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			To all my new friends joining me in the Fallout Shelter

			Welcome Mixer is at 8:00.

		

	
		
			 

			In nuclear war, all men are cremated equal.

			—Dexter Gordon

		

	
		
			 

			Though the events of December 1984 are factually accurate, some names might have been changed to protect the families of the victims and those who risked their lives to provide testimony about their ordeal in the making of the film Eve of Destruction. This is their story.

		

	
		
			 

			Comment from Laura

			 

			It’s safe to assume that people will believe what they want to believe. But everything within the pages of this black-and-white composition notebook is factual: a black-and-white accounting of what happened to the best of my knowledge. I didn’t exaggerate. Nothing is made up. I hope to see it stacked in nonfiction sections (under Ratliff, comma, Laura) in bookstores and libraries around the world. It’s a true story. My true story. And it all begins with me, Laura. Also, it is my sworn duty to keep a record in case my mutant children want to know why they have a tail. I can tell them it’s all Hollywood’s fault.
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			Chapter One

			It was one minute to noon, and I was standing in the lunch line at school—it was chicken and noodles day, which meant I’d find a bone, and it would ruin my meal like it always did. The cafeteria was buzzing about that week’s game, Griffin Flat versus Hollow Court. Go, Shiners! The season was a bust—zero to eight, with two games left to play. Seemed pretty damned pointless to be slaving away on a game when your players already knew that the only winning move was not to play. Rah-rah. It was hard to cheer for losers. 

			I grabbed a carton of milk from the crate, even though chocolate milk and chicken and noodles were a lengthy bathroom situation in the making. Then I reached into my pocket for lunch money borrowed from my stepbrother, who was still getting used to me as his “sister” and not the dorky girl who took over the “man room” down the hall. 

			Shhhh. The siren across the street from the school blended with the other four in town. Louder, more intense, its wavelike tones mixed with the voices of the cafeteria on that Thursday. No one paid attention. Once a week the town did some kind of siren test just to make sure we were used to ignoring it in case of an actual emergency. Two minutes and the sirens went off, but no one noticed because ever since FEMA1 implemented the weekly occurrence, it had blended in to our mundane lives. 

			“Can those sirens shut the hell up?” Kevin Barnes asked, messing with the dial of his boom box. 

			Kevin was a senior and all-around badass. He sat across the room with the pack-a-dayers, next to a door that led to the trash cans where everyone went for a smoke. I sat across the room next to the pay phones. So when one of them had to make a phone call, we listened in on their conversations. My friend Max had been known to blackmail many of them. 

			“Thank God,” Kevin yelled once the sirens died down. He turned up the volume on his boom box and tapped his shoe to the beat of “99 Red Balloons” by Nena2 as he sat on the tabletop. (Ms. Little, the librarian and cafeteria monitor, had told him hundreds of times not to sit where he ate, but he didn’t listen.) 

			“Everyone, shut the hell up!” Kevin screamed. A man’s voice got louder with each turn of the volume dial. 

			“Now’s your once-in-a-lifetime chance—all you have to do is be caller nine. Caller nine. That’s it.”

			“Language, Mr. Barnes, language,” Ms. Little said with her index finger to her lips. 

			But people actually shut up. We stared at Kevin’s boom box while the radio station went back to playing music—“Every Breath You Take.”3 

			“What’s going on?” I asked Max, but he just shrugged. He was into the comic book4 that I let him borrow a week ago. At first, I thought everyone was looking at me. But they weren’t. It was the phone bank behind me. I watched them like a science experiment. (I’m into science—don’t hate.) 

			Background: Everyone was listening to the radio. But the music stopped. Everyone got real quiet. 

			Objective: To find out why everyone was staring at me. 

			Results: Pending. 

			Limitations: They stared back.

			Conclusions: Pending. 

			I got all A’s in science. I was popular in science class. Everyone wanted to be my partner because I got all A’s. 

			Kathy was sitting across from me. She was tapping her fingers on the tabletop and repeating seven digits. “444-2323.” 

			I started repeating them too. 444-2323. 

			All around the cafeteria, legs were being swung over the bench seats. I glanced at the phone booth behind me, then at my classmates running toward me. A mad dash to the phones. I stood up, grabbed a receiver, dug a quarter out of my pocket, and dialed the number. 444-2323. 

			And waited. 

			It was ringing. 

			There was no busy signal. 

			I was caller number nine. 

			“Hello. Caller number nine? Are you there? This is DJ Crazy Bob in the morning. Who’s this?”

			“Um. Laura,” I said. 

			“Oh, shit on a cracker,” Dana said as my voice echoed in the cafeteria.

			“Turn it down. Turn the volume down,” Ms. Little snapped at Kevin. 

			He turned it down. My voice wasn’t so loud. It also wasn’t how I thought I sounded in my head. 

			“Congratulations, Laura. You’re the ninth caller, and that means if you correctly answer these three questions, you’ll be the winner of the ultimate star treatment prize package.”

			“I will?” I asked.

			“Yes, you will. You and a guest will get the star treatment on the set of Eve of Destruction. Can you believe it?”

			“No.”

			“Well, you better start believing.” 

			That’s where DJ Crazy Bob stopped talking and Journey5 started playing. 

			I waited on the line until the song ended and DJ Crazy Bob was back on the air. 

			“Just three questions. Three easy-peasy questions. You got that?”

			“I think so.”

			“And since the prize is a walk-on role of the film, we’re basing the questions on the Big One—the Big Bomb—okay? Got that?”

			“I think so.”

			“Ready, Laura?”

			“I think so.”

			“Okay. Laura, a girl of few words, here is question number one. Who is considered to be the father of the atom bomb?”

			“Dr. Robert Oppenheimer.”

			“Correct.” 

			“Go, Laura, go!!!!” Dana said, clapping her hands and jumping up and down behind me. 

			“Question number two: A thermonuclear weapon is made up of two isotopes. What are they? Wait, these questions are hard. Who made these up? Laura, why don’t you hold on a sec? Let me talk to someone about this—”

			“No, wait—I can answer that,” I said, turning to face my classmates, who were staring at me. 

			“Really? You can answer that?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay, go on. Try to answer.”

			“Uranium-235 and plutonium-239.”

			“Um. That’s correct. Are you pulling my chain, Laura? Are you even in high school?”

			“Um, yeah, I’m in high school.”

			The room was silent like it was witnessing something magical. 

			“Well, okay, then. Last question, Laura, and it’s a doozy—well, to me it’s a doozy. To you, it’s probably what happens when you mix the colors blue and yellow together—”

			“Green.”

			“Correct. But not the question. This is the question. And if you get this right, you’ll win the role of a lifetime.”

			Everyone around me was quiet. Even Dana, and she had never been quiet a day in her life. All eyes were on me. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself. I had to get this question right.

			“Last question—since the plot of Eve of Destruction takes place in 1954, and MAD was a product of the United States doctrine during the height of the Cold War, and our current relations with Russia today are, in a word, icy, what does MAD stand for?”

			Dana flipped her thumb up and down—a way to ask if I got this, and I nodded and smiled. I had this. “Mutually Assured Destruction. It’s like if we push the button, they’ll push the button, and we’ll all die.”

			“Morbid,” Kevin said, crossing his arms over his chest. 

			“Congratulations, Laura. You’re the winner of the ultimate star treatment prize package. I can’t wait to see you on the big screen. I’m DJ Crazy Bob, and I’ll be back after these words from our sponsors—playing the hits of today and tomorrow—if there is a tomorrow.”

			Some lady took my contact information and gave me the spill about how no one in my family could be an employee with the radio station, and if they were, my winning the ultimate star treatment prize package would become null and void. 

			“You’re going to be a movie star?” Dana said, slowly and in a whisper. 

			“No, I don’t think I will be.”

			“Have you been living under a rock?” Her eyes practically rolled out of her head as she gave me the lowdown—the 411—as if I didn’t know—on the movie that was set to shoot here, well, near here in two weeks. 

			Okay, for those reading at home—or literally living under a rock—it started with a rumor, then an announcement, and then finally scouts, a promise, and a movie. 

			But a major motion picture in the land of (insert lyrics to The Beverly Hillbillies6) or at the base of the Ozark Mountains. All the alphabet soup was here. News crews set up shop. They were invited by the governor. Perfect photo op. “Blah blah blah, welcome to Arkansas, blah blah blah. Home of diamonds, Tyson chicken, Walmart, and the Razorbacks, blah blah blah.” The papers and TV ate it up. Governor Clinton7—charisma was his middle name. 

			Now, of course total-destruction-due-to-total-world-war movies had been done before in prime time, but this wasn’t some movie of the week that would make the president twitch with a tinge of guilt over annihilation of the planet; this was actually a good idea. Hell, if the Russians were aiming their weapons at us, we would do the same. We had Star Wars to lean on if things got dicey. (No—I’m not talking about the greatest movie ever made. I have a crush on Han Solo.) 

			No—this was different. This had movie stars. Real movie stars. Not the TV kind. Owen Douglas, Astrid Ogilvie, Peony Roth, and Freddy White (who was black). Max had a crush on Astrid, but she was British from cheery old England and had an accent that didn’t sound like something like molasses being poured out of a mason jar. She was attached to this year’s megastar who made somewhat of a splash at the MTV Video Music Awards8 (the same MTV Video Music Awards where Madonna got down with her bad self in a wedding dress), Drake Cooper.

			“Just in time for Thanksgiving break,” Dana said.

			“Nothing says Thanksgiving like death and destruction,” I said.

			“Exactly. Are you with your mom and Dennis or your dad this year?”

			“Mom and Dennis. Dad’s stuck on base.”

			“What about Terrence? Is he going to be there too?”

			“Still working the custody issues.”

			“It’s still crazy to think that your brother is Terrence Jennings.”

			“Step—”

			“What?”

			“He’s my stepbrother.”

			“Whatever. Same difference.”

			“My mother still says a prayer for your family during Sunday morning services,” Kathy said, blowing her nose with her napkin.

			“That’s nice,” I said.

			“Well, yeah, that’s why she does it,” Kathy said, stuffing the last bite of chicken and noodles into her mouth. Then she carried her tray over to the cleaning station, leaving Dana and me alone. 

			“She’s weird but popular, so it cancels out the weird,” Dana said. “But honestly, your family situation is weird.”

			My family situation. That was a small word for what it really was—dysfunctional. Messy. Scandalous. We were The Brady Bunch,9 minus four kids and a maid—and the whiteness. 

			“Don’t be so ashamed you’re Terrence’s stepsister. His dad had sex with your mom while still married to your dad.”

			“Thanks for that recap.”

			“Don’t mention it.”

			“Yeah, don’t mention it again, please.”

			“Oh, come on. You have a story. It will be awesome in the tabloids. White woman screws black man—”

			“Breaks up two families. Screws not just each other but us as well,” I said finishing it for her. 

			Talk about small-town gossip. 

			

			
				
					1 FEMA stands for Federal Emergency Management Agency, which is an anagram for a joke. 

				

				
					2 Nena, “99 Luftballons,” Epic, 1983. Originally a German song that was rereleased in English as “99 Red Balloons.” It’s a protest song. I personally prefer the German version even though I have no idea what she is singing.

				

				
					3 The Police, Synchronicity, A&M, 1983. It’s the perfect song, actually. It’s a song about stalking, or how Big Brother is always watching you.

				

				
					4 The Fury of Firestorm: The End of His Rope! Issue #28, October 1984.

				

				
					5 Journey, “Don’t Stop Believin’” Escape, Columbia, 1981.

				

				
					6 A television show that aired on CBS from 1962 to 1971 (I was a toddler when it was on TV). But the premise was this: Jed Clampett hits it oil rich and moves his family (Granny, Elly May, Jethro Bodine) to California, hijinks ensue. Though the show never technically clarified where the Clampetts were from, we as Arkansans claim the Clampetts as our own.

				

				
					7 William Jefferson Clinton, born in Hope, Arkansas. At the age of 32, he is the youngest governor to ever take office. He was governor from 1979 to 1981, then lost and won again in 1983. His wife is named Hillary, and they have a three-year-old daughter named Chelsea.

				

				
					8 They were held on Friday, September 14, 1984, at Radio City Music Hall in New York City. On that night, it was dubbed Video City Music Hall. Dan Aykroyd and Bette Midler hosted. It’s well known for the uncomfortable sitting with your parents as you watched Madonna roll around on the stage to “Like a Virgin.” I know Terrence and I haven’t fully recovered.

				

				
					9 I’ve watched reruns in syndication. It’s about a blended family: Mike Brady and his three sons—Greg, Peter, and Bobby—Carol Martin Brady and her three daughters—Marcia, Jan, and Cindy—and their live-in housekeeper, Alice. It’s cheesy.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Mr. Truitt paid—I totally just wrote paid and most definitely had to scratch that out. Mr. Truitt totally did not pay us with the opposite sex. Duh—sorry, paired us with the opposite sex, though I saw right through his veiled attempts at equality by his pairing me with an athlete, boosting his academic grade point average. That week’s new charity case was Rodney Romero. C-student, starting center for the Griffin Flat varsity basketball team, and my stepbrother’s best friend. 

			We were working on half-life pesticides, which somehow morphed into talking about radiation, which led into a discussion on nuclear weapons. As usual. 

			“Arkansas has a thirty-six percent chance of being annihilated. A high probability that if the blast doesn’t get us, the fire will,” Max said behind me. “You know there’re eighteen silos in this state. That’s eighteen potential death traps. There’s one twenty-five miles from here.”

			“Calm down, man,” Rodney said, pouring a beaker of bleach into a beaker of vinegar. I grabbed it out of his hand and threw it in the sink before he decided to wage chemical warfare on us. I didn’t need Max’s doom and gloom to become a reality. 

			“Leave it,” Mr. Truitt said. “I don’t want y’all cutting yourself on the shards of glass.”

			“Was I not supposed to do that?” Rodney asked as if he were stupid. But he wasn’t. He was just stupid at science.

			But that was Mr. Truitt’s plan all along. I did the work, and Rodney got the credit—an A credit for his transcript that made premier schools with powerhouse athletic programs look at him as much more than a 2.5-GPA basketball star. 

			Mr. Truitt placed a new rack of beakers on the workstation in front of us. 

			“I’ll do it,” I said, knowing full well that I was being taken advantage of—again. 

			“It takes approximately thirty minutes for our Titan II intercontinental ballistic missile to hit Moscow. It takes approximately thirty minutes for their R-36M—known by NATO as SS-18 Satan—to hit our target, which, for all purposes, could be Blackwell or Hattieville, or what happened at Damascus could happen at one of those,” I said.

			Damascus, Arkansas, was a little shit-hole town home to nothing except for the Little Rock Air Force Launch Complex. Fifty-some miles from Little Rock. Thirty-some miles from here was a secret thing that everyone here always knew was in the ground. That became a government cover-up. 

			My dad spent a lot of time in the bunker there, and then he spent a lot of time in the bunkers at the other nine missile silos around us. There were eighteen missile silos around Arkansas total. I didn’t see Dad a lot anymore. Mom was too preoccupied with Dennis to worry about my psyche, so I focused on school. It was the only thing that made any sense in my life. 

			On our first day in class, Mr. Truitt laid down the rules: 

			 

			1. No eating or drinking.

			2. No long sleeves.

			3. Tie back hair.

			4. Wear protective glasses.

			5. Wear protective apron.

			6. Wear closed-toe shoes.

			7. Don’t smell the chemicals.

			8. Don’t play around.

			9. Wash your hands.

			10. Do not pull the safety shower string.

			 

			If someone pulled the safety shower string, water would flood the room. Everything would get wet, and the person responsible would see the principal and be doing worksheets for the rest of the term.

			While others thought about it or pretended to pull said string, I never did—but now that string was freedom. 

			I got up from my stool, leaving Rodney on his own, and went over to the shower and pulled. And it rained. It rained hard.

			I had done it. I did the one thing that made the vein on the right side of Mr. Truitt’s neck pulsate. Oh boy, was he mad. 

			Talk of suspension. Talk of calling my mom. I was looking at hard time—

			But I would pull that string again. 

			I was done with partners and raising the GPA of my fellow classmate. They wouldn’t use me anymore. No longer a tool for some trophy. Laura Ratliff was free of the oppressive regime of Griffin Flat athletics. Worksheets, lots of worksheets, would be in my future. 

			“Laura Ratliff, principal’s office. Now,” Mr. Truitt screamed, his finger pointed at me and then the door. 

			Oohs and aahs followed me out. 

			“Dead girl walking!” Max said, giving me a thumbs-up. He was trying to suppress his laughter and failing.

			I sat in front of the principal. He stared at me through his glasses, the lenses so thick his eyeballs were magnified, and then at my permanent file, which was also thick. Thick with accolades, not demerits. 

			“Laura—” Principal Parker started, leaning back in his chair. His tie sat on his belly, and his mustache still had crumbs from this morning’s breakfast. “I’m disappointed in you,” he said, tapping his left hand’s fingers like he was playing a piano. The faint spot on his finger where a wedding ring once sat was hardly visible now. His wife had died. She didn’t leave him like my mom left my dad. “Truly disappointed.”

			Disappointed was something my mom would say. 

			Principal Parker looked at me and shook his head. And it wasn’t meant in a sarcastic way. 

			“I’m sorry,” I said, lying through my teeth. But I knew that was what he as the principal wanted to hear. 

			The principal’s office was one place not to talk back—even if you knew deep down in your heart that you did the right thing, not just for your sanity but for the athletes in this school to finally do their own work. Fight the power—oh, whatever, it didn’t matter. Principal Parker was talking suspension. A day. Worth it. 

			But then he brought up Mrs. Martin, and I felt my heart sink as I slumped into the chair. 

			Mrs. Martin was the supposed confidante for all students at Griffin Flat High School, but she was the one in danger of having a nervous breakdown. And according to Principal Parker, pulling the safety shower string that resulted in gallons of H2O being sent down in a waterfall and flooding a portion—a tiny portion, I may state as fact—of the chemistry lab classroom meant that I, Laura Ratliff, was on the verge of going full-on cuckoo, as in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest10 cuckoo. And I guessed liability issues deemed that I needed to see Mrs. Martin. Now, she had seen me in her tiny closet of an office before, ever since that Monday after the town found out about the dissolution of my parents’ marriage by way of a third party. 

			Mrs. Martin always talked in questions. “How does it make you feel?” was a given, but “What are you going to do about it, Laura?” was one of her favorites.

			We’d talk about my parents’ marriage and how I wished it would have been. I wanted parents like Jennifer and Jonathan Hart. I wanted parents who loved each other. I wanted a grandfather like Max. I wanted a dog like Freeway. I guess I wanted to be Laura Hart, not Laura Ratliff. But like Hart to Hart,11 my family was canceled prematurely. 

			I moved from Principal Parker’s office to down the hall to see Mrs. Martin and sat in front of her, trying to figure out what her angle was going to be this session. I didn’t think anyone forced me to sit there. I mean, not really. I was not obligated at all to be here. Yes, the administration had to get permission from my parents. But I had the right to say no. Well, at least I thought I could. Though I never tried. 

			“Laura Ratliff,” she said, taking my file out of her filing cabinet and laying it on her desk. Then she pulled out a new yellow notepad from her bottom drawer.

			I grabbed a Snickers from her bowl of candy, tore it open, and popped it in my mouth. 

			“Congratulations,” she said, sitting at her desk and finding an ink pen that actually worked. 

			She collected pens, especially ones that held no ink. 

			“Thank you,” I said. “It was my finest moment. Honestly, I probably should have pulled it sooner.”

			“No, on being caller number nine,” she said, shaking her head. “You shouldn’t have pulled the string to the safety shower.”

			“Shouldn’t have, but—”

			Mrs. Martin knew of my tendency to be a smart-ass. “You know better than that.”

			I grabbed another Snickers. 

			“Laura, where should we start?” she asked. 

			She started the discussion. I went back to eating another Snickers. When I didn’t answer her question, she took away the Snickers bowl. 

			“You pulled the safety shower. Does it have anything to do with being caller number nine?” she asked.

			“No,” I said. 

			“I need you to talk to me,” she said.

			I twisted my scrunchie around my wrist. 

			“Remember, The Day After12 was only a movie,” she said, repeating the one line that she told me after I came in crying last November. The time when I broke out in a cold, shivering sweat, followed by weeks of depression and anxiety.

			It’s only a movie. Just like it’s only a game.

			“Do you believe everything they tell you?” I asked. 

			“Laura—”

			I sighed, reaching for the bowl of Snickers, but then realized she took that away, just like the politicians were doing with my hopes and dreams. 

			“No, it has nothing to do with that—though that subject appears nightly in my nightmares,” I said.

			“Laura, how does that make you feel?”

			That dreaded question that people who get psychology degrees and decide to head-shrink for a living ask. 

			How does the fear that adults with the power to flip a switch are going to mess it up before I got my chance sound to you? Not good. We were living in a nuclear soap opera. 

			“How does it make me feel?” I said, repeating her question. 

			“I asked you,” she said. 

			“It makes me feel—”

			There were two camps: the holy beep, we all could die and the maybe things won’t be so bad. I fell into the first camp. The camp that knew it had fifteen minutes to accomplish everything it wanted to before it died. That did weigh on your psyche. 

			Last November, after watching The Day After, I called 1-800-NUCLEAR with the rest of the poor saps. I was afraid that my parents would be killed and I would survive. I was afraid that I would die and my parents would survive. I once had to make Mrs. Martin a list of everything I was afraid of:

			 

			My parents will die

			I’ll get sick

			I’ll die

			Bad grades

			People won’t like me

			I’m not pretty

			I won’t ever have a boyfriend

			Nuclear war	

			 

			Whenever I tried to talk about my feelings on nuclear war, what actually happened was silence. I couldn’t. If I talked about it, then that meant it was on the horizon. A nuclear payload heading down on us, down on me. 

			Yeah, we did drills where we hid under our desks. You know, those were some badass desks. Immune to an ICBM, or what you probably would see in your underpants right after. And we had a fallout shelter in our basement at school, but it was locked after too many students found that to be the perfect make-out spot. 

			On a scale of one—does not bother me—to five—very disturbing—I was on a ten going on eleven. 

			Mrs. Martin looked at her watch. “We should continue this conversation,” she said. “I’ll schedule you in for a weekly session.”

			I was defeated. But nodded anyway. 

			“Does this count as my punishment for pulling the safety shower in chemistry?” I asked. 

			She shook her head and smiled. “No, you’re suspended for one day. You got off easy.”

			Worth it.

			I leaned over the desk to grab a handful of Snickers from the bowl she purposely put out of reach. I took a glance at my folder, which was flipped open, and died a little inside. 

			Laura Ratliff is afraid of not having a future. She is afraid of dying in a nuclear blast. She comes from a broken family, which isn’t that uncommon, but it was done in such a way that it became town gossip. 

			Mrs. Martin, I thought, you’re going to miss me when I’m gone.

			

			
				
					10 It’s a 1962 novel by Ken Kesey and a major motion picture starring Jack Nicholson. It takes place in a mental institution.

				

				
					11 It premiered in 1979 and stars Robert Wagner as Jonathan Hart, CEO of Hart Industries, and Stefanie Powers as Jennifer Hart, a freelance journalist. They jet-set around the world solving crimes. I wanted to be part of that family. I would have gladly walked Freeway.

				

				
					12 On November 20, 1983, 100 million people dropped everything to watch The Day After on ABC, a TV movie about the nuclear annihilation of Kansas City and the aftermath in Lawrence, Kansas. Prior to the TV movie airing, there was a special viewers guide sent in the mail. We were supposed to watch The Day After and then have a discussion, but if we needed to talk to someone, there was 1-800-NUCLEAR, a special counseling hotline. If we needed to talk to someone because it got too much too fast, they were there. Seriously, as a nation we had homework. And we were warned, DON’T WATCH IT ALONE! Local affiliates even went so far as to advise parents not to let kids watch it at all. Mom and Dennis didn’t listen. They let me watch it. I curled up on the couch and watched the end of the world happen with no commercial breaks!

					Terrence said he watched half of it at his mom’s house before he got bored and did homework instead. He missed the mushroom cloud, the firestorms, the wind, the skeletonized people, the buildings exploding, people vaporized, the slow deaths of hundreds of thousands, the radiation poisonings, the panic, the savaging, the pillaging, the government not knowing how much to dig in the irradiated farmland, the possibility of deformed infants, no medicine, no cures, no hope, only despair. We don’t even know who shot first. But as John Lithgow said in the movie, it doesn’t matter.

					After the movie they said it would be much worse than what we saw—there would be vomiting with acute diarrhea, and much, much more.

					Max’s parents confined him to his bedroom and checked on him to make sure he wasn’t watching it. He had little to add to the conversation the next day at school. The movie was scary. It left me feeling nothing. I was hollow inside. I was afraid. I still am.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I was sent home—and by home I mean the Flat Inn. My mom was the general manager of the only decent (or so she claimed) hotel in the town. Helping was my after-school job. Folding towels, emptying the trash, stocking the sweets shop. That afternoon, I grabbed an orange soda from the cooler, found a comfy seat in the lobby and watched as my mom dealt with crisis after crisis. 

			“What’s leaking from the ceiling from the fourth floor?” a guest asked.

			Um. Rain? I didn’t say it out loud. That would be rude to the guests. End of the world to some of these people. The customer wasn’t always right. Sometimes they were downright stupid. 

			“I’m sorry, sir. Let me see if we have any available rooms I can move you to,” Mom said. 

			The phone didn’t stop ringing, and Mom didn’t stop trying to explain why they were sold out. She hung up the phone. “Why don’t you take your little hammer and nails and build you one,” she said to no one as the phone rang again. “Flat Inn, this is Edna. How may I help you? No, I’m sorry. We are all sold out for that week. What’s going on? Well, ma’am, they’re shooting a movie—”

			Some of the crew and a few of the actors were staying here, and Mom was going insane. Some of the older actors were renting houses. I guess they were too old for the hotel lifestyle. I didn’t blame them. After the “secret” came out about my mom and Terrence’s dad, Mom and I pretty much moved into room 104. Next to the kitchen. Noisy. And you could smell the free continental breakfast at five-thirty in the morning. Dad escaped to Little Rock Air Force Base’s barracks.

			“Welcome to Flat Inn. Checking in?” she asked a man with a suitcase.

			Paula walked over and sat down a stack of brown and green folders and a stack of paper. “Put a copy of this letter in each one.”

			The letter. Mom worked hard on that letter. The owner, Paul Passoni, wanted to make sure he had all his bases covered when it came to the possibility of a nuke attack. I mean, Griffin Flat might be smallish, a little over eight thousand people, but we were on the nukemap.13 There were eighteen possible targets, not to mention the Little Rock Air Force Base, and Nuclear One.14 We were pretty much right smack dab in the vicinity of a ground zero situation.

			“Your mom wants this done ASAP,” Paula said.

			“And let me guess: She wanted you to do it?”

			Paula always was a slow learner. She was hired because she was the owner’s sister. Nepotism and all. She blew her gum into a bubble and walked away. No matter how incompetent, you didn’t fire family.

			I started stuffing and occasionally reading the letter.

			 

			Dear Guest,

			I hope your stay will be comfortable and enjoyable. 

			As you may know, our country is in tense relations with the Soviet Union. We may have to face the threat of rising tensions, which may escalate to a full-out nuclear strike.

			Whilst Arkansas has not yet been affected, we request that you follow the instructions below, should there be an air raid in the vicinity of the hotel. 

			1. If you hear a siren while in the hotel, please go down the staircase to the lobby, which is the lowest floor of the hotel. 

			2. Please do not use the elevators. 

			3. Disabled guests or guests who might have difficulties reaching the lobby are requested to inform our front desk at check-in. 

			4. Staff will direct you to the shelter area. 

			5. Please stay in the designated area until it is safe to leave. 

			For any other assistance, please feel free to contact the Front Desk or the Manager on Duty. 

			I am sure you will join me in hoping a quick end to the Cold War. 

			Sincerely, 

			Edna Jennings

			General Manager

			  

			No matter how insane—I mean insane—this thing was, I felt like I was living in a movie. We were on the eve of destruction. (Laugh-out-loud funny here. I get the title of the movie. What do they say? Roll credits.)

			When Mom had a moment’s peace, she came over and sat down at my small table in the breakfast area. “You shouldn’t have to do that,” she said.

			“Paula—”

			“But thank you.”

			Before she could lecture me about my one-day suspension, I told her about the radio contest and how I won. “They were chanting my name in the locker room.” I raised my right arm and started chanting, “Laura! Laura! Laura!”

			“And then—”

			“And then I get to bring a friend with me to the set.”

			She smiled, sort of. “So I guess you’re going to be bringing”—she sighed—“Dana.”

			Dana. The bane of her existence. I am not going to use the word hate because that might not be the type of word Mom would use. No, slash that. She hated Dana. A lot of parents did. Dana was the type of friend who would barge into family situations without asking. One time she just showed up after Mom was going to take me on a special trip to Little Rock and thought she was going, too. Once my dad sent me flowers to my school for Valentine’s Day, and she got mad. Her mom did too. (Her dad didn’t send her any.) Her mom called my mom at work and complained. Like, who did that? I wasn’t exactly friends with Dana. Never really had been. She was just there. And I told Mom that repeatedly, but she didn’t believe me.

			“What about Max?”

			“Um, maybe.”

			Max at a movie lot? Oh dear, he would probably go on a tangent about something and get us kicked off the set. He was really smart but had a problem focusing. We had been friends since kindergarten. Max Randall and Laura Ratliff. Let’s just say we were destined to be by each other’s side alphabetically until graduation. But he was my friend, and even though he was super smart, he didn’t make me feel super dumb. He was on the maybe list.

			“Or what about—no. No . . . I’m not going to push it, but why don’t you just think about—no, no . . . I’m not going to be that mom. Laura, how about—”

			She was trying to say Terrence. My stepbrother. The boy who I shared a bond with now. Both our lives had changed. If I did pick Terrence to go with me, I would make Mom happy, and also Dennis, and of course Terrence, if he was into that kind of thing. I would have so many brownie points with my mother. I could have gotten away with anything with her. And if I could have gotten away with that suspension, I would have said yes. Instead I said I’d think about it. How did I know that was the ticket? She smiled. Patted my knee and said “thank you” in a whisper.

			She grabbed her smokes and her lighter, the reason why she came this way in the first place. “So about that suspension,” she said.

			“It’s all good,” I said, just thinking about the easy work it was going to be
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Flash, Duck and
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by HARLEY JONES
Film Reporter
EXCLUSIVE: After
completing the highly
anticipated  sequel to
last year's box office
smash The Year That
Never Was, Norman
Edman will bring Eve
of Destruction, based
on the cult classic by
Boudreaux Beauchamp,
to the big screen. Eddie
Payne (Crime Lieu-
tenant) will adapt.

Flash. Bang. Roar. An
atomic bomb can spoil
your whole day. The
novel has been com-
pased to Dr: Strangelove
or: How I Learned to
Stop Worrying and Love
the Bomb, eleased in
1964 and directed by
Stanley Kubrick, based
on the novel Red Alert
by Peter Bryant. Eve
of Destruction takes a
comedic look at a small
town’s ultimate fate after
coming face-to-face
with an atomic bomb. In
the novella, the Federal

Civil Defense Admin-
istration estimates that
12 million will “die” in
the mock drill, but what
they don’t expect is that
those 12 million “dead”
would soon be casual-
ties in the first nuclear
attack on American soil.

Set in June 1954, it
tells the story of four
teenagers who face the
smoldering ruin of the
life they once knew. All
different stereotypes—a
troublemaker jock, the
beautiful popular girl,
the attractive  popular
boy, and the shy girl—
come together and
share their untreated
first-degree bums and
‘memories of friends and
family members disinte-
grating by flash. As they
watch as fotal social
collapse mixes with
slow-motion starva-
tion, they discover how
they have a lot more in
common than they once
believed. Starring Owen
Douglas (Room 472B),
Freddy White (The
Harlem Project), Astrid
Ogilvie (The Delightfil
Miss Dunne), and Peony
Roth (The Temptation

of Christine), as Hank,
James, Martha, and
Helen, respectively.

With the box office
smash of FarGames and
The Outsiders, BC-AD
Productions s looking to
capitalize on the teenage
trend that seems to be
popular with the mov-
icgoing public. Abbott
& Davidson Publishers
is looking to release a
special-edition copy of
the novella when the
movie is released in
theaters next summer.





OEBPS/image/9781616959043.jpg
THE

"IV CIZHOII?LE
TKL{E STOK!/

« OF THE MAKING
X —OFTHE—

,and

Imagine WarGames redone
and served up with a twist.”
—Leslie Margolis,
New York Times
bestselling author
of Ghosted
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