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Climate change is not an abstract problem, nor is it a distant one. It affects every generation, every economy, and every future. The ideas in this book are meant to be read, discussed, and passed on freely.

If you believe these ideas matter, please help spread them.

I chose to make this e-book freely available to remove barriers to understanding one of the defining challenges of our time — and because I care deeply about the world my grandchildren — and yours — will grow up in.

The story follows a sixteen-year-old girl in a California desert town who decides that if the adults won't act, the children will. It is pure fiction. But it comes from the belief that we all have a role in helping to save the planet.

If you feel so inclined, one of the most meaningful things you can do is share this novel with someone else, helping the ideas within it to reach farther than they otherwise might.

— Rick McManus
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A Hurricane in the Desert

Athena tossed her long, blonde hair with one hand and raised the other to get the teacher’s attention. She shrank back only slightly when Mrs. Smith glared at her.

“What?” Mrs. Smith, her face drenched in sweat, said, now sounding exasperated.

“I need to see it up close,” Athena said firmly, sitting straight up, her fear of her teacher having been replaced by a deep curiosity about what was happening outside.

The storm struck with an unrelenting fury in the small desert town where it never rained.

“No,” the teacher snapped, almost losing her temper. “You stay with the group and get down.”

From the back of the classroom, Athena, who was tall, attractive, and fairly slender, stiffened in her chair and stared up at her high school teacher. Although she wasn’t surprised by what was going on, she was scared that it was happening now, and she knew her world would never be the same again. Shooting a glance over at the girl sitting next to her, she saw that her best friend, Mary, who was pretty and slender though slightly shorter than Athena, seemed unaware of anything but the phone on her lap.

Moving about the classroom, Mrs. Smith continued shouting orders at frightened students who were getting down onto the floor much too slowly for her. Windows rattled, and then one broke, and a torrent of rain poured inside, which made everyone scream.

“Everybody, get up and follow me to the storage room,” she commanded, and the drenched students rose much faster than they had lowered themselves into crouching positions next to their desks and scurried after her to a windowless room down the hall. After everyone had rushed into this dark place and Mrs. Smith said it would be safe, the teacher banged the door shut and stood in front of it as if to block anyone who might dare think about escaping into the hallway. Making a quick head count, she then looked around anxiously.

“Where’s Athena? Does anybody know?” she barked as she scowled at the student standing nearest to her, who looked down in as much fear of the menacing, heavy-set teacher in front of her as she was of the pounding of the storm on the building.

“Everyone, get down on the floor,” Mrs. Smith shouted. A heavy-set woman with dark hair and deep, penetrating brown eyes, she was every bit a drill sergeant in the classroom, yet her words were nearly drowned out by the rain pelting the roof and the wind roaring around the building like a runaway freight train. Most students obeyed her without question. But some did not.

“I want to go home,” a girl in front wailed in a frightened voice as she grabbed her backpack, clutched it tightly in her arms, and froze where she was sitting.

“No. You must shelter in place,” Mrs. Smith shouted, her voice betraying just a tinge of uncertainty about what was happening and what she had to do to keep everyone safe.

“She’s outside,” Mary, who was standing near a shelf of paper supplies, said in a matter-of-fact tone, as she looked up from her phone and ran a hand through her short brown hair.

“When she left, I was like, ‘What are you doing?’ and she goes, ‘I have to film the monster.’ And I go, ‘Whatever’.”

“What?” Mrs. Smith shouted, sounding incredulous.

“Like that’s what she said,” Mary replied, looking at her with unblinking eyes and then focusing on her phone again.

“That’s not allowed,” Mrs. Smith yelled, looking angrily at Mary. She then turned, opened the door, slammed it behind her, and ran down the hall to the front door, which she opened with some difficulty against the heavy rain. Seeing Athena outside with her iPhone under the brick overhang that usually shielded the English department entrance from the hot desert sun, Mrs. Smith reached a strong arm out, grabbed onto Athena’s shoulder and dragged her disobedient student back inside and then down the hall to the storeroom. Pushing her inside, Mrs. Smith slammed the door, as everyone inside felt the storm beating the building like a giant with a sledgehammer intent on smashing it to pieces. Outside, the wind howled fiercely, and from the storeroom Athena could hear the rain intensifying to the point where the building began shaking so much it seemed as if it could actually collapse on their heads. 

Dodging paper supplies falling off shelves around them and listening to the horrifying squealing and screeching noises outside, some students sobbed while others tried to talk loud enough to convey their fears to their neighbors. Time passed, and then everyone stood quietly and listened intently, as they all became aware that they no longer could hear the storm outside. Mrs. Smith, squinting her eyes, also listened carefully.

“It’s over. Hallelujah,” Mary exclaimed, smiling at everyone around her and grabbing Athena’s arm to give it a squeeze. “Like what was up with you going outside?”

“I had to do it,” Athena replied, reaching over to give her friend a quick hug.

Mary grinned at her. “So how often do we get to hang out in the storeroom with the whole gang?”

Athena gave her a nervous smile in return. “I hope this isn’t a new trend,” she said, and then she strained to hear a newscast that someone had on speaker on their phone. The local news reporter was saying that the storm was over, which was now quite obvious to the students in the storeroom. It had stayed above them for less than an hour. 

Peering out the window after she and everyone else returned to the classroom, Athena was relieved to see that the sun was coming out again, and everything seemed pretty much back to normal at Central Union High School, where she had been a student during the past three years. 

Classes were cancelled for the rest of the day, so Athena said goodbye to Mary and got in her car, an old grey Buick with dents in the driver’s door and a piece of cardboard taped into the place where the window had been on the passenger’s side and started driving along rain-soaked roads in the direction of her family’s home, a farmhouse on the outskirts of El Centro, the small city of her birth, located in the southeastern part of California. 

Suddenly terror gripped her as she thought about her parents and two younger sisters, ten-year -old twins, and she wondered how they had come through what she had just experienced. She prayed that they were all okay. The next thing she knew, she got a call from her mother on her cellphone, which confirmed that her sisters had stayed home that day, they had all been inside, no windows had broken, and there had been no damage to their home. Athena sighed in relief and loosened just a bit her tight grip on the steering wheel, as she maneuvered around puddles and then plowed through flooded streets, sending water up and then cascading down on top of her car.

As she got closer, it struck her as it always did that the façade of the farmhouse looked like a larger, two-story version of her grandfather's house in town. The farmhouse had white clapboard siding, modest-sized windows, a flat roofline, and a tall red brick chimney. She saw a wisp of gray curling up from it. From a half mile away, it looked like a sturdy white sentinel with a smoking brick weapon guarding the lush green lettuce fields that surrounded it. She had always liked driving in the country and seeing the fields of various shades of green dotted with sparse clumps of tall eucalyptus trees on the sides of the irrigation canals. 

All of a sudden, she skidded to a stop just outside the city, sending a torrent of water onto her windshield. Quickly making a U-turn, she headed back into town. The thought had struck her that she had to check on her grandfather, who lived alone in El Centro. She knew he could take care of himself. He always had. But this fierce storm had been something no one in this desert area of California near the Mexican border had ever gone through before. In his many years here, her grandfather had raised his daughter – her mother – and had faced the intense summer heat year after year without any difficulty. But he hadn’t faced anything like this, Athena was sure of it, and she wanted to be certain he was all right.

Her long blonde hair still wet and dripping from the storm, she was amazed at how fast the weather could change back to the sunshine she had enjoyed all her life until recently. She had just turned sixteen, and things didn’t seem normal to her anymore. While all of her friends thought and talked about the usual things kids her age thought and talked about, she was different. She knew it, but she didn’t care what anyone said to her. She was deeply concerned about what climate change caused by global warming was doing to the planet. She had learned a lot about this subject from her grandfather, who had studied global warming for years and had always told her with that serious look of his that something had to be done before it was too late.

When she pulled up in front of her grandfather’s white clapboard house on a narrow street in town, Athena stared out her water-splashed windshield in dismay. To her horror, she saw that a large section of the roof had fallen in. An ambulance with red lights flashing was out in front, and a policeman standing on the side of the street hurried up to her car and knocked on her window to get her to roll it down. He told her it looked like the occupant of the house had been a casualty of the storm. He also told her she couldn’t be there. Athena shrieked, put her head down on the steering wheel, and sobbed as the policeman walked away. Then, she pulled herself together enough to begin driving slowly out to her family’s home. Pulling up the circular gravel driveway, her mother, Rose, her father, Frank, and her two sisters, Claire and Jenny, emerged silently from the house, and when she got out of her car, they put their arms around her without saying a word to her. From the look on their faces, she knew they had already found out about what had happened to her mother’s father.

Days later, in the quiet of her room, Athena thought about her grandfather and what he had meant to her. It had been very difficult attending his funeral, and she was grateful that it was over. Mary was on her phone, sitting cross-legged at the foot of Athena’s bed, arguing with someone on the other end of the line. Athena, leaning against a pillow in her always tidy bedroom, wondered why Mary didn’t get it. Athena and her grandfather had always become anxious when they saw dark storm clouds gathering, which used to be a rare sight in the sky over El Centro. And she knew they might have been the only ones. Her grandfather had been unable to get anyone to share their concerns. It wasn’t just Mary who was skeptical. Not many people in this community had ever listened to him or anyone else who spoke up about the threat to the planet and humanity from global warming. Taking a well-worn book filled with colorful bookmarks that were all numbered from her packed bookshelf, she re-read a section from his global warming novel called Empty Earth. She opened it to the first bookmark. It was a letter from a fictional grandfather to the mother of the heroine, who was struggling to survive in a world of the not-too-distant future that had been nearly destroyed by climate change. Although she wanted to read this section to Mary, she was still on her phone, so she read it to herself, thinking about every word as she went along.


The real problem is the political posturing on both sides of the debate, which blocks all action. But it shouldn’t be a debate over who’s right and who’s wrong. It’s a question of survival on this planet, and no one is thinking about that. Evelyn, Eva is my only grandchild. I want her to feel the joy of having children, watching them play in the sun, and taking them on adventures as I have with her. I hope that you and Peter will continue to have a beautiful world in the future. But who knows what will happen? You know how much I love all of you. I want you to enjoy the world the way it should be, the way I enjoyed it.” 


When Mary hung up, Athena set her book down and turned to her. “Do you know what my grandfather always said?”

“Haven’t you already told me,” Mary said, shooting her an annoyed look, “like a million times?” 

Not paying attention to her friend’s remark, Athena focused her big blue eyes on her friend and mentioned, as if for the first time, how her grandfather had always told her that everyone must join together to save our beautiful, precious earth for our children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. 

For a long time, Athena had thought that one of these days, she would be able to get through to Mary, who had been her best friend since childhood. That was very important to her. If she could get just one person to agree with her, especially Mary, she would consider it a major victory, and then she could go out and get someone else on board, and then perhaps someone after that. Who knew where it could go from there, she thought, as she gazed deeply into her friend’s brown eyes that stared back at her beneath furrowed brows. “I want you to understand,” Athena said with a pleading voice.

“Can’t you give it a rest so we can just hang out?”

“It’s too important to give it a rest,” Athena said, raising her voice, feeling hurt that she couldn’t get through to her friend after all this time. “I’ve got to get the word out, and you’re the only one who will sort of kind of listen to me,” she added, hanging her head and pouting her lips. All she could think about was what her grandfather had told her and the fact that neither of them could get anyone else stirred up as much as they were stirred up about what they saw as an approaching calamity that had to be dealt with before it became a fatal reality. With her head still downcast, Athena closed her eyes and thought about all the time she and Mary had hung out together over many years. They liked the same things, wore clothes that often matched, such as the blue jeans and lavender tee shirts they both were wearing now, and usually agreed on most topics except climate change, a subject on which they were as far apart as two people who genuinely liked each other could be.

“Like nature is going to do what nature is going to do, and we’re stuck with the results, good or bad,” Mary muttered, opening her eyes wide and staring at Athena, who opened her eyes just as wide and met her stare until Mary blinked and looked away. One thing for sure about both of them was that they liked to debate, and climate change was right up there at the top. 

Athena sighed, trying to come up with an argument that could get a positive response. “I think it’s up to us to help nature help us,” she said. “In my grandfather’s novel, he imagined that climate change had led to unending hurricanes, tornadoes, and wildfires that destroyed almost everything and everybody. Ergo, the scary title. And what we went through at school the other day was really scary too and should be a warning to all of us.” She paused for dramatic effect; her arms stretched high over her head. “Don’t you agree?” she added in a low voice, smiling sweetly.

“No, I don’t. Like it was just a bad storm,” Mary said, frowning. “And even if global warming were true, there’s nothing we can do, so let’s not totally freak out about it. We’re young and have our whole lives ahead of us. Let’s just enjoy ourselves and not think about bad things that probably won’t happen anyway.” 

Athena looked dismayed at what Mary said. “According to his book, most people were either killed by the violent storms or just gave up. Like everybody else, his main characters had to struggle to find food and shelter every day. But,” she said, smiling again, “unlike a lot of people, they had the will to survive, and they had the right attitude.”

“Like what’s attitude got to do with it?” Mary gave her a puzzled look and then focused on a game on her phone she had started playing after ending her phone conversation.

“What I mean is, they were grateful for every bit of good they found as they went along a broken road to get where they were determined to go. They kept their spirits high and didn’t give up like a lot of other people did in the destroyed world of the future.” Athena paused and stared at her friend. “The point is,” she continued, “nature had tossed them out of their beautiful world like the first people on earth had been tossed out of the real Garden...”

“Like that’s an allegory, you know,” Mary interrupted again, not taking her eyes off the game on her phone she had picked up to resume playing while Athena was reading. 

Seeing that Mary had turned away from her, Athena stared at the back of her head. “Allegory or not, we’re about to get tossed out of our real Garden of Eden.”

“You call this world a Garden of Eden?” Mary sputtered, turning around and looking up at her friend, who didn’t like staring at a phone as much as she did.

“Yes, it’s been a beautiful world,” Athena replied and then started reading again.


“This is the way the world used to be,” Eva said. Storms were followed by good weather. Life had been normal on this beautiful planet. We all assumed we’d get to enjoy it throughout our lives.

“And our children, too,” Adam added darkly. That world is gone, Eva. And it’s not coming back.”


Athena put the book down and looked seriously at her friend. "Mary," she said quietly. "They’re looking back at us. Eva and Adam. They’re wondering why we didn’t do anything while we still could."

"You really believe that, don’t you?" Mary said.

"I do," Athena said.

“My dad says, more CO2 in the atmosphere will actually be good for everyone,” Mary said matter-of-factly, looking back down at something flashing on the device in her hand.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Athena sputtered. She couldn’t understand why none of her arguments had made any impression on her friend and didn’t shake her even a little bit off the massive rock of global warming denial she was firmly attached to with both arms and legs. She continued reading:


“It’s hard to understand why all countries didn’t go into emergency mode back then,” Eva replied. They were focused on their economies when they should have been paying attention to this. Economies can be fixed. The warming is a different story, though.


“I agree with my dad, and I don’t accept any of this global warming stuff,” Mary said and then squealed in delight at something she had done in the game she was playing.

“I wish with all my heart you were right, Mary,” Athena said, sighing. She then picked up her phone and joined Mary’s world without another word. Some arguments weren’t worth finishing.

That night before going to sleep, Athena turned to another bookmark near the front of her grandfather’s book. Each time she thought about it, Athena felt that Eva’s story was her own. Both she and Eva were confronting something that threatened the entire world and everyone in it. In this story about the not-so-distant future, Adam, an Englishman, and Eva, who was from San Diego, had escaped from a government enclosure in the Arctic. It had been at Eva’s insistence that they leave their safe but mind-numbing life as prisoners of the government. They and a lot of other young people had been forced to go there to do menial tasks while climate scientists tried to fix the out-of-control weather that was devastating the whole world. Outside the enclosure, Adam and Eva headed through the Canadian wilderness in the direction of the United States. With a furrowed brow, Athena stared at the page of her grandfather’s book. She could almost feel as though she was travelling step by step alongside Adam and Eva.


After slogging over the tundra for a couple of hours, Eva was exhausted and had to stop. She felt blisters forming on her heels and the tops of her toes. Adam was walking easily, apparently having better boots because his feet weren’t bothering him. Looking up, she saw something green ahead, and she turned to Adam. “Green plants!” With a burst of energy, she kept pace with Adam as they dashed toward what had greeted their eyes. She wondered what they were. At least they could be good to wrap her feet in and help her blisters from being rubbed so much by her boots. “I’ll get out my book about plants,” she said. As soon as she opened it, the two got into a debate about what type of plant it was, and both finally settled on Arctic willow.

“Is it poisonous? Adam asked.

“It says no,” Eva said.

“Well then, let’s indulge in an Arctic willow snack.” Adam pursed his lips, and the two began to eat some of the leaves.

“Not bad, if you like bitter,” Eva said.

“Let’s take some with us...just in case,” Adam said, as Eva sat down and began wrapping her feet with some of the larger leaves while Adam packed some away for them to eat later. 

Off they went again. As they tramped along in the mud through brown foliage, Adam was quiet. Eva glanced at him and saw his furrowed brow. “What are you thinking about, Adam?”

“I can’t live on leaves alone, you know.”

“I know. Still, they’re better than nothing. At least we have plenty of drinking water.” She opened her mouth and caught so much rain in her mouth that it almost choked her. “A little primitive,” she said, coughing to clear her throat, but there’s no way we’re going to die of thirst out here.”

“We’ll drown before that happens,” Adam replied, twisting his mouth and raising his eyebrows. 

Finding no cave to sleep in, they lay down on the cold ground. There was only the protection of a few tall trees overhead, and the rain kept trickling down on them all night, plopping on their faces. It was hard to sleep, and they likely would have frozen if not for each other’s body heat. Although at times it didn’t feel like it’d ever arrive, morning finally did come, and they continued heading south.

“We’re on our adventure,” Eva said, smiling. She was grateful for every bit of progress they made against steep odds. Day by day, they got into a routine – rising as soon as they awoke, checking the state of blisters on their feet, searching themselves for ticks, tying up rips in their clothing as well as they could, and eating a portion of the preceding day’s scavenging. They ate anything they found that could be considered even slightly edible, they were so desperately hungry. This would sometimes include lizards and bugs to supplement the plants they found. 

With so little to sustain them, they were rapidly losing weight, and their clothing hung loosely on bodies that were getting scrawnier day by day. 

One morning, they discovered a crumbling village of Inuit huts but didn’t see any people or animals. Slowly, they approached a tilting hut on the side of a muddy street. The door was unlocked, and the hinge squeaked as they cautiously entered. Beneath their feet, the sagging floor creaked as they shuffled from one room to another, and they saw nothing but piles of trash, broken furniture, and shredded wall hangings. Underneath a pile of rubble, Adam found a dull knife to put in his backpack. There were also some empty water bottles, which he said would definitely be helpful.

“Why would anyone leave this stuff behind?” Eva asked.


“It got lost under the trash when they left.”

“Why did they go?”


“They gave up and wandered off to die, that would be my guess,” Adam said. “Most of what they left behind is junk. And there’s no food here.”

In another hut, they found a map and took it outside to get their bearings. After studying it for a while, Adam figured they were near a place called Quaqtaq in Quebec Province in the northern part of Canada. Walking east to the edge of the village, they looked out over a vast waterway. Adam pointed across it to where he said Baffin Island would be. Greenland would be farther to the east. 

In a voice that revealed no sense of triumph at what they had accomplished so far against great odds, he told her they had travelled a long distance down from the sub-Arctic Nunavik region to this village. 

Eva would have liked to utter a small shout for joy, but then she thought about what Adam was already turning over in his mind: they had barely begun their perilous journey, and so many more miles lay before than behind them. Standing there looking out over the waterway, they solemnly munched dried fruit they had found in a cellar of a once brightly colored but now faded wooden building behind them. That had been a great find.

“Couldn’t they have hung on here?” Eva asked, glancing at Adam’s worried face.

“The weather drove them out,” he replied after swallowing a piece of dried fruit. Or they were attacked by wild people or wild animals. Whatever it
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