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To ending youth violence.

For every young person who has ever been killed or wounded by a gun.
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Author’s Note


One of the things I used to like about writing books for young people was that it wasn’t necessary to deal with murder, adultery, and various other immoral or criminal activities that seem mandatory in adult novels these days. I find it sad and frightening that this is no longer the case.

One of the things I dislike most about guns in our society is that, like violence and sex in the media, they rob children of what we used to think of as a childhood.

The story you are about to read is a work of fiction. Nothing—and everything—about it is real.

—Todd Strasser’s original author’s note

Give a Boy a Gun

September 1, 2000



2020

When I wrote this book more than twenty years ago, I could not have imagined that the state of gun violence in this country would only grow significantly worse during the decades that followed. Like many other gun-control advocates, I was saddened and disappointed in 2004 when the US Congress allowed the federal ban on semiautomatic assault rifles and high-capacity magazines to expire.

Such weapons would later be used in the two deadliest mass shootings in the history of our country—in 2016 when Omar Mateen killed 49 and wounded 53 in the Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida; and in 2017 when Stephen Paddock killed 58 and injured 527 by firing on concertgoers in Las Vegas, Nevada.

I also find it deeply disheartening that there are currently thirty-one states that allow the open carrying of a handgun without a firearm license or a permit.

And I suspect that I am not alone in finding it equally disturbing that for students in schools today, fear of active shooters lingers constantly in the backs of their minds. This fear is propelled to the forefront each time students practice a lockdown drill, pass through increased security, hear talk of teachers being encouraged to carry firearms, or are themselves instructed to report any student who threatens to commit a shooting.

This is a generation that has never known life without the possibility of being gunned down at any time or in any place. Today such violence occurs on a nearly weekly basis, and has spread outside schools to movie theaters, bars, dance clubs, and outdoor concerts. Since Give a Boy a Gun was originally published in 2000, the number of gun deaths in this country has risen to more than one hundred a day. To quote US Senator Robert Casey Jr. of Pennsylvania, “While the opponents of gun control continue to maintain that their right to own and carry guns is guaranteed by the Constitution, it is impossible to believe that this daily butchery of innocent children and other human beings was what the authors of the Bill of Rights intended or expected when they wrote the Second Amendment two hundred thirty years ago.”

As has been repeatedly reported in the media, hate crimes involving gun violence are on the rise. According to the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), there are approximately 250,000 hate crimes committed in the US every year, targeting victims based on their actual or perceived race or ethnicity, gender or gender identity, sexual orientation, disability, or religion. Guns are a frequent tool in hate-motivated violence and intimidation. Data from the NCVS shows that from 2010 through 2016, there were 56,130 hate crimes committed in the US involving the use of a firearm.

While these are daunting and troubling developments for anyone who wishes to live in a world free from the fear of being randomly gunned down, there have been some profoundly positive advances in the battle against mass shootings, and advances for gun control as well. Since the early 2000s—when other observers and I began to link some school shootings to bullying—schools everywhere have embraced rigorous anti-bullying programs. These programs appear to have played a marked role in decreasing the number of school shooting incidents in which bullying was considered a motivating factor.

Also, the number of organizations and action committees pledging to fight for gun control has increased significantly. In the wake of tragic and devastating school shootings such as the murder of 20 six- and seven-year-olds and 6 adults at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newton, Connecticut, and of 14 students and 3 staff members at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, young people have begun taking an active role in demanding and fighting for their own protection. In addition to organizing massive protest marches and registering thousands of new voters, youth-run organizations such as March for Our Lives have helped push dozens of new gun-safety laws through state legislatures.

In 2018, after the mass shooting in Parkland, state legislatures passed sixty-nine gun-control measures—more than in any other year since the Newtown, Connecticut, massacre in 2012, and more than three times the number passed in 2017. At the same time, state legislatures rejected about 90 percent of state-level bills backed by the National Rifle Association (NRA). Concerned young people have made inroads in convincing corporate America to cut ties with the NRA and take additional steps to diminish gun violence. As a result, Dick’s Sporting Goods, one of the largest sellers of guns, announced it would no longer carry military-style assault rifles and that it would not sell firearms to anyone under twenty-one.

Since the year 2000, more than six hundred thousand Americans have been killed by guns, and more than twice that number have been injured. According to the New England Journal of Medicine, gun violence is the second leading cause of death among children and teenagers, after car accidents. Americans are twenty-five times more likely to die from a gunshot than residents of France, Canada, Germany, and Australia. In 2018 in Japan—a country with very strict gun laws—only three people died from gun violence. In 2017 in the United States, 39,773 people died in shootings of all kinds. In the year 2000 the cost of the consequences of gun violence in our country was estimated at $100 billion. Today the cost is said to be approaching $230 billion a year.

Finally, as must be sadly obvious to anyone who follows issues regarding firearms and mass shootings, advances in gun control still seem to come only after the most horrible acts of murder. Too often when the initial outrage fades, the impetus to fight for real change also fades. Americans have by now become so used to capricious gun carnage that unless the number of deaths in a shooting reaches the double digits, people often shrug, shake their heads, and soon forget. The question that citizens of this country must ask themselves is: How many more increasingly heinous and devastating incidents involving the murder of the young and the innocent will have to occur before real steps are taken to end gun violence? Or are we all destined to spend the rest of our lives watching such acts continue in perpetuity?



“The hallways erupted in screaming, terror- stricken pandemonium as students realized this was … another, increasingly familiar scene: a student with a gun.”

—USA TODAY, 5/21/99






PART OF GARY SEARLE’S SUICIDE NOTE


Dear Mom,

By the time you read this, I’ll be gone. I just want you to know that there’s nothing you could have done to stop this. I know you always tried your best for me, and if anyone doubts you, just show them this letter.

I don’t know if I can really explain why I did this. I guess it’s because I know that I’ll never be happy. I know that every day of my life will hurt and be a lot more bad than good. It’s entirely a matter of, What’s the point of living?








Introduction


Around 10 p.m. on Friday, February 27, Gary Searle died in the gymnasium at Middletown High School. After the bullet smashed through the left side of his skull and tore into his brain, he probably lived for ten to fifteen seconds.

The brain is a fragile organ suspended in a liquid environment. Not only does a bullet destroy whatever brain tissue is in its path, but the shock waves from the impact severely jar the entire organ, ripping apart millions of delicate structures and connections. In the seconds that follow, the brain swells with blood and other fluids. The parts of the brain that control breathing and heartbeat stop. One doctor described it to me as “an earthquake in the head.”

At the moment of Gary’s death I was in the library at the state university, where I was a sophomore studying journalism. As soon as I heard the news, I went home to Middletown, determined not to leave until I understood what had happened there.

Returning to Middletown was like stepping into a thick fog of bewilderment, fury, agony, and despair. For weeks I staggered through it, searching out other lost, wandering souls. Some were willing to talk to me. Others spoke because they felt a need to defend themselves even though no one had pointed an accusing finger at them. Some even sought me out because they wanted to talk. As if speaking about it was a way of trying to figure it out, of beginning the long, painful process of grieving and moving ahead.

Some refused to speak because it must have been too painful. For others, I suspect it was because they had learned something about themselves that they were still struggling to accept—or to conceal.

I spoke to everyone who would speak to me. In addition I studied everything I could find on the many similar incidents that have occurred in other schools around our country in the past thirty years.

The story you are about to read is really two stories. One is about what happened here in Middletown. The other is the broader tale of what is happening all around our country—in a world of schools and guns and violence that has forever changed the place I once called home. The quotes and facts from other incidents are in a different-style print. What happened in Middletown is in plain print.

This, then, is the story of what I learned. It is told in many voices, in words far more eloquent and raw than any I could have thought of on my own. It is a story of heartbreak and fear and regret. But mostly it is a warning. Violence comes in many forms—guns, fists, and words of hate and contempt. Unless we change the way we treat others in school and out, there will only be more—and more horrible—tragedies.

—Denise Shipley








About Gary


Mrs. Searle and Gary moved into the house next to ours the day before second grade began. So the first time I actually saw him was at the bus stop. He was kind of quiet, but friendly enough. Some of the kids at the bus stop would play soccer in the street in the morning. I was glad when Gary came along, because I wasn’t into that, and with Gary there it gave me something to do. We’d mostly talk about stuff like Magic cards and video games and what we saw on TV.

If you want to know the truth, I think Mrs. Searle was a little overprotective. I guess because she was the only parent. She always wanted to know where Gary was going, and would he be warm enough, and junk like that. Gary would just roll his eyes.

Until Brendan came along, I think I was pretty much Gary’s best friend. The thing about Gary was that mysterious part of him that you never knew. It was like something he kept hidden and private. I can’t explain it, but I could feel it when I was with him. He’d just get quiet and you knew he was a billion miles away. I always thought maybe it was something about his parents getting divorced.

—Ryan Clancy, a friend of both

Gary’s and Brendan’s

Gary Searle was a very sweet little boy with slightly reddish brown hair and big, round eyes. He was polite and quiet and always did what he was told. I do recall that some of the children teased him about his weight. But you know how kids are at that age.

—Ruth Hollington, Gary’s fourth-grade teacher

at Middletown Elementary School

I didn’t move to Middletown until fifth grade, so I didn’t know Gary before that. After we started hanging out, he’d sometimes talk about what it was like when he was younger. About the divorce and how completely nasty it was, and how after it was over, his dad just left and never paid child support or called or anything. That was a huge thorn in Gary’s side. He just couldn’t get over that.

—Allison Findley, Gary’s on-and-off girlfriend

at Middletown High School

It was an ugly divorce. All that yelling and fighting. Arguing over money. Gary was caught in the middle, and sometimes I guess I used him to get what I thought I needed. What we both needed. It’s a terrible thing to put a child through, but I didn’t know what else to do.

—Cynthia Searle, Gary’s mother

Gary was enormously bright. You wouldn’t know it, because he was one of the quiet ones; never raised his hand. I noticed it first in math. He almost always did perfectly on his quizzes, unless he made a careless mistake. But the computer was the real tip-off. I wanted to do a class Web page. Gary volunteered to do it. No matter what the problem, he seemed to know three ways to fix it.

—Stuart McEvoy, Gary’s sixth-grade teacher

at Middletown Middle School

A lot of kids play computer games and junk, but it was different with Gary. The thing about him was he was on [the computer] all the time. I’d call his house and he’d answer with this faraway voice, and I’d know he was online. He’d sound weird because there’d be this split-second delay in his conversation, and those typing sounds. Like he was doing two things at once. Then one day I was over there, looking over his shoulder. He had three instant message screens open and was chatting with someone different in each one. And he was on the phone. That’s when I realized that when I called, he wasn’t doing two things at once. He was doing four.

—Ryan Clancy

I brought [Gary] to a psychologist. I hoped he’d let out a little of what he was feeling. She said he was guarded. I don’t think she ever got close to what was going on in his head. It’s obvious now that none of us did.

—Cynthia Searle

I’ll give you an example of how bright Gary was. After the first month of sixth grade I got a message one day to call his mother at work. I remember the phone call because she seemed reluctant to say exactly what was on her mind, but I finally got the impression that she was wondering why I didn’t give more homework. Apparently, Gary rarely spent more than half an hour a night doing it. The funny thing was half the parents in the class were complaining that I gave the kids too much homework.

—Stuart McEvoy

It’s easy to look back now and dissect the stuff you did for every little clue. Like one summer Gary and I had these magnifying glasses, and we’d burn bugs and caterpillars alive. It was kind of cool to watch them twist and squirm. Is that a clue? Or something a billion other kids do too?

—Ryan Clancy

I still find it difficult to believe he was part of what happened. The guns and holding those poor children hostage in the gym like that. What they did to that football player. That wasn’t the Gary I knew. If you’re looking for answers, don’t look at him. Look at Brendan Lawlor.

—Ruth Hollington




Facts and Quotes



	In the United States in 2018, guns killed an average of 100 people a day and injured an additional 300.


	
“As parents, teachers, and other adults look for ways to reach out to young people, some see a common thread in the disappointments and isolation students experience when they lose a sense of place, lose a parental figure, or lose a girlfriend.”

—Christian Science Monitor, 5/26/99



	
“The outcasts, obsessed with violent video games and intrigued by German rock music and Nazi culture, also had pastimes as wholesome as baseball; they were part of a tight circle of friends, earned top grades, held jobs and looked forward to life after graduation—factors that no doubt reassured their parents.”

—New York Times, 6/29/99














PART OF BRENDAN LAWLOR’S SUICIDE NOTE


To the good people of Middletown:

I hope this gets printed in big, bold letters on the front page of the newspaper, because it’s something every single one of you should read. I’m gone now, and you want to know why I took your kids with me?

Here’s why. You made my friggin’ life miserable. How? By the way you raised your kids to all want to be the same and to hate anyone who dares to be a little different. Oh, no, you’re probably thinking, you didn’t do that.

You sure did. I’ve seen you in your cars staring at me and my friends. Look at those creeps. Look at their clothes and the music they listen to. Why can’t they go out for sports or at least root for our team?








About Brendan


Brendan Lawlor and his family lived here [in Springfield] until the middle of seventh grade [when they moved to Middletown]. I’d say from second grade on I was about his best friend. There were times when we got into fights and wouldn’t talk for a while, but mostly we were friends. I always thought Brendan was a really cool kid. Popular, too.

He was smart and funny and a pretty good athlete for an average-size, thin kid. He was fast. He could really dis anyone to pieces, and he was one of those guys who would think up a cut-down right on the spot. I’ll never forget one time when we were goofing on this one kid because he had B.O., and Brendan said, “Your armpits smell so bad, the teacher gave you an A for not raising your hand.” &#8202;That really cracked us up.

—Brett Betzig, a friend of Brendan’s from Springfield

Brendan was one of the more vocal boys in the class, but also a very good student. He always had his homework and projects in on time. He was very good at expressing himself on paper, although his grammar and spelling were atrocious, which is often the case with boys his age. He could be temperamental, but that’s also not unusual.

—Katherine Sullivan, Brendan’s sixth-grade teacher

at Springfield Middle School

You couldn’t have asked for better neighbors than the Lawlors. Tom and Samantha Lawlor were so nice, always offering to help pick up a child or drive someone somewhere. They kept a neat house and a neat lawn, and I can count on one hand the number of times I heard either of them raise their voice to Brendan. I was very sorry when they moved away.

—Kit Conner, a neighbor

of the Lawlors’ in Springfield

Brendan and I were on the same soccer teams because our dads were friends and they coached together. I was usually in a forward spot because I liked to score. Brendan was usually on defense. He was funny about soccer. Sometimes he’d race across the field and throw his body in front of the ball like his life depended on it, and other times he acted like he couldn’t care less. I always had the feeling his dad wished he’d play harder and take it more seriously.

—Brett Betzig

You know how some people seem really relaxed and at ease with themselves? Not Brendan. He never seemed comfortable. He was always a little on edge, a little wary. It was like his brain couldn’t stop, even when we were just having a good time.

—Julie Shore, a friend of Brendan’s from Springfield

One thing about Brendan: He hated injustice. I remember there was this soccer game, and some kid on the other team should have been called for hands. It was really flagrant, but the ref didn’t see it. A couple of seconds later their team scored. Brendan went ballistic. He was right in the ref’s face, shouting and cursing like a madman. The rest of us were actually embarrassed. Mr. Lawlor had to come out on the field and take Brendan away. But Brendan just hated stuff like that.

—Brett Betzig

I was out in the front of the house when Samantha [Lawlor] drove into her driveway and got out of the car. She used to drive Brendan to school. This particular morning she looked like a wreck. Like she was going to cry. I asked if everything was okay, and she said Brendan had given her a particularly hard time that morning. I invited her in for coffee. I think she was hoping that because I’d raised two sons, I could give her some advice.

She actually cried a little and confided in me that Brendan could be very difficult. He wasn’t cooperative about doing chores, and he would blow up when he got upset. She said there were days when it was practically impossible to get him out of bed and dressed for school. It seemed so odd to me. His parents were both the opposite—even-tempered. Samantha especially was soft-spoken and gentle. Maybe he was too much for her.

—Kit Conner

We used to play video games a lot. One of our favorites was Need for Speed. The idea was to win the race, but we had just as much fun crashing into each other and trying to run each other off the course. Then Brendan got a demo of one of the Doom games. I remember we were totally blown away by it. For a couple of weeks it was all we did after school. And it was only a demo. I remember Mrs. Lawlor coming into his room one afternoon and wanting him to turn off the game and go out and play. And it was like Brendan didn’t even hear her, he was so into that game. She said it again, and Brendan told her to go away. He didn’t even look up. Mrs. Lawlor looked totally stunned that he’d said that. Of course, Brendan didn’t notice a thing. He was too busy playing. But that was the only time I ever heard him be fresh to her.

—Brett Betzig

The day [Brendan] found out he was moving he just looked terrible. I mean, at school he looked all pale and hollow and bent. I almost thought someone in his family had died. He really didn’t want to go.

—Julie Shore

The Lawlors were private people. Except for that one time with Samantha in my kitchen, she hardly ever said anything about [Brendan]. I’m not saying that’s good or bad, but you had the feeling that if something was wrong, they preferred to deal with it alone and not tell the whole neighborhood. Not that I ever had a reason to believe anything was wrong, other than what I already told you. But I do know that Brendan was very unhappy about moving. That’s a hard age to leave your friends.

—Kit Conner




Facts and Quotes



	
“ ‘[Mr. and Mrs. Kinkel] were devoted parents in a tight-knit family. … Bill had tried everything with Kip.’ ”

—a friend of the Kinkels’, New York Times, 6/14/98



	
“ ‘Sue [Klebold] was more patient and gentle and kind with her kids than I was able to be.’ ”

—a friend of the Klebolds’, New York Times, 6/29/99



	Though violent movies, music, and video games are popular in many countries, few allow their citizens to own handguns. In 1996 handguns killed 15 people in Japan. By 2017 that number had dropped to 3 people. In the United Kingdom 30 people died from handguns in 1996. In 2017 the number was approximately 50. In Canada, it was 106 in 1996 and 130 in 2017. In the United States, 9,390 died from handguns in 1996. In 2017 that number was more than 20,000.


	During the first half of the twentieth century the army trained soldiers to shoot at targets with bull’s-eyes. The targets were changed to human forms after it was discovered that soldiers sometimes couldn’t shoot back in war even if their lives were threatened. Military psychologists have noted that video games mimic military training designed to break down the inhibition against shooting human beings.
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