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“Do stupid stuff, and even stupider stuff

will happen to you.”

—Nobody said this. But somebody should have.
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To the Reader ...

All the places mentioned in this book are real. You
can visit them. You should visit them!








Chapter 1

Coke and Pepsi




THERE WERE TEN ITEMS ON Coke McDonald’s to-do list on June 17, but JUMP OFF A CLIFF was not one of them.

CLEAN OUT MY LOCKER was on the list.

PICK UP MY YEARBOOK was on the list.

GET BIRTHDAY PRESENT FOR PEP was on the list.

PACK FOR SUMMER VACATION was on the list.

But nothing about jumping off a cliff.

And yet, oddly enough, jumping off a cliff was the one thing that Coke McDonald was actually going To Do on June 17.

Not only was he going to jump off a cliff, but first he was going to push his twin sister, Pepsi.

Now, before we get to the cliff-jumping part of the story, maybe I’d better explain something. Why would anyone in their right mind name their children Coke and Pepsi?

It was probably because Dr. Benjamin McDonald and his lovely wife, Bridget, weren’t in their right minds when the twins were born almost thirteen years earlier. For one thing, the McDonalds didn’t know they would be having twins until after Coke entered the world. The doctors and nurses had pretty much taken off their latex gloves and called it a day when Mrs. McDonald informed them that she felt a funny feeling deep inside—as if she wasn’t quite finished. And, lo and behold, she was absolutely right! The doctors and nurses went back to work; and the next thing anybody knew, out popped a bouncing baby girl.

Surprise!

From the start, the McDonalds had decided to name their son Coke. Not because of the soft drink. Because of coal. According to Dictionary.com, coke is “the solid product resulting from the destructive distillation of coal in an oven or closed chamber or by imperfect combustion, consisting principally of carbon.”

Go ahead and look it up if you don’t believe me. I’ll wait.

Okay, did you look it up? Good.

Dr. McDonald, a history professor at San Francisco State University, had written a scholarly book about coal’s impact on the Industrial Revolution. He always thought Coke would make a good name for a boy. It’s short, sweet. It has that hard K sound. Like Kodak. Katmandu. Kalamazoo.

When Coke’s twin sister popped out, Dr. and Mrs. McDonald were faced with a dilemma. Once you name your firstborn son Coke, you can’t very well name his twin sister Rachel or Emily or anything too normal. It wouldn’t sound right.

“How about Pepsi?” one of the attending nurses suggested as a joke. “Coke and Pepsi.”

Everyone in the birthing room had a good old laugh over that. But the more the McDonalds thought about it, the more they liked the idea. Coke and Pepsi! It was perfect!

Not only that, but it fit their sensibilities. The McDonalds were second-generation hippies from San Francisco who had always disapproved of the rampant commercialization of society. Dr. McDonald was fond of telling his students that the average person living in a city sees up to five thousand advertisements every day. Five thousand ads! What better way to stick it to The Man than to name your kids Coke and Pepsi? It would be an ironic statement about how corporations control people’s lives.

Heck, their last name was already McDonald. Why not name the kids Coke and Pepsi?

Naturally, when the local media picked up on the baby names, the Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola companies were not happy at first. They made some noises about suing the family. Giving babies the same names as popular soft drinks was an infringement of the companies’ copyrights, the lawyers grumbled. (Yeah, as if consumers would confuse the infants with sugary carbonated beverages.)

In the end, the corporate giants decided that kids named Coke and Pepsi would be the best advertising they would ever have. And it didn’t cost them a dime. This, they agreed, was even better than having kids named Jimmy and Suzy walk around wearing Coke and Pepsi T-shirts.

Of course, growing up with the names Coke and Pepsi can be tough, especially in middle school. Both of the twins encountered a good deal of ribbing when they got to sixth grade, especially Pepsi.

“Hey, soda girl! You’re flat!”

But the thing is, no matter how unusual someone’s name is, after you hear it a few dozen times, the name starts to fit the person, like a comfortable pair of jeans. You can’t imagine that boy or girl ever having a different name. Eventually, kids stopped looking at Pepsi and thinking of high-fructose corn syrup. We humans have a way of adapting to things.

Hardly anybody called her Pepsi, anyway. To most of the kids at West Marin Middle School and just about everybody who knew her, she was Pep. Simply Pep.

Anyway, it could have been worse. The McDonalds could have named the twins Mountain Dew and Sprite. A few years back there was a New Jersey couple who named their son Adolf Hitler. Go ahead and look it up if you don’t believe me.

Now that kid is going to have issues.

Ordinarily in a story, this is where the author tells the readers what the main character—or, in this case, characters—look like. The author might go on for page after page, painting a glorious word picture of Coke’s and Pep’s hair, their faces, the way they walk and talk, the way they dress, and so on.

But you know what? Who cares? Do you really care what Coke and Pep look like? Does it really matter to you? It’s boring. By the time you get to Chapter Three, you will have forgotten the description you read back in Chapter One, anyway. Coke and Pep are twelve-year-old twins, about to turn thirteen in a week. Okay? Nuff said. That’s all you need to know right now.

You really want to know what they look like? Look at the cover of this book. Go ahead, I’ll wait.

Okay, now that we got that out of the way, let’s move on to the good part—the part where Coke and Pep go over the cliff.








Chapter 2

Over the Cliff




West Marin Middle School sits nestled on a ridge high up in the hills in Point Reyes Station, California. The town’s about thirty miles north of San Francisco and very close to Mount Wittenberg, which towers 1,407 feet above the Pacific Ocean. On a clear day, you can be in the school playground and see nearly forty miles. The weather is almost always beautiful. And on this particular day, it was so beautiful that the McDonald twins decided to ditch the school bus and walk home to their house down by the beach. It would be a long hike, but it was downhill all the way.

“I should call Mom and Dad on my cell and tell them so they won’t worry,” Pep suggested.

“We’ll be home soon,” Coke replied. “Don’t bother.”

The twins talked about their upcoming summer vacation. The whole family would be driving cross-country, all the way to Washington, D.C., where the twins’ aunt Judy would be getting married on the Fourth of July.

Neither of the twins was particularly excited about the trip. Sitting in a recreational vehicle for two months wasn’t anybody’s idea of a good time. They’d have to celebrate their birthday—June 25—in an RV. It was probably going to be the worst summer of their lives, Coke guessed.

The twins hadn’t gone far when Pep turned to her brother anxiously.

“Y’know, I have a feeling that somebody’s following us,” she said quietly.

Both twins turned around to look behind them. Nobody was there.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Coke said. “Why would somebody want to follow us?”

“I don’t know!” Pep said defensively. “I just have this feeling.”

“You and your feelings.”

Feelings. Like a lot of boys, the whole concept of feelings was lost on Coke. He never understood when people would talk about feelings. What are feelings, anyway? You feel something when you touch it. When you can hold it in your hand. Things exist in the real world, or they don’t. Something happens, or it doesn’t. According to Coke, there was no such thing as feelings.

They had walked a few hundred feet down the road when Pep started to pick up the pace.

“Will you slow down?” her brother said, annoyed. “It’s not a race. What’s the rush?”

“There’s somebody behind us,” Pep told him. “Don’t turn around!”

“Well, how do you expect me to see if there’s somebody behind us if I don’t turn around?” he replied.

There was indeed somebody behind them, off in the distance. It was a man driving a golf cart. He was wearing a black hat and a black suit.

“See him?” Pep asked.

“So what?” Coke said. “It’s a public road. People are allowed on it. He isn’t bothering anybody. Maybe he lost a golf ball.”

“There’s no golf course within miles of here!” Pep insisted, walking even faster. “Why is he riding in a golf cart? And why would a golfer wear a suit and tie?”

“Maybe he’s disabled,” Coke replied. “He needs the cart to get around.”

“And maybe he’s a murderer.”

“Murderers don’t drive golf carts!”

“I’m worried,” Pep whispered.

“You’re always worried.”

Which was true. Pep was always worried about something. At the least little thing—a hangnail, a creaking sound, a runny nose—Pep would fuss and fret and always expect the worst.

Coke turned his head just enough to conclude that the golf cart was getting closer. He may not have been able to feel feelings himself, but he knew his sister. She was a worrier, but she wasn’t paranoid. Sometimes it seemed as though she had a sixth sense about certain things. Coke broke into a slow jog just to be on the safe side, and Pep did the same.

They turned off the road to the left and took the dirt path that went closer to the cliff that lined the road. Common sense said that the guy in the golf cart would stay on the paved road and continue on his merry way.

But common sense wasn’t in the cards on this day. When the twins turned around to peek behind them again, they saw that the golf cart had veered onto the dirt path. Somebody was on their tail. He was definitely wearing a black suit, and his hat was one of those old-time bowlers.
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“Why is that dude in the bowler hat following us?” Pep asked, a frightened look on her face.

“How should I know?” Coke replied. “Come on, run!”

Their backpacks bopped up and down as they dashed along the edge of the cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean. The path narrowed, but it was still wide enough for a golf cart to ride on.

The twins ran along the cliff walk until they reached a couple of little wooden shacks. The buildings looked like outhouses, but in fact they were used to store equipment for fighting forest fires.

“Let’s hide here,” Coke said, pulling Pep behind one of the buildings. “That bowler dude will pass right by.”

“And what if he doesn’t?” she asked, breathing heavily.

“I didn’t take five years of karate for nothing,” Coke replied, lifting his right foot. “This is a deadly weapon. I can kill a man with it if I have to. And I know exactly how to do it, too.”

Pep remembered the last fight Coke was in, just before he earned his black belt. He’d lost to a kid who was blind. Coke only had one move: a spinning kick that he called the Inflictor. It looked cool but didn’t fool anybody. Pep was about to make fun of her brother’s lame martial arts skills; but before she could get out a word, a hand clapped tightly over each of their mouths from behind.

“Don’t scream,” a woman’s voice warned. “Your lives are in danger!”

Coke struggled to turn around, but the woman’s elbow was pressed against his chest. From the corner of his eye, he could make out that she had dark hair and was dressed in bright red.

“Who are you?” Pep muttered through the fingers clamped to her face.

“My name is Mya,” the woman said in an unidentifiable accent. “I am a friend. You need to trust me.”

“Why?” Coke said, ripping the hand off his face. “Why should we trust you? You’re a complete stranger.”

“Because I’m about to save your lives.”

“Some dude in a bowler hat is chasing us in a golf cart,” Pep told Mya.

“I know.”

Mya let the twins go and unzipped the large purse that hung from her shoulder. She reached into the handbag and pulled out a yellow Frisbee.

“You’re going to save our lives by throwing a Frisbee at that guy?” Coke said. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Watch and learn,” Mya said.

The golf cart was electric and didn’t make much noise, but the twins could hear it crunching along the gravel path as it got closer. Suddenly, Mya leaped out from behind the shed, got into position, and whipped the Frisbee thirty yards down the path. It was almost comical—a woman in a red jumpsuit trying to stop a golf cart with a Frisbee. But nobody was laughing.

A tree branch hung over the path, making it impossible to throw anything in a straight line and hit the golf cart. But apparently Mya had thought of that. She flung the disk in such a way that it skipped off the ground once about ten feet in front of the cart and then rose the rest of the way, striking the cart on its right front tire.

There was a loud bang and a plume of smoke; and the front of the golf cart flipped up and backward. Through the smoke the twins could see the man flying out of the cart and over the bushes on the right. The golf cart landed upside down with a thunk.

“That was cool!” Coke gushed. “What was it?”

“A Frisbee grenade,” Mya explained calmly, zipping up her bag once again.

“Where can I get one?” Coke asked.

“They’re not for sale.”

“Is that bowler dude going to be all right?” Pep asked.

“You don’t want him to be all right,” Mya replied. “He was trying to kill you.”

“Wait a minute,” Coke said, still fascinated by the Frisbee grenade. “If that thing had an explosive charge in it, why didn’t it explode when it skipped off the ground?”

“It was programmed to detonate upon the second impact, not the first,” Mya explained.

“But how did you know you were going to skip it off the ground?” Pep asked.

“There’s no time for questions now!” Mya barked, pulling open the door to the little shack next to them. “That minor obstacle will only slow them down. Quickly! Take off those backpacks. I need you to put these on!”

She took out two large outfits that looked like oversized silk pajamas. One was yellow, and the other was red. Both were made of a smooth, synthetic material.

“What is this, bulletproof or something?” asked Pep as Mya handed her the yellow one.

“No, it’s a wingsuit,” Mya explained. “Quickly! Put it on!”

“Why should we listen to you?” Coke asked. “Who are you, our mother?”

Mya grabbed him around the neck.

“No, but I just saved your lives,” she told him. “And I’m going to save you again ... if you’ll let me.”

Ever since they were old enough to go outside on their own, the twins had been warned not to talk to strangers. Not to take candy from strangers. Not to get into a stranger’s car under any circumstances. But nobody ever told them not to put on a wingsuit given to them by a stranger.

Pep threw off her backpack and rushed to stick her feet into the legs of the funny-looking suit. Coke, seeing her, reluctantly took off his backpack, too. He pulled on the red suit and zipped it up in the front.

There was one big difference between these wingsuits and a pair of pajamas: A foot or more of material had been sewn between each elbow and hip, and also between the legs.

“This is ridiculous!” Pep exclaimed. “We’re like webbed people.”

“I look like Gumby in this thing!” Coke said. “I’m not wearing it.”

He started to pull down the zipper at his neck, but Mya stopped him.

“Would you prefer to die out here?” she said, looking into his eyes and gripping his hand tightly. “Is that what you want? These wingsuits will make it possible for you to fly!”

“Wait a minute,” Pep said. “What are you talking about? Are you suggesting that my brother and I jump off the cliff?”

“It’s not a suggestion,” Mya said, taking two helmets out of the shed and putting one on each of the twins’ heads. “It’s the only way for you to survive.”

“You gotta be kidding me,” Coke said.

“Can’t we just call 911?” asked Pep. “They’ll be here in a few minutes.”

“I don’t think you’re grasping the seriousness of the situation,” Mya told them. “There are people who have no other goal except to kill you.”

The twins looked around to see two more golf carts in the distance coming from different directions.

“Look, I’m not jumping off a cliff in some crazy suit just because a strange lady told me to,” Coke said. “We’d hit the rocks down there and die. This is insanity.”

“You won’t hit the rocks,” Mya insisted. “As soon as you jump, extend your arms and legs. You will soar like a hawk.”

“What about you?” Pep asked.

“Who cares about her?” Coke yelled at his sister. “Why are you worried about her?”

“I’ll be fine,” Mya assured them. “They’re not interested in me. It’s you they’re after.”

The golf carts were getting closer. Each one was being driven by a guy wearing a black suit and a black bowler hat. One of the men had a mustache.

“Who are they?” Pep asked. “Who’s trying to kill us? And why are you interested in helping us? How did you know to come here and wait for us?”

“There’s no time to talk now,” Mya replied calmly. “All your questions will be answered. But only if you jump now. Good-bye. Be safe. Perhaps we will meet again.”

She wrapped her arms around both twins and embraced them tightly.

Thwiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit.

Coke looked up to see a green dart sticking out of Mya’s neck. It was inches from his face and probably was intended for him.

Mya’s legs buckled, and she crumpled, her eyes rolling back in her head. Coke and Pep caught her before she hit the ground.

“T ... G ... F,” Mya said, gasping for breath. “T ... G ... F.”

And then she went completely limp.

“I think she’s dead!” Pep shouted.

“Brilliant, Brainiac! Let’s blow this pop stand!”

“Where are we gonna go?”

“Where do you think?”

“You mean ...”

“Yes!”

Coke took his sister’s hand and dragged her to the edge of the cliff.

“I can’t do this!” Pep yelled.

Coke turned around. The golf carts had stopped about forty yards away. The guys in black suits and bowler hats got out. Both were holding thin tubes about two feet long. They didn’t look like flute players, and they sure weren’t golfers. The one with the mustache put his tube to his mouth.

“You’re gonna have to jump!” Coke hollered to his sister.

“You can’t make me!”

“Oh yes, I can!”

With that, he pushed his sister off the cliff.

And then he jumped.








Chapter 3

Flying




“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

Chances are you’ve never fallen off a cliff. If you had, you probably wouldn’t be reading this right now. Because you would be dead.

But have you ever jumped off a high diving board? Have you ever dropped into a steep water slide or a half pipe? Have you ever been on a really high roller coaster?

Well, forget it. Falling off a cliff is nothing like any of those experiences. You still have no idea what the McDonald twins were going through.

When you fall off a cliff, the first forty or fifty feet are a straight vertical drop. The only thing you feel in that first second or two is sheer terror. You can’t think about anything else. The good thing is—and this is probably the only good thing—you can’t worry about your problems. If your parents have been bugging you or some kid at school is hassling you, you don’t think about it anymore. If you had an ache or pain in any part of your body, it’s gone, instantly.

In fact, you can’t think at all. You can only experience. It’s all sensory. Your nervous system goes into survival mode. Nothing else matters. You may even lose control of your bladder. Luckily, in this case, that didn’t happen.

After they tumbled over the edge, the twins spun and twisted and flopped around in the air, screaming their heads off the whole time.

One thought did flash through Coke’s brain for a millisecond.

I JUST PUSHED MY SISTER OFF A CLIFF!

What had he done? But he had no choice. If he hadn’t pushed Pep and then jumped, he surely would have taken one of those poison darts in the neck, just like that lady Mya did. He had made a snap decision, and he would have to live with it.

Or die with it.

Rocks, ledges, and trees shot past Pep’s eyes as she plummeted. Something flashed through her mind, too, for a millisecond.

I WILL NEVER BE NICE TO MY BROTHER AGAIN.

This was the last straw, she thought. She would never again update Coke’s iPod for him or help him pick out clothes so he wouldn’t look nerdy. Not that it would matter, because they were both about to die.

When you’re at an amusement park, no matter how terrifying a ride is, you know you’re not going to die at the end. Somebody with an advanced engineering degree carefully designed that thrill ride to simulate weightlessness. You know that thousands of people took that same ride before you did, and they all survived. You know that a safety inspector with a clipboard is required by law to check out the rides regularly. You know that after a minute or two, the ride is going to come to an end. You’ll climb out of the little car or whatever and go enjoy some cotton candy.

But when you go flying off a cliff, there are no such assurances. At the end of a free fall, your body will most likely smash into the hard surface of the ground with thousands of pounds of pressure, crushing your flimsy bones. Your internal organs are going to explode like water balloons. Or maybe you’ll get dashed against the rocks on the side of the cliff and fracture your skull on the way down. What an unpleasant way to end a life.

But then again, it would be quick and painless.

At one second into free fall, Coke and Pep were moving about thirty miles per hour straight down. The wind was whipping, ripping past them as they accelerated, pulling at the skin on their cheeks. There was a roar in their ears, like the sound of a jet taking off in their head.

Through squinted eyes, Coke could see Pep below him, flailing her arms and legs, trying to turn herself around. At that point, they were dropping like stones.

By three seconds into free fall, they were close to sixty miles per hour and still picking up speed. Coke had once leafed through a physics book in the library and learned a few facts about falling objects. For instance, any falling body will accelerate until it reaches what is called terminal velocity: for a human, about 120 mph.

But terminal velocity varies depending on the object that’s falling. A large, flat object, like a piece of paper, will fall a lot slower than a penny. When the twins stuck out their arms and legs, their rate of descent slowed down.

Suddenly, Coke realized what he was doing. He had seen a YouTube video about something called wingsuit BASE jumping just a few weeks earlier. People jump off cliffs wearing these strange-looking wingsuits, and they can actually fly. It blew his mind.

Coke had been intrigued enough to do a Google search of wingsuit BASE jumping. Go ahead and look it up. People actually jump off cliffs for fun, and they’ve been doing it since the 1930s. According to legend, seventy-two of the first seventy-five people who tried it died. Then, in the 1990s, a French skydiver named Patrick de Gayardon developed a wingsuit that worked. Well, it worked some of the time, anyway. He died in 1998 after jumping off a cliff in Hawaii; but other skydivers took up the “sport,” and better wingsuits were designed.

Coke realized he didn’t have to die. The wingsuit could save him.

At four seconds, Coke remembered what Mya had told them: Extend your arms and legs. You will soar like a hawk.

Not to get all scientific on you, but if you throw gravity, acceleration, air resistance, and hundreds of feet of vertical drop into an equation and then you add the fabric of a wingsuit as it rushes against the wind like the wing of an airplane, you begin to get lift. And when you’re falling off a cliff, lift is a very good thing to have.

When wearing a wingsuit, you can manipulate your flight by changing the angle of attack or the position of your body, or by loosening or tightening the fabric of the wingsuit. A typical skydiver will free-fall 110 to 140 miles per hour. Wearing a wingsuit, you can eventually reduce that to as little as 25 mph.

Coke extended his arms and legs as far as he could, and instantly he felt the air resistance. He was starting to move not just down, but also forward. He felt himself slowing and leveling off, like a glider. The air rushing by caught the fabric between his limbs, and the wingsuit billowed out. His body had been turned into an airfoil.

He looked down and saw that his sister had figured out the same thing.

If you had been standing on the beach on that sunny day and had looked up, you would have seen two almost-teenagers slingshotting over your head, facedown, with their arms and legs wide apart to catch the wind.

They were flying!
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From the dawn of time, when the first primitive humans looked up in the sky and saw birds above them, they probably wished they could fly. How glorious it would be to soar overhead. For all our intelligence, our technology, and the progress we’ve made over the centuries, many of us would be happy to give it all up if we could only become birds.

Being human is great. Nothing beats being at the top of the food chain. Opposable thumbs are handy and all for picking things up. But if only we could fly!

Coke took a moment to look around. Below was the beach. To the right, in the distance, he could see his neighborhood.

The cliffs of Point Reyes are more than a thousand feet above the Pacific Ocean. It looks like a long way down when you’re standing on the beach looking up. From the other direction, as you’re dropping, it doesn’t seem that far at all.

Just as Coke and Pep were starting to relax and their heart rates were returning to something approaching normal, both twins had the same terrible thought.

How am I supposed to land?

They were moving almost sixty miles per hour. You wouldn’t jump out of car that was moving sixty miles per hour. The wingsuits had no source of power to keep the two of them in the air. Without a source of power, gravity always wins in the end.

Their eyes widened as they saw objects on the ground getting bigger. There wasn’t a lot of time.

Coke looked down. The thing had to have a parachute attached to it. In old war movies, skydivers always pulled a rip cord to open their chute.

The ground was coming up fast. Desperately, Coke reached behind him. His hand found some cloth, and he yanked it.

The material gave way, and Coke felt something happening behind him. He turned around to see a huge red canopy unfurling over his head. There was a big jolt when the canopy caught the air; and then as it opened all the way, it yanked at him and slowed him down even further. He saw Pep’s yellow chute open just before his did. She was about two hundred feet in front of him.

They weren’t flying anymore. They were floating.

“Woooooooooooo-hooooooooooooo!” Coke shouted.

Somewhere in the back of his brain he remembered hearing the expression “hit the ground running.” He knew what it meant: to get started on a project quickly. But now he realized where that expression came from. A parachutist has to hit the ground running. If parachutists don’t, they’re going to hit the ground hard, probably breaking their legs.

The twins felt themselves touch the sandy beach and ran as if they were being chased by a pack of wild dogs. It felt like they had been in the air for an eternity, but in fact it had been less than ten seconds.

Panting, breathless, Pep forgot what she’d thought about her brother after he pushed her off the cliff. She ran over and hugged him tightly. Then she got down on all fours and kissed the ground.








Chapter 4

Home Sweet Home




For a minute or two, the twins knelt in the sand, catching their breath, clearing their heads, and trying to comprehend what had just happened to them. Except for a few seagulls circling overhead, the beach was empty. Nobody had seen them land.

Finally, Coke looked up at the cliffs and marveled that he had jumped from such a great height and survived.

“I told you we should’ve taken the bus,” Pep said, panting.

“What fun would that have been?” Coke replied, cackling.

Pep unzipped her wingsuit and peeled it off. There was a Dumpster down the beach. She crumpled the suit and parachute into a big ball and stuffed them into the Dumpster. Coke did the same. The wingsuits probably cost somebody hundreds of dollars, but neither of the twins ever wanted to see those things again.

Together, Coke and Pep climbed the wooden steps leading off the beach to the main road. Looking around, they knew they were about a mile from home.

“How are we gonna tell Mom and Dad about this?” Pep asked.

“Are you crazy?” Coke replied. “We’re not gonna say a word to Mom or Dad. You know how they worry. They would never believe it, anyway.”

The twins hiked away from the beach, into the hills and along the narrow road until they approached Point Reyes Station. It’s a small town in the middle of a national park called Point Reyes National Seashore. Soon they could see their house. There was an RV parked in front with the words Cruise America painted on the side.

And there were two figures on the front lawn.

“They’re waiting for us,” Pep said, groaning.

And so they were. Dr. and Mrs. McDonald had been sitting there on lawn chairs for a while, fretting and looking up and down the street with binoculars. When they spotted the twins walking toward them, they jumped up to greet them.
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“You’re late!” Dr. McDonald hollered. “Why weren’t you on the school bus?”

“We decided to walk home,” Coke said, hoping that would end the discussion.

“Both of you are a mess!” Mrs. McDonald yelled. “What were you doing: wrestling on the beach? Is that any way to treat your school clothes?”

“We were worried sick,” Dr. McDonald went on. “We thought something terrible might have happened!”

The twins shot glances at each other. If they only knew.

“We’re sorry,” they said in unison.

It’s amazing how a simple, sincere apology will usually melt the hardest of hearts. At least temporarily. Dr. McDonald threw an arm around each of his children and pulled them close.

“Anything exciting happen today?” he asked.

The twins looked at each other again.

“Nah,” Coke said. “Same stuff, different day.”

“Tell us the truth,” their mother said. “Were you two in detention again?”

“No!” Coke replied indignantly. “Don’t be ridiculous! We just, uh ... jumped off the cliff and parachuted home.”

“Aha-ha-ha!” Dr. McDonald chortled. “I love you kids!”

“Five more minutes and we were going to call the police to report you as missing, you know,” Mrs. McDonald told them. “Where are your backpacks?”

Pep had no answer for that one. They had ditched their backpacks up on the cliff when that Mya lady gave them the wingsuits to wear. Pep looked at her brother, who was a much more skillful liar than she.

“We left ’em at school,” Coke said. “We’ll get them tomorrow. There was no homework.”

“You should have called home,” Mrs. McDonald said sternly. “Why do you think we got you cell phones?”

“We ... forgot,” Coke said.

When in doubt, “we forgot” can get you out of just about any mess you got yourself into. It may make you look like an airhead, but that’s better than admitting the real reason you did the dumb thing you did.

“You’d forget your heads if they weren’t screwed onto your necks,” Dr. McDonald said.

“Actually, Dad, our heads aren’t screwed on,” Coke replied. “They’re attached with tendons, ligaments, muscles, that sort of thing. If heads were screwed on, it would be a simple matter to do head transplants.”

Dr. McDonald shook his head: Kids!

He was the kind of man who was organized almost to the point of obsession. Everything in his office was tidy, efficient, labeled, and filed in alphabetical, chronological, or numerical order. He took pride in the fact that he could put his fingers on any piece of paper he needed within seconds. It was inconceivable to him why his children lacked this essential human trait. They must have inherited a scatterbrain gene from their mother, he assumed.

Mrs. McDonald prepared an early dinner while the twins showered and changed their clothes upstairs. Her husband’s professional life revolved around the serious study of American history, but her interests were different. Mrs. McDonald was the founder and only employee of Amazing but True, a web-based magazine devoted to odd facts and (some would argue) useless information.

Every day, almost a million people clicked on to the site to learn that, for instance, the total surface area of two human lungs would just about fill a tennis court. Or some other piece of trivia. Neither of the McDonald parents made a lot of money, but Mrs. McDonald’s income from Amazing but True was more than the salary Dr. McDonald earned teaching history at the university. Because of this, when tough family decisions needed to be made, it was usually Mrs. McDonald who called the shots.

She rang the little bell she kept in the kitchen, and the rest of the family charged down from the second floor. Spaghetti was on the table.

Any anger Mrs. McDonald had had about the children coming home late from school was gone. She heaped meatballs on everyone’s plates.

“Are you kids excited about our trip?” she asked after they had dug into the food. “We should be somewhere in the Midwest next week for your birthday, and you know we’ve got to get to Washington, D.C., by July Fourth for Aunt Judy’s wedding.”

In all the excitement, Coke and Pep had almost forgotten—in two days, after school let out for the summer, they would be leaving for a driving vacation that would take them nearly three thousand miles across the United States and then back.

“I can’t wait!” Pep gushed, with just a bit more enthusiasm than was necessary. In fact, she dreaded the trip. At home, there were new clothes that needed to be tried on, texts from her friends that needed to be replied to, videos and TV shows that needed to be watched, and web sites that needed to be surfed.

“It will be good for you kids to see Mount Rushmore, the great national parks, and the Lincoln Memorial,” said Dr. McDonald. “All those things you learn about in school but never see with your own eyes.”

“Oh, that reminds me!” Mrs. McDonald said. “You’ll never believe what I found out today. Do you know what they have in Cawker City, Kansas?”

“What?” everybody said.

“The largest ball of twine in the world!” Mrs. McDonald told the family. “Some guy spent years rolling twine in his garage to create this ball, and now it’s gigantic. We can go see it on our way east!”

Coke glanced over at Pep to see if she was giggling. Their mom always got excited when she heard about some new oddball place that she could put on Amazing but True. Pep avoided making eye contact with her brother, because she knew it would crack her up.

Dr. McDonald just rolled his eyes.

“It’s just a silly ball of twine, Bridge!” he said. (He had shortened Bridget to “Bridge” on their first date and had been calling his wife that ever since.)

“It’s not just any ball of twine, Ben,” Mrs. McDonald shot back. “It’s the biggest one in the world!”

“It’s twine!” Dr. McDonald argued, even though he knew from experience that arguing with his wife was a waste of time. “It’s not the bloody Grand Canyon. It’s not Mount Everest. It’s a ball of string!”

“I must see it with my own eyes,” she replied simply.

And that was the end of the discussion. Dr. McDonald shook his head. One of the things that attracted him to his wife in the first place was their mutual interest in history. Only later did he realize that she was interested in the history of nonsense. Weird places. Meaningless facts. Strange people. Enormous balls of twine.

Coke knew about the ball of twine in Kansas. In second grade, he had read about it in Weekly Reader. He remembered that it was almost nine tons!

I should probably mention here that, in fact, Coke McDonald remembered just about everything he had ever seen or experienced. The school psychologist tested him and told Coke he had an eidetic, or photographic, memory. In his mind, he could “see” just about any image he had ever seen with his eyes. In second grade, Coke had memorized the periodic table of elements, all the way to lawrencium. And he did it without trying.

“Okay, okay, we’ll go see the silly ball of twine, if that will make you happy,” Dr. McDonald said grumpily.

Coke had a theory to explain grown-ups, as he did for most things in life. In his view, babies are born with a specific number of brain cells, which waste away and die off as people get older. So by the time they reach thirty—and certainly by the time they reach forty—most of their brain cells are gone. This explains why grown-ups do and say the things they do.

To back up his theory, in third grade Coke did a school research project involving music. He made a list of the greatest composers in history, from Beethoven to the Beatles. Then he tracked when they wrote their best music.

Irving Berlin wrote his first hit song—“Alexander’s Ragtime Band”—when he was just twenty-three years old. The Beatles made Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, their most innovative album, when John Lennon was twenty-seven and Paul McCartney was twenty-five. Beethoven started going deaf at thirty-one. Mozart was composing minuets at age five and was dead at thirty-five.

Almost as a rule, composers created their finest work in their twenties. There was a severe drop after the age of thirty. This, to Coke, was proof that the human brain deteriorates by the time people become parents. Which explains why parents are so weird. They’re essentially operating with an empty skull filled with dead brain cells.

The spaghetti hit the spot. The rest of the dinner conversation was all about the cross-country trip. They would be heading out in two days, after the last day of school.

It was Dr. McDonald’s view that all Americans should travel cross-country at least once in their lives.

“You can’t see America by flying over it,” he told the family. “You’ve got to hit the open road, breathe in the fresh air, explore the country like the pioneers did. We’ll be like a modern-day Lewis and Clark expedition.”

“Did Lewis and Clark have an RV?” asked Coke, smirking.

“Maybe we’ll be like a modern-day Donner Party,” Pep remarked.

“Very funny,” said Mrs. McDonald.

The Donner Party consisted of a group of families from Illinois who tried to get to California in 1846. They got caught in early winter snowstorms, ran out of food, and were forced to resort to cannibalism to survive. Pep found the Donner Party fascinating.

“If we had to eat one of us,” she said as she held up a meatball with her fork, “which one of us would you eat?”

“I’d eat Dad,” Coke replied. “He weighs the most, so he’s got the most meat on him.”

“But it’s mostly fat,” Pep countered. “Mom would be more tender.”

“Are you calling me fat?” asked Dr. McDonald.

“That’s sick,” Mrs. McDonald said. “No Donner Party talk over dinner.”

The dishes were cleared away and the table sponged off. Dr. and Mrs. McDonald went upstairs to begin packing for the trip, leaving the twins to load the dishwasher.

“Remember that lady in the red suit we met at the top of the cliff?” Pep asked her brother.

“Yeah,” Coke recalled. “Her name was Mya,”

“Do you think she’s ... dead?”

Both twins shuddered at the thought.

“Maybe,” Coke said. “I remember what she said right after that dart hit her on the neck—T-G-F.”

“Oh yeah. What do you think that means?”

“Thank God it’s Friday?” Coke guessed.

“Today is Thursday,” Pep told him. “It has to mean something else.”

“Beats me,” he replied. “It’s probably nothing. Those bowler dudes in the golf carts probably weren’t even after us. Maybe they were trying to get somebody else.”

Pep added detergent to the dishwasher and turned it on.

“Y’know,” she told her brother, “I don’t really want to go cross-country, but now I think this is a good time for us to go on a long trip.”

“Why?”

“Because I have the feeling that somebody out there is trying to kill us.”








Chapter 5

Dr. Herman Warsaw and The Genius Files




Somebody certainly was trying to kill the McDonald twins. And this somebody would prove to be amazingly persistent.

We need to rewind the story a bit here. Back to September 11, 2001. A century from now when kids learn about American history in school, it will probably be divided into everything that happened before 9/11 and everything that happened after 9/11.

It was on that tragic day that Dr. Herman Warsaw decided to take a cigarette break. This decision would change his life. In fact, this decision would ultimately change a lot of lives.

Born in Poland, Dr. Warsaw was a brilliant man, and one whose brain examined the world differently from the rest of us. As an amateur inventor, he had made a small fortune creating a GPS that people could have implanted under the skin of their dog or cat so that if the pet ran away, it could be tracked down easily.

With the royalties he earned from his invention, Dr. Warsaw didn’t have to work for the rest of his life. But he offered his services as a consultant for one dollar a year at the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. America had been good to him. He wanted to give something back.

Dr. Warsaw was an odd-looking sort. He was young at the time—barely thirty—but he had the look of an old man. He wore baggy brown suits and a fedora as if he had stepped out of a 1940s gangster movie. He was rail thin and slightly bent over. He had the squinty-eyed look of a man who spent too much of his short life staring at computer screens instead of interacting with people in the real world.

Smoking two packs of cigarettes a day didn’t help any. Oh, Dr. Warsaw had tried to quit. Lots of times. He tried hypnosis and acupuncture and patches and gums and just about every over-the-counter cure-all on the market. But nothing worked. He had to have a cigarette in his hand at all times, even if he wasn’t smoking it.

Lucky for him. It was the pull of that addiction that made Dr. Warsaw step out of his Pentagon office at 9:38 a.m. on September 11, take the elevator down from the third floor, and walk outside into the parking lot for a quick smoke.

He had just flicked his Bic when the horrible roar of jet engines caused him to jerk his head upward. That sound was way too close. Planes weren’t permitted to fly anywhere near the airspace above the Pentagon, the Capitol, the White House, or any top-level government building in Washington. But there it was, a plane diving out of the sky and heading toward him.

One second later, American Airlines Flight 77 from Washington Dulles Airport—a Boeing 757—clipped a light pole at 350 miles per hour and slammed into the Pentagon less than fifty yards from where he was standing.

He covered his eyes to shield them from the light and heat. It was terrifying. The plane hit the building with such force that it was literally swallowed up by the Pentagon itself. It entered so cleanly that for years afterward conspiracy theorists were claiming that no plane had even struck the building. They said it had to be an inside job: the government must have purposely set off a bomb.

But Dr. Warsaw knew what happened, because he saw it with his own eyes. The nose of the plane tore right through his office. If he had been sitting at his desk at that moment, he would have been dead instantly.

A huge fireball erupted, and the Pentagon was in flames. One hundred and twenty-six people in the building died that day, plus sixty-four people on the plane. Less than an hour earlier, two planes had hit the World Trade Center towers in New York City. If there were still any doubts that America was under attack, they were gone. In a few short minutes, history would have to be rewritten.

Dr. Warsaw sank to his knees involuntarily and looked at the cigarette in his hand. His life had been spared. It was at that moment that he made a firm commitment to devote the rest of it to his country.

As the sirens began to wail and the fire trucks pulled up outside the Pentagon, an idea flashed through Dr. Warsaw’s brain. It was fleeting, one of those ideas that could have been lost in a moment if he had been distracted. But it was an idea that would change the world.

Dr. Warsaw pulled out the little digital recorder he kept in his pocket just for odd moments like this when inspiration struck. As smoke and flame spewed out of the ruins of the Pentagon, he pushed the RECORD button and started to make some quick, clipped, verbal notes. ...

“... nation under attack ... multiple problems ... nation divided ... unsolvable ... no agreement ... society overwhelmed with complexity ... cannot see forest for trees ... older generation inflexible, stagnant ... kids are moldable ... figure out solutions ... start over ... geniuses ... standardized test scores ... find them ...”

These ramblings would have sounded like gibberish to anyone who happened to be listening. But later, Dr. Warsaw would sit down and synthesize his shorthand audio notes into a 434-page manifesto titled “The Only Way Out: The Simple Solution to America’s Most Pressing Problems of the 21st Century.”

No, you can’t find it at Barnes & Noble. Don’t bother looking it up on Amazon.com. “The Only Way Out” was a top secret document that was written for, and distributed to, a very small group of government officials.

It would come to be known around Washington as The Genius Files.

It would be impossible to reproduce Dr. Warsaw’s entire document here. It would also bore you to tears if you had to read it word for word. But here’s the summary on the final page ...




In conclusion, civilization in the early 21st century is facing multiple serious problems. We’ve got international terrorism, global climate change, economic meltdown, dependence on unstable oil supplies, a failing education system, senseless wars, loose nukes, insane dictators, drugs, hunger, obesity, cancer, dwindling water and oil supplies, poverty, unemployment, racism, and overpopulation.

Our nation is divided, making these problems seem insolvable. Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives, young and old, North and South, rich and poor can’t agree on anything. And that’s not even taking into account the various races, ethnic groups, and religions, each with their own worldview and self-interest.

Nothing ever seems to get done to solve these problems. Our society is overwhelmed by the complexity of our situation. The problems are simply too complicated and entrenched for the current generation of leaders. They’re paralyzed.

It is time to start over. With children.





In Dr. Warsaw’s view, the grown-ups of the world were too set in their ways to change and solve the complex problems they created. The only way to solve the problems would be for the United States government to seek out the smartest young people in the country and enlist them as problem solvers.

“Sometimes you can’t fix things,” he liked to say. “You have to replace them.”

In other words, America would have to start over from scratch with young geniuses. And these geniuses needed to be identified from the earliest age possible in order to cultivate and use their skills over the long term.

How? It would be simple, really. In fact, the mechanism was already in place: the standardized tests routinely given each year to every American child in public school. All that was needed was to pick out the best and the brightest and recruit them to solve the nation’s problems.

As you might expect, this revolutionary idea was met with skepticism by the powers that be in Washington. Expecting kids to accomplish what the smartest adult minds in the world could not seemed outrageous to many. Some adults were, frankly, threatened by the idea. It would take a few years and a change in presidents for Dr. Warsaw’s plan to get approval and funding. It appeared as a tiny earmark in the economic stimulus package that was signed into law in early 2009. And when the disgruntled senators were finished bickering over it, the funding was sliced in half.

But finally, in the spring of 2009, after every child in America had been tested and retested during the school year, a very select group of children were chosen to be the first group of YAGs: Young American Geniuses.

Proud parents all over the country received letters in the mail informing them that their children were among the smartest children in America. These special kids were more than simply “gifted and talented.” They would be enrolled in special advanced placement classes and enriched extracurricular activities the next school year. They would be put on the fast track to eventual college scholarships. They were touted as the leaders of tomorrow.

What the parents were not told was that their children were being secretly recruited to carry out some of the government’s most important—and dangerous—missions. Their kids would be like unmanned drones, assigned to solve the problems that could not be solved by adults.

These children were guinea pigs, and they came from all over the country. Small towns and big cities. White kids, black kids. It was like the old Armour hot dog jingle: “Big kids, little kids, kids who climb on rocks. Fat kids, skinny kids, even kids with chicken pox.”

Kids like Coke and Pep McDonald.








Chapter 6

Detention




The McDonald twins didn’t know they had been selected to be part of a special program for gifted and talented students. A letter informing their parents of that fact had arrived at their house two months earlier, back in April. But unfortunately, Dr. McDonald assumed the letter was just another school fund-raiser and threw it in the trash without opening the envelope.

Now it was June 18, the last day of school, and nobody was paying attention in class. How could you? West Marin Middle School was air-conditioned; but for some mysterious reason, in June, the temperature in half of the classrooms was up over ninety degrees and in the other half you felt as if you were going to school in an igloo.

Early that morning when the teachers arrived at school, one of them found two backpacks labeled MCDONALD leaning against the front door. These were the backpacks that Coke and Pep had abandoned at the top of the cliff the day before. There was no note, no explanation of who had dropped them off. They were returned to the twins during homeroom.

“Later,” Jimmy Erdman said to Coke in the hallway after sixth period.

Jimmy Erdman was not part of the YAG program. He wasn’t gifted or talented. Far from it. He was barely passing. Jimmy and Coke didn’t have a whole lot in common. Jimmy had no interest in books, learning, science, or anything that involved too much thinking. He had little intellectual curiosity. But the two had known each other since first grade.
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Most people tend to drift away from their childhood pals as they develop new interests and new friends. But Coke and Jimmy never did. There was a comfort level there. It’s easy to trust somebody you’ve known all your life.

“Later,” Coke replied, and headed down the hall to the health room.

The health teacher, Mrs. Audrey Higgins, had that look on her face. It was the look that said she hated her job, she hated her life, and she hated the kids she had to teach. And they hated her right back.

“Today we’re going to learn how to brush our teeth, correctly,” Mrs. Higgins informed the class.

Coke groaned, and Mrs. Higgins probably heard it. He found it inconceivable that sixth graders had to be taught how to brush their teeth or that precious class time would be wasted on something so commonsensical. He looked around to see if anybody else in the class saw the ridiculousness of it all. They just stared back at him blankly. Zombies.

Mrs. Higgins was a tall woman with short hair. She squirted a dollop of hand sanitizer, which she always kept on her desk, and rubbed the stuff into her palms. Then she picked up a toothbrush.

“Grasp the handle firmly,” Mrs. Higgins told the class, “and always brush up and down. Never side to side.”

Coke had no real problem with Mrs. Higgins’s tooth-brushing technique. But he did have an interest in busting chops, especially when it came to grown-ups.

“What’s wrong with brushing from side to side, Mrs. Higgins?” he asked politely.

Mrs. Higgins stopped for a moment to look at Coke. She was used to kids like him: bored, supersmart know-it-alls who amused themselves by asking dumb questions.

“If you brush from side to side,” she explained slowly, as if he was developmentally challenged, “your teeth will grow in crooked. That should be self-evident, Mr. McDonald.”

It also should have been the end of the discussion, but Coke couldn’t let it drop.

“Why would they grow in crooked?” Coke asked. “If you put an equal amount of pressure on the teeth as you brush to the left and an equal amount of pressure as you brush to the right, the pressure on both sides would be equal; and the teeth would have no reason to grow in anything but straight. Unless, of course, you’re claiming that Newton’s third law of motion is incorrect. That is, for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.”

A few of the boys in the back snickered. They had no idea what Coke was talking about, but they could tell he was giving Mrs. Higgins a hard time. She looked at Coke wearily. She’d had enough of him and his attention-getting devices.

“That’s detention for you, McDonald.”

“What?” Coke shouted. “What did I do? You’re gonna give me detention because I questioned you about how to brush teeth? Are you kidding me? It’s the last day of school! I was just exercising my freedom of speech.”

“Your freedom of speech ends at my ears,” Mrs. Higgins said.

“This is child abuse; that’s what it is!”

She ignored him. The bell rang, and everybody pushed through the front door chanting the chorus of Alice Cooper’s “School’s Out.” Coke trudged to the detention room.

It was a depressing, windowless room in the basement of the school. On the whiteboard, somebody had scrawled: PAY ATTENTION AND AVOID DETENTION. Coke was surprised to see one other student in the room, sitting in the second row: his sister.

“What are you in for?” she asked Coke. “Armed robbery?”

“I questioned the philosophy behind Mrs. Higgins’s tooth-brushing technique,” he replied. “And you?”

“Chewing gum,” Pep said.

“Nice move,” Coke said. “Got a piece for me?”

Pep opened her mouth to show him the only piece of gum she had.

It just might be a long afternoon. Coke took a seat and opened his dog-eared copy of The Catcher in the Rye. He hadn’t read a children’s book since first grade when he decided they were too easy.

“This is totally unfair,” Pep complained. “What kind of teacher gives detention on the last day of school? We’re probably the only ones left in the whole building. Everybody else is gone for the summer.”

A minute later, Mrs. Higgins came into the room. She was wearing white gloves. All the West Marin Middle School kids knew that Mrs. Higgins was germ phobic and obsessive-compulsive about personal hygiene. That was probably why she became a health teacher in the first place. When she was feeling particularly paranoid, Mrs. Higgins would put on her gloves. Kids would make fun of her behind her back.

When she saw Pep and Coke sitting there, she smirked. Coke refused to give her the satisfaction of eye contact.

“How long will this be?” Pep asked Mrs. Higgins.

“As long as it takes,” the teacher replied.

Pep slumped in her seat and looked at the door. It was wooden, with a thin sliver of window in it just a few inches wide. The school janitor, Mr. Rochford, walked by pushing a broom. He glanced inside as he passed.

Mr. Rochford was a creepy-looking, extremely obese man with a big, bushy beard and mustache. As far as the students knew, he had never said a word to anybody, which led to all sorts of speculations and rumors about him. Some said he was ashamed because he couldn’t speak English. Others insisted he was a deaf mute. The conspiracy crowd claimed he had his tongue ripped while serving time in a Bolivian prison. Everybody called him Bones because he was so fat.

Her cell phone rang, and Mrs. Higgins rushed to open her pocketbook. She said hello on the third ring, but the call was dropped.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I’ll be back.”

Mrs. Higgins went out into the hallway. The door closed behind her.

Coke thought briefly about just picking up and walking out of there. What could Mrs. Higgins do, suspend him? It was the last day of school.
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But then the lock on the door clicked. There was no escape.

“What do you think janitors do over the summer?” Pep asked her brother. She had a way of caring about people in whom most other kids couldn’t be less interested. “How do they support themselves?”

“Bones is probably a part-time brain surgeon,” Coke said. “Sweeping the floor and cleaning up kids’ puke is his hobby.”

“Funny,” his sister commented.

“Actually, I think he might be retarded,” said Coke.

“You’re not supposed to say retarded,” Pep told her brother. “You’re supposed to say mentally challenged.”

“Whatever.”

Coke went back to The Catcher in the Rye. He didn’t feel like debating the point.

“Do you think Bones could have been one of those guys who tried to kill us yesterday?” Pep asked.

Coke looked up from his book and thought for a moment. His brain was stuffed with so much data, he had nearly forgotten that twenty-four hours earlier he and his sister had jumped off a cliff after being chased by lunatics in golf carts wearing bowler hats and armed with blowguns. A photographic memory only goes so far.

“That’s ridiculous,” Coke said, looking back down at his book. “Janitors don’t kill people.”

“Do you smell smoke?” Pep suddenly asked.

“No,” Coke replied, clearly annoyed with his sister. “Don’t you have a book or something to read?”

“I smell something,” Pep insisted.

“You’re having an olfactory hallucination.”

“Women have a stronger sense of smell than men do, y’know,” Pep told him.

Coke knew it was true. In third grade, he’d done a science project in which he had males and females sniff various substances to determine which gender was more sensitive to smell. The girls won easily. The project was written up in the local paper and even mentioned in a national science magazine.

“So maybe the school will burn down, and we can get out of here,” Coke remarked.

“You shouldn’t even joke about things like that.”

A few minutes passed, and Coke suddenly looked up from his book.

“Something’s burning!” he said, alarmed.

“I told you I smelled smoke!” Pep replied.

They jumped up and saw puffs of smoke coming out of the vent in the back of the room.

“We gotta get outta here!” Coke said.

“Where’s Mrs. Higgins?” Pep asked.

“Who cares about her?” Coke said with a snort. “Let’s worry about us.”

“She’s the only one who can open the door for us!” said Pep. She ran to the door and turned the knob. The door was locked. Coke tried to yank it open. Nothing. The door was made of thick wood. It
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