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“I feel really bad for what happened to those kids, but...”

“It’s sad what happened to those kids, but...”

“What happened to those kids was awful, but...”

But.

But.

But.

The children, those beautiful children, had been turned into an introductory phrase. They were preludes to a counter-argument. Nameless. Faceless. Instead of Cameron, Abby, Luis, Mona, Nate, and Stanley, his beautiful Stanley, they were “With All Due Respect” and “Don’t Get Me Wrong”.

He wished they wouldn’t bother with the preamble. Anyone who said they felt bad didn’t really feel bad, or awful, or sad. They couldn’t. No one truly can.

Unless it happens to their child. Unless theirs is one of the little bodies being waved away as a lead-in to a claim that there’s nothing we can do to stop it from happening again.

“Just cut to the point,” he would think. “And be honest. Say what’s really in your heart. ‘Sorry, kids, but I love guns. God damn, do I love guns. They’re who I am. I don’t know what I’d do without them.’”

“Just admit it,” he would think.

Because unless you’ve read or heard that your neighborhood school is breaking news, waited for the best part of your life to emerge from the crowd, waited for your favorite person in the world to run toward you and hug you...

Unless you’ve had to identify the body that generated all the light and energy in your life, cleaned and put back together for presentation, more beautiful than ever... 

Unless you’ve tried to memorize that beauty before the sheet is drawn, wondering if that’s really a memory you want, but hungry for any memory you can get...

“Unless you’ve been through that,” he would think, “I would prefer you shut up. You are taking their names in vain.”

“The Children” was a recitation, a memorized prayer blurted out before eating, or going to bed.

It wasn’t much better on the other side, when the gun haters used the kids. They were groveling. They tried too hard to care, when they could never understand any more than their opponent. 

For a while, Stanley’s school was the latest “We Are”. We Are Orlando. We Are Newtown. We Are This Place. We Are That Place. We Are Posting This On Our Facebook Page. We Are Grocery Shopping. We Are Driving To Work. We Are Choosing a Pair of Shoes. We Are Forgetting What We Are. He reminded himself of their good intentions every time he saw one of those slogans. But they also reminded him of what happened. And they were everywhere. It was such an easy thing for people to do. It was too easy. When he was having an especially bad day, when a reason to live was hard to come by and anger and sadness were all he had to rely on to help him find one, he saw those posts as an attempt to show off. All people wanted was to show what great people they were. And he would hate himself for thinking that. He didn’t want to give up on humankind. Plenty had been so compassionate, had grieved with him as best they could. 

And when their best fell short, the botched attempt helped in its own odd way. A world where too many people felt the way he did was no world worth living in. It was a relief to know there was a larger group of relatively happy people who could keep the machines and institutions running. On better days he was grateful for the shallow show of solidarity. 

New events were executed. More “We Are” slogans accumulated. Others were forced to understand how he felt. 

The children continued to be an abstraction to all concerned. People would mention the kids, then move on to what they saw as the larger point they were trying to make. To him, there was nothing larger than what happened to Stanley and his classmates. When he thought of Stan, he was done for a while. He was pinned. He would try so hard to forget what happened that day, to fight the visions of what it must have been like inside that room. He would try so hard to keep his mind away from that day, his brain ceased all other functions.

“Someone should design a bumper sticker or a web thingy that just says, ‘We Are’,” he said. “Don’t even put a place after it. I think we’re reaching a point where people would get it.”

“You’re probably right,” I agreed. “Sadly.”

I was surprised to find out the shooting was the reason he contacted me. I had told that story already, and didn’t want to tell it again. 

“He had an old man’s name,” he said as he rose from the table in his hotel room. “It was so fitting. He was an old soul, as they say.”

He paced and turned away from me to remove his sunglasses and rub his eyes. He put them back on and reached under his hoodie to scratch his head, then worked on his beard.

“Did they frisk you at the front desk?” he sat back down. 

I shook my head. 

“Good for them,” he said. “Pushing back against the paranoia.”

There was no need to be searched. The parking lot was almost empty, save for the cars driven by employees. The courtyard in the center of the hotel was primed for guests who were not coming. The pool, outdoor fireplaces, deck chairs were immaculate but unused. There was no one to shoot.

“It’s bad enough the rooms are so cheap nowadays,” he continued. “You want a water?”

“No, thank you.”

“Rooms used to go for triple what they’re getting. Ag tourism, wine trails, bed and breakfasts. Or would it be beds and breakfast? Which one is plural?”

“I’d go with the second word in this case. Bed and breakfasts.”

“Now we’re lumped in with all the ‘rural violence’. Now we’re just ‘the country’, and all that implies these days. But why am I telling you this? You’ve been around here long enough to remember.”

I nodded.

“Sorry,” he continued. “My relationship with time is frayed. Things can change so quickly. In a matter of seconds. And in a matter of years we’ve gone back to the Middle Ages, it seems. As though the cities have walls around them and the countryside is filled with dark forests and highwaymen.”

“Why am I here?”

He seemed to have to remind himself why he had invited me to this room.

“I like your work,” he finally said. “You still have hope.”

“I write about hopeful things. Those are my assignments. The shooting was an exception, and only because it was local.”

“You’re not as hopeful as your work?”

“I don’t know.”

“Your work brought you to me.”

“Whatever that means.”

He chuckled.

“Awfully arrogant of me. I seem to think that because I’ve suffered, I’ve become wise.”

He stroked his beard again.

“Not sure why I’m bothering with this,” he said about his beard, then pulled off his hood. “I’m not going to hide anything from you. Habit, I guess. Or maybe I’ve given up. It’s more about grooming than lying low. Lying or laying?”

“Remember earlier? When I asked why I was here?”

“I do,” he smiled. “I’ve been sitting on this story for too long. I’m anxious to tell it, but scared.”

“I’m a small town reporter.”

“You won’t be after I’m done with you. Or you’re done with me. I’m done with myself.”

He fell silent. It was hard to tell if he was looking back at me. He still had his sunglasses on. He tilted his head and appeared to be mildly surprised that I was there.

“Do you remember those theories about a possible ‘shooter zero’, the one who started it all?” he asked.

“Vaguely,” I answered. “Not really my beat. I was busy interviewing 4-H scholarship winners.”

He shook his head and waved in my direction, assuring me I hadn’t shirked my duties as a reporter by not being familiar with it. 

“The story never grew legs,” he said.

Then he sunk into a grave stillness.

“It should have.”

He let his statement hang there for a while, suspended between us.

I was done coaxing. He had called me, praised my work, claimed he had a career-altering story to tell. He needed to show me something. I waited, somewhat patiently.

“I’m a monster,” he said. “One of those rumors. Bigfoot, The Abominable Snowman. Ah. I like that one. It uses the word ‘abominable’.”

I slid my phone out from my back pocket.

“May I record you?” I asked. “Or would you prefer I just take notes?”

“Do it all,” he said. “Make me real.”

I tapped on the red button. I opened my notebook, uncapped my pen, and suspended it above the blank page.

He took off his sunglasses.
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Hart preferred to walk alone, but he didn’t mind running into Nando. They were both retired police officers. The town was full of retired cops. It was beautiful country and within the budget of a well-negotiated pension. Their favorite walk was the one where they exited the housing tract they lived in through an archway in the wall on one side of the development, walked along the city limit, and reentered through an opening on the other side. The sidewalk skirting the city grid functioned as sort of a track on which they would take their lap. 

The boundary was quite pronounced. On one side of the street was the sidewalk lined with rosemary bushes and boxwood, crabapple trees rising from the hedgerow every ten yards, and the two-story and one-story homes alternating behind the wall that ran alongside the landscaping. The wall had evidence of ivy. The tendrils remained stuck to it, but the leaves would burn off in the summer and freeze off in the winter, so usually the only thing clinging to the plaster were the shadowy veins. The other side of the street had no sidewalk. It was open meadow, with some hills erupting from it on the near horizon. Vineyards ran up some of the slopes, while cows grazed on the others. An occasional driveway marked with a mailbox would run through a ranch to a house that was usually hidden in a grove of trees. Some homes were visible. None were next to the street.

Hart had put in his twenty five years and was done before age fifty. Retirement at a relatively young age introduced him to how easy it was to feel aimless. He was concerned with being a burden, even though he was a long way from being one. He felt older than he was. Spending two and a half decades interacting with the most infuriating members of society had also aged him. It dimmed his view of the world, starting with the city he had worked in. People from out of town would ask him where they could grab a bite to eat in a certain district, and he’d tell them not to bother, it was full of abusers and thieves. They would ask about another area, and he would say the same thing but with different words. Even the trendy neighborhoods. He knew what went on in the back of those businesses. He knew who overextended themselves and took it out on their families. Human sharks swam at every depth, as far as he was concerned.

His marriage was in trouble even before the shooting. His wife thought getting away from his job and from the city would help. And it did for a while. But that was more thanks to their grandson than the town they retired in. 

Stanley is what made life better.

Their daughter and her husband moved nearby after Stanley was born. The husband was able to keep his lucrative job in the tech industry by telecommuting. The beautiful young family lived in one of those hidden ranch homes.

“We have achieved perfection,” Hart would say to his wife after a day with Stanley.

“You’re being rewarded for the time you put in,” she would say to him.

Then Stanley was murdered, with sixteen of his classmates, and the swamp rose again.

So Hart walked religiously. When he held still, he heard all the filthy voices he thought he had put behind him saying “Welcome back.”

He had no photographs of Stanley. His wife had taken all the pictures with her phone when they were together, and took them all with her when she left. 

He did have one video saved in his camera. It was only six seconds. Stanley had taken it himself on the Sunday before his last day. Four seconds were of Hart, and only two were of his grandson. Stanley was in all six seconds if you counted his foot.

They are both seated at the kitchen table. Stanley had spent the night at grandma and grandpa’s house. He points the camera at Hart, who sits across from him. Hart is reading the Sunday paper, the only old-fashioned version of a newspaper he still subscribed to. Since he didn’t need to use his phone to catch up on the news that morning, he let Stanley play with it. Stan’s foot peaks out from the bottom of the frame. 

“Grandpa,” he says. “My foot is on the table again.”

Hart pretends to be annoyed with a sigh, without looking up from his reading.

Stanley fake laughs, and turns the camera on himself.

The six seconds expire with a blurry freeze frame of Stanley in mid-laugh.

Some days he would see if he could make it through a day without watching those six seconds. Other days he would see how many times he could watch it.

His record was three hundred and twelve. 

He paused long enough one day to meet Nando, who understood the job, and thanks to that could almost understand the shooting, could come closer than most who had no love taken from them.

But Hart kept walking away from his wife. She rekindled a friendship with a man in their old town and moved back when it turned into something more. She left in a hurry, took nothing but her belongings, and left him the house. It was too much house for one person, but it was full of natural light, and didn’t wear its history. It was still so new and so similar to the homes around it. Hart looked into downsizing, but the condos and apartments he visited felt like surrender. He was grateful to his wife, happy for her, and relieved. 

He found an upside to how forlorn the house could be, since that offered further inspiration to get out and walk. If he could stay healthy, he could put off being a nuisance to his daughter. She and her husband were still together. Their marriage survived the massacre. Though he wasn’t sure how much time they actually spent in each other’s company. 

“Megan travels a lot for her job,” Hart answered when Nando asked how things were going with his daughter.

“She gets paid to do what she does?”

Hart knew Nando wasn’t a fan of Megan’s mission. Nando had an impressive gun collection that he seemed to love more than his wife, maybe even more than his kids, who had grown up in disappointing fashion. When it came to Nando’s love, it was probably a tie between his guns and his dog. 

“Yeah,” Hart said. “They used her as a prop at first. ‘Bring on the weeping mother.’ But they saw she’s got a talent for getting things done.”

He decided to take a dig at Nando.

“And she’s getting things done alright,” he dug. “They tightened up the concealed carry requirements in some county, I think in Montana. And they’re pretty sure they’ve got a buyback program ready to roll in New Mexico somewhere.”

“Well,” Nando took a few strides to choose his response. “Good for her.”

Hart almost laughed. He managed to channel it into some puffs of exertion instead.

He wasn’t sure whose side he was on at that point. During his career, he had no doubts. He saw enough danger on all fronts to hold fast to the right to bear arms. He saw danger in the charred souls they pursued, and in some of his colleagues who abused their power in that pursuit. He sympathized both with those who feared the more immediate threats of intruders, of mug shots on the news, and with those who feared the more abstract threats of tyranny, of a government they fancied as something out of a dystopian science fiction trilogy.

But his grandson’s murder grabbed him and shook him up, rattling the beliefs around inside of him. 

He cheered on his daughter’s quest in spite of his indifference to the issue as it hovered over the culture. The matter had been turned into a spectator sport. Its fans really had nothing to lose. Few were affected personally by what they rooted for or against. Some were. But they were at a distance. The victims and their families were players on a field, out there, under the lights.

Sports fans struck him as ultimately more rational. They knew a lot about their opponents, and studied them to find ways to make their team better. Gun debate teams made up stories about their opponents. He continued to monitor their posturing for Megan’s sake. It gave her purpose, and might have made her feel better, if that was possible.

“Who’s that?” Nando nodded ahead of them toward Hart’s house.

Megan’s husband was parked in the driveway, leaning against his car.

“My son-in-law, Quentin.”

Quentin stood upright and fidgeted as they approached.

“You can invite me in next time,” Nando said as they drew closer to Hart’s house and Quentin grew more uncomfortable.

Hart veered off the sidewalk onto the path that led to his door and gave Nando a wink, who waved back, and then waved at Quentin. Hart turned to see Quentin briefly raise a hand in response before burying both his hands in his pockets. 

“What’s up, Q? Run out of coffee?”

“No, no,” Quentin hedged. “Got plenty. Just hoping you could talk.”

“I’ve got nothing but time,” Hart gestured for him to follow.

They went inside and reached the kitchen. The pot of coffee Hart had started before he left on his walk was ready.

“I know you’ve got your own,” Hart said as he poured some into a mug that commemorated the Toys for Tots program his department helped sponsor. “But can I interest you in some of mine?”

“I’m good. I’m good.”

“Have a seat.”

Quentin sat at the kitchen table but seemed ready to spring back up. He didn’t like people much, but resented the anti-social stereotypes projected onto the tech industry, and worked hard at being friendly. Sometimes too hard.

“You seem like you’ve had several cups already,” Hart said as he sat down across from him. “Something I can help you with?”

“Oh, boy,” Quentin exhaled. “Oh boy, can you. You sure can.”

Hart waited for him to continue. He took a sip of coffee to give Quentin some more time.

“Well?” he finally asked.

“Well...” Quentin took another deep breath and tapped the table. “Well, well, well.”

“Everything okay with Megan?”

“No. I mean, yes. Between us, fine. We’re fine.”

“That’s good. She wouldn’t tell me if there was a problem. She still relies on her mother for those kinds of conversations.”

“It’s her job.”

“I suppose,” Hart took a sip. “I think even sons prefer to talk to their mothers about relationship stuff.”

“I mean Megan’s job.”

“What about it?”

“That’s the problem. When you asked me if everything was okay with Megan, and I said no, that’s what I was talking about.”

“I was under the impression it’s going well.”

“She certainly thinks so,” Quentin started to settle down as he reached the purpose of his visit.

“You don’t see it that way?”

“Drops in the bucket. Grains of sand on the beach. Pick your metaphor.”

“I thought that was the strategy. Go local. Build from the ground up.”

“It is,” Quentin sighed. “It is.”

“And you think that’s a bad idea.”

“They kid themselves. They can line up all these accomplishments, all the laws they’ve helped pass. Great raw numbers, but when you zoom out and look at their market share...”

He spat out a fart noise and gave a thumbs-down sign.

“Always the data analyst,” Hart raised his mug and toasted him.

“Sorry,” Quentin leaned back as if to reset his pitch. “Staying as rational as possible about our situation is how I fill the hole.” 

“Just teasing, Q. That’s how I get by.”

They respected each other in silence, a long sip’s worth, enough for a couple of birds outside the window to come to a verbal agreement of some sort.

“I’m proud of Megan,” Hart said. “It’s a tough business she’s in.”

“You’re right,” Quentin was re-energized by the situation being referenced in business terms. “Advocacy is tough enough. Make it about guns, it’s next to impossible.”

“All the more reason to be proud of what she’s accomplished,” Hart tried to keep the conversation positive.

Quentin wouldn’t bite.

“What makes it so hard?” he rhetorically asked Hart.

“Just tell me your answer,” Hart sighed. “You clearly have one in mind.”

“People can’t talk about it. Not rationally.”

“True.”

“We get nowhere fast. We’ve got about ten seconds before we start shouting at each other, or start typing in all capital letters with a dozen exclamation marks after every sentence.”

“Before it gets emotional.”

“It’s emotional all the time,” Quentin was leaning on the table more than he was sitting in the chair. “We come up with reasons after we’ve already made up our minds. People either see guns as the only thing standing between them and chaos, or as the agents of chaos. Some can sound rational for a while as they regurgitate their prepared statements. But that’s just a facade. Wisdom has nothing to do with it.”

“Are you saying one side is more reasonable?” Hart felt his old guard going up.

“No,” Quentin leaned back. “I’m saying you can’t change people’s minds who are emotionally attached to a position.”

“Can’t ever?”

“Not with reason, not with logic. Only if you change their emotions. Look at you.”

“Okay...”

“Or more to the point, look at Stanley.”

Hart glared at him.

“We get it,” Quentin explained. “Both of us. Our emotional connection to the issue is undeniable. If we had stopped a home invasion by firing a gun, our feelings would be on the other side. But our boy was killed by one, so here we stand. We can’t hide from our emotions. Other people pretend they’re logical. We know better.”

“Megan and her team use plenty of emotion in their presentations.”

“Pointless.”

“You just said...”

“Their emotional appeals are at a distance. They’re abstract. They only work on those who already agree with them. Those on the other side see right through them. If you’re with them, you get a tear in your eye and your biases confirmed. If you’re against them, you call bullshit.”

“How does this involve me? Is there something you want me to tell Megan?”

“No,” Quentin snapped. “Quite the contrary. This stays between us.”

“Well,” Hart held up his hands in surrender. “Okay then. What is this? This thing that’s not supposed to leave the room?”

Quentin suddenly looked as though he hadn’t slept in weeks, as though he had been doing his best impression of a conscious person, and had finally broken character.

“More people who love guns need to hate them. Hate them as much as we do. A visceral, instinctual hatred that sticks to them, that haunts their days and their dreams.”

“You want me to kill their kids?” Hart tried to shock him back into the waking world.

But Quentin took it in stride.

“Not you,” he said. “No. You don’t have to kill anyone.”

Hart released his grip on his mug, put both hands on the table, and leaned back.

“You?” he annunciated slowly. “You’re going to kill kids?”

“Not kids,” Quentin woke up. “God, no. But...people. Yes.”

Hart bowed his head.

“People who love guns,” Quentin clarified.

“And then other people who love guns won’t love them anymore?” Hart kept his head down.

“They’ll have been hurt by them.”

“What if their guns send them flowers?”

“Dammit, Hart...”

“Then again, in an abusive relationship, that’s usually not even necessary.”

“I’m serious...”

“We’d respond to these domestic abuse calls, and as we’re taking the husband away, the wife would come out and start hitting us.”

“I need you to train me, Hart.”

Hart looked up.

“I would never implicate you,” Quentin pleaded. “If someone found out we were at the shooting range together, I’d say I asked you to train me for home security.”

“That’s a load off my mind.”

Hart shivered and stood up, walking off what he heard.

“I’ve thought this through,” Quentin stood up and came around the table to face Hart. “I need your help.”

“I can’t give you the kind of help you need,” Hart braced himself at the counter. “I thought you were seeing a therapist.”

“I am.”

“You need a new one.”

“I’m not crazy. What’s crazy is letting things go on the way they are and fooling ourselves into thinking we’re making a difference.”

Hart was through answering back for the moment. He worked on settling himself down while Quentin ranted on, pacing the kitchen floor. 

“Like these buyback programs Megan gets all excited about. Even if thousands of people show up and pitch their guns onto the pile, how many more do they have at home? How many of those guns are even theirs? How many of them really care? They just want a few bucks. Times are tough. And those laws she helps get passed. The gun lovers are right. They don’t mean a thing. Not a damn thing. Even if Megan and her non-profit and every other competing Moms Who Hate Guns organization got their way in every statehouse and every courtroom across the country, we’ve still got more guns than people. We’re saturated in them. We’re soaked. And they’re not going anywhere. We can’t make them disappear. Nobody’s signature can make that happen. People still need to take them away or get rid of them. And how many people want to do that? A disgusting number of people enjoy the slaughter. They don’t say so out loud, but they do. They see it as evidence. Numbers. They’re rooting for the end of civilization because it means they can finally use their guns. They dream of a chance to roam the streets armed with everything in their basement stockpile.”

Hart grabbed Quentin by the shoulders and stared him down.

“You’re right,” he said as steadily as he could manage. “And you’re undermining your own argument. There is no amount of violence that will convince some people. More carnage? We need more guns. Less carnage? Guns are working. You’re cornered, Q. Their answer is always the same, always will be.”

“That’s because they haven’t felt the blood that’s been spilled,” Quentin maintained. “If we change their world, we change their worldview.”

Hart loosened his grip.

“Let Megan do what she does,” he said. “Celebrate the small victories. But the war is over. They won. They may not realize it. Not by the way they talk. But you know it. That’s why you’ve come up with this insane idea. You feel helpless. I understand.” 

He patted one of Quentin’s shoulders before letting them both go.

Quentin didn’t seem
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