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            Introduction

         

         Now it seems like another world, a world where I set out to follow my dream of teaching Shakespearean literature. When I studied all of his works in the silence of a library, everything else seemed to disappear. I couldn’t think of anything I’d rather do, and I planned a lifetime of doing just that.

         But that all changed. I remember pushing through the heavy doors of Mercer University’s math building. I had just finished a statistics exam and after a few more classes, I was heading for a graduate program in Shakespearean studies. It was all right there within my reach, and I distinctly remember thinking as I stepped out of the darkened halls how the world looked so bright and shiny and new outside. I headed across campus to my job in the library, stopping to use a pay phone and let the librarians know I was en route. They gave me the message to call my fiancé’s sister, Judy.

         Right then, I knew.

         I kept trying to dial the numbers, but my hand wouldn’t cooperate. It was like a moth batting around an outdoor porch light, back and forth in erratic, darting movements. I couldn’t quite get the numbers straight. But then, I did. I don’t know how I knew, but I knew. I asked her one question: “Is Keith gone?”

         She said yes.

         I hung up the phone, and that was the beginning of a dark, hazy blur…a blur that ended up lasting for years.

         Everything was fine, everything was perfect, and then, in a flash, it all changed. Just before our wedding, Keith’s world ended. My world exploded.

         I grew up in a world where there was nothing but tall pine trees and soybean fields as far as the eye could see, where violence was something unknown and very, very far away. We could ride our bikes anywhere we wanted after school. We could build forts between pine trees and only come home when we’d hear chimes in the church steeple telling us it was six o’clock and time for supper. I could explore rushing streams and pastures full of cows munching grass and edged with trees. I could swing from a long rope out in a circle over a deep gully full of water, crash-running once I hit the soil when the circle ended. Keith’s murder changed all that.

         I found out about an alternate universe, a world of violence and unnamed hate. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stand to hear music or the TV. My mom had to stop the clocks because I couldn’t bear the tick-tick-ticking. I dropped out of school.

         Weeks, then months passed. I would sit for days on our front porch in the hot sun. I was fading away mentally and physically. Nothing mattered.

         In a last-ditch effort, my parents sent me to visit my sister, who had made it to the Wharton School in Philadelphia. I remember sitting on a bench watching students pouring in and out of the bookstore. They were getting books and supplies to go back to school for fall semester. Back to school…I knew I could never be happy in a classroom, not anymore. I had to do something, but what? Sitting on that bench outdoors in the late afternoon, I had an inkling of an idea…an inkling that turned into a life’s devotion. Heaven threw me a rope, and even though I didn’t realize it at the time, I grabbed it.

         Yes, I went back to school, but teaching literature was no longer an option for me. My one burning goal was to somehow get into law school and then fight crime with all my might.

         I had only one reference to present to the law school admissions department, from my Sunday school teacher. I remember riding by the law school and seeing the lights burning in the library into the night and wondering if I could possibly get in, wondering if good grades and a letter from a Sunday school teacher could possibly be enough. And then, I got a letter. It was sitting in our black metal mailbox at the end of our driveway near the road, which had finally been paved over just a few years before. The pavement is important because when I opened the letter and read it, I remember the hard asphalt when I went down on my knees and thanked God. I got in.

         Before my first day of law school, I actually had to look up the definitions of plaintiff and defendant. It took me seven years before I struck my first jury and tried my first jury trial in inner-city Atlanta, which was at the time one of the murder capitals of the country.

         
              

         

         For the next ten years I had a life very different from the way it was before or after. For ten years, an ordinary person like me had an extraordinary opportunity to speak for those who could not speak for themselves and be their voice in courts of law.

         Fighting crime is nothing like what you see on TV and in movies. Being on a real murder scene is something I wish on no one. The sight, the smell, the malice hanging in the air is something I never forget. It sticks with you.

         Other cases stuck in my heart. I remember a little girl with a hundred pigtails on her head, just three feet tall. She was the victim of repeated rapes by Mommy’s boyfriend. Turned out he had been molesting young girls for thirty years. I found seven of them and brought “similar transactions” before the jury when the little girls were too afraid to testify. But they did.

         I remember Ms. Leola, the mom of a teen boy gunned down in cold blood over ten dollars, knitting during the trial when testimony was too raw or crime scene photos and bloody clothes were too unsettling for her to look up. But Ms. Leola wouldn’t leave, not during witnesses, not during arguments, not during jury selection, not during graphic photos of her son on the autopsy table as the medical examiner testified to mortal wounds. Standing at the jury rail, I looked over at her sitting in the very first row behind me. Ms. Leola would look right back at me, smile and continue knitting, urging me on. She gave me strength, and even the recollection of her renews me.

         I remember so many families of murder victims lining up to come into the courtroom and sitting on the hard wooden pews, numb. Standing before many a jury to deliver final closing arguments, I argued this: there are people in our society who are too weak, too poor, too afraid, or too intimidated to speak for themselves and be heard. It is our duty to speak for them and fight injustice in every way we can, in every place we can, whenever we can, as hard as we can, for as long as we can.

         After well over twenty years, I still carried the same grief and the same burden, even in my personal life. I couldn’t bring myself to risk it again, loving and losing and going back into a world of hurt. I accepted that after Keith’s murder, being a wife and mother would never be for me. But just before my window closed, a miracle happened. I married David and had my miracle twins, John David and Lucy. I never thought I would have joy in my life again, but I do. With that joy comes an overpowering drive to protect them, to never allow violence or evil to destroy their lives the way it nearly destroyed mine.

         So many times at night, I watch them sleep and I imagine the dream world they visit, where it is innocent, peaceful, safe. My mind plays back what I remember from the years I prosecuted, the thousands of cases I worked and covered. When all is said and done, my message is the same one I argued to every jury: do all you can to fight the fight, as long as you can and wherever you can.

         I still hear my own words ringing in my head. I carried that message from juries of twelve to juries of hundreds of thousands per minute, whether on Crime Stories, Sirius XM, ABC, NBC, CBS, Oxygen—different juries, but always the same message. And now, I bring that message along with all the cases I tried and pled and investigated, every legal argument I’ve ever made, and every story I’ve ever covered, and pour them all into this book. For you.

         Don’t be a victim. Join me. Fight back.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part One

            How Do I Protect My Child?

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Your Child Safe at School

         

         I remember one night, sitting in the hair and makeup chair at CNN-HLN headquarters, just before airtime. That means it was about seven p.m. because I hadn’t left yet to walk to the studio. I was on a conference call with staffers in New York, L.A., and Atlanta, talking about the lead story for that night. Just as we were finishing up, a phone buzzed. My longtime friend and makeup artist, Shayzon, got a call. Her face went ghost white as she listened to the voice on the other end.

         When she hung up, she just stared at me blankly.

         “Shay, what is it?”

         I instinctively stood up, the long makeup cape still around my neck covering my clothes. She didn’t speak. I repeated the same question, and she answered in two words.

         “Arlie’s gone.”

         Arlie is her son, Arlington.

         “What do you mean, Arlie’s gone?” I can still remember my words coming out harshly.

         “He didn’t get off the school bus. He’s not answering his cell.”

         Instead of hugging her, I immediately started firing off questions as we hurriedly packed all her things to leave. Where was he last seen? Where was her younger daughter? Was she safe? When did they realize he was gone? A million questions. Then the big question: Is there any reason to think he was ever on the school bus to start with?

         We all rushed her to the elevator to leave, and on the way she collapsed and crumpled into a ball with her back against the cement wall in the employee hallway. I tried to pull her up, but she wouldn’t budge. I knelt down close to her face, and she said, “Nancy, I know what’s happening. We cover it every night…he’s gone!”

         I will never forget the look on her face as long as I live…completely without hope. I hugged her and got her up and was saying all sorts of things like “We’ll find him. Arlie’s too smart to get into somebody’s car. He’s probably at some little friend’s house playing video games right now. I’ll be on my way there in one hour.”

         She got on the elevator, and as it closed, she looked me in the face and said, “He doesn’t really play video games.” The doors shut and she was gone.

         
              

         

         School buses have been around forever in our country. The sight of a yellow school bus trundling down the road is familiar and comforting. Nearly all of us have been on them, including during our early formative years en route to elementary school. We grew up catching the school bus, climbing up its steps, settling into a shared seat, and ending up, every time, safe at school.

         Believe it or not, over 25 million children ride the school bus every day in our country. My dear friend Marc Klaas founded KlaasKids after his daughter Polly was kidnapped. He tells me that the dark side of that stat is that nearly 40 percent of all attempted child kidnappings take place when a child is walking or riding a bike to or from school or walking to or from the school bus. A friend at the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children confirms those statistics and it took a while for me to grasp the numbers. Let that soak in: nearly 40 percent of all child kidnapping attempts are related to school, bus stops, and school routes.

         Read on.

         Ben Ownby

         Rural Missouri. A straight-A student and Boy Scout jumped the last step of his school bus, hit the ground, and ran toward home. Beaufort was sunny that January day in 2007 as he ran down the gravel road. Minutes later, the boy’s friend spotted a white pickup with a camper top speeding away, but the Boy Scout, Ben Ownby, was no longer walking along the gravel road. He was gone.

         Ownby’s parents were beside themselves. Where was their boy? In hours, searchers by foot, by air, ATV, and horseback were scouring the hilly terrain sixty miles south of St. Louis. Even with that incredible effort, they turned up nothing.

         Days passed and then, finally, there was a break in the case. Kirkwood police officers spotted a white truck with a cab attached. Franklin County Sheriff’s Department, working off the truck’s plates, determined who and where the owner of the truck was and then descended on the home of Michael Devlin. Up until that time, Devlin, a white male in his forties, had no known criminal history and remained under the radar. When cops swarmed his place, they found Ben Ownby, alive. To their shock, they found another boy who had disappeared at age eleven from his parents’ home in Richwoods when he left to go ride his bike and never came back. Devlin had held the second boy, Shawn Hornbeck, for four long years.

         Craig Akers, Shawn’s stepdad, had quit his job in software design to devote his time to a foundation named after Shawn. He and Shawn’s mom, Pam, drained their entire savings to search for Shawn, exploring all avenues, including psychics. At the time of his rescue, Shawn stated Devlin had ordered him to help “find” a younger boy to kidnap. Shawn feared Devlin was set to kill him once Devlin replaced him with a newer, younger victim. Since being found following four years of molestation in captivity, Hornbeck has disappeared from the public eye.

         Alianna DeFreeze

         It was cold in Cleveland, Ohio, the morning of January 26, 2017, when fourteen-year-old Alianna left for a bus to school at seven a.m., but she was bright-eyed and eager to get to tutoring early, so off she went. She had quite a trek to get to special tutoring before school, but it was a route she’d traveled often. The day passed as usual, but by four thirty, Alianna wasn’t home. Mom and Dad started an odyssey of frantic calls before, to their shock, they learned their girl never made it to school that morning.

         But why? Her family had specifically signed up for text message alerts from the school to be notified if Alianna did not arrive or was ever absent. The school knew about Alianna’s developmental disability and that she practically never missed school. But because no text came, ten hours were lost, precluding an immediate and potentially life-saving search for Alianna. Realizing late in the afternoon that their girl never made it to school, her parents called police.

         Weighing heavy on her family was the knowledge that with each passing hour, the likelihood of finding Alianna alive dwindled drastically. The search was on, including wading through security footage from the buses she took to school and their pickup and drop-off points. The young girl with long dark hair was spotted, which normally would have been a huge victory, but the surveillance video continued. It showed her getting off her bus en route to school, on time, around seven a.m. that morning. In the video, Alianna is smiling and laughing.

         She crosses the street at East 93rd, but then she’s stopped outside a church by a man. She steps back away from him and continues on. As the video shows, he follows. Shortly after, the video shows the same man leading Alianna through a field toward Fuller Avenue.

         Minutes, then hours, then three days passed by the time Cleveland police officer Willie Hodges and his partner were sent to check vacant houses. They found a house with the back door swinging wide open. When Hodges stepped through the doorway, he saw a trail of blood from the living room all the way to a closed door. Kicking the door open, he found the lifeless body of missing schoolgirl Alianna. Scattered through the abandoned home were Alianna’s school clothes, a bloody drill, a hammer, and a box cutter.

         Cuyahoga County’s deputy medical examiner, David Dolinak, observed that Alianna’s injuries were so numerous and severe that he couldn’t positively say exactly which one caused her death. Police learned the man in the video, forty-five-year-old registered sex offender Christopher Whitaker, had followed her from her bus stop, forced her into the abandoned home, and then raped her, tortured her with a drill, and murdered her.

         Alianna’s parents say the school’s negligence ensured that the last hours of their girl’s life were nothing but excruciating, paralyzing, and debilitating physical and mental pain. They claim the school lied when they said they tried to text the parents and that their system failed. The school says they’ve tried to be supportive of Alianna’s parents. I’ve listened as Alianna’s dad told her story, and the pain he is still suffering is just beneath the surface of every word.

         Alianna’s twisted, heartless killer now sits on death row. In 2019, Alianna’s Alert went into effect in Ohio, a law requiring all schools to contact parents and guardians of children who are unaccountably absent from school. But it comes too late for one family.

         Alianna’s parents still look out the window and imagine their girl walking up the path home.

         Jaycee Dugard

         It was bright and sunny on June 10, 1991, when eleven-year-old Jaycee Dugard headed out on her morning trek up a hill to her school bus stop in rural Lake Tahoe. Mom Terry had left for work and stepdad Carl watched from the garage as she walked by. Doing chores in the garage, he could still easily spot her about a third of a mile away.

         But then, at a distance, he saw a gray sedan make a U-turn and head back up the hill toward Jaycee, cutting across the road to swing open the door. In a flash, he saw his daughter being dragged into the car, and he watched it take off. He heard Jaycee scream. He chased after the car on his mountain bike but to no avail. Jaycee was gone.

         That horrific moment started mom Terry’s descent into a chain-smoking alcohol-soaked hell, and even though husband Carl immediately called 911, she blamed him. But one day, Terry found her strength, making over a half million posters, collecting donations to search for her daughter, waking up when it was still dark outside to write hundreds of letters to the media, hospitals, and homeless shelters, begging them to be on the lookout for Jaycee and speaking with the press ceaselessly. She even went to casinos, rapping on car trunk after car trunk on car after car because a psychic “felt” Jaycee was imprisoned in a trunk.

         The nightmare lasted for eighteen years. After several suspicious, unrelated incidents, feds raided the suburban home of Phillip Garrido, a sex offender on parole at the time Jaycee was snatched, and his wife, Nancy. The two lived just three hours away from the Dugard home. In a backyard shed, they found Jaycee, alive. With her were two other little girls. They were Jaycee’s. Their father was her kidnapper and tormenter, Phillip Garrido.

         The horrible day Jaycee vanished, the two Garridos stun-gunned Jaycee and abducted her. For the next eighteen years, she was held captive and raped by Garrido. Today, Garrido and his minion are both in prison, and Terry has her daughter back. They lost eighteen years together. But the miracle is that Jaycee lived to make it back to her mother’s arms.

         Etan Patz

         On a sunny Friday morning, May 25, 1979, six-year-old Etan Patz sprinted out of his family’s apartment in SoHo, headed for school. After much practice, that Friday would be his very first solo trip walking the two blocks to his school bus stop. Etan was dressed in his black “Future Flight Captain” pilot cap, blue jeans, blue tennis shoes with stripes, and a blue corduroy jacket.

         But Etan did not come home after school. Mom Julie called the school and discovered that while his teacher had marked him absent, she never notified the principal. Julie called police. Nearly one hundred police plus bloodhounds combed the area for weeks. Neighbors and volunteers joined the effort to canvass the city, flooding it with missing posters. Etan was the first child ever to appear on a milk carton, and even though his photo was projected larger than life on screens in Times Square, Etan never came home.

         Decades later, it was determined that Etan was kidnapped and murdered the same morning he walked out of the family apartment. Pedro Hernandez confessed to the murder, and after one basement excavation that yielded nothing, one mistrial, and twenty years of heartbreak, Hernandez was finally convicted for Etan’s murder. One six-year-old little boy, Etan Patz, launched the missing children movement that lives to this day, major legislation, and the national milk-carton campaign. Etan’s case led to President Ronald Reagan declaring an annual National Missing Children’s Day, May 25. While all those accomplishments are irreplaceable, it is cold, cold comfort for Etan’s parents.

         True cases of children gone missing in and around schools and bus stops go on and on. Each one is a heartbreak, but what can we do to fight back?

         Safety Tips for Bus Stops, Bus Routes, and School Arrivals

         
	Instruct your child’s school to call and text you immediately if your child is absent, and insist that they follow through.

            	Tell your child that, if confronted by a stranger, they should not worry about schoolbooks, backpacks, or belongings. Drop them and run.

            	Put everything inside your child’s backpack or school bag and keep it secure so that the child doesn’t drop things on the way, causing them to bend over and be distracted. Don’t give a predator an edge.

            	Never have your child’s belongings monogrammed or stylized with their name or initials. This makes it so much easier for a predator to get your child’s attention by calling out their name, and in that one moment they attack. Being called by their name also lulls a child into the belief the predator knows them and their family.

            	Get your child to the bus stop ten minutes early. You do not want them left stranded and alone at the bus stop (or running in the street after the bus that just left).

            	Walk your child to the bus stop, if possible. Same for after school. Be there if you can.

            	If you do walk your child to the bus stop, wait for the bus. It won’t take long. Some of my happiest moments are getting the twins to school. We have so much fun, we get to talk and laugh and I hear about what they think will happen that day. I love it. It’s not a chore.

            	If you can’t walk your child, try to have your child walk with another mom or dad that can or already does walk to the stop in the mornings. Same thing for after school.

            	If there is no adult, have your child travel with a group. I walked to the school bus stop all through elementary school and also walked home after school. By the time I left for the bus in the mornings, both my parents were typically long gone for work. We were latchkey kids, so no one was there when I was walking home. I don’t know if my mom or dad warned me to do this—they must have—but we always traveled in a pack. Any child is more vulnerable when alone.

            	Long story short: if you or another adult can’t walk your children to the bus, have them walk in a group with other children if possible. There is safety in numbers. Look at the animal world: there’s a reason they travel in packs. An added safety bonus is that drivers can spot groups more easily.

            	If groups don’t form daily and naturally, join with other parents in the neighborhood to create a bus walk group.

            	Walk the route with your child before they walk it alone. Use the most direct and the safest route. Avoid isolated shortcuts and abandoned structures, anything that is a spot where a potential predator could lie in wait. You won’t know this until you walk the route yourself.

            	Train your child to stop, look left, right, and left again before crossing. This isn’t just to spot oncoming traffic. It’s also to spot cars slowing down to approach your child as in the Jaycee Dugard and Ben Ownby kidnappings and to spot anyone loitering nearby.

            	Instruct your child not to become engrossed with games or devices like smartphones, Switches, and Game Boys at the bus stop. They need to stay alert to what’s happening around them. Also, horseplay can end up with someone being unintentionally shoved into the street.

            	Teach your children to be especially careful in bad weather when they are focusing on an umbrella, a raincoat, and staying dry, and not on what’s happening around them.

            	Go to the bus stop yourself and show your child where to stand. They need to stay at least ten to fifteen feet from the road not only to be safe from traffic zooming by (even though it’s a school bus stop zone) but also to make it more difficult to be snatched. If your child is five to ten feet from the street, a bad guy must get out of the car to get to your child. Jaycee was near the street.

            	Move heaven and earth to get surveillance cameras at your child’s stop.

            	If your child’s bus stop is on or near a neighbor’s property, take it upon yourself to get to know them. Visit, introduce your child, and get their number to program into your child’s phone if they have one. Don’t necessarily program it in by name because your child may not remember the name. Use an identifier such as “School Bus Stop Lady.” You never know when that number could make all the difference in the world.

            	Teach your child to wait for the bus to come to a complete stop before crossing in front of it, not behind, and to try to make eye contact with the driver first. This way, the driver knows they are crossing, and you want the driver’s complete attention on your child as people are jostling and moving to get onto that bus. A distracted driver can provide a moment for a predator to act. There is a blind spot in the very back of a school bus that the driver can’t see. It is a perfect spot for predators.

            	Your child must never crawl under the bus to retrieve anything.

            	Have your child look both ways when exiting the school bus. If an adult is loitering there that your child doesn’t recognize, have your child alert the bus driver, get back on the bus, and call Mom or Dad immediately.

            	Make sure your child doesn’t have strings or straps hanging from coats, sweatshirts, jackets, or backpacks that are easy to grab by anyone, whether it’s another child roughhousing or an adult.

            	Teach your child to run away from danger and not toward it, including away from anyone getting too close to them. For instance, if a car approaches them at or near a bus stop, they are to run away from the direction the car is headed and to try to cross barriers that a car can’t cross, like a street-side ditch, a yard, a gate, a flight of stairs. A criminal is not likely to leave his car to attempt a grab.

            	Go over neighborhood escape routes with your child. Walk the route with them. For instance, whose home can they run to if you’re not there? Is there a path or a backyard they can run through where a perp in a car likely wouldn’t follow? Go from the bus stop to your home and identify the escape routes. Then, practice. To make it less scary, you be “it” and let your child chase you.

            	Locate and identify homes of neighbors that are a safe place for your child to run to if they are approached going to or from the bus stop. Discuss the scenario with those particular neighbors. Think of neighbors who may be retired, work at home, or have hours that place them there at bus stop times. Then practice with your child. A known safe house is preferable, but tell them to bang on any neighbor’s door if there is no other alternative. They should do anything they can to get to safety.

            	Train your child to pretend they are going to a home if they are followed by a car and there are no other options, even if the home is unoccupied. It’s highly unlikely a predator will exit his car and risk being seen or apprehended to chase your child around to the back of a home. This is not ideal, but is a choice when out of options.

            	Your child must never go near a vehicle or get into one without your permission. Tell them that you will never ask someone to pull up to the bus stop or along the way and drive them to or from school. Warn your child that someone else might claim you said to pick them up, but that will never be true. Instruct your child to never leave or get in a car under those circumstances

            	Determine a family code word to use in situations when someone else must pick up your child. Only those you authorize to pick up your child will know the secret code word. Tell your child to practice.

            	Remind your child that their safety is much more important than being polite to a stranger.

            	Teach your child not to even engage in a conversation with a stranger at the bus stop, particularly one in a car. Once the attacker is close enough to have a conversation, forcing a child into their vehicle is easy.

            	Your child must know that they can and must make a scene in public, even though normally that’s exactly what they are not supposed to do. You must teach your child that if approached by a stranger or pulled toward a car, they must scream, kick, punch, and scratch as much and as loudly as possible. Throw books and belongings. Anything! I did it in the middle of a Toys “R” Us when I couldn’t find John David. Throw inhibition to the wind—it could be a matter of life or death. Noise, and lots of it, could be your child’s best defense.

            	The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children tells me that 84 percent of the children who escape a kidnapping attempt do so by screaming, kicking, running, and generally calling attention to the kidnapper. The remaining 16 percent were rescued by either a Good Samaritan or a parent. The phrase for them to yell is “Help me! This is not my dad/mom!”

            	Consider being a bus stop mom or dad and joining a core group of parents willing to rotate as volunteers at the school bus stop.

            	It’s your duty to know where your child is at all times, including what time they are getting on and off that bus and how long it will take them to get to and from their departure point and destination. Knowing drop-off and pick-up times is critical because they are perfect opportunities for predators. Kidnappers often watch bus stops in the mornings and afternoons, trolling to look for targets.

            	Go to the bus stop with your child and act out what they are supposed to do in case of a threat. Don’t leave it to your child to figure it out on their own. They can’t. Then, practice.

            	If your child has a cell phone, keep the tracker on and put Mom and Dad on speed dial.

            	Know who is driving your child’s bus. That’s easy.

            	Make sure there has been a security check on the bus driver.

            	If you have home surveillance cameras, train them to follow your child as far down the street as possible and have other parents in the neighborhood do the same.

            	Go to your child’s school at least once for bus loading in the afternoon. Make sure your child understands which bus to board.

            	Make it easy for your child to confide in you so they can freely tell you if there is something at or about the bus stop that scares them or makes them feel bad, uncomfortable, or confused.

            	Teach your child to immediately tell the bus driver and their teacher if they are approached by an adult at the bus stop. Ensure that the driver and teacher know that they are to immediately call you if this happens.

         

For more information on how to help your kids play an active role in their own safety, visit revvedupkids.org. There is a ton of information and smart ideas. They offer a variety of workshops, too. Here is their advice on kids and self-defense: be smart (recognize dangerous people and avoid unsafe situations) and be strong (use voice and body with power and confidence to escape an attacker) so they can be safe from predators, sex abuse, and violence.

         The Rest of the Story

         The night that Arlie disappeared, I raced off the set and jumped in the car to go help find him. Flying down the interstate as fast as I could, I called Shay, hoping she could pick up. She answered and said three words:

         “I have him.”

         We both burst into tears and thanked God over the phone! Turns out Arlie took a different school bus with his older girl cousin. The two had gone all the way across town to a church youth singing event. In the excitement, Arlie left his cell phone, turned off, in a zippered compartment of his backpack. Of all things…it’s kind of hard to reprimand your teen for going to a church sing-off. But Arlie did get a stern talking-to, in between hugs, tears, and kisses. In fact, Shay was so beside herself that Arlie’s little sister, London, got the reprimand, too. It was the scariest—and the happiest—night of their lives.

         Rest of the story? Today, Arlie is six foot four and wants to write music. I’ve listened to his work, and it’s amazing. He has dark brown eyes and a beautiful, perfect smile. I look up at him now, he’s so tall, but I remember when he was a little boy lost. But now, he’s found.

         Shay’s happy ending.

         Mom’s School Pickup Nightmare

         It was a gorgeous spring morning in Florida on March 10, 2017, when Port Orange mom Holly Smith showed up at Pathways Early Learning Center. Holly was there to pick up her four-year-old daughter, but when she approached the front desk, she got the shock of a lifetime: she was told her daughter was gone! Where? A Pathways staffer told Holly the girl’s mom had already retrieved her. Her daughter’s mom? What?

         Needless to say, a very heated exchange ensued. Holly tried repeatedly to convince daycare staff she was the true mom. Holly got nowhere and she finally called police. Then, a parent’s worst nightmare came true for the thirty-two-year-old mom. She learned her baby girl had been handed over to a complete stranger in what the daycare called a “mix-up.” And the stranger had left with the toddler an hour before Holly arrived!

         With tears streaming down her face, Holly told 911 that another woman had shown ID and told the daycare that she, Holly, approved the pickup. That’s all it takes to take a baby out of a registered daycare? An ID and a story?

         To make it worse, Holly then described the daycare staff telling her that her daughter didn’t want to go with the woman and that someone on the phone claiming to be the mom actually ordered the little girl to leave with the stranger. In the 911 call, it’s explained that the woman who showed up at Pathways claimed to be Holly’s co-worker. She said she was babysitting that day and had never met the child, which would explain the tot’s reaction. Then, to top it all off, the Pathways surveillance cameras weren’t working, so there was no way to determine who took the child.

         Part of the irony is that Holly chose Pathways because she thought it was super safe. She was impressed by its security measures, which included—or so she thought—a fingerprint identification system on a touch screen computer. She was also told that caregivers like babysitters and nannies had to present photo identification to pick up a child.

         So, what went wrong and where was her little girl?

         At some point, the staff realized they had an extra child on location and had “handed off” the wrong child. The woman finally came back with Holly’s baby girl, claiming she didn’t know she’d taken the wrong tot. Needless to say, Holly removed her child from Pathways Early Learning. No criminal charges were ever filed.

         Holly’s baby was safe and sound, but to this day, I remain agitated and upset about the case because…what if?

         Substitute Teacher Hands Child Over to Stranger

         Another little girl in another city didn’t make it home when the school day ended. A substitute teacher at Philadelphia’s Bryant Elementary gave a five-year-old girl to a complete stranger. A woman walked into the school, intentionally posing as the mom. She headed not to the office, but directly to the tot’s class and told the sub she’d come early for her little girl.

         The facts are clear. Five-year-old Nailla’s mom dropped her off around eight forty-five in the morning. Only five minutes later, another woman entered Nailla’s classroom, called her by name, and said she was Nailla’s mom. She told the sub she wanted to take Nailla out to breakfast and that she’d already signed her daughter out at the office. Since the imposter knew Nailla by name, the sub let her walk out with the girl!

         In a sickening twist, surveillance video shows the imposter-mom leading Nailla through the school hallways and out the door. This was wrong on so many levels. First, school policy was that all pick-ups must report to the school office, show ID, and get screened. But notwithstanding the rules, the sub handed the little girl over like she was handing over a loaf of bread at the grocery checkout. Imagine handing over a little child to someone who just “shows up”!

         Six crucial hours had passed before anyone realized Nailla was missing, and it was only discovered when her daycare came to pick her up at the end of the school day. An intense search for the missing girl ensued, going all day and into the evening. Then, fate intervened.

         A heroic Philadelphia sanitation worker just happened to be near a dark public playground at four thirty the following morning. It was there, under a set of bleachers, that he found little Nailla all alone, shivering, crying for help. She was naked except for a T-shirt. The rest of her clothes, including her pants and underwear, were gone. Nailla told police a stranger took her from her school, blindfolded her, and led her to a nearby house.

         How could this happen? In my line of work, there are very few happy endings. While I’m so grateful the child is alive, I can’t help but have a slow burn when I think of what this little girl endured.

         School Pick-up Tips*


         
	Make sure your child’s school has a protocol for pick-ups.

            	That protocol should require proper government-issued photo identification, not just a name on a library card or other similar non-government-issued ID.

            	That ID must match a list of people allowed to take your child off school premises.

            	The list must be renewed annually, at the very least.

            	If someone other than those on that list is to pick up a child, written verification from a known source should be required, such as an email.

            	Choose a facility, if possible, that has a main sign-in/sign-out location at which the adult must be seen and sign in before taking a child.

            	Make sure the school doors are locked during the day and that visitors are allowed in only when they are buzzed in by school personnel.

            	The school personnel should be in a position to see the children before they are taken off the premises.

            	It is your duty to know the school personnel, including those in charge of signing your children in and out. That way, they know who is authorized to sign your child out!

            	Check to see if security cameras are positioned at the sign-in/sign-out.

            	On the rare occasions I or my husband, David, do not pick up the twins, I call and email both the school principal and their teacher and notify them of who is getting the twins and what they will be driving—every time, without fail.

            	If I’m picking up another child along with the twins, I make sure the other child’s parents do the same, even if it’s simply responding to a group email to teachers, principals, and parents.

            	Train your child that they are not to leave the school with anyone but you or the few designated friends or family you trust. Make sure your child knows who is authorized to pick them up and that they must use the family password.

            	Drop in unannounced and observe drop-off and pick-up. Speak up or inquire if you see something amiss or policies being ignored. A few weeks ago, I had a TV shoot go long. David was out of town, and I had no one to call for help. I had to send another long-time makeup artist I’ve known since 1994 to the school to get the twins. He was driving his own sports car, not my old beat-up minivan. I shot off an email to several teachers, the principal, the receptionist, and my husband saying there would be a different face at carpool. It all went off without a hitch…but a week later a very nice mom approached me at the school band performance. She said she saw a strange man in a sports car, not David, getting the twins and that she was worried. I couldn’t help but wonder…why didn’t she text or call me? Even the most lovely people just assume nothing is amiss. Don’t assume. If you see something…say something!


            	Be involved at the school. By now, when staff at the twins’ school see my cowboy boots in the distance, they know it’s me.

            	Get to know the teachers, so they will recognize if a stranger tries to pick up your child.

            	Get to know other parents for the same reason.

            	Listen to what’s happening at pickup.

            	Research the school history, including past police reports.

            	Read blogs and social media postings and learn about any past incidents at your child’s school. Be prepared.

         

Staying Safe at School

         The school day itself can present dangers, too. It’s another reason to stay close to your kids and know what’s going on in their lives, day in and day out.

         Dropped at School and Never Seen Again

         Kyron Horman, a second grader at Skyline Elementary in rural northwest Portland, usually rode the bus to school. Skyline was just two miles from Kyron’s home on Sheltered Nook Road. On June 4, 2010, stepmom Terri drove him because he had a science fair that day and needed to set up his display on the red-eyed tree frog. They arrived at eight a.m. and dropped his backpack and coat in his classroom. The stepmom said Kyron headed to the area where the fair was held in another part of the school. The school bell rang at eight forty-five a.m., and stepmom Terri left.

         That afternoon, Kyron didn’t bounce off the school bus as he always did. As a matter of fact, upon frantic questioning, no one could state they had seen him at school at all after the eight forty-five bell rang. His teacher marked him absent at ten a.m. but explains she assumed he had a doctor’s appointment. Thus ensued one of the largest searches the region had ever seen. Kyron Horman has never been seen alive again.

         Less than two weeks after Kyron’s disappearance, police stopped the search and announced they had upgraded his case from a missing child case to a criminal investigation. Even though his disappearance led to the single largest criminal investigation in Oregon history, Kyron’s case remains unsolved. Despite spending over $1.4 million and fielding over four thousand tips, police have been unable to recover his body, and no one has ever been charged. Kyron’s natural parents say they hold out hope he is still alive.

         Teacher Abuse

         Loving mom Amber Pack, from Martinsburg, West Virginia, told me she kept noticing her seven-year-old girl, Adri, would come home from school agitated and upset. Adri had begun to cry when it was time to get out of the car and head into Berkeley Heights Elementary School in the morning, but Amber couldn’t figure out why. Adri is developmentally disabled and couldn’t tell Mommy what was wrong.

         After trying repeatedly to figure it all out, even questioning her teachers and teacher’s aides, Amber resorted to technology. Amber explained to me in detail how she went online and found just what she was looking for: a “secret” recording device that she hid in Adri’s hair, squirreled away in a bow. What she heard was upsetting and shocking, and it changed her life forever. We listened to the audio together. The secret audio purports to reveal horrible verbal abuse and possibly physical abuse as well. I couldn’t believe my ears when I heard the cruel threats, taunts, and name calling—all inflicted by the teaching staff!

         And this was just eight hours of one day. Amber broke down in tears as we talked. She told me when she would simply look at Adri, she’d begin to cry all over again because of what her little girl, unable to communicate to Mommy, had been through.

         The next day, Amber alerted the school district and Martinsburg police. The school seemingly did not respond, and it was only when Amber posted the incident on social media that the school finally placed two employees on administrative leave. I later discovered they were placed on leave with pay.

         The team representing Adri’s mom says the insults and threats are just the tip of the iceberg. They believe they’ve managed to match the sound of verbal abuse and loud smacks followed by children crying to bruises little Adri had on her body when she got home. Now physical abuse is alleged as well, and other families have come forward with complaints.

         The Office for Civil Rights of the US Department of Education has launched its own investigation into possible disability discrimination at the Berkeley school. But even with recordings and bruises, local prosecutors claimed there was not enough evidence for a criminal case, stating: “The verbal treatment of Ms. Pack and Ms. Murphy’s children is shocking and disturbing. However, under West Virginia law, verbal abuse of children is not a criminal act.”

         Allegations that these special needs children are being mistreated every day at school are so upsetting. During a special meeting, the Berkeley County Board of Education accepted the resignations of two Berkeley Heights special ed aides connected with the tape. Amazingly, the two aides now insist their resignations be annulled and they be placed back on administrative leave with pay and back pay!

         In a stunning twist, Amber Pack’s lawyer, Ben Salango, confirms the Berkeley County Board of Education is actually suing mom Amber Pack for recording the alleged abuse! They contend Amber was wrong for recording the alleged abuse without the teacher’s or aides’ consent. And as of this writing, three staffers have been arrested. There is still hope for justice, but at what price?

         Teacher Molestation Leads to Suicide of Student Athlete

         The parents of a teen boy voted “senior prince” in high school are devastated, left with nothing but photos, souvenirs, and memories of their boy. Corbin Madison was one of four students sexually molested by Tennille Whitaker, a married mom and teacher at his Elko, Nevada, school. His parents say that following her conviction and jail sentencing, Corbin was so humiliated when the facts were made public, he killed himself on August 23, 2018.

         Investigation showed that Whitaker abused students in a private reading area she set up in her classroom. The reading area couldn’t be seen from either windows or the school hallway. Whitaker assigned the victims jobs as student aides and kept them after school to molest them. Claims allege that the Elko County School District never addressed or prevented the molestations even though the Wells High School principal was warned six times that Whitaker was having “unlawful sexual relations with minor students.” The warnings came from several ranks: a school district director, a custodial worker, two teachers, and one parent.

         Whitaker became brazen, giving the students gifts and alcohol and even driving them to hotels to molest them. A school employee described finding Whitaker with a boy student in a locked classroom with all the lights off. For reasons unknown, nothing was done, and now it’s too late.

         Tips for Keeping Children Safe During the School Day

         
	Drop in unannounced. Visit the class. Use a pretext if you have to. I’ve gone many times to check on the twins unannounced, to give them “medicine” (a gummy vitamin), to take an assignment “left behind” (a note from me to them), drop off supplies (a Hershey’s Kiss), bring a jacket. Use your imagination.

            	Be involved at the school. You don’t have to be president of the PTA. Just be around. I love the twins’ school and the people there. If the school and the teachers don’t welcome parent involvement, there is something very wrong. Find out what it is.

            	Know the teachers. Your child’s future is partially in their hands.

            	Know other parents in your child’s class. Parents often have their ears to the ground.

            	Listen to what’s happening. Translation: eavesdrop and find out what’s going on in your child’s classes.

            	Arrive at events early and talk to other moms and dads. It’s hard to get to extracurricular events on time or at all when you’re juggling family and work, but I’ve learned it’s worth it.

            	Research the school history as well as particular teachers.

            	Check out your child’s teacher on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and other social media. You might get a surprise.

            	If you get bad vibes, ask that your child be transferred to a different teacher.

            	If your child is singled out for any special treatment or asked to stay after school, investigate immediately.

            	If a teacher shows special interest in your child, that’s wonderful! John David had an awesome teacher who gave him extra books and fun assignments, and he loved it! Lucy had a teacher who took extra time to rehearse piano with her. It was incredible. But if the attention is inappropriate, you must report it immediately. I’m not talking about your child getting student of the month or making honor roll. I’m talking about meetings after school for dinner, movies, trips alone of any nature, or visits to the teacher’s home—all red flags.

            	Don’t be shy. Ask questions, and if you don’t get answers, approach the school principal and superintendent. If you think this is helicopter parenting, think again. Protecting your child is your main job, and you must get answers and action when you think something is off.

         

School Shootings

         The name Columbine sends a chill down my spine and brings with it a sense of dread. But even though the Columbine school massacre took place in 1999, sending a chilling and deadly message to us all, school shootings are still plaguing America. They are so memorable and powerful that they can all be rendered in one or two words: Virginia Tech, Sandy Hook, Paducah, Santa Fe, Roseburg—the list goes on. Then came the deadliest school shooting in US history: Parkland.

         On Valentine’s Day 2018, the morning school bells rang as usual at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. By that afternoon, the school’s name would be known around the world. Stoneman Douglas sits in an upscale suburb thirty minutes from tourist town Fort Lauderdale. Teen boy Nikolas Cruz made his way by Uber to the school that afternoon just before dismissal. With him, he carried a backpack and a rifle bag. When a Stoneman staff member, knowing Cruz had been expelled for violent behavior, spotted Cruz heading toward the school, he simply radioed another staffer. He later claimed his training required him only to “report” a threat. His colleagues hid in a closet as Cruz kept walking.

         Cruz entered the three-story structure housing thirty classrooms and about nine hundred students. In his bag, he had an AR-15 semiautomatic rifle and dozens of ammo clips. Cruz pulled a fire alarm to create chaos and started firing as students and teachers flooded from their classes.

         When the same staffer heard gunfire, he launched a code red lockdown.

         The shooting itself lasted just minutes. Seventeen people, mostly young teen students, lay dead. Seventeen more were left in critical condition. After the shooting, Cruz went to a mall and had a soda, loitered at the food court, left on foot, and was spotted in a nearby neighborhood and arrested.

         The Parkland shooting massacre reigns in infamy as the single deadliest high school shooting in US history, even worse than the Columbine High School shooting, which ended with thirteen dead. Most shocking is that there were numerous forewarnings. For years, the local sheriffs were inundated with tips about Cruz’s threats to carry out a school shooting. A YouTuber with the name “nikolas cruz” posted about being a school shooter, and the FBI even got a direct tip in the weeks leading up to the Parkland shooting that Cruz had made a death threat.

         The Broward County police department came under fire for its poor response and for ignoring so many red flags leading up to the fateful day. We learned of loopholes that allowed Cruz to purchase a weapon even with a history of violence and threats. It was also revealed that at least one deputy stayed outside and hid during the shooting, never trying to stop Cruz.

         What do we know about Cruz? He was a member of the school’s varsity air rifle team and in Junior ROTC training. He earned honors for good grades, but it was well understood that he’d had behavioral issues for years, starting in middle school. Cruz transferred schools six times in three years, leaving Stoneman Douglas in 2014 for a school for students with emotional or learning disabilities to address the problems. Reports indicate he threatened other students.

         Two years later, he returned to Stoneman Douglas. The school emailed the teachers to specifically warn them Cruz was again making threats against other students. Then, he was forbidden to wear a backpack anywhere on campus. Cruz was eventually expelled in 2017 for disciplinary reasons.

         Even the sheriffs knew about online profiles with photos of him with all sorts of guns and knives, posts about his extremist and hateful grudges and about wanting to kill a “sh*t ton” of people. The sheriff’s office had gotten more than twenty calls about Cruz in the past, including a tipster afraid Cruz would become a school shooter. The stories, reports, and red flags go on and on, but even more upsetting is that nothing was done.

         Just after the first anniversary of the shooting, two Parkland survivors committed suicide: a former student who graduated the year before and a current student. Reportedly the suicides were a result of “survivor’s guilt” and the lasting, long-term effects of the trauma. And in March 2019, the father of a child slain at Sandy Hook took his own life.

         The aftereffects of these mass shootings reverberate for years.

         School Shooting Tips

         Safety is often based in common sense, and there are general rules that apply to many situations, so these tips are similar to the ones I offer on pages 222–225 if a shooting takes place at a concert or when you are out in public. Please, take heed. I know it seems trite and superficial to give tips for the moment you are face-to-face with a school shooter, but after speaking with victims who survived mass shootings, this is what I and other experts have learned. Teach your children the following strategies.

         
	You must force yourself to react immediately. Many people freeze in the moment. You can’t. You also do not have time to ponder what to do. Seconds count in a school shooting scenario.

            	Obviously, if possible, run. Most of the Parkland students who survived—and there were many—knew the closest exits and ran to save their own lives. The only way you don’t run is if your only escape route is blocked by the shooter, in which case you hide as best you can.

            	That leads me to the next point: always know a way out, the closest exit (think fire escapes, back stairs, service entrances, stairs, windows). Do not immediately conclude that the main entry or hallway is the best or closest escape.

            	Try to have two escapes in the back of your mind wherever you may be—a classroom or school auditorium, movie theater, concert hall, sporting event—in case the shooter is blocking one.

            	Don’t immediately dismiss the idea of jumping out of a second-floor window as an escape route. Do it if you have to. Survivors of the Virginia Tech shooting escaped through second-story windows. A broken bone is better than a gunshot.

            	Understand how to break glass in a window to escape without dangerous cuts. Use a jacket or shirt to cover your hands or, better, use an object to break a window such as a chair. The main thing is to get out.

            	Get out of the area immediately if you hear screams or loud voices, running, or “firecracker” sounds. You should not try to find out what’s happening and should just get away. Better to be wrong later.

            	If something resembles, looks like, or sounds like a gun, you must run away as quickly as possible.

            	Know that most school shooters and mass shooters in general act alone.

            	Go in the opposite direction from the gunfire.

            	If gunfire is in the distance, you likely have time to get out. Don’t wait.

            	Take off shoes that make noise or slow you down.

            	Go straight for the exit. Don’t waste time ducking and diving or hiding along the way unless you make visual contact with the shooter.

            	Don’t try evasive maneuvers like zigzagging or hunching over, unless you are in direct contact with a shooter. If you can see the shooter or are that close, look for cover, preferably a hard surface that could stop or deflect a bullet: a locker, filing cabinet, concrete or brick wall or partition, cement pillar, lab sink, tree, steel beam, metal door, teacher’s or student’s metal desk.

            	If you spot someone too scared to move, grab them and take them with you, but do not slow down. If it doesn’t slow you down, grab anything you can to use as a weapon. Remember: only if it doesn’t slow you down. Think stapler, scissors, or anything sharp or heavy. Fire extinguishers are a good choice because they are heavy, can be used to spray the gunman at a distance, and are found all over the school.

            	But remember: your best option is to get out, not fight back.

            	Hide or build a barricade only if there is absolutely no way to run or escape.

            	Hiding is the second option because it traps you in one area. While hiding does limit your escape, if you can manage to hide for fifteen to twenty minutes, your survival likelihood rises immensely, as most school shootings are over within fifteen minutes.

            	Of course, call 911.

            	If you are stuck in a room, turn off the lights. This may dissuade the shooter from entering that room.

            	Lock the door immediately, use a standard-issue school doorstop, and then try to barricade the door. The shooter is trying to target as many people as possible before the police arrive, not dismantle a barricade.

            	Stay away from windows and doors.

            	If you can get to a landline, use it so police can trace the call immediately.

            	If you can’t get to a phone and don’t have a mobile phone, try to trigger the sprinkler system to get the fire department there. Do not pull the fire alarm—that’s how Cruz confused victims at Parkland. Pulling the alarm could cause other students to pour out into the halls, the likely location of the shooter.

            	Crouch as low as possible and stay close to the ground. Shooters usually aim at torso level or above. Have you seen in movies or on TV when a gun is pulled and everybody hits the ground? That’s what I’m talking about.

            	When hiding, never open a locked door to anyone, regardless of how sweetly they ask.

            	Know and understand the school emergency protocol.

            	If there’s nothing solid to hide behind, at least get out of sight. Even hide behind curtains, which certainly won’t stop a bullet but at least will get you out of the shooter’s eyesight.

            	If hiding, stay on hands and knees to protect vital organs from ricochets.

            	Do not run to the bathroom to hide, because you end up boxed in with nowhere to go, often not even a window.

            	In that same vein, avoid all closed-in areas, such as conference rooms and similar spaces.

            	Do not count on interior walls for any protection other than concealment. They are likely just drywall and won’t stop a bullet.

            	If you are in direct contact with a shooter and there is no escape route, hiding place, or cover, then employ evasive maneuvers such as running in an erratic path. Experts say your chance to survive increases if you are a moving target.

            	Turn off any electronic device that could make a noise, including cell phones (after calling 911).

            	Do not in any way draw attention to yourself.

            	You must remain completely silent and motion to others to do the same. It is of the utmost importance.

            	As a last resort, if you can’t run, escape, protect, barricade, or hide, play dead. Animals in the wild do it because it can work. People have managed to live through mass shootings by playing dead, not by choice, but because there was no other choice.

            	Do not engage the shooter, reason with him, talk him down, threaten him—nothing.

            	Do not confront the shooter. That is a final option.

            	When police arrive at the scene, they will likely have no way to know exactly who the shooter is. You must put your hands in the air or behind your head.

            	Don’t rush the cops and start talking or grabbing them. If you are in a hiding place, stay there and don’t move, even if you hear what you think are cops or a siren.

            	Once you can move, get as far away from the building as you can. There is no guarantee the shooter has been disabled.

            	Make sure your child’s school has an active shooter protocol and that it is practiced routinely.

            	Consider a school that offers livestream to parents.

            	Consider a school that maintains trained security guards during school hours.

            	Consider a school that has an enclosure around the grounds such as a fence and gates. Can they be scaled? Of course they can. But fences or gates offer one more hurdle a killer has to literally get over. They also buy a little more time and could provide a warning, if the perpetrator is spotted climbing over or slipping through a gate. That’s certainly not the same as walking to the front entrance and ringing the buzzer. It immediately stands out and will get noticed quickly.

            	If possible, choose a school that remains locked once classes start except for a single buzz-in point, usually near the school’s office. Other entries to the school are to remain locked during the day. Test it. Can you get in? After trying three different entry points at random at the twins’ school, I couldn’t get in. I was so happy.

            	Listen to hallway chatter. When there was a major bully at the twins’ school who had extremely violent and aggressive tendencies, I sat up and listened. Don’t worry, he’s gone now. But sadly, he’s somewhere else.

            	School shooters don’t warn their future victims they plan to kill them, but they do often brag to others, be it online or around them.

            	Caution your child to tell you promptly if she/he hears another student make threats to harm themselves or others. The twins know of a classmate in another grade who keeps drawing death pictures and talking about death. Believe me, the school is on it.

            	You must play Solomon and make the wise decision as to when you speak to the teacher, principal, or administrator about something you’ve seen or heard. I believe most issues are all talk. That’s “most,” not “all.” Better safe than sorry.

            	You must be the calm and understanding one so your child will come to you with these and other matters. Otherwise, they will keep the secret. That’s not good. You want them to feel comfortable opening up to you.

            	Teach your children this lesson and apply it in your own life: If you see something, say something.

            	I learned about a group of moms that joined together to safeguard classrooms as best they could. I was impressed. They raised money and bought safety kits and devices for the classrooms at their children’s school. One item in particular struck me as innovative for schools, a device by Fighting Chance Solutions in Muscatine, Iowa. It is a device that fits over the classroom’s door that secures it from inside and prevents it from opening from the outside. If children are trapped in a classroom, this device is so easy to use they could quickly barricade a door if there was an active shooter in play. Nothing is a 100% deterrent, but this device could buy time for innocent students. The Fighting Chance Solution door security device was reportedly used in a California shooting and stayed firm when there was a breach attempt.

            	Bring up the ALICE (alert, lockdown, inform, counter, evacuate) method to your school administrator. It helps students systematically escape a shooting scene instead of hiding and waiting to hear gunshots.

         

I believe the single most common mistake we all make is not being aware of what’s happening around us or not noticing when something abnormal is occurring. The clue may be slight, but there are clues. In Parkland, there was a mountain of clues and red flags and warnings galore.

         School Bullies

         There are so many stories of bullying, I hardly know where to start. But here is the case of Toledo, Ohio, sixth grader Aaron Fuller. I spoke at length with Aaron’s parents, and what they told me broke my heart. I still think about what they said, that “they,” the school bullies, told Aaron to do “it”—kill himself.

         And it worked. On January 11, 2019, Aaron’s brother, Joseph, found him dead with a belt around his neck. But how did it all start, and why did it have to end this way?

         I spoke with Aaron’s mom and dad for a long time. Dad Steven outlined to me, in detail, how he reported all the bullying to the Lake Local School District, but says they told him there was “nothing they could do” because his son had “responded” to the bullies. Now Aaron’s parents blame the school because they refused to help and let the ceaseless bullying go on. No classmates would come to Aaron’s aid over fear they’d be the next one tortured if they did.

         His family says Aaron was bullied in the worst way, over and over, at Lake Middle School. At first, he defended himself, but it never worked and, in fact, trying to defend himself only made the bullying worse. Finally, Aaron gave up. At the end, he would sit quietly in the school cafeteria when attacked and teased over everything from forgetting his lunch to the clothes he wore. The bullying ultimately escalated to urging Aaron to kill himself.

         On the night Aaron died, his family had left him alone for just forty-five minutes to go pick up dinner, and when they got back home, Aaron was dead. In the end, the bullies won, and Aaron’s gone. Who’s their next target? Believe me, there will be one.

         Countering School Bullying

         First, determine if your child is being bullied. Sometimes, they’ll outright tell you the truth. A mom-friend of mine knew something was wrong when her first grader would start crying in the back seat on the way home from school. When she asked, Suzie would confide in her mom, actually openly referring to two other girls as “my bullies.” She called it like it was. Mom went to the teachers, but somehow, it never got fixed. They worked through it, but it took a while, working on how to respond, how to deflect, how to stay strong every single day…strong to the finish. They did the whole nine yards. At the end of that year, Mom made sure Suzie was never in the bullies’ class again. They may pass in the halls or meet on the playground, but now, she’s ready for them.

         Her son, however, didn’t mention a thing. It took months before his sister recounted how a much older boy who had been held back and landed in their grade would trip her brother in the hallways at school, then laugh. Brother Nicholas is a gentle giant, easygoing and always ready to smile. He always seemed to brush it off and pretended every incident was an accident. It was another year before the bully punched Nicholas in the gut, knocked him down on the playground, and spit on him in front of the other boys. Nicholas never cried and never told. Suzie did.

         In the school pickup line the next day, three mothers asked about Nicholas, and by the time Mom met with the principal, another mother had spoken out, and another and another. Turned out the same bully had choked another boy on the playground until he went dizzy the year before. He punched another boy in the stomach, pulled one kid’s pants and underwear down in front of students, and bullied multiple girls as well. All in all, twelve other children had been his victims. The parents managed to finally fix it—for the moment, anyway, and for that year, anyway. The bully left for another school, and I don’t know where the bully is now. But I do know this: bullies change lives of children, sometimes forever. How do we change that?

         Tips to Stop Bullies

         
	If intuition tells you your child has a problem, proceed with caution. Sometimes they are too proud or embarrassed to admit it’s happening to them.

            	Your child may think you will be disappointed in them for being bullied. Don’t let them think that.

            	Let your child know they are not alone. You are on their side.

            	Encourage your child to speak out when they see someone else being bullied.

            	Document the bullying your child is enduring. Include every incident and the details.

            	If the bullying is taking place at school or on school grounds, contact the school. You have to remain cool and be the calm one. Keep the focus on protecting your child, not ranting about the bully (which is very tempting).

            	Support your child every day and talk openly about bullies at the breakfast and supper table. When the “accidental” tripping and shoving was happening, my friend promised her son she would say nothing, because that was his wish. The punch in the stomach, however, was another thing. At that point, my friend explained she had to intervene.

            	First, help your child learn how to be proactive and, perhaps, resolve the bullying. Role-play what your child should say. It works. When they practice ahead of time, they don’t have to come up with something on the fly.

            	If your child needs a counselor, get one. Most schools provide one for free. 

            	Talk to your child’s teacher and let them know immediately what’s happening. If there is a school protocol for reporting a bully, find out what it is and follow it.

            	Have your facts straight and speak coherently. Don’t be the crazy one in the room, or your message will be lost in your behavior.

            	Contact the bully’s parents if the bullying does not dissipate. Make it nonconfrontational. You won’t get anywhere being angry at a parent who may or may not know what’s going on with their child. For instance: “I’m calling because my girl has cried every day after school this week. She’s upset because she tells me Donna calls her names and pushed her down. I’d really like the two of them to get along. What do you think?” Hope for the best, but remember, bullies learn their behavior from somewhere.

            	Fighting back usually is not the answer.

            	Teach them to walk away at first.

            	If walking away doesn’t work and the bully pursues them, instruct them to get help from a teacher.

            	On the school bus, have them sit with a friend to avoid being bullied. Again, there is always strength in numbers.

            	If problems on the bus continue, have the school seek help from the bus driver or do it yourself.

            	Encourage positive behavior in your child. Teach by example. Teach your child to always look people, including the bully, in the face, directly in the eyes. Some experts tell children to focus on getting the color of the eyes of people they are talking to in order to train them to look people in the eyes. This is a nonverbal sign that your child is not affected by the bully. It also keeps their head up.

            	Practice a script for what they should say and the tone in which they will say it. Practice makes perfect. For instance: “Stop bothering me!” “Leave me alone!” “Stop bullying me!”

            	Stress that tone is important. Bullies love nothing more than a victim’s crying or whining, which will only encourage them. They need to respond with strength and toughness. Praise progress.

            	When your child comes home and tells you how they handled a bully, give praise, clap, and cheer!

            	Bullies often pick on children who are shy or lack social skills. Work with your child on how to join in with others on the playground and how to make friends and introduce themselves. Lead by example. Let them see you do it.

            	Teach your child about bully avoidance. Bullies attack when no adult is near. Your child should avoid isolated bathrooms, empty hallways, empty spots on the playground, and the back of the school bus.

            	Have your child seek out adults. Sit near the bus driver while on the bus, play near a teacher on the playground, sit near a teacher in the lunchroom.

            	You are the parent. It is your duty to protect your child, including intervening in the most effective way possible.

            	Bullies love knowing they’ve upset their victim, so ignoring a bully is a great tactic. Tell your child to repeatedly walk away without looking at the bully. After a while, the bully will realize it’s no fun picking on your child.

            	Don’t reward a bully with tears.

            	There are other fish in the sea. Your child doesn’t need the bully as their friend.

            	Help your child identify and hang out with other children who are positive friends.

            	Encourage those positive friendships and help them along.

            	If the bullying escalates and you can’t get help, call the police. They can help you file a restraining order.

            	Take legal action, before it’s too late.

            	It’s a last resort, but teach your child how to throw a punch. I don’t want it to come to that, but it may be necessary.

         

Is your child being bullied? Look for these signs.

         
	Does your child seem less confident?

            	Is your child irritable?

            	Does your child have unexplained anxiety?

            	Does your child have unexplained tears?

            	Is your child depressed?

            	Have your child’s grades nosedived?

            	Has your child started having ailments at school time?

            	Is your child suddenly having trouble sleeping?

            	Has your child suddenly lost interest in going to school events or activities?

            	Does your child suddenly want to skip the school bus?

            	Does your child keep missing the same class?

            	Is your child coming home with injuries?

            	Have your child’s belongings been damaged or “lost”?

            	Does your child exhibit a personality change or mood swing on Sunday nights before school on Monday morning?

         

The signs of bullying can be subtle, but the effects can be devastating and last your child a lifetime. You have to be on the lookout and then act!

         Cyberbullying

         Bullying doesn’t just happen on the playground or in class behind the teacher’s back. It sneaks into your children’s lives without you ever even knowing it…online. I discuss this more in chapter 6, but if your child is being cyberbullied, here is some guidance for starters. Look for these signs:

         
	Your child is upset after being on their device.

            	Seeming upset or nervous when their device pings or they get an email, text, or IM.

            	Your child is avoiding their devices.

            	Your child is avoiding any talk of their devices or online games, or changing the subject or withdrawing when you bring up the topics.

            	Your child is trying to keep their online life a secret.

            	Your child’s grades begin to drop and you don’t know why.

            	Your child begins to withdraw from real life, including family, friends, and activities they once loved.

            	There is unexplained anger at home.

            	Your child is prone to outbursts.

            	There are changes in your child’s behavior, including appetite and sleep habits.

         

Tips for When You Suspect Your Child Is Being Cyberbullied

         
	
Never take talk of suicide lightly.

            	Listen closely to what your child is saying.

            	Watch carefully for signs of depression.

            	Assure your child you love them no matter what and you are there for them.

            	Learn the signs of depression.

            	Watch your child’s behavior to determine if there has been a significant change.

            	Many children, teens, and tweens who are being cyberbullied don’t want anyone, including you, to know because they are ashamed. They think it’s their fault. You must convince them otherwise. Sometimes children don’t tell parents about cyberbullying because they are afraid the parent will take away all their devices to stop the bullying. That sends the message that it is your child’s fault, which is not true. You must convince your child of the truth: the cyberbullying is not their fault. It’s all about the bully feeling powerful, not about your child.

            	Make sure you praise your child for telling you.

            	Tell your child a bullying story from your youth or about someone they know who was bullied and how it was successfully handled.

            	Let them know that a lot of people get made fun of and bullied, even into adulthood. Your child, like many other people of all ages, can and will learn to deal with a hateful bully.

            	Convince your child of the truth, that you are in this together and you will figure it out.

            	Tell someone at school, be it the principal, a teacher, or a counselor, about the bullying. Most schools have a protocol for bullying, including cyberbullying. Advise your child first, and get a plan that is comfortable for your child.

            	Keep threatening messages, texts, and photos in case you need them as evidence for the school, the bully’s parents, or police.

            	Take screenshots of the bullying and print them. Or take a picture of the bullying message with another phone in case the app in question alerts the sender of a screenshot.

            	Obviously, block the bully. This can be done electronically for emails, texts, or instant messages.

            	Don’t be too proud or the least bit ashamed to get your child to a counselor pronto.

            	Teach your child they are not to respond to hateful or upsetting messages or behavior. It adds fuel to the fire and keeps the bully dialogue going. Cut it off. Instead, your child is to tell you or a teacher and let adults handle it.

            	If you have reason to think your child is being cyberbullied, be completely supportive and contact a professional to help you, whether from the school or police.

            	Social media and the internet are today’s playgrounds, and your children are out there. Be there to catch them when they fall, then dust them off and help them keep going.

         

The rest of the story? Suzie’s bully had bullied so many people, not just Suzie, that she has only a few sidekicks left, and most of the other girls, including Suzie, are free of her. Nicholas’s bully was ultimately kicked to another school. Word is that he immediately got a suspension for punching a kid on the playground at the new school.

         Both Suzie and Nicholas are making their way through middle school now. Elementary school is behind them. But the sixth-grade suicide victim, Aaron, weighs on my mind. There are so many more like him, I couldn’t bear to report more of them here. Wonderful children, forever gone, because of bullying. How do we know it won’t be our child? If not this year, then next year or the one after that?

         We can end it. We have the power. We can make a difference in the lives of our children. We can be heard at schools all across our country. We must stand up for our children so they won’t live the rest of their lives in the shadow of the schoolyard bully.

         
            * The following advice also applies to keeping your very little ones safe at daycare (see chapter five).
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