
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
Why Meadow Died

			“An ancient Talmudic adage warned: ‘Those who are kind to the cruel will be cruel to the kind.’ This law of life explains why fourteen high school students and three adults were murdered on Valentine’s Day 2018 in Broward County, Florida. Max Eden and Andy Pollack, the father of one of the murdered students, have written one of the most important books on American life published in the last few years. Why Meadow Died is shocking, illuminating, and ultimately angering. If the media ignore this book, it will prove they put ideology above truth.”

			—DENNIS PRAGER, nationally syndicated radio talk show host, syndicated columnist, and New York Times bestselling author of, most recently, The Rational Bible

			“This book could be titled: Andrew Pollack vs. Broward County. Mr. Pollack is the bold, striking colossus of Parkland politics. He deals justice with an iron fist and will likely be portrayed by Arnold Schwarzenegger when the movie version of this book is inevitably made.”

			—CAMERON KASKY, Co-Founder of March For Our Lives

			“Why Meadow Died is a Shakespearean tragedy set in a public school system. The dark truths about our society and ourselves that shine through may be painful, but parents can’t afford not to confront them. Moms: read this book like your child’s life depends on it. It just might.”

			—NICOLE LANDERS, Mom, Nurse, Founder Parent2Parent Network 

			“Every teacher in America should read Why Meadow Died, because as Pollack and Eden show, the policies responsible for the Parkland tragedy have spread across America. School administrators across the country are rewarded for not enforcing the rules, which leads to a thousand tragedies a day that go unrecorded. Public education is headed down a dark path, and this book should be a wakeup call to teachers and parents across the country.”

			—JUDY KIDD, President, Classroom Teachers Association of North Carolina

			“After the Parkland shooting, media attention devoted far more attention to the model of gun used than to the role the school may have played in making this tragedy possible. Max Eden and Andrew Pollack refused to leave it at that, calling out the troubling failures of the Broward County School District, which seems to have, at times, been more intent on buffing its public image than on giving the community answers and keeping children safe. Given that the disciplinary practices in question were hailed as a national model by many in public education, Why Meadow Died is a timely and bracing contribution.”

			—FREDERICK M. HESS, Director of Education Policy Studies, American Enterprise Institute
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			Foreword

			“My Sister”

			I was sitting in class on February 14, 2018, when I got a call that there was a shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, where my little sister, Meadow, was a senior. I called her, but she didn’t answer. I ran to my car and drove six hours from Florida State University to Parkland. The whole way back home, I kept hoping that the next minute, the next mile, she would call me back.

			How can I possibly tell you about Meadow? My sister was as close to perfect as someone can be. She was beautiful, ambitious, and smart. She was my best friend. She would always ask me to take her to the gym to teach her how to work out and train. She would text me before all my exams to make sure I was studying. She would ask me to spend time with her during the holidays, but a lot of the time I chose to work instead.

			Meadow didn’t have a selfish bone in her body. She was so caring. She was so kind. She loved our cats, Lola and Fiona, and took care of our puppies, Sonny and Bear. And she’d also take care of me. Whenever I needed comfort, she was there. Whenever I needed encouragement, she was there.

			Now she is my screen saver.

			I am not good with expressing emotion in writing. But I want to give you a sense of who she was. So, I will do something that she would kill me for if she were alive: show you her diary.

			Here is what she wrote about me: “My brother is more than just a brother to me, he is my diary, my guidance of how family should be, and my best friend. If anyone is over protective over me, it’s definitely him. Personally, I look up to him in a variety of ways.”

			Here is what she wrote about her boyfriend, Brandon: “I met my soulmate freshmen year and we instantly clicked. Currently I’ve never been happier and I couldn’t ask for a better friend, shoulder to lean on, and therapist. I’m looking forward to our life together and I can’t wait to see what’s in store for the future.”

			Here is what she wrote about our mom: “My mom is everything to me and more. She is my light in a dark room, my sun on a stormy day, and most importantly she’s my inspiration.”

			Here is what she was thinking about college: “Lucky me, I already applied and got accepted into the school I would really love to attend. Visiting Lynn University’s campus impressed me beyond belief. I’m beyond excited to start this journey and new chapter in my life. Building my career at Lynn University is more than I could ever ask for. After college I’m thinking about starting a family, kids, a husband, my own car, and my own house… it’s all so exciting.”

			And here is what she said about her future: “Thinking about the future can be very scary. I think about happiness, success, and simply living life to the fullest. What I’m most excited for isn’t just the family I will make and the career I will have but the life I will live in terms of reaching for the stars.”

			What can you do when someone like that can’t have that future? When your baby sister is ripped away from you? For my dad and me, the only thing we could do was try to find answers and get justice.

			After my sister Meadow was murdered at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, the media obsessed for months about the type of rifle the killer used. It was all clickbait and politics, not answers or justice. That wasn’t good enough for us. My dad is a real tough guy, but Meadow had him wrapped around her little finger. He would do anything she wanted, and she would want him to find every answer so that this never happens again.

			My dad teamed up with one of America’s leading education experts to launch his own investigation. We found the answers to the questions the media refused to ask. Questions about school safety that go far beyond the national gun debate. And the answers to those questions matter for parents, teachers, and schoolchildren nationwide.

			If one single adult in the Broward County school district had made one responsible decision about the Parkland shooter, then my sister would still be alive. But every bad decision they made makes total sense once you understand the district’s politically correct policies, which started here in Broward and have spread to thousands of schools across America.

			—Hunter Pollack

		


		
			Preface

			“Daddy, Keep Going”

			This book is in your hands because I don’t want you—or anyone—to feel the way I feel. After my daughter Meadow was murdered on Valentine’s Day 2018 at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, I wanted answers. At first, I thought getting those answers might help me come to terms with losing her. It didn’t. But my hope is that what I’ve learned will at least help you keep your kids safe.

			In ways I never could have imagined, what happened here matters far beyond the city limits of Parkland, Florida. That’s because the Broward County school district was ground zero for a dangerous new approach to school safety that has taken root nationwide. I teamed up with my friend Max Eden, a nationally renowned education policy expert, to write this book in order to help parents understand what’s really going on in our schools.

			Before Meadow was murdered, I never paid much attention to what was happening at her school. Why should I have? Who really does?

			I had a great life. I had provided a solid middle-class upbringing for my three kids, Huck, Hunter, and Meadow. I never went to college, but I did pretty well in business. Back in New York, where I grew up, I built a great scrap metal company. Then, when I moved down to Florida, I got into real estate. I raised my kids in Parkland and gave them everything I could.

			I almost got wiped out when the housing bubble burst, and at the same time I went through a bad divorce. I thought that was the darkest time I’d ever go through. But I rebuilt my life. I remarried. My second wife, Julie, is a brilliant, kind, and wonderful woman. Business was good again. I hit the gym twice a day. My two boys were in college, and Meadow was a few months away from graduating high school and going to college herself. I was ready to ride off into the sunset. Literally. I was planning to sell my house and take my truck and RV across the country to be closer to Julie’s family in Northern California. Maybe I’d buy a little ranch up there.

			On February 14, 2018, Julie and I put our bikes on the back of our truck, packed a picnic, and drove out to the Everglades. There’s a great bike loop out there, and you can see alligators and all sorts of wildlife. Halfway through the loop, I got a text from my son Huck saying there were shots fired at Meadow’s school. At first, I thought maybe it was fireworks and someone just thought the sound was gunshots. But then I got more calls saying it was a shooting. Still, I tried to rationalize it: It can’t be my daughter. What are the odds? It just can’t be Meadow. But Julie and I blew through every red light to get back to Parkland.

			When I got to Marjory Stoneman Douglas, Huck was already there with his mom. They couldn’t find Meadow. Julie and I decided to check the trauma centers. She’s an ER doctor, and we thought maybe Meadow was in surgery. We tailed an ambulance and police cars to the nearest hospital. When we got there, Julie went inside. I stayed outside talking to the police officers. They told me that Nikolas Cruz was in the ambulance that I had followed. I didn’t realize at the time what that meant: I had seen my daughter’s murderer get wheeled into the hospital on a stretcher.

			Julie couldn’t find Meadow, so we decided to try another hospital. We were about to leave when a reporter approached our truck. I showed him a picture of Meadow on my phone and he took a picture of us. That morning, I had thrown on the T-shirt on the top of the clean laundry pile for the bike ride. It happened to be a Donald Trump campaign T-shirt. The photo made the news, and in the next few days I got so much hatred on social media saying I deserved to have my daughter murdered because I support the president of the United States. Some people are really sick.

			On our way to the second hospital, someone called Julie saying Meadow was in surgery. I remember wishing that she wasn’t. Now I wish she had been. But she wasn’t at that hospital or any others. Hours passed and it started to hit me that she was dead. Other families who couldn’t find their children went to a Marriott hotel to wait for news. But I couldn’t bear to go there. I knew that the police would find me when the time came. And at 2:15 a.m., they did. They told me what I already knew, but part of me still can’t believe.

			Meadow was my princess. So sweet, but so tough. She could be like a supermodel one day and then go off-roading with the boys the next. She was just an all-American girl. Family meant everything to her. She had been dating her boyfriend, Brandon, for three years. He’s like another son to me now.

			Meadow lit up every room. So many people told me after her death how kind she had been to them. If she saw a new kid at school, she would welcome them, show them around, and introduce them to people she thought they might like. She was sweet like that.

			You know, Meadow’s brothers always wanted to protect her. But a lot of the time, she was the one protecting them. Out of all my kids, she was the one who was most like me. I had to be careful around her because if she wanted something, she’d always get it. And ever since the shooting, she’s been on my shoulder saying, “Daddy, keep going.” She wants me to find all the answers, expose everything that led to her murder, and dedicate my life to ensuring that what happened to her doesn’t happen to other kids.

			One week after the shooting, I flew up to Washington, D.C. for a listening session at the White House. When I took the microphone to share my thoughts with President Trump, I spoke from the heart:

			I’m here because my daughter has no voice. She was murdered last week. She was taken from us. Shot nine times on the third floor. We, as a country, failed our children.… Everyone has to come together as a country, not different parties, and figure out how we protect the schools. It’s simple. It’s not difficult. 9/11 happened once and they fixed everything. We protect airports, we protect concerts, stadiums, embassies.…

			How many schools, how many children have to get shot? There should have been one school shooting and we should have fixed it! And I’m pissed! Because my daughter—I’m never going to see again. It stops here with this administration and me. I’m not going to sleep until it’s fixed. And, Mr. President, we’re going to fix it.... We all work together and come up with the right idea, and it’s school safety.

			After that listening session, Trump asked to meet with my family and me. My son Hunter wore a Jewish yarmulke to the Oval Office to represent the strength of our people. I was so proud of him for that. We talked with the president about what happened and what we could do to make schools safe again.

			I urged the president to form a national commission on school safety to study the problems and propose solutions. He nodded, then pointed his finger at Hope Hicks, the White House communications director, and said, “I like that. I want to do that.” And he did.

			The president also told me about some bills in Congress that could help. A few other dads and I went to Congress and lobbied hard for those bills to become law. We got Congress to pass the Fix NICS (National Instant Criminal Background Check System) Act to improve the background checks for gun purchases. (The background check system played no role in what happened at Parkland, for reasons that I’ll explain later, but this law could help keep guns out of the hands of other criminals.) We also got Congress to pass the STOP School Violence Act to provide funding and training to improve school safety across the country. Maybe that act could have prevented this shooting. I believe it will prevent others.

			Then I went to Tallahassee to lobby the Florida Legislature to pass the Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School Public Safety Act. You’d think that, after a tragedy like this, our politicians could come together for once. But it was hard for them. Republicans didn’t like the bill because it had the strongest gun control provisions Florida had ever seen. Democrats didn’t like it because of the Coach Aaron Feis Guardian Program. Coach Feis died that day rushing at the shooter with his bare hands. The Guardian Program provides funding for schools to have highly trained armed guards. Because if Aaron had been armed, Meadow would be alive.

			I also wanted to do something sweet to honor Meadow, so I started raising money to build a playground in memory of her and the sixteen other victims. Somewhere I can go instead of the cemetery to feel like I’m with my daughter, a place where I can see kids laughing and playing like she used to laugh and play. I organized a motorcycle ride, the Ride for Meadow, and other fundraisers and ended up raising half a million dollars to build Princess Meadow’s Playground.

			But I wasn’t going to stop fighting for school safety after getting a few laws passed. I founded a nonprofit: Americans for Children’s Lives and School Safety (CLASS). I use it as a platform to influence legislators and school leaders to #Fixit by adopting policies that make our schools safer. I also went to the March For Our Lives gun control rally on March 24, 2018, in Washington, D.C. The organizers told my son Hunter that he could give a speech. It was such a beautiful speech. Here’s part of it:

			The hatred and sickness that fuels a killer to kill innocent students is something most of us will never understand. But that doesn’t mean it’s something we can ignore. We need to be on a mission to stop these monsters before they take action inside our school. We must demand our leaders to help those who are sick. But we must also demand that they protect those of us that are not.…

			To my sister who is up there in heaven, I promise you that my dad and I who are here along with millions of people at our side will do our part at making schools safe so that this never happens again. We vow to protect America’s children. We will keep them safe from the killers and all the weapons they use. Until we meet again, Meadow. I miss you like crazy. I love you. We all love you. May you shine on us today and every day going forward.

			But after the Hollywood producer running the event read Hunter’s speech, she decided that they didn’t have room for it in “the show.” You see the problem they had with it, don’t you? It was about more than just guns. You have no idea how painful it was for Hunter.

			I don’t blame the March For Our Lives student activists for that. That’s on the adult organizers behind the scenes, the same people who weaponized the tragedy to stoke controversy and division and to advance their political agenda. If you tried to talk about anything other than gun control, anything that Americans might actually agree on, they’d attack you. When I tried saying, “Hey, the shooter walked through an unlocked gate. Maybe we can talk about making sure school gates are locked when they’re supposed to be,” people called me a shill for the National Rifle Association.

			If the shooter had acquired his gun through a legal loophole, or if a background check had failed and there was some NRA connection to what happened, I would have gone after the NRA. Hard. But when 18–1958 (I don’t like to say his name, so I usually call him by his prison number) bought his guns, he had a totally clean record. On paper, he was a model citizen. In reality, he was a psychopathic felon. Our laws already say that psychopaths and felons can’t buy guns. But he was never institutionalized. He was never arrested. And maybe most important of all: he was never really helped.

			I wanted to know everything about why the shooting happened, so I launched an investigation. The more I learned, the less I could believe how much incompetence there was.

			I truly mean that. It didn’t even make sense how everyone in Broward County could have been so incompetent. But eventually I figured out the explanation: political correctness.

			You could write several books about the failures that enabled my daughter’s murder. You could write a book about the police and how their politically correct policy to reduce juvenile arrests allowed 18–1958 to keep a clean record despite forty-five police visits to his home. You could write a book about the mental health authorities and how they refused to institutionalize him three different times—when he was suicidal, threatening to kill, and obsessed with buying a gun—in the name of “civil liberty.”

			This book is about the Broward County school district. It might sound strange to point a finger at the schools. After all, when people think of schools, they think about caring teachers who want to do right by kids. But teachers don’t have much power anymore. They report to their principals, who report to district bureaucrats and superintendents. In theory, superintendents report to locally elected school boards that are accountable to citizens. But citizens don’t have much power over our schools anymore either.

			Instead, school superintendents follow orders and cues from federal bureaucrats and social justice activist groups. Those folks view students and schools as statistics on a spreadsheet. They slice every data set by students’ race, income, and disability status, and then blame every inequality on teachers. They view schools as laboratories for social justice engineering and force politically correct policies into our schools based on the assumption that teachers are too prejudiced to be trusted do the right things.

			One policy is known as “discipline reform” or “restorative justice.” Activists and bureaucrats saw that minority students were being disciplined at higher rates than white students, and rather than recognize that misbehavior might reflect bigger problems and inequities outside of school, they blamed teachers for the disparity. They essentially accused teachers of racism and sought to prevent teachers from enforcing consequences for bad behavior. They thought that if students didn’t get disciplined at school, if instead teachers did “healing circles” with them or something, then students wouldn’t get in trouble in the real world. Superintendents then started pressuring principals to lower the number of suspensions, expulsions, and school-based arrests. All that actually happened was that everyone looked the other way or swept disturbing behavior under the rug, making our schools more dangerous.

			Nationwide, this pressure to reduce discipline is especially strong when it comes to students with disabilities. The bureaucrats and activists think that teachers unfairly discipline them as well. In truth, most students with disabilities are disciplined less often than their peers. The exception is students with “emotional and behavioral” disabilities, which is a blanket label for students who frequently behave very badly. 18–1958 was one of those kids. The ridiculous thing is that principals are pressured to punish kids who behave badly at the same rate as students who behave well. Principals also face pressure to educate students with disabilities in the “least restrictive environment” possible. It sounds nice in theory. But it means pushing troubled kids into normal classrooms rather than giving them the specialized services they need to actually address their issues.

			Kids with severe behavior problems are forced into classrooms where they don’t belong, and principals have a strong reason to ignore their misbehavior. This is great for superintendents, who can advance their careers on manipulated statistics. It is fine for principals, who get rewarded for not documenting problems so that their school’s data looks good.

			It is bad for teachers, but they have little say. It’s worse for regular students, but they have even less. And it’s the worst for the troubled and disturbed students, who have the least say of all. This is what happened to 18–1958, and it is why the Parkland massacre happened.

			His entire life, 18–1958 was practically screaming, “If you ignore me, I could become a mass murderer.” At every critical point in his life, the adults in the school system had a choice: do the obviously responsible thing, or do the easy thing that’s encouraged by these policies. They did the latter every time. Parkland was the most avoidable mass shooting in American history. 18–1958 was never going to be a model citizen, but it truly took a village to raise him into a school shooter. I can’t even say he killed my daughter. They killed my daughter.

			18–1958’s story is so bad that, after I learned everything that I’ll share with you in this book, I approached his defense attorney. I said, “Give me all of his education documents and I’ll testify as a witness for the defense about how the system failed him.” I understand that this might sound crazy. This psychopath murdered my daughter, and I firmly believe in the death penalty. But the most important thing is that America learns from what happened so that this never happens again.

			Right after the tragedy, people started raising questions about the role that the Broward County school district’s disciplinary leniency policies might have played. Broward had launched the PROMISE program to dramatically decrease student arrests. Students told the media after the tragedy that 18–1958 had committed all sorts of crimes in school without consequence. If he’d been arrested, he could have been prohibited from buying a gun. Or maybe an arrest would have made the FBI follow up on, rather than drop, tips that 18–1958 might shoot up the school. This seemed like an issue worth investigating.

			But Broward County Public Schools superintendent Robert Runcie called me and others “reprehensible” for even asking it. First, he said there was no connection whatsoever between PROMISE and the shooter. Then, I guess after someone on his staff actually looked at 18–1958’s school records, Runcie said that he “had never been referred to the PROMISE program nor committed a PROMISE-eligible offense while in high school.” (Emphasis added.) Then he called the whole question “fake news.”

			Runcie went to Harvard, so I’m sure he thinks he’s clever. Me, I barely graduated high school. But I knew that if he was saying “while in high school,” it meant that 18–1958 was sent to PROMISE while in middle school. Months later, a reporter proved that. The reporter also revealed that 18–1958 never actually attended the program, but the district didn’t follow up on his absence and couldn’t explain what had happened. The media called this a “shocking revelation.” But I knew it.

			The fact that 18–1958 had been referred to PROMISE once isn’t that important in itself. Runcie could have told the whole truth rather than telling a half-truth (or just not looking into it) and then labeling grieving families as “fake news” mongers. But the morning after the tragedy, he blamed the gun, maybe expecting that the media would be content to leave it at that. And they were.

			But I wasn’t about to let anyone off the hook. Now that I’ve investigated, I think I have a pretty good idea why the school district didn’t tell the full truth. Part of it has to do with this culture of pathological unaccountability within the Broward County school district. For a bureaucrat like Runcie pushing a social justice policy, the very idea of accountability became politically incorrect.

			But more of it, I think, is the fact that these discipline policies had made Runcie a national star and transformed American education. President Barack Obama’s Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, who was Runcie’s boss back when they both worked in the Chicago Public Schools, forced hundreds of school districts serving millions of students to adopt Runcie’s discipline policies. Thousands more districts serving millions more students adopted the policies because of pressure from other bureaucrats or because the policies were the new politically correct thing to do. And that’s why what happened here matters far beyond Parkland: the policies and the culture that enabled my daughter’s murder have probably come to your child’s school.

			I wrote this book with my good friend Max Eden, whom I met when he traveled to Parkland to investigate what went wrong in our schools. Max is a senior fellow in education policy at the Manhattan Institute, a think tank, and he originally thought maybe he’d just write an article. But when I met him, I told him that he should work with me on my investigation. After his second trip here, he told me the investigation had to become a book. I replied, “Let’s do it together.”

			Max is a policy and ideas guy. I’m a business and people guy. I told him that if we were going to get readers to truly understand the policies and the ideas, we had to tell the story through people. A lot of this book is told through the team of total strangers that came together in the wake of the tragedy to uncover information that the school district was trying to hide. After your daughter is murdered at school, the last thing you might expect is a cover-up. But there was one in Broward County. I can’t say the cover-up was worse than the crime, because nothing could have been worse than this crime. But it was bad.

			This book has four parts. The first part, “Picking Up the Pieces,” tells the stories of my new friends as they grappled with this tragedy and gravitated toward my mission to expose everything. You’ll meet Kim, a Marjory Stoneman Douglas (MSD) teacher who kept all her students alive during the shooting and wants to speak out about what happened, even if it means losing her job. You’ll meet Royer, who came to the United States from Venezuela to keep his kids safe, only for his son Anthony to be shot five times in school (and, incredibly, survive). Royer was one of the first people to point a finger at the school district. You’ll meet Max and read about how his work in education policy brought him to Parkland. And you’ll meet Kenny, the student journalist who managed to expose more of what went wrong in Broward than the entire American press corps.

			The second part, “Cruz Control,” is the only part of the book where I’ll use the killer’s name. Because his story needs to be told. It must be remembered and repeated as a cautionary tale of what can happen when everyone in a school system has an incentive to do the wrong thing. The reason he murdered my daughter and sixteen other people was that the system around him was even sicker than he was.

			When you read the killer’s story, you might find it almost unbelievable. But maybe the most unbelievable part is that every wrong decision actually makes sense given the school district’s policies.

			In the third part of the book, “The Politically Correct School District,” we take a deeper dive into Broward schools. You’ll read about the discipline policies and the PROMISE program. You’ll learn about how school administrators responded to pressure from school district bureaucrats by sweeping problems under the rug to make themselves look good. Then, when anyone questioned them, these bureaucrats hid behind political correctness and accused critics of racism. Even though these policies are doing terrible damage to minority students. Even though we were asking those questions because our children were murdered.

			And the fourth part is about our “Fight to #Fixit.” We ran Richard Mendelson, a former teacher at MSD, as a school board candidate. We recruited over two hundred volunteers and knocked on over thirty thousand doors. We explained to voters how the school district had failed, covered up its failure, and was still not taking school safety seriously. We fought hard to elect someone who would fight for accountability and change. I don’t think America has ever seen a school board race like it.

			This book is about exposing what went wrong in the schools so that parents across the country can learn from the MSD tragedy, find out what’s happening in their own kids’ schools, and keep their kids safe. School safety shouldn’t have to be political. But I will say this: If, after the most avoidable school shooting in American history, leaders aren’t held accountable and lessons aren’t learned; if the idea that leaders should be held accountable or lessons should be learned has become politically incorrect; and if a school shooting is only permitted to become a partisan issue that divides our country further, then society is basically over.

			I want you to read this book, to learn, to think for yourself, and then to take action to make our schools safe again. Because whatever you think about me or my politics, this isn’t really my book. It’s the story of how a group of strangers came together to figure out why this tragedy happened and do something about it. And above all, this is Meadow’s story. Because she’ll never have her own story after high school. A sick psychopath, created by a sicker system, took her from us. But Meadow was smart. She was tough. She was always willing to call out bullshit, and she’d always get what she wanted. She’s still on my shoulder saying, “Daddy, keep going.”

			Meadow wants me to expose everything. And she wants us to #Fixit.

			—Andy Pollack

		


		
			PART I

			Picking Up the Pieces

			In the first part of this book, I’ll tell you the stories of a few members of my team in the wake of this tragedy. Max’s chapter in this part is written in the first person, and I have a chapter in the first person in Part 4, but most of this book is written in the third person. Because it was a team effort and I want you to see their stories, their experiences, and their insights into the school system. I know I couldn’t have understood it all without them.

			—Andy

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			A Teacher Survivor

			Today is Thursday, February 15. My name is Kimberly Krawczyk. I am a math teacher at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School. I am at home. My son is at home. I am safe.

			Today is Friday, February 16. My name is Kimberly Krawczyk. I am a math teacher at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School. I am at home. My son is at home. I am safe.

			Today is Saturday, February 17. My name is Kimberly Krawczyk. I am a math teacher at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School. I am at home. My son is at home. I am safe.

			Every morning after Valentine’s Day, Kim recited these basic facts as she rose from her bed. Her son Matthew, a high school senior, had picked her up from school after the shooting. She had been teaching on the third floor of Building 12, the site of the massacre. The shooter stopped to reload right outside her classroom door. Kim kept all of her students in her room, behind cover, quiet, and alive. Then she walked them over six dead bodies on the way out of the school. In the days that followed, whenever she became disoriented from the trauma, she would recite who she was, where she was, and what she was doing.

			She went to a funeral. She went home. She went to a funeral. She went home. She tried to go to every service. But she couldn’t manage it.

			Kim expected a call from the school district offering mental health counseling. After three days went by without a call, Kim’s family urged her to seek care. Her brother drove her to the temporary trauma treatment center at the Parkland’s Pine Trails Park. But there, she was told that the school district’s Employee Assistance Program didn’t have any available appointments. A staff member pointed her to a Fort Lauderdale provider, but that provider told her they didn’t have evening appointments to fit her schedule. She went home, untreated. Three days later, someone from employee assistance called. They still had no appointments but wanted to ask whether she was “taking care” of herself.

			“I’m trying,” Kim said. “You know, Scott Beigel was across the hall and the first one I saw when I walked out of my classroom.”

			“Oh,” the man said. “Should we have someone contact him? We don’t have him on our list.”

			“He’s dead.”

			The man fumbled an apology and told Kim they’d call when an appointment opened up. She didn’t hear from employee assistance again for three months.

			On Monday, February 19, Kim sent an email of gratitude to her former principal at Coral Glades High School, Mike Ramirez. Ramirez was now a “cadre director” overseeing several high schools, including Marjory Stoneman Douglas. Back in 2012, right after the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting in Newtown, Connecticut, Ramirez granted a request from the Coral Springs Police Department to do an active shooter drill at Coral Glades High. Blanks were fired, the hallway was filled with smoke, the fire alarm went off, and recordings were played of students begging to be let into teachers’ classrooms.

			On Valentine’s Day, Kim knew what was happening because she had experienced it in that drill. That’s the reason why she, unlike some other third-floor teachers in Building 12, refused to let her students leave the classroom when the fire alarm went off. That’s how she kept them all alive. She wrote:

			I just wanted to say thank you for putting us through the live action drill at Glades. I’m room 1257 and for at least 3 minutes I thought it was the same drill and was able to be calm and think clearly. There are a lot of “B” words to describe me. Brave is not one of them.… Thank you again from the bottom of my heart and from my family. Be strong. I will continue to pray for all of us.1

			Ramirez called her and they exchanged words of encouragement and support. He asked Kim if she needed anything. Kim told him she would be fine and that employee assistance would call her back soon. (She didn’t realize yet that they wouldn’t.)

			Before hanging up, Kim said, “Mike, it’s not going to happen right now. But when I get all of my marbles back, I am coming for the Broward County school district. I’m coming for everyone. Because I want answers.”

			Ramirez responded, “I’m sure you’re going to do whatever you have to do. But just understand that there were a lot of things involved in this.”

			“Yeah, Mike. I bet.”

			She thanked him again and said goodbye.

			Kim 1.0

			The old Kim would not have put her foot down like that. The old Kim didn’t truly believe that her opinions were worth listening to or that her questions deserved answers.

			Kimberly Kehoe married another Polish Catholic Michigander, Tom Krawczyk, when she was a junior at the University of Michigan-Dearborn. Kim dreamed of being a middle school math teacher, but Tom told her that a pretty 5'1" blonde wouldn’t be safe teaching in Detroit. She told him she’d be fine, but he insisted she wouldn’t be. She reluctantly gave up teaching and switched majors to mechanical engineering.

			Shortly before graduation in 1990, Kim was thrilled to receive an internship offer to do computer-aided design with a company that made tools for car factories. If she did well, she could be offered a full-time job. But Tom told her to reject the offer. After all, he asked, did she really think she got the internship because of her skills rather than her looks?

			Kim’s confidence, already shaky after giving up her first dream of becoming a teacher, was now shattered. She declined the internship and settled in as a housewife. Kim and Tom had two sons, and they both needed her. Tom needed her. Her extended family needed her. Her son’s preschool loved having her as a volunteer. Her life was, in a word, nice.

			But in 2003, Tom moved the family to Florida for a new job. Her sons were old enough to attend school full time. Her extended family was back in Michigan. She had no community. She was home alone every day and getting restless. She began volunteering at her older son Steven’s elementary school. After a few weeks, Steven’s teacher said, “You’re great with kids. Have you thought about becoming a teacher?”

			Yes, in fact, she had!

			Kim sent her resume to the Florida Department of Education. She figured she could be a substitute teacher or a teacher’s aide. But the Department of Education called and said they would give her a temporary teaching certification to teach math. A few months later, Kim received a call: Coral Glades High School had just opened, and would she be interested in interviewing to teach there? Yes!

			She aced the interview and was hired on the spot. Being a teacher changed Kim. Students looked up to her. Colleagues told her that she was smart. They asked for her opinion on topics ranging from curriculum design to politics. She was thirty-six years old, but this respect and appreciation was totally new. And it was life-changing. She always took political cues from her conservative husband and his family, but new, more liberal arguments, especially about female empowerment, started making more sense to her.

			Kim vowed to herself that she’d never again be anyone’s doormat. She resolved to always speak up for what she thought was right and advocate for herself and others. She became a new woman: Kim 2.0 was bold, brash, and maybe (as she put it) some other B-words too. The change ended up breaking her unhappy marriage. But Kim had finally come into her own.

			“I Told Them I Was Joking…”

			Kim fell in love with teaching, but by 2015 she’d had it with the Broward County school district. Over the past ten years she had watched standards, both behavioral and academic, steadily decline. Every new federal law, state mandate, and district policy seemed to presume that teachers didn’t know what they were doing and needed to be micromanaged and second-guessed.

			Kim’s concerns were hardly uncommon. Her colleagues felt like their school administrators were becoming more condescending and controlling in order to produce better “outcome statistics” for central office bureaucrats. And the fastest way to produce better numbers was to lower standards. In the spring of 2012, Kim thought that Coral Glades had finally hit rock bottom when the valedictorian gave his commencement speech, walked off the podium, and tweeted, “Got caught drinking at school twice, spoke anyway!”

			But, to Kim’s dismay, the decline only accelerated.

			In 2013, Broward County Public Schools superintendent Robert Runcie launched the PROMISE program, which made him a national education superstar. The PROMISE program was the cornerstone of Broward’s new disciplinary leniency policies. Runcie sought to fight the so-called “schoolhouse-to-jailhouse pipeline” by lowering suspensions, expulsions, and arrests. He made it harder to suspend and expel and arrest students, and as those discipline statistics plummeted, Runcie’s star rose.2

			But Kim was becoming increasingly exasperated. Behavior hadn’t magically improved. Administrators were just sweeping problems under the rug. The notion that not enforcing rules would keep students on the right path struck Kim as bonkers, and she saw the damage firsthand. Under the PROMISE program, the penalty for drug use decreased from a lengthy stint in an alternative school and the threat of expulsion to three days at an alternative school. Before PROMISE, the serious consequence for drug use helped get kids back on track. But now, facing only a slap on the wrist, many more students were sliding down the path toward addiction.

			Kim saw bullying rise because teachers no longer had the authority to police it. Before, teachers could immediately send a student to the assistant principal’s office for misbehavior. But now, they had to fill out extensive paperwork first. And if they still sent a student to the office, teachers found that administrators were more likely to blame rather than support them.

			The last straw for Kim at Coral Glades came in the spring of 2015. She had called a student’s parents about his behavior, and the next day the student said, “You try calling my dad again, Ms. K, and you just see what happens next.” Kim would not stand for that kind of threat. She sent him to the office. But, five minutes later, he was back.

			“What are you doing back here?” Kim demanded.

			“I told them I was joking. They told me it was fine,” he said with a smirk.

			If that was how administrators would treat her, she was done. Kim mailed her letter of resignation to the school board and sent dozens of applications to companies that could put her math talent to good use. But with two kids to provide for, she couldn’t risk being unemployed for very long. She applied to a couple of teaching jobs just in case—outside the Broward County school district.

			The Astrologer

			A week after Kim sent her letter of resignation, her friend Terry Sutton told her about a Hindu Vedic astrologer she’d just consulted. This wasn’t fluff, Terry assured her. Shivanan, a professional astrophysicist who offers astrology readings as a hobby, was eerily spot-on. Kim didn’t always take stuff like this seriously, but she is a firm believer that there is no such thing as a cosmic accident. If her friend recommended this astrologer at this crossroads in her life, she had to check him out. Kim emailed Shivanan her birth name, birthplace, and birth date. A week later, he sent Kim her reading. It was spot-on. But he wanted to talk on the phone, he said, because some of what he saw alarmed him.

			“So, tell me,” Kim asked. “Am I finally getting out of education?”

			“No,” he laughed. “Not for a while, at least.”

			Then he asked, “Have you ever gotten into a fight at work?”

			“No, not really.”

			“Have you ever been shot?”

			“No.”

			“Well, have you ever been shot at?”

			“No.”

			“Have you ever lost a child?”

			“No.”

			“Okay. Well, have you ever been attacked by a dog?”

			“No.”

			“Have you ever been surrounded by a pack of dogs?”

			“No.”

			“I’m seeing you surrounded by dogs. It’s not a good situation. You should be very, very careful around animals. Especially dogs.”

			“Okay.”

			“I don’t know exactly what I’m seeing, Kim. But it’s not good.”

			“Okay…”

			“Also, are you involved in politics?”

			“No, not really.”

			“I see you working with politicians. You are going to make a very big difference.”

			“Okay…”

			After the astrology reading, Kim felt let down by the conversation, which seemed to have no relevance to her life. But Shivanan’s first assertion was soon proven true: She stayed in education. Kim received an offer to teach Advanced Placement math at nearby Pembroke Pines Charter School. She would be teaching the district’s smartest kids at a school that actually enforced a code of conduct. She spent two happy years there, but in the spring of 2017, she got a call from Jeff Morford, a former colleague at Coral Glades who was now an assistant principal at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School. He asked whether she would be interested in joining MSD’s math department.

			Kim had sworn that she was done with Broward schools. But MSD was the best high school in Broward, with three thousand students who were predominantly upper-middle-class and high-achieving. MSD’s math department had won five national competitions! MSD also had the best marching band in the state, the best baseball team in the state, and sent a host of students to Ivy League colleges every year. What’s more, MSD would pay substantially more than Pembroke Pines could. She accepted the job and started in August 2017, six months before the tragedy.

			Five days after the massacre, Kim sent Shivanan a Facebook message.

			I am not sure if you remember me.… When you did my reading you asked if I had ever been shot. Good news: I can still answer no, but I came much closer than I ever wanted to. I work at Stoneman Douglas on the 3rd floor. I wanted you to know that I am ok and I carry your words with me every day. Thank you for your warnings. They give me strength and guidance. God bless you and your family.

			He replied, “I do remember you and I asked [Terry] about you. Then I read on Facebook that you were ok. God bless you.”

			“He asked about me after the shooting?” Kim thought. “I never even told him where I lived…”

			Kim called Terry after her first day back at school. Terry said, “At least you don’t have to worry about being shot anymore. Though I guess you should be even more afraid of dogs, right?”

			“I don’t think so!” Kim said. “I think he saw the comfort animals! When I went back to school today, I walked straight past a horse with ‘#MSD’ painted on its ass, then past a pig in a stroller, and I was up to my ears in therapy dogs!”

			“I Want Goddamn Answers!”

			That same day, perhaps as Shivanan also foresaw, Kim got into a fight at work. Despite her efforts, Kim had not received any mental health treatment before returning to MSD, and she had barely slept in five days.

			The first school administrator Kim saw that day was Assistant Principal Denise Reed, and Kim pounced. “I want answers, Denise! I want to know what the fuck happened! Who the fuck was this kid? You knew he was out there! And you did nothing to protect us! Do you have a plan to bring our students back from the edge? I don’t know how to tell my students that they’ll be safe!”

			“Kim,” Denise said, “why don’t you come over here and pet a dog?”

			“I don’t need to pet a fucking dog, Denise. I want goddamn answers!”

			A county social worker spotted trouble and tried to calm Kim down.

			“I want to know what the fuck happened with this kid,” Kim said, beginning her tirade anew. “This shit doesn’t just happen. I bet he was shuffled through the whole fucking system without anyone ever really looking at him. I bet he was way behind grade level but got passed along anyway because principals wanted to keep their fucking promotion numbers up. I bet he was special ed and should never have even been in this school, but we take crazy kids and put them in normal classrooms and think, ‘Aren’t we so fucking inclusive?’ I bet he was acting crazy the whole time he was here, but nothing ever happened because the administrators hid all his shit to make this fucking school look safe. That’s what they do. They care more about their fucking numbers and their fucking careers than the kids. This shit doesn’t just happen! I bet—”

			“Hold on!” the social worker said. “I think maybe you should write this all down in a journal.”

			“You’re a fucking therapist!” Kim exploded. “You can’t even listen to me? You’re telling me to fucking journal?”

			The social worker laughed. “You know, you might not realize it right now because every third word coming out of your mouth is ‘fuck.’ But if you crossed all the ‘fucks’ out, you’re making some very good points. You should collect your thoughts, write them down, and help make a policy or something to fix things.”

			Kim was momentarily mollified. But she still wanted answers. A few days later, she ran into Mike Ramirez in the hallway.

			“I mean this from the bottom of my heart,” Kim said. “PROMISE has to go away, Mike. PROMISE goes away.”

			“Kim, PROMISE has nothing to do with this.”

			“I don’t know, Mike. This all just reeks.”

			MSD students were telling the media frightening stories about the shooter. He threatened to kill them; he brought knives and bullets to school; he brought dead animals to school and bragged about mutilating them. No one was surprised he had done it. Everyone knew he could. So, why was he never stopped or helped?

			Kim was tempted to log into the student tracking software system to look at his disciplinary and academic records. But school district officials told teachers that they could track all activity in the system, and if information about the shooter leaked, teachers who accessed it could lose their jobs.

			A few days later, Kim ran into Danny Tritto, who worked in the district’s Office of School Counseling. She still only knew what she had seen on the news, but she had suspicions about what happened and later recalled the conversation to us.

			“Danny, PROMISE has got to go,” Kim told him. “It’s got to end.”

			“This has nothing to do with PROMISE.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not. But the underreporting has got to end, Danny.”

			“The underreporting…yeah.” That wasn’t exactly an admission, Kim thought. Danny was too professional for that. Kim took his response as, “Oh, you teachers figured out that all this ‘progress’ we’ve been bragging about is really just us hiding the problems?”

			“That’s the Guy Who Will Get You Answers”

			When Kim wasn’t at work, she was watching coverage of the shooting on TV. On February 15, she saw Superintendent Runcie insist on CNN that the school district was as prepared as it could have been:

			We have single-point entry. We have all that.… But, again, there’s no solution that’s going to be 100 percent foolproof. It takes an entire community to ensure the safety of our kids. We rely on tips. We rely on information from students, parents, anyone in the community. We take every one of them seriously.… This incident that occurred, this outrageous tragedy that we have had to deal with, we really had no signs, no warning, no tips.3

			At the time, Kim was too numb to do more than mumble her objections. But Runcie’s claims stuck with her. The day of the shooting, people seemed to know who the shooter was before anyone told them. Students insisted they had said something, but that school administrators had done nothing. And MSD didn’t have a single point of entry because administrators didn’t actually enforce it! Students could come through any number of entrances, and that day the shooter had simply walked through an open gate and an unlocked door.

			A few weeks later, with her mother in town to keep her company, Kim watched Lori Alhadeff, who lost her daughter, Alyssa, appear on Megyn Kelly Today and accuse the school district of having done too little to prepare for an active shooter.4 Kelly read a statement from the school district saying that MSD teachers had received Code Red training weeks earlier.

			“They better retract that!” Kim told her mother. “I’ve done active shooter training. Last month wasn’t ‘training.’ That was a PowerPoint! They didn’t even get through the PowerPoint fast enough to run the drill!”

			Kim’s mother was familiar with her daughter’s complaints about the Broward County school district. Kim had genuinely thought MSD would be different because it was the best school in the district. But after a few months, she realized that it just looked like the best. Students came to school late and roamed the halls freely, but rather than discipline them for loitering, administrators blamed and punished teachers. On the morning of the massacre, teachers were told that they would lose points for “collegiality” on their performance evaluations if they gave out too many hall passes.

			Kim had been even more annoyed by the locked bathrooms. She thought Coral Glades had a drug problem, but that was nothing compared to MSD’s. There were only ten reported incidents of drug use during the last school year, but everyone knew that there was so much more than that going on. The vaping problem was getting out of hand, especially in the bathrooms. But rather than crack down on it, Assistant Principal Winfred Porter decided to lock most of the bathrooms and have security staff periodically patrol the remaining ones to deter vaping without having to enforce the rules (or, if there was THC in an e-cigarette, enforce the law).

			Kim had almost thought it was funny. But a few days after the shooting, she learned about what happened to Joaquin Oliver. As the senior fled down the third-floor hallway, he tried to enter the women’s bathroom. Finding it locked, he ran toward the stairwell but was shot in the knee. He tried taking cover in the alcove of the men’s bathroom, which was also locked. Almost a minute later, he was killed by a shot to the back of the head.5

			Months later, Kim learned that Meadow had been right next to Joaquin in front of the women’s bathroom. She tried to cross the hallway, but was shot four times. She crawled to a classroom, but the door was locked (as it was supposed to be). Next to her was freshman Cara Loughran, who had also been shot. Meadow draped her body over Cara’s to protect her. Five more shots went through both of their bodies.

			No, Kim raged, the locked bathrooms weren’t funny anymore.

			Kim’s mother listened in horror as it became clearer and clearer that the insulting and annoying policies her daughter had long complained about had turned deadly. She didn’t know what to do except be there for Kim and offer whatever comfort she could. When they watched Andy Pollack speak at the White House, Kim’s mom said, “That’s the guy who will get you answers and get people to listen to what you have to say.”

			Kim would have laughed if she could. The guy in the Trump T-shirt? Her heart broke for him, but he didn’t seem like someone she would hit it off with. She could only barely tolerate her “Make America Great Again” hat-wearing brothers.

			But Kim was starting to realize that she wasn’t going to get answers from the school district by herself. And Andy clearly meant business. Seeing him with President Trump, she wondered if maybe this was what Shivanan meant about working with politicians.

			A few weeks later, Kim’s colleague Robyn Mickow, who also taught on the third floor of Building 12, asked if she would join her at Andy’s Ride for Meadow. Robyn had seen Meadow on the third floor and was the first MSD teacher to join Andy’s team.

			“He’s intense,” Robyn told Kim. “Kind of hard to handle. But you need to meet him.”

			The first thing Andy asked Kim was her classroom number. When she told him, he knew that her classroom was right across the hall from Meadow’s. Had Kim seen Meadow in the hallway after the fire alarm went off? What were her final moments like? Did Kim see her body?

			Kim was taken aback. She knew everyone grieved differently. But she hadn’t encountered anything like this before. And she had no useful information for him; she hadn’t seen Meadow at all.

			“I’m going to find out everything!” Andy told her. “Everything! All the incompetence. I’m going to expose everything.” Kim said she would do anything she could to help.

			#MSDStrong?

			But getting answers had to take a backseat to helping her students get through each day. The March For Our Lives student gun control activists helped give the school a sense of purpose, a sense that something good could come out of the tragedy. Kim supported their mission. She had grown up around guns, but didn’t think anyone needed to own an AR-15 semi-automatic rifle. Her brother told her that she didn’t understand the adrenaline rush of firing one. She told him he didn’t understand what it felt like to hear children screaming as they were shot by one. That was the end of that family conversation.

			But as the weeks dragged on, Kim’s feelings about the March For Our Lives became more mixed. The more the media homed in on a couple of students and created a “showdown” narrative between them and the NRA, the more the other students seemed to fade into the background. The media covered MSD student David Hogg’s Twitter fights in detail, but they missed how horribly the school district was treating its students, its teachers, and the families of the victims in the wake of the tragedy.

			Mental health counseling at MSD became its own trauma. The school district piled elementary school counselors with no trauma training into MSD’s media center. There was no privacy. If students wanted to talk to someone, they would have to do it in front of their peers. When they broke down and wept, everyone could see and hear them. People kept telling Kim that “there’s no how-to guide for this.” Kim later learned that there were, in fact, best practices that the district apparently hadn’t bothered to research or to implement. Privacy for counseling was a basic standard. But the district didn’t even provide curtains.

			What’s more, the counselors cycled in and out every few days, preventing students from forming any bond of trust. “I keep telling the same story to different people who can’t handle it,” a student told Kim. “I don’t want to talk to them again. They’re stupid!”

			“Don’t say that,” Kim said. “They’re not stupid. They’re trying. They’re just not trained.”

			“I’m sorry, Ms. Krawczyk. They’re not stupid. They’re just shitty.”

			Kim couldn’t argue with that. Employee assistance had never called her back. The teachers union had done nothing to provide support. But alumni were stepping up. They organized and funded an off-site, after-school counseling center. Two months after the shooting, they brought in a specialist to hold a group trauma therapy session with the Building 12 teachers.

			“We usually do this a day after the event,” the therapist explained. “It’s absurd that we’re only doing this now. But let’s make the most of our time together.”

			America saw none of this. America saw the press conferences and the photo ops. It saw MSD Principal Ty Thompson offer to hug every MSD student and hold them for as long as they needed. It saw Thompson meet with Derek Jeter and other celebrities. But America didn’t see what Kim and other teachers recounted to us: Thompson bragging to his staff that he was more popular than Mickey Mouse, even as he avoided eye contact with teachers from Building 12.

			America saw the hashtag #MSDStrong. But as the hashtag grew more prominent, it also started to hurt. Teachers and students felt pressure to appear #MSDStrong. If you admitted that you weren’t okay and needed help, or if you complained about how you were being treated, were you really being #MSDStrong? America focused on the inspiring hashtag and missed the true aftermath.

			On April 10, almost two months after the shooting, an MSD parent, Lisa Olson, gave a speech at a school board meeting that captured everything Kim had been feeling.6

			I am the mother of a Stoneman Douglas high school freshman, William Olson, who was in Classroom 1216 on the day of the attack. As a result of the shooting, my son will carry Nikolas Cruz’s bullets inside both of his arms for the rest of his life.… How could the district fail to contact each of the students in the classrooms where murders and injuries occurred? This borders on negligence. The silence coming from the Broward school district speaks volumes. It seems to me and to my son that high-speed media events and politics have gotten in the way of helping those who have been hurt.

			The district’s first concern should be MSD students and families that have been most affected and injured. Photo ops and press conferences seem to be the district’s focus, rather than focusing on those who are suffering.... It wasn’t easy for our family to see some of the people in this room being more impressed with posing with [basketball star] Dwyane Wade than [concerned with] checking on the children who couldn’t even make it to school that day. And that includes my son.

			The complete lack of communication from the district is why I am here today.… If the school board and the district focused on actually governing, rather than politicking, after this tragedy, I would be here supporting you. Not being angry and critical. Is a meeting with the students and parents of some of the most affected survivors too much to ask? Is some guidance on how the students can return to their classes after seeing their classmates murdered too much to ask?...

			This district really should be embarrassed by these failures. Even the president of the United States, the first lady, the governor, the attorney general, and a senator had the time to hug my son. But not my school district, and not my son’s principal.

			Meeting the Superintendent

			By April, Kim’s shock had turned to rage. No one from the school district had admitted any fault or accepted any responsibility. The national gun control debate had played out, and the media had moved on without investigating why this tragedy happened.

			In late April, Superintendent Runcie met with the Building 12 teachers. Kim couldn’t make it; she had already missed too many shifts at her second job as a math tutor and couldn’t afford the time off. But she still wanted answers. How did a kid this troubled ever set foot in MSD? Why wasn’t he transferred to a specialized school? Why did none of the administrators have any idea what to do during the massacre?

			Kim wrote her questions down and gave them to a colleague. She then asked two colleagues to invite one school board member each to the meeting with Runcie. According to Florida’s Sunshine Law, if two school board members are present for a meeting about school board business, minutes must be taken and made available to the public. Kim wanted the answers on the record.

			Two board members, Robin Bartleman and Abby Freedman, attended. But teachers told us that they took turns walking in and out of the room. They were never in the room at the same time. By the end of the meeting, each was standing in the doorway with one foot in the room and one foot out. One teacher said it was the “weirdest fucking thing I ever saw.” But it worked. No public record was made. Not that it particularly mattered, because Kim’s questions weren’t even asked.

			“No one wants to come to MSD to get yelled at,” her colleague explained.

			“I didn’t come to MSD to get shot at,” Kim retorted. “But no one stopped that from happening.”

			Kim resolved not to miss the next meeting in May. The district clearly had no interest in oversight or accountability. She’d have to enforce it herself. Kim and two of her colleagues related to us what happened at that meeting.

			Teachers asked when the portable classroom trailers would arrive to alleviate overcrowding from the permanent closure of Building 12. Runcie and his deputies couldn’t say; there was so much red tape to cut through. Runcie asked for patience and explained he was doing the best he could, but this was just one of many problems he had to navigate. There was one dad, he sighed, who had lost his son and always wanted to talk to him about security upgrades that the district would never actually implement. Runcie also lamented that, after pulling strings to provide a check to the family of freshman Anthony Borges, Anthony’s family still sued the district.

			Kim was astonished that Runcie was surprised. Anthony had been shot five times by a killer who’d walked on campus with an AR-15 totally unchallenged. He had spent two months in the hospital. He would never fully recover. Of course his family would sue.

			Kim said, “I want to know what you were doing on February 15.”

			When Runcie responded that he was very busy that day, Kim bristled. “Not busy talking to families. Not busy talking to students. Not busy talking to teachers.”

			Runcie’s deputy Michaelle “Mickey” Pope insisted that the school district took the time to call each and every teacher.

			That was the final straw for English teacher Debbie Jacobson. Debbie’s colleagues describe her as a sweet lady, “grandma cute,” who always listened first and talked second. But Debbie had heard enough. “No, you didn’t!” she said. “I will pull my phone record. I have never gotten a call from you people. You need to stop lying about what you’re doing for us.” Other teachers, by their own characterization, “went apeshit.” Ernie Rospierski, a social studies teacher who risked his life by using his body to barricade the stairwell door against 18–1958 to give his students time to flee, stood up and said, “I’ve had it. I’m fucking done.” He walked out and three other teachers followed.

			But not Kim, who said, “Employee assistance called me a week after to say that they didn’t have any appointments but would get back to me. But they never did. Actually, they called me today, but when I picked up, they asked for someone else.”

			Mickey Pope reminded teachers that the school district offered students and teachers free therapy.

			“Your therapy sucked,” said Robyn Mickow. “Your family counselors weren’t trained in trauma.” (Robyn gave up on the counselors after one looked as though he would vomit when she started describing what she had seen.)

			Pope insisted that all of the counselors were trained. Robyn retorted, “The high school guidance counselor I spoke to told me he had no trauma training. Why would he lie?”

			Pope pleaded that there was no handbook for this. The district was doing its best to triage. It had even put a call out on Facebook for extra help.

			“Did you vet the counselors you got from Facebook?” Kim asked.

			They hadn’t. Kim sat back. These people didn’t have a clue.

			A few minutes later, Kim pressed Pope, “We are about to go on summer break. What are you going to do for students who still need some structure and somewhere to go?”

			Pope told the teachers that the counseling center at Pine Trails Park would remain open.

			Kim replied, “Our school is twenty-five percent free and reduced-price lunch. There were eight hundred kids in the building that day. That means we’re looking at two hundred kids who might really need services but whose parents are at work and who can’t afford to Uber. How are they going to get there?”

			Pope turned to a colleague and told her to write down “transportation.” It apparently hadn’t occurred to them.

			“The School District Did Everything Right”

			In her more detached moments, Kim was almost amused by the absurdity of it all. It seemed like everyone in America, from the hosts of the Grammy Awards to ESPN anchors, was celebrating #MSDStrong. But no one was looking under the hood.

			What’s more, Runcie’s top staff were given huge pay raises. Shortly after Kim and her colleagues tore into Mickey Pope—and after a local NPR reporter revealed that, contra Runcie’s categorical denial, 18–1958 had been referred to PROMISE, which Pope oversaw—the school board announced that Pope’s salary would increase by $24,000, to almost $175,000.7

			The Sun Sentinel ran an editorial rebuking the school board titled, “Big raise, bad optics.”8 The editors declared, “The Stoneman Douglas family and the public want answers and accountability about that terrible day, about what may have caused it and about what’s being done to prevent it from happening again. The time has come for answers, not pay raises and promotions.”

			Four months later, Sun Sentinel education reporter Scott Travis discovered that Pope’s raise was the tip of the iceberg. The district also gave large raises to other central office bureaucrats, including (most gallingly to the families of the victims) $12,000 to Mary Mucenic, who oversaw a threat assessment program that failed to identify 18–1958 as a significant threat.9

			The school district explained that the raises were for the sake of “equity.” Runcie, who makes almost half a million dollars a year, denied any responsibility. Asked to justify the secret raises his staff received, he said, “It’s not some arbitrary thing the superintendent decides to do.”10 The school board professed ignorance and demanded an explanation.11

			Kim, who was earning $46,000 with a master’s degree and fifteen years of experience, couldn’t help but laugh when the district proposed spending an additional $400,000 on new public relations staff even as Runcie insisted the district couldn’t afford teacher raises and security upgrades.12

			But her sense of detachment never lasted long. Kim received Facebook messages and texts from students at all hours telling her that they were worried about their friends slipping into drug addiction or potentially committing suicide.

			However she felt inside, she had to look strong for the students. Kim felt she had no right to wallow because she had not lost a child. Kim had hoped that even though the school and the district had failed students and teachers, they were at least making a good-faith effort to support the families of the victims.

			But on May 22, more than three months after the tragedy, Kim heard April and Philip Schentrup, who lost their daughter Carmen, speak at a school board meeting. April, a Broward elementary school principal, spoke first.13

			My name is April Schentrup. I’ve worked for Broward schools for twenty years, the last seven as a principal. My daughter Carmen was one of the seventeen murdered at MSD. Since February 14, I have waited for our school leaders to do what they promised. To prioritize the well-being of students, staff, and families and lead the quest to understand the conditions that led up to the tragedy with both transparency and a sense of urgency. I stand here today to say that I’ve waited enough.

			Minutes after the FBI told us that Carmen was murdered, an MSD board member entered the room and offered to do everything in her power to help. I begged her to find out all that happened and ensure that this never happens again, as my only remaining daughter still attends MSD. I did not hear from her until the evening of May 8, the first phone call from any board member since Carmen’s name was released to the media. And coincidentally, the day after I added my name to speak at this meeting.

			In addition, my family and other victims’ families didn’t get cards, letters, or even emails of condolences from any board members. The only email we received was one blasted to the entire district, stating that the school’s mass shooting [victims] would be lumped together as one tragedy for insurance purposes [so one $300,000 sum would be divided among all of the families]. What happened to making the well-being of students, staff, and families a priority?

			A few days after Carmen’s funeral, Mr. Runcie came to my home and said he would do anything he could for me and my family. Weeks later, I called him seeking help and advice. With deep concern for the stability of my school community, I requested a full-time interim principal and discussed my options for a leave [of absence]. Mr. Runcie was quick to say that being a principal was not a part-time job. Other options were not available, as reassigning me might appear as favoritism since MSD staff had to return to their school.

			After that call, however, I came to find out that he did less for me than what was done for the MSD staff. On Easter Sunday, I discovered that MSD staff were given leave through spring break to cope and grieve. My time off to mourn my daughter’s death was docked [from my pay]. It was only after I asked for the same treatment that my time was restored.

			Her husband, Philip, spoke just as forcefully.

			As a parent of a child murdered at MSD, I expected a transparent and swift investigation into this tragedy.... To date, however, the district has failed.... In fact, a week after my daughter’s murder, Mr. Runcie came to my house, sat at my kitchen table, and told my wife and I that the school district and the school itself had done everything right. An outrage, given I was burying my sixteen-year-old daughter.

			Additionally, school board employees require lawyers to talk to detectives, school board staff are delaying if not downright impeding the investigation, there has been no report issued to the community with findings and recommendations, and the school district has been less than forthcoming in public records requests.… I believe the district is dragging its feet, not because it did everything right, as stipulated by Mr. Runcie, but because it did so many things wrong.

			Every time Kim thought nothing else could surprise her, something did. So, as her mother suggested, Kim stayed in Andy’s orbit. Eventually, Andy connected her to a student journalist, Kenny Preston, who was writing a report about the school district’s failures. Kenny introduced her to Max Eden, who was in town to investigate. Kim was a universal sounding board at MSD, a woman everyone trusted, and she became the key to Andy’s investigation. But when the fuller picture emerged, she realized that she had identified what had gone wrong in her expletive-laden rant on her very first day back at school.
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