging,” Rob joked. “She’d probably be faster than me.”

“Probably,” Peter joked back. “Nick, how is she doing with Hank?”

“I think she’s actually enjoying it,” I said. “She sits outside his door and talks to him about the war and all of the horrible stuff she saw.”

“She’s trying to reform him?”

“If anyone can,” Rob said, “it’s Miss Jennifer.”

“She is pretty amazing,” I said. “When she heard Lily scream, she held her breath and sort of ran all the way from her basement to the ravine.”

“That is amazing,” Jerome said. “I can hardly do it.”

“Jerome, we’re done here…let’s pack up and start your trench. Then you won’t have to run for it anymore.”

“That would be….” Jerome began to say, except Mrs. Johnson, who owned the house we were in, rushed up to us shouting, “The Red-Line is falling!”

“What?” I asked.

“I just got a call on my baby monitor—the Red-Line is falling!”

“Let’s head for the ravine,” I yelled, running up the basement stairs followed by the others.

This morning, when we came to these houses down the hill near the grocery store, we had about three feet of air, but as we crouch-ran to the ravine, it just wasn’t there.

I fell to my knees and tried to breathe. There was still some air near the ground.

“You can breathe…lower,” I yelled, ape-in towards the ravine.

I turned around and saw that everyone was ape-in it too, except for Stewie. It looked like he was having an asthma attack.

I went to him. He had pulled out his inhaler and was taking a puff.

“Come on, Stewie,” I said. “Keep going.”

He was pale, but he caught his breath and started to ape-in beside me. Finally, we reached the ravine. We all huddled together, thankfully breathing deeply.

“Man…I wonder how bad it’s going to get,” Reef said, looking at the sky.

“Can we get back into our houses up the hill?” Jerome asked, alarmed.

We glanced at each other and got up.

“We should have dug your trench to the ravine right away,” I said.

“At least the hole in the wall is ready to connect to the trench,” Rob said. “Jerome, you’ll just have to make a run for it.”

He sighed and said, “All of this running is making me lose weight. I won’t be big enough to be a pro linebacker one day. That is…if I ever get to play again.”

“Maybe one day, we’ll all have special oxygen tanks. Then we can play sports or do whatever we want to do,” I said. “Or the air will come back.”

“And maybe it will never come back,” he said sadly as he slowly stood and walked away.
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CHAPTER 20Lily


A week after being smacked in the face by the tunnel door, my nose and eyes were still yellow and purple.

Maya was checking-up on me when Mom asked her, “Are you sure her nose isn’t broken?”

“It’s not broken.”

“How do you know for sure?”

“I got to feel Jerome’s nose when he broke it playing football.”

“Wonderful,” Mom said, trying to smile.

“And guess what?” Maya said. “After a few days on oxygen, Mr. Li is feeling better.”

“Now that is truly wonderful. Though I hate to be negative, what happens when it runs out?”

“He only uses it for five minutes every half hour.”

“And at the store,” I said, “Amy put up a sign for the soldiers asking them to bring stuff the next time they come, like oxygen tanks for Mr. Li, asthma medicine for Stewie and baby formula for Peter’s baby.”

Mom looked at me and smiled. “You’re so optimistic. I always thought the opposite—with you constantly worrying about the world—even before all of this happened.”

Just then, my walkie clicked on, “Hello, come in…anybody…is Maya still there?” Maya’s mother asked. Maya had lent her the walkie.

“Yes, she is, over,” I answered.

“The baby’s coming,” she yelled. “If she wants to help, she’d better come home.”

Maya’s face lit up.

“The baby’s coming,” she yelled, jumping up and down. “The baby’s coming! Got to go.”

Mom reached over, clicked on my walkie and asked, “Do you need any help?”

“Thank you for offering. Peter and Rob’s wives are here, so we’re good.”

Maya hugged me and yelled, “Bye.”

She ran to the back room to go through the tunnel, leaving us laughing.

“I can’t believe it,” Mom said. “She’s going to help a baby come into this world.”

“She is pretty awesome. She actually loves to read medical books.”

“Lily, do you think you could ask Amy to put something else on her sign for the soldiers?”

“Sure, what?”

“I think both Noah and his mother ran out of medication.”

“Find out what they take,” I said, then was interrupted by Noah.

“Hello?” I heard him say, coming out of the tunnel between our houses.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi….” he said. He looked embarrassed. “I…I heard what you were talking about. I can give you the names of our medicines. My mother needs hers way more than I do.”

“How is she?” Mom asked.

“She ate something a while ago. I think she wants to talk to you.”

“Oh…okay,” she responded. “I’ll go right now.” She got up and entered the tunnel Nick had widened for her.

I asked him to sit down.

“What are you doing?” he asked, looking at the latest newsletter I was working on.

“I’m planning a meeting for everyone in our network. I’m hoping to get people to donate food.”

The tips of his ears turned red. “Thanks for sharing your food with us,” he said.

“I didn’t mean…you’re welcome. We all have to help each other, right?”

“Can I do anything? I know Nick and the boys are digging, but….”

His face turned red again, and it looked like he didn’t know what to say.

“You can help write the newsletter and plan the meeting,” I said.

“Yes, I’d like to do that. What if we had music?”

“Like a party?” I asked.

He thought about it for a second and said, “Yes, like a party. To celebrate what we have.”

“That’s a great idea. Maybe we….”

Just then, Amy screamed on the walkie, “Emergency! Red-Line emergency! The Red-Line’s going down again!”

Oh, no…Nick and the diggers.

I clicked on and said, “Lily here. Nick is digging near you. Can they get out? Over.”

“Will check and get back to you. Over and out.”

Then I wondered how low the Red-Line would drop in my basement. Was this it? Was this the end?

Noah asked, “Can I help?”

I shook my head and could barely say, “The houses down there are farther away from the ravine than up here…a longer way to run….”

And then a moment later the walkie crackled again.

“The diggers made it to the ravine,” Amy said.

I glanced at Noah and tried to smile but had to wipe a few tears from my eyes.

I didn’t want him to think of me as some goofy girl who cried all the time. So, I looked away and said, “I wonder how low the Red-Line went. Mom will be upset that it fell again.”

“I know what it’s like to worry about your mother.”

I turned and smiled at him.

A baby girl was born that night. Her mom named her Hope.
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CHAPTER 21Nick


“Good morning, everybody,” I said. “Happy new Red-Line!”

“I’m not happy about that, but happy it only went down a couple of feet,” Mom said.

“We’ve got so much digging to do,” I said, acting crazy, shaking my head and waving my arms, “I’ve gone bonkers.”

Noah, Mom and Lily laughed.

“Nick, I can help dig trenches…just not tunnels,” Noah said.

“Thanks. We can use all the help we can get. But you used to be a great tunnel digger until.…” I said, realizing that I said too much, checking to see if Mom was listening.

“Until my mother found out that I got buried,” Noah said.

“She found out?” I asked, forgetting about my mom.

“Yeah,” he said.

“The tunnel fell in on you?” Mom asked, horrified. “When did that happen?”

“A few months ago,” he said. “Nick dug me out right away, so I was okay. But I had earth stuck in my ear that I missed cleaning out, and when my mother saw it, she freaked out. She made me tell her what had happened. Then she told me I could never hang with Nick again.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

“Because you would have tried to see me anyway, and she was constantly watching…and wasn’t well.”

“More so than usual?” I asked.

“Yeah. She’s been having these really bad spells.”

“And how are you doing, Noah?” Mom asked.

“Pretty good,” he said. “I only have mild depression. It’s good if I keep busy doing something.”

“You could have told me,” I said. “I would have understood about you not wanting to upset her. I didn’t know why you wouldn’t even say hi to me. Then you started to hang with Oscar….”

“I’m really sorry about that,” Noah said, putting his head down. “I wanted to tell you, especially with the way Oscar and Butch teased you. I didn’t want you to think that I told them about your digging.”

“You didn’t?” I asked. “Then who did?”

“My mother knows Oscar’s mom. She told her about our digging and me being buried. Oscar’s mom must have told him.”

“And Oscar told Butch,” I said. “I’m happy to hear that you didn’t snitch on me.”

Noah’s head was down and he looked upset.

“Noah…why don’t we start over? I’d like to be friends again.”

He looked up, smiled, and said, “I’d like that too.”

Feeling uncomfortable, I said, “Should we hug or something?”

He smiled and held out his hand. I shook it, and then said, “What the heck,” and hugged him.

Mom and Lily clapped their hands.

“So,” I said, stepping back, embarrassed, “if you want to keep busy, we’ll be digging trenches for weeks. You’ll be wishing you hadn’t volunteered to help and you’ll be praying for a huge backhoe like the Caterpillar 6090 FS…or even a small CAT.”

“A CAT? I know where there’s one.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“No. Oscar’s parents were getting their backyard redone. The CAT was at his house the day before the air dropped, and they still had lots of work to do!”

“That’s awesome!” I yelled. “And you think it still may be there?”

“For sure. Only problem—he lives at the top of the hill.”

“We have to get it. We could dig a trench from the store to the ravine in no time at all.”

“Nick,” Lily said. “There’s hardly any oxygen up there. Maybe one to two feet in the basements.”

“Can Mr. Li spare his oxygen for half an hour?”

She sighed and said, “It’s only on now and then…to not use it up.”

“And I would be using it up.”

“Maya did say he was doing better.”

“You can walk up the ravine to right behind Oscar’s house,” Noah said. “You won’t have to use oxygen until you go up to their backyard.”

“Okay…so if I use the ravine to get to the back of Oscar’s house, I just need the oxygen to get to the CAT, then to drive it down to Jerome’s house,” I said. “That may take five to ten minutes, tops.”

“That’s not too bad,” Lily said.

“Noah, can you help me find Oscar’s house?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“Let’s go,” I said.

“Hold it,” Mom said from the other side of the room. “First of all, you are taking a big risk going where there is no oxygen at all. Second of all, you have to ask Mr. Li if you can use his oxygen. And third of all, how do you even know how to operate a CAT?”

“I saw Dad run the big ones a lot,” I said. “Then, when Stewie’s parents got their yard done, the guy with the CAT let me try it a couple of times. And about Mr. Li—I’m going there right now to ask him.”

“You know he’ll say yes,” Lily said.

“I don’t think you should do this,” Mom said, wringing her hands and leaving the room.

I yelled, “See you soon, Mom.”

When I didn’t hear anything back, I said to Noah again, “Let’s go.”

When I got to Mr. Li’s room, I sat on a chair beside the bed and told him about the plan. He said, “Take tank.”

“Thank you, Mr. Li,” I said. “I know that you’re taking a big risk doing this.”

He smiled and slowly said, “You save…my life.”

I started to protest, “I didn’t….”

He patted me gently on the back of my hand. “You go now.”

I took the oxygen tank off its stand and put it in the harness that Hank had made to put it on his back.

“Thanks, Mr. Li. See you soon.”

He lifted his hand and smiled.

Jerome, who was waiting for me outside his room, said, “Nick, there may not be enough oxygen for the combustion engine to work.”

“What?”

“Combustion engines need oxygen to work…the CAT may not start.”

“Does that mean all cars and trucks won’t work anymore…even for the military?”

“Unless they rigged up some sort of oxygen system into their motors, which they may have since the air left. I know they have solutions to prevent solar particles from frying their electronics—like what happened in the plane crash—by using some sort of Faraday shield.”

“What are you talking about? I don’t have time for this,” I said, frustrated. “Maybe you can explain it another time…but right now, I have to go and try.”

“Nick, the CAT may have enough oxygen,” Noah said hurriedly. “They were digging out a staircase to the ravine, so it may be low enough to start.”

“Finally, some good news. Thanks Noah.”

The hike towards Oscar’s was a brief one. We walked close to the creek where we knew there was enough air. When we were behind the right house, I told Noah to go back home. I put the oxygen mask on and headed up the hill.

I couldn’t see the CAT. I kept going up until I got to the top. Still nothing. I walked along the backyards of these huge homes, some with massive decks, some with pools.

I saw something weird in a basement window but a glint of metal in the ravine caught my eye. I ran down towards it through the brush and into a clearing.

There before me was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

The CAT.
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CHAPTER 22Lily


Everyone was waiting at Red-Liners Headquarters for Nick’s return.

After twenty minutes went by, we were worried.

“Noah,” Mom asked. “Are you sure Nick went to the right house?”

“I…I don’t know for sure,” he answered nervously, “but it was close. And he had the oxygen mask on….”

Mom held her breath, ran up to Jerome’s backyard to look for Nick, then ran back down. She then started to walk back and forth, wringing her hands. I was very worried too and feeling sick to my stomach.

“Mom,” I said, “we’ll hear the CAT coming.”

She shook her head and said, “I know. I just….”

After another ten minutes, she said, “Something happened to him. Maybe the oxygen ran out. I shouldn’t have let him go.”

I tried not to think of Nick alone up there, running out of air…and dying.

“Mom, don’t blame yourself,” I said. “He had to do it.”

“No, he didn’t. He’s just a kid…he can’t even drive a car!” She laughed hysterically and then started to cry.

“Mom,” I said, touching her arm. “He’ll be all right.”

“I never…said…goodbye.”

I put my arms around her. I couldn’t control myself anymore and started to cry too.

“I think I hear something,” Stewie said, standing up. “It’s a machine—the CAT!”

“I don’t hear anything,” I said. “Wait! Yes, I hear it!”

Nick. He was still alive. I was now crying for joy.

“Nick!” Mom said, standing up, taking a deep breath, and running up to the edge of Jerome’s backyard.

By then everyone was on their feet looking up towards the edge of the ravine.

The noise got louder as I held my breath and ran to join Mom.

But the CAT didn’t come down the street, it came by the trail we walked on in the ravine.

And to my surprise…he wasn’t alone!!!

For not only was he in the cab, but Oscar, the bully, and a man and a woman were also jammed into the tiny space with him!

And that wasn’t the only surprise—a huge oxygen tank was in the CAT’s bucket!

Mr. Li could breathe a long time with that—and we could all use it to get to the store for food and medicine when the soldiers came.

When Nick got out of the CAT, Mom grabbed and hugged him hard. Then I joined in.

“What happened?” she asked, letting him go. “I was worried sick.”

“Sorry, Mom,” he said. “I saw a ‘HELP’ sign on Oscar’s basement window.”

“We were trapped in two feet of air in our basement,” the man with him said.

I thought that was strange because they had that huge tank.

“We thought we’d die in there,” the woman said. “But Nick saved us.”

The two adults introduced themselves as Oscar’s parents.

Oscar’s mother hugged Nick, and then his father held out his hand. “Thank you for saving my family.”

Nick shook it as he said, “I was coming back here anyway.”

“Hi, Dr. Warner,” Noah said. “You don’t happen to have any medicine with you, do you?”

“As a matter of fact, I have a bagful of samples that I brought with me, including your prescription and your mother’s.”

“Really? That’s so great,” he said. “Mother’s been having a hard time.”

“Are you their doctor?” I asked.

“He’s our psychiatrist,” Noah said.

“Psychiatrists need oxygen tanks?” Nick asked. “Is that why you have one?”

“That was for my mother’s visits,” Dr. Warner said. “We’d fill her small tank that she brought from our big one. But we didn’t have our own small tank and mask to use, so we were stuck.”

Maya came running down the path.

“Hi, Maya,” Nick said happily, holding out the small oxygen tank to her. “Give this back to Mr. Li. And now we have a huge tank for refills.”

She just stood there, staring at it.

She then whispered, “He won’t be needing it anymore.”

Nick’s face turned white. “Why?”

“His heart.”
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CHAPTER 23Nick


I sprinted up the hill, held my breath and then ran into Jerome’s house as fast as I could. I then dashed downstairs to Mr. Li’s room where Abe was rearranging his blanket.

“It won’t be long,” he said to me, patting me on the shoulder as he stepped away.

Maya and Lily came into the room behind me as I knelt beside Mr. Li.

“It’s my fault,” I whispered, holding up the oxygen mask. “Mr. Li, here’s your oxygen. You’ll be all right now.”

“Nick,” Maya said. “He had a heart attack a minute after you left. It wasn’t because of you.”

“Mr. Li, I’m so sorry,” I begged. “Please don’t die.”

He opened his eyes and looked at me, trying to smile.

“You…back,” he said weakly. “Good.”

“Mr. Li,” I said anxiously. “We have a doctor outside.”

“No,” he protested, weakly.

“Lily,” I said, holding out the oxygen to her. “Please run this out to Dr. Warner to get him in here.”

“No…no,” Mr. Li said slowly, his voice raspy and faint. “I go…see…wife. I go…see…loved ones.”

“But we love you, Mr. Li,” I said.

He smiled and said, “Love…you…too….” and closed his eyes.

“Mr. Li, Mr. Li,” I cried. “Lily, get the doctor. Maya, do something!”

Abe pulled me away and put a finger on his throat to feel his pulse.

“He’s gone,” he said.

“No,” I said, falling against his body, sobbing. “Wake up, Mr. Li. Come back. Please, come back. I’m so sorry!”

“Nick, he’s been in heart failure for weeks,” Abe said. “It’s not your fault.”

I looked at him hopelessly. “It is my fault.”

“His heart was done.”

“Mom said that his heart was done when his wife died last year,” Maya said, tearfully. “They’re together now.”

I just kept on sobbing. Lily was crying too.

I ran outside and down into the ravine to the creek.

I sat on a fallen tree trunk, staring at the water flowing by. I had never felt so devastated.

Here I thought I could save the world.

And I couldn’t even save one old man.

I thought about all of the risky things the Red-Liners had been doing. Running with no oxygen. Taking Hank prisoner. Digging tunnels.

Anyone could have died.

I don’t know for how long I sat there.

I felt like sitting there forever, but knew I couldn’t. People were depending upon me.

‘Never give up,’ my dad used to say.

Yeah dad, where are you now?

Yeah dad, where are you when I need you the most?

Yeah dad, where are you to advise me on what to do next?

I was on my own. But I had the CAT. Because of Mr. Li’s sacrifice, I now had a CAT…and a big oxygen tank.

He would have wanted that—to help save us all.

The first hole I dug with the CAT was a grave for Mr. Li. And I was determined that it would be the last grave I would ever have to dig.

I wasn’t very good at first but after a while I got the hang of it.

The CAT had a bucket like a snow plow at the front that could push or pick up stuff and had a shovel on a long arm at the back that was used to dig. I sat in a small cabin on a seat that rotated to face either the bucket or the shovel, depending on what I was doing.

On each side of the shovel, legs came out from the bottom to stabilize the weight of the load. I had to make sure that I balanced it right so it didn’t tip over.

When the hole was big enough, I drove the CAT down to Jerome’s as the sun was setting.

Lights were flickering at Red-Liners Headquarters.

We were having a memorial service for Mr. Li. Everyone held a candle as people took turns talking about him—how he’d moved here from China and worked hard; how much he’d loved his wife, how they couldn’t have children, but were kind to the kids in the neighborhood.

When it was my turn, I said, “He told me to take his oxygen so I could get the CAT. He never hesitated. He knew it would help us. And later, when I told him we loved him…he said he loved us too.”

Everyone was silent after that.

And then one by one, everything blew out their candles and quietly left.

The next day, I started early on the trench at Jerome’s. Since we’d already cut a door in the foundation and dug a four-foot tunnel, all I had to do was to dig the trench from the tunnel to the ravine. I was wearing the oxygen and mask…Mr. Li’s oxygen and mask.

I finished it in no time at all. And since there was only about a foot of air left at the store, I decided to dig that trench next.

I started at the ravine and worked my way towards the store, making it deep enough for someone to crouch-walk.

After a couple of hours, I spotted Lily waving at me from the ravine. She then crouch-walked towards me in the newly dug trench.

I stopped the CAT and hopped out.

“Here’s your lunch,” she said, handing me a tuna sandwich in a baggy.

“You made this yourself?” I asked.

“Yes…you need to eat.”

“Thanks,” I said, hungrily taking a big bite.

“We’re having a meeting today at two, in that big clearing near the creek,” she said, pointing to the left in the ravine.

“Today?”

“Yes. And we’re asking people to bring extra food for those who ran out.”

“That’s a big risk you’re asking people to take—giving away food they may need for their children.”

“I learned everything I know from you,” she said, grinning.

I almost choked on my sandwich. “I’d better get back to work.”

I shoved the rest of it back into the baggie, put the mask on and climbed out of the trench.

“Nick, I’m sorry. I wanted to say that you’re a great role model for me.”

Yeah, such a great example—someone died and many more may too.

I hopped onto the CAT and started it up.

Around two o’clock, I spotted Lily in the trench again, waving at me to join her.

I shook my head no.

Then she did the weirdest thing. She climbed out of it, did a turn like a ballerina, and then jumped like a deer. Then she Red-Lined towards the ravine and broke, just as Reef, Stewie and Noah ran up from there, and repeated the dance she had just done.

Then, they all lay on their stomachs for a few seconds…I guess to catch their breath. Then they got up and formed two rows of two, facing each other, like they were going to square dance.

Jerome came running up from the ravine, holding a large piece of cardboard. He jumped like a deer, dove, and Red-Lined towards the two rows, coming to a stop in the middle! Then he stood up and took a bow as the other four clapped. Then they all ran into the trench.

I was laughing so hard, I had to take my mask off. I turned the CAT off and hopped into the trench with them.

“That was the funniest thing I’ve ever seen,” I managed to say. “Congrats, Jerome. You did it; you Red-Lined!”

“Noah came up with the idea to spread out my weight with the cardboard,” he said.

“You must have practiced that a lot,” I said, wiping tears from my eyes.

“We had Jerome practicing the dive in the creek all morning,” Lily said, laughing. “And the guys were great at rehearsing the routine.”

“You did this all for me?” I asked.

“We knew you were hurting, dude,” Reef said.

“Yeah,” Jerome said. “And we need you. Lots of people are showing up for the meeting.”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked.

“Yeah. And they were carrying food,” Lily said. “We’d better get back.”
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CHAPTER 24Lily


As I got close to the meeting spot, I could hear the music blasting from Noah’s iPod. People were dropping off boxes and cans of food onto the canvas I had put on the ground.

“Look at all the food,” I exclaimed as another family walked up and dropped off a large bottle of apple juice. I felt so thankful.

“Hi, everyone,” I said. “Thank you for coming and for sharing your food.”

“We saw the newsletter and wanted to help,” said a woman standing beside a man and two boys. “We’re the Garcias. We live near Rob.”

“Welcome to our party,” I said. I then spotted Amy and shrieked, “How did you get here?”

“Crawled on my belly,” she said, hugging me.

“I’ll try to finish the trench in a couple of days,” Nick promised.

“Thanks,” Amy said. “That would be great.”

“So, you’re the digger?” Mr. Garcia asked Nick. “You must be some kind of prodigy.”

“That’s Nick,” I said. “He was born to dig.”

“I take after my dad,” he said, blushing.

“Is your dad the one who organized this network?” Mrs. Garcia asked.

“Yes,” some other woman asked. “Who organized this network? I want to thank him.”

Maya burst out laughing.

“This is the man who organized the network,” she said, pointing to me. “Lily.”

“This whole thing is run by kids?” Mr. Garcia asked, stupefied.

“Yes,” Peter said, walking up to Nick and me. “By the best bunch of kids you’ll ever want to know.”

“Unbelievable!” the woman said.

“We had help from a lot of adults; Peter and Rob and Abe and Miss Jennifer and my mom…and Mr. Li,” I said.

I looked around for my mother and saw her walking towards us. I waved and she smiled, and then I noticed that Noah’s mother was walking beside her. “Hi, Mrs. Baker,” I called. “I’m so happy to see you.”

“Mom,” Noah said, running over to her. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Wouldn’t miss a good party,” she said. “Your music sounds wonderful.”

Miss Jennifer came walking up with the Warners and said, “Did anyone mention a party?”

“You bet,” Abe said. “You didn’t bring Hank?”

“Let’s say, the brute is not quite tamed yet,” she said. “But I’m working on him.”

“If anyone can do it,” Rob said, “you can.”

Abe stretched, grunted and said, “It’s great that I now have a trench to get out of that basement. I forgot how beautiful it is to be in the woods.”

“It is a true paradise,” Miss Jennifer said.

By then, a whole group had gathered and were looking up at the trees.

“Trees produce oxygen,” Maya said, looking up, thoughtfully. “I wonder if they will be able to save us.”

“If they don’t die first,” Jerome said.

I heard screaming and knew right away it was Stewie.

“Oh, no, the Red-Line must have fallen,” Amy exclaimed.

“Everyone, get ready to grab food and go home,” I yelled.

As Stewie got closer, I could hear him shouting, “The soldiers are coming, the soldiers are coming!”

We all looked at each other for a second, then burst out in a cheer as he ran up to us, out of breath, and took a shot of his inhaler.

“The soldiers…are at the store,” he yelled, panting. “They’ve got food.”

I patted him on the back and said, “Great going, Stewie.”

“But the trench isn’t finished yet,” Nick said. “We’ll have to drag the food on our bellies.”

Just then, Mona jumped into Nick’s arms.

“You want to help drag the food?” he joked, scratching her ear.

“Mona. There you are, you little rascal,” Miss Jennifer said, taking her from his arms.

Stewie started bouncing up and down, screaming, “Oh, oh, oh!”

“What?” Nick asked. What is it?”

“Why don’t you wear the oxygen tank and use the CAT to bring the food here?” he said. “The soldiers could help you load it at the store, and we’ll help you unload it at the edge of the ravine.”

I looked at him in surprise.

“It’s Stewie Day,” I cried out. “Let’s hear it for Stewie!”

Everyone cheered, making him blush.

“And let’s hear it for the group that brought us together and saved our lives,” Miss Jennifer called out. “Let’s hear it for the Red-Liners. Hip, hip, hooray! Hip, hip, hooray!”

Everyone cheered and clapped.

I had never felt so proud and full of joy in my whole life.

“Thanks everyone,” I yelled. “Could everyone who volunteered to carry food, grab bags. I’ll see you at the top of the ravine!”
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CHAPTER 25Nick


“Ouch,” I yelled as I woke up to find Mona kneading at my chest.

“Mona! Doesn’t Miss Jennifer ever cut your nails?” I said, pulling her claws out of my t-shirt as I stood up.

I was so exhausted from carrying food back to people’s homes, I guess I nodded off by the creek. Bringing food in the CAT from the store to the ravine was nothing compared to dragging it through tunnels.

“Nick…Nick,” Lily called, running down to me. “On the news…really bad things are happening up north…maybe New York too.”

“What?”

“The Red-Line is falling faster up there,” she said, out of breath. “I’m worried about Dad.”

I took off, running towards our tunnel with Lily close behind. When I got to the family room, Mom looked up at me then back at the TV.

“Since the crack is over northern Canada, the air is almost at sea level there. All northern states are in danger,” Mom said. “And that means us!”

“Dad’s in New York! Is he going to die?” Lily asked. “Am I going to lose my dad?”

“We lost him a long time ago,” I said.

“Nick!” Mom said.

“Why didn’t he come home that first day…the first day the air left?” I yelled. “He had time to get here. Why didn’t he come to help us?”

Lily just stood there with tears in her eyes. Mom got up, hugged her, and then sat her on the couch. She went to the end table and pulled out a box from the drawer.

“This came the day before the disaster,” she said, sitting beside her. “I was planning on telling you.…”

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s from your father.”

She pulled out a bag of jelly beans, gave them to Lily and said, “He said that this was for his Lily Beans.”

She gasped and clutched them to her chest.

“These are for you,” Mom said holding up a can of cashews to me. “Your favorite.”

“I don’t want them,” I said.

“Your father isn’t the bad guy you think he is,” she said. “He couldn’t leave New York to come here. I didn’t want to tell you like this but…he was recently married and had a baby.”

“What?” I asked. “He’s married—and has a baby! So, we’ve all been replaced? How can you say he’s not a bad guy?”

“It’s not like that, Nick.”

“He left us, he left you—aren’t you angry?”

“He really didn’t leave us. It’s something that happens to a husband and wife when they’re apart for a long time. I guess…when he had to move to New York for work, I could have visited him, but I’m scared of big cities.”

“What??? I can’t believe it,” I said angrily. “Because of your problem with crowds…because you didn’t try hard enough…I lost my dad?”

“It’s not as simple as that, Nick,” she said. “Even before he left, we had grown apart. He was devastated to leave you and Lily but knew that you were better off here with me.”

I couldn’t understand what she had just said.

I ran to my room and slammed the door shut.

I was more than angry. I was so mad that I couldn’t think straight. Mom hadn’t told us the whole truth about her and Dad. He had been my best friend. We had plans to build stuff together. We had plans to go to Italy one day and see the buildings my family had helped to build.

And now, we never will.
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CHAPTER 26Lily


I was too sad to say anything. Was it…Mom’s fault…that we had lost our dad?

I sat there, broken-hearted, watching her wipe the tears from her face.

Just then, Mona came out of Miss Jennifer’s tunnel and started to meow loudly. And when Mona meowed loudly, you couldn’t ignore her.

“I’ll take you back,” I said, picking her up and pushing her back through the tunnel as much as one can push a cat.

“Miss Jennifer,” I called, waiting for her to call back.

I went to the back room and called, “Miss Jennifer?” but it was empty.

Mona was scratching at the door where Hank was kept. I went up to it and put my ear against the door. I could hear someone moaning.

“Hank?”

The moaning got louder. It didn’t sound like a man. I opened the door cautiously. Miss Jennifer was lying on the ground, tied up, with a scarf stuck in her mouth!

“Miss Jennifer,” I cried, running over to her. When I managed to remove the scarf, she said in a raspy voice, “Thank you, luv.”

She did not look good.

I tried to undo the knot in the rope around her hands, but it was hard. When I finally undid it, she said, “I cannot move my arms, luv. Could you be a dear and help me bring them to the front?”

I slowly pulled her left arm to the front. She was lying on her right side, so I couldn’t get to her right arm.

“I have been lying here for a while, dearie. I am quite done in.”

“I’ll go get help,” I said, going back to our basement.

“Mom, Nick,” I yelled. “Miss Jennifer was attacked.”

Mom, who was still on the couch, sprang up. Nick came flying out of his room. “What? What happened?”

“Hank escaped and tied her up. She can’t move.”

He ran into the tunnel, me following. I reached them as Nick was trying to help Miss Jennifer sit up. I went to her side and helped to bring her right arm to the front. I could see that she was twisting her face in pain, but she did not make a sound.

As Nick untied her legs, Mom ran into the room and said, “Jennifer, are you…all right? Can I get you anything, maybe some water?”

“Yes, please,” she answered, “that would be lovely.”

Mom came back with the water and handed it to me.

“Blasted! I am afraid that I cannot lift my arms yet,” she said, so I held the glass up to her mouth. She took a sip, then a deep breath.

“Thank you, luv. I have been tied up so long; I don’t believe that I can stand. Nick, do you think you can give an old lady a hand? I have grown rather tired of this cement floor.”

“Sure, Miss Jennifer,” he said as he went behind her and put his hands under her armpits. I could tell by his tight lips that he was trying to keep calm. Knowing Nick…he looked like he was ready to explode.

She was so wobbly she couldn’t even take one step. Mom and Nick helped her to a chair.

I gave her another sip of water.

“What happened?” Nick asked.

She looked at him and sighed.

“I do not want you to get your knickers in a twist.”

“I’m all right,” he said, taking a deep breath.

“That is a tad better. I do not want you running off and doing something foolish.”

“Was Hank alone?”

“No, no he was not. When I returned from the ravine party yesterday, Hank surprised me as I came through the tunnel. He sat me in this chair and tried to make me tell him….”

“Tell him what?” he asked.

“…where the keys to his handcuffs were. They had cut the chain, but he wanted the cuffs off. He started to twist my wrist but a boy stopped him.”

“Hi son…Butch?” he asked.

I just noticed how black and blue her wrists were. Poor Miss Jennifer.

“No, he was here too, but it was another young fellow who was quite appalled at what Hank was doing. I believe his name was Oscar.”

“Oscar? But Nick just saved his life,” I said.

“I can see Butch helping his dad, but why would Oscar?” Nick asked.

“It is hard to believe,” Mom said. “You would think he’d know better, his father being a psychiatrist and all.”

“Sometimes fathers don’t matter—like mine,” Nick said.

“Nick,” she said. “I’m very sorry about your father. I should have told you the truth.”

I knew how he felt.

Nick held his breath, ran up the basement stairs and out the back door.

“That is a very angry young man,” Miss Jennifer said.

“I’ll go ask Maya and Amy to watch out for him,” I said to Mom. I looked at Miss Jennifer.

“I’ll take care of her,” Mom said. “Please come and tell me if you get any news about Nick.”

I nodded as I ran off home. I was angry at her too. For a long time, I had thought that my father didn’t care about me anymore.

But even though I was sad about Mom, and about Miss Jennifer being tied up, and about Nick being mad and running off…I felt happy. Dad still loved me!

As I took my Lily Beans out of my pocket, I ran to my bedroom, grabbed the walkie and said, “Amy. Come in.”

“Affirmative. Go ahead.”

“Butch and Oscar helped Hank escape, and he hurt Miss Jennifer. Over.”

“No! Over.”

“Yes. And Nick is really angry with Hank. Can you ask Jerome and Reef to look for him? Over.”

“Roger. Over and out.”

I clicked off the walkie.

I sat on my bed, stunned about everything that happened. It would have been a horrible day, except for the one thing that made it a great one.

I clutched at my Lily Beans and sobbed.
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CHAPTER 27Nick


I ran down to the creek and stood, still, gazing into the water. I was afraid to sit down, because if I did, I didn’t think I could get up again.

I heard Reef and Jerome calling for me. I really couldn’t face them now.

I did finally sit, and then lay down on my back. I looked up at the trees and watched hundreds of birds swoop from branch to branch.

I fell asleep. When I woke up, a couple of big ducks with three little ones were swimming downstream. I had never seen ducks in this creek before.

I watched them stick their heads in the water. They were looking for food for their family—just trying to survive like the rest of us.

Then I got to thinking—the birds and animals were living here now. Maybe we should all move down to the ravine, not just use it as a path. We could build a shelter. Maybe we should do it soon. We could—holy crap—I was overwhelmed. I couldn’t think straight.

Then Reef and Jerome found me.

“There you are,” Jerome said. “We were worried.”

“Okay, Mom,” I said, managing to sit up.

“Yeah, man,” Reef said. “We’ve been looking for you for over an hour.”

“What’s up?”

“What do you mean ‘what’s up’?” Jerome asked. “We found out about Hank escaping. What do you want to do?”

“Nothing,” I said.

“What do you mean—nothing?” he asked.

I didn’t say anything.

“What’s wrong, man?” Reef asked.

I looked at my two friends and saw that they were ready to fight—fight Hank, fight for air—fight for our lives.

“Just tired,” I said.

“There’s no time to rest,” Jerome said. “We have to find Hank.”

There probably was no time to do much of anything anymore. If I didn’t get up right now, I don’t think I ever would. I could sit here and do nothing…do nothing until it was all over with.

But I looked at my friends’ faces…they were eager to keep going…they looked to me to keep on going. I sighed heavily, then squared my shoulders. First things first.

“Jerome, can you get into the cabinet where your dad put Hank’s guns?” I asked.

Reef’s face went white. “You’re not going to shoot him, are you?”

“We need to protect ourselves.” I said, then I thought of something that made my stomach churn. “The guns—oh, no.”

Without explanation, I ran up the ravine, Reef and Jerome shouting questions at me for which I didn’t have the time nor breath to answer. I ran into Abe’s storage room and saw him standing over the open chest.

“The guns are gone,” Abe said.

“That’s what I was afraid of. How many?”

“Five rifles, with ammunition. No hand guns; Miss Jennifer has his.”

“Miss Jennifer,” I murmured. She had his hand gun from when we trapped him in the tunnel. Is that why he was twisting her arm…to get his gun back? She would never have given it up. She probably still had it hidden somewhere.

“What did you say?” Jerome asked.

I looked up and said, “Nothing. We’d better get the Red-Liners together and make a plan to find Hank.”

We all met up at Headquarters within ten minutes.

“We heard that Hank escaped,” Peter said, running up.

“Butch and Oscar helped him escape,” I said. “Hank hurt Miss Jennifer.”

Rob and Peter stood there, stunned.

“He hurt Miss Jennifer….” Rob shook his head and stared at Peter. “We should have done something when we had him.”

“Done what?” Peter said. “Kill him? We’re not that sort of people.”

“We may have to become that sort of people to protect our loved ones,” Rob said. “What if this disaster goes on? Don’t you think Hank would kill us all to survive?”

“That’s not half of it,” I said. “Hank broke into the gun chest and took them all.”

“Hank has guns?” Stewie asked, walking up to us with Lily. He took a shot of his inhaler.

“It’s okay, Stewie, watch your asthma,” Jerome said, putting his hand on his shoulder. “We’ll stick together and protect each other.”

“Against guns?”

“He’s right,” Peter said. “What can we do against them?”

“We did trap him once,” Rob said. “And he had a gun then. We can do it again.”

“But now he has backup with Butch and Oscar,” Jerome said.

“I just had a thought,” Peter said. “Where is Oscar? If he went missing last night, his parents would have contacted us. He probably knows where Hank is hiding out.”

“Oscar’s family is staying with the Drakes who live beside me,” Rob said. “Let’s go talk to him.”

“He may take off,” I said.

“Right. We’ll have to ambush him,” Rob said. “We can go down to my basement and through the tunnel on my side and do the same in the house on the other side and trap him.”

“Who’s in the house on the other side of the Drakes?” I asked.

“Those are the Johnsons,” Lily said looking at her network map. “That was the last tunnel you dug before the Red-Line fell again. I can get Maya to contact them and ask them to open their door.”

She clicked on her walkie and said, “Maya, come in.”

“Affirmative. Go ahead.”

“We have an emergency. Can you contact the Johnsons and ask them to open their back door? Over.”

“Roger. Over and out.”

“Alright,” Rob said. “Peter and I will head to my house now. Nick, we’ll signal you when we’re in place.”

“What if Oscar runs upstairs and out to the ravine?” Stewie asked.

“Reef and I can guard it,” Jerome said.

I went behind the Johnsons’. The ravine curved away at Rob’s house, so there was a greater distance to run to the Johnsons’. I held my breath and ran as fast as I could, dove and Red-Lined to their back porch. I then ran to the back door which was open for me. I was out of air. I felt dizzy. I spotted the basement door, stumbled down the stairs and fell to the floor, gasping.

“Are you okay?” Mr. Johnson asked.

I turned over on my back and put my index finger up for him to wait for a reply while I caught my breath.

“Yeah…long way….” I finally said.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you…later.”

I got up and headed to the tunnel leading to Oscar’s new home. I crawled through until I was almost at the edge of their basement. Being careful not to make any noise, I waited for Rob and Peter’s signal from the other side.

After a few minutes, I heard Rob shout, “He’s getting away!”

I rushed through the remaining three feet of the tunnel and dropped to the floor as Oscar darted up the basement stairs. Rob and Peter were close behind but I knew they couldn’t run the distance to the ravine.

“I’ll get him,” I yelled.

They stopped as I pushed past them on the stairs. I raced through the kitchen and out the door. We both ran at full speed with me gaining on Oscar. I dove to tackle him.

But again, the lack of oxygen hit me.

I was so dizzy I didn’t realize that I was Red-Lining over the ravine.
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CHAPTER 28Lily


I was hiding with Reef and Jerome at the edge of the ravine when Oscar came running in our direction with Nick close behind. Jerome got ready to tackle Oscar by getting into his linebacker stance.

Then Nick Red-Lined and almost caught Oscar, but it was Jerome who tackled him, because Nick just kept on going.

He flew over me, heading towards the middle of the ravine. I was too surprised to say or do anything.

I then heard a scream and a crash.

Mom had said the ravine was fifty feet deep; if Nick had fallen that far…my stomach twisted into a hard, painful knot.

I ran down the slope as fast as I could.

“Nick,” I yelled, hoping he was still alive. “Nick, where are you?”

I slipped, sliding through bushes, thorns scratching my face and arms but not caring. When I hit bottom, I stumbled to my feet and ran further along the creek, searching everywhere.

Then I heard a moan from above. I looked up at the tree tops.

He was standing on a branch, holding tightly onto a tree trunk.

He was alive.

“Nick,” I called. “Don’t move. I’ll get help.”

I ran back up the ravine to find Jerome sitting on Oscar. Rob and Peter were standing beside Reef.

“Nick Red-Lined into a tree,” I said. “He’s stuck pretty high up.”

“Where?” Rob asked. He started to follow me, and then glanced over at Jerome and Oscar.

“I’m good,” Jerome said.

I brought them down to where Nick was.

“Nick,” Reef called. “How ya doing, man?”

“I’m freaking out, MAN! Get me off of here!”

“Can you climb down?” Peter asked.

“I…can’t…MOVE,” he yelled back.

“Nick doesn’t like heights,” I said. “He’s into holes; I’m the climber. Maybe I can help him down.”

“He’s hugging that tree pretty hard,” Rob said.

“We need rope to tie around his waist,” Peter said. “We may have to lower him to the ground.”

“We’ll need a really long rope,” Rob said.

“My dad’s got one,” Reef said heading up the ravine. “I’ll be right back.”

Climbing up to Nick with the rope and throwing one end of it over a big branch above him was easy. Getting him to let me put the other end around his waist was another thing. He was glued to the tree.

“Come on, Nick,” I begged. “Just loosen up a bit.”

“No way.”

“Just….”

“No!”

A few birds landed on branches near us. I looked around and saw that the trees were full of them.
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“Wow—look at all these birds,” I said.

“Forget about them,” he said, panicking.

Then I tickled him to get him to give me enough space to put the rope around him.

“Stop it,” he yelled, flattening his body against the tree.

But he had moved enough for me to slip the rope around his waist and tie it. “Okay, can you step down to that branch?” I asked, pointing to a branch two feet down from the one he was on.

“No!” he yelled, looking at me like I was crazy.

“You can’t stay up here forever.”

“I know....”

He looked around at all of us; me beside him, Rob, Peter and Reef on the ground looking up at him with anticipation. A look of determination came over him.

He took a deep breath, and then shakily lowered his right leg down to the branch below. Some of the birds flew away. That shook him up and made him tremble.

“Now lower your other leg,” I said.

“I…can’t.”

We had another plan if Nick couldn’t climb down. I looked down at Peter and Rob who were holding onto the rope and waved at them.

“Nick, you’ve got to let go. Peter and Rob got you,” I said. “You know how those climbing walls work—you push off and you get lowered.”

“No freaking way!”

I waved my free arm to startle the birds and yelled, “The birds are attacking!”

As they flew off, Nick shrieked and was thrown off balance. Then I gave him a little push….

He screamed all the way down as they quickly lowered him to the ground. He ended up flat on his back.

“Sorry we had to do that,” Peter said holding his hand out to help him up.

He grabbed it and stood. “I could kiss the ground, or maybe the both of you. Thanks for getting me down in one piece.”

“You okay?” I asked, hanging from the lowest branch after climbing down.

“Yeah, thanks, Lily. I’m never going to Red-Line towards the ravine again. Mom was right. It really is dangerous. And on top of it all, I lost Oscar.”

“Jerome’s sitting on him.”

“What?”

“Jerome tackled him as soon as he reached the ravine. I guess we had better go help out.”

“Yeah.”

When Jerome saw us, he got off Oscar, but then Nick jumped on him, grabbed him by his shirt and shouted, “Where’s Hank?”

“I don’t know,” Oscar said fearfully.

“You must know something. Where is he?” Nick yelled again, making a fist and raising it.

I’d never seen him do that. It scared me.

Peter pulled him off Oscar. “Violence doesn’t solve anything,” Peter said.

“Tell Oscar that,” Nick said, shaking Peter off. “He hurt an old woman. I should have let him die, trapped in his basement. It’s what a jerk like him deserves.”

“I didn’t hurt that old woman,” Oscar shouted. “I stopped Hank. He was twisting her arm, so I told him I knew where his guns were.”

“You what? You just gave a nutcase enough guns to kill us all!” Nick shouted back.

“Where did Hank go?” Rob asked, stepping between Nick and Oscar.

Rob put his nose up to Oscar’s and repeated slowly, “Where…did…Hank…go?”

“I don’t know,” Oscar said, frustrated. “After I tried to stop him from hurting the old lady, he told me to beat it. He said if I told anyone about his escape, he would come and kill me and my family. So, I just went home.”

“How did Butch get you to help Hank escape in the first place?” Rob asked.

Oscar shrugged and said, “You know Butch; he’s always up to something. And I was bored.”

Nick lifted his fist again but turned away instead of hitting him.

“Butch must have had a plan,” Rob kept up.

“Butch? No. He knew that people were at the ravine party and that it was a good time to help his dad. He said his dad would take over from there.”

Rob turned to Peter and said, “Let’s take him home to his father and let him deal with it.”

Oscar shrugged again. “Yeah, right. What’s my dad going to do?”

Nick lunged at Oscar again, knocking him over as Peter grabbed Nick again.

“All right,” Nick said, shaking Peter off and walking towards the creek. “I’m done with him.”

“Nick,” I called as he disappeared into the woods.

I sighed.

He was back to being the old angry Nick.
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CHAPTER 29Nick


I was so filled with rage about Miss Jennifer being hurt, I couldn’t think straight.

I also felt humiliated. All I had to do was climb down a freaking tree and couldn’t do it.

I would never let myself be weak like that again. I thought of my mom and her fear of crowds and of small spaces. I didn’t want to end up like her. So, the next time something scared me, I would choose to do it, no matter what.

I heard someone coming up behind me. Jerome, Reef and Stewie sat down beside me at the creek.

“We have to find where Hank is hiding out,” I said. “I figure he’s in one of the empty houses on the other side of the street.”

“Maybe we can use the oxygen to look into basement windows and see if he’s in one of them,” Jerome suggested.

“I hate to use it up for that, but we have no choice,” I said.

I got a smaller copy of the network map from Lily and wearing the oxygen ran to the empty house that was right across the street from ours. Mom had tried to talk to me when I went in to get the map, but I just ignored her. I was still angry about her and dad.

The boys were down the street where the Red-Line was at about eight inches. They were lying on their sides and breathing what little air there was and watching to see if I was okay.

Suddenly, I felt sick. My friends were lying on the street without an oxygen tank to make sure that I would be all right. What if the air level suddenly fell to the ground? They might not make it to the ravine in time.

What if I lost one of them—or all three?

I shook off the bad thoughts and cautiously approached the first house.

Like mine, there were only two windows in these basements, one in front and one in the back. I crept up to the front one and carefully looked in.

No one was there.

I went to the back and did the same.

No one.

I expected that the ones with unfinished basements would be empty.

The second one down was also unfinished and empty.

The next few houses were also empty but the closer to where there was more air on the ground, the more nervous I got. My friends had now moved further down the street.

I was now about three houses below where Stewie had lived. I had a bad feeling…a really bad feeling.

I slid sideways against the wall to the front window and peeked in. There was no one in the family room. I went to look into the back window but almost changed my mind about wanting to find Hank. I was afraid he would shoot me.

Legs trembling…I crept up to the back window and peeked in. There was a bed with what looked like the outline of a person in it!

I bent down to see who it was: it was Hank! When I pulled away, I accidentally hit the top of the window frame with my head and made a noise.

I quickly flattened myself against the wall, but I heard the lock being undone. I ran to the side of the house and heard the window open, and then a grunt. Hank must have hiked himself up to see what the noise was. Before he could check the front window, I ran across the street signaling the boys to meet me in the ravine. The boys met me on the path.

“Was it…Hank?” Stewie asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t think he saw me.”

“What do we do now?” Jerome asked. “Tell Rob and Peter?”

“Not yet,” I said. “Let’s all go home and say nothing for now.”

I had to do something first.

I went back home directly to Lily’s room, where she looked up at me expectantly.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “I really didn’t want you to mess with Hank.”

“Yeah. How is Miss Jennifer doing?”

“Okay. Still sore, although she won’t complain.”

“Maybe a nice warm shower would help.”

Lily laughed, made a face and said, “Funny that you would say that someone should have a shower. You really need one yourself.”

I laughed and said, “I was thinking about that, but didn’t want to use up the hot water.”

“Any excuse,” she said, getting up. “But yes, that is a great idea. I’ll go ask her now.”

As soon as Miss Jennifer came over and closed the door to our bathroom, I snuck into the tunnel leading to her basement.

I figured I had about ten minutes to find what I wanted.

Mona jumped into my arms as usual and I put her down. “Not now, Mona. You don’t happen to know what I’m looking for?”

I looked in between the cushions on the couch, then under it, then between the folded sheets and pillows, being careful to return things to the way they were. I checked the chair, under the rug, then went to the back room where her cans were. I noticed that a lot of her food was gone. Hank and Butch must have stolen it.

It wasn’t in the furnace room or in the small room where Hank was held a prisoner. I walked out to the family room and sighed.

Just then, Mona meowed and sprang off her cat bed into my arms.

“All right,” I said, petting her as she purred.

I looked around at the room one more time.

“Have to go now,” I said, putting her back down onto her bed.

Then I had a thought. I took Mona off her bed and lifted the cushion.

There it was.

The gun.

I stuck it in the top of my jeans and headed back to my room.
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CHAPTER 30Lily


I was happily eating my Lily Beans and looking at my globe when I heard an alarmed voice coming from the walkie.

“Emergency! Emergency!” Amy screamed. “The Red-Line is going down!”

“Lily here. How bad is it?” I asked.

“It’s bad,” she yelled. “Get out of your basement. Go to the ravine.”

I ran into the family room and looked at the TV that had the sound off and saw the alert. I froze.

“Lily, what’s wrong?” Mom asked, walking in from the back.

I couldn’t move.

Miss Jennifer came out of the bathroom. “Lily, what is the matter?”

“We have to leave,” I croaked.

Mom knelt in front of me and asked, “Are you all right, honey?”

My heart was beating really fast. I could barely talk. I pointed to the TV and said, “We have to go to the ravine.”

She looked at the TV and ran to Nick’s room. She threw his door open and yelled, “Nick, we have to leave now. The Red-Line is going down.”

He rushed out. “What about Noah and his mom?” he asked.

“He took his mother to see Dr. Warner,” Mom said.

“Mona!” he then exclaimed.

But Miss Jennifer said, “No, we have to leave. She can take care of herself.”

He went to the tunnel and called, “Mona! Mona!”

The TV and the lights went out.

“Oh, no,” Mom yelled. “We have to go, now!”

Mom grabbed me by the hand and pulled me into Nick’s room. She opened the door to the secret room as Nick came back. He grabbed the oxygen mask and tank.

“Go,” she ordered me.

There was enough light from his window to see in his room but the secret room was pitch black.

I went in as Mom said, “Nick next.”

“Miss Jennifer first,” he said.

“No, I am last,” she replied stubbornly. “I am too slow.”

“I can’t see,” I yelled. “I can’t find the tunnel door.”

“I’ll get it,” Nick said, climbing in, then helping Miss Jennifer. She slowly crawled in beside me, and then Mom came in as Nick opened the tunnel door.

“Go Lily,” Mom yelled. “Before it’s too late.”

I climbed into it, not being able to see at all. Nick came grunting in behind me and then I went super-fast. It was terrifying not knowing what was in front of me. I kept bumping into the sides, occasionally hitting a block of wood that was used to reinforce the tunnel. I was relieved to open the door at the other end and fall into the light. Nick fell on top of me.

As we stood, Mom came out.

Then we waited for Miss Jennifer.

“Are you all right, honey?” Mom asked me.

“I’m okay.”

It seemed like Miss Jennifer was taking forever. Was she…okay?

“Can you see or hear her?” I asked Nick.

He stuck his head in to check. “No.”

Mom then doubled over. “I can’t breathe,” she said. “The Red-Line must still be going down. We have to go to the creek.”

“But we can’t leave Miss Jennifer,” I cried and then choked because I couldn’t take a breath.

Mom grabbed Nick and me by the arms and pulled us down the ravine. He shook her loose and said, “I’ll crouch and wait for her—I have the oxygen if I need it.”

Mom said, “Okay...but be careful.”

Then she dragged me down to the creek.

We waited for a few minutes, though it seemed like hours. I heard a noise coming from behind.

Jerome came running down to us and said, “There’s something wrong with the walkies and monitors. I think the solar particles fried them.”

I clicked mine on and said, “Lily here, anyone there? Over.”

There was a lot of static, but I could still hear Amy say, “Amy here…parents couldn’t run to the ravine….”

She started to cry.

“Amy, Amy?”

She was gone.

“Maya here….” I barely heard what she said next over the walkie. “Got every….”

“What?” I said, “I can’t hear you. The walkies aren’t working well. Can you hear me? Over.”

But there was only static.

“I have to go see if Nick is still waiting for Miss Jennifer,” I said.

“No, I’ll do it,” Mom said, standing up.

I watched her walk up the ravine, as Reef and Stewie came running down from the other side.

“Where’s Nick?” Reef asked, out of breath.

“He’s waiting for Miss Jennifer to come through the tunnel.”

“Oh.” Stewie gave Reef a look like he knew something was wrong.

“What?” I asked. “What?”

“We just tried the trench—no air left. I don’t know if there’s any left in your tunnel,” Stewie said, looking down at his feet.

“Oh, no!” The thought of Miss Jennifer stuck in the tunnel without air made me feel awful.

Just then, Mom came running down holding the cat.

She said, “Mona was there alone. I had to leave….”

“Nick? Miss Jennifer?” I asked.

She tightened her lips and shook her head no.

I felt even worse. I knew Nick had the oxygen tank, but what if it ran out?

“Where are your families?” Mom asked the guys.

“They’re okay,” Jerome said. “We got Amy’s message before the walkies and baby monitors burnt out.”

Mona cried out, jumping out of Mom’s arms.

“I’m going to check on Nick,” Reef said.

“No, Reef,” Mom said softly.

Then I heard a noise coming from the path. I held my breath as Nick appeared, holding Miss Jennifer by her arm and waist.

“Nick,” I shrieked as I ran up to them. “Miss Jennifer! What happened?”

“This gentleman here wouldn’t take no for an answer,” she said, wobbling up to us. “He came and fetched me with the oxygen. We walked up the basement stairs and over the lawn just like we used to do. Well, sharing the oxygen, of course.”

Nick sat Miss Jennifer down with Mom’s help. Mom then hugged him silently.

“I’m okay,” he said. “Jerome, is the large oxygen tank still at your house?”

“Yeah,” he said. “We left so quickly….”

“We have to get it right away,” Nick said, holding up the small tank. “This is going to run out soon. I don’t think I can carry the big tank alone.”

“I can,” Jerome said.

“Okay. Let’s go.” Nick took off along the creek towards Jerome’s, with the three boys following close behind.

I was tired. I was afraid to click onto the walkie to see who didn’t make it. That’s if it still worked. I couldn’t even think of what we were going to do, sitting out here without food or a safe place to stay. I just wanted to roll over onto the ground and sleep.

Then it began.

It started with the sky turning black and then streaking with multi-colored lights, then turning black again. Next the rain came, if you could call it rain. It was coming down so hard it was almost like standing under a waterfall at the water park.

I looked at Miss Jennifer. She was wet and shaking. Mom was trying to keep her warm. I put the walkie back into my belt clip. It was waterproof so I didn’t have to worry about it in the rain. But that really didn’t matter right now.

We were all going to die.
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CHAPTER 31Nick


Through the pouring rain, Jerome came towards us down the ravine lugging the large oxygen tank.

I could barely see as I removed the mask and took the portable tank off his back.

Reef then helped Jerome carry the large tank down through the underbrush as we tried to find a break from the rain. We ended up huddled under a large tree, where we could talk.

“Is this the end of the world?” Stewie asked, wrapping his arms around his shivering body.

“It’s just rain,” Jerome said, doubtfully.

Impossibly…it poured even harder.

“We have to get back to Miss Jennifer, Mom and Lily,” I said. “They’ll need shelter.”

“Lily has a box of canvas bags to carry food near here,” Reef said.

“Where?” I asked.

“Close to the creek.”

“Let’s go.”

Jerome and Reef picked up the large tank and followed Stewie and me. Even though I could barely see, I spotted the plastic bin and opened it. In it were a couple of large canvas bags that Reef’s mother had made and an inflatable dinghy boat.

“What’s a dinghy doing in here?” I shouted at Reef.

“People donate material and stuff for Mom to make the bags,” he yelled back.

“Oh.”

I gave the bags to Stewie to carry and I crept along the edge of the creek with the dinghy. We had to be careful because the water in the creek was moving really fast and overflowing its banks.

As we neared Lily, Mom and Miss Jennifer, I spotted someone hiding in the bushes. It was Hank.

I just kept going, trying to think of what to do when I came upon the others huddled under a tree.

I put the dinghy down and slowly turned to see Hank standing behind us, wet and nasty.

No one moved.

I didn’t see any rifles on him. He probably had to escape the basement without them. There was no sign of Butch.

I did what I had planned to do if I ran into him. I pulled out the gun I found at Miss Jennifer’s.

Even through the heavy rain, I could see his eyes open wide in surprise.

“Nick,” Mom yelled, “what are you doing?”

“He deserves to die for the terrible things he’s done,” I yelled, “and what he’s going to do!”

“Don’t be foolish, luv,” Miss Jennifer pleaded. “If you use that gun, you will not simply harm Hank…you will also harm yourself.”

I looked at her. She seemed so fragile that she was transparent, ghost-like. She held out a trembling hand for the gun. “This is a war like all of the other wars: people fighting for food, for territory...people fighting to protect their families. Guns have never been the answer.”

I looked back at Hank who said, “I can’t find my family.”

I looked at my friends who were standing in the rain, staring at me hopefully.

I looked at my frightened mom who had her arms around Miss Jennifer and Lily, trying to keep them warm.

Then I looked into Miss Jennifer’s eyes and thought about the shovel she had given me and the person it belonged to, who had died in the war.

I handed her the gun.

I looked back at Hank but he was gone.

The water rushed down the hill into dozens of little streams. There was nowhere to sit. I opened one of the canvas bags and put it under a tree where the ground was drier because of its huge roots. I helped Miss Jennifer to climb in with Mona.

“There’s room for you too, Mom,” Lily said, “to keep her warm.”

“You get in,” she said.

“I’ll get into the other bag with Stewie. He’s shivering,” Lily replied.

Reef had pulled the cord to inflate the dinghy under another tree with big roots that was further down. Lily climbed into it and then into the canvas bag. She asked Stewie to get in with her to keep her warm. He was embarrassed but too cold to protest. Jerome and Reef also climbed into the dinghy and I was about to when I heard a huge roar.

When I looked upstream, a wall of water hit me, sending me head over heels.

I was suffocating, somersaulting in and out of the water, unable to catch my breath until a hand grabbed my arm and pulled me into the dinghy.

When I caught my breath, I could see that we were racing down the creek at lightning speed. Lily and Stewie were screaming and hanging on for their lives. Jerome had his hands in the rope grips and had put his legs over Lily and Stewie’s bag to help them stay in. I nearly flipped out going around a bend but Reef grabbed me.

Between the water pouring down from above and the water splashing up from below, I couldn’t tell where we were. Our journey seemed to last forever until the creek spit us out onto the sea. I then felt a great big swoosh from underneath that swept us out even further.

We all screamed when a huge wave came crashing down, almost overturning us.

“Lily!” I yelled as the canvas bag she and Stewie were in nearly got washed overboard. I grabbed its side and held onto it as Jerome tried to help pull them back in.

But another huge wave hit us and this time, the bag went overboard!

Then the strangest thing happened: the rain suddenly stopped and the sea was calm.

I frantically searched the water for the bag and spotted it about twenty feet away. It was still floating but sinking fast. I dove in and swam to it as it disappeared underwater. I reached down to grab it but it slipped from my hand. I went under, kicking my legs hard and went after it and grabbed it with both hands. But the weight dragged me down.

Lily…Stewie…I couldn’t give up. With a burst of energy, I pumped my legs and brought us all to the surface.

Reef was in the water and had towed the dinghy over. He helped me heave them into it as Jerome pulled. As we climbed back in, I could see Lily struggling to get out of the bag, coughing and gasping for air. Jerome helped her out, then reached in for Stewie and pulled him out onto his back. He was blue and wasn’t breathing.
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CHAPTER 32Lily


“Stewie!” I cried, as he lay still. I was still trembling from being stuck in that bag. I couldn’t shake the memory of being trapped as I sunk into the ocean.

I was surprised as Jerome tilted Stewie’s head, pinched his nose and gave him mouth to mouth.

I watched Stewie’s face, looking for any signs of life.

“Don’t give up,” I said.

After a couple more breaths, he started to cough and rolled over onto his side, spitting out sea water.

He was gasping and choking. I reached into his pocket. “Stewie, your inhaler,” I said, taking off the lid and shaking it for him.

He took a puff, and then kept coughing, but at least he could breathe.

“Stewie, are you okay?” Jerome asked.

He nodded. “Where are we?”

We looked around. Land was far away.

“Man, at least that rain stopped,” Reef said.

“And we’re alive,” Nick said.

“Nick…do you think Mom’s…alive?” I asked, fearfully. “Do you think that she and Miss Jennifer got swept away?”

“No,” Nick said, putting his arm around me. “They were too high up on the hill. They’re okay.”

“But what about the others?” Jerome asked. “My dad, my mom….”

“Yeah,” Stewie said. “Mine, too.”

“If we made it through all of that, then they did too,” Nick said.

If only I could believe that. “They can’t get into their houses; there’s no air. They can’t get to the food!”

“They’ll figure out a way,” he said. “I dropped the oxygen tank somewhere. Hopefully, it didn’t get swept away.”

“What about us?” Stewie said. “I can’t swim!”

“The sea is calm. We’ll be all right.”

No matter what Nick said, I was still worried.

“Let’s start paddling towards land,” Nick said.

He took the first shift, hanging over one end of the dinghy and paddling with his hands. Reef and Jerome each took turns until it got dark. It was overcast and surprisingly, there were no crazy lights in the sky.

“I don’t think we’re much closer to shore,” Jerome said.

“Man, this sucks big time,” Reef said.

“We have to stay out here all night?” Stewie asked. “It’s getting cold.”

“We might be stuck out here for days,” Jerome said.

“What?” Stewie said, putting his head down. He didn’t look too good. It had been a warm afternoon and his clothes dried up, but he seemed weak.

“Maybe we should cover up with the bag,” I suggested.

“No! Never again!”

“Just to cover us up—not to get into,” I said, putting it on top of us. “When the sun goes down all the way, it’ll be even colder.”

We all lay in the dinghy, looking up at the sky.

“How did this all happen?” I asked.

“Jerome said that greenhouse gases causing climate change in Earth’s lower layers also weakened the outer layers,” Nick said. “And when they got hit by a big solar flare….”

“…it caused the big crack?”

“Yeah….”

“So, all of this is the fault of companies around the world burning fossil fuels, and the governments letting it happen,” I said. “I just don’t get it...what could have been more important than protecting our Earth….”

“Money, power, getting re-elected,” Jerome said.

“Then us kids will have to make the changes...if there’s anything left to change,” I said.

We were silent for a long time until Jerome said, “Most people didn’t think a disaster like this could really happen...until it did. I wish it was all a terrible nightmare…so I could wake up and have my dad’s pancakes.”

“Mom’s blueberry waffles,” Nick said.

“Any chocolate—even chocolate-covered fruit,” Reef said.

We lay in silence again.

“Man….” Reef said. “I remember the day Stewie went running through school yelling, ‘The sky is falling! The sky is falling!’. Wish that never happened.”

Stewie sat up and said, “I can’t help it if I find out stuff before anybody else.”

“Sorry, man. I didn’t mean it was your fault.”

“And it’s not always bad news,” Nick said. “You knew about the soldiers who brought food to the store the day we had the party in….”

“Can a big boat see us in the water?” Stewie interrupted. “Could it squash us?”

“Stewie,” Jerome said, “I wouldn’t push your luck.”

“I’m not,” he said, pointing out to sea. “Look!”

We sat up and looked in the direction that he was pointing. A small ship was heading our way.

We screamed and waved our arms.
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CHAPTER 33Nick


Safely on the deck of a Coast Guard ship, an officer came up to us and said, “Hello, I’m Captain Mosca. Welcome aboard. We’ll get you warm clothes and food.”

“Thanks,” Lily said. “I’m really hungry.”

“Yes,” Jerome said. “Starving, Captain.”

“I just realized,” I said. “We can breathe up here. Captain Mosca, how high is the Red-Line?”

“Obviously, you haven’t heard the great news,” she said. “The crack in the magnetosphere closed up.”

We all looked at each other in awe and started to scream and hug each other.

“We did it,” I hollered. “We survived.”

“We did,” Lily said, hugging me again. Then she looked over at the captain and asked, “Ma’am, will the air come back? Will everything get back to what it was?”

“Many trees and plants died, Miss,” she said. “It will take years for the oxygen to build back up to where it should be.”

“Oh….” she said. Then she perked up and said, “Maybe it went up enough for Mom and all of our families to get back into their homes.”

“Yeah,” I said, also worried about Mom, even with our differences. “She’ll be all right. Everyone will be all right.”

“I can’t wait to see her,” Lily said. “Captain, could you please take us home?”

I sat in the front seat of an army truck beside a soldier who was driving us home. Lily and the boys were in the cargo section at the back. The sun was coming up as we turned onto Sunridge.

I spotted a group of people on Peter’s lawn. As I got closer, I made out Reef and Stewie’s parents, Noah, Abe, Peter and Rob. But I couldn’t see Mom. I anxiously searched for her, my heart pounding out of my chest, and then she stepped out from behind Abe. She was okay!!!

Everyone was standing up straight except for the very tall Rob who was hunched over. That meant around six feet of air down here and three feet up the street at my house! In the truck we were wearing oxygen masks and tanks, but had to return them.

As we drove closer, they all turned to face the truck.

When it stopped and I got out, Mom ran towards me yelling my name. With tears running down her face, she hugged me and said, “I thought I’d never see you again.”

“I’m okay, Mom.”

“Lily?” she asked, scanning the truck, looking terrified.

The soldier who had been driving opened the back door of the truck, and Lily leaped out.

“I’m here!” she said, running to us.

Mom crushed her in her arms, bawling her eyes out. They were both bawling their eyes out.

I smiled at them and then at Abe blubbering over Jerome.

“I’m so relieved that you’re both home,” Mom said, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “Everyone met here this morning to form a search party.”

“They did?” I said, “that’s...great.”

I spotted Noah standing where Reef and Stewie were being welcomed.

“Hey, Noah,” I said, holding my hand out to shake his. “Good to see you.”

“Good to see you too,” he said, as he hugged me tight.

Rob slapped me on the back, then Peter hugged me and said, “Great to have you kids back home.”

“Yeah…even though my blisters from all that digging…don’t agree,” Rob added.

“Get ready for more,” I said as Mona jumped into my arms.

“Mona…you got out again.” Then, I realized that Miss Jennifer wasn’t here. “Mom…where’s Miss Jennifer?”

“Over here, luv,” Miss Jennifer said, sitting on the porch steps.

She was holding up my World War Two shovel! “I’ll trade you Mona for this!”

“You’ve got a deal! Even though I am very fond of Mona, this…hey I haven’t named it yet!”

“Well, it certainly deserves a banging good name.”

“What was the soldier’s name…the one…who owned it.”

“Eddie.”

“Then, that’s what I’ll call it…Eddie.”

“He would have liked that very much, luv,” she said tearing up. “He would have liked you very much too.”

I tried hard to not tear up too.

Just then, Lily, who had been trying her walkie but was just getting static, yelled at Mom, “Hey Mom, have you heard anything about Amy—her family?”

“Her parents only had a foot of air left in the basement but it bounced back up in time. They’re okay.”

“Thank goodness,” she said, sighing. “And Maya?”

“Right behind you,” Maya shouted. Lily turned. There stood Maya and Amy, open-armed, screaming. She leapt at them, also screaming.

Stewie covered his ears and said, “I think they burst my eardrums.”

Reef, Jerome, and I also covered our ears, and I had to yell, “I nearly died a few times this week, but I think this is the worst of it.”

“Sorry but I love my friends!” Lily yelled back, laughing. “You guys go about your business.”

“Business?” I said, “Yes, let’s get to business—Lily, are you free in an hour for a Red-Liners meeting?”

“Sure am, Nick. What’s on the agenda?”

“Digging and more digging.”

“How about adding: finding out what walkies and monitors are still working, who’s left in the network—and how much food they need?”

I laughed and yelled, “Okay! Red-Liners, are you ready to go to work?”

They all shouted yes and cheered.

As I looked at my neighbors, my friends, and at Mom and Lily, I felt lucky to be alive. All of the loneliness and bad feelings I had been carrying, had melted away.

Then I thought of my dad and felt a twinge of sadness. I wished he was here with me...with us...but somehow knew he was all right.

He knew how to dig a good hole.
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THE END
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EPILOGUE


Until recently, scientists called the upper layers of Earth’s atmosphere the “ignorosphere” because they knew so little about them. Although this novel is a work of fiction, it touches upon alarming evidence of real damage made to these layers.1

The five main atmospheric layers are the troposphere, stratosphere, mesosphere, thermosphere and exosphere, with many secondary layers including the ozone, the ionosphere and the magnetosphere.

The region we know best, because it is where our weather happens, is the troposphere. And it is being damaged by greenhouse gases, especially CO2 (carbon dioxide), resulting in climate change and many of the disasters Earth is presently experiencing.2

CO2 also damages the upper layers which are located above the troposphere.3 An example of this are the holes in the ozone layer of the stratosphere that protects living things and the environment from harmful ultraviolet rays. Ozone holes have been in the news for many years, but an especially alarming event occurred in 2020 where a hole over the Antarctic was three times the size of the continental United States.4

CO2 concentrations that warm the troposphere, actually cool the ionosphere and have been thought to be the main cause of climatic changes at these high altitudes.

New simulations indicate the densest part of the ionosphere is lowering by about 5 km globally.3 The sky is actually falling.

The magnetosphere that protects Earth from harmful solar wind is being destabilized. In 2007, Nasa’s Themis mission involving five spacecraft discovered a crack four times wider than Earth itself in the magnetosphere. The entire day-side of the magnetosphere was open to the solar wind.5 Solar particles are constantly bombarding Earth. Sometimes solar flares bombard us. Sometimes CME (Coronal Mass Ejections) bombard us.6

CAN OUR WEAKENED OUTER LAYERS CONTINUE TO PROTECT US?

Sources


	1. https://e360.yale.edu/features/climate-change-upper-atmosphere-cooling%20

	2. https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/how-can-climate-change-affect-natural-disasters

	3. https://phys.org/news/2014-05-earth-magnetic-field-important-climate.html#jCp

	4. https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/large-deep-antarctic-ozone-hole-persisting-november-2020

	5. https://wattsupwiththat.com/2008/12/16/earths-magnetic-field-has-massive-breach-scientists-baffled/

	6. {LiveScience} https://tinyurl.com/bdfb9mm6
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