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Thirteen Minutes
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It was the long hot summer of 1984 and it was about to get even hotter.

Luke Stanton and David White, friends since childhood and now seniors at Bayshore College, were at the supermarket, buying burgers and steaks and sausages and beer for the annual Fourth of July neighbourhood barbecue. They were standing in the check-out line with a fully loaded shopping cart, moving towards the cashier at a glacial pace, when the sirens began to wail.

For the first twenty seconds or so, no one responded except for old Mrs. Zippowitz, who’d survived the firestorms of World War II in Europe and reacted badly to sirens ever since. But to everybody else, it was just a fire alarm or a tornado warning at worst.

Sure, there had been international tensions of late, in Europe, in the Persian Gulf, in the South China Sea. But there were always international tensions, always crises. And things always calmed down again eventually. No crisis would ever escalate to the point of nuclear war. No one would ever be so stupid, neither the Americans nor the Soviets.

Only that someone had been that stupid. No one would ever know who exactly it was that pressed the button or what it was that made him do it, cause there was no one left to tell. Not that it mattered much now. The deed was done.

Luke and David realised that something was seriously wrong at around the same time everybody else did. The sound of the sirens was wrong, for starters, not the steady sound of the tornado warning or the three blasts of the fire siren. No, this was a continuous wail, steadily rising and falling in pitch. And it didn’t stop, it just went on and on and on.

Luke and David exchanged a glance.

“Fuck, that’s a nuke attack warning,” Luke exclaimed.

At that exact same moment, the supermarket around them erupted in pandemonium. People screamed and ran, stumbling over abandoned shopping carts and each other. Some particularly obstinate or hopeful individuals threw anything that might conceivably come in useful into their carts and headed towards the exits. Outside in the parking lot, cars were starting, engines roaring, horns beeping, people crying and screaming. And above it all, the steadily rising and falling wail of the civil defence siren.

Luke and David stood rooted in place, as the chaos surged around them.

“You think this is the real thing?” David wanted to know.

“If not, it’s one hell of a sick joke,” Luke remarked, watching as an elderly man and an overweight woman tried to get through the turnstiles simultaneously and both got stuck.

The exits were jammed as well with a mob of screaming, panicked people. A few had already gotten trampled underfoot. No one seemed to care.

Luke and David still stood rooted in place, in the now empty check-out line.

“Why the fuck are they running away?” Luke wondered, as he watched the cashier make off towards the exit, the cash drawer pressed to her ample bosom, “We’ve got a fucking nuke incoming. You can’t run away from that.”

“We don’t know for sure it’s a nuke,” David pointed out.

“What else could it be? People don’t freak out like that over a tornado. And besides, the alarm is all wrong.”

Luke looked around the mess of overturned shopping carts and toppled shelves that had once been the Buy More supermarket. His gaze locked on a specific direction, like a dog that had caught a scent.

“Let’s find out,” he said and headed off deeper into the supermarket. 

With a shrug, David grabbed the beer from the shopping cart and followed him. A woman ran past them, screaming for Jesus. A man sat on the floor, hugging his knees to his chest and crying for his mommy. In the wine and liquor aisles, several people were helping themselves to the merchandise to make the apocalypse more bearable.

“They’ve got the right idea,” Luke said.

David nodded and held up the six-pack he’d grabbed from the cart. “They do. That’s why I brought this.”

Luke flashed him an approving smile.

In the cereal aisle, several shoppers had started an impromptu prayer meeting, kneeling in front of an advertising display. It almost seemed as if they were worshipping Nutty Nuggets.

David shook his head. “Nutty Nuggets, really? They couldn’t at least have found a better cereal?”

In the dairy aisle, they passed a couple tearing off each other’s clothes right in front of a cabinet full of half-price yoghurt, about to do it on the floor in a puddle of spilled milk. David and Luke traipsed past, careful to look the other way.

“Do it,” the woman moaned, “Do it now. I don’t want to die a virgin.”

After maybe half a minute, David and Luke ended up in the deserted electronics aisle in front of a shelf full off cheap battery-operated radios. They needed three tries until they found one that was working. 

The radio came on with a squeal and a burst of static.

“…warning” a sombre male voice said, “We have several nuclear warheads incoming in the Westerby, Tanglewood, Twin Bridges and Sagemill areas. Please proceed to the nearest shelter. This is not a test. Civil defence war…”

Luke turned the volume down. He and David exchanged another glance. “Fuck,” they both said simultaneously.

“How long do you think until they get here?” Luke wanted to know.

“Thirteen minutes,” David replied, “I saw this thing on TV a few days ago. Civil defence procedures and all that…”

Luke snorted. “Yeah, right. Like that’s gonna help.”

David nodded sombrely. “We should have gone to those peace marches at college,” he said, “I mean, we talked about going, but we never did.”

“Probably wouldn’t have helped,” Luke said.

“Probably not,” David agreed, “But at least we could’ve said we tried to do something. Like those peace protesters in Europe.”

“Did you see the footage of those anti-war riots in France and West Germany?” Luke asked, “They dragged the politicians out of their offices and strung them up in front of parliament.” He shook his head. “I thought that was excessive, but now I understand.”

David nodded. “So what do we do now?” he asked, “Cause running away is kind of stupid. Can’t outrun a nuke or several.”

Luke chewed his lower lip and looked at the abandoned merchandise around him. “Well, we’ve got thirteen minutes and a whole supermarket to choose from…”

David glanced at his digital watch. “More like eleven now.”

Luke shrugged. “Still, might as well make the most of it. Have some fun while we still can.”

He grabbed an abandoned shopping cart and pushed it across the floor right into a display of stacked up pea cans. “I’ve always wanted to do that,” he said.

A can of peas had rolled towards David and came to a halt at his feet. He bent down to pick it up and hurled it full force into a TV, which exploded in a satisfying shower of sparks.

“Me, too,” he said.

“Maybe we should go up to the roof,” Luke suggested, “I mean, if we’re going to die anyway, we might as well watch the lightshow.”

David considered for a moment, then he nodded. “Good idea.” He held up the six-pack he’d rescued from their shopping cart. “I’ve even brought beer.”

In response, Luke held up the radio. “And I’ve got the music.” He experimentally turned up the volume again, but the civil defence guy was still droning on. “If they’ll eventually play music again, that is.”

“They won’t let that run until the nuke vaporises the broadcast station, will they?” David remarked, “Because I’m sure everybody has got it by now and it’s nicer to die with music.”

“And just in case…” Luke pocketed a cassette tape, Michael Jackson’s Thriller.

“And now for something to eat,” David said, “Ice cream or chocolate?”

“Ice cream,” Luke replied, “Preferably with chocolate chips.”

They shared a smile and headed off towards the refrigerated section, where they picked up two tubs of ice cream, chocolate chip and butterscotch cream. For why settle for just one flavour, when it was the end of the world?

They also found a forgotten child, a little black boy of maybe two or three, crying his eyes out in front of a freezer cabinet full of deep frozen pork chops.

“Now that’s just wrong,” Luke exclaimed, “What sort of asshole would forget their kid in their rush to run away like a headless chicken?”

David shrugged. “Maybe it was a mother who had four other kids and lost one in the chaos.” He bent down to pat the little boy’s head. “So what do we do about him? We can’t just leave him here?”

“We’ll simply take him along,” Luke said. He shifted the radio to his left hand and picked up the little boy. “Come on, bud, do you want to eat ice cream and watch mushroom clouds with us?”

The little boy made a sound that might have been “Yes”.

“All right then, let’s go.”

They made their way to the roof of the supermarket with maybe seven minutes to spare. An alarm blared, as they pushed open the access door to the roof, adding its noise to the cacophony of sirens, air planes, engines, car horns and screams.

“Where do you think they’ll hit?” Luke asked David.

David considered for a second. “That way,” he finally said, pointing eastwards, “Twin Bridges Air Force Base is in that direction.”

Luke nodded. “Makes sense. Twin Bridges is — what? — twenty miles away? Should be a great view.”

They settled down at the very edge of the roof in front of the large Buy More sign overlooking the parking lot, where the last of the shoppers were still scrambling to get away.

“Hey, you down there, did anyone lose a kid?” David yelled, but none of those still on the parking lot even looked up.

“Pathetic,” Luke said in disgust.

“They’re just scared.”

“Well, yeah, I’m fucking scared, too, but I’m not dumping my kid in front of an open freezer,” Luke said, “And now let’s have some beer and some ice cream.”

David busied himself opening the beer and the ice cream, while Luke settled the little boy on his lap and handed him a toy car he’d grabbed in the supermarket. And then they just sat there on the roof, drinking beer and eating ice cream.

Luke fed some ice cream to the little boy, who squealed with joy. “More,” he demanded, so Luke gave him more.

Meanwhile, David tried the radio again. The civil defence announcement was gone, replaced by an equally sombre hymn.

“Nearer my God to thee…” David exclaimed, “Really? The world’s about to end and that’s the best they could come up with?”

“Why not?” Luke replied, “Supposedly, that was the last song they played on the Titanic before it sank.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t nineteen fucking twelve,” David countered, “And besides, I’m Jewish.”

“Oh.” Luke shifted the kid on his lap and pulled the cassette tape from his jeans pocket. “Time for Michael Jackson then.”

He pushed the tape into the tape deck, pressed “Play” and the opening beats of “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’” echoed across the supermarket roof.

“How long now do you think?” Luke asked.

David glanced at his wrist watch. “Not long. Maybe two or three minutes.”

“Better fast forward to &lsquoThriller’ then,” Luke said and pressed the button. When he released it again, Michael Jackson was singing about evil lurking in the dark. The little boy squeaked, recognising the song, and bobbed up and down in tune with the music.
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