It was the next day that my world got turned upside down. Thursday morning started out the same as all the others, with exercises and then breakfast. While Barry prepared for the day's lessons, Don was monitoring the police radio they kept in the office. The rest of us were chatting at the tables.

"Uh, Barry, come in here," Don said, poking his head out of the office. It was strange, because both Barry and Don were quite competent, and regardless of what they'd said on the bus trip, I'd never seen either of them looking the least bit nervous. But that morning, Don did. Barry caught the tone of voice, and hurried into the office, while I stood up and started for the door. A couple of others, more observant than the rest, joined me.

It was about a minute later that the door opened again. Don was carrying a portable radio, and he plugged it in and started tuning it. He looked positively pale as he told us "I think you'd better hear these news reports." Coming in during the report was a little confusing, but after a few seconds, we knew we were in trouble.

“… the roads is extremely heavy, but if the message is correct, there is no time to leave the area. Again, at 7:45, about six minutes ago, the police and the major radio stations here in the Southwest region received a report, supposedly from the Eco Equalizers, that they have a large nuclear bomb hidden within the city, set to go off at 7:55, now only three minutes from now.”

“The terrorists have provided no word on where the bomb is located, and due to the limited warning provided, the police are hoping that it is an unsubstantiated threat. They urge the citizens to stay calm, but are advising that anybody with access to a fall-out shelter should immediately seal themselves in.”

“Though the reports have only been broadcast for the last seven minutes, we have major traffic tie-ups on at I freeway routes, as people try to escape the possible destruction. We repeat, though, the best chance for survival is to get into a sturdy fall-out shelter, as five or ten minutes wouldn't provide you with the time to escape the probable range of the bomb.”
The report began again, providing the scant information the radio station had received, but Don turned the radio back down, as we all stored at each other. Rather in a daze, we all shuffled over to the window, where we stared across the mountains at the smoggy air that hung over Allendale.

"I'm glad I'm out here," Fay stated, a shocked look on her face.

"My God," one of the doctors said, as he started shaking, "my family's back there!" There were various other cries for loved ones left in the danger zone, as well. I thought of my wife, probably preparing for work when the reports started coming in, and I felt the tears running down my face. My beautiful wife, and I would never see her again. Seeming to sense the fear spreading through the room, Michael started to cry. Perhaps it was that sound which snapped Don out of his own horrified thoughts.

"All right, everybody away from the windows," he suddenly demanded. "We're acting like first class fools! The police are hoping the bomb isn't real, and the lengthy warnings we've received in the past, giving us time to evacuate people would indicate that this probably isn't real."

"But even if it is," he added, "we're a good distance away from the device, and ought to survive the explosion." He gestured for us to gather round, and Barry was beginning to look more like his old self, too. The radio was down to about a minute before the bomb was supposed to go off. "Depending on the size of the bomb, we could get an intense blast of light. Everybody stay away from the windows, and shut your eyes when the explosion is supposed to occur. If the yield were powerful enough, the flash might easily blind you."

"Here they are," Barry said, as he pulled a small box from the school's first aid kit. "I managed to finagle a small supplied of these tablets, when a local hospital was testing them." He began passing around some small orange tablets, giving two of them to each of us. "They're chewable," he told us, and ordered everybody to start swallowing. We did as we were told, too scored to argue or ask questions. The radio was still droning on, pining the time to doomsday at about fifteen seconds.

"Everybody, get down on the floor, preferably behind the tables, and shut your eyes," Don ordered. I complied instantly, and I imagine the others did, too. Whatever you do, don't open your eyes until we're sure any possible explosion is over."

We could still hear the radio in the background. “… uh, and the reports we've been given would indicate, er, that we've got, uh, fifteen seconds until impact.” There was a choked sound through the speaker, echoed by a couple of people in our room. I heard somebody (it sounded like Vargasee, but I wasn't ever going to ask him) crying that he didn't want to die. “This is radio station SNWS originating in Allensdale, and, uh, Laura, I love you!” As a comment in the middle of a news broadcast, it was kind of strange – until you considered the circumstances.

Silence fell for about 25 seconds, and we all huddled under the tables. "Keep those eyes closed," Don screamed at us all. But it was difficult, knowing what might be coming.

“Er, the explosion was supposed to take place at 7:55,” the newsman stammered, “and we've nearly reached 7:56. It may be possible that the report was, indeed, a fake.” You could hear him recovering his poise. “This morning's big news, still possibly accurate, was a rumored bomb planted by the Eco Equalizers, somewhere in the city, supposedly set to go off at 7:55 this morning. While the bomb could still be active, there is a good chance ....”
Then the room brightened for just a moment, and a scream pierced the air. The radio report continued for a couple of seconds, and we heard perhaps the first quarter-second of a scream, then it was static, thick and heavy. At about the same instant, there was a loud roar. The building shook slightly, and a couple of the windows shattered as the shock-wave hit. There were suddenly a lot more screams in the room, mine among them. Somehow the temperature seemed to jump by about ten degrees, and I just lay there on the ground, shaking and screaming. The thought of my wife, my mother, my sisters and brothers, all dead in the wreckage of the city, it paralyzed me. I imagine I was in shock, and I certainly wasn't alone.

I don't know how long we lay there, it might have been a couple of minutes, or it might have been an hour. We just listened to the horrible static pouring out of the portable radio, and cried to ourselves. Mine were quiet sobs, but I could also hear full-fledged crying from some of the others, and somebody was in the middle of a screaming fit of hysterics.

As time passed, more of us quieted down. I didn't actually notice the end of the sound, but eventually my mind realized that the radio was now silent. Most of the others had reached a peaceful point of shaking sobs, but I still heard screams coming from somewhere. I felt a hand on my shoulder, shaking me, and I tried to ignore it for a few moments. "Go away," I sobbed.

"Hal." I ignored the voice.

"Hal." He continued shaking my shoulder, and I looked up into the eyes of Don Clark. "Michael's crying," he told me. It didn't seem to matter. "Michael's crying," he repeated, "and he's scared, and his ear drums could have been hurt, and nobody is paying him any attention." I kind of shook my head a little, and realized it was Michael who was still screaming. Most of the adults had calmed down (Lea was the exception, struggling on the floor and screaming she was blind), but little Mikey was absolutely terrified.

I pushed myself to my feet, and started for the makeshift crib we'd sat up in the lunchroom. Glancing around, I saw Vargasee and Chuck both standing at the broken window, storing back at the city, neither of them were saying anything, and I'm not sure that either of them were with us, mentally. I still wasn't completely sure that I was. Don was slapping Scoredall, trying to force her attention back to the scene, while Barry tried to calm a couple of the others, and one of the doctors was trying to restrain Lea.

Mikey was still crying as I picked him up, but I hugged him tightly and whispered "Its all right. The explosion is past, and we're all right, now." I hated myself, knowing I was lying to him. His mother was dead, either crushed by collapsing buildings, if she were lucky, or through a massive case of radiation poisoning, if she wasn't, and things would never be all right for Michael again. Still, being held and comforted, he stopped screaming; he had a death-grip on my neck, but he stopped his crying.

We stayed like that, me comforting the little one, Don, Barry, and the doctors comforting most of the others (and providing bandages for a few cuts caused by the broken glass), and Chuck and Randy at the window. But then Michael started crying again, and asking for mommy and daddy. I tried to quiet him, but he wouldn't listen, so I carried him over to the window. I had as much trouble getting Chuck’s attention as Don had had, getting mine, so perhaps he was still completely controlled by his own shock. I shook his shoulder, and he suddenly spun toward me, his fists coming up.

I looked in his eyes, not really scared (after what we'd just been through? A simple beating couldn't make it any worse), but he seemed to recognize me, and his fists dropped. "Your son needs to be with his daddy for a few minutes," I told him, passing him the blanket- wrapped bundle. He took it in stiff arms, and raised his son to his neck. The child gripped him as tightly as he had me, but there were no words of comfort, nothing to soothe. Chuck just held him, and eventually the child fell asleep in his arms. He carried him back to the crib and laid him in it, then took a seat at one of the tables, and started looking around.

Randy was still just staring out the window. The response I got when I spoke to him, well, we began to look like a deafness convention. I shook his shoulder, halfway expecting a punch to come flying my way, but he just turned at the pressure of my hand. I walked him back to the tables, and we both took seats. "So what do we do now," I asked Don and Barry. They looked at me, sort of surprised I was even asking. I kind of understood, looking round at the others, who still didn't seem to be with it.

"Lunch, I suppose," Don told me, pointing to the clock on the wall. I guess it ran on batteries, because it hadn't stopped, and I found it was actually after noon. We'd all just sat there, most of the morning. Barry kept on eye on everybody else, and Don and I moved into the small kitchen area attached to the mess hall and started putting together sandwiches. While we worked, he kept glancing at me. "How are you holding up under this," he asked.

"I won't lie to you," I told him. "I'm horrified. I can't get the picture of my wife, burned and buried under rubble, out of my mind. The though that I'll never see her again, never hold her, never make ..." I broke off, noticing tears streaming down his face.

"Millicent, my two boys," he moaned. "They wanted to come along on this trip, since I'd always been promising them I'd bring them up for one of the programs." He broke for a moment. "God, I wish I'd made it this time!" We continued on the sandwiches.

"I'm trained for it," Don suddenly told me. "As a cop, you know you may have to deal with horrors, with emergencies. We've had a chance to prepare ourselves for this kind of thing. But how do you do it?" He was surprised. Hell, I was surprised. "You've been insulted, picked on. You don't have much confidence in yourself, and you've lost your wife. How is it that you've snapped back so well?"

I thought about it for a while. "I've not snapped back," I finally told him. "I'm sure you'll find me a basket case when all of this finally comes home, but as you said, somebody needed to take care of the baby. Chuck sure isn't ready to handle that, right now."

He looked at me again. "Why is that kid so important to you," he finally asked me. "Chuck doesn't really seem to treat you all that well, yet you help him with the boy so much. If we hadn't stepped in, I think you'd have kept trying to carry that kid for those hikes, even if it killed you! He remind you of your own children or something?"

It was too much, right then. The tears started running down my own face. "We ... we couldn't have children," I stammered. "My wife is sterile. Something wrong with her womb, which wouldn't allow artificial insemination. And we couldn’t 't afford to adopt." I thought of all the times Sue had cried herself to sleep, thinking of the child she would never have. "I ... I can't let that boy come to any harm," I told him. "I would never forgive myself."

There wasn't too much left to say. We finished the sandwiches, cleaned up the slight mess we'd made, and carried them out to the tables. The doctors were busy convincing Lea that her blindness could very well be temporary ("The rods and receptors may just need a little time to recover"), but the rest were just sitting there. As we lay the sandwiches in front of them, they started eating, mechanically.

It was a little after lunch (I'd also taken time to give Michael a bottle) when Barry called us back to order. "OK folks," he told us, "I know you have all had a bad shock, and that you are all upset, but we're going to have to figure out what we do next."

"Drive to another town," Randy said, without animation.

"Unfortunately, our bus is in the city," Don reminded him. It won't be coming back, now." I was sort of scared by that, but nobody else seemed to mind much. It seemed strange just how mellow everybody was, still in shock. "We've got another problem, as well," he added. "Our short-wave radio was broken in the shock wave, so even if we could have gotten through to anybody, we have no way to make contact."

"Either Don or I am going to have to hike a couple of hundred miles, to the next major city and see if we can get any help there. But we can’t leave all of you in the care of just one of us, the way things stand right now, and we want to make sure whoever makes the hike is in good shape. We need to take a little time to make sure we haven’t been made too dreadfully sick by the radiation.”

“We stay here for a couple more days, and continue your training,” he told us, “so that you are more able to help protect and provide for yourselves. This afternoon, we continue the lessons.”

