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1

  Last Call



  She couldn’t have picked a worse time.


  I was in Mr. Murphy’s class. He’d probably been damned by God himself to teach 10th grade English, but he still liked to dodder between the rows of desks, peering down over us, hoping to catch someone doing something they weren’t supposed to be doing. Like texting or playing games on their smart phones. Just my luck, he was at the back of my row, shuffling toward me at geezer-warp speed when my phone buzzed in my pocket.


  “Mom-Work.”


  I almost didn’t answer, but just before it rolled to voicemail, I pressed the button.


  “Mom…” I slumped down in my seat, hiding the phone in my shoulder. “It’s not a good time—”


  “I don’t care,” Mom snapped. “Listen to me, Liam. Get out of there. Right now—”


  “But Mom—”


  “Just get up and leave. Get Lilly and get to the Mountain Place, as fast as you can—”


  The Mountain Place? Mom hated that place. “Waste of money,” she muttered every time Dad mentioned it. “Preparing for disasters while the house we live in falls apart…” But now she was telling me to take Lilly and go to the cabin almost two hundred miles away?


  Something was wrong. Something worse than the rift between her and Dad that had sent him away. Almost every night I heard her talking to him on the phone when she thought Lilly and I were asleep, sometimes arguing with him and sometimes…well, pleading I guess would be the right word. It was weird, hearing her beg. She had been a Staff Sergeant in the Army before I was born, and these days she was a civilian employee at the Pentagon with a security clearance so super-secret she never talked about her job at all.


  My mom wasn’t the panicking kind.


  A chill slid down my spine, shivering me into action. I grabbed my backpack off the floor and stood up.


  “I can’t explain, Liam.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “But this is not a drill. The senior people here are headed for the bunkers. They’ve only done that once before—and it was for real that day, too.”


  “What about you, Mom? We’ll wait for you at home—”


  “No. There’s not a second to lose. Don’t worry about me. And Liam,” she paused for a deep, choking breath and I realized she was crying—my tough, no nonsense mother who I’d seen kill a snake with a pair of hedge trimmers and drain pus from Dad’s legs right after the amputations—was sobbing over the phone. “Y-you know how much I love you, don’t you? You’re the best son any mother could have hoped for. Now get Lilly. Promise me you’ll go now. Promise me you’ll get to the Mountain Place as fast as you can before they make the announcement to the public. You might have an hour’s head start. Maybe less. Tell Lilly how much I love her. And when get to the Place, tell your father that I was wrong. Tell him that I—”


  Mr. Murphy snatched the phone out of my hand before she could finish.


  “Harper, we covered this the first day. No cell phones in my class—”


  “Give me that back!” I grabbed his scrawny, spotted wrist and wrestled the phone out of his hand. He’s taller than me, but like I said, he’s an old man—at least 50-something. I’m not “cut” like that dude in those silly Twilight movies, but I chop wood, drag deer and seem to always have some heavy pack of something on my back, so I’m strong even when I’m not angry.


  “How dare you, Harper,” Murphy seethed, grabbing my t-shirt with his face the color of ham and his eyes popping out of his saggy face. “You are not exempt from the rules in this—”


  I shoved him away from me. His back thumped against the wall and his thick-soled shoes made a squishy wet fart noise as they slipped out from under him. He sank to the floor, his limps flopping over themselves like a sad stuffed animal in the Goodwill dollar bin.


  “Uh oh, Apocalyptoid is at it again,” Rod Wasserman snickered, shaking his slick black hair out of his eyes. Wasserman was to me what Khan was to James T. Kirk in the Star Trek series: a nemesis with all the powers that I lacked—popularity, a quick wit and a seemingly endless supply of cash. Six weeks into the school year and we already had all kinds of history…none of it good.


  “You—you—will be expelled for that, Harper—” Murphy sputtered, scrambling up from the floor. “You have been a disruptive influence from the first moment you set foot in this school—”


  He was right, of course, but right then, it didn’t matter. I pressed my phone back against my ear.


  “Mom? Mom?” I listened for evidence that she was still there, waiting to finish her sentence. But the connection was broken and she was gone.


  Get Lilly and get to the Mountain Place. Now before they make the announcement to the public…


  Whatever was happening was bad. Big and bad. 9/11/01 bad. I was too young to remember it, but I understood the impact of that day. If it hadn’t been for 9/11/01, Dad would probably still have two legs.


  Get Lilly and get to the Mountain Place. Promise me…


  School security would be after me in minutes—faster if Mr. Richter was involved—but instead of running straight for the nearest exit, I dashed down the hallways, once so strange to me, but now as familiar as the corridors of my own house. I had made exactly two friends since coming to John F. Kennedy High—and both of them were in Mrs. Standish’s fifth period class. One of them was Mrs. Standish herself…and the other was the kind of girl that I’d probably been homeschooled for all those years to avoid. Now that I knew Amaranth Jones, though, there was no way I was leaving without her.
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  Amaranth’s Welcome



  Hers was the only face that stood out to me on the first day of school.


  I hadn’t gone to a real school in more than five years—since I was in 5th grade. That was when Lilly was supposed to go to kindergarten. When Mom enrolled her, she and Dad had a huge fight. The next day Dad took over both our educations—and Mom moved into the guest bedroom.


  After five years of school at the kitchen table, I had no idea what to expect from “regular school.” High school was what I’d seen on TV and in movies: sharply-divided and easily identifiable clicks of jocks and nerds, or glee club geeks and popular girls. But I quickly discovered that, in reality, high school was a sea of blue jeans and t-shirts, piercings and dyed hair, new smart phones and old backpacks.


  And Amaranth.


  And me.


  


  


  I was standing there, talking to Nester Bartlett, the one kid my age I still knew from BDCH—before Dad came home—but only because the Barletta live right next door to us. Nester used to invite me over to play video games or to a toss a ball around—but that hadn’t happened in a long time. Not since my dad invited Nester’s stepdad on a deer hunt. Shortly after that, Nester’s stepdad told him we were “survivalist nutcases” and not to hang out with me anymore.


  So I was surprised when Nester waved me over, grinning like we were buddies. “My man!” Nester’s Afro waved like the white fluffy stuff on a dandelion at the end of summer. “I was sure your Pop would pull the plug at the last minute. I bet he’s salty this morning!”


  “Salty?”


  “Pissed off,” Nester laughed. “I’m gonna like having you around. I’m far from the coolest dude in school, but next to you, I’m like, Prom King or something.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed. “I guess so.”


  “Well,” Nester leaned toward me. “I didn’t want to ask before—‘cause I wasn’t sure you were actually going to make it, but since you’re here, you think I could get a ride to school with you in the mornings? My stepdad’s new job with the law firm has some crazy hours. And Mom…” He didn’t finish the sentence. Nester’s mom was a pediatrician at Children’s Hospital and spent so much time with other people’s sick kids she rarely saw her own. “I got a bus pass but—” He looked a little embarrassed. “Well, you know how it is on the county bus. You’re the only kid our age I know who drives to school so I figured—”


  “Sure. No problem.” My ancient Honda was parked behind the football field with a gold JFK Student parking tag hanging from the rearview mirror. It needed a paint job but the engine was rebuilt and it ran like new. I’d gotten my driver’s license last summer in West Virginia under a special provision that allowed farm kids to start driving at 14. Nester and I were the same age—fifteen—but under Maryland law, he had almost a full year to wait.


  “Are you sure, man?” Nester scrunched his glasses up his nose and braced himself like he was expecting some payback for how he’d kneecapped me after the deer hunt. He didn’t know I was too happy to have someone to talk to go there.


  “Yeah, sure,” I said, smiling. “It’s cool. I gotta come here anyway, right?”


  Nester grinned, offering me his knuckles in salute. It took me a second before I understood, but eventually, I thumped my fist against his.


  “All right,” Nester said, nodding. “Cool, then.”


  He looked at me like he was waiting for me to say something, but I couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t make me sound like an ignoramus. I wished I’d seen a recent movie, or owned a video game—or even that I played a sport—just to have something to offer. But the only thoughts that were in my mind were about how my father had gotten us all up at 3am for a morning drill, timing how quickly we could get our gear and be ready to “bug out” for safer territory in an emergency. He’d even wanted us to drive with him to the Mountain Place and back—a five hour round trip.


  “They have school, David!” Mom snapped.


  “So? Emergencies don’t limit themselves to weekends, Sandy! I got the bus idling outside. They’ll be back in time—”


  “The Bus!” Mom rolled her eyes. “This is just ridiculous—”


  And then they started arguing and finally, Dad left without us. Mom sent Lilly and me back to our rooms, telling us to “Go back to sleep!” But at the breakfast table, the worn-down, sleepless look on her face told me she hadn’t slept any better than I had.


  I couldn’t say any of that to Nester, standing there on my very first day of public school in five years—not when I knew what Nester and his family thought of homeschooled kids in the first place—so I started looking around me.


  JFK was like most of the schools in this part of Maryland: a suburban mix of races, religions and ethnicities bound together by the federal government and technology jobs scattered around Washington, DC like rings around a bull’s eye. Black kids and white kids, Chinese kids and African kids, Hispanic kids and Indian kids, for all their differences, all looked kind of the same—reasonably prosperous, reasonably well-educated, reasonably well-indulged.


  Two men in dark purple shirts with the word “Security” emblazoned on their backs supervised us as we enjoyed the last of our freedom. One of them—a tall brown-skinned man with white teeth and an easy smile—moved among us, giving out high fives, hugs and jokes. He acted like more like the mayor of JFK than its police force and I could tell the kids liked him by the way they yelled, “Mr. Gary! Mr. Gary!” I wasn’t sure if that was his first name or his last, but he was hailed like a friend. The other guy, a stocky man white man with his thick lips angled down like a bulldog’s muzzle, stood in the street with his arms crossed on his barrel chest, glowering at us like a wary prison guard. He must have felt my stare because he looked right at me. I turned my head quickly, feeling like I’d done something wrong.


  That’s when I saw her: a really pale girl with ratty shoulder length red hair and wide-open green eyes. She wore a dirty-looking blue hoodie over a grungy tank top that was probably white back when Bush was president and a pair of dark skinny legged jeans. She caught my attention because she was standing alone and completely still in the center of the noise and activity—and also because, even with the messy hair and the dirty looking clothes, she was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen.


  I didn’t think she was looking at me—I even turned to see who was standing behind me—but I was wrong. She was staring at me, measuring me with an intensity that made me feel like a circus freak. I half expected her to pull out her phone and take a picture of me for her Instagram feed or whatever website she used to keep her many friends abreast of the passing seconds of her experience. But she didn’t.


  “Who’s that? Really skinny girl. Red hair.”


  “Oh,” Nester said dismissively. “That’s Amaranth Jones. She showed up a few years ago. Lives at one of the group homes for kids without parents.” He shrugged. “Stay away from her, man. She’s—”


  A massive engine roared over his words. For a second I thought Rolling Thunder—the thousands of motorcycles that converge on Washington, DC on Memorial Day—had pulled into our high school parking lot months ahead of schedule. But there were no motorcycles.


  An old bus, painted in the browns and greens of woodland camouflage, turned into the circular drive that was only supposed to be used by school busses. The yellow ones. But this bus hadn’t been used for transporting students for decades. The seats had been taken out and the windows tinted so you could only partly make out what was inside. There was a cow catcher—a long angled scooper, like on a snow plow—jury-rigged to its grill. But the biggest change was under the hood: the engine had been modified for speed and sound.


  Of course, no one else knew all of that. All they could see was a dusty green bus with blacked-out windows parking right in front of the school.


  Please don’t get out, I prayed. Please, please, please…


  But the bus’s bi-fold doors creaked open with a pneumatic sucking sound and Dad emerged wearing his drab green flak jacket atop a pair of loose black cargo shorts. Something stuck out of the top pocket; the glass neck and shoulders of a bottle of whisky. Below the shorts, his metal calves gleamed, reflecting the morning sun.


  I held myself still. In my old jeans and hoodie, maybe I would blend into the sea of faces, and he wouldn’t see me.


  But no. The kids parted between us like Dad had Moses’ staff and they were the waters of the Red Sea.


  “See?” Dad spread his arms wide and blew a hot breath of liquor in my face. “I told ya I could make it up to the mountain and back before your damn school started,” he said triumphantly. “Have a little faith in me, Liam.” His strong features rearranged themselves and he laid a heavy hand on my shoulder, bracing himself a little. “You all just need to have a little faith,” he repeated, his voice dropping to a whisper.


  Everyone was staring. Nester edged away from me like I was contagious. Even over the bus’s grumbling engine I could hear the snickers and whispers. It felt like the end of everything I had hoped for out of high school before I’d even walked through the front doors.


  “Sir!” The security bulldog muscled his way through the kids like they were standing between him and his Purina dog chow. “Sir, you can’t park your…uh, vehicle…there. School buses only—”


  “It is a school bus. Or was.” Dad smiled like he’d amused himself.


  Bulldog didn’t share Dad’s sense of humor. He was close enough now that I could read his name—“Mr. Richter”—stitched in yellow script on the upper left quadrant of his purple polo shirt.


  “You can’t park that thing there!” Richter snarled. His thick fingers moved to the radio on his hip. “Now are you going to me move it, or do I need to call the cops—”


  Without another word, Dad pivoted—not quite military sharp, but not bad for a man maneuvering on artificial legs—and hoisted himself back onto the bus. He drove off, the bus’s engine rumbling like a giant race car, just as the bell rang.


  “All right, people! Summer’s over!” Mr. Gary opened his arms like a shepherd, embracing us with his deep, booming voice. “Get to your homerooms and get some knowledge in those brains—”


  I turned to Nester. “So who is your homeroom—”


  “I’m gonna go on ahead, man,” he said quickly, not meeting my eyes.


  “Oh. Well, I guess I’ll see you after. My car is parked—”


  “On second thought, never mind. The county bus isn’t so bad.” Nester was already trudging up the stairs, trying to put as much distance between us as possible. “I—I’ll see you around, Liam.”


  The only kid I knew disappeared into the sea of strangers. Other kids pressed past me with laughter in their eyes. I knew I should follow them into the building, but I couldn’t make my feet move. I nearly gave up right then. I nearly went home. I nearly considered the whole “public school experiment” abandoned—when, out of nowhere, someone pushed me so hard I nearly fell into the street. A folded piece of paper landed in the center of my palm before the person dashed past me toward the parking lot.


  “What’s…?” I began, swiveling around just as a flash of red hair disappeared under a blue hood.


  It was Amaranth, and she was running away from the school like zombies were after her.


  “Hey!” Mr. Richter yelled, taking off after her. “Hey!” He grabbed the radio off his belt and shouted into it. A police siren sounded, surprisingly nearby, but Amaranth had a head start. She dove into the street, ignoring the blaring car horns and the sickening sound of skidding brakes and kept running, crossing the street and disappearing into the trees.


  I unfolded the scrap of paper. A single word was handwritten in a rounded, girly script:


  “Welcome.”
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  One of Us



  Get Lilly and get to the Mountain Place.


  I heard my mother in my brain and felt the weight of my promise—but I had to stop in Mrs. Standish’s room. And not just because Amaranth was there.


  The first time I saw Mrs. Standish, I thought Beyoncé must have gotten tired of touring and decided to teach high school Government. I had to check the piece of paper in my hand to make sure it was my schedule and not a ticket stub. She was a dead ringer for the pop star: same caramel brown skin, same light brown hair but pulled into a smooth pony tail that brushed her back. Even though she was wearing a drab pair of black trousers and a fussy-looking blouse with a big flowers all over it you could tell she had a banging body.


  Not only was Mrs. Standish hot, she was cool, too. If you know what I mean. She’d saved my butt once…and I owed her.


  After Dad showed up in the bug out bus, I’d tried to keep a low profile, but I was more different from other kids than I realized.


  It was about two weeks into the school year when I messed up—and Dad had nothing to do with it.


  


  


  


  


  “Citizenship. It’s the contract between the government and the governed.” Mrs. Standish stood near the white board, gesturing at the red letters on the screen when a shrill bleating noise—like the sound of an amplifier backfiring—interrupted her. It sounded three times in rapid succession and then stopped.


  “Crap,” Mrs. Standish muttered, grimacing. She shut off the computer and hurried to the door, peering out of the tiny rectangular pane of glass before turning the lock quickly. “Take your positions everyone, quickly now!” She ordered, shuttering the lights.


  A shooter drill. I’d heard of them but no one had ever told me exactly what to expect or what to do, so I stood there, a clueless target, as all around me, kids popped out of desks and began causally sliding them across the room until they formed a barricade. Then, one by one they all dropped to the floor and crawled beneath them. I watched them, bewildered, while they laughed and chatted and worked their smart phones, the screen lights hovering above the floor like fireflies on a summer’s night.


  Mrs. Standish kept calling out instructions. “Jason! Courtney! Lower the blinds! Someone’s phone needs to be on silent and I mean now!” but instead of moving toward the makeshift bunker she retreated to a humongous black tote bag in the bottom drawer of her desk. She dropped an object into her trousers as quickly and nonchalantly as if she was pocketing a breath mint, but I saw it.


  A gun.


  A .22 pistol, to be exact—we had a couple of those in the gun safe at home. It was one of the first guns I ever fired, out on the range with my Dad when he was home on leave from one of his tours of duty, before the landmine. I was probably six or seven years old.


  There was no way she was supposed to have that—and from the look on her face when she turned around and caught me staring at her, she knew that, too.


  “Take cover, Liam. Under there. Like the others—”


  “No, ma’am.” I grabbed a chair.


  “No, wait! It’s just—”


  But I had already smashed it against the concrete block wall. I separated a metal leg from the plastic seat and tossed the rest aside. What remained was a nasty piece of jagged metal with a couple of bolts sticking out.


  “Dude! What are you doing?” A kid said from under the desk.


  Rod Wasserman. He had slick shoulder length hair that he fussed with and swung around like a girl, glasses and a pair of lips that slanted to the side like he was always cracking wiseass. He had this way about him—like he was entitled to everyone’s attention—and I detested him, even before I knew his name or that his Mom was on the County Council.


  “Making a weapon,” I hissed in reply. “It’s crude and ugly, but if you catch an intruder in the face with it, it’ll give you time to disarm him and—” I leveled my makeshift bat but misjudged the weight of metal. Wham! The jagged screws punctured the envelope of glass just above the door’s lock and sent the shards jangling onto the classroom’s beige tile.


  “God, you really are a dumbass!” Wasserman howled. “It’s just a freaking drill—”


  Footsteps pounded up the hall.


  “What’s going on in there?” A rough male voice cried, pounding on the door. “Is everyone all right? Open this door! Open up—”


  “Look out, Mr. Richter! It’s DEFCON 1 in here!” Wasserman yelled.


  Under the desks, Wiseass and the other kids started laughing. Mrs. Standish rolled her eyes and sighed. “We’re fine! Just an accident!” she called, unlocking the door.


  Mr. Richter barreled into the room sending the first row of the desk-barricade squealing across the floor.


  “What the hell is going on here?” He barked as his eyes swept over me and my chair leg club. “Drop it!”


  I let go. The metal rod clanged to the floor alongside the mess of broken glass and rolled.


  “I knew you were trouble as soon as I saw you,” he muttered under his breath, grabbing me by my collar and shoving me into the hallway. “Come on.”


  


  Amaranth sat on a square blue chair outside the principal’s office—identical to the one Richter shoved me onto. Two slow tears rolled down her face. She didn’t look at me—didn’t even move—while Richter stood over us both, breathing so hard his chest expanded and deflated with every huff.


  Somewhere in a galaxy far, far away the bell rang signaling the end of third period. In the hallways outside the office, I heard the organized chaos of students moving from one class to the next. I wondered if I would ever make it to fourth period Calculus, or if I’d be leaving in one of those police cars I’d seen parked on the edge of the property, headed to reform school…or worse, home. I could already hear Dad gloating: “I told you so. You’re not like those other kids, Liam, thank God. You belong here. I can teach you and Lilly everything you need to know.”


  I closed my eyes, but I couldn’t stop his voice in my head. Shut up, I thought over and over again, hoping the words would erase Dad from my mind. Shut up. Shut up, shut up—


  Principal Ericsson was a tall stooped-shouldered man with a long sad face that would have reminded me of Abraham Lincoln if he hadn’t been balder than Mr. Clean. Richter bounded over to him, speaking urgently and gesturing at me with the chair fragment. When Mrs. Standish rushed in a few seconds later, the three of them disappeared behind the principal’s closed door.


  “Principal’s office after only two weeks.” Amaranth didn’t look at me, but she slapped another tear from her cheek. “Impressive, Doomsday. Your parents must be proud.”


  “T-thanks,” I stammered, stupidly. “No. I don’t mean ‘thanks.’ I mean—”


  She interrupted me with a shrug, her lips barely moving as though she were afraid the office secretaries were spies.


  “Ericson is okay. Fair. Whatever you did with that metal thing, Ericson will at least give you the chance to tell your side of the story. But Richter? Richter is the worst—”


  “Why did you write me that note?”


  She was silent for so long, I thought I’d pissed her off. But finally, she said softly, “Because right now, you’re the only person in this whole school who hasn’t already decided who I am…and I need that. I need at least one person with an open mind. And from the looks of things, so do you.” She fixed me with a sudden smile made her eyes glow like emeralds. My cheeks felt warm and my throat felt tight. “So, you got a name?”


  “Liam,” I croaked sounding more like a frog than any girl’s Prince Charming. Amaranth laughed.


  “You know, you’d have a Zach Ephron thing going if you’d grow your hair out a little. You got a phone, Liam?” she asked, pulling a device nearly as old and uncool as my own out of her jeans pocket and tapping in my number. “Feel free to text anytime—”


  The principal’s door opened again and Richter barreled out, his face almost as purple as his shirt.


  “To think I drive two hours down from Lowellstown every morning for this kind of crap,” he muttered, and then left the office, slamming the door behind him. Mrs. Standish followed, a Grammy-winning smile shining on her face.


  “It’s okay, Liam,” she said, dropping an arm over my shoulders. “I think we’ve worked this out. I’m going to have to call your parents, but don’t worry about that. I intend to tell your father that you’re the kind of kid I’d want if the SHTF,” she added in a low voice and winked at me, confirming what I’d suspected when she took that pistol out of her big black bag.


  She was one of us.


  


  


  “The SHTF, Mrs. S,” I shouted, bursting into the room. “It’s now.”


  The teacher blinked at me. She knew the initials stood for “the stuff hit the fan”—only the word most people used wasn’t “stuff.”


  “Liam, are—are you sure?” Mrs. Standish said at last.


  “Yes.” I hurried toward the back of the room and pulled Amaranth out of her seat. I read questions in her eyes, but she grabbed her backpack and jacket wordlessly, locking her fingers in mine. I’d never touched her before and any other time, the feel of her warm hand in mine would have made my heart burst with pure joy. But I was worried about getting to Lilly and there wasn’t time to really feel it.


  “But what—?” Mrs. Standish began, but I cut her off.


  “I don’t know what. Mom called. From the Pentagon. They’re sending people underground. It’s bad.”


  Mrs. Standish’s features kaleidoscoped her emotions as she decided whether to trust me or not.


  “All right,” she said a moment later. She pulled the giant black bag—her “go bag” I knew—out of her desk drawer and this time, I saw the flap of gas mask hanging out of one unzipped corner. “Go home, people. Go home now. Fill your sinks and bathtubs with water and put together as much food as you can—”


  “But, Mrs. Standish, what about the test?” Some book-stupid over-achiever began.


  “None of that matters now! Go home! Quickly! Don’t wait for the bell or permission or anything! I don’t know what’s coming, but prepare for something bad. Something that changes the way we live. Go! Now!”


  Those kids all blinked at each other like their day dreams had suddenly become realities…and they weren’t sure what do about it. No one moved. Mrs. Standish shook her head in frustration.


  “Thank you, Liam. You’re a good kid.” Mrs. Standish squeezed me and Amaranth into a brief hug. “Good luck to us all,” she whispered and then dashed into the hallway ahead of us. She took off running in one direction; Amaranth and I took off in the other.
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  Panic in the Streets



  “I need Lilly Harper.”


  Someone had tried very hard to make the office of MacArthur Elementary School cheerful by painting the concrete block walls yellow and covering them with murals of smiling, hand-holding kids from all over the world. But old is old—and a 50-year-old school named after a general isn’t going to look like “It’s A Small World” at Disney no matter what you do to it.


  On the drive over, Amaranth had tried to get my Dad on his cell phone several times, but it rolled straight to voicemail like the phone was off. I imagined him, climbing on and off the tractor harvesting pumpkins, oblivious to what was going on, nurturing the Earth with the same intensity he’d once given to patrolling the deserts of Kandahar. Either that or he was on his way to us right now, winding down the steep Appalachian hollows to pluck us out of harm’s way. Either way, he wasn’t answering his phone and I couldn’t help wondering if he was still so angry with all me that, now, in his moment of vindication, he was determined to make me pay for the things I’d said.


  “I need Lilly Harper, please,” I repeated. “Like, right now.”


  The secretary with the smoker’s upper lip frowned at me over her glasses.


  “Aren’t you a little young to be picking up?” Her voice was edged in tone I’ve noticed in a lot of adults: a big hunk of suspicion layered with sticky sweet “concerned” frosting. “Shouldn’t you be in school yourself?”


  “I’m her brother. I just got a call from our Mom. She needs us to come home. Right now. Our…uh…grandfather died.”


  It wasn’t exactly a lie. Our grandfathers—both of them—were dead. Years ago. I don’t think the lady believed me, but she turned back to her computer and typed Lilly’s name. “So you must be….”


  “Liam. Liam Harper—” I finished impatiently. “She’s in the second grade. Her teacher is a man…uh…Mr.…”


  “Mr. Bittner? The special education class?” The woman’s second look was pity mixed with curiosity, topped off with relief that she didn’t have a kid with Lilly’s disabilities.


  “Yes, ma’am.” I stood up straighter, signaling that her pity was misplaced, but she had already snatched her phone.


  “Mr. Bittner? Can you send Lilly Harper for dismissal?” she was saying as I edged toward the doors. “And where do you think you’re going?”


  “To get my sister—”


  “You can’t just wander the halls. It’s a security hazard—”


  I took off running. I’d broken so many rules, one more wouldn’t matter. Besides, if this was IT—the end of the world as we know it or ‘”te ot waw ki” as my Dad shorthanded it—there weren’t any rules. Not anymore.


  I ran like she’d released the hounds or something, skidding through the school and onto the second grade corridor with a squeal of sneaker rubber. Lilly stood with her hand on the door of her classroom, her backpack dripping from her fingers.


  My sister’s face stopped me like it always did—even now, after all these years. Her hair was the same dark brown as my own and she wore it loose on her shoulders, bangs covering her pale forehead. From a distance, you can’t see the slant of her eyes and the puffiness beneath them or the slackness of her mouth—both characteristics of kids with Down’s Syndrome—but when she spoke, the thick-tongued sound of her voice gave her away. She was almost ten, but they decided the best place for her in a regular school was Mr. Bittner’s second grade class, which seemed to be filled with kids who were, for one reason or the other, a little slower than their peers.


  She took one look at me and turned back to her classroom. “Uh oh. Something’s wrong,” she lisped. “I have to get my friend Elise—”


  “We can’t Lilly. I know she’s your friend but I can’t just take someone else’s kid out of this school. They’ll arrest me for like kidnapping or something—”


  An alarm shrieked, echoing off the empty hallways. I jumped, panic rising in my chest. They called the cops, I thought wildly. Sealed the exits like in a prison break movie. I had already imagined myself surrounded, using Lilly as a human shield to escape, when a trembling female voice commandeered the loudspeakers.


  “Teachers, we have a serious situation. Please suspend all activities and assume hurricane sheltering positions immediately. Immediately. This is not a drill. I repeat—”


  Doors opened all around us, filling the halls with the anxious voices of teachers and students alike.


  “What is it? Do you know what’s going on?” Teachers whispered to each other as they helped the children turn their faces toward the painted cinder block. “Crouch down and face the wall!” I heard over and over again in voices tinged with fear. Lilly and I stood frozen in the hallway like Indiana Jones staring down a snake.


  “Something about a massive terrorist attack,” replied a short woman with an enormous derriere. She divided her attention between her students and her iPhone. “Head over your arms, Christopher. Yes. Like that—”


  “Elise!” Lilly grabbed the hand of brown-skinned little girl who wore her straight black hair braided into two shoulder-length pigtails. Next to Lilly, she looked tiny and I figured she must have been about seven. “Elise,” Lilly repeated. Her voice was too loud and her words slow and exaggerated. “You…have…to come…with me!”


  The little girl’s eyes widened, but unlike some kids who act like they’re afraid of Lilly because she’s older and bigger and different from the average second grader, she didn’t pull away.


  “What is it, Lilly—?” she asked. Her Spanish accent was so thick my sister’s name sounded like it was missing the middle “l”s: Le Ye. “¿Que pasa?”


  Lilly grabbed the little’s girls arm tighter. She tried to lower her voice to a whisper, but managed only a dramatic urgency. “It’s not safe here, Elise,” she said firmly. “My brother Liam is going to take us somewhere. Somewhere much better—”


  From somewhere outside the building, a warning siren pierced the school’s walls, blanketing us with its urgent wail. It wasn’t the patterned “woo-woo” of a police car or an ambulance; it was more like a steady crescendo from a low note to higher one. It took me a few seconds to remember where I’d heard it before—in an old movie from the World War II days. An air raid siren.


  “Oh my God!” The hippy teacher shrieked, staring at her phone in horror. “Oh my God! It can’t be! It can’t be—”


  “What? What?” The other teachers chorused, reached for their own devices.


  “It’s a nuclear bomb! Aimed at Washington!” She cried. Her bottom jiggled as she ran toward the exit. “I’m sorry. I can’t—I can’t stay here. I’ve got to get to my own kids!”


  Kids started yelling and crying. Teachers started yelling and crying. In the chaos, Elise grabbed Lilly’s hand, I grabbed Lilly’s and the three of us ran.


  


  


  “What took you so long?” Amaranth had slid into the driver’s seat and the radio was so loud it almost drowned out the siren. “They’re saying it’s a bomb, Liam. A nuclear bomb! It’s supposed to destroy Washington, DC. Any minute now! What do we do?”


  “I don’t know.” I grabbed my phone and hit the speed dial. Dad still couldn’t—or wouldn’t—answer.


  Amaranth glared poison at me. “What do you mean, ‘you don’t know?’ I thought this is what your family lived for! I thought—”


  “Dad always thought it would be some kind of chemical attack,” I snapped. “Everyone thought that was what the terrorists would do next—”


  Amaranth cranked the radio up another notch. An urgent male voice assaulted my ear drums.


  “We now have confirmed that this isn’t an isolated incident but a coordinated effort of multiple nuclear events in major cities and power plants and military installations across the country including Chicago, New York, Atlanta, Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles. Retaliatory strikes have already been launched…signaling…signaling…” The guy didn’t sound confident and authoritative like people on the news usually did. In fact, it sounded like he was crying. “The end, folks. All citizens are urged to stay take cover immediately.” The announcer struggled for composure. “Take cover immediately, indoors and as far underground as possible. Fallout and radiation will be issues for days after the immediate damage of these attacks is over—”


  The newscaster stopped speaking and there was the sound of some kind of scuffle, then clearly: “Fine! Fire me! We’re all dead anyway. I’m going home to my family. I’m going—”


  Then the broadcast went silent.


  “Quiero a mi mama. Mami? Quiero a mi mama,” Elise whispered. There were tears running down her face.


  I don’t know much Spanish, but “Mami” I understood. I handed the little girl my phone.


  “Call her,” I said, hoping she understood English better than she spoke it. “Tell her you’re safe. That you’re with Lilly Harper’s family and we’ll get you home to her as soon as we can—”


  “You have to tell me where I’m going, Liam,” Amaranth hissed as she eased the car away from the school. Her driving was jerky and uncertain and it was obvious she hadn’t had a whole lot of practice. “Am I driving to some bunker out the wilderness or—”


  She slammed on brakes, throwing us all forward so suddenly I nearly hit my head on the dashboard. “What the—”


  Cars were everywhere on the two lane street that led from the elementary school. If we turned right, it was about half a mile to our house; if we turned left it was about half a mile to the Commons—a large shopping area with a couple of grocery stores, restaurants and specialty stores. But the normally quiet suburban street looked like the mall parking lot at Christmas. People had abandoned the rules of the road in their haste to reunite with family members, get home or flee. There were cars on the sidewalks, in the turn lanes and even a few veering into the opposite lanes of traffic.


  Get Lilly and get to the Mountain Place. Those were my orders…but it was obvious I couldn’t even make it home. Elise handed me back my phone.


  “Gracias,” the little girl offered in a small voice, wiping more tears off her face. “She say…God goes with you…” She curled her fingers around a small gold cross around her neck and closed her eyes, whispering prayers in rapid Spanish and sobbing.


  “It’s okay, Elise,” Lilly patted her shoulder and fixed her big brown eyes on me with a confidence I knew I didn’t deserve. “Liam will take care of us until my Dad gets here. And when Dad gets here everything will be fine.” She nodded vigorously, her chest puffed with pride. “My Dad is a bad ass, isn’t he, Liam?”


  Bad asttthzz.


  Amaranth’s head swung toward Lilly like she’d just realized that Lilly was a little different.


  “Yeah, Lil,” I agreed, pressing the hotkey for Dad’s cell one more time.


  Nothing.


  He’d been preparing for this—prepping, he called it—for the last five years. Now the moment was here and he wasn’t. He’d tried to teach me but I hadn’t paid much attention, especially the last few years when his drinking had accompanied his mania for the end of the world. And now, here I was, empty-brained in the face of disaster, feeling their three pairs of eyes—Elise, Lilly and Amaranth’s—waiting for me to channel Dad’s badass and take charge.


  I closed my eyes, ransacking my brain for everything I could remember. Every drill. Every conversation. Every prep.


  “Pull over, Amaranth.”


  “But—”


  “Pull over!” I repeated. I opened my door and watched the asphalt roll beneath my feet. “We’re going to have to walk the rest of the way. We can cut through there—” I pointed to the jogging path around the man-made lake across the street. It was centerpiece of this part of town and every spring there was a huge Fun Run around the muddy brown water. “There’s a side path on the far side that leads right to our subdivision.”


  “So we’re going to your house?” Amaranth frowned. “I thought your Mom said—”


  “Forget it. With traffic like this, we’ll never make it out of town. They’re saying to take cover immediately, so that’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to bug in—”


  “What’s that?”


  “Uh oh,” Lilly grimaced. “That means we’re going to spend some time in the hole. I don’t like the hole, Liam.”


  “I know, Lilly,” I said, taking her hand and helping her out of the car. “Give me your backpack. We have to run.” I stretched a hand toward the other girl but she shrank from me nervously, shaking her head and murmuring something in Spanish I didn’t understand.


  “It’s okay. Está bien,” Amaranth said softly, nodding toward me. “El no te hara dano. ¡Corre!”


  Whatever she said, the little girl nodded. She took Amaranth’s hand and they darted across the street. Lilly and I loped along behind them, going as fast as Lilly could until we emerged from the lake path to find our cul de sac besieged with the same panic we’d seen in the streets. People ran in and out of their houses, loading up their cars with all kinds of supplies: water bottles, paper towels, suitcases, camping gear.


  “Look out!” Amaranth screamed as a minivan fishtailed down a driveway and nearly clipped me. The driver sped down the street with his horn blaring like his was the only emergency.


  Our house crested Woodman Lane on a hill just steep enough to make you breathless if you were running or walking fast, like we were. We passed a dozen or so houses before we reached our neat three-bedroom Colonial with its yellow siding and two-car garage.


  Lilly saw them first.


  “Liam, who are those people?” she asked. “Why are they taking our stuff?”


  Our house was under siege. The front windows were busted and the door was open. The security alarm bleated like a back-up singer to the air raid siren still shrieking all around us. People streamed in and out with our survival gear, our food and just about everything else that wasn’t nailed down. I recognized them: they all were students at JFK High.


  “Hey! That doesn’t belong to you!” Lilly yelled at Amy Yamamoto as she emerged from our house with Lilly’s camouflage rucksack on her shoulder. I heard her words as the thieves must have heard them: Thad duddn’t beong tu yuh.


  Amy was a petite Asian girl who would have been pretty if her nose and lips weren’t always scrunched into each other like she smelled something bad. Her outfit reminded me that it was Homecoming week and there had been a pep rally scheduled: she wore black leggings, her gold and purple cheerleading skirt and a JFK Trojans warm-up hoodie under a white puffy jacket. Even if she hadn’t been in a couple of my classes her face would have been familiar: it beamed out of posters slicked on the walls over the school: Vote Amy for Sophomore Homecoming Princess!


  She blinked at Lilly in confusion and then glanced at me, a flush of shame coloring her cheeks.


  “Hey, it wasn’t my idea,” she sputtered defensively, but she didn’t surrender the supply bag. “It was—”


  “Crap,” Amaranth muttered as Rod Wasserman came striding out of my house, wearing my rucksack and carrying a 9mm Glock pistol. “Honestly, Liam. Couldn’t you have picked a dumber enemy? One without a gun?”


  “It’s not his gun,” I said quietly. “It’s mine.”
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  Time’s Up



  Wasserman stood there, training my own gun at me, while his girlfriend wore my sister’s go bag like a fashion accessory—and for a fraction of a second all I could think of was red paint.


  


  


  “Need favor. Meet at gym doors. Take shortcut I taught u.”


  I read Amaranth’s text surreptitiously during Biology lab just before our first dissection: a frog. Kids were complaining about how “gross” it was and how they were going to be sick. Amy Yamamoto, my lab partner, refused to touch our frog at all. Instead, she twisted her hair up into a ponytail and occupied herself with picking some red stuff off her fingertips, smiling to herself like she had a secret.


  Whatever. I’d slit all kinds of animals from sternum to anus and pulled out their guts, so it wasn’t any kind of deal to me. I sent back a quick “OK” and, ignoring the smell of formaldehyde, made my first cut, pulling back the skin easily to expose the lungs, the stomach and the heart. The whole time, my mind was on Amaranth.
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