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My first nuclear nightmare shook me
awake one night when I was in elemen-
tary school in the 1970s. Five decades
later, I still recall an image from that
dream – I’m running in terror with other
children on the school playground after
we’ve been told of our imminent doom.

My last atomic dream was scorched
into my memory as an adult – I am driv-
ing away from my college campus when
a mushroom cloud erupts in the eastern
sky.

My generation was programmed to
fear the nuclear apocalypse, but we
were neither the first nor the last to be
conditioned to believe that the end is
near. From The Doomsday Clock to “The
Last of Us,” it seems we’re always
90 seconds from midnight. 

It’s not that we lack from real danger
– war, famine, disease, drought and at-
mospheric rivers continue to plague us,
and likely always will. Yet I’ve learned to
be leery of those who gaze into a cloudy
future and speak with certainty about
distant days.

Prophets of doom profit from fear

A lot of money, fame and power can
be had in the present by peddling dark
visions of what lies in the future. And a
lot of false prophets are willing to profit
from our fear.

In high school, I read “The Population
Bomb,” a bestseller that predicted hun-
dreds of millions would starve to death
in the 1970s because of overpopulation.
The book’s author, Stanford University
entomologist Paul Ehrlich, became a
minor celebrity, even sitting next to
Johnny Carson on “The Tonight Show”
set shortly before the first Earth Day in
1970.

It turned out to be fictitious nonfic-
tion, of course. Global population has
grown from 3.7 billion in 1970 (at the
height of the book’s influence) to 8 bil-
lion today. 

At the same time, life expectancy
across the planet has increased from 56
years in 1970 to more than 73 years to-
day. And the United Nations projects

that humans will live on average to be
almost 82 years old by this century’s
end.

As a young adult in the ’80s, I heard
peers say it would be irresponsible to
bring children into a world on the brink
of nuclear annihilation and mass star-
vation. I hear such concerns echoed
now by new generations who’ve been
taught to fear the future.

But what if – and this will be hard for
some even to contemplate – we’re living
not in the end of days but the best of
days? If you doubt that is the case, point
to the period of history when life was
safer, more prosperous and held more
opportunities for more of humanity.
(Hint: It didn’t exist.)

Yes, all things may fall apart and the

center not hold. Perhaps, eventually,
such things are inevitable.

But I suspect that the children of to-
day – like my own generation – will in
time look back and say: We made it. And
the journey was not nearly as bad as we
feared.

‘It’s gone so fast’

None of this is meant to dismiss the
dangers the world faces. War, in Ukraine
or another part of the world, may spiral
out of control. Another pandemic may
be even worse than the current one. We
may fail to adapt to climate change ag-
gressively enough to forestall devastat-
ing consequences.

But living in fear isn’t the way for-

ward. And giving credence to the mer-
chants of apocalypse comes at a prohib-
itive cost.

Days after my mother was diagnosed
with the cancer that would soon claim
her life, I was alone with my father. “It’s
gone so fast,” he said. 

I realized he was talking about his life
with my mother. He was 89 at the time.
They had been married for 68 years.

These days, I recall that conversation
when I think about the future. 

Life is short – even when it’s relative-
ly long. We don’t need to fear what may
come. We have more than enough of the
good, bad and in between to embrace to-
day.

Tim Swarens is deputy opinion edi-
tor for USA TODAY.

Let’s reset the doomsday clocks in our lives

Nuclear war and climate change are the main dangers our world faces. The Doomsday Clock, a decadeslong project 
of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists featuring a clock face where midnight represents Armageddon, moved 
forward from 100 seconds to midnight to 90 seconds on Tuesday. IAN TYAS/HULTON ARCHIVE VIA GETTY IMAGES
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Thursday morning, a friend of mine
whose niece is a second-grade teacher
home with COVID-19, shared a video
from the diverse group of children in her
classroom. One after another, they told
their teacher they loved her, they missed
her. “Stay safe,” one girl added. A boy
pressed his palms together. “I’m praying
for you,” he said. “Amen.”

This is what happens every year with
millions of elementary-age children.
They meet their teacher, and they fall in
love. Imagine watching one of your
classmates shoot her in the chest. 

Or knowing a fellow student was ca-

He is a 6-year-old child.
That boy who shot his teacher this

month in front of his first-grade class-
mates at Richneck Elementary School in
Newport News, Virginia? 

He is 6 years old.
Do you remember when you were 6?

Or maybe you recall loving a child who
was that age. Maybe this is you now.
You’re a parent, grandparent, aunt or
uncle, a friend or neighbor – a teacher –
who loves a 6-year-old child so much
that you are willing to do anything to
protect them from harm and to prepare
them for the world.

Most of us know what it’s like to be
6 years old. You are completely depen-
dent on the adults in your life who are
supposed to love you and keep you safe.
You have no say in where you live or who
sleeps in the same home. 

You are not in control of your safety
or your access to dangerous things. Your
every day is determined by the adults
who are in charge of you, and their level
of commitment.

Adults failed this 6-year-old boy.
Consider the timeline of the day of

the shooting, as described by lawyer
Diane Toscano, representing the 25-
year-old teacher who was shot. 

About 12:30 p.m., another teacher at
the school told an administrator that, on
an informed hunch, she had searched
the child’s backpack for a gun. 

When she didn’t find it, she shared
her belief that the gun was in his pocket.
The administrator reportedly dismissed
her fear. The 6-year-old boy “has little
pockets.”

School officials did not 
act despite warnings

Failure #1. A half-hour later, another
teacher reported a child tearfully de-
scribing how the 6-year-old boy had
brandished the gun and threatened to
shoot the child if they said a word.

Still, the school official did nothing.
Failure #2. Word spread among

teachers and staff, as of course it would,
and a third employee reportedly asked
an administrator for permission to
search the boy.

The administrator’s alleged re-
sponse: Wait it out. The school day was
nearly over.

Failure #3. About 2 p.m., the 6-year-
old child pulled out the gun that had
been in his possession all along and shot
his teacher in the chest, in the class-
room. A 6-year-old girl, whose name is
unknown because her mother insisted
on protecting her, described the teacher
falling to her knees. 

Had someone searched this boy’s
pockets, they could have stopped him.

Failure #4. Parents raced to the
school, where officers separated them
by their children’s grades. 

A mother of a fifth-grade girl said her
daughter called her, crying. 

A 9-year-old boy said most of his
classmates, who had been at recess at
the time, were also crying.

Of course, they were.

pable of this violence.
So, let’s stop with this kind of word-

ing, reportedly uttered by police: “No
students were injured in the shooting.”
This is their trauma, too. Their grief.
Perhaps for a lifetime. 

We’re not done with the list of fail-
ures. Newport News Police Chief Steve
Drew said the gun used by the 6-year-
old was legally purchased by his mother. 

It was in his home, loaded and within
reach of his little hands.

Failure #5. Adults in the school sys-
tem who should have been responsible
are now losing their jobs. 

OK, but now what?

What are we – me and you – 
going to do about this?

A lot has been rightly reported and
written about how teachers, who know
students best, are too often ignored
when they’re trying to keep them safe.
This is not the first time, and it most cer-
tainly won’t be the last. What are we go-
ing to do about that? By we, I am hoping
that means you, too.

I have repeatedly mentioned the
boy’s age because he, too, is a victim in
this tragedy. How many other times did
adults in his short life fail him before the
day he got his hands on a loaded gun?

He will be known as an active shooter
for the rest of his life.

He is 6 years old.
USA TODAY columnist Connie

Schultz is a Pulitzer Prize winner whose
novel, “The Daughters of Erietown,” is a
New York Times bestseller. You can
reach her at CSchultz@usatoday.com or
on Twitter: @ConnieSchultz

Adults failed the 6-year-old before he shot his teacher

Connie Schultz
USA TODAY

Abigail Zwerner, a first-grade teacher
in Newport News, Va., was shot
by a 6-year-old student on Jan. 6.
ZWERNER FAMILY VIA AP


