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March 14, 2003

 


“Do you think Craig is cheating on me?”
Monica asked, leaning against the locker next to Kimberly’s locker.
She was focused on her cell phone more than Kimberly was.

Kim sighed as she exchanged her American
History book for her British Literature book. This was the longest
break between classes where she had time to talk to Monica. Of
course, since Monica was in crisis mode because of her boyfriend,
Kim wished she didn’t have much time between classes.

“Monica, why do you think Craig is cheating
on you?” Kim asked slamming her locker shut. She was lucky with her
locker because it required a hard touch to stay closed. She tossed
the end of her braid over her shoulder. Normally, she didn’t have
time for anything other than blow drying it.

“Because I saw Susan making eyes at him,”
Monica replied.

“Susan makes eyes at every boy in the
school,” Kim said gently. This was the same story with all of
Monica’s boyfriends. Some girl was always making eyes at them. “If
you think Craig is cheating on you, then break up with him.”

“But he’s the love of my life,” Monica
whined. “What will I do without him?”

Kim rolled her eyes before saying anything.
She didn’t remind Monica of Bobby. He was the love of Monica’s life
two weeks ago or of Wesley, who’d been the love of Monica’s life a
month ago. Monica was her best friend, but she didn’t understand
Monica’s need for a boyfriend. She also didn’t understand how
Monica could fall in love so easily. One date and she was head over
heels in love with the boy. The boys were not anything spectacular
but to Monica, they hung the moon.

“Monica, I wouldn’t worry about Susan,” Kim
said glancing at her watch. “Come on, we better get to class.”

“We still have ten minutes,” Monica said
holding up her cell phone.

Why Monica had her cell phone at school was
a mystery because they were not allowed to have them in school.
Well, the actual students who owned a cell phone were not allowed
to bring them. Most of the student population didn’t own one or
they shared one with their parents. Kim didn’t own one because her
parents felt they were too expensive.

“Yeah, but my class is on the other side of
the building,” Kimberly said with a shrug. “I’ll see you after
school.”

“Are we running today?” Monica asked
glancing down at her sandals.

“No, why?” Kim asked.

“Because your hair is in a braid,” Monica
said straightening away from the lockers.

“So? I had time to braid it this morning,”
Kim said with a shrug.

“Well a braid normally means we’re running,”
Monica explained as she tugged on the end of Kim’s braid. “Don’t
get me wrong, I’m enjoying the calf muscles I’m developing, but my
poor feet could use a break.”

“We’re not running,” Kim promised. “I need
your help on my paper.”

“Kimberly, you need to learn how to write a
paper,” Monica said. “What are you going to do next year at
college?”

“Not take an English class,” Kim replied
with a smile. She hated writing papers and almost everyone knew
it.

“My cousin wrote a paper in his college math
class,” Monica said as she quickly shoved her phone into her
pocket.

The assistant principal was walking towards
them. It made sense that Monica put her phone away. She didn’t want
to donate another cell phone to the school. Her father
wouldn’t be happy to buy his daughter a fourth phone in less than
six months.

“Why would he have to write a paper in math
class?” Kim asked. “Anyway, I’ll see you at the Youth Circle.”

“Kim, you know I hate the Youth Circle,”
Monica said crossing her arms across her chest.

“Wait, why? You love the place,” Kim said.
In fact, they were there last week grabbing a burger before going
to the movies.

“Chris works there,” Monica whispered.

Chris West was one of Monica’s
ex-boyfriends. They broke up about two months ago. He had also been
the love of her life.

“Monica, if we still avoiding places where
your ex-boyfriends work then we can’t go anywhere,” Kim said.

“Craig will get jealous if I go there
today,” Monica said.

“Why?”

“Because Chris asked me out Sunday afternoon
when we were there,” Monica explained.

“Why am I just now hearing about this?” Kim
asked in confusion.

Monica told her everything. Sometimes Monica
told her too much.

“Well, Craig and I got into a big fight
afterwards, so I had to soothe his ruffled feathers,” Monica said
with a shrug. “Anyway, I guess we can go to the Youth Circle. They
do have the best milkshakes in town.”

“If you’re sure?” Kim asked.

“Yeah, now get to class,” Monica ordered as
the warning bell sounded.

Kim smiled as she turned and headed across
the building to her class. She accidentally bumped Dallas Berry as
she rounded the corner.

“Sorry, Dallas,” Kim said as she readjusted
her book and binder.

“I’m surprised you noticed,” Dallas mumbled
before moving past her.

“Well that was odd,” Kim said to herself as
she hustled to class.

Dallas was one of the students who scared
her a little. He was quiet and barely came to school. She had a few
classes with him throughout high school, but he never spoke to her
or really anyone else. He kept mostly to himself. She wondered
where he was going. He was wearing a long coat, which was odd since
today was a warm spring day. In fact, she was without her jacket
and she was normally cold in school. Why was he wearing the long
coat?

Shaking her head, she walked into her class
minutes later. Mrs. Miller was already writing stuff on the
chalkboard. Mrs. Miller was a nice teacher, but strict when it came
to her class. She was one of the last teachers to use a chalkboard.
Most of the other teachers converted to dry-erase boards over the
summer, but not Mrs. Miller.

Sliding into her seat, Kim set her book and
binder down and turned to the chapter they were working on. This
was her least favorite class because she didn’t enjoy the British
authors they were studying. There were some British authors she
loved, such as the Bronte sisters, but they were not covered in
this section.

Once Mrs. Miller finished with what she was
writing, she turned to face the class.

“I trust everyone is working on their papers
due Monday,” Mrs. Miller said as the class groaned. “Now, I want
you to clear your desks.”

Kim knew what it meant; they were having a
pop quiz. Everyone else knew the drill. Pop quizzes were Mrs.
Miller’s favorite way to test her students.

“You will have ten minutes…” Mrs. Miller
started, but was interrupted by something that had never echoed
down the hallways.

Gunshots.

Screams pierced the air as more gunshots
echoed down the halls. There was chaos everywhere as people ducked
under chairs and desks.

“Get down!” Mrs. Miller shouted.

Scrambling out of her seat, Kimberly hit the
floor hard as the classroom door burst open. Her knees were on fire
as she scrambled under her desk. She hit her head as she readjusted
under the desk. Rubbing the side of her head, she dared a glanced
up and saw one of the other students standing in the doorway with a
gun in hand.

Was this a drill? This couldn’t be
happening, could it?

Everything froze as she watched Dallas raise
the gun. Dallas was going to shoot at them? Nothing made sense
right now. It was a scene right out of one of those big budget
movies Monica loved so much, except she knew the actors in this
movie.

“Please don’t shoot,” Mrs. Miller pleaded
with her hands raised in front of her.

“Shut up! I’m in control now!” Dallas yelled
as he took aim and squeezed the trigger.

Several thoughts flashed through Kim’s mind
as the bullets flew around the room. More screams filled the air,
but she heard nothing. One thought was on repeat in her mind.

She didn’t tell her parents she loved them
this morning.

In the rush of trying to find something cute
to wear, putting on her makeup, braiding her hair, and leaving, she
didn’t pause long enough to say those three little words. Her
parents had been enjoying their coffee and breakfast when she
rushed past them.

She was pulled from her thoughts as pain
radiated from her body. Closing her eyes, she tried to picture her
parents, but all she saw was blood.
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March 14, 2016

 


“I’ll pick you up this afternoon, have a
good day at school,” Matt said as his spunky daughter hopped out of
the truck.

“Can Becky come with us?” Maggie asked as
soon as her feet touched the ground.

“We’ll see,” Matt replied as he knelt down
in front of his daughter. “Remember it’s a school night and Becky’s
parents may not want her to play with you today.”

“But why?” Maggie asked throwing her tiny
arms up. “I was sick and you didn’t let her come over.”

“Buttercup, I didn’t want you to get Becky
sick,” Matt explained as he laid his hand on her shoulder. “Now,
get inside before your teacher gets on to both of us.”

“Okay,” Maggie said glancing back at her
school.

“Be good and I’ll see about Becky coming for
a visit,” Matt promised.

“Thank you, daddy,” Maggie squealed as she
threw her arms around his neck.

His daughter might only be seven, but she
knew how to wrap her daddy around her pinky finger.

“Now, have a good day,” Matt said as he
kissed Maggie’s forehead. “I love you.”

“Daddy,” Maggie giggled. “I love you
too.”

Matt stood up and watched his daughter skip
into the elementary school. Sighing, he climbed back in his truck
and drove away. He had tons of paperwork from taking off on Friday
to be with Maggie. She had a stomach virus that had been going
through the school, so he kept her home. Of course, Maggie was back
to normal Saturday morning, while he was hugging the toilet. He
still couldn’t believe how fast his seven-year-old bounced back. He
still felt a little uneasy this morning.

He smiled as he drove through the school
traffic to get to the office. The sun was bright and it was going
to be a great day. Spring officially started next week, but the
temperature made it feel like summer already. Ten minutes later, he
parked his car and headed into the office.

“Good morning, Matt,” Jody said as soon as
he walked in.

“Good morning, Jody. Do I have any
messages?” he asked pausing in front of his secretary’s desk.

Jody was the only reason he even had a
business. She kept everything going and in order. She also happened
to be one of his closest friends. It might have been odd, but they
had been friends since elementary school. Their mothers had been
friends, so they saw each other all the time. She stuck with him
through his crazy high school years and even helped him through the
death of his wife, Olivia. He didn’t know what he would’ve done
without her.

When she married Hank two years ago, he was
worried about losing her friendship. He didn’t know what Hank would
think about his wife’s best friend. After meeting Hank, his worries
were put to rest. The man accepted his and Jody’s friendship and
even asked if he wanted to be her best man.

Of course, he turned it down because it
would’ve looked odd, but he was relieved. If he could’ve picked a
man for his best friend to marry, it would’ve been Hank.

“Since you decided to lay out on Friday, you
have at least a dozen messages on your desk,” Jody remarked with a
smirk.

“You know I didn’t lay out,” he said.

“I’m not so sure. You lost our bet about who
would win the singing contest, and you didn’t want to see me
gloat,” she teased.

“Yeah, that was it,” he said rolling his
eyes. “You know Maggie was sick.”

“I know,” she said losing her smile. “How is
my little sweetie?”

“Better,” he replied. “She was bouncing
around Saturday morning while I took my turn hugging the toilet,”
he explained.

“You should’ve called,” she said. “Me and
Hank would’ve watched her for you.”

“I know you would have, but she already
loves Hank more than me,” he joked.

“She loves him more than me,” she exclaimed.
“I may need to sit her down and explain to her I’ve known her
longer than Hank.”

“Let me know how that talk with my
seven-year-old goes.”

“I think it’s because Hank plays tea party
with her,” she said tapping her finger on her chin. “He will wear a
pink tutu for her.”

“Maybe you should wear a pink tutu,” he
suggested with a straight face.

“Pink is not in my color wheel,” she said.
“You should know better than anyone.”

“Oh, yeah, I know,” he laughed.

When they were growing up, his mom bought
Jody’s birthday and Christmas gifts for him to give her. It was
always something pink. Jody asked him after one of her birthday
parties why all his presents to her were pink. He explained to her
his mom bought them and pink was for girls. She stomped her foot
and told him she hated the color pink and other colors were for
girls too. She told him her favorite color was green.

He laughed until she started crying, then he
felt bad. Once he got home, he told his mother not to buy any more
pink for Jody.

“You know maybe I should tell my husband to
beat you up for hurting my tender feelings,” she stated.

“You don’t have tender feelings except about
the color pink,” he taunted.

“I quit!” she yelled throwing her hands up
in the air. “I mean it this time.”

“Oh please, you quit every other week,” he
said. “You would never leave me alone to deal with the business by
myself.”

“You’re right,” she mumbled. “You can’t even
open your email.”

“I can open my email,” he muttered.

“Pushing the icon on your phone doesn’t
count,” she snapped. “Do you even remember your password?”

“That’s what I have you for,” he teased.

“And about a million other things,” she
laughed. “Now get to work so I can keep this business open.”

“Yes ma’am,” he said saluting her before
walking into his office.

Owning one of the only construction
companies in the city was sometimes overwhelming, but he enjoyed
the challenge. He had three different crews working, but he would
have to look into forming a fourth. There were more orders than his
crews could handle, and he didn’t want people to wait too long
because they would take their business somewhere else. Waiting
meant he was losing money.

Sitting down, he started flipping through
his messages. Most were minor, but there were a few messages
requiring his attention. One needed to have been dealt with on
Friday, but he couldn’t help it. Picking up the phone, he dialed
the courthouse for another zoning permit.

 




 


Breathing harder, Kimberly pushed herself in
the last mile. Since today was her late day, she laced up her
tennis shoes and headed out. She was pushing herself to run ten
miles today instead of her normal five.

Nightmares kept her awake for most of the
night. Running was one of the few activities that took her mind off
those images that wouldn’t leave her alone.

Thirteen years was a long time for
nightmares, but at least she didn’t freak out over the least bit of
noise anymore. There was a time when she couldn’t leave her house
for fear of someone pulling out a gun and shooting her. Thankfully,
she was now able to live a semi-normal life in her hometown.

Briar Wall was a small town in West
Tennessee. There were a few businesses in town along with several
places to eat, but it was still smaller than nearby cities. There
was no major highway, let alone interstate within a thirty-minute
drive. The town was surrounded by farmland, but it was perfect for
her. Everyone knew everyone and everyone knew everyone’s business
for the most part. There were still secrets as with any town. One
of those lingering secrets was why Dallas felt the need to bring
the gun to school. She knew what he told her, but what she didn’t
know was the decision made him bring the gun on March 14. Was the
date significant? On the other hand, was Dallas’ decision an
impulse? Did he plan anything or did he grab the gun on his way out
the door?

It was only in the darkest hours that she
couldn’t shake the image of Dallas busting into the classroom with
his gun and pulling the trigger. Her feet pounded the pavement
until she reached her ten-mile marker. Once she reached the marker,
she slowed to a brisk walk. Ten minutes later, she unlocked her
front door and stepped inside. Toeing off her shoes, she turned the
TV on, before tugging her shirt up and over her head. She then used
her shirt to wipe off the sweat from her face, neck, and chest.

“It’s too early to say, but we have
reports the shooter killed the security guard before starting his
rampage of terror.”

Kim paused and stared at the TV. The images
were a trip to the past. The red banner at the bottom made her
heart stop. An active shooter in a local school. The phrase
had the power to bring her to her knees. She didn’t even feel the
pain of her knees hitting the wood floor in her living room. She
broke out in a cold sweat as she watched the footage of the police
setting up a perimeter.

The female reporter was listing all the
school shootings in the past two decades. She was comparing them to
this latest one. Every school shooting was listed, including her
own. There was one marked difference between all of those and this
one. It was an elementary school involved this time.

She’d been seventeen at the time of her
school shooting. It had been life changing at seventeen. She
couldn’t imagine being a child experiencing those horrors. Why
would someone pick an elementary school?

They were babies.

In fact, why would someone pick a school at
all? It didn’t make any sense. If you were angry or bullied by
someone, deal with that person, not an entire school of innocent
children.

Taking a deep breath, she slowly stood up on
shaky legs. Everything came back into focus. She reached for her
phone as it started ringing. Sliding her finger across the screen,
she answered it as calmly as she could. She knew who was calling
without even looking at the caller ID.

“Hi, momma.”

“Hey, baby, did I wake you?” her mother
asked calmly as if nothing was wrong.

“No, I just got in from my morning run,” she
said taking a deep breath.

“Oh, okay, how about a girl’s day with me?
We can go to breakfast then to the mall,” her mother suggested.

“Momma, I would love to, but I have a group
session today,” she said remembering her schedule.

She wondered if her group would be
postponed. Many of the victims would stay at home after watching
the news. She wanted to do the same, but she wasn’t letting this
demon control her. She wrestled her life back from this demon, so
she wasn’t releasing her grip.

“Are you sure? Your daddy got a big bonus
check I’m dying to spend,” her mother said.

She knew her mother was lying. Mary Wilson
wasn’t one to go shopping with her husband’s money. Her mother
prided herself on making her own money to spend. This call wasn’t
to invite her to go shopping. It was to check up on her. Her mother
saw the news and knew it would be damaging to Kimberly.

“Momma, I saw the news,” she revealed as
calmly as possible.

“Oh baby, I didn’t call soon enough,” Mary
sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“Momma, there’s nothing to be sorry about.
It’s not your fault I have a connection with the top news
story.”

“I know but I feel like it is. I wasn’t able
to protect you,” Mary explained.

“You helped me recover,” she reminded her
mother.

Recovering was better than protecting her.
Those months following the shooting were nothing short of death
inducing. It was her parents who found the support group to help
her. If it wasn’t for them dragging her out of the house and into
the support group, she might still be locked in her room. She also
remembered this news reminded her parents of one of the darkest
days of their lives; the day they almost lost their daughter along
with the other parents.

“Are you and daddy okay?” she asked
softly.

“Yes, we’re concerned about you,” her mother
said.

“I’m pushing through it,” she admitted.
“I’ll call you if I need anything.”

“Okay, we love you,” her mother stated.

“I love you, too,” she said before
disconnecting the call.

She closed her eyes and counted to ten. All
of her therapist’s words echoed in her mind as she gained control
of her emotions. Pushing the demons back into their box, she
snapped the lid shut and locked them away once again. She would not
let them out to play havoc on her life.

She may not have the group session today,
but she would be needed for this new tragedy. There would be
survivors who needed to learn how to slay their demons.

 




 


“Matt, you need to sit down,” Jody ordered
as she rushed into his office.

Matt looked over at his secretary. He could
tell she was serious, so he did as she ordered without uttering a
word. Jody wasn’t one to issue orders unless the situation called
for it. The look on her face told him all he needed to know.

“I’m sitting, what’s going on?” Matt
asked.

“There’s a shooting at Maggie’s school. A
gunman shot his way into the school,” Jody explained as fast as she
could.

“What?” he asked jumping to his feet. “Is
she alright?”

“I don’t know. The police have set up a
perimeter and are trying to contact the shooter,” she explained
wringing her hands. She never wrung her hands, which meant she was
scared too.

“Have you tried to contact her teacher?” he
asked while grabbing his cell phone and keys. He needed to get to
the school. He needed to know his baby girl was okay.

“Yes, but she’s not answering my phone calls
or texts,” she replied.

“Try again and let me know, I’m going to the
school. I’m not losing my daughter the same way I lost my wife,” he
stated brushing past her.

“Matt, you know this is different,” she said
to his retreating back.

“I know my wife was at least old enough to
defend herself. Maggie is seven years old,” he said over his
shoulder as he neared his office door.

“Please drive safe.”

“I will,” he promised before rushing out of
the office. “Please Lord, don’t take my baby girl. I can’t lose her
too,” he prayed as he unlocked the truck door.

In a matter of seconds, he was in the truck
and pulling out of the parking lot. The drive to his daughter’s
school was normally a ten-minute drive, but he couldn’t take long
this time. Maggie needed him and she needed him now. Flipping on
his hazard lights, he broke every speed limit between his office
and the school. If a police officer wanted to pull him over, they
could at Maggie’s school. He wasn’t stopping for anyone or
anything. He needed to see Maggie.

 




 


“Do we know anything yet?” Kim asked as soon
as she walked into the office of Slay the Demon. It was a
counseling center where she worked as a counselor for the victims
of mass shootings. They were the only counseling center in the
United States to provide support for the victims of mass shootings.
Since there was an epidemic of mass shootings, they stayed
busy.

“The shooter is eighteen,” Cassie answered
pointing to the TV. “There are four confirmed dead.”

“Have the police contacted the shooter?” Kim
asked walking closer to the TV.

“No,” Janice answered as she replaced her
phone on its base. “One of the teachers was able to call 911. She
said several of her students were injured along with the four who
are dead.”

“Okay, we need a team at the scene,” Kim
said trying to push the images of dead children out of her mind
along with the images from thirteen years ago. She couldn’t slip
into the abyss.

“Hannah and Wade are already there. They are
talking to the parents and the police,” Cassie explained.

“Why did Hannah take Wade instead of me?”
Kim asked looking away from the TV to Cassie.

Wade was one of the newer counselors. He
hadn’t even been assigned his own group sessions yet, but Hannah
took him to the scene instead of her.

“Kimberly, you are barely coping while
standing in front of me. I don’t think you need to be on the scene.
We don’t need you to suffer another breakdown,” Janice reasoned. “I
know this is hard, but Hannah knows what she’s doing.”

“I hope so,” Kim muttered as she moved past
them en route to her office.

As soon as she entered her office, she
grabbed the remote and turned the TV on. She hated that Janice was
right, but she was barely coping. Thirteen years of therapy were
practically erased with the words school shooting.

Sitting on the couch, she watched the events
unfold as she waited for more news about the children. It was like
a trainwreck, but she couldn’t turn the channel. She needed to know
the outcome. She needed to know the casualty count.

 




 


Matt slid to a stop in the gravel parking
lot. Thankfully, he didn’t see any police in his review mirror with
their blue lights flashing. Of course, all the police were probably
at the school already trying to get the situation under
control.

Turning the key hard, the truck shut off as
he jumped out. He locked the doors as he rushed towards the school.
Shoving his keys into his pocket, he looked around at the
chaos.

He saw the police barricade with several
parents standing behind it. The perimeter was larger than he wanted
or imaged. He thought he would be close enough to see inside the
windows. He wanted, no needed a glimpse of Maggie to know she was
okay.

“Listen up, I know you are all worried about
your children and loved ones. I need you all to be patient with
us,” one of the police officers said holding his hands up. “This
situation is delicate.”

“Can we at least know if our children are
alright?” one of the moms asked.

“Ma’am, we do not know about individual
children at this time. The only information we know is there are
four reported dead. The source was from one of the teachers so we
cannot confirm the number. She called 911. We do not know anything
more,” the police stated.

“Where is the gunman now?” Matt asked
stepping forward.

“We don’t know,” the police said.

The worry was etched across the police
officer’s face.

“When will you know?” another mother asked
to Matt’s left.

“I can’t answer that. We have tried to
contact the shooter, but he or she is not responding,” the police
replied.

“You don’t know if the gunman is a man or
woman?” Matt asked.

Something wasn’t right if they didn’t even
know the gender of the shooter. Shouldn’t it be the first thing
they know?

“As I’ve said, we are unclear of the
identity of the shooter. We will keep you updated as we find out
the details,” the police stated as gunshots rang from the
school.

“Oh dear Lord, let our babies be safe,” one
of the mothers whispered.

Matt closed his eyes and tried to focus on
his daughter. He wanted to charge past the barricade and find
Maggie, but he couldn’t. He didn’t want to add to the situation. He
wanted Maggie. He couldn’t lose his little girl to a bullet as he
did with Olivia.

Why would this person choose a school full of
innocent babies? Why couldn’t they take their own life and leave
everyone else alone? These children didn’t do anything wrong other
than come to school today.

 




 


“How long has it been?” Kim asked as she
paced the entryway.

She couldn’t take being alone in her office,
so she came back out front with Janice.

“Twenty minutes from the time of the 911
call. You need to sit down,” Janice instructed her.

“I can’t sit still or I’ll go crazy,” Kim
admitted as she laced her fingers together in front of her
body.

“Why is this shooting different? Normally,
you’re not this out of sorts,” Janice remarked.

It wasn’t the first mass shooting Kim dealt
with, but this one hit too close to home to ignore. Most of the
time, the shooting was out of state, but this one was in her
backyard.

“It’s happening in our hometown,” Kim
whispered unlacing her fingers. “This small town shouldn’t have to
face this kind of tragedy again,” she said flexing her fingers.

“We agree, but you can’t let it get to you,”
Janice said softly.

“I’m worried about those kids,” Kim said as
she continued to pace.

“I know,” Janice said. “If you want to keep
busy, man the donation line. We’re already receiving calls.”

“Okay, I can do that. Let me know if you
need anything,” Kim said as she walked towards the back office.

They had a dedicated phone line for
donations. During a tragedy, they received more funds than normal,
which was a good thing. They didn’t have to ask for assistance too
much. They would transfer the money into whatever account the city
created for the victims. It helped speed up the process.

Shaking her head, she walked through the
door and sat at one of the empty phones. Hopefully, this would help
take her mind off the current situation. Nothing else worked, so
this had to.

 




 


Ten shots.

Matt counted the tenth shot before all went
quiet. The police in what appeared to be body armor moved towards
the school in formation. They were intent on stopping the
situation. He didn’t know the significance of their formation, but
they seemed to know what they were doing.

The silence after those ten shots was eerily
and uncomfortable. Everyone waited with unease as the police moved
in closer. The strange thing was there weren’t any screams.

You would think the children would’ve been
screaming as the shooter made his way through the school. He
couldn’t believe it was this quiet. He feared the worst.

“Momma!” a little girl’s voice broke through
the deadly silence.

Everyone froze as the little girl rushed out
of the school doors towards them. He didn’t recognize the little
girl, but it didn’t mean anything. He didn’t know most of the
children in Maggie’s class and he really didn’t know the rest of
the school.

One of the police broke out of the formation
to grab the child and bring her to her mother. Once he handed off
the girl, he rejoined the formation.

Matt watched as they approached the
building. They looked like a military formation as they headed
inside. The silence returned only to be broken by more gunshots. In
a matter of moments, four ambulances pulled up as children poured
out of the school doors.

It must have been coordinated before anyone
went into the school. Emergency personal began setting up as
parents reached for their children.

Looking around, Matt didn’t see Maggie. He
saw some of the children he recognized from her class, but there
was still no sign of his daughter.

More police showed up along with state
troopers. They pushed everyone back once again to secure the
perimeter. They also urged the parents who had their children to
see the emergency personnel. They wanted to ensure everyone was
okay and didn’t need further medical attention.

Matt stood silently watching the school. It
had been close to ten minutes since the last child came out. Panic
was starting to set in.

Where was Maggie?

“If I could have everyone clear the way, we
need the EMTs and paramedics inside the school,” one of the state
troopers said as he motioned with his hands for them to part in the
middle.

Everyone moved to one side or the other as
the EMTs and paramedics rushed past with their bags.

“Okay for those of you who do not have their
children don’t panic. The team is going through each classroom.
They are also on guard for a second shooter.”

“There were two shooters?” One of the
parents asked in panic.

“We don’t know, but they are on their guard
just in case,” the state trooper answered. “We ask you be patient
while they continue their search.”

The next thirty minutes tested Matt more
than anything he’d ever faced or would face. The fate of his
daughter was unknown. He didn’t know if she was alive or among the
dead.

The first of the emergency personnel
appeared as they rushed the kids they were holding out of the
building and into the waiting arms of their parents. Several
children were rushed out of the building in this manner, but all
went still again.

He was tempted to run inside and find her,
himself, but he knew he couldn’t follow through on his idea. He
knew where his daughter’s classroom was, but she might not have
been there at the time of the attack. She could’ve been in the
bathroom or with the nurse, or any other place in the school.

He stood by and watched as two stretchers
were rolled into the building as more emergency personal rushed
into the building.

Where was Maggie?

 




 


Kim sighed as she stretched her arms above
her head. The phones kept her busy for the past hour. Everyone
wanted to donate something to help the babies. They would probably
meet the expected demand by the end of the day.

Leaning back, she felt her back pop. She’d
been sitting too long. She stood up and headed to the front to find
out if the crisis was over. There were no TVs in the donation
room.

She glanced at the TV once she neared the
front of the building, but it was on a commercial break.

“The shooter committed suicide,” Janice said
behind her.

She was behind the desk watching them
closely.

“Did they find out why he chose to shoot up
an elementary school?” Kim asked turning around. There had to be a
reason why someone would take a child’s life.

“No, but one of the rescued teachers said he
was yelling those children were evil. He said it was his mission to
rid the world of the spawns of Satan,” Janice informed her.

“They were innocent babies,” Kim whispered
as she shook her head. “How could anyone call them evil?”

“I’m assuming he was mental,” Janice said
placing her hand on Kim’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I wanted an update,” Kim
answered. She knew Janice was worried about her, but she didn’t
know how to reassure them she was okay.

“The police are clearing the school now.
They are not releasing any details about the injuries or how many
are dead. They released the statement about the shooter to calm the
public,” Janice explained as she dropped her hand from Kim’s
shoulder.

“Any updates from Hannah and Wade?” Kim
asked glancing back at the TV. It was still on a commercial
break.

“No, they are speaking with the families
right now. They are handing out cards as well. We’ve had some
parents already calling to set up appointments,” Janice
explained.

“I’m surprised they’re already calling. We
normally don’t start getting calls until a couple of days later,”
Kim mentioned.

“Remember this is a new generation. They
were in school

when the first shooting happened,” Janice
said.

“You mean the one that changed my life,” Kim
whispered as she closed her eyes.

“Yes, those parents witnessed the massacre
first-hand or at least most of them did. You might want to sit this
one out,” Janice advised.

“No, I’m going to use this to make me
stronger. I’m going to defeat this demon, once and for all,” Kim
stated straightening her shoulders.

“We are here in case you need extra help,”
Janice said.

“I know,” Kim said. “I’ll be in my office,
if you need me,” she said as Janice nodded before she walked back
into her office.

Closing the door, she turned and leaned back
against the door. The wood cooled her back as she closed her eyes
and leaned her head back. Sliding to the floor, she let the tears
flow as she finally released the rein on her emotions.

 




 


Matt watched as the coroner was led into the
school building. He knew it meant there were no more survivors. His
mind wouldn’t process the fact his baby girl was gone. Maggie had
to be alive. She just had to be.

He fell to his knees when he saw the
expressions on the officers exiting the school. They knew the
truth. His Maggie was gone. Tears pooled and slid down his cheeks
as he closed his eyes. He lost his wife and daughter to a piece of
metal.

“I want my daddy!”

A scream pierced the air and had him opening
his eyes. He knew the little voice better than his own.

One of the EMTs was holding a squirming
little redheaded girl. It was the same shade of red as his that
made his wife smile the day their daughter was born.

“Maggie?” he asked. He wasn’t sure if his
eyes and ears were playing tricks on him or not.

“Daddy!” Maggie yelled as the EMT finally
set her down.

Two little legs ate up the distance between
them. Matt couldn’t find his voice or his legs. He barely moved his
arms in enough time to catch his daughter as she launched into his
arms. His arms closed around her and held her close.

“Daddy, there was a bad man in school
today,” Maggie cried against his shoulder.

“I know, Buttercup, but you’re safe now,” he
whispered as he rubbed her back and placed a kiss on top of her red
curls.

She smelled the same as she did when he
dropped her off, but he knew she wasn’t the same. This morning
forced his innocent baby to see the bad men weren’t only in her
cartoon movies, but in real life, too.

Maggie’s safe world was shattered.

 



Two


 


 


 


Kim wiped her eyes with a tissue as her
former high school principal finished his speech. The anniversary
of her school shooting was always difficult for her. The memorial
service was on the old school grounds where several of her
classmates including her best friend, Monica, lost their lives.
After the shooting, the town decided to close down the high school.
It was torn down and a memorial garden and walkway were installed.
The walkway had the names of each of the victims on the bricks as
it weaved through the garden.

Every year they lit candles to represent the
lives lost, and those candles lined the walkway. Each year at the
start of the ceremony, the names of the victims were read. One of
the faculty members from the high school always spoke as friends
and family members recounted stories about their lost loved
ones.

This year’s ceremony was different from
years past because there were more names added to the list. The
names were of children this time instead of high schoolers. With
the elementary school shooting happening this morning, the mayor
quickly added the names for the families of those children. It was
hard to listen to the new ones as they were called out. She wiped
her eyes several times over the past few minutes. The extra tissues
might not have been enough for her this year.

She was sitting closer to the front since
they always put the surviving victims close to the stage. She never
understood why, unless to remind everyone there were survivors. Her
parents were several rows back, but she felt their heartbreak
reaching out to her. She knew Monica’s parents were sitting beside
her parents. They hugged her as soon as they saw her tonight.

This city was stressed by the events of the
day. They didn’t need a replay of one of the worst days in the
history of the town, but that’s what today had been: a replay,
except worse. They hadn’t released any details yet because of the
reminder of her school shooting. The mayor felt it would be better
to without the shooter’s identity until tomorrow. She agreed with
his decision. There were rumors the police didn’t know who the
shooter was, but they had to know by now. There was no way they
didn’t know.

As the mayor spoke, he reminded everyone to
remember the shooter’s parents. They lost someone along with
everyone else. She knew she couldn’t blame the parents. It wasn’t
their decision to shoot up a school.

It was hard to be forgiving though when you
were one of the victims. It took her years to speak to Dallas’
parents.

They came to the memorial service every
year, but never stood out. They visited each family and apologized
for their son’s actions. Most of the families slammed the door in
their faces, except for her parents. They invited them inside.

She never thought she would see her parents
welcome in what could have been her killer’s parents, but they did.
They talked and discussed the events in detail. She stayed out of
sight as she listened to her parents talk to Dallas’ parents. It
was something they continued through the years on the anniversary
of the shooting.

Once she finished her first group therapy,
she visited Dallas’ parents. She didn’t say much, but she listened
to them as her parents did. She learned they were good people, and
it wasn’t their fault Dallas decided to deal with his problems with
a gun that day.

After talking with them, she had the courage
to face Dallas. He was in prison about 30 miles away. It took some
time, but she finally sat down face to face with Dallas. He was
different and she learned prison hadn’t been kind to him. He was
placed in maximum security for his protection as much as for his
crimes. Seeing him through the glass had her choking back
tears.

“Why, Dallas? Why did you decide to fire a
gun in school?” she asked over the phone connecting her with
him.

“I was angry,” he said on his phone. “No one
seemed to notice me.”

“And shooting people was a way for them to
notice you?” she cried.

“No, but I didn’t know what else to do,” he
revealed. “I was tired of all the names.”

“What names?”

“Think back princess, you know what names
I’m talking about,” he stated angrily.

She nodded because she did remember them. “I
never called you any of those names.”

“No, but you didn’t stop your friends from
saying them either,” he said.

“No, I didn’t,” she admitted.

Shaking her head, she snapped back to the
ceremony. After the first visit with Dallas, she decided what she
wanted to be. A counselor. People needed help, but they didn’t
always have access to anyone who would listen. It was the reason
she started Slay the Demon. The victims needed a way to find their
voice, and she better than anyone could help them. After all, she
knew what it meant to be a victim of a mass shooting.

She stood up and walked over to the table
set up to the left of the stage. She grabbed a lantern and lit it.
The lantern was one of those paper ones they would float up into
the night sky. They did the same thing every year with the
lanterns, but this year they added more for the newest victims.
There were fifteen more than last year. Fifteen lives extinguished
too early.

 




 


Matt glanced at Maggie one last time before
heading downstairs. He could guess who was knocking since there was
only one person who knew he would be at home. Opening the door, he
smiled at Jody and Hank standing on his front porch. He opened the
door wider for Jody and Hank to walk inside past him. As Jody
walked past him, he noticed she had a doll in her hands.

When he realized Maggie was safe, he called
Jody at the office. He knew she was worried about his daughter as
much as he was. Sighing, he shut the door and followed Jody and
Hank into the living room.

“How is she?” Judy asked as she sat down on
the couch.

Hank sat beside his wife and wrapped his arm
around her shoulders.

“Good. She’s been quiet,” he replied sitting
across from her.

“Where is she?” Jody asked looking around
the room.

“In her room,” he answered.

“I can’t believe you let her out of your
sight,” Jody remarked.

“I didn’t want to, but you were knocking,”
he quipped.

“Oh, well we can go up there,” Jody
suggested as she started to stand.

“No,” he said holding his hand up to stop
her. “It’s fine. Maggie has been asking me to leave so she can play
tea party.”

“You weren’t invited to her tea party,” Hank
asked.

“I’m never invited to the tea parties,” he
said with a shrug. “Boys aren’t allowed.”

“Makes sense,” Hank said. “Except I’m always
invited to Maggie's tea parties.”

“At least she’s acting normally and
considering what she went through, I’m surprised,” Jody said.

“I am too, but I am worried about her,” he
admitted. “I don’t know how much she saw but her best friend was
one of the victims,” he explained.

“Oh, bless her heart,” Jody whispered.

“Do they know anything about the shooter or
his motives?” Hank asked pulling Jody closer.

Matt wished his wife was here for comfort.
“They are not releasing anything till tomorrow morning,” he replied
stretching out his legs.

“Why? The people in town deserve to know,”
Hank stated.

“They wanted to wait because of the memorial
service tonight,” Matt explained.

“Oh my goodness, I forgot about that,” Jody
gasped. “It was thirteen years ago today Dallas shot up the high
school.”

“There was another school shooting thirteen
years ago?” Hank asked.

“Yeah,” Matt muttered.

He and Jody had been away at college when
the shooting happened, but he remembered all the news on it.

“How are you?” Jody asked, breaking the
silence.

“On edge,” he admitted. “I could’ve lost
Maggie today. I know I won’t get any sleep tonight because I’ll be
watching her. She’s already told me I squeezed her too tight when I
finally saw her running out of the school.”

“Do you need us to stay?” Jody asked
glancing at Hank. “We can stay in the spare bedroom so you can
sleep.”

“I’ll even bring my gun,” Hank
mentioned.

Matt held his smile when he saw Jody punch
her husband in the arm.

“It wouldn’t work, but thanks for offering,”
Matt said. “Do you want to take Maggie the doll?”

“Oh, yeah,” Jody said glancing at the doll
in her lap. “I know, it’s not her birthday, but I wanted to get her
something. This is the one she wanted.”

Matt nodded before standing. He knew Maggie
wanted the doll because she pointed it out every time they walked
by the toy aisle.

As they made their way upstairs, he wondered
if he would see his daughter’s eyes light up when Jody gave her the
doll. He wanted to see Maggie smile again, as she had this morning
when he dropped her off at the school.

If he could roll back time, he would have
kept his daughter at home today. She wouldn’t have had her little
world come apart. There was nothing he could to make it better,
except be there for her and try to help her past the pain.

As Jody and Hank walked into his daughter’s
room, he leaned against the doorframe. He watched as Jody knelt
down next to Maggie to hand her the doll. Normally, Maggie would’ve
jumped up and threw her arms around Jody’s neck, but today she
didn’t budge. Maggie stayed in her little pink chair as Jody handed
her the doll.

Jody glanced back at him and he saw the
tears threatening to spill. He knew how she felt, because he got
the same reaction from Maggie when he presented her a bowl of ice
cream with the strawberry syrup she loved along with a cherry on
top.

This wasn’t going to
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