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​Chapter 1: Cry Baby
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“Zale started crying again!”

“He’s such a damn baby. He cries about everything.”

“If he keeps it up, he’s going to drown the whole world.”

Their laughter ground on my ears. I stared at the cement from where I sat behind the dumpster. It didn’t help that I ran away right after it happened. The hot tears were still burning my cheeks. 

“Come on, let’s play.”

I peeked along the dumpster. The sound of a basketball hitting the pavement filled the courtyard. A boy appeared as he retrieved a missed shot soon after. I shouldn’t have fallen for it. Those guys wouldn’t ask me to play unless they had something planned. It was a game to them to see how quickly they could make me mad. Wiping my face, I stood and hurried off down the alleyway that ran along the side of the school.

I should have hit them. I kicked an empty bottle. They’d go right to the headmaster, and I’d end up getting suspended. I should’ve known something was wrong when they all ganged up on me. Sniffing, I shoved my hands in my pockets and started home. Most of the school had already left. I should’ve done the same. Trying to get along with those guys was a waste of time. 

I walked up the stoop to the house at the end of the block and opened the door. A piano was playing in the study. Kicking off my shoes, I reached to remove my backpack. My eyes grew wide. I left it at school. Cursing under my breath, I headed for the stairs. I’d get it later. Either that or someone would use it as an excuse to talk to my sister. 

“Zale, is that you?” called my mother.

“Yeah.”

The playing stopped. She walked out of the study and leaned against the doorframe. “You’re late getting home.”

“I had some homework to get done.” I shrugged. 

With a sigh, my mother stepped forward and grabbed my chin. “Your eyes are red.”

I jerked my head away and clenched my jaw. 

“You’re getting too old for this. The kids in your grades aren’t going to overlook it like before.”

They never overlooked it, even when we were younger.

“They started it,” I muttered.

Her mouth fell open. “Did you get in a fight again?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Ezekiel Zale Thornton, if I find out you hit someone—”

“I didn’t,” I exclaimed. 

She shook her head. “Come here.” She held open her arms.

I shuffled forward and just stood there. I was still annoyed and didn’t want to get upset in front of her. 

She hugged me. “I don’t mean to be tough on you. I’m worried. Your father pays a lot of money for you to go to that school. You need it to get into a good University.”

“I know.” 

She cupped my face. 

“Are you going to tell dad?” I asked.

My mother shook her head. “No. You've done nothing wrong as long as you didn’t hit anyone. You’ll always be my little boy, so a couple of tears will keep you from growing up on me.” She flicked my chin and smiled. “Dinner would be ready in an hour or so.”

“Okay.” I hurried up the stairs and went to my room. 

I flopped onto my bed and heard music coming up through the floorboards. Closing my eyes, I listened to the soft, fluttering noise. I smiled to myself. It was the song she’d played for me as a kid when I was upset at Erika. 

Rolling onto my side, I peered out the window. Why did everyone have to be such an ass in my grade? It didn’t help that most of us had grown up together. My sister didn’t exactly try to defend me, either. 

With a groan, I climbed to my feet and went to change out of my uniform. I pulled on some sweats and an old T-shirt. Grabbing my open-fingered boxing gloves, I headed for the basement. My mother continued to play as I passed. I opened the door to go downstairs.

“Zale.”

“Yeah?”

“Before or after dinner, you need to practice your piano.”

I groaned. “I’ll do it tomorrow.”

“You’re going to do it today. You didn’t wake up early enough to do it this morning.”

“I will tomorrow,” I stated.

“Today,” she replied firmly, “or that door will be locked for a week.”

I breathed out through my teeth. “Fine.” I flung it open.

“Remember to warm up first so you don’t pull anything.”

“I will.”

“Tape your hands.”

“I have my gloves!” I slammed the door and hurried to the bottom of the stairs. 

Finally, I could be alone. I was so tired of everyone picking at me. Turning on classical music, I stretched out my arms. The guys at school would give me more shit for listening to this, but with my mother being a former professional pianist, classical was the only kind of music allowed in this household. Closing my eyes, I took deep breaths. I preferred it that way. It was calming.

Opening my eyes, I faced the bag. My dad bought it along with some beginning boxing lessons for me to help vent some of my anger. It was only a couple of years old but was starting to look worn out. I guess I had a lot of built-up anger. I pulled my gloves on, fitting my fingers through the holes. Breathing out through my nose, I rolled my head from side to side. I needed this.
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​Chapter 2: A Father’s Expectations
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I climbed out of the basement, feeling refreshed. Erika was in the kitchen with my mother. I kept my eyes pointed at the floor and headed for the stairs.

“Hey.” My sister eyed me. “I brought your bag. You forgot it by the basketball hoops.”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

“I heard you broke down again.”

“I didn’t,” I snapped at her before leaving.

“Don’t be rude,” our mother said under her breath to Erika. “It’s a sensitive issue, you know that.”

Rolling my eyes, I took the stairs two at a time and entered the bathroom. I took off my clothes and stepped into the shower. Turning the water to lukewarm, I stood with my head bowed. If only it were socially acceptable to beat in douchebags’ faces. That would solve a lot of my problems. I scrubbed my hair and washed off the black strands from between my fingers. 

Brown water ran down my arm. I jerked back, cursing under my breath. “You have to be kidding me.” I turned off the faucet. “Mom!” Climbing out, I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my waist. “Mom!” I opened the bathroom door. “Mom!”

“Yes?”

“The water has dirt in it again.”

“Oh, no. Get dressed and come downstairs.”

I went to my room and put on some clothes. Rubbing a hand through my hair, I could feel the dirt. It was disgusting. Why was it always me that this happened to? Erika maybe had to deal with it once. Going downstairs, I went to the kitchen and hunched over the kitchen sink.

“Lean down a little lower,” said my mother. She poured some of our reserved water over my head. 

Erika was sitting at the bar and wouldn’t stop smirking at me.

“Is there a reason you feel the need to watch?” I muttered.

She shrugged. “Nope. You have horrible luck.”

“Shut up.”

“Be nice,” said my mother as she scrubbed my hair. 

“Do you think the grounds are shifting?” asked Erika.

“We’re high enough,” replied our mom. “The water levels were lower than usual on the last report.” She grabbed my ear. “Turn your head to the side.”

The front door opened. “I’m home.”

“We’re in the kitchen,” replied Erika.

Our father stopped in the entryway when he saw us. “Dirt in the waterline again?”

“Yep,” laughed Erika. “It’s always Zale.”

I glared at her. 

“Turn the other way,” said my mother. 

I did so.

“That should do it. I don’t feel anymore.” She put the pitcher to the side and scrubbed my scalp. Taking a small hand towel, she ran it over my head. 

My father loosened his tie and put his bag on the table. 

“How was work?” asked my mother.

My dad shrugged. “The same.” He kissed the side of my sister’s head. “How was school?”

“Fine. Nothing exciting happened. Some guys made Zale cry again, though.”

“Erika!” I stood up straight. “Keep your goddamn mouth shut.”

My mother snatched my chin. “Do not speak that way in this house. Do you understand me?”

Nodding, I stepped back, still fuming. I could feel my father’s eyes on me, but I wouldn’t look at him. I was already struggling to keep it together.

“What else do I have to do, Zale?”

I shrugged.

“You can’t be so emotionally sensitive.”

I clenched my jaw.

“Ezekiel,” breathed my mother. “He’s trying.” She touched my arm. “There’s nothing wrong with crying.”

“Over every little thing?” stated my father. “How can you expect someone to work in the government when they cry every time they don’t get what they want?”

“I don’t want to go into politics,” I replied.

He pointed at me. “We are not discussing this again. I’m not paying your tuition to get some deadbeat job so you can end up in the slums. Don’t you want a house like this?”

I swallowed hard. 

“Do you want to be able to provide for your family? Give them all these nice things. Food on the table every night. Clean water. I had dreams of doing other things as well.” He pressed his finger into the counter. “But I chose to follow my father’s advice and think about what I wanted for my family.” He waved his hand through the air. “I bet none of your friends at school have a home as nice as ours. Let alone the extra activities.”

Folding my arms, I felt my eyes start to burn. There was nothing wrong with wanting to do something else. There were other ways to make money.

“God.” My father rubbed his forehead. “If you’re going to cry about it, go to your room. I can’t deal with you like this.”

I turned sharply and ran to the stairs. 

“You’re too hard on him,” said my mother.

I stopped on the top step and sat down by the railing. 

“He has to grow up.”

“The twins are fifteen,” she stated. 

“Almost sixteen,” my dad added. “If we don’t figure this out, he'll graduate high school, be in college, and still cry whenever someone makes him mad. I thought boxing would help, but I haven’t seen any difference.”

“I have,” said my mom. “All that pent-up anger had to come out somehow. He’s gotten better at controlling it. I haven’t heard from the school since last year.”

It was quiet for a moment. 

“He’s too old to act like this,” said my father.

They were silent again. 

“Erika, how about you go practice?” said our mother. “Dinner will be done in twenty minutes.”

My sister groaned. “I already did. Zale is the one who skipped this morning.”

“That boy,” muttered my father. “Zale! Zale, get down here.”

I heard his footsteps and quickly stood. I stood by the railing. “Yeah?”

My father peered up at me. “Did you practice your piano this morning?”

I shook my head. 

“You know the rules. Your mother didn’t waste her time teaching you when she could have been working on her own songs. Get down here, and do it now.”

Nodding, I shuffled around the corner. He waited at the bottom of the stairs for me. 

“Go.”

Staring at my feet, I entered the study and sat at the piano. 

“Erika, go do your homework,” said my father. 

My sister passed by soon after as I began my scales. My parents were talking in hushed voices. I hurried through the warmup sheets and opened my binder to see what my mom wanted me to do. They stopped talking in the kitchen until I started to play the song I was working on. 

The pictures on the walls began to vibrate. I stopped playing as the ground trembled. 

“Everyone moved to cover!”

I went to stand in the doorway. Something hit the floor in the kitchen. The quake passed. I peeked around the corner to see my parents under the table. 

“Zale?” said my father.

“I’m fine.”

“Erika!”

“I’m okay, Dad.” She hurried down the stairs. 

I walked into the kitchen to see what had fallen. The pitcher of water was on the floor. 

“I’ll get a towel.” I went to find one in the upstairs closet. I came back down and helped my mother clean up the mess. 

“That’s the second time this week,” she sighed. “I practically have to nail everything down.” My mother stood and took the damp cloth to the laundry room.

I put the plastic pitcher on the counter as the buzzer on the oven went off. 

“Zale, can you get that out? I put a hot pad on the table already. Erika grabbed the plates for me.”

I pulled on the oven mitts that were sitting on the counter. Taking the lasagna out of the oven, I carried it over to the table. 

“Thankfully, I hadn’t set out the dishes yet,” said my mother as she took out a salad and loaf of bread. “We’d be stuck with leftovers. Did anything fall upstairs?”

Erika shook her head as she spread out the plates. I went to get the silverware as Erika grabbed the cups. We sat down at the table. 

“Finish your lesson after dinner, okay?” My mother squeezed my shoulder. 

I nodded and dished myself some food. 

“My friends say the quakes are happening because it’s only a matter of time before this place is underwater,” said Erika. “Their parents are thinking about moving.”

“Worried over nothing.” My father buttered a piece of bread. “The water levels are at a low. There are plenty of places that are lower than us.”

“That’s what I told them,” Erika said with a shrug. 

“What would we do if the water started to rise?” I asked, poking at my lasagna. 

“I’ll take care of it.” He clasped the back of my neck. “Don’t you worry.”
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​Chapter 3: One Punch
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I jogged down the school’s front steps with the herd of students heading home for the day. I wasn’t going to stick around today. Shoving my hands in my blazer pockets, I started the walk home. I didn’t practice the piano this morning again. My mom was going to be nagging me until I got it done. It was better just to do it before my dad got home. 

“Hey, Zale!”

I quickened my pace. I knew that voice, and I wasn’t going to stop to talk to the idiot.

“Zale, where are you going?”

I was hit in the back of the head. Rubbing the spot, I watched the basketball bounce down the sidewalk. Thomas and his usual group of friends stood a few feet away.

“Look, he’s going to cry,” one laughed.

I glared at him. “What do you want?”

Thomas shrugged with a stupid look on his face. “I thought you might want to play with us.” He smirked at me. “Then again, we might be too rough for you. Hey, I bet my little brother needs someone to play with him. He’s in second grade, so about your mentality.”

“Fuck off,” I muttered. 

Thomas pressed a hand to his chest. “Excuse me?”

“Fuck. Off.” I grabbed the basketball and chucked it across the street.

“Hey!” A boy ran off to get it. 

“You think you’re tough, right?” said Thomas. “The big shot in his nice house with rich parents. You’re fucking pathetic, a whiny little prick. The only reason anyone puts up with your bullshit is because of your sister.”

I clenched my jaw. “She’s not interested in a dipshit like you.”

“What did you say to me?” He stepped forward.

I dropped my bookbag on the ground. “She’s not interested in a dipshit like you.”

“Dude, don’t,” whispered the boy behind Thomas. “He broke that kid’s jaw last year, remember?”

Thomas took a deep breath but didn’t move any closer. “Whatever. I’d fight you, but I don’t hit babies.” He grinned at me. “And I can already see you’re about to cry.”

My body and fist moved on its own. Thomas was on the ground with blood pouring out of his mouth and nose. My chest tightened at the sight. I messed up again. I cursed under my breath and snatched my bag. The other gathered around Thomas as I made my escape. 

Their voices grew louder as more people arrived. I started to run, my eyes burning. I didn’t stop until I made it to the stoop. I hurried up the steps to the front door and wiped my eyes. For the second time in two weeks, I had come home with reddened eyes. Even worse, I let my temper get the best of me and hit someone. I rested my head on the door. Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad because it was after school hours. Probably not, but I could hope. 

Opening the door, I tossed my book bag aside and took off my shoes. 

“Zale?” called my mother. “Zale, is that you?”

“Yeah.”

“The piano is calling your name. Get it done before your father gets home.”

“I will.” I hurried upstairs to my room and changed my clothes. 

My hands were still shaking as I did up the button on my jeans. It was Thomas’s fault. I wouldn't have done it if he hadn’t called me a baby. I sat down on my bed and rubbed my face. It was a stupid excuse. My father would never go for it, and neither would the school. The only reason they didn’t kick me out last year was because my father made a large donation. I fell back and wrapped my arms around my face. The tears hit, and I couldn’t stop them. The more I thought about it, the more frustrated and angry I became.

“Zale?” My mother knocked on the door.

I quickly turned onto my side, facing away from the hallway. “Yeah?”

She entered and stood in the doorway. “What happened?”

I shrugged. “Nothing.” I tried to wipe my face without her seeing. 

“Erika came home.”

I gave up. Rolling onto my stomach, I cried into the comforter.

My mother hurried over and sat by my head. She played with my hair. “It’s okay. Breathe, just let it out, and it’ll pass.”

Calming down a little, I slowly sat up. “I hit someone.”

She nodded. “I know.”

“It just happened. I didn’t mean to. He kept going on and on, and then he was on the ground.”

She put her arm around me. “Some girls saw what happened and told Erika. I know he provoked you, but Zale”—she shook her head—“the school is already on rough terms with you.”

“I’m sorry.” I wrung my hands in my lap. 

My mother grabbed my chin and pulled my head closer. She kissed my cheek and patted the other. “Go to the basement and let it out. I’ll meet your father at the bus stop, and we’ll talk. Alright?”

I swallowed hard. “He’s going to be so mad at me.”

“I’ll take off the initial shock, but I know he will want to talk to you.” She stood. “Once you’re done downstairs, piano practice.” She lifted a finger. “You’re not getting out of that no matter what. Got it?” 

I smiled. “Got it.”

***
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I STUMBLED THROUGH the last page of sheet music. My hands were not cooperating, but I was so nervous for my father to come home. Erika was lounging on the couch behind me, reading something on her phone. I finished the last section, and the door opened. My heart dropped into my stomach. 

“Ezekiel Zale Thornton,” said my father's voice. 

Closing my eyes, I didn’t move. 

“Wow, full name,” whispered Erika.

“Upstairs, now,” ordered my father, pointing at my sister. “Close your bedroom door. You’ll be in trouble if I find you hiding at the top of the stairs.”

With a sigh, she stood and went to do as she was told. My mother walked past him to the kitchen. Soon after, the noise of pans and dishes being moved around filled the house. 

“Zale.”

I slowly turned and faced him. He nodded to the couch. Standing, I shuffled over and sat down in the corner. My father took the middle seat. Leaning over my lap, I picked at my fingernails. 

My dad let out a deep breath and placed his arm along the back of the couch. “Why did you hit that boy?”

I shrugged. “Thomas threw a basketball at my head.” I kept my eyes pointed at the window. “He said some stuff. I’m sorry. It just happened.”

He grabbed my hand and examined my knuckles. I had a cut on one of them from Thomas’s teeth. 

“Did you clean this?”

I nodded. 

“I’ll go to the school in the morning and figure it out. Stay home tomorrow so we can let this die down.”

I nodded again. 

“I know I’m hard on you, Zale. I’m trying to make sure you can handle the real world. Being a teenager can be tough, but the adult world has its own obstacles.”

Swallowing hard, I glanced at him. 

“We’re going to keep working on this, alright?” He put his hand on my knee and gave it a squeeze. “You’re grounded, though. Two weeks.”

“I figured,” I replied.

He patted my leg and stood. “Extra practice time, too. I know you’ve been slacking.” He went into the hallway. “Go do your homework until dinner, and let your sister know, if she doesn’t do as she’s told”—he yelled up the staircase—“she’s going to be grounded as well.”

A door slammed shut soon after. I smiled to myself as my father shook his head. 

“That girl. I need a drink.” He headed for the kitchen. 

Once alone, I fell against the couch and could finally breathe easy. Thank god, my mother had told him before he got home, or that talk would’ve turned out completely different. 
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​Chapter 4: Gurgle 
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I stood around the corner, listening to the conversation in the next room. My mother was sitting at the table, talking on the phone with my dad. I hadn’t heard what the school was going to do about me hitting Thomas yet. 

“I guess that’s all we can do.” She rubbed her forehead. “Yeah. Have a good day at work. I’ll tell Zale.” She nodded. “Love you too, bye.” Hanging up, she ran her hand down her face. 

I didn’t move and simply waited for her to say something.

“Zale.”

Inching forward, I made eye contact. 

“Come here and talk with me for a bit.” She pulled out a chair.

I shuffled over and sat down. “Did they kick me out?”

“No.” She propped her elbow on the table and turned to me. “Some other students saw what happened and told the headmaster that Thomas started it and provoked you. But—” She held up a finger. “That doesn’t make what you did okay.”

Bowing my head, I stared at the table.

She peered off across the kitchen. “The headmaster wants you to meet with the school counselor once a week. You’ve also been suspended for three days. Today counts as one. Thomas was suspended for bullying as well.”

I scoffed at the comment and slumped into my seat. “It wasn’t bullying. Everyone is going to think I’m even more of a fucking crybaby now.”

My mother pinched my leg hard, making me jump. “I’ve warned you.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Watch your mouth.”

“Sorry.” I rubbed the stop. 

We sat there quietly for a moment. 

“That sounded nice.”

“Hmm...” I glanced at her.

“The way you play.” She rested her chin on her palm. “I wish there was a concert hall around here. You’d make a better pianist than a government worker. I could call some old friends and get you an audition. You’d have to move inland, though.”

I scratched my arm. “I don’t want to play professionally.”

“Why?” She turned to me. “You’ve loved playing ever since you were little. You begged me to teach you, while Erika would cry and cry when I forced her. You’d wake up early to practice and spend all your time teaching yourself new songs.” She reached over and pushed back my hair from my face. “It wasn’t until lately that you’ve stopped wanting anything to do with it.”

I shrugged. “I don’t like it anymore.”

“You don’t play like you don’t like it anymore.” She tapped her finger on the table. “I love listening to you. I hate how you rush through your lessons because I want to listen to you all day.” She smiled to herself. “Do what you love, Zale. One day, high school will end, and all the people you went to school with will go their separate ways. Most likely, you won’t see half of them ever again.”

“Maybe,” I muttered.

Taking a deep breath, she stood. “I have some laundry to do.” She kissed the top of my head as she passed. 

With a sigh, I peered out the window. I was tired of being labeled as a wimp, and being a pianist wasn’t helping. I could fight better than anyone at school, but that didn’t matter to them. My mother started humming to herself. Rising to my feet, I went to the study and sat at the piano. I found the song she was humming. I took a moment to compose myself before starting to play. I took it slow for once, not increasing the tempo to get through it as quickly as possible. 

My mother appeared in the walkway, folding a towel. She stood there quietly until I finished the page. 

I put my hands in my lap. “Dad said I had to do extra practice as part of being grounded.”

She smiled and went back to the laundry room. I waited a few seconds before spreading out the music sheets and starting from the beginning. 

***
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I TAPPED MY FOOT AS the counselor stared at me. 

“You can’t think of any reason why you might resort to violence?”

I shook my head. “It just happens.”

“Walking away is always an option.”

“I do. They follow.” I chewed on my fingernail and stared out the window. After twenty minutes of being asked stupid questions, I was ready to leave. 

“You’ve hurt a lot of people, Zale.”

“They weren’t innocent victims,” I muttered. “They came after me.”

Mr. Daw sat up straight and let out a sigh. “Your father mentioned that you have trouble keeping your emotions in control. It’s a common thing among young men as they go through puberty.”

I arched a brow. I was sixteen in two weeks. Puberty happened three years ago, and I hated people well before then.

“I know it’s hard to open up. But there’s nothing wrong with expressing your emotions as long as it’s done in a healthy, non-violent manner.”

Not replying, I watched the man. Was he serious?

Mr. Daw smiled at me, though it seemed forced. “I think we made progress today. I’d like you to go home and, over the weekend, start thinking about why you feel the need to strike out at others.”

“Because they’re assholes.”

His eyes grew wide, and I sucked in my lips. I didn’t mean for that to slip out. 

Standing, I grabbed my bag. “I will. Sorry. I’ll think about it more. Thanks.” I nodded at him and headed for the door.

For the rest of the school year, I had to meet with him once a week, and I didn’t doubt that every time would be like this. I didn’t know why I responded with violence. It was just the way I had been since I was little. I hurried outside and started for home. Hopefully, playing the piano or listening to music would help clear my head. Maybe I’d go downstairs, let out some steam first, and practice a bit before dinner.

A gurgling noise came from beneath my feet. I walked to the edge of the sidewalk and saw water rise from the storm drain. It ran down a slight incline. Swallowing hard, I continued on. A crowd had gathered around a low-lying area with more water rising out from the drainage system. 

“I think it’s best to get out now,” whispered a woman. “I heard some land to the south has lifted out of the water.”

“How on earth is moving there safe?” snapped an older woman. “It could sink again at any moment.”

“There was an earthquake, and the ground rose. It has a higher elevation than here.”

“Probably why the water has been rising,” said a man. 

I quickened my pace and noticed more water in the streets. This had happened before, but it was usually after big rainstorms. It hadn’t rained in weeks. Arriving at the house, I jogged up the steps and hurried inside. 

“Mom?”

“In the kitchen.”

“Mom”—I dropped my things by the door—“Mom, water is coming up in the streets.”

She stood over the sink, watching the brown water run from the tap. “I know. I saw it earlier.”

There were footsteps overhead, and Erika came down from upstairs to join us. We sat at the bar.

“Did you tell Dad?” asked my sister.

“He knows,” our mother replied. “He called to tell me to stay inside. There were reports we might have more minor earthquakes.”

“Are we going to leave?” asked Erika. “A lot of my friends’ parents are looking to move inland.”

My mother shrugged. “I’ll talk to your father when he gets home. He’ll know if this is serious or not.”

“It looks serious to me,” muttered Erika. 

My mom forced a smile. “I’m sure you both have homework. You better get it done.”

Erika begrudgingly stood and went upstairs. I stopped in the hallway and looked back. I could see the worry on my mother’s face. Going to the study, I sat down at the piano. We both needed something to help us forget about our awful days.
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​Chapter 5: Cracking Foundation
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“We’re not leaving.”

“Ezekiel,” breathed my mother, “we need to consider our options. They canceled school today. Some homes in the lower-lying areas are already starting to flood. The school's basement is completely filled with water, and everyone I’ve talked to is thinking about leaving. Most already have.”

“We’re fine,” stated my father.

I glanced at my sister as we sat at the top of the stairs. She sat with her head resting against the wall.

“What if the land shifts? The water is already here,” stated my mother. “It won’t take much to sink the entire city.”

“I know what I’m talking about. This is what I do.”

“I never doubted that.”

They were quiet for a moment. 

Swallowing hard, I shifted my weight. “Do you think we should leave?” I whispered.

Erika shrugged. “I don’t know, but this doesn’t feel like any of the floods we’ve had before. The water level has usually gone down by now.”

“If you feel safer moving inland until the water subsides, then we can,” said my father. “You and the kids mean the world to me. If I thought you were in danger, I’d never let you stay here.”

“I know,” breathed my mom. “It would give me peace of mind if we could go somewhere safe until the water left. I’ve seen entire towns sink before, and looking outside scares me.”

“Hey, hey,” said my dad. “It’s alright. I’ll make the arrangements. You can take the kids and go inland.

“What about you?”

“I have work. I won’t stay at the house, but I can’t go too far inland.”

My mother let out a deep breath. “I guess that’s the best we can do.”

Standing, I tiptoed back to my room. 

“Zale?”

“Hmm...” I turned to Erika. 

She shook her head. “Nothing, goodnight.”

“Yeah, goodnight.” I went into my room and quietly closed the door. 

Lying down on my bed, I rested my hand against my lips. What if the house went under? What would we do? My dad did work for the government, but it would be hard to start all over again. Going to a new school might not be too bad, though. 

***
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I PRESSED THE LAST cord and lifted my hands in the air. The pictures on the wall began to shake. 

“Take cover!” yelled my mother.

I hurried to stand under the door frame. The house started to rumble. I flinched when a family picture fell off the wall. Something banged in the kitchen.

“Mom!” I called.

“I’m fine. Stay put until it stops.”

The house settled as the earthquake subsided. I picked up the fallen picture before going to the kitchen. 

My mother was hiding under the table. “Erika!”

“I’m fine.” My sister jogged down the stairs. “I heard something fall.”

I held up the picture.

Climbing out from under the table, my mom took it from me. “Oh, no.” She shook her head. “It’s the third time I’ve replaced this frame. No matter what I do, this one never wants to stay on the wall.”

I went to pick up some pans that had spilled out of the drawer. 

My mom carefully removed the back of the frame and took out the picture. She tossed the cracked glass into the trash. “Zale, could you go downstairs? I think I put a few extra frames down there.”

“Sure.” I dusted off my hands and went to the basement. 

Bins were stacked against the wall. I had no idea what was inside. I took the lid off one and saw holiday decorations. Kneeling, I pushed it to the side and started digging in another. Something brushed against my leg. I jerked back to see water running toward me. 

“Oh my god.” I followed it to find where it was coming in. 

There was a crack in the house's foundation. As I stood, I ran my finger along the break. Water was leaking into the basement in a constant stream. 

“Mom. Mom!”

The basement door opened. “What is it, Zale? Did you find the frames?”

“There’s a crack in the cement. Water is coming through it.”

“Oh my god,” she breathed. “Zale, come upstairs. I’ll call your father and tell him we’re leaving early. I can’t stay in this house any longer.” She left to continue packing. “Do you have everything ready, Zale?”

“Yeah. It’s all by the front door.” I stepped back and examined the break. How would we fix this if we were able to come back to the house?

My boxing bag began to sway, and the rumbling started to build again. I hurried toward the stairs but lost my balance as the earthquake hit. I covered my head and waited for it to pass. Cracking sounded from the wall. My eyes grew wide as the fracture shot up to the ceiling, and a piece of concrete came flying out with a burst of water. 

“Mom!” I clambered up the steps as water gushed into the room.

“Just stay put!” she yelled. “Wait for it to pass!”

Water filled the basement as I struggled to get to the top. “Mom!”

The whole house shifted, and I slipped down the steps into the filthy brown water. I climbed to my feet and watched the water level rise quickly to my waist. I grabbed the handrail and pulled myself up the stairs as the aftershocks hit. I reached the top and stared down at the brown pool creeping up to the main level. If it was this high in the house, it was only a matter of time before the roads were flooded.

“We have to go!” I reached for my mother and sister, hiding under the table. “We have to go now!”

“Zale, what happened?” My mother climbed out and looked panicked by my appearance. 

“The water broke through. The basement is filling up. We have to go.”

We ran to grab any bags we could before I threw open the front door and saw water pooling on the road. It was seeping up from the foundations and running along the sidewalk. The houses down from us already had water on their front steps. 

“Let’s go, let’s go.” I waved my mother and sister out the door. 

We hurried onto the street and joined the crowds running toward higher ground. All it would take was one more earthquake, and we’d all be underwater. 

“Are we going to make it?” Erika jogged along behind me. 

“We’ll be fine.” I grabbed a bag from my mother. “We just need to get to the high point.”

My mom kept looking back at either the water or our house. Erika and I had been brought home from the hospital to that house. We had spent our entire lives there, and now it was gone. We reached the top of a small hill where a crowd had gathered. I led my mother and sister to the front, and my shoulders dropped. Water covered the road, leading to the highest spot in the city. 

“What now?” asked Erika. “Do we try crossing it?”

I looked across the two-hundred-yard stretch. Some people were getting out on the other side, and a few others were swimming or wading through the shallower spots. 

A rumble came from beneath our feet. Screams filled the area as everyone dropped to the ground and braced themselves. I pulled my mother and sister closer to me. The buildings around us shook, but none of them looked like they were going to collapse. I was more concerned with the rate at which the water was rising. 

The area grew still. 

“Mom—” Erika clung to our mother. “Look.” She pointed at the waves that were creeping closer. 

“Dear god.” My mother hid her face. “It’s happening again. Please, god.” She started to whisper a prayer.

“Stay with Mom.” I stood. 

In desperation, people were starting to swim across. The distance was growing with every passing second. I didn’t know if we’d be able to make it. I hurried up the stairs to the nearest house and checked the door. It was locked. I peeked inside and saw it was practically empty except for some furniture. Some of us had been smart enough to get out early. There still might be something left behind that we could float on, at least. 

I jogged down the steps and started gathering rocks. I threw one as hard as I could at the thin window next to the door. It fractured, but the glass remained intact. I grabbed a loose brick and hurled it at the same spot. It shattered, drawing the attention of the people around us. Going to my bag, I grabbed a shirt to cover my hand and hurried up the steps. I knocked the bigger shards out of the way and reached for the deadbolt. 

“Zale?” said my mother, looking somewhat confused.

“It’s fine. They’re gone.” I unlocked the door and entered the house. 

There was only a couch in their sitting room. I went to the kitchen and tried yanking off the cupboard doors. They weren’t going to be big enough. For being this close to the waterline, I would think we’d be more prepared for potential flooding. It was frustrating that we didn’t think this would ever happen. I went upstairs and almost started crying from the sense of relief. An air mattress was sitting in the master bedroom. 

I grabbed it and dragged it out of the room and down the stairs. Glancing outside, I saw the majority of people were gone or trying to break into other homes. Going to the door, I motioned for Erika. 

“Come and help me with this.”

She stood. “Are you serious? How did you find that!?”

“Luck,” I replied with a deep breath. There was no other way to explain it.

Erika helped me maneuver it out the door. My mother came to help, and we carried it to the waterline. 

I held it in place. “Get the bags, and let’s go before someone comes.”

My mom and sister snatched our things off the ground and ran down the slight incline. The hill was nearly completely covered. They both climbed on.

“Lay down.” I swung the mattress around and held onto the bottom so I could kick with my legs. 

Pushing off the submerged road, I started across. Water washed over the mattress, and I struggled to keep it from flipping. Erika was nearly in tears as she clung to the front.

My mother grabbed her hand. “We’re almost there. It’ll be okay.”

Waves hit against my back. I looked over my shoulder to see the hill covered. Bricks from a building toppled into the water as a larger wave rolled over the hill and crashed into us. We didn’t have anything blocking the sea now.

“Zale,” whispered Erika.

“It’s fine. I got it.” I kicked my legs harder. 

I was slammed into again, and water rushed over the mattress, causing a bag to be thrown off. Erika reached for it.

“Leave it!” I snapped. 

“Zale,” breathed my sister.

I glanced back to see a wave rising into the air. “Oh shit.”

It reached high above my head and slammed down on top of us. The mattress was forced under the water. I was yanked off when it popped back up. I swam to the surface and spotted my mother helping my sister back onto the mattress fifty feet away. 

I waved at them. “Keep going.”

The girls moved to the bottom and kicked their legs. We were nearly there. I swam after them. They reached the other side and grabbed any remaining bags. I touched solid ground and took a moment to catch my breath. 

“Zale!” Erika swung her arms overhead. 

The city started to shake as a rumble grew closer to where we were standing. Turning slowly, I saw the tidal wave begin to grow and crash into buildings. 

“Run!” I waved for them to keep going. “Run!”

The girls raced up the hillside. I fought my way to shore and took off after them. I wasn’t going to make it. 

“Zale.” My mother looked back. “Zale!”

“Keep going!” 

I broke off the path and tried a house. The door was locked. I jumped through the planter boxes to their next-door neighbor. Closing my eyes, I tried the handle. It turned. I hurried inside and slammed the door. I was midway up the stairs when the wave hit. It shattered the windows in the sitting room and swirled around the main floor. I clung to the banister as the water tried to suck me out. The water pushed forward again, and I was able to make it to the upstairs landing. Water spilled over through the banister railing. 

“Shit.” I clambered to my feet. 

I spotted an attic hatch and pulled the string to lower the stairs. Climbing up them, I yanked the stairs back up and shoved junk out of the way as I made my way to the one window. It didn’t want to open. I yanked it up an inch at a time as the water touched my shoes. Finally, it was wide enough that I could fit through. Climbing out, I used the window sill to stand on so I could get onto the roof. Pulling myself up, I army crawled toward the chimney as another massive wave shook the house. I wrapped my arms around a metal pipe and hung on for my life. 

My eyes were burning. The fact that I was going to cry over something so stupid was pissing me off, which only made it worse. I didn’t want to die, but at the moment, it was up to God whether or not I survived. 
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​Chapter 6: Safe House
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I sat on top of the roof with my head in my hands. Small waves reached up just below my feet. The water level had settled for now. It didn’t matter, though. The city was gone, and my home was underwater.

“Hey, there!”

I looked up and saw a dot of light out on the water. Clouds had covered the moon and stars, so I couldn’t determine who had called for me. The boat moved closer, and a man wearing a green vest with the presidential symbol on it gave me a sad smile. 

“Rough day?”

I simply stared at him. I’d punch him in the face, but hitting a government worker trying to save me wouldn’t end well for me or my family. 

“Come on, boy.” He held out his hand. “Let’s get you onto dry land.”

Standing, I inched down the pitch of the roof. I snatched his hand and toppled into the boat. Sitting at the bottom of it, I wiped my face. 

“There, there, kid.” He pushed off the house and started to row toward high ground. “You’re alive. Save your tears.”

Turning away from him, I clenched my jaw. I wasn’t crying. My eyes were just watering. A breeze whirled through the tops of the buildings, making me shiver. I was still completely soaked. 

“There’s a blanket under the bench.”

I glanced over my shoulder before quickly retrieving it. Unfolding it, I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders and curled into a ball. “How many survived?”

The man shrugged. “We’re still looking for people. Most of the town left before the waves hit, so we didn’t lose as many as we could have. Of the ones who stayed”—he shook his head—“about thirty percent made it to high ground. Are you looking for someone?”

“My mom and sister.” They were ahead of me.”

“Well, you weren’t too far from the cliffs. They could’ve made it.”

“I hope,” I said, letting out a shaky breath. 

What would I do if they didn’t? I had nothing. If something happened to them and my dad, I’d be put in a children’s home. I was almost sixteen, though. Depending on space, I’d be the first kicked out onto the streets. Closing my eyes, I laid my head on the boat’s edge. The waves brushed up against the side as we slowly moved along.

“Hey there!” 

I sat up and saw a man standing on dry ground, waving his arms. Lanterns lit the area. Tents were set up behind the row of small boats—the two men tied off ours.

“Only one?”

The person who saved me nodded. “Just the boy. I don’t dare go out too far. There have been reports of more waves coming.” He held out his hand to me.

I stood and climbed out.

“Yeah, that’s your last trip,” said the other man. “This whole hill is going to be covered by morning. We're packing up and leaving as soon as the last boat comes in. We’ll come back once the water level settles.” He put his hand on my shoulder and held up a finger. “Go up to the tents and give them your name. They’ll tell you what to do until the main boat is ready to leave.”

I nodded and started up the trotted-down path in the grass. I stopped at a desk with a lady sitting behind it. 

She gave me a sad smile. “Name, sweetheart?”

I tightened my hold on the blanket around me. “Ezekiel Zale Thornton.” I glanced at the list as she wrote my name down. “My mother and sister, are there any other Thorntons?”

“Um...” She started to scan the different pages. “I don’t have the whole list. We’re going to enter it into the system when we can. They'll have all the names when you get to the safe house. They can look them up for you.”

Nodding, I looked around. “Where am I supposed to...”

She pointed to a few other people sitting on the grass. I shuffled out of the tent and joined them. They all had the same blank expression. I recognized a couple of them from school. Something was floating along the edge of the water. I walked a little closer until someone snatched my leg.

“Don’t,” said an older man. “Leave it.”

I backed up a few feet and sat down. A motorboat passed by, and a spotlight flickered over the object. I shut my eyes tightly when the light ran across the body’s face. Directing my gaze at my feet, I didn’t look away from the grass. I didn’t want to see anything else.

“Get the rest of them out of here.” A man in an army uniform walked behind us. “The land shifted again. This whole place will be underwater by morning.” The other workers quickened their pace to keep up with him. 

I hugged my arms around my legs. My home was gone. In one day, it was all gone. 

We didn’t have to wait long for a larger boat to pull up to the makeshift dock. The workers gathered us up and led us onto the deck. We were directed down the stairs to a lower level. I sat on the corner of a couch, and a couple of others squeezed in with me. Not much was said. I felt the engine jolt, and the boat started to move. I had never been outside of my hometown. It scared me as I had no idea what was waiting at the end of this boat ride. 

***
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“ALRIGHT, EVERYONE UP!”

I jolted awake from the train bench I was sprawled across. The other flood survivors started to rise. Stretching out my arms, I glanced out the window at the buildings, which soared high overhead. Things like this were only seen in pictures and movies. I swallowed hard at the overwhelming feeling. 

“Where are we?” asked a woman to the man beside her. The couple had joined my group after we got off the boat last night and were herded onto the train.
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