


From civilization to Armageddon
 in thirty minutes.

A fictional war story from a novel by Rolf A. F. Witzsche.
  

There was a time when swords were held high and the fate of kingdoms was decided in the 
space of a day. In later times war was measured in years in which entire countries were 
obliterated. In modern times no soldiers wield swords or tanks roll across the frontiers when 
the decisive battles are fought. It unfolds in a brief ejaculation of death that is counted in 
minutes in which history ends and mankind as a whole will likely be doomed. In the story this 
happens at lunchtime, though fortunately only in a 'minuscule' way.

If the story were not fiction, as the doctrine of nuclear preemption virtually assures for our 
future, the consequences would be far harsher if indeed such a comparison is relevant. 
Mankind is facing the return of the Ice Age in a hundred years time for which enormous 
preparations are required that thereby would become preempted. In the story that isn't a 
factor. The focus is on surviving to the day. We still have the luxury of preparing for 
mankind's long-term survival through the next Ice Age that will likely grip the Earth for the 
next 90,000 years. By all accounts, the Ice Age seems like heaven in comparison with the hell 
we've prepared for one-another and are itching to unleash.

The nuclear-war fantasy story,  Lunch Break Surprise, is a chapter from the novel, Brighter 
than the Sun, by Rolf A. F. Witzsche. 
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Lunch Break Surprise

     "It's a miracle, Harry! A world-record!"
     Harry smiled. "No, Paul! It's merely the first time we've got out of O'Hare without a line-up. 
We'll be in Seattle before the noon flights arrive."
     I agreed. I liked Harry. We hadn't flown together before, but I had heard good things about 
him. When I volunteered to substitute for the Chicago - Vancouver run, I had no idea that this 
was my opportunity to meet him. All I had in mind, was to get as fast as possible away from 
the sweltering heat that had transformed the East Coast into a steam-bath, and of course away 
from anything whatsoever that was even remotely connected with the seminar which had just 
ended. Who else, but the government would have thought of holding a seminar in Miami, in 
July? The subject was as hot and dreadful as the weather, a course on civil rescue procedures 
for the eventuality of a nuclear war! Vancouver's 'perpetual' rain and relative isolation seemed 
like paradise suddenly. And beyond that I was looking forward to being with my family again. 
It had all been arranged. We would meet in Vancouver for a visit with Frank. The occasion 
was Frank's birthday and a three-day hiking trip to Garibaldi Park. The anticipation of this 
hike into the mountains had made the depressing two weeks in Miami almost bearable. I 
played a game with myself. When the topic of the course became too frightening, I imagined 
the four of us and our children camping among glaciers and mountain lakes, with a peace 
surrounding us as pure as the sky.
     Spending two weeks in a classroom, for eight hours a day, had made me want to fly again 
so badly. I would have done it for nothing. Well, it turns out that one can't do that. One also 
has to accept the money that comes with it. I was lucky on top of all that. I got a direct route 
via Chicago and Seattle to Vancouver.

     "United 023 Heavy! ...How's the weather at 40,000?" Seattle tower called in as we 
approached. We had confirmed our projected arrival at 11:37 as per schedule.
     Harry made a gesture of approval.
     "United 023 Heavy to SEATAC - Harry says it's smooth up here..."
     Harry smiled.
     "Hey, is that Harry Sallinger you're referring to?" SEATAC came back.
     "The very same. The one and only, the original, the..."
     "Would you give him a message, that Felix got the trailer hitch for him that he was looking 
for."
     Harry grinned and switched his mike on. "I heard that, Felix! That's great! Thanks a million; 
over and out!"
     He turned to me with a big smile. "I was lucky that I didn't lose my whole trailer last 
weekend when the mounting bar cracked. It nearly broke off, coming down from Snoqualmie 
Pass. Somebody might have been killed had the trailer gone wild!"



     It turned out that Harry and I had much in common. We both loved mountains, 
photography, music, opera. We had talked about hiking most of the way out from Chicago. 
Having been born in Seattle, Harry knew every mountain of the Pacific Northwest that was 
worth climbing. When I told him about our planned trip to Garibaldi Park, he smiled. 
Naturally, he knew that area too.
     "Will you stay right at the lake on the battleship islands, or camp at the meadows?" he asked.
     "The lake, I would think," I replied. "Frank knows someone who owns a float plane. He'll fly 
us in, in total comfort, and pick us up three days later...."
     "A bunch of Sunday climbers, eh!" he remarked.
     "It will be a family affair, with kids! We have a four year old daughter, who isn't quite ready 
yet for a ten hour hike."
     "That's not much of an excuse," Harry grinned. "A guy like you should be able to carry the 
kid!" he joked. "But jokes aside, you'll love it, let me tell you! I've hiked in several times with 
my son. It's beautiful there. The meadows, the lake, and you'll love climbing the Black Tusk. 
It's an easy climb with a nice chimney. And then let me tell you about the glacier, a feast for the 
eyes...."
     "I'm sure we'll have a good time there," I interrupted him. "It wouldn't even matter if the 
place wasn't that great. It will be fun, and more so with both our families together. We've 
known each other for years now. We always enjoy being away from it all in the mountains. 
That's where I bumped into them in the first place. I met Frank one morning in the Rocky 
Mountains near Boulder, where I live..."
     "Somewhere near Milner Pass?" Harry asked.
     I nodded.
     "There is a trail that goes from the 12,000 foot level, right near the parking lot...."
     "Yes, Harry, that's where I met Frank; at the end of the trail, on the lookout hill, searching 
for his 28-mm lens. He looked terribly distressed. He said it had slipped out of his hands when 
he swapped lenses. I helped him look for it. It's the natural thing to do...."
     We were interrupted at this point by Rosalinde, Harry's favorite flight attendant. She had 
come onto the flight deck asking if we wanted coffee or tea.
     I ordered milk!
     Harry declined.
     "Would you rather have a glass of cold apple juice?" she replied. "I have great biscuits to go 
with it."
     I said yes, to the whole package.
     Ken Collins, our flight engineer declined also.
     "One apple juice coming up," she remarked as she left the flight deck, as cheerful as she 
came.
     "I was lucky to have found Frank's lens," I continued. "It had tumbled behind a rock. You 
should have seen Frank's face. The camera had been a birthday present from his wife. He was 
so pleased to have his lens back that he invited me to his trailer where I met his wife Jennie. 
Actually he wanted me to see the motor home he had built, a converted school bus. He was 
proud of it, and rightfully so. Even the wood paneling was made by hand, of narrow cedar 
strips, covered with four coats of varnish. The old school bus was a real cozy home...."



     "Did you just say that his wife's name is Jennie?" Harry cut me off.
     "Yes. Do you know them? Frank is also a pilot."
     "Frank and Jennie! Hmmm! The combination sounds familiar. I met a couple like that at one 
of the conventions. She has dark hair, if I remember correctly, and a nice smile. Frank would 
be somewhat taller, with a freckled face, full beard. Am I right? I think he was working for CP-
Air when I met him."
     "Absolutely. But that was a while ago. He hasn't got the beard anymore."
     "Oh, what a shame! Still, they are both very nice people."
     "That's an understatement, Harry!"
     "We really should get together for a visit," said Harry, "your family, his, and ours. You 
should all come to our place, for a week perhaps, for two if you can spare the time. I would 
give you a personally guided tour of the entire Northwest. I would show you Seattle as you've 
never seen it...."
     "That sounds great!" I interrupted. "Let's do that. I'll talk to Frank about it. I'm sure, he 
would love to see you again."
     Harry grinned. He always grinned when he was delighted with something.
     "What is your wife's name, Harry?" I asked, as we crossed the last of the Cascade Mountains.
     "Eloise!"
     "That's a lovely name, Harry."
     "She's a most lovely person, too, Paul, warm, gentle, intelligent. She is a psychology 
professor at our local university... And your wife's name is?"
     "Melanie! Melanie is an artist, one of the finest. But I don't suppose you can judge art, or an 
artist that way..."
     On our descent, Harry pointed out some places he would love to take us to. And later, as 
Seattle lay stretched out beneath us he explained in great detail all there is to know about 
Boeing's plant, whatever is noteworthy about the city, our company's office tower, his sailing 
club, and of course the locality of his home.
     "Here, go take my binoculars," he added. "See if you can recognize our house. It's a two 
level rancher on that rise over there by the water." He pointed to it. "It's the house nearest the 
edge, the last on the block, look for a circular driveway...."
     "Yes, I think I can see it. There is a greenhouse in the back of it, and an above ground 
swimming pool...."
     "Right! Can you see anyone in the pool?"
     "Harry! The whole neighborhood is in your pool."
     "Ah, that's the way it is on a normal day. When you come, be sure to bring your children 
and your bathing suits," he added.
     He took the glasses back, after that, and I took the yoke. "I can see Brian," he said. "Oh, and 
there's Eloise. Did you notice the garden table?"
     "Yes."
     "Then you have seen Eloise; the most beautiful blond you ever laid eyes on. Her hair shines 
like the sun; her figure like you wouldn't believe. You simply must come for a visit and meet 
her." He handed the binoculars back, "Here, would you like to take another look?"
     I had to decline the offer, since at the very moment the tower called us for landing 



instructions.
     We were barely four miles from the Airport when the shrill sound of the National 
Emergency Broadcast abruptly ended whatever train of thought I had at that moment. I felt 
like I was back in Miami in an emergency response exercise session.
     + + +

     SEATAC had just opened an international addition to its collection of remote terminals that 
were accessible only by subway. As expected, this latest addition was the most sumptuous, 
and probably the most expensive passenger terminal ever built, for its size. It featured a small, 
but elegant restaurant, thick carpeting, a free movie theater, and two sculptures in its central 
lounge, and a stairway made of glass that led to a glassed in observation deck.
     Leaning comfortably into the soft leather seat, Frank was engaged in a conversation with 
Melanie. Frank had remarked on how absolutely marvelous their days together had been. "Just 
look at the children!" he said, smiling at her.
     The children were on the observation deck. They had a bet going, as to who would be the 
first to spot United's extended capacity 747, a redesigned version of the twice stretched, 
extended capacity short haul jumbo jet that the older of Frank's boys called an overgrown 
dragon fly. They had their eyes glued on the runway, watching for Flight 023 coming in that 
would take them to Vancouver.
     It was the children's idea to stay an extra day. "We want to be on daddy's plane," they had 
demanded. "We want to surprise him!" "He likes being scared," Fiona added.
     "Being scared and surprised isn't the same thing," Melanie explained.
     To judge by their gestures, the older kids on the observation deck had an exciting 
conversation going. Frank smiled, "They are probably figuring out what to brag about, when 
they get back to their friends at home; riding the Monorail, having lunch at the Space needle, 
staying at a hotel with two swimming pools and a whirlpool!"
     "They would have missed all this," said Melanie, "if you hadn't convinced me to trust Dick 
as a baby sitter."
     Dick, the oldest at twelve, was more excited about the airport than anything else, especially 
about the subway trains that linked the various terminals together.
     "If only Jennie could have come with us," said Melanie. "She would have really enjoyed this 
little holiday."
     "I'm sure she would have," said Frank, "except she wanted you to go. She knew you would 
enjoy the opera more than she ever would. We only two tickets."
     "That is why she stayed home?"
     Frank nodded, and smiled. "I had to promise not to say anything until now. She was afraid 
you might refuse her offer."
     "Certainly I would have refused! You guys are really something. I should have realized she 
was up to something like that. That's just the kind of friend she is, a real angel! Both of you are 
just too much, you know; you're simply the best friends anyone could ever wish for."
     "Paul would have enjoyed the opera," added Frank.
     "He's been away far too often," Melanie replied. "He should have better routes that he has 
been getting."



     Frank began to laugh; "He should come and work for our outfit!"
A wall of plate-glass gave a sweeping view of the runway and its incoming traffic, takeoffs, 
and lineups. Melanie glanced at the clock now and then and then at the runway. "What does 
this new plane look like?" she asked Frank.
     "Is this where daddy's plane is coming to?" asked Fiona in a loud voice, with her arms 
stretched out towards a doorway where some people were lining up.
     "No Fiona, he won't come to this door, but he will be here soon," said Frank. Frank took 
Fiona in his arms and went to the window.
     "I can't wait to show him my dolly," Fiona exclaimed. "I love my daddy, you know. I'll tell 
him about the circus, and the fun we had."
     "That wasn't a circus, Fiona," Frank explained. "You got this dolly at an amusement fair. 
There is much more to see and to do at a fair, than at a circus. For one thing, you can't win a 
dolly at a circus."
     "But there was a clown there," Fiona remarked. "Right? He made funny faces. Isn't that what 
a circus is? Clowns are funny..."
     Before Fiona could say more, the shrill sound of the National Emergency Broadcast filled 
the building. Then came its dreadful message.
     + + +

     We must have gone two or three miles before it dawned on me that this was not a school 
exercise. I was shocked! The runway lay before us. Only seconds ago, everything was normal. 
The tower had spoken to us about a slippery spot in the breaking zone of the runway. "Hold 
your braking until..."
     The high pitched sound cut the tower off in mid-sentence.
     "Attention!" a voice called out. "Attention! This message is NOT a test..."
     Those little words, "not a test," turned black into white, and white into a dark, murky, 
bottomless, gray: Nuclear War had begun! It was incomprehensible.
     For one thing, the announcement sounded much too sweet for what it said. It sounded like 
a call for afternoon tea, too nicely spoken, too unemotional; and so it had to be. There is no 
voice on earth that can roar as loud in order to say what should be said to do justice to the pain 
that will be!
     "...A Russian missile has been launched at the Pacific Northwest with sixteen warheads on 
board," the voice told us politely. It listed names of cities, small towns that were targeted, 
homes of people! Seattle was first on the list.
     We were less than five hundred feet off the runway and still coming in when it finally 
clicked. Hey! You can no longer land here!
     In a series of automatic reactions I pushed the throttles open, the yoke back. I could feel the 
engines responding, building up speed, and developing thrust. Slowly the giant plane pulled 
away from the ground.
     Moments later we were in a steep climb with all four engines blasting out smoke and 
thunder as much as the fuel management system would allow. We were in a race now, for our 
life. Still, it seemed futile to run. Where would we be able to run to, that would not likewise 
become an inferno? Would there be any safe place left in the world? Still, running for our life 



was the only thing we could do at the moment, in hope that there may be some flaw or rent in 
this tapestry of destruction that was about to unfold.
     With the engines screaming at full power, I throttled back to conserve fuel.
     Getting away was no small challenge. The announced target areas surrounded us. Two 
cities to the south were to be hit, and Everett in the North was targeted. To the West was the 
Bangor submarine base. It would likely get the largest warhead. Only a narrow path remained 
safe, slightly to the northwest, across the lower tip of Hood Canal, and from there over the 
mountains and out to sea.
     Those were tense moments when it dawned on me that we were dead over ground zero. 
They had said that we had fifteen minutes. But what if they were wrong? Should I trust such a 
forecast, cut power, reduce our rate of climb to save fuel while wasting precious seconds? 
Which would matter most in the end, fuel or time?
     I throttled down. I had to make the fuel last.
     As I banked the plane towards the Olympic Mountains, I noticed a lake in the distance with 
a chalet at its shore. I wondered if this was one of those places Harry wanted us to see. He had 
spoken of lunches so big, almost impossible to eat, strawberry shortcakes smothered with 
whipped cream, desserts that were like a meal in themselves, served in an atmosphere of 
genuine hospitality. All would be but a memory within minutes. Whose memory? Who would 
be there to remember? The sunshine that still sparkled over the landscape, it would turn into 
the blackest of nights within minutes if the forecast would come true.
     At the seminar they had spoken of overlapping fireballs, flooding the ground with 
temperatures hundreds of times hotter than the surface of the sun. Can anyone imagine what 
this does to a city? Oh God, how I wished I hadn't been at that damn seminar! They made it so 
clear that the Hiroshima bomb was no longer valid as a yardstick. Its fireball was so minute 
that it never touched the city at all. This won't happen again. We live in an era of the 
superlative, the huge, the outrageous! Our cities will become oceans of fire, so they told us, 
from which there is no escape.
     Harry's children came to mind, and shoppers at the mall we had flown over, and people in 
swimming pools. None had a chance. They had shown a film at the seminar of a rather modest 
explosion by today's standards. That test blast had caused an entire island to be erased from 
the Pacific. The blast left a hole in the ocean floor, 175 feet deep and a mile wide. They said this 
had been a six-megaton blast over a solid rock. How infinitely more fragile than rock, are 
people? Those people had lied to us at the seminar by calling the game, nuclear war. It isn't 
war, by any measure. No one has a fighting chance in this computer automated extermination 
that is 'affectionately' accredited the name of war.
     + + +

     Frank stood at the plate glass wall when the emergency broadcast began, holding Fiona in 
his arms. The high pitched sound caught everyone's attention. Then came the message, "This is 
not a test..."
     "My God!!!" Frank exclaimed. In a daze he turned to Melanie, then putting Fiona on the 
floor he shouted to Melanie to come and get her, while he ran upstairs to the observation deck. 
"Come quickly kids! Dick, hurry...!" he yelled furiously at the kids, to make them move. As 



they came running, he pointed to a gate where there had been a boarding lineup. "Run for 
your life kids, gate 92 is open, run, run! Quickly!" he shouted to them, "There had been a 
boarding call at Gate 92 five minutes ago!"
     Dick responded instantly. Reluctantly Robert started to run, to catch up. The rest followed 
him.
     "You must get on that plane," Frank shouted after them.
     Melanie had picked Fiona up and had gone ahead some way. At the gate the children 
hesitated. They looked back, uncertain, waiting, waiting for Melanie.
     "Go kids!" Frank shouted as loud as he could. "Don't wait for us! Get on that plane, that's 
your chance to stay alive!"
     Robert burst into tears, but responded and moved down the ramp while Frank and Melanie 
followed, carrying Fiona. Frank was in tears as the children disappeared down the ramp, 
following Robert.
     He had taken Fiona from Melanie, but the children were able to run faster. As he reached 
the plane with Melanie, the door was still open. What a glorious sight! But the crowd had 
become stalled. People pushed, shouted.
     "At least let the children on," shouted Frank.
     Melanie began to cry. She and Frank were near the end of the line.
     "At least give the children a chance...," said another woman, repeating Frank's plea while 
her voice gave way to tears. Frank noticed someone actually struggling to get back out of the 
plane. "I must get out to my babies," a woman cried, "I must go... Please let me...!" She 
struggled in vain against the relentlessly pushing crowd that forced her still deeper inside.
     Soon all were on board, and the door was shut. Frank heard the engines start to wind up. 
And even then, people were coming through the food service entrance. Mechanics, 
supervisors, baggage handlers, traffic officers, whoever on the field was near came climbing 
up over the service vehicle. A food module, quickly thrown down from the plane had become 
a stepping stone. People pushed and pulled each other up onto the service platform, and hung 
onto the plane. No one was prepared to move the service vehicle off. As the plane started to 
roll, under reverse thrust, miraculously everyone cleared the service vehicle railing. Not one 
stayed behind. They hung on for dear life, like a living clump while the plane was already on 
the taxiway. The plane sped forward under a burst of full power, racing to compete with 
others for takeoff.
     Frank shook his head as the pilot pushed the throttles wide open while still turning onto the 
runway. Some people fell, and the rest at the door where thrown in, while the door fell shut 
behind them. "That guy has gone mad!" remarked Frank to Melanie. "But I love him, he is 
beautiful."
     Frank could appreciate the pilot's struggle against the clock. "I must congratulate that 
glorious cowboy," he said. But Melanie held him back; "Later!" she urged him. "We must find 
the kids first!"
     Frank agreed. But finding them was easier said than done. There was no order on the plane. 
People were stumbling, crying, praying, swearing, some were quietly looking for empty seats. 
Frank said he thought he had recognized Robert in the next cabin, but it seemed hopeless to 
get there. A steward shouted to Frank from a corner across the center row, to sit down, 



pointing to two empty seats in the middle. Frank was still holding Fiona. "Keep the kid on 
your lap," the steward demanded.
     Reluctantly Melanie gave up on locating the kids and sat beside Frank.
     Through all this, the Emergency Broadcast continued without interruption, relayed through 
the intercom. It was barely audible over the noise in the plane. It repeated the main points of 
its dreadful story, while giving advice about what types of shelters are useful at which 
distances from the blast.
     "...There will be an immensely bright light for more than ten seconds," the voice said. "Be 
prepared! Don't look up! With the light comes a burst of intense radiation and heat, followed 
by a wave of high-pressure air gusts that can reach supersonic speeds. Past that, you will face 
fires. Keep water handy. You will become extremely thirsty and water will be hard to find. 
Also, it will become totally dark after the blast. You must remember not to expect outside help 
for several hours, or maybe days or weeks. You must be self-sufficient and do whatever you 
can to protect yourself! You have ten minutes.... God be with you...."

     "Were you able to see Paul's plane?" Melanie asked a long time later.
     Frank shook his head. "He might have come late and aborted his landing. He would go 
straight to Vancouver in this case. But where are we going?" Frank stood up. "Does anyone 
know where this flight is going?" he asked in a loud tone.
     "Tokyo," a man replied in a dry soft voice.
     "Tokyo?" Frank repeated. "My God, not Tokyo, not now!"
     The man didn't comment. There was an icy silence between them in the chaotic tumult that 
Fiona alone ignored, playing quietly with her doll. By rights she should have screamed! Even a 
child must have sensed the dread and hopelessness everyone apparently felt.
     Across the isle from them sat a young man with his wife and children who had brought him 
to the airport fifteen minutes before the broadcast began. He still was unable to control 
himself, biting the side of his cheek. He raved about what he would do to the Russians and 
their evil empire if he had the chance. He would....
     It became too ugly. Finally, a husky man in a baggy suit stood up and slapped him in the 
face and told him in no uncertain manner to stay put and shut up, "or else...."
     His wife clutched their little daughter, almost strangling her.
     "That's all nonsense!" said another man, "you don't need to be afraid, nothing will happen to 
Seattle. Calm down everyone, relax, the Air Force will take care of it."
     "Sure they will!" said another.
     "They're magicians!" said a third man from behind Frank.
     "I feel so helpless," said Frank to Melanie. "We all know it's coming, we know it's not too 
late yet, the people are still living in the city. You want to hope that there is some way that 
somehow something can be done to keep the people and the city intact. You want to jump up 
and do something. But you know that nothing, absolutely nothing can be done."
     "I refuse to believe that!" protested a boy. "They could shoot an atomic bomb at the missiles. 
They could explode the warheads in space, or deflect them out of their path on re-entry. There 
are lots of ways...."
     Someone in the crowd praised the boy for his "fine intelligent thinking."



     "It would be possible," said Frank to Melanie. "Except we've got no hardware built for any 
of this. We've done the opposite, instead. We agreed multilaterally to give each other our cities 
as hostages to deter aggression. We call it Mutually Assured Destruction. No doubt, the Air 
Force will make some heroic effort. They may even launch a suicide mission of the nature the 
boy has suggested, like exploding a bomb in the re-entry path. But to get the timing right 
would require super human precision, a one in a million chance. They may very well take this 
chance, for the lack of anything else, which places us in great danger again."
     Melanie's face turned white. She got up. "I am going to the children, one way or another. I 
don't care what it takes!"
     "You need not to go, lady," said an elderly gentleman behind her. "The broadcast is wrong. 
The Russian missiles will be aimed only at military targets; not at the city."
     "Yes, but those targets are in the city," said the woman next to him. "And what happens to 
the rest of the warheads for which no military targets exist? They'll be used against people." 
She paused and smiled briefly at Melanie. "You'd better go to your children, lady, while you 
still can. I wish to God I could do the same." She began to cry bitterly, holding a photograph 
crumpled in her hand. She looked at it, and showed it to Melanie.
     + + +

     Harry was one of the finest men I had flown with. He was thorough, methodical, careful, 
alert, and efficient. Not the slightest detail went unnoticed by him. Emotionally, he displayed 
the same character. Some referred to him as the Rock of Gibraltar. His hands still held the 
controls, but he was no longer in command of them.
     I looked at him. How would I feel? Moments ago he had seen his family by the pool, alive, 
entertaining friends. How must anyone feel? A part of his being was to be murdered. His 
thoughts were with them no doubt, for one last embrace.
     I felt a tremendous respect for him, which was superseded only by the compassion I felt for 
the city as a whole. "The only hope I see for us," I said to Harry, "is to cross the mountains out 
to sea, before the blast hits. We might get some cloud cover over the water to shield us from a 
possible heat-burst. Can you remember how cool it gets on the beach when a cloud comes 
along?"
     But Harry said nothing. He didn't even change his expression.
     "Hey, Harry, wake up!"
     It seemed important somehow, to get him out his stupor. But he simply would not respond. 
Suddenly I felt ashamed of myself. We had come so close, seen his house, his family, yet not 
close enough to touch, to say good-bye.
     My thoughts turned to Melanie and the children. Would Vancouver be in danger too? 
Would I see them there? I felt a flash of great fear, but didn't know why. We had arranged to 
meet in Vancouver, and Vancouver was not on the target list. I should be exploding with joy!
     The trauma ended as the door behind us was flung open. Rosalinde burst onto the flight 
deck complaining bitterly that I hadn't informed the passengers as to why the landing had 
been aborted.
     Rosalinde, a tall girl, slender, pretty, with beautiful red hair, but a sharp tongue, was no 
stranger to the flight deck. "It's not fair!" she yelled before she even closed the door behind her. 



"You guys screw up and I have to take the shit for it!"
     I had to remind myself that Harry had warned me not to misjudge her. "Beneath that 
brusque facade is a heart of gold," he had said. "Deep down she's everyone's favorite."
     When she noticed Harry's condition, her tone changed.
     "My gosh what happened? Is Harry sick? Is there anything I can do to help?"
     "Please lock the door," I said, "I will explain..."
     "I am sorry for storming in like this," she replied. "I had no idea."
     "No, the problem isn't with Harry," I said. "Its much worse."
     "We aren't going to crash, are we? I came to complain for a concert violinist in First Class. 
He has a performance tonight...."
     "We won't crash, but he won't play tonight either...."
     "But his whole career may be at stake. Why can't we land? He's going to kill you, you know, 
when he finds out. He's got bumped off the flight from New York, and now this! He may be 
here any minute to blast you if you won't let me tell him why.... And what has this to do with 
old Harry?" she added, "I don't understand."
     "Damn; it's hard to explain....," I said. In a way I was glad she had come up. I had totally 
forgotten about the passengers. They had a right to know. Some, no doubt, lived in Seattle or 
in the neighboring targeted areas. But how could I hope to tell them if I didn't even know how 
to tell Rosalinde?
     "The violinist will not play in Seattle tonight, or at any other night, because there will not be 
a concert, an audience, or anything but a two hundred foot deep hole of burning ashes. In less 
than ten minutes a nuclear bomb will explode. The whole damn city will be erased..." I had to 
stop, I felt like throwing up. I switched the intercom on and looked up at Rosalinde. She had 
grown pale. Tears hung in her eyes. I noticed a man standing beside her, his hands covering 
his face. "Did you know that Harry has family in Seattle?" I asked Rosalinde.
     She nodded. "I know his family. I love them. Who doesn't?"
     I pressed the switch to the intercom to make it audible on the cockpit, with Rosalinde still 
standing beside me. I needed her support. "Ladies and gentlemen," I said, "this is your captain 
speaking. We have been informed that a missile has been accidentally launched against the 
United States of America. The missile carries sixteen nuclear warheads, targeted at Seattle, 
Bellevue, Tacoma, Everett, Olympia, Aberdeen, Montesano, Oak Harbor, Bellingham, the 
Bangor submarine base, the Hanford works at Pasco..."
     I had to be brief. Each word defined a world. I could sense the people's pain reflected in 
their outcries. Never had I felt so consciously that those behind us in the plane were honest-to-
goodness real people, not just passengers. I couldn't say anymore. I excused myself and simply 
connected the PA system to the emergency broadcast. I put my head down and wished to God 
this broadcast would never end.
     The mountains passing beneath us gave the feeling that at least we, in this plane, had a 
chance. Minutes later while I was still holding Rosalinde's hand, Ken let out a shout, pointing 
at the ridge ahead. "There it is!"
     Behind the ridge, a carpet of clouds came into view over the sea, reaching far into the 
distance. I had hoped for a massive front, but these seemed to do.
     Under normal conditions a power dive into low-lying clouds would have been criminal. 



This time the situation was reversed. So, tensions rose once again as the giant aircraft, like a 
World War II dive-bomber, raced nearer and nearer to the ground. I leveled off, just as we 
entered the clouds, as if we would land on them, and slowly eased ourselves into the gray 
mist. I felt reasonably safe at this point, while the monotone voice of the broadcast continued.
     This broadcast was our only link to the world of an impending tragedy. As long as the 
broadcast continued Seattle, where it originated, was still alive.
     It could have been two or ten minutes later when it stopped in the middle of a word as if 
someone had switched the transmitter off. At this instant the clouds lit up. It felt as if a 
thousand lightening bolts surrounded us. We were flying through the very presence of light 
itself. This brightness stayed with us for almost ten seconds. But there was no blast yet. I knew 
Aberdeen was over fifty miles to the south of us. Sound travels slowly. A deep eerie silence 
followed the light. Only the noise of the wind, the engines, and some outcries from the cabin 
could be heard. After apparently ages had past a loud noise shook the plane, followed by a 
roar of ten thousand lions. Then there was silence again.
     "Was this all?" I thought. The shock felt no worse than a really bad thunderstorm. I scanned 
the instruments on the cockpit. We had sustained no damage. Rosalinde was still standing 
beside me. Everything was exactly as it had been. The amber glow of the instrumentation 
hadn't changed. The indicators hadn't moved. The controls still responded. We had a fully 
functional airplane and were still safely enveloped in clouds, eight hundred feet above the 
ocean, flying at a steady five hundred and forty-three miles an hour. Hurrah, the end of the 
world had come and passed us by!
     In a sense, it all happened as anticipated. There were no surprises, except one, that I 
couldn't sense the pain or the outcry of those millions who had just perished or suffered great 
agonies. All I could feel, was an overwhelming relief that we ourselves had survived.
     Once I allowed myself to relax, to collect my thoughts, I glanced over to Harry. I noticed he 
wasn't in his seat anymore. It struck me as odd that I hadn't noticed him leaving the flight 
deck. Some time later Rosalinde left. She came back with a pot of hot coffee and four China 
cups. How beautiful this simple gesture was, the product of human culture: art, design, 
economy, and caring. The realization gave me an indescribable feeling that we live in a richly 
beautiful world that we had steadfastly ignored until now.
     I thanked Rosalinde and commented that this was probably the finest cup I'd ever had.
     She smiled as I drank it.
     Minutes later I initiated our ascent into the sunshine. It was noon. The sun felt hot. Its 
brilliance was blinding. The song of a violin emerged from the cabin below. Our emergence 
into the sunshine sparked a celebration. So, there was a concert after all. The music was soft, 
but distinct. It carried a sad, deep-reaching melody that echoed the depth of my feelings, 
giving them form and definition. It was a song of solitude that reminded me of the mountains, 
the hiking trip we had planned with Melanie and the children.... But had Vancouver indeed 
been spared?
     I pushed the throttles open to find out. I was impatient. I had to find out. Under full power 
the plane rose quickly over the mountains. I didn't care about the fuel this cost us. I had to see 
if Vancouver was still alive. Ken hadn't been able to contact Vancouver Tower, or Victoria. He 
had called several times after the blast. But there was no response. As I banked the aircraft to 



the right, towards Vancouver, two huge pillars of smoke came into view, and some lesser ones. 
One of the larger pillars was so immense that it dominated virtually the whole sky. I leaned 
back now and cut power, relieved that the pillars of fire were too far in the south to be from 
Vancouver or Victoria. This meant that our destination was safe!

     No person on the flight deck said a word. Everyone stared at the frightful spectacle. What 
we saw was unbelievable. The pillars were alive, boiling within, surging upward, and 
billowing out into an immense top at the edge of the stratosphere. Several of the smaller pillars 
of smoke had already began to merge at their tops into a dome that threatened to fill the entire 
sky, overpowered only the two immense pillars that had risen sixty thousand feet or higher, 
spreading horizontally in the stratosphere to form a gigantic double T.
     It was painful to look at these pillars of fire. But in spite of the agony, one couldn't look 
anywhere else. The sight was captivating, of a scope alien to this world. The white volcanic 
cone of Mount Baker stood like a tiny dwarf in this scene of fire and smoke of unprecedented 
dimensions. I never felt more insignificant than on this day, a speck of dust in a boundless 
theater of horror.

     As usual, Vancouver lay beneath a low overcast.
     "Thank God Vancouver is still all right!" I exclaimed when I was able to lock our guidance 
system onto Vancouver's beacon.
     "But you forget the fallout," said Ken. "Vancouver may not be all right. It may only be a 
matter of time before the fallout turns the entire city into a death trap."
     "We must land somewhere," I said. "Besides, I expect my wife and children to be at the 
airport," I said to Ken, "and my friend's family."
     Vancouver appeared like an oasis of life, surrounded by death.
     "We don't have enough fuel anyway, to go anywhere else," Ken replied. "We have barely 
enough left to get us down." He added that he would try to contact the tower again.
     "Tell them that I have already started our descent."
     Ken transmitted the message, and repeated it continuously. By the time we were 
submerging into the clouds for a landing, Vancouver responded.
     "You have a problem," said the tower, "we expect a tidal-wave. We can't let you in until it is 
over."
     "Negative! We don't have the fuel. We can't stay in the air an extra minute. Please prepare 
the runway!"
     "OK, then; this is what you will see. As you break through the clouds you will face a large 
fire in the mud flats in front of the runway. That's a DC9, burning. Go directly towards it and 
through the flames; the runway starts 200 feet behind the fire. You must use every inch, 
because the far end of the runway is blocked. The fire there is from a DC10 that was stormed 
by the crowd. The pilot was forced at gunpoint, to take off. The guy didn't have a chance. He 
couldn't get the wheels 'unstuck.' On the far end of the runway they had a collision."
     "I'll be happy with half the runway," I called back.
     As we came into the clear below the clouds, Ken called to the tower that we couldn't see any 
tidal wave.



     "It must have passed," the Tower came back. "It must have traveled in a way that didn't 
affect us. Lucky for you, you're clear to come in!"
     Actually I didn't feel lucky. The fire was large. There was danger that the burning aircraft, 
feeding it, might explode as we flew over it, causing shock waves. Still, in spite of the danger, 
it was wonderful to have a runway in sight again, and to be met by real people. We were 
coming to an oasis where there was life!
     During the final approach I felt a strange uneasiness, a frightened feeling. It was echoed in 
the violinist's music that still came from the cabin below. It was a song of high aspiring 
melodies pervaded with sharp dissonances, a frightful and a beautiful sound, a song of a 
precarious paradise. Then, over the runway, the apprehension became still stronger. I sat in 
my seat, stiff, like a frightened child, my hands trembling. I felt a sense of kinship with the 
wheels as they touched the fast moving concrete - squealing and burning, - their inertia 
stubbornly resisting the momentum of the massive structure that bore down on them. I could 
feel them pull, slide, then slowly give in to the force that makes them roll.

     My hands were still shaking after we had docked at the gate. I listened to the engines wind 
down. Eventually three uniformed men appeared on the flight deck. I referred them to Ken. I 
got up and insisted that I had to find my family. Surprisingly they let me go.
     I passed Harry in the cocktail lounge. He was facing the door to the flight deck, his head 
bowed. He didn't even notice me walking by.
     On the circular stairway down, I met Jennie. She came running up.
     Oh, what a sight she was to my eyes! We embraced each other.
     "Thank God you've made it through!" she said.
     I looked at her. She was smiling. "I'm not sure that we made it," I said. "I'm not sure that any 
of us can say this. This thing has just begun."
     She nodded as her smile faded. "You can't imagine what it was like here in Vancouver. I can 
hardly believe that we escaped and you are standing here; I mean that, that you weren't held 
up in Seattle. How did you get away? It seems like a miracle."
     Her smile was wonderful to behold. She had always been great to look at. She appeared 
more so now. I loved her soft light hair, her face, and her gentle looks. She and Frank were one 
of a kind. I had loved her smile for as long as I had known them.
     "Is Frank up here with you?" she asked. The door to the flight deck was open. She could see 
it from the stairway. She pointed towards it. "And the children, are they up there too?"
     I shook my head. I was confused, suddenly. What was she talking about?
     "Are they not with you?" she asked. He smile was beginning to fade.
     I didn't answer. I couldn't saw a word as if I couldn't speak.
     "They must be still downstairs, Jennie," I replied later when I realized that they might have 
come with her as I had expected.
     Her smile vanished. "Frank and Melanie.... Didn't they join you in Seattle?" She gave me a 
blank stare.
     I turned my face from her. "In Seattle?" I asked.
     "They had waited to be on your flight on the way home. Didn't you know that?"
     I closed my eyes hard. I knew I wouldn't be able to bear seeing her reaction. "We didn't 



touch down in Seattle, Jennie, there was no time," I said quietly, almost inaudibly, since I 
couldn't comprehend what I was really saying, or didn't want to accept the incomprehensible. 
"I thought they had came back yesterday," I said after many long moments had passed in utter 
confusion. What dawned as tragic reality, couldn't be re real. I kept pushing the thought away, 
pushing it back. "Frank had phoned...," I added. I couldn't say anymore.
     She didn't answer. I turned to look at her. There were tears streaming down her face.
     I put my arm around her back, to comfort her, as if the tragedy that now engulfed us 
concerned only her and not also myself.
     "The children wanted to come home with you," she said through showers of tears. "It was 
supposed to be a surprise!"
     "Oh, oh my God!" The word 'children' struck me like a blow, and this connected Melanie. It 
all came back to mind that they were in Seattle together. Frank had called from Seattle. He 
must have stood at the window when I aborted our landing. They all must have stood there. I 
embraced Jennie as tight as I could. I felt her tears on my cheeks, but couldn't find any myself. 
Oh God! Why couldn't I cry? I was facing this tragedy that was tearing my life apart, and I 
couldn't even cry.
     "No, no!" I muttered to myself, defending my sanity, "this can't be!" Everyone gone! 
Everyone turned to smoke and ashes. It was incomprehensible, but my head told me that it 
was so. I had seen the pillars of fire. I remembered Harry's kids. Two miles away from them 
Melanie and the children had been waiting for me. I remembered glancing at the international 
terminal where we were supposed to have docked. I remembered seeing people at the 
observation deck. Had those been our children? I had been aware of many things as we flew 
by, though I couldn't comprehend what exactly was happening.
     "We never touched down in Seattle," I repeated. I felt empty inside. I stood there 
bewildered. I couldn't grasp what had obviously happened. I even smiled. Not being able to 
cry was like crying for joy, but in reverse. At least Jennie could cry.
     I felt closer to her in this dreadful bewilderment than I had ever allowed myself to feel 
before. I also could sense that we were infinitely distant from one another because of this great, 
great loss that overshadowed everything and made everything else seem meaningless. My 
hands were holding her. My fingers were touching her back, caressing her. I had dreamed of 
holding her like this. Now that the dream had come true a deep gulf emerged between us. She 
was Frank's woman, Frank's property. When my touching became too sensuous, she broke off 
the embrace. My escape into another dimension was over; it became blocked before it even 
stated as it had been for most of my life.

     I remembered having a poster in my room when I was a boy. The poster was a picture of a 
beautiful tropical beach. I had daydreamed about this beach for years; about palm trees, soft 
sand, gentle winds, swimming in warm clear waters. Years later I stood on such a beach on the 
island of Lido. The sand stretched as far into the distance as I could see. The dream had 
become reality, only the reality was different. The day was hot. To was July. The sand burned 
like coals. I had to sprint not to burn my feet, whenever I wanted to get to the water. Now the 
situation repeated itself. Jennie was so near, the only person remaining now in the world that 
was dear to me, that had always been dear to me, but the space between us had become an 



impenetrable barrier. It felt to me as she was standing at the edge of the surf and I reaching out 
for her across a beach of hot glowing coals. I felt her warmth as we embraced, her breast 
pressing against me. I smelled her hair, touched her shoulders, but we were world's apart. I let 
my arms fall away from her.

     In time my tears came. Those were bitter tears. Everything I had held dear had been turned 
to ashes. And with the tears came, strangely, a feeling that it was somehow possible to go on.
     Jennie and I went back upstairs in our sorrow and sat facing each other in the plush first 
class cocktail lounge, trying to come to terms with the unimaginable. We didn't speak 
anymore. The silence was interrupted only when Ken called me back to the flight deck. He also 
called Harry. I saw Harry respond. I watched him stand up. He went into the cockpit without 
saying a word, barely taking note of us. Reluctantly I followed. I motioned Jennie to come with 
me. She nodded and wiped the tears from her face.
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