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      I watched, transfixed, as the rain poured onto the windshield. It was easier to concentrate on that than to think about what just happened, to try and look past the rain, at the building that looked so calm while my imagination ran wild. All I could hear was the way the drops pounded on the roof. The rest of the world was quiet while the three of us sat in the van and waited. None of us dared to put our thoughts into words. I could tell that even though Kyle wasn’t saying anything, he was as terrified as I was.

      When mom ran into the building, I was the one who reached out and grabbed onto my brother’s hand, but he was holding on pretty tight now too, and not just to make me feel better. He was looking for the same comfort I was.

      I bit my bottom lip to stop the tears, because crying would mean I thought something bad had happened, and I was not ready to go there.

      “When is nana coming back?” Katie, my four-year-old niece broke the silence. Even she felt how serious this was, because she never stopped talking, unless she was eating or sleeping, and even then, it was debatable.

      I turned away from the school and watched her try to understand what was going on. She held on to her little yellow soccer ball as you would a stuffed animal.

      I realized I was looking at her like she was speaking a foreign language, so I tried to come up with an answer, but I couldn’t.

      “She’ll be back in a few minutes sweetie, don’t worry,” Kyle, who was usually the funny one, assured her with a smile even she could tell was fake. Still, she nodded and accepted it, because we had never given her a reason not to trust us before.

      Katie went back to looking out the window, but Kyle fixed his green eyes on me, the fear in them telling me he was just as worried as I was. My niece was young enough to think the loud noises were thunder, even though there was no lightning. As for me, I flinched every time we heard a gunshot. The silence unnerved me, but the sounds that ripped through the rain and chilled my bones were so much worse.

      “Is she okay?” Katie asked after another series of gunshots. She was used to noise, because our house was normally bursting with all kinds of arguments, telephone conversations, loud music, video games, TV shows, and some occasional singing. This noise was different though, and I couldn’t tell if the rain was muffling the screams, or if I was imagining them.

      I couldn’t tell how long it had been since my mom went into my high school, but it felt like hours. I knew it was actually less than ten minutes, because I couldn’t hear sirens, and we had called the cops as soon as she left us. Katie asked us questions every minute or so, whenever she got the courage to disturb the silence, and we took it in turns to tell her nana would be okay, that she didn’t have to be afraid.

      “Is nana coming back?” she asked when the rain and gunshots stopped. This time, no one answered her. It wasn’t that we couldn’t find the words. We just knew, or rather felt, our assurances would be untrue. I couldn’t tell you the exact moment it happened, or which gunshot did it, but we both knew that at some point between the last reassurance and Katie’s final inquiry, our world fell apart.
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            THE LAST SUPPER

          

        

      

    

    
      That afternoon…

      “She should have stayed with him. She loved him, and he was perfect. You can’t beat Ryan Brooks,” I said as the credits rolled. Mom had the day off, so we spent the last day of summer vacation in her bedroom, watching movies. We made a half-hearted attempt to go outside after the first one, but it started raining so we felt justified watching two more.

      “Sometimes loving someone means you have to let them go,” mom sided with the movie’s heroine, like they shared wisdom my fifteen-year-old self had yet to acquire.

      “Isn’t that when keeping them caged is selfish?” I asked.

      “They don’t have to be caged, Rachel. And he was happy at the end.” Mom checked her watch before turning off the TV.

      “She was alone,” I argued.

      “She was fulfilled by other things.” Mom pressed her forehead against mine and smiled, closing her eyes, then pulled away. “This was a perfect afternoon, but I have to make supper.” When she got up, she let the cool September air into the blankets, so I reluctantly got up as well.

      “We could ask Sarah to bring us takeout,” I suggested.

      “I promised Katie pasta.” She ruffled my hair. I tried to get away, but after a day spent lying in bed, I doubt it made any difference to the knots that settled in my long brown mess of curly hair.

      “I’ll come help you in a minute.” We were at the bottom of the stairs when the doorbell rang, but I could see Alex through the frosted window.

      “I’ll make garlic bread,” she smiled, knowing it was his favorite and there was a 95 percent chance he would stay for supper.

      

      “You walked here?” I asked when I opened the door and saw him. Alex’s light grey t-shirt was almost black from the rain, and his spiky blonde hair was lying flat against his head.

      “It’s barely raining,” he shrugged it off.

      “You’re crazy,” I shook my head and let him come inside.

      “I’m not staying. I was on my way home from the arcade and it started raining.” He gestured to himself as evidence of the downpour.

      “You came for shelter?” I raised an eyebrow, then reached up to pass my hand through his hair to shake out some of the water. Alex was my best friend, basically my only friend other than family, so I treated him like one of my brothers and he did the same.

      “No, I left my raincoat here last week,” he admitted. “Thought it might be more useful if I actually wore it.”

      “It usually is,” I agreed. “We’re having spaghetti if you want to stay.” I handed him his jacket from our closet.

      “You’re killing me here.” He shook his head with reproach, then more forcefully when he realized his hair was wet enough for some drops to reach me.

      “Not nice,” I warned.

      “We’re doing family supper. Rain check and leftovers?” he asked.

      “I might start charging,” I warned without conviction. He probably had supper at our house as often as he did at his own, and I always brought way too much food for my lunches, so he rarely brought anything.

      “You know you love me.” He gave me a hug, which was more to press his soaked t-shirt against my dry one than to show affection.

      “Still not nice,” I smiled in spite of myself.

      “I know. I’ll call you later. Maybe we can go to the drive-in tonight? One last hurrah before school starts tomorrow?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said before he headed back out into the rain.

      

      “How many people?” I asked my mom when I walked into the kitchen.

      “Is Alex staying?” He often hung out with Kyle or Katie while I helped my mom cook.

      “No, he left. We might go to the movies tonight, to say goodbye to summer.” I grabbed a handful of utensils.

      “It’ll be four of us then.” I put back the extra cutlery while she added basil and oregano to her spaghetti sauce.

      “Sarah isn’t staying?” I asked of Katie’s mother, my big sister.

      “She has an overnight shift at the hospital.”

      I went to the dining room and set the table. The smells from the sauce wafted in and it was heavenly, like every time she made pasta. A few years ago, Sarah asked mom for her spaghetti recipe. At first, we laughed, because Sarah’s the sibling we don’t allow in the kitchen until after the meal is done, so she can help with the dishes. Mom eventually shushed us, and Sarah found out what I already knew; there was no recipe. Mom put whatever vegetables or leftover meat we had in the fridge into a big pot and added spices and random ingredients until it tasted right. It made sense that this was how she cooked, because it was also her philosophy in life. Mom often did something crazy or impulsive, then figured out how to make it work. She was great at taking everything as it came and never backing down.

      Uncle Jack said he wasn’t surprised when she enrolled in the police academy, because she would defend you until her last breath, especially if you were family, but even if you were a stranger. Kevin, her partner that we call her work-husband, thought this made her soft, because she sometimes got too attached. Then again, she holds the record for the least repeat offenders. My entire childhood we had people from rehab centers, juvenile detention facilities or foster care who would come for a few meals or stay a night on our couch. They often showed up years later and thanked her for giving them a chance when they needed it most.

      “Smells delicious.” I heard Kyle, so I went back to the kitchen. He spent his day playing football under the rain in a muddy field, and it showed.

      “Go wash up for dinner.” Mom frowned in spite of the compliment, but it had nothing to do with the mud stains on his cheek.

      I shrugged when he looked at me, so he nodded, understanding he wasn’t forgiven, and went upstairs to change.

      “Can I help with anything?” I tried to distract her, as she stared off in the direction Kyle had taken.

      She shook her head to snap out of it and acted like everything was fine. “Just the table sweetie.” She smiled at me, but I wasn’t fooled.

      “Of course.” I kissed her on the cheek and got back to work.

      

      “She’s still mad at me?” Kyle came to help me in the dining room, where his books were scattered across half of the table. Each one had a complicated math problem he was working on, that I hoped I would never have to deal with. He was a special case, as you could tell from him immersing himself in school before his semester even began. Sarah was the same way, absolutely loving anything to do with science. Or studying in general, which is how she has extensive knowledge on all of our appliances. Don’t get me wrong, I love reading. And school. And I get way too excited over everything we learn in history class. But numbers are Kyle’s thing, and I like to read fun books when school is out. Then again, no one in my family was even remotely interested in the Philippa Gregory novels I finished over the summer. The big difference between me and my brother was that everyone knew I was one of the weird kids who liked school, while he graduated as homecoming king, with most of the school thinking he was a lovable-yet-clueless jock. He somehow convinced his fellow classmates he was in detention whenever he went to see his math teacher for extra credit, or more challenging problems.

      “What do you think?” I knew better than to get in the middle of it, but I definitely had an opinion. The fight between him and mom was a pretty big issue around the house, and the major reason mom wanted to stay home and cuddle even before the weather got dark and gloomy.

      “It’s not like what I did was completely out of the blue. Mom’s a cop. Grandpa’s pride and joy was being a decorated war hero. Uncle Jack joined at eighteen and will never leave. We celebrate Veteran’s Day and Memorial Day like other people do Thanksgiving,” he pointed out. “Support our Troops stickers have been on every car in our family for as long as I can remember.” He wouldn’t dare say any of this to mom, but he was right. Our family was big into risky jobs and service. Luckily, we’ve managed to come out unscathed so far. Grandpa died of old age in his sleep, after a long career and reluctant retirement. Uncle Jack spent years flying in, out of and around war zones before taking a position training the next generation. He sometimes missed the action, but he wanted to be closer to his kids, Haylie and Toby. Plus, he already had more than a lifetime’s worth of stories to go with the medals he earned.

      “But this is you,” I argued. “Uncle Jack looks like he was born to wear aviator sunglasses and fly combat planes, but you look like you should be playing college football and joining a fraternity. I will support you no matter what, and I can pretend I’m on your side, but I don’t want you to go either.” Out of my three siblings, he was the only one who still lived at home with me. We walked to school together, we had movie nights…I wasn’t ready for him to leave me, especially not for a war zone where he could get hurt.

      “They’re not sending me overseas any time soon. I’ll spend the year playing football, going to college…I can even join a fraternity if it makes you happy. I just belong to the NAVY now,” he teased.

      “I’m not laughing,” I reproached his smile. “You can’t joke this under the table.”

      “I know,” he assured me with a look to the kitchen.

      The table was set, so I went in and found mom lost in thought over a plate of spaghetti. She grabbed another plate and filled it when she heard me come in.

      We brought the three plates out and mom set them down before the door opened.

      “Sorry we’re late, Katie’s soccer ran over,” Sarah called before I could see her. My sister and I were almost identical, except she was a little taller, and her eyes were green while mine were blue.

      “I’ve got it.” I went back to the kitchen and took out a Tupperware for Sarah and a plate for Katie. I put so much sauce on Sarah’s that you had to look from underneath to see the noodles, but I only put a drop on Katie’s, just enough so she could argue if Sarah said she didn’t eat any vegetables.

      My sister had Katie a week after she turned twenty; old enough so she could convince herself it wasn’t a teen pregnancy. She and her husband, Matt, moved out last year, to a house that is less than five minutes from us, but they’re here for supper almost every night. Kyle and I are the ones who pick Katie up from daycare, so she can hang out with us until Sarah or Matt finish work. She basically still lives here, which suits mom just fine. She loves having us close, which was a part of the reason she saw Kyle enlisting as such a betrayal.

      “You won, right?” Kyle asked when Katie sat beside him.

      “It was just a practice.” She smiled when she saw the plate I put in front of her, then grabbed the parmesan cheese and proceeded to cover every inch of it until you could no longer see the pasta.

      “Easy there,” Kyle laughed. He took the cheese away and ruffled her hair, but his plate was only slightly less white.

      They talked about her soccer, and mom went to get herself something to drink, which let Sarah get the gossip from me.

      “How is she taking it?” she leaned close and whispered. Mom had ears everywhere.

      “Worse than when Jared moved to California to fight forest fires, but better than when you told her you were pregnant,” I whispered before mom came back.

      “I think I was pretty decent when my nineteen-year-old daughter told me she was pregnant,” she waited until she sat to let us know we weren’t whispering low enough.

      “I was in college and very mature for my age,” Sarah defended herself, but it wasn’t much of an excuse. “We wanted to get married anyway and it all worked out in the end,” Sarah smiled at Katie and was going to add more, but mom cut in.

      “You can’t just act without thinking about the consequences and hope you’ll be able to figure it out later.”

      Mom had described herself, which Sarah was about to point out when we realized this had nothing to do with her and Katie.

      “Is that what you think this is? You’re mad I joined the NAVY because you think I didn’t think it through beforehand?” Kyle took the opportunity to bring up the topic we were trying to avoid.

      “No, I am mad because it was a ridiculously stupid thing to do. You never asked my opinion or talked to me about it. I didn’t even know you were interested in the NAVY until I saw your invitation to basic recruit training,” she reproached. He got back on Friday and the tension had been uber-present ever since.

      “You signed the consent forms.” He looked guilty even as he tried to defend himself. He’d used Jared’s trick for absenteeism slips.

      “You tricked me into it, Kyle! You knew I was busy and I’d just signed Rachel’s report card. I never, in my wildest dreams, believed you would slip something like that into my hands without talking to me. We’re a close family that talks about things and doesn’t make huge decisions like this on their own.” Her voice was raised from hurt and fear, not anger, which made it so much worse.

      “It’s not like you can’t take it back.”

      “You don’t know how close I am to doing that,” she threatened.

      “Why don’t you?” he was defeated and looked ready to apologize and promise he would never leave.

      “Because if I do that, what’s to stop you from waiting until you’re eighteen to leave me for good?” she fought to keep the tears at bay. I didn’t even need a whole hand to count the times I had seen my mother cry.

      “I can wait. I can go to Virginia Tech as a regular student. Or see if the scholarship at Skidmore is still there. I won’t be mad. And I would never leave you forever,” he caved. The most shocking thing about the recruit training wasn’t so much that he was joining the military. It was that we all thought he had accepted the scholarship to Skidmore and we had another four years with him at home.

      “You’ll resent me for it. I talked it over with Jack and he says they won’t send students to Iraq, especially ones that are underage. It’s four more years of training and seniority so you know what you’re doing and are safe once you get there.”

      “You’re okay with it?” Kyle was as shocked as the rest of us. Except for Katie, who was still eating, we all turned to face mom, our mouths agape and our eyebrows scrunched. If you had asked me to place a bet yesterday, all my money would have been on Kyle begging Skidmore to take him back.

      “As much as I hate it, I understand this is partially my fault. A very small part, but…I raised you to know your grandfather and uncle were heroes. It was only a matter of time before one of you chose to follow in their footsteps. This Reserve Officer Training is smart…it just hurts that you tried to do it so sneakily behind my back.” She was calm and vulnerable now.

      “I knew you would say no if I said I wanted to enlist.”

      “Would that have been so bad? To wait a little longer?”

      “No, I just…I wanted to help. When Uncle Jack brought me to the base last summer, there was a kid who was sixteen and cheated his way in with a forged birth certificate. He wanted so badly to make sure no one else lost their family like he had, and I don’t know, he got to me. Because of Ted.”

      Mom took a breath and all I could picture was the images on the screen of Ted’s plane crashing into the second tower while mom tried frantically to reach him on his cell phone. He was the only guy mom brought home after my dad left, and Kyle had definitely gotten attached. We all had, but Kyle was the only one who sometimes called him Dad.

      “Next time, talk to me. Whatever it is. Your job is to convince me, not hide it from me. You’ve always come to me for everything else,” mom reminded him.

      “I will,” he promised.

      “You know I love you Kyle. No matter what.”

      “I love you too, mom.”

      She sighed, relieved, before looking around the table. “Who wants ice cream?”

      “Me!” Katie shot her hand up.

      “I have to get to the hospital, but she can have one scoop,” Sarah said, kissing her daughter.

      “When does Matt get back?” mom asked.

      “Friday,” she sighed. He was in Hong Kong to deal with clients, which made me want to get into copywriting, but he acted like it was a burden and he would rather be home.

      “Be careful,” mom said after her goodbye hug.

      “Thanks for dinner,” Sarah told me of the Tupperware, before she hugged me as well.

      “You scream, I scream, we all scream for ice cream!” mom and Katie chanted, so I rolled my eyes and followed suit.

      

      Kyle sat in the passenger’s seat and changed the radio station. I smiled at how seamlessly he and mom got back into their conspiratorial world of inside jokes and favorite Real World contestants. My mom is my best friend, but Kyle is a mama’s boy through and through.

      “Nana?” Katie asked, but mom couldn’t hear over the radio and their animated catching up. “Nana,” she tried again, louder, but to no avail.

      “Let them catch up a bit. They haven’t talked in a week,” I reminded her.

      She pouted, but ultimately decided I was right. We couldn’t hear a word they were saying, but their laughter told me things were going back to normal.

      

      We went to the Friendly’s a few blocks from our house and took the same booth we’ve sat in since my parents moved here. I wasn’t personally there for Sarah’s first birthday, but I’ve seen the pictures.

      “Rachel, how can you eat that? It looks like something your…it’s gross.” Mom stared at my cookie dough happy ending covered in peanut butter and marshmallow toppings with disgust, her mint chocolate chip completely forgotten. She stopped herself short of saying it was something my father would eat, because she knew how much I hated it when anyone mentioned him, let alone compared me to him. Mom didn’t seem to actively hate him anymore, but we still had to change the channel if ever his face came on the screen. I couldn’t forgive him for bailing on us either. He left one night nine years ago, while we all slept, and I haven’t seen him since. At least not in person.

      “It’s delicious. Want to try some?” I offered.

      “Oh, please don’t!” She backed away from my spoonful like it was a disease, but she was laughing. “I love you, even if you eat the weirdest things,” she assured me.

      “That’s good, because I love you, even though you wear the weirdest sweaters,” I reciprocated.

      “Your grandmother made this for me.” She pointed out the blue S for Sierra stitched into the right breast of her peach sweater. Blue pompoms were glued half-hazardly to the front of it.

      “It’s still ugly,” Katie said with a guilty smile, so mom pretended to be offended and turned to Kyle, who reluctantly nodded.

      “But I wouldn’t want to try Rachel’s ice cream either,” he tried to redeem himself, as did Katie, who nodded vigorously.

      “You guys are horrible. Are there any of my sweaters you won’t tease me for? Sarah still hasn’t told me where she hid the one with the snowman.”

      The sweater in question was particularly unsettling, but it was also a mom and Sarah thing. They constantly mocked each other’s clothes, or hid them on each other, like mom’s sweaters and that time Sarah tried crop tops in junior high. Shoes were the complete opposite. They have the same size feet, so Sarah went years without buying a single pair. She simply wore mom’s. Things have changed now mom sticks to her black cop boots and Sarah wears crocs at the hospital.

      “Even if you found a cool one, we’d still have to tease you for wearing it on the first of September,” Kyle pointed out. Even with the rain, it was hot and humid outside. Everyone in the restaurant had shorts and t-shirts on, while she was bundled up in an oversize sweater.

      “It’s chilly,” mom argued. With the ice cream I just finished and the restaurant’s air conditioning, I maybe got her point.

      

      Once everyone was done, we sprinted to the car to avoid the rain. I got there first and called shotgun, leaving Kyle in the back beside Katie, whose car seat claimed her spot.

      “What’s going on at your school?” mom asked when she saw the parking lot filled with cars.

      “New student orientation,” I shared.

      “And you didn’t tell me?” she asked.

      “We’re not new. It’s the same welcome speech you’ve heard the last twenty years,” Kyle exaggerated a bit, but this would be her tenth time.

      “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t go. There could be new clubs or activities.” Mom had already turned into the parking lot. She was the type of parent who went to every PTA meeting and volunteered to chaperone every class trip and school dance, even when she had done it all with the three first kids. She would probably do the same once Katie got to high school.

      “Katie won’t sit still for three hours to go over—” I stopped when mom slammed on the breaks, giving us all a jolt. I tried to see what jumped out at us, but mom rolled down her window rather than explaining.

      When I heard the terrified voice of Diana, a junior who lives on our street, I thought mom was going to yell at her for not paying attention. Instead, she asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “He shot her. He shot her and then the others came and…”

      I looked behind me at Kyle, to see if he heard the same thing.

      “Slow down honey.” Mom got out of the van, so it was hard for me to hear the rest of the conversation through the distance and the rain. Mom nodded a few times, already in cop mode.

      I thought I misunderstood Diana, but mom poked her head in and said, “I need you to radio Kevin. Tell him there are multiple shooters at the high school and they’ve opened fire. We need ambulances and a hostage negotiator.”

      “Where are you going?” Kyle asked, but we already knew the answer.

      “Stay here until they arrive. And you wait in the van. Don’t you dare come inside.” She looked pointedly to Kyle.

      “But mom,” I argued.

      “This is what I do, babe. It’s okay,” she told me before running in.

      All we could do was wait…
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      “Kyle, can you get them out of here?” Kevin asked my brother while he tried to manage the chaos. Less than a minute after the cops finally rushed into the auditorium, there was a series of gunshots, then nothing but screams as a flood of people stormed the parking lot. We got out of the van to search the crowd while students and teachers ran past us to the families that arrived with the sirens. Kevin was posted outside to control the crowds and take names, but he looked older and more serious than I had ever seen him before. “Please?” he added when none of us moved. It wasn’t that we wanted to be a part of it, we just wanted to know what happened. For now, the best way to do that was to listen to the terrified witnesses sharing their stories to the cops.

      “Where is she?” I asked Kevin. No one in a position of authority was giving any information. I knew protocol dictated that you notify the family before releasing names to the rest of the world, but I needed him to tell me mom was managing the crowds inside, or apprehending a suspect, anything that meant she wasn’t among the fallen.

      The consistent story was of three shooters with a specific list of people to kill. More than once, the shooters pointed a gun at someone, only to let them leave as they shot someone else. Apparently, when the cops went in, the shooters shot themselves, which accounted for those final gunshots. Still, no one was clear on how many people they shot, and even the ones who had been inside weren’t sharing names.

      “Please, Rachel, I don’t want Katie to see this,” Kevin pleaded with me. As Katie’s godfather, he would want what was best for her, but Katie was also the same age as his oldest daughter, Abby.  I looked over to the doors of the auditorium and saw that people were no longer running out on their own, but with the help of paramedics and stretchers. The first few had talked animatedly about their ordeal while being wheeled out, but the more recent ones were in body bags.

      We lived in a small town, where everyone knew mom, so any cop, paramedic or student could have told us where she was, but they all walked by like they didn’t see us. I had hoped Kevin would be different, since he was her partner and Matt’s best friend and we have always considered him family.

      I could tell he was concerned about us, and I didn’t want Katie to see the dead bodies, but all we needed was a straight answer and I would take her away. The only outcome worse than this not knowing would be to have the horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach confirmed.

      

      We finally listened to Kevin and stood away from the action, by the trees we sometimes had lunch under. I had Katie in my arms, so Kyle put his arm around me. It was partly for comfort, but also to make sure I wouldn’t run off to get answers.

      Katie wasn’t asking about nana anymore, but she traded her soccer ball for a teddy we found in the back seat.

      Kyle let go of me when Bridget came out of the cafeteria doors. They’re in the off-stage of their on and off relationship, ever since he enlisted, but the second she spotted him, she ran into his arms. She cried those silent tears that come when the pain is too great for sounds. She tried to tell us what happened, but all she could manage was “We were in the bathroom when we heard the gunshots so we stayed and…” before sobbing.

      Any hope I had of her filling us in died there. Even if she had seen anything, she was nowhere near coherent.

      “It’s okay, you’re safe now. You’re okay,” Kyle tried to reassure her, but his stoicism was failing, and the tears poured down his face as well. I had only seen Kyle cry once, at Ted’s funeral, before he buried it all deep inside.

      I went back to staring at the doors and waited for her to come out.

      

      “I can have someone bring you home.” Kevin found me as I moved away from Bridget, to a quieter spot for Katie. He was worried I was inching closer to the school, but I didn’t want to go anywhere. My chest felt tight and I kept trying to breathe, but it was like no air was coming in. The tears were so hard to push down, because I couldn’t believe what they weren’t saying, because it hurt, and because the only thing in the world that I wanted right now was my mommy.

      “My mom can bring us home,” I told him. He looked at me in a way I did not like, before Katie reached out for him.

      “Rachel…”

      I wanted to stop him as much as I wanted to know, but in the time it took him to build up his courage, my attention was brought back to the school.

      “This one’s alive!” a paramedic called, excited for the first stretcher in quite some time to not contain a body bag.

      I was fine away from it all before, but now I ignored Kevin’s request and got close. I could see there was someone on the stretcher, but it was impossible to tell who is was; boy, girl, teacher…nothing. I knew it was selfish of me, that the other parents and students in there didn’t deserve to die either, but I prayed it was my mom. I promised God I would be good and pay more attention in church and be a good Samaritan and help the orphans and do whatever it took if it could be my mom who would live. I needed her for so many things…for everything. I was nowhere near ready to lose her. I don’t think I would ever be.

      It wasn’t hard to get away from Kevin, since he also tried to get closer and see who it was. At first, it was hard to push through the mob gathered around the stretcher, but then it got easier as I saw a bit of the person on it. My stomach dropped when I realized it was a boy, not my mother. Then I saw the light grey t-shirt going dark from blood instead of rain, and knew exactly who it was.

      “Alex!” I bridged the last few steps to get to him and understood why the crowd parted to let me through. Alex was the kind of kid the whole town knew and loved, but ever since he moved here when I was seven, the two of us have been nearly inseparable.

      I kept thinking that he wasn’t supposed to be here. We’d decided to skip the assembly this year, and he had a family supper and we were going to go to the movies…but there was no mistake that it was him. I couldn’t imagine who would do this to him, because he was friends with everyone, regardless of social circle. I froze when I saw where the paramedic cut his shirt open, and the small holes that so much blood was pouring out of.

      She covered the wounds with gauze and a second paramedic was applying pressure, so I made sure I was out of her way and took his hand. This was harder than expected, because the tears, that I was no longer able to fight, were making everything go out of focus. I was terrified to ask the paramedic if he was going to be okay, because I was pretty sure he wasn’t. There was so much blood that she needed to put more and more gauze, but it still came through.

      Alex looked up when he felt my hand on his. He looked so happy that it was me, but the eyes that met mine knew this wasn’t good.

      “Rachel.” He struggled to smile, but his voice was weak.

      “I’m right here,” I assured him.

      “I’m so sorry.” He fought tears. “I tried so hard, but he…” he fought to get the words out, but he stopped when he coughed up blood. He was so pale. I wanted to run away and pretend this wasn’t happening, but I couldn’t imagine leaving him. I held on to his hand as if I could comfort him, when he was the only thing that kept me vertical.

      “It’s okay, Alex, whatever happened, it doesn’t matter. It wasn’t your fault. I forgive you. It’s okay.” I had no idea what to tell him. He tried to lift his hand, so I helped him bring it to my cheek. I held it there with mine and gave him a sad smile, the only kind I was capable of. The paramedic looked at me and tried to decide if she should send me away or let me stay with them.

      Alex got agitated, then calmed down when I repeated, “It’s okay, I’m right here,” so she let me follow them to the ambulances.

      “It’s so cold Rachel,” he confided with a look of pure terror in his eyes. I wanted to tell him he would make it through, but he could always see through my lies. “This is some last hurrah,” he joked, but neither of us laughed. He squeezed my hand and my heart ached.

      “I love you Alex,” I told him before he coughed up more blood and struggled to breathe. I wanted to close my eyes and escape, but he kept his eyes locked with mine, as if they were the only thing he could see clearly, so I did my best to stay strong. He would not be alone.

      “I love you too. Always,” he got out before his mother screamed.

      I looked up and saw her coming towards us, her face an absolute mess of tears. She recognized the look on mine as a confirmation of her worst fears and brought her hand to her mouth, frozen on the spot.

      Alex coughed again, so I came back to him. I wanted to tell him how much he meant to me, but I couldn’t find my voice.

      Mrs. Sims got to us as they were about to lift him into the ambulance. She went with her son, and my heart stopped when he let go of my hand, that was now covered in his blood. I knew it was because the stretcher moved too far away, that he wasn’t gone yet, but I also knew I probably wasn’t going to see him again. I watched them shut the ambulance doors and drive off, then turned around once I could no longer see them in the distance. I hadn’t decided if I wanted to run away or crumble to the ground, but instead I collided with Kyle, who must have followed me. All of the strength went out of me as he held me in his arms and let me cry heart-wrenching sobs I didn’t think I would ever be able to stop.

      

      I don’t know how long we stayed like that until Kyle tensed up.

      “What’s wrong?” I tried to turn to see what was bothering him, but he held me tight, so I couldn’t. “Kyle, let me see,” I asked with a conviction I pretended to have, because I was actually dreading what I would find. Unless it was my mom with an exhausted smile, ready to apologize for giving us such a scare.

      “Okay.” He released me, but the paramedic had already zipped the body bag he wheeled out on his stretcher.

      “She’s in there, isn’t she?” My tears had slowed, but they came back with full force. Kyle wrapped his arms around me, so I could lean into him as we watched them wheel her past us.

      

      “Kyle, Rachel…come on,” Kevin called from beside the cop car he usually rode around in with mom. I was relieved to see he still had Katie in his arms, but hated the way she seemed to be taking it all in, rather than being the center of attention she usually was.

      “I’m going to drive you guys home now, okay?” he used his authoritative voice, but still ended it with a question. He would let us walk home, or stay there, if we insisted.

      “Can I borrow your cell phone?” I saw the green finger prints on his forearms and realized he had been off-duty like mom when we called. He came for us.

      “She’s not picking up. The nurse’s desk was slammed, but she thinks Sarah is in surgery.” Kevin motioned to Katie, who must have wanted her mom after I abandoned her. He opened the back door for Kyle and me.

      “Matt’s still in…”

      “I called him, he’s trying to get a flight back,” he assured me.

      “We have the van,” Kyle argued with Kevin’s original statement.

      “I’ll have someone drive it over,” Kevin told him. “Come on.”

      I opened my arms to take Katie into the backseat with me, while Kyle headed for the passenger’s.

      “Kyle,” Kevin stopped him after looking me over, so my brother came back and took Katie from him.

      “What was that?” I followed Kevin as he reached into his glove compartment. “What’s this for?” I was confused when he handed me a wet-nap, until I saw the blood that stained my hands. Alex’s blood. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry.” I looked to Katie in the backseat.

      “It’s okay, she probably thinks it’s finger paint.” Kevin hugged me, both because I needed it and so Katie wouldn’t see the mess I was in.

      It took two more wet-naps before my hands were mostly clean, but I could still see the blood all over them. Kyle put Katie in the middle seat between us, but she cuddled up to me as soon as I sat down.

      The ride to our house was quiet while we processed things and numbly thought of nothing. I held Katie close to me and focused on running my fingers through her hair like mom used to do for us whenever we had trouble sleeping.

      I could see Kevin check on us every few minutes in the rearview mirror, but I focused on my simple gesture and let it occupy all of my attention. If I let myself think of anything else, I would think of them, and the tears would fall, and I couldn’t do that in front of Katie.

      “Is mommy home?” Katie asked when we drove past their house.

      “Can we try again?” I asked Kevin, so he handed me his cell phone.

      I dialed the number, needing to hear her voice, but it went straight to voicemail.

      “Again,” Katie asked when we pulled into the driveway. The five-minute drive had seemed like forever, but now was over way too soon.

      “She’s in surgery sweetie.” Kyle opened his door as I obliged Katie and tried one more time.

      “Hello?” my sister sounded happy. My relief at hearing her voice disappeared as soon as I realized I would have to tell her. I couldn’t just ask her to come home and put the pieces together without telling her why they fell apart.

      Kyle knew this, so he took Katie in his arms and left me alone in the car with Kevin, who got out of the driver’s seat and came to sit beside me in the back. He took my hand in his for moral support.

      “Hey.” I tried to build up the courage, but my tears were back.

      “Rachel, what’s wrong?” her voice was laced with concern.

      “It’s…can you sit down?” I remembered the way mom made me sit on the couch before she told me that daddy wasn’t working late, that he left us and was not coming back.

      “Rachel…” she was worried now as well, but there was a lot of noise behind her. “Hold on a sec, multiple traumas just came in and I can hardly hear you.”

      I waited while she tried to find a quiet place.

      “Are you okay? Do you need me to come get you?” She still thought this was a ‘me’ problem I needed her help with.

      “You need to come home.” To where it wasn’t just me on the phone with her, what might as well be a million miles away.

      “Are you out with Alex? Why didn’t you call mom?” she was trying to figure out what was going on and I was not helping.

      “There was a shooting,” I shared, but Sarah got distracted.

      “These kids all go to your school…Alex’s dad…wait, did you say a shooting?”

      “At the school,” I agreed.

      “Is everyone okay?” she asked, but I could already hear the tears that were ready to fall.

      I shook my head as Kevin gave my hand a squeeze, before I realized she couldn’t see me. “No,” I admitted.

      “I think they just brought Alex to the…”

      “Sarah,” I cut her off.

      “You went to get ice cream, not to the high school.”

      “It was on the way home.”

      “Just tell me Rachel.”

      “Mom…mom went into the school to help and no one would tell us anything, because they all knew, but…”

      “Are they bringing her here?” We both knew that was a roundabout way of asking the real question.

      “No.” I was squeezing Kevin’s hand so hard I might have broken something.

      “I’m on my way,” she understood.

      “I don’t think you should drive,” I argued.

      “I’m not letting you be alone right now,” she said forcefully. “Is anyone else hurt?”

      “Kyle, Katie and me are okay.” I bit my bottom lip.

      “But…” she pressed while Kevin tried to tell me something with hand gestures.

      “They shot Alex. And there was so much blood.” All I could hear were tears on the other end as Kevin wrapped his arms around me and took the phone.

      “I have a guy bringing the van over, so I’ll have him pick you up on the way.” That explained most of the hand gestures. “I’ll stay as long as you need.” He tried to be strong for her, for us, but he was failing. We were his family, and he had lost mom too.

      

      When he hung up, he radioed in the new directives, then gave me a few moments to somewhat compose myself. I was dreading going into the house, because I knew it would still be the same, waiting for her to come home, but she wouldn’t. Nothing would ever be the same.

      Kyle clearly felt the same way, because he waited for us in the doorway. He handed Katie to me, knowing that holding her was the only thing that could make me feel even remotely better.

      Kevin waited, without saying anything or using his key, knowing we weren’t ready. Finally, Kyle took a deep breath and opened the door. We stared inside a few moments before walking in, straight to the living room, where we collapsed onto the couch.

      

      No one said anything, or even moved until Kevin’s phone rang. He ignored the first couple of rings, then took it out. “I’ll put it on silent.”

      “It might be Michelle,” I argued of his wife, who must be panicked for him.

      “I’ll be right back.” He headed for the dining room.

      “I’m thirsty,” Katie whispered, reminding me that we needed to take care of her until Sarah came. We couldn’t be the broken orphans we felt like.

      “Is water okay?” I asked, since Sarah didn’t let her have anything else this close to bedtime. If she hadn’t nodded, I would have given her absolutely anything she asked for on the off chance it would make her feel better. I went to the kitchen and poured her a glass, then saw the mess we left in the kitchen and on the dining room table. We had put our plates in the dishwasher, but hadn’t bothered to do any other clean up before leaving for ice cream. I brought Katie her glass of water, then came back to clean.

      

      I wasn’t particularly fond of doing the dishes, or cleaning in general. Sarah and I usually traded off cooking and cleaning. Still, characters on TV always cleaned when they were stressed, so it must be soothing when you’ve gone through an emotional breakdown.

      The theory worked for at least a second, because I was busy thinking about how much I hated cleaning instead of focusing on what happened, but everything reminded me of mom. Not just because I had so many memories of her in there, and she was the one who made the supper and used all the dishes I was cleaning. It was how this afternoon, she stood at the counter I was standing at now, stirring the spaghetti sauce, cutting the crusty bread, grating the cheese…she was alive. She would never do those things again. She would never tell me how much she loved me. I could never tell her that she was the greatest mom in the entire world and I would give anything to have her back.

      I felt the tears coming again so I brought my hand to my temple and took a deep breath, trying to get a hold of myself, but it didn’t exactly work. I breathed in, then out, went back to the dishes, bit my bottom lip until I tasted blood, scrubbed like my life depended on it…none of it helped. The cleaning actually did the opposite, but it wasn’t like anyone else would do it.

      “What are you doing, sweetie?” Sarah came into the kitchen. I hadn’t even heard the door open.

      “We didn’t clean up after supper,” I explained as she took a cloth from the drawer and wet it.

      “You hate cleaning,” she said, bringing the cloth to my face and neck, where I must have had blood caked from when I held Alex’s hand there. There was something comforting about looking like a mess when I felt like one, but I regretted being oblivious to it while holding Katie earlier.

      “It beats what we have to do once it’s done.” My eyes were watering and biting my lip couldn’t keep the tears at bay anymore.

      Sarah put the cloth down and shook her head at me, since she was crying too. I stopped pretending I was strong and buried myself into her, needing the hug more than I knew, but she did too.

      We stood like that for at least five minutes, both of us sobbing and trying to figure out how we could ever get through this.

      Eventually, we pulled apart and I went back to the dishes. She grabbed a new cloth and dried the clean ones. “I talked to Reverend Connors and he’s making the arrangements for Thursday.” She said it matter-of-fact, like we were talking about restaurant reservations.

      “I’m sorry you had to do that.” I couldn’t imagine how hard it must have been for her.

      “Nothing is going to be easy or happy for a long time,” Sarah told me. I was also of the opinion that I would never be truly happy again.

      “Alex didn’t make it, did he?” I tried to act like it was old news that wouldn’t affect me, but I was drawing blood, and everything was blurry.

      “He didn’t even make it into surgery.” She came close, but I kept scrubbing.

      “Yeah, he didn’t look good when they brought him out. He was really pale and the blood was everywhere,” I was repeating myself, but I couldn’t help it.

      “Was he conscious?” Her hand hovered near me, but she understood that holding me would break the floodgates.

      I nodded. “He wasn’t making much sense though. He said he was sorry and he tried, but he didn’t say what. He looked so scared and small…I told him I loved him, and he said the same, but I couldn’t tell him that he’s my best friend and my family and how much I mean it…” I took a deep breath and wiped the tears with the back of my hand. “When does Matt get in?”

      “Rachel…”

      “Kevin said he was trying to get a flight.”

      “He’s on standby for a flight that would bring him back tomorrow afternoon.” She let me change the subject, but I knew it wasn’t over.

      “We still have to let everyone know,” I brought up the task none of us wanted to do. I would hate myself forever if Jared found out on the news, but I couldn’t go through it again.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll do it,” she said because she was the adult and felt like she had to, not because she was capable.

      “Just because you’re the oldest doesn’t mean you’re alone, or that you have to do everything. I can help.” I regretted it the second I said it, but I knew I had to. I couldn’t make her do it alone.

      

      Once Sarah and I brought the kitchen back to its pre-dinner state, we went to the living room, where Katie had fallen asleep on Kyle. Other than that, they were exactly as I had left them an hour ago.

      “Kevin said to call if we need anything,” Kyle shared.

      “Was she okay?” Sarah sat on her daughter’s other side and brushed the hair from her face.

      “She hasn’t said much.”

      “No questions?” Sarah pressed.

      “Not since she stopped asking when nana was coming back.” Kyle swallowed, and I think Sarah flinched.

      “Did you tell her?”

      “No, but I’m pretty sure she knows.” We dropped the ball on that one.

      “I’ll talk to her in the morning,” she decided. “We can call after I put her to bed.” The last thing we wanted was Katie waking up during one of the conversations we were about to have, but I think Sarah also wanted to delay the inevitable.

      “She can sleep in my room. I still have the night light.” I didn’t use it anymore, since she told me reading books with it after I was supposed to be asleep would make me need glasses, but I never bothered to unplug it.

      “That’ll be nice.” Sarah brought Katie upstairs, so I sat beside Kyle. He wrapped his arms around me and let me lean into him, but we didn’t speak.

      

      Sarah took her time on the stairs, tip-toeing as if she didn’t want to wake Katie rather than not wanting to make the phone calls. When she finally reached the couch, the three of us just stared at the phone on the coffee table.

      “We can call immediate family tonight, and the others can…” I stopped short of saying they could hear it on the news, but I couldn’t handle us being the ones to tell more people than was absolutely necessary. I was surprised no one had called us yet.

      “Uncle Jack can tell Haylie and Toby. We can just call him and Jared tonight,” Sarah broke it down to the bare minimum. Years ago, our cat accidentally ate our neighbor’s pet hamster. Jared nominated Sarah to tell them, because she wanted to be a doctor and needed to practice telling people the worst news of their lives. It was funny to watch her squirm at the time, but there was nothing funny about the dread and determination on her face now.

      

      We called Jared first, with the phone on speaker so none of us would have to do it alone.

      “Hello?” Toby answered. When Jared decided he didn’t want to just be a regular firefighter, that he wanted to fight forest fires in California on top of the whole burning building thing, Toby moved there with him. He’d just got back from this super prestigious cooking program in Paris and had a friend who owned a catering company. He goes back and forth from wanting a Michelin starred restaurant, to wanting a food truck he can drive across the country.

      “Hey,” I spoke up when no one else did.

      “What’s up munchkin?” We could hear the smile in his voice. I turned to Sarah for reinforcement.

      “Is Jared home?” she asked.

      “Is everything okay?” he was annoyingly perceptive.

      “Can you put us on speaker if he’s there please?” I used all the politeness I could muster, which was nothing like how I usually talked to him. I was too busy trying not to break down and cry that I couldn’t tease him and tell him all the awesome things he was missing out on over here. I could already hear the crack in my voice.

      “Rachel, what’s wrong?” I hated making him worry, but it would be worse once he knew. I was about to suggest we tell Toby and let him deal with Jared when another phone came on the line.

      “Rachel, what happened?” Jared armed himself with authority, like when mom would try to get us to admit to something that either we or another sibling had done. It worked every time.

      “There was a shooting at LG High tonight,” Sarah told them. We were holding hands, way too tight for comfort. Kyle was in between, an arm around each of us, notably silent.

      “Is everyone okay?” Toby asked. They could tell someone was hurt, and badly, but they wanted to know who and whether they would get better without specifically asking.

      “It’s mom,” Sarah managed, while Kyle rubbed her back and held her close.

      “How bad is it?” Jared used his calm, firefighter under pressure voice, but I knew it was the last question before he’d break.

      “She’s gone,” I said through tears before hearing one of the phones drop to the floor. The words took so much out of me, but Sarah hadn’t recovered.

      “We’ll be there as soon as we can,” Toby assured us before hanging up. It scared me because Jared was usually the unbreakable one. Then again, I also felt a lot less breakable when I knew mom would be there to put my pieces back together.

      I pressed the hang up button on our end, then sunk back into the couch so Kyle held both of us to him. I pulled my legs up and literally retreated into the fetal position. “Let’s get this over with,” Sarah sniffed and straightened up.

      

      Uncle Jack’s line was busy, so we called Haylie, and got the same reaction as Jared. Luckily, she had Peter, her fiancé, there to comfort her. He hadn’t been on the call, but he saw her drop the phone and came on to ask us what happened. Sarah and I looked at each other, knowing we couldn’t say it all over again, but Haylie told him to tell us they were coming, so he focused on her instead.

      We’d just hung up with her when the phone rang, making us all jump. We stared at it a while before Sarah answered it on speaker. She kept her finger on the hang up button in case it was a media outlet, which we expected would happen as soon as they released the names.

      “Kevin called, are you okay?” We all let out a breath when we heard Uncle Jack’s voice. He was shocked and heartbroken, but kept it together better than we were. The three of us looked at each other with no idea what to say. Sure, we had no bodily harm, we weren’t physically involved in the shooting, but we were nowhere near okay. “I’m sorry, that was a stupid question. I asked the admiral for emergency family leave and he said I could have as much time as I need. I should be home before morning.” His house was across the street from ours, so we all grew up together, but he had been taking assignments in different places since Toby and Haylie moved out.

      “Be careful,” I said, not just because I wanted him to, but it was what mom said every time we left the house.

      “I will,” he promised.

      “Is Mackenzie with you?” Kyle asked of Jack’s soulmate. It was weird to call her that, but there wasn’t a better word. They weren’t dating and had never been more than friends and coworkers, but they were also in love with each other. Have been for decades. You could practically see the sparks fly when they were in the same room together. She came to all of our family functions or any time he needed a date, ever since his divorce eleven years ago. That was right before my dad left us, so with him gone and Jack’s wife not the maternal type, mom sort of adopted Toby and Haylie, while Uncle Jack became our father figure. Even when Ted moved in, he was always careful not to entirely take over, because he knew it was Jack’s shoes he would be filling.

      “She’s still in Turkey. I haven’t told her yet.” Mom had not kept it a secret that she was pulling for the two of them. “I’ll see you soon.”

      We said our goodbyes and hung up.

      

      “You can sleep in my room too,” I offered when Sarah stopped on her way to the basement, where her old room was. It meant freedom when she was a teenager, but I was pretty sure tonight was the exception where no one wanted to be too far from everyone else.

      When we reached the top of the stairs, Kyle gave us hugs that lasted a lot longer than usual. I paused in front of mom’s room, hoping I might hear her moving around inside.

      Sarah put her hand on my shoulder and guided me to my room, where we both cuddled into the bed without bothering to change our clothes. We kept Katie in between us, and Sarah ran her hand through her daughter’s hair while I wrapped my arm around her stomach. Feeling it rise and fall with her breath comforted me more than it did her. I don’t think I could have slept alone.

      We stayed in the dark what felt like hours, staring at each other while the storm raged again outside. There was a soft knock I thought came from outside, until my bedroom door opened.

      “You girls okay?” Kyle whispered, in case we were asleep.

      “Come on in.” Sarah was the one facing the door, so she lifted the blanket behind me.

      “I was just making sure…”

      “Make sure from here,” she cut off his excuse.

      “You shouldn’t be alone,” I agreed.

      “But that’s what we are,” he said simply.
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