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Vancouver, BC –2045 ~ The Big One

––––––––
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IT WAS LATE JANUARY, creeping tendrils of fog wrapped around the trunks of the huge cedars and Douglas firs. A soft dusting of snow had fallen earlier in the day, and the humidity and melancholy atmosphere threatened a turn in the weather. Usually, my mom and dad worked long hours, but today they arrived home just before dinner. The strain and exhaustion masking their faces concerned me and I watched Mom as she wandered to the kitchen window and stared into the backyard. She was chewing her nails which is what she did when she was worried. 

“What’s wrong Mom, why are you and Dad acting so weird?” 

“It is nothing Carlie, we just had a long day at work. Why don’t you take Poppy outside for a run?” she suggested, turning to face me. “She’s been locked up in the house all day and could use some exercise.” 

“Are you kidding, it’s raining.”

“A little rain never hurt anyone. Just take her outside please.”

I stared at Mom for a moment, she was holding something back, and it made me uneasy. I got Poppy’s harness and leash from the mudroom. The clinking of the dog tags alerted her sharp ears, and she barrelled down the stairs, almost knocking me over in her excitement. I struggled with her harness; she hated it when we constrained her, it was the same old rigmarole every time.

“Put on your warm jacket,” Mom said. “You don’t want you to catch a chill.”

“Jeez Mom, I’m sixteen, I know when to put on a coat.”

“Of course, you do, but I don’t like the look of those black clouds, there’s some nasty weather headed this way.”

“Fine, I’ll bundle up, but I’m already wearing my hoodie.”

“Carlie, I know I’m over-protective, but you’ll understand one day when you have kids of your own.”

“Never going to happen,” I mumbled. “I’m not ever going to get married.”

Mom smiled and headed in the direction of the staircase leading to the loft. I snatched my jacket and opened the back door, grabbing Poppy’s collar before she escaped. I snapped on her leash and held it tightly as I struggled with my coat.

“Don’t wander off, maybe stay in the backyard, okay?”

“Mom, you’re doing it again. I take Poppy out every day, what could possibly happen?”

Mom said nothing, but the troubled look on her face worried me.

“I’m going upstairs to read for a while.”

“That same book you started three months ago.”

“Yes, smarty-pants,” she chuckled. “I will finish it ....”

“I know, I know, let me guess.”

“Come hell or high water,” we said in unison.

Mom shook her head, muttering something about insubordinate children. 

The skies turned darker and the leaves on the trees furled inward, a sure sign the weather was changing, and not for the better. I decided to take her advice and stay in the backyard instead of taking Poppy on her usual walk around the neighbourhood. I pulled the drawstrings on my hoodie tighter.

Removing Poppy’s leash, I stuffed it inside my jacket. I threw her rubber ball across the lawn, she raced after it; I laughed when her long, floppy ears bounced up and down. She brought it back, and I wrestled it from her mouth. This time I threw it as hard as I could, it bounced off the back fence and rolled to the thicket separating our lot from our neighbours. We did not allow Poppy to go there as Vancouver had a large coyote problem. They were spreading into the heavily wooded areas and becoming increasingly dangerous, attacking dogs, cats, and sometimes people.

Poppy ran across the lawn, stopped, and barked excitedly. The hawthorn tree next to where she was standing erupted, and hundreds of swallows took flight, soaring upward in a deafening, frenzied cloud.

As if on cue, the skies opened, and heavy drops of rain pounded on the ground. I stuffed my cold hands inside my pockets, trying to remember where I had left my toque, scarf, and gloves.

“Come on girl, let’s go back inside, we’re getting drenched.”

Poppy ignored me and barked louder. Something was scaring her; I had never seen her so worked up. She growled, and before I could catch her, she bolted into the woods.

“Poppy, stop, come here right now.”

I was terrified she might run into a coyote; I knew she wouldn’t stand a chance if she was attacked. She seldom disobeyed me; she knew the woods were off-limits. I entered the spot where she disappeared, but she was nowhere in sight. The silence was overpowering, almost surreal. Everything felt off, and an uneasy feeling cat pawed up my spine.

The rain was relentless, and I raced down a slick, muddy animal trail, glad I was wearing my hiking boots. Without warning, the tree branches swayed as if buffeted by a heavy wind. I tumbled over a large, exposed root and landed heavily on the ground. Angrily, I stood and wiped the mud off my jeans. It was deathly still, then a low rumbling, sounding like a train, echoed through the stillness. The ground shook and pitched. Shrill warning sirens shattered the silence.

“Poppy,” I screamed. There was no answering bark, and all the training and advice from my parents about earthquakes disappeared as my only focus was finding my missing dog. I prayed she had enough sense to head home.

The tremors became more violent, I wrapped my arms around the trunk of a huge cedar, lost my grip, and landed in the middle of a puddle. I struggled to stand in the slippery muck, but the tremors were too strong. I realized this earthquake was more powerful than any I had encountered in the past. I needed to find shelter, as quickly as possible. 

I spotted the dark outline of the rock barrier separating our property from the neighbours. I remembered a huge hole in the wall where I used to hide when I was young, long before the woods became off-limits because of roving coyotes.

A sharp crack above my head sent me rolling aside just as a massive branch fell from the tree. I scurried on my hands and knees into the underbrush, scratching my face on a raspberry bush.

The shaking intensified, and I was relieved when I finally arrived at the barrier. I grabbed the jagged rocks for support and pulled myself upright. It had been years since I had been here, and I panicked, trying to remember where the opening was.

I spotted a cluster of bushes growing next to the wall. Could it be covering the entrance? I lurched into the undergrowth and pulled the dead branches aside. Relieved, I recognized the hole, and dived inside seconds before a huge hemlock crashed to the ground, not three centimetres from where I was standing.

I curled into a tight ball, and wrapped my arms around my head, protecting my body from falling chunks of earth and stones. The tremors seemed to go on forever, then just as quickly, they stopped.

I shook the dirt from my hair and climbed outside. Suddenly, I remembered what my parents had drilled into me about aftershocks, they often caused as much if not more damage than the earthquake itself. Almost immediately, the ground heaved and groaned, and I nose-dived back into the hole. Gigantic trees boomed as they toppled to the ground. I closed my eyes and hugged my knees tightly. My heart pounded and I found it difficult to breathe. I gasped for air, and I shook my head in denial. This couldn’t be happening. Are Mom and Dad okay, what if Poppy isn’t with them? 

After what seemed a lifetime, the tremors subsided, and I cautiously crawled from the burrow. I stood on weak knees and forced myself to stand. I felt disoriented, not knowing what to do. In a daze, I scrambled over the fallen hemlock and gaped in shock. The intensity of the seismic waves severed and broke branches, split trunks and toppled stately pines, hemlocks, and firs. A small crevasse opened the forest floor, and rocks, mud, and huge branches were devoured by the breach.

I climbed over enormous boulders and the torn roots of fallen trees. The destruction was abysmal and I wasn’t sure if I headed in the right direction. Between the trees, I glimpsed the green grass of our lawn in the distance and picked up my pace. I recognized the outline of our hawthorn tree and assumed Poppy returned to the house after the first tremor, she was terrified of earthquakes. 

An earth-shattering explosion resonated nearby; the earth convulsed in agony. I flew backwards and landed in a cluster of bushes. Forcing myself to stand I stumbled toward the lawn. I froze — our house was gone! In its place was a mound of bricks, wood, and shattered glass. 

In a trance I wandered over to the woodshed, which miraculously was undamaged. I spotted my toque, gloves and scarf lying on the woodpile where I had left them yesterday when I helped Dad chop firewood. I grabbed the saturated clothing and hurriedly stuffed them inside my jacket.

I headed for our demolished house. As Mom and Dad had no idea I followed Poppy into the woods, I assumed they were searching for me around the neighbourhood. They wouldn’t have gone far, and I knew they would never leave without me.

But Mother Nature had more surprises in store, she was not finished yet. 

I smelled gas escaping from the back of the house close to where I was standing. I raced toward the front yard. The explosion was sudden and unexpected. I heaved forward, landing on my back and banging my head on the edge of the sidewalk; then everything went black. I groaned and opened my eyes. Rolling to my knees, I struggled to stand, wincing at the painful throb on the back of my head. I gingerly reached up and touched it, and when I looked at my fingers, they were covered with blood. 

I stared at the remains of our house, not accepting what was happening. Flames engulfed the rubble, turning it into a fiery inferno. I staggered back from the intense heat.

I had no idea how much time passed but I swear to this day I heard Mom whisper ‘Carlie, the tsunami, run.’

I inhaled sharply, fighting to catch my breath, realizing at that moment Mom, Dad, and Poppy had not made it out of the house in time. I fell to my knees, the tears streaming down my face, and I screamed in agony. 

As before, I felt my mother’s presence, and I thought of her gift, her last gesture of love to me, and a remarkable energy embraced me. I rose, and reeling unsteadily, walked through the front gate. By reflex, I turned and locked it behind me, and it was not until much later when I realized the futility of that gesture.

I wandered down the sidewalk, traumatized; the rain increased in intensity, and I shivered not only from the cold but from shock.

The pavement buckled, I glanced at the abandoned cars parked haphazardly on the street, and at the people screaming and running nowhere in panic. A power line was ripped loose, spilling sparks, writhing, and twisting like a snake. Houses located along our boulevard were consumed by flames started by ruptured gas lines. The gutters and the street were flooded with torrential rain. 

I walked aimlessly, unsure of where to go, and what I needed to do. There was no doubt the magnitude of the earthquake was catastrophic, and any area within a kilometre of the ocean was the most dangerous place to be. I had no idea how long I was unconscious, but I knew a tsunami always followed an earthquake of this magnitude. It would have hit Vancouver Island less than twenty minutes after the eruption. The estimated arrival time in Vancouver would be approximately two hours, and my time was running out. I had to get to higher ground.

We lived close to the Pacific Ocean, and the highest point on Westside Vancouver was Queen Elizabeth Park, located at Little Mountain. I knew how to get there as we often went to the Bloedel Conservatory. 

I ran, my head pounding, then I stopped abruptly. It was over seven kilometres to Little Mountain, and I would never make it in time if I went on foot. I spotted a bicycle leaning against a tree. I raced over to it hoping the chain was not locked; luck was with me.

Feeling dizzy, I waited to clear my head, then jumped on the bike. I tore through properties where the houses were still intact, taking as many shortcuts as I could. Cars were lined bumper-to-bumper on the thoroughfares, horns were blowing, and frantic people yelled from open windows. There was no use heading north or south as Vancouver was an island, surrounded by water, and likely most of the bridges did not survive the earthquake. 

During this time of year, dusk arrived early, and it wouldn’t be long before darkness cloaked the city. The headlights from the cars provided sufficient light for me to maneuver around the gridlocked vehicles. I pedalled faster, keeping away from the flooded curbs. I turned a corner and slammed on the brakes, a huge gap in the road made it impossible for the vehicles to get through, and people were abandoning their cars. 

I was wasting too much time. The street sign for Cambie Street loomed out of the gloom, which l knew led directly to Queen Elizabeth Park. I made a sharp left turn and cycled harder, zigging, and zagging around stalled and abandoned cars. I wasn’t the only one who had the same idea. A swarm of people surrounded me, frantically heading in the same direction. 

Nausea and dizziness along with the tiredness dragging at my limbs made me realize I had a concussion, but I dared not stop. Wiping the rain from my eyes, I pulled my hoodie tighter over my forehead. I rounded a corner and swerved to the side, almost bowling into a crowd of frenzied people. They were pushing and shoving, which only slowed their progress. A roar rumbled in the distance, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before the tsunami arrived. I abandoned the bike and hurled myself into the frenzied mob. I somehow found the strength to stay on my feet. A panicked boy shoved me aside; he barrelled into an elderly man and knocked him to the ground. I watched in horror as the uncontrolled mob trampled the horrified man. 

The crowd raced up the path leading to the Bloedel Conservatory; I moved to the side, remembering a rocky trail looping around the park. Most people weren’t aware it existed as it was narrow, rugged, and steep, but if I made the correct turns, I would get to the Conservatory in half the time. I turned left and recognized the landmarks on the path. I climbed steadily, scrambling over the rocks, ignoring the rain and my throbbing head. I was grateful for our regular family hikes to the Coast Mountains, which kept me in shape.

The darkness shrouded me, and I stumbled on the slippery rocks. I recalled the trail made a sharp turn; then I would have to climb steadily upward, and when I got to the top turn right onto a dirt path leading to the Conservatory. I spotted the lighted dome in the distance and followed the few people who had chosen to take the same route. A few of them had flashlights, and I shadowed them as we scrambled upward. Reaching the back of the Conservatory, I fell to the ground in exhaustion. The roar of the tsunami was deafening. 

I heard people shouting, I walked around to the front of the Conservatory and over to the lookout, pushing my way through the hordes. A wall of water, carrying boats, cars, and struggling people, rushed toward Little Mountain. Horrified screams filled the air as hundreds of eyes riveted on the devastation below. The churning water and debris smashed into the trees surrounding the park, carrying away people who had arrived too late. The earth trembled in agony, then the tsunami receded. The silence was crushing. 

Discussions regarding tsunamis and their destructive paths raced through my mind. First waves were always followed by a second, the worst was yet to come!

A small group of people, standing directly behind me, were having an animated discussion. A deep voice said. “It’s over, let’s go home.”  

I spun around, shaking my head vigorously. “You can’t leave. There’s another wave coming, and it will cause more damage, you must stay here.”

The small group consisted of two adults and two teenagers. The man who had spoken stared at me; skepticism written across his face.

“My parents were seismologists,” I continued. “And they knew a lot about earthquakes and tsunamis. You’re safer if you stay here.”

Then he spoke three words-three words that sanctioned their fate. “They make it?”

The look on my face was answer enough, and his words cut me like a knife. “If that was their calling, how come they didn’t warn people this was coming?” 

I stood frozen, unable to answer his question that I had been asking myself over and over. He turned and faced the small group. “Thanks for the warning kid, but I’ve made my decision, I’m taking my family home.”

I watched as they walked away. The teenage boy, around my age, turned and looked directly at me. He nodded, then resignedly followed his family. Unfortunately, they were not the only ones leaving, large groups, including adults with younger children, trailed behind them down the embankment.

I left the lookout and stumbled to the Conservatory. Ignoring the pouring rain I dropped to the ground, shivering uncontrollably. Reaching inside my jacket I grabbed my wet toque, scarf, and gloves. I pulled my toque down over my hoodie, wrapped the scarf tightly around my neck, and put on my damp gloves.

Reaching inside my jacket, I removed Poppy’s leash; I wrapped it tightly around my wrist, then I pulled my toque lower and covered my eyes, masking the desolation surrounding me.

My parents’ earlier behaviour now made sense; they must have known what was coming. Why hadn’t we left before it was too late? The decision to remain in Vancouver had been theirs and theirs alone.

Something died inside of me that day, and it would take me a long time to find the answers to forgive them. 
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AFTER THE TSUNAMI, I wandered the streets like a zombie. My thoughts often returned to the day of the earthquake, remembering the intense heat of the fire as it consumed our house, with my family inside. I would wake at night, drenched in sweat, anguish engulfing me, crying uncontrollably. 

The surrounding area around Queen Elizabeth Park was comprised of modular homes and rundown apartments, only a few of them were partially intact. The trees bordering the lower portion of the park sustained horrendous damage from the tsunamis, and over time the water receded, leaving twisted and skeletal bodies of the once magnificent cedars and pines.

I listened as people talked; Vancouver’s entire coastline was destroyed; the houses and buildings were either burned or reduced to rubble. A large fishing boat was found as far inland as Richmond. The trees, houses, buildings, and anything located along the Fraser River were obliterated. There was nothing left outside the confines of Little Mountain. 

The remaining inland districts were slowly emptying. The coldest days of winter were rapidly approaching, and soon there would be a shortage of water and food. People headed north hoping to find a better life, while the lucky few who had relatives in the Interior headed eastward.

I often thought about the families and people who survived the tsunami and chose to return to their homes, wondering if anything remained to salvage. Those who stayed at Little Mountain were the homeless or orphaned; most of them children and young adults.

At first, there was food to be found in restaurants, grocery stores, and abandoned houses, at least until it went bad. A few of the shops survived the earthquake, and it did not take long for all the supplies to disappear. I managed to salvage jeans, t-shirts, underclothes, socks, and a few warm sweaters. I found woollen pyjamas, which would come in handy in the times ahead, more than I could ever imagine. My coat and hoodie were warm enough to cope with Vancouver winters.

My greatest find was a camping store, there were so many kids inside shoving and pushing, it looked like a Black Friday sale. I was no different, and I managed to claim a sturdy backpack, a hip flask, a flashlight and batteries, and a box containing a grill with a set of tin dishes, cutlery, and matches. I spotted a lone sleeping bag on the top shelf at the back of the store. A boy around my age was standing next to me, we glanced at each other then took off. Our arms were full, and I raced after him and passed him a few centimetres from the rack. I quickly scaled the empty shelves and won the prize. He scowled, and I stood my ground. I might not be as strong, but I could run a lot faster, and he knew it. He gave me the finger, then turned and disappeared in the disorderly mob.

Finding and commandeering the supplies bolstered my confidence, I lived alone in one of the abandoned houses and survived as well as I could. 

* * *
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LONELINESS MADE THE days pass slowly, but I somehow managed to endure. In late August, I awoke to the sound of sporadic chopping and a high-pitched squeal outside my bedroom window. I peeked from behind the closed drapes and was surprised to see a helicopter landed in the middle of the street. Uniformed soldiers ran from house to house. It wouldn’t be long before they arrived at my door.

I jumped out of bed, my heart pounding. I tore down the basement stairs and hid behind the furnace. The front door opened, and heavy footsteps thumped across the floor. 

My hands were shaking, and I inhaled sharply, trying to control my panicked breathing. A woman’s voice echoed through the house.

“Is there anyone here”?

I froze, not answering. A second set of footsteps joined those of the first. “Any luck Corporal?” a commanding voice asked. 

“No sir, the bed has been slept in, but I don’t think there’s anyone here.”

“You know your orders, if they don’t want to be found, we leave them behind.”

“Yes Sir.”

“Hit the next house, we have a lot of ground to cover.”

“Sir, I haven’t checked downstairs yet.” 

“Alright Corporal, be quick about it.”

I listened to the clump of heavy boots on the stairs and hunkered deeper into the shadows. A young soldier came into view. She stopped at the bottom of the steps. 

“Hello, is there anyone here?” she asked again. 

She must have sensed my presence, she hesitated and waited, but she had her orders. Shaking her head, she turned and walked heavily up the stairs. I heard the front door close, and my last chance for discovery disappeared. 

Living like hermits for almost eight months left most of the survivors on Little Mountain distrustful, fearing strangers, trusting no one. In the beginning, I prayed someone would rescue me; I listened to the conversations of the older teenagers and gang members who expressed their hatred and distrust of anyone living “outside” Little Mountain. They blamed the Canadian military for their failure to have more rescue attempts, and as time passed their anger and hatred grew as did mine.

I wondered how my life would have changed if I had answered the soldier’s calls. I grasped my personal decision to remain hidden had cost me. 

I remember the day I turned seventeen, but as far as I was concerned, birthdays were irrelevant, they were events significant from a past life. There was no time to celebrate and no-one to celebrate with, it was a constant battle to exist. 

The next day, while scavenging for food I spotted a cluster of boys next to an abandoned building. I hid behind a bush and unashamedly listened to their conversation.

“You hear those copters the other day?” 

“Yeah, they’ve been around before, trying to get people to leave. No chance of that, besides, there’s nothing left out there for me, I like it here.”

A thin, light-haired boy nodded in agreement. “I hear they ain’t coming back. That was the last rescue attempt.”

“That’s crap Joe, they’ll be back,” a greasy-looking bloke replied.

“It has been eight months since the earthquake, they’re finished here. They’ve moved all the equipment and soldiers over to Vancouver Island, things are bad there.”

“So, things are bad here too.”

“It’s worse there, most of the northern part of the Island is a pile of rubble, and the west coast got the brunt of the tsunami.”

“What are you, a Wikipedia junky? Anything else you want to spill.”

Joe had nothing more to say. He shrugged, took a half-finished cigarette from his pocket, and lit it. Inhaling deeply, he blew smoke into the air, then walked away.

“Jeez, what a jerk,” the greasy guy said. “Thinks he knows everything.”

Solemnly, I returned to the house, and the first thing I did was check my rations. I was out of food. I searched daily but every place was picked clean; I needed to move higher up Little Mountain and find a new retreat. I packed everything I owned, then rolled my sleeping bag tightly and tied it on the top of my backpack. The houses I passed were unliveable or damaged beyond repair. I continued my search and found a secluded root cellar dug into an embankment, concealed beneath the hanging branches of a willow tree. It was warm inside and I kept dry when it rained and my secret refuge provided safety when the ashes from the volcanos inundated the air and made it difficult to breathe. I took it as a good omen when I discovered several jars of canned fruit and tomatoes buried in the back of the cellar.

It did not take me long to realize, although it was my preference to live alone, I was easy prey. The first time I was attacked, I did not fight back, only because I had no idea how. There were two boys and a girl, and they approached me when I tried to pass them on the street. I spent most of the day scavenging and found a small cache of food buried behind a shed, two cans of cherries, a jar of olives, and a tin of sardines.

One of the guys grabbed the cherries, and I yelled at him to give them back. His two companions hooted and stamped their feet. Then the girl stepped forward, leered, and pushed me as hard as she could. I dropped the olives and the sardines, hitting my elbows on the sidewalk when I landed. She kicked me hard and then she kicked me again. Stunned, I screamed in pain, covering my head with my arms. She looked at me in disgust as I cowered on the ground.

“Come on guys,” she scowled. “This one ain’t worth the trouble.”

They left me bruised and battered. I lost everything I foraged; I would not eat that day. Yet that was not what I remembered about our confrontation. The girl was twice as vicious as her male companions, which made me realize, if I wanted to survive on the streets alone, I must become just like her.

I had always been a fast runner, which ability I now used to my advantage. I found a sharp pocketknife, and practiced with it, learning to defend myself if the circumstances warranted. The days passed, and I spent most of my time on the streets, foraging for food and savagely protecting what was mine.

I kept to myself, silent and sullen. I soon earned a reputation, and I had no further altercations from petty thieves and troublemakers. If anyone dared to confront me, it was they who limped away with cuts and bruises. I didn’t fight pretty, but it kept me alive.

In January, I celebrated the New Year by roasting chestnuts I found on an old tree growing in the backyard of a house close by. My root cellar was warm and comfortable, hidden from wandering gangs.

I had my grill and my sleeping bag to keep me warm. I would stare into the coals, depressed and lonely, thinking about Mom, Dad, and Poppy. I would give anything to see them again, to touch them, to talk with them, but in time, I accepted it would never happen. My anger slowly dissolved when I understood their decision to stay at home rather than try to escape in our car. We wouldn’t have gotten far before the earthquake struck. They decided to take their chances by being at home with their family. Unfortunately, destiny had thrown a loop in their plan. 

I wondered how much longer I would be able to survive on my own. Food was scarce, the gangs were more dangerous, and it was only a matter of time before they discovered me.

Thankfully, it was a mild winter and spring arrived early. I had grown taller and was thinner. While foraging through an abandoned store one day, I noticed my reflection in the window and was astonished at the change in my appearance. My curly brown hair was long and dishevelled, my face was gaunt, and my blue eyes glared in anger.

Then I met Rusty and Eddie Coleman, identical twins, as opposite in personality as night and day. I scavenged all morning without success and wasn’t in a good mood. Rounding a corner, I spotted three punks from one of the local gangs tormenting two young boys. Two of them stood to the side, while the meanest and heaviest pushed one of the boys from behind. The kid landed heavily on the gravel. He let out a wail, and unexpectedly, his brother flew at the attacker, angry as a hornet. I ignored them all, having learned the hard way not to intervene. I walked away but the cries of the injured boy unsettled me, and I stopped and turned sharply. There was nothing I hated more than cruelty, especially when mindless bullies and scumbags were tormenting little kids half their size and age.

I approached the group, and positioned myself a few centimetres back, allowing sufficient ground for me to get away if my plan did not work. One of the goons noticed me and stopped pounding on the little kid.

“You want something, girlie?” He snickered as he looked me up and down. He had to be the ugliest specimen of a human I ever met, his head shaven, his arms covered in tattoos and small cruel eyes glowering in a pasty face covered with zits. I could smell him from where I was standing. Obviously, hygiene was not a high priority on his agenda.

“Not from you, and I’m not a girlie,” I answered, scowling in disgust.

“You got that right,” he sneered. For some reason, his companions thought he was hilarious.

“Why don’t you bugger off, and maybe you won’t get hurt,” I threatened.

Carlie, Carlie, what are you doing?

Zit Face stared at me as if I were insane. “Who’s gonna stop me, you?”

By now I was fuming, and I know I should have walked away. “Two little kids all you can manage?” I asked quietly. I groaned inwardly, telling myself to shut up and get the hell out of there. It was then the idea came to me, I am not saying it was a good one, but it was all I had.

“How about I call the rest of my gang,” I said through clenched teeth. “And we’ll go neck to neck, winner takes all.”

I stared insolently at Zit Face, my hand behind my back, clutching my useless pocketknife. I knew I was no match for someone his size, let alone three of them, but they did not look too clever from where I was standing.

He shuffled his feet, refusing to return my stare.

“Let’s split,” he said angrily. “These kids aren’t worth the trouble. I’ll remember you, bitch, watch your back, the next time we meet you’ll be dead meat.”

I watched in relief as Zit Face and his buffoons wandered off, more than likely looking for easier prey.

I was shaking from head to toe. They called my bluff, but I knew there wouldn’t be a second time; they would be looking for me. I had to move on.

The boys were holding hands, and the injured one clutched a mangled teddy bear under his right arm. His brother pulled him over to where I was standing.

“Thanks for helping us. I’m Rusty and this is my brother Eddie, and that’s Squishy,” he said, pointing to the bear, which had seen better days. “We’re twins, he doesn’t talk much.”

I figured they were around eight or nine years old. Both were skinny, red-haired, with freckles on their faces and arms, and they had the bluest eyes I had ever seen.

I turned and walked away. 

“Hey, wait for us,” Rusty called.

“Go home, Rusty.”

“We don’t have one, and those guys took all our stuff.”

“Life is tough, Rusty. Sorry to hear about your problems, but I got my own.”

“Please you got to help us,” he pleaded in a quivering voice.

I stopped in my tracks, turned, and faced the two boys. “Look I’m in the same boat as you two. I was stupid enough to stop and help, and it cost me. I don’t have a home either because if I stick around here, I won’t last a day. And neither will you. You need to get away from here as fast as you can.”

Rusty shuffled his feet, then grinned. “You can come with us, back to where we used to live. It’s a bit of a walk, but it’s perfect.”

“Walking I can do, Rusty, and where exactly are you planning to take me? I don’t know if you’ve noticed but the larger and tougher gangs have taken all the best real estate, so you better have a good plan.”

“I do, it’s back down the mountain, in a warehouse. The front is all smashed and it looks like the whole place is toast, but it’s not. The roof and walls in the back are still standing, there’s even a couple of windows, and there are lots of rooms.”

“Then how come it hasn’t been snatched by now?”

“It was for a while, but the gang living there moved away. We moved in, but we left ‘cause we couldn’t find any food, so we came here to look for some.”

“Still doesn’t work for me, Rusty. You don’t leave a place sounding like that, no matter what happens.”

“Well, it is right next door to a bunch of broken sewer pipes, sometimes it smells kind of gross.”

“Ah-ha, the real reason.” I spoke. “Sounds like heaven, Rusty. I guess we’re going for a walk. And I’m Carlie.”

The two boys hugged each other excitedly. I knew I would come to regret my decision, but I always was a sucker for a smooth talker with big blue eyes!

The boys followed me inside the root cellar, not leaving a lot of room to move around. I gathered my belongings and stuffed everything inside my backpack. In frustration, I handed my rolled sleeping bag to Rusty and gave Eddie the box holding my grill and dishes.

“Here, make yourselves useful and carry these.”

I took one last look around; I would miss my secluded sanctuary.

Rusty reached over and tugged the bottom of my jacket. “You ain’t got no gang,” he mumbled. “You just pretended.”

“Saved your sorry hides?”

He snickered, then turned and said to his solemn brother. “See Eddie, there’s no one else here, just her. You want to know a secret?”

Eddie nodded, clutching his teddy bear tighter.

“This is a hollow, and Winnie the Pooh lived in one just like this.”

Eddie’s face lit up. If it worked, who was I to say anything?

“Come on boys, we need to get to Shangri-La before it gets dark.”

We scrambled out of the root cellar, and I heard Eddie whisper to Rusty.

“What’s a Shangla?” 

Rusty shrugged, then walked away, taking the lead. Eddie and I ran to catch up. We hiked for hours, and I was thankful it was downhill. We arrived at the warehouse just before nightfall. I wasn’t disappointed, it was all Rusty said it was and more. When I asked how he discovered the property, he said he and Eddie lived close by and when the gang living there left, they looked it over to see if there was anything left behind. I assumed lack of food was one of the deciding factors why the gang left.

While wandering the streets on my own, I listened to gossip about different gangs living on Little Mountain, and the most notorious and feared was the Phantoms. They had seized control of the Bloedel Conservatory, located on the highest elevation point in Vancouver, giving them the added advantage from surprise attacks. If a new member passed the qualifications he would be accepted and I shuddered to think what they might be. 

The warehouse
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