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Praise for Shot


In Shot, Jude Berman brings forth a powerful and haunting exploration of gun violence in America in a bold work of short stories that will captivate readers with its thematic unity and vivid prose, leaving readers to ponder what lies beyond the final moments.


—Jennifer Goldsmith, journalist and survivor of two mass shootings


In a poignant collection of twenty-six fictional stories, each victim of a mass shooting shares their final thoughts, dreams, and fears in the moments before tragedy strikes. Through vivid, heartbreaking snapshots, Jude Berman gracefully explores the human cost of gun violence, amplifying voices lost to an epidemic of shootings.


—Heidi Yewman, author of Beyond the Bullet: Personal Stories of Gun Violence Aftermath


Jude Berman presents well-crafted stories of individuals of various ages, occupations, and locations whose lives are abruptly impacted by gun violence. Shot captivates the reader with the details of each life and leaves us wishing the outcome had been different and knowing, in a different political climate, it could be.


—Marilyn J. Zimmerman, author of In Defense of Good Women


Shot delivers a poignant message about the US gun problem. Using fictional characters, Jude Berman does a brilliant job at putting faces and voices to the victims of gun violence. Anyone who cares about humanity and the thousands of firearm deaths annually will want to read this book.


—Julia Hatch, author of The Very Best of Care


“We become numb to gun violence because we can’t cope with the reality that we or our child could be next. Shot helps readers process this helplessness in a human, nonpolitical way. Processing tragedy allows us to begin to protect ourselves. Highly recommended for teens—the generation to take action.”


—Bridget Flynn Walker, PhD, author of Anxiety Relief for Kids: On-the-Spot Strategies to Help Your Child Overcome Worry, Panic, and Avoidance


“Jude Berman makes us fall in love with everyday people and then breaks our hearts every time by killing them off senselessly. This is how she makes her point, and what a point it is. Shot should be required reading for legislators.”


—Lori B. Duff, author of Devil’s Defense
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Author’s Note





I am not, technically speaking, the survivor of a mass shooting. However, due to the epidemic of gun violence in this country, I have come to believe all of us can—and perhaps should—consider ourselves survivors. Unless, of course, we are among those who have not survived.


The purpose of these stories is to give voice to those who did not survive.


On average, 316 people are shot in the United States every day; more than a million have been shot over the past decade. Sixty percent of American adults will experience gun violence (either themselves or through a loved one) in their lifetime. We should be ashamed.


And we should do more. More of us should do more.


Out of respect for the privacy of those who have died from or experienced the trauma of gun violence, these stories are fictional. Really, they’re less about other people and more about you.


Please note that this book contains depictions of random acts of gun violence. Reader discretion is advised.













A





Anna


I am Anna and I am a statistic. I was twelve years old when I was shot. I lived with my family in a yellow house in Omaha, Nebraska. I was a straight-A student and wanted to be a scientist when I grew up. My pronouns were she/her. I am survived by my parents, two younger sisters, and our bulldog, Axel.


It’s the beginning and it’s the middle and it’s the end. All at the same time. How could that be? Simple: Today is the last day of classes at the end of my first year in middle school. And of course it’s also the beginning of summer, when I’ll get to hang out with my friends and sleep in as late as I want.


Beginning, middle, and end coming together—that’s the sort of deep-thinking stuff Ms. French wants us to write essays about. Paradox, I think she calls it. Or maybe irony. I can never keep those two straight. Like, for example, the fact that she teaches English classes for students like me who are headed for the pre-AP track and who everyone says have a bright future, but her name is Ms. French. That’s kind of ironic, isn’t it?


I’m pretty good at English. I write essays that are clever and essays that are funny. And some that are both clever and funny. Like the one I wrote about AI talking to animals. When I heard about how RoboBees talk to real bees, I thought it was awesome. It made me think I could use AI to talk to animals. Imagine learning to buzz! Or learning whale-speak or pig-speak or any other animal language. Human-speak works okay with Axel, but bulldog-speak would go so much further.


Of course if you aren’t careful, it could get weird. Like if you accidentally used cat-speak with your dog. I know Axel would be insulted. I included that example in my essay. Ms. French kept me after class to say she thought it was so brilliant it could have been written by a first-year college student. I mean, wow!


But now, as I pick out clothes for this last day of school, my mind is more on science than English. The Young American Scientist award will be announced at this morning’s assembly. I did a project for it, but I don’t expect to win. Really, not a chance. Even with all the hype about STEM for girls, it’s still tougher for us.


I put on my favorite pink shirt with the ruffled short sleeves and a clean pair of jeans. Then I pull my hair back with my purple dragon hairclip. As I’m checking my outfit in the mirror, making sure the colors match okay, I hear Mom call from the kitchen. Her voice is shrill, like when she wants to make me giddyap so I won’t miss the bus.


I sling my backpack over one shoulder and step into my slip-on sneakers. But then I notice the hole in the fabric over the big toe on my left foot. Normally it doesn’t bug me. It’s actually pretty cool. What wouldn’t be cool is if I have to get on stage for an award, and Mom sees a photo of me wearing shabby shoes. Because you know she will. So I exchange them for a pair of white Mary Janes I haven’t worn since last summer. Except as soon as I squeeze one foot in, it’s obvious they’ve gotten too tight. Wearing my high-tops isn’t an option. Or my hiking boots. So back on go the sneakers. They’ll have to do. And I’m out the door and down the stairs and into the kitchen.


Mom gives me her quick once-over, head to toe. Then frowns. In case I can’t read her mind, she says, “Is that what you’re wearing?”


I don’t want to admit my dress-up shoes are too small. But if she makes me wear them all day, I know I’ll get blisters. All for the sake of an award I’m not winning. “Mom,” I object, “it’s not like anyone will look at my feet.”


She pushes a bowl of cereal and a carton of milk across the counter. “What’s the matter with you?”


I pour the milk and start to eat. I’m in for a lecture, so I fix my eyes on the flakes.


It’s nothing she hasn’t said before: I’m intelligent . . . My experiment was super smart . . . It deserves an award . . . I deserve an award . . . I should stop doubting myself . . . Yada, yada, yada. But then she stops short of her usual “I know you can do this, Anna,” and says, “Why do you always feel you’re not good enough?”


It’s one of those probing questions parents pull out when they’re trying to gain their kid’s trust. Except right now I just want to finish my cereal and get to school. We can do our mother-daughter bonding tonight when she’s consoling me for not winning the science award. Even though I’ll be perfectly fine not winning.


Of course originally I did want to win. Like, bad! I thought I could turn my essay on AI into a science experiment. I’d use AI to talk to Axel. But then I realized AI doesn’t know dog-speak. At least not yet. So I settled on an experiment about climate change. That’s more important anyway. I planned to compare a jar with a cellophane top and another jar without a top. I’d put both jars in the sun and measure their temperatures. The one with the cellophane would be hotter. It wasn’t very creative, but it would demonstrate the greenhouse effect. I’d get extra credit, plus a decent shot at the Young American Scientist award.


But then I had a better idea. The biggest greenhouse gas is carbon dioxide. What if I could show that it was carbon dioxide that raised the temperature? The air wouldn’t just be hotter because the jar had a top, it would be hotter because of the carbon dioxide. I just needed to make carbon dioxide.


I explained my idea to Mom and she help me research it. We learned that mixing baking soda with vinegar made carbon dioxide. She suggested I add extra jars with just baking soda and just vinegar so I could rule out that the rise in temperature was due to one of them alone. And she bought an infrared thermometer so I could measure the temperature. I did the experiment and, ta-da, I got the results I was hoping for.


That was when the trouble started.


I brought my project to school and entered it in the science fair, and for some reason, Freddie and his buddies decided it was the dumbest thing they’d ever seen. They started calling me Professor Woke. They made up a little jingle: “Dr. Annie Woke is a big joke.” They whispered it whenever they walked by me in the hall. Then they put it online for the whole world to see. They knew how much I hate being called Annie. Suddenly I wasn’t sure all the work I’d put into the project had been worth it.


I look up from my empty bowl of cereal, and Mom is waiting for an answer. “I don’t know,” I say. “I’m just not good enough. You need to get off my back about it.”


She scowls. She doesn’t say it, but I know she’s thinking, Don’t you dare talk to me like that, young woman. Which means she doesn’t understand what I’m feeling. So I get explicit. Being explicit, according to Ms. French, is essential if you want to write a good essay.


“You think I’m smart,” I say, “because I did an experiment about climate change, and you think that’s important. But to some people, that’s just plain dumb. To them, I’m just plain dumb. And when you’re dumb, it’s best to know it.”


My mother looks at me and shakes her head. “Honey, I hate to hear you talk like that. It couldn’t be further from the truth. You have to leave now, but we’ll talk later, after you bring home your award. We’ll celebrate, I promise.”


I glare at her. “I’m not coming home with any award!”


“How can you be so sure?”


That stops me. How do I know? Despite what I’m telling Mom, I know I’m not dumb. It’s just that sometimes all the bullying gets to me, and I start to believe I’m Annie Woke. When it comes down to it, though, all I have is the gut feeling I’m not coming home with an award. “I just know,” I mumble.


“But how?” she presses.


She won’t let it go. And I need her to let it go. I’m the one who has to go to school, face Freddie and the other kids. If I win, their bullying will be next-level. “Well,” I say with exasperation, “if for some wild reason I do get that stupid award, you can keep it!”


I know I shouldn’t be so rude to Mom, but the words just pop out. Probably I’m angry at Freddie and his friends, angry they’re picking on me for caring about our Earth’s climate, angry I let their taunts get to me. And angry I’ve had to work so hard these past months to keep Mom from finding out about all this. Being rude to her is easier than trying to deal with that whole mess.


Before she can respond, I grab my backpack and rush out the door. As it slams shut, I don’t have to look back to know she’s standing there, arms outstretched, waiting for her goodbye hug.


The school assembly is first thing in the morning. I meet up with my BFF Neveah and we join everyone filing through the metal detectors outside the doors to the large auditorium. Sixth graders sit on the left side, seventh graders on the right side, and eighth graders in the middle. As we take seats toward the left-side back of the hall, she babbles on about our plans for the summer: We’ll go tubing on the Elkhorn River, earn pocket money mowing neighbors’ lawns and walking their dogs, take goofy portrait photos of people and their pets, make homemade ice cream to sell in my front yard, create some awesome new flavors.


When she notices she’s doing all the talking, she nudges me with her elbow and offers suggestions: “How about pizza ice cream? Licorice ice cream? Carmel cotton candy? Peanut butter and garlic?”


I’m totally into doing all of that with her, except my mind is still on the fight with Mom. I’m sorry not sorry—sorry I didn’t hug her, because we always, always, always hug before I leave for school, but not sorry for pushing back against her heavy-duty expectations. Mostly, though, I’m just glad Nev and I are about to start enjoying summer.


This is my first time attending an end-of-year assembly in middle school, but it’s easy to predict who the speakers will be and what they will say. First up is the principal, who highlights all the major events of the year, punctuated by the cheerleading squad with their hallmark “Give me an O!” No surprise there. I’d be bored if I wasn’t having so much fun watching Nev doodle dancing ice cream cones on her phone. Other kids have their phones out too. Apparently the usual rules aren’t being enforced today.


Next up are the academic awards, which are just the prelude to what students care most about: anything that has to do with sports, and of course the personality awards. I hope there’s a biggest jerk award and Freddie wins it.


Eighth grade goes first. For each award—English, history, math, science, and wild card—the names of the three finalists are read out, then the winner is announced. That person comes up to receive their certificate, then stands in a line on the stage. After eighth grade, they move on to seventh. Same thing. I don’t know many of the older kids but I clap for them, along with everyone else. A few of the more popular kids get synchronized applause that ends with loud cheers. I can’t help wondering whether those kids feel more proud or more embarrassed.


By the time they get to sixth grade, ten winners are lined up on stage. Add five more from our class, run through the sports and personality awards, and we’ll be done and out of here. I can’t wait for this to be over.


The sixth-grade English winner is Logan, a tall, thin boy with shaggy hair. He wrote some pretty cool poems that he read aloud in class. Ms. French praised his creative use of metaphor. And paradox. The poem I remember best was about a squirrel in a cloud. All of us had different ideas about what it meant, and he said we were all wrong. Ms. French said no, we were all correct, because he had made us think more deeply, and that’s what a poem should do. Next year I will write essays that make people think deeply. About super important stuff. Like climate change. And world peace. Logan had better watch out because I’m coming for that English award!


I’m so busy thinking about Logan that I miss the history and math winners. I tune back in just as they get to science. I should be listening carefully, at the edge of my seat, hoping to hear my name. But I’m not. I’m leaning over and silently giggling at Nev’s cannoli ice cream cone with its long, thin, squiggly legs. Which makes it all the more stunning when the three finalists are named and I am one of them. There’s a pause, and the winner is announced: Anna Solano.


In shock, I stand up.


I can feel Nev pushing me forward, cheering for me.


In a daze, I half walk, half stumble toward the stage as the whole school claps. For me. In a daze, I accept the certificate. In a daze, I walk to the end of the line of winners and stand there, the fourteenth student. Not just a finalist but the actual winner: sixth-grade Young American Scientist of the year.


I really didn’t believe this would happen. But here I am, on stage before the whole school. I’m so surprised, I don’t even have time to feel nervous or embarrassed.


I regret being so crappy to Mom. I can’t wait to go home and apologize. Tell her she was right, I should have had more confidence in myself, believed I would win. It was a terrific science project. I’m going to think of more experiments to do over the summer. I’m excited to start seventh grade so I can take new classes, learn from new teachers. I’ll be a star student in science and English. I stand here clutching my certificate, pulsing with excitement.


As I look down at the sixth graders in front of me, I see Freddie. He’s in the first row, staring at me. When he sees that I’m looking back at him, he sticks out his tongue. Quick, so no teachers will catch him. Disgust and hatred are fighting for first place on his face. I know he’ll taunt me later, with his friends as a backup chorus. But now that doesn’t matter. This certificate shows me what the school and the teachers think of me. In their eyes, like in Mom’s eyes, I’m smart. I’m a winner. With that conviction, I won’t let Freddie get to me again.


Instead of looking away, I stare him down.


We’re still staring at each other as the sixth-grade wild card winner takes her place next to me on the stage, and the whole school cheers for all the winners together.


As the applause dies down, there is some sort of commotion to my left.


Someone is trying to come out from behind the curtain. Probably a teacher. Probably with some special announcement. Or maybe someone who took a back entrance because they were late. I’m too intent on staring at Freddie to glance over to see who it is.


But then I see terror on his face. He’s not looking at me anymore.


Now I’m not looking at him either. I’m looking at what everyone else is looking at: a young man wearing a bandanna that covers half his face, standing on the stairs at the far-left side of the stage. He is holding a large rifle and pointing it at all the winners, then quickly flashing it around the hall.


I want to believe it’s some kind of skit, part of the assembly. But I know it’s not.


Some kids beside me drop to the ground. Like we’ve been taught to do.


Others are screaming.


Some run toward the back doors.


A couple of teachers rush down the aisle. They have to get to the shooter before he pulls the trigger!


I’m frozen in place. As if I can be invisible and nothing will happen if I don’t move. As if I’m not dizzy and about to faint. About to die.


Our last active shooter drill felt nothing like this. It’s all happening so fast, but it feels like slow motion.


I drop to the ground.


But not before a volley of shots has gone off.


I hear my voice crying, as if from far away: “Mom! Mom! Mommy!”


I don’t hear her answer.


Now I don’t even hear my own voice.


There is no sound.


There is no beginning, no middle. Only the end.













B





Benjamin


I am Ben and I am a statistic. I was seventy-four when I was shot. I was living with my wife of half a century, Betty, in Cleveland, Ohio, in a condo on the shores of Lake Erie. My pronouns were he/him. I am survived by Betty, our daughter Samantha, my brother Bill, and our two grandchildren.


I never had the slightest interest in genealogy. But then Betty bought us both DNA test kits for Christmas the year I retired. She was on the hunt for ways to keep me busy and also expand my horizons—something more stimulating than the jigsaw puzzles of tropical scenes with which I’d been whiling away the hours, and less pricey than going on cruises. Cost consciousness aside, she knew being crammed on a ship with three thousand people had never been my idea of a fun pastime. I’d much rather be out in nature, enjoying it with Betty.


We did talk about investing in a camper and touring the national parks. We’re still talking about it. The main reason we haven’t done it yet is that our daughter, Samantha, had twins the year after I retired. Recognizing how stretched to the max Sammy and her husband, both trial lawyers, would feel even if they hired a capable nanny, Betty and I made the snap decision to sell our home in the hills overlooking San Francisco Bay and move to Cleveland.


The twins are almost four now. We spend most of our afternoons babysitting for them when they get home from preschool, and thinking up the next alluring activity to introduce them to. Like making guitars out of painted tissue boxes and rubber bands. Or baking alphabet cookies that spell out their names: Leo and Cleo. Only four letters between the two of them. Honestly, I haven’t had an ounce of extra energy to put into buying a camper and fitting it out. Not to mention how much we’d lose out on if we were on the road, away from our grandkids for long stretches.


I was brimming with energy, however, that last Christmas in California as I anticipated the results of our DNA tests.


Because the truth was I knew next to nothing about my ancestry. Neither of my parents had ever talked much about their families. My dad said his folks came over from Europe, but when I pried for details, he was vague. The stories he did share centered on the hardships of growing up in New York City during the Great Depression—how he stood in breadlines on frigid mornings, collected junk to sell instead of going to school, hoped they wouldn’t be kicked out of their apartment and wind up in Hooverville. How his overalls were patched hand-me-downs from his sister.


My mother didn’t have any such colorful stories. Whenever I asked about her family, we somehow ended up talking about Dad’s family instead. Or she retold the story of meeting him at a college sock hop and the thrill when he kissed her at the end of the evening as they rummaged around for their shoes in a dimly lit hallway.


Growing up, I could have been more curious, I suppose. I could have asked my father why he’d lost contact with his parents after he moved to California, asked my mother why I’d never seen a photo of her as a child. But I took my cues from them: If my parents preferred to relegate the past to the past, so would I.


As the years went on, I had no reason to do otherwise. It was natural to look to the future when I worked in Silicon Valley; everything we did was focused on the future. I liked to remind my colleagues whenever we found ourselves in crisis mode that we couldn’t change the past, we could only change the future. That was my motto. It’s also how Betty and I raised our daughter, and probably why Sammy isn’t one to hold onto the past either.


Another mindset that stuck with me—and with my brother, Bill—was our parents’ lack of interest in all things religion. Like most families in the neighborhood, we celebrated Christmas and Easter. But unlike our neighbors, we never set foot in a church. Since religious affiliation tends to be inherited, this felt like the logical extension of our close-to-nonexistent ancestry.


I did of course quiz my parents about their beliefs.


“I don’t believe in anything,” my father said.


“So you’re an atheist?”


“Jeez, Ben, it’s not a dirty word,” he said, as if I were the one swearing.


“But you don’t believe in God?”


“No.”


“Mom doesn’t either?”


“In this screwed-up world,” he countered, “how could anyone believe in God?”


Although my parents had sworn off sanctity of any shape or sort, they expected my brother and me to make our own choices when we were old enough. I appreciated their faith—if you can call it that—in us. Even so, by the time I found myself caught up in the day-to-day maelstrom of software engineering, the larger existential questions had slipped into the far reaches of my brain. I pretty much followed in my parents’ footsteps by default.


When I met Betty, she’d been flirting with Buddhism. Her practice of mindfulness didn’t require a belief in God, so we were more or less on the same page. And we built our family on that page. I was relieved—even thankful—our daughter had not taken any interest in religion either.


All that imploded the instant I read my DNA results.


There it was in black and white: 100 percent Ashkenazi Jewish. I wouldn’t have been surprised at, say, 20 percent. But 100 percent? That could only be taken to mean one thing: Both my parents had deliberately hidden their Jewish heritage.


I turned to Betty, who was with me, checking her own results on her laptop. “Did you suspect this?” I asked, sticking my screen under her nose. “Is this why you got us DNA tests?”


She said not at all. She’d assumed she was mostly Scandinavian and I was some combination of German and Eastern European and maybe English. We’d have fun tracking down our ancestors, see if we could trace our roots all the way back to Charlemagne. It would be a great party game.


“What on earth were they thinking?” I said.


“Who?”


“My parents. How could they have seen being Jewish as such a terrible thing you have to hide it from your kids?”


I didn’t waste any time calling Bill with the news. He said he wasn’t surprised. He’d always felt there was a gap in our family story. Yes, our parents didn’t claim a religion, but it was reasonable to suspect that, having immigrated from Europe in the early twentieth century, they were Jewish. It might as well show up big in our DNA. He said he’d often joked as a psychotherapist about himself as being, in Freud’s words, a “godless Jew.” Intellectually and culturally, it resonated.


As we talked more, I could see his point. The clues had been there all along. Like, for instance, the mere handful of family photos from before my birth. My mother once said they had no photos of their wedding because it was a civil service, with only a small gathering afterward. But she never explained the absence of extended family on holidays as we were growing up—unlike our friends, who were all surrounded by wide circles of relatives. And then there was Mom’s trip to Israel. She said she went to attend a conference on permaculture, but it sounded like an intensely emotional experience.


None of that, however, explained withholding the truth from us.


Since my father had died when I was in college and my mother ten years ago, I couldn’t turn to them for answers. My only hope was to undertake some genealogical digging. Which Betty fully supported.


I didn’t have to search long. Starting on my father’s side, I located the record of my newlywed grandparents passing through Ellis Island in 1922, having traveled from Hamburg, Germany. They settled in the Lower East Side, where they promptly changed their name from Horowitz to Horn. With the flip of a single letter and the deletion of four more, an entire heritage was erased for generations to come. Records showed that they started a family, only to fall into hard times after my grandfather’s textile business went belly-up during the Depression. All that jibed with my father’s stories.


My next discovery was that my grandfather had eight siblings and my grandmother six. All fourteen born and raised in Germany. At least some likely wanted to follow them to the States, but none made it here. Every last one died in a concentration camp. It took months of research, but I pulled together the details: Buchenwald, 1942. Auschwitz, 1944, 1945. Theresienstadt, 1943, Treblinka II, 1945. I had names and places and birth dates, and in some cases photos. These people were real. They suffered horrible deaths. Deaths so inhumane that merely reading about them left me physically shaken. Yet the more I learned, the more I needed to know.


As I read their stories, I asked myself why it had taken me so long to look into all this. The only answer, really, was privilege. My life had been easy. Since people assumed I was Christian—by default at least—nobody had placed obstacles in my path, threatened my security, let alone endangered my life itself. I had sashayed into success with a cadre of engineers during the dot-com boom, then managed to dodge major damage when the bubble burst. I only retired because everyone else in our company at that point was my daughter’s age. If not younger. And I had the money to retire comfortably. Those cruises would have been easily affordable had I wanted to go on them.


It wasn’t hard to understand why my paternal grandparents had been unwilling to admit to being Jewish in America. They wanted to avoid being attacked on the streets. They didn’t want to be falsely accused and ostracized, to have made it all the way to this country only to be economically and socially sidelined. They hoped to make enough money to move uptown. I imagine another reason was guilt. The weight of being the only ones among their siblings to survive must have been crushing.


I wondered if my grandparents had corresponded with their siblings before their murders, but I wasn’t able to uncover any letters. I also wondered if they had kept their secret from my father. It was hard to imagine he lived his entire life without knowing. Even if he had learned the basics, I could see how he might have carried on the secret nonetheless—much as I had unquestioningly carried on his beliefs.


I printed out the photos I’d found online, put them in frames, and lined them up on the mantle. In one, a girl—her black hair secured with an enormous taffeta bow, a rolling hoop and stick in one hand—stares at me with haunting dark eyes every time I walk into the room. The grandmother I never knew. Now I’m doing what my father failed to do: honor her and my other ancestors.


Before I looked into Mom’s family, I took a breather from genealogy. I wasn’t ready to handle more trauma.


But when I got back into it, after we had settled into our condo here in Cleveland, what I found was even worse. Both her parents had perished in concentration camps. The details were sparse, but from what I could piece together, they’d been able to put her, at age twelve, on a Kindertransport that took her from Austria to England, where she was cared for in a series of foster homes. After the war, she traveled to America, having received a scholarship to study at New York University. She never saw her parents after they put her on that train. Nor did she ever speak about them.


I searched for books and articles about Holocaust survivors, read as much as I could. The trauma had been so overwhelming for some that it was decades before they could speak about it, even to their children and loved ones. For my mother, it had been the entire rest of her life.


After I explained this to Betty, she took me in her arms as I wept.


Her seemingly simple Christmas present had turned out to be anything but simple. It was the most momentous gift I’d ever received. I’d been given answers to questions I didn’t even know I had. I’d found my identity, my people. As I wept, my tears were because I felt it had come too late. There was nothing I could do.


Yet there was more to do. It was time to bring in Sammy. I’d been holding off on talking to her while I engaged in the research, but this discovery affected her too. Again, Betty was in full support.


Sammy came over one evening after work, while her husband took care of the twins. I poured her a glass of chardonnay and showed her my DNA results.


“You know what this means,” I said.


“What?”


“You’re fifty percent Ashkenazi.”


“Right.”


I waited for her to say more.


“I mean I don’t have a problem with it,” she said when she realized I was still in listening mode.


“You shouldn’t.”


She shrugged it off. “Honestly, Dad, I don’t care.”


“Wait a minute,” I said. “You don’t care about what?”


She backtracked, saying she meant she wasn’t raised with a religious identity and doesn’t consider herself Jewish. She’s indifferent to my DNA results because they don’t change anything for her.


I bristled at that. “Sounds like you want to deny—”


She cut me off. “It’s not like you cared about any of this when I was growing up. I’m almost forty, and this is the first time you’re telling me I’m Jewish.”


She had a point there. Given my history, I wasn’t in a position to judge her.


Still, our conversation didn’t sit well with me. I hadn’t expected her to make major life changes, but I was hoping for greater resonance, for some sense she’d been touched by this revelation. That she had gained something. As I saw it, what was lost had miraculously been found. I didn’t want to believe that meant nothing to her.


In the end, her lack of interest spurred me to check out a synagogue. Although my ancestors had been murdered for being Jewish, they hadn’t necessarily been religious. So I hadn’t initially considered the religious side of being Jewish. But realizing my daughter was unlikely to carry that forward in any way made me feel a certain duty toward my ancestors. Yes, it had taken seventy-plus years to discover who I was, but now that I knew, I wanted to explore every part of my identity. I didn’t know what I would find or how I would feel about it. All I could do was approach it with an open mind.


I located a Reform synagogue a few miles from our condo and told Betty I wanted to attend a service.


She offered to accompany me.


That Friday evening, we walked past the security guards and through the lobby, and took seats in a pew at the back. I looked around surreptitiously as the service began. The artifacts, the language, the sitting and standing were all unfamiliar, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to become a student again at my age. But one thing grabbed me: the music. The first time I heard the refrain of “L’cha Dodi,” tears welled up. It was as though that song had been sleeping within me since before I could remember, and was finally awakening.


It awoke anew each day after that, filling me with hope and joy. Even before I learned the words or understood it was a love song—and why it was part of the service—I was humming the tune in the shower. I hummed it for the twins when I put them down for a nap.


Betty and I have continued to attend services every Friday evening. In some inexplicable way, the songs and rituals of Judaism have forged a connection with my ancestors and eased the existential sense of exclusion I’d suffered from, even if I never understood it for what it was. I’ve also been meeting people with stories similar to mine, Jews who are children or grandchildren of immigrants and who lost relatives in the Holocaust. I even met several who didn’t learn until well into adulthood that they’re Jewish.


None of this means I’ve ceased to be an atheist. But that hasn’t been a problem. I feel welcomed at the temple.


We only attend services when the twins are with their parents, so bringing them with us has never been a consideration. Besides, they’ve been too young to sit through a service. Now, it turns out, our temple is holding a special morning service on Rosh Hashanah, designed for families. We’ve been encouraged to bring children, even as young as age two.


Immediately I want to bring Cleo and Leo. This is a chance to introduce them to their heritage, to make sure they never feel their grandad hid something so important from them. Of course I wouldn’t do any of this without their mother’s consent.


When I ask Sammy, she hesitates.


“What’s the matter?” I ask. “They’ll love it.”


When she doesn’t elaborate, I push harder: “Are you afraid I’ll force a belief system on them you don’t approve of? Is that it?”


“Of course not,” she says. “I know you’re into the whole religious thing. I just don’t see why you have to involve them.”


I explain that I want them to have what I missed as a child. I want to enrich their lives. I’m not forcing anything; they will make their own decisions when they grow up. Just as I let her do. When she’s still noncommittal, I say, “Here’s a solution. The service is on Saturday, so why don’t you come? Then you’ll be familiar with everything. You might even like what you see.”


That’s not the solution she has in mind. “Saturday is my only free day. I don’t want to put anything on the calendar.” She pauses, then adds, “Go ahead and take them. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”


To ease her concerns, I remind her this is the Jewish New Year; I won’t ask to take them every week. And she’ll always have the final say in what experiences her children are exposed to.


Of course, all this is automatic for most families: As a child, you go to whatever church or temple or mosque your family attends; as grandparents, your grandchildren go with you. And if your family doesn’t follow any religion, you don’t go. Either way, most people don’t think twice about it. Yet here I am, a man whose life was turned upside down during his seventh decade, who longs to see his progeny carry on traditions that were lost to his family. I want them to grow up with a connection to their roots, a sense of belonging. Yes, ultimately they will make their own choices, but they won’t require a DNA test to know what choices are theirs to make. I also want them to know they’ll never have to live in fear because of their religious identity or see it as something to hide, even from their own kin.


Sammy drops the twins off at the condo first thing Saturday morning, on her way to the gym. They look adorable—Leo in his pressed shirt and slacks, Cleo in a pleated plaid skirt and wool cardigan.


“You both look sparkling new for the New Year!” I tell them.


That elicits a grin from Leo but puts a frown on Cleo’s face.


She points to her outfit. “This isn’t new.”


I forgot that kids their age can take things literally.


Betty helps me out. “Let’s find you something new,” she says. “Something pretty.”


Cleo follows Betty to the bedroom, and when they return a few minutes later, her black hair has been pulled up and back with a big bow, fashioned out of a brand-new cream-colored satin ribbon. My eye goes straight to the photo on the mantle—to that head of black hair, that old-fashioned bow, those haunting dark eyes. I don’t want to say anything now; there will be time tonight to ask Betty if she also sees the resemblance to my grandmother, if that was what gave her the idea for the bow.


Walking past the guards and into the temple, we find a festive atmosphere. Many families have come with children, but there are also older adults and university students. When the kids see me put on a kippah—a custom I described to them as we drove here—they both want one too. Since this is a Reform synagogue, I don’t have to tell Cleo it’s only for men and boys. They pick matching blue kippahs out of the box and giggle as they put them on. By the way they fuss to adjust them so they won’t slide off, I can tell they feel proud.


Plastic shofroth have been placed on the pews. Parents are trying—with little success—to convince their youngsters to wait for the right moment to blow them.


Because so many people have come today, we sit close together: Leo on the aisle, then me, then Cleo wedged between Betty and me. Some of the smaller children sit on their parents’ laps to save space.


When everyone is settled, the rabbi explains that we will have a brief service to learn more about the holiday. Together we will sing some songs. She will let everyone know when to blow their shofroth, and how many times to blow. Then the children will go outside with their parents for some activities, after which we will all share a special snack.


A musician joins the rabbi and begins to strum a guitar.


Cleo grasps my hand and whispers, “I know that!”


“You do,” I whisper back, pleased she recognizes “L’Shanah Tovah.” I’ve been humming it lately at nap time; as soon as they hear its joyful but soothing melody, they nod off. Never fails.


“Can we sing now?” she says.


I’m about to tell her that yes, we will all sing it together, when an overpowering blast rocks the building. Sounds like an explosion and gunfire and glass shattering—all at once. And right outside.


I catch Betty’s eye as we both spin around to see what’s happening.


Two men with AR-15s rush the doorway, having shot or bombed their way past the guards. They run up the central aisle, toward the rabbi. A third and fourth are close behind.


This is an organized attack.


Shots ring out.


My mind stops. I don’t quite know where I am anymore. What was a synagogue is now a war zone.


But there’s no time to think. No time to reach out to Betty. No time.


I do the only thing that’s instinctive: I grab Cleo and Leo and with one motion pull them to the ground and cover their bodies with mine.


I feel them quivering beneath me. Hear their whimpers. I’m doing everything humanly possible to make sure they survive.


In the next instant, I’ve been shot.


The pain is excruciating. I can’t move a muscle. I hear Leo scream. Feel Cleo struggling to free herself. I know I’ve been fatally wounded, but I’m certain the bullet didn’t reach either of my little ones.


I can’t see Betty. All I can do is pray she is alive.


I have barely enough breath, enough strength, to bury my nose in Cleo’s satin bow and whisper, “I love . . . you . . .”
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